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Preface 

AMONG THE RECENT DEVELOPMENTS in sociology is a renewed emphasis 
on the interplay between changing social structures and aging or human 
development. Research in this area is proving fruitful, as exemplified by the 
sociology of age as one emerging special field. Explorations of this area 
crosscut and provide fresh insights into many familiar sociological topics; 
and, at the same time, contribute new sociological understandings of both 
social structures and individual lives. 

Although the interdependence between social structures and human lives 
has long been taken for granted, it is only now being given explicit attention by 
sociologists. New conceptual frameworks are illuminating the dynamic 
interplay among macro-level, meso-level, and micro-level processes; they are 
gradually expunging persistent terminological confusions over the several 
meanings of age as well as persistent fallacious interpretations of findings 
about age structures and the aging process. New methodological approaches 
are being adapted to the peculiarly sociological objectives of studying groups 
and societies as dynamic social systems, and understanding individuals as they 
grow older within such systems. Thus the groundwork is being laid for 
significant sociological advance. 

The chapters in this volume build on this groundwork. They are addressed 
to pioneering sociologists seeking avenues for enlarging and integrating the 
discipline. They provide state-of-the-art assessments for students of sociology, 
from undergraduates to mature specialists in sociology and neighboring 
disciplines. And, for readers concerned with public policy or professional 
practice, they offer information about aging over the life course; the 
relationship between aging and the changing structure of families, firms, the 
state, and society as a whole; and the implications for equality of opportunity 
for people of differing age, gender, race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. 

Stemming from the 1986 Annual Meeting of the American Sociological 
Association, this volume consists of papers selected to reflect the diverse array 
of conceptual, methodological, and substantive reports presented at the 
Thematic Sessions in New York. This book is the first in the set of two 
volumes titled Social Change and the Life Course. The second, Sociological 
Lives, concerning these lives and how they relate to changing social structures, 
contains papers presented at the Plenary Sessions. Both volumes deal with 
varied aspects of the theme of the 1986 Annual Meeting, "Social Structures 
and Human Lives." 

13 
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Partl 

Introduction 

PART I DESCRIBES the plan of the book and its relationto the theme of the 
1986 Annual Meeting of the American Sociological Association. As defined 
by the title of this volume, the theme stresses the potential of examining the 
dynamic interplay between changing social structures and the ways in which 
people moving through these structures experience and organize their lives. 
The Introduction is intended to help readers as they relate this theme to their 
own special research interests and to sociology as a discipline. 

Chapter 1, "Social Structures and Human Lives: A Sociological Theme," 
by Beth B. Hess, presents a synopsis of the book. It shows how various 
chapters are tied to the 1986 program theme and arranged according to a 
framework provided by the sociology of age. 

This framework is set out in detail in Chapter 2, "On the Significance of 
Age in Sociology," by Matilda White Riley. Age is defined as an integral 
element in both social structures and human lives. The purpose of the chapter 
is to provide an analytical scheme for understanding the continuing interplay 
between: (1) aging over the life course as a social process and (2) societies and 
groups as stratifîed by age. The succession of cohorts serves to link the two. 
Research and theory relating to age draw on sociology as a whole. They also 
contribute to it through reformulation of traditional emphases on process and 
change, the multiple interdependent levels of the system, and the multidimen-
sionality of those sociological concerns that overlap with related aspects of 
other disciplines. 



1 

Social Structures and 
Human Lives 
A Sociological Theme 

Beth B. Hess 

WHEN MATILDA WHITE RILEY, as President of the American Sociological 
Association (ASA), together with her Program Committee, proposed the 
theme for the 1986 annual meeting, they had a hidden agenda. By focusing on 
the interplay between social structures and human lives, they hoped to bring a 
largely neglected area of study to the forefront of sociological attention. 

Although sociologists have always acknowledged the importance of the 
mesh between individual actors and their positions in society and its 
institutions, individual lives have not been closely examined as they coUectively 
affect social systems. The structured age divisions that accommodate peoples' 
lives have come under systematic sociological scrutiny only recently (as 
manifest in the establishment of an ASA Section on Aging a mere decade 
ago). Therefore, it should not be surprising that the interplay between 
structures and lives has been a relatively undeveloped topic. What Robert 
Merton might have called a "long obscured pocket of ignorance" was an area 
ripe for attention at the 1986 ASA annual meeting. How do variations in 
social-structural conditions affect the playing out of the human life course, 
and, conversely, how do collective experiences of birth cohort members 
generate structural change? These are the questions that Riley and her 
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committee felt would provide opportunities for innovative sociological 
inquiry across a variety of subfîelds. 

Although the program theme was described as "a truism" in the original 
1985 Footnotes announcements, it was designed, in fact, as a challenge to 
open up new lines of investigation in theory and research, In the words of the 
announcement: 

It is a sociological truism that social structures and human lives are inextricably 
linked. People grow up and grow old, not in laboratories, but in a matrix of 
groups, networks, institutions and communities. People's experiences and 
positions in these social structures influence their attitudes, behavior, physical 
and psychological functioning—indeed, all aspects of their lives. At the same 
time, social structures are shaped by people's changing lives. 

The 1986 program is designed to reflect three recent emphases in sociology 
which bear on this truism: 

1. The dynamic nature ofsocial structures and human lives. Just as all people, 
irrespective of sex, age, socioeconomic status, or ethnicity, are continually 
growing older and changing biologically, psychologically, and socially, so too 
neither the society nor the culture in which they live remains unchanged. 
Sociologists increasingly use analytic strategies acknowledging the centrality of 
change in both social structures and human lives. 

2. The interplay between structural changes andaging (or human development). 
Life-course patterns are affected by the social, cultural, and environmental 
changes to which people are exposed and also by the character of the cohort to 
which they belong. Similarly, the changed experiences of individuals and 
cohorts lead to large-scale change in social and cultural structures. 

3. The increasing relevance of work in neighboring disciplines. Sociological 
studies of changing social structure, individual aging, and the influence of each 
on the other are in the mainstream of sociology; but they are also broadly 
informed by recent studies in anthropology, economics, history, political 
science, psychology, biology, and other fields. 

AREAS OF SOCIOLOGICAL CHALLENGE 

The above statement of the theme was intended to spur the sociological 
imagination to explore several areas of relative neglect. First, although lip 
service is paid to the dynamic character of human lives and social structures, 
analyses rarely take this into account. AU too often, both lives and structures 
are treated as static. Second, with rare exceptions (e.g., Alice Rossi's ASA 
Presidential volume, Gender and the Life Course), the interaction among 
social, psychological, and biological aging processes across the life course has 
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been overlooked. Third, much sociological work fails to appreciate the 
reciprocal natme of the relationship between structure and lives. That is, while 
the effect of structure on individuals is the essence of the sociological 
perspective, the possibility that cumulative change in the collective experiences 
and opportunities of many people's lives could lead to profound structural 
reorganization is often ignored. In particular, the cohort processes that 
connect alterations in the life course to changing social structures, as people 
age together over particular slices of history, have not been fuUy integrated 
into our models of society. 

Through its thematic statement, then, the Program Committee took a first 
step toward transforming such "pockets of ignorance" into potentially 
promising research agendas. The goal was to awaken the professional 
community to the untapped power of this theme for a broad range of 
sociological concerns. The theme served to emphasize the salience of cohort 
flow—as the individual members of successive cohorts, in playing out their 
lives, form age strata within ever-changing social structures. 

Failure to examine these processes has inhibited the development of 
sociology as a whole, leading to a host of misperceptions, false stereotypes, 
and simplistic cohort-centric notions of fîxed life stages. AU too often, 
researchers fail to understand how their own view of the world, and the lives of 
their respondents, are grounded in cohort-specifîc experiences. All too often, 
researchers still commit the "life-course fallacy" of interpreting cross-section 
age differences as changes resulting from aging processes. And, despite the 
growing literature in the sociology of age, we still find depictions of age strata 
as structureless aggregates of individuals. By directing so much research into 
narrow pathways and blind alleys, sociology's restricted focus has obscured 
entire areas of great promise for the discipline as a whole. 

RELATION TO THE 
SOCIOLOGY OF AGE 

The sociology of age is a key element of the 1986 program theme. In 
Chapter 2 of this volume, Matilda Riley provides a retrospective account of 
her own experiences, and the experiences of several of us who have worked 
with her as a team for many years, in the development of this special field. She 
presents an analytical scheme for understanding the interplay between human 
lives and social structures. This scheme is centered on the Uves of individuals 
who are aging from birth to death, undergoing biological and psychological 
change, performing a sequence of social roles over the life course, interacting 
with various sets of role partners, forming and reforming a social self The 
other focus of the model is changes in social structures, as roles and 
institutions adapt to changing environments, historical events unfold, values 
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and belief systems are transformed, and the age structure of the population is 
altered. Riley views the/Jow of cohorts as the essential mechanism in the 
interplay between lives and structures, with social change occurring as 
successive cohorts of aging individuals fit into age-graded roles and institutions 
to form age strata of young, middle-aged, and old. 

Chapter 2 indicates how, as a special field, the sociology of age is related to 
sociology as a whole. The field draws heavily on central sociological concepts, 
most especially on the dynamic, multilevel, and multidimensional nature of 
the discipline. In turn, the sociology of age contributes to the larger discipUne 
by clarifying, specifying, and elaborating these traditional sociological 
emphases. In addition, it broadens the scope of the discipline by examining 
previously neglected areas of central concern to sociologists. In so doing, 
many time-honored sociological propositions are reexamined, just as many 
new research questions are posed, demanding new theoretical approaches and 
new methodologies. In the hope of highlighting these new potentials for the 
discipline, the sociology of age provides the organizing framework for this 
volume. 

PLAN OF THE BOOK 

Each of the chapters selected for this volume is informed by the 1986 
program theme and, to varying degrees, by the sociology of age. Taken 
together, the chapters not only clarify and specify the theme, but also illustrate 
how diverse sociological fîelds, methods, and theories can be enriched by 
explicit attention to the interplay between social structures and human lives. 

In the main body of the book, the theme serves as a crude guide for 
grouping the chapters into parts. Given the variety of topics and unique 
perspective of each author, organizing these essays into coherent parts has had 
to be somewhat arbitrary, and each reader wiU undoubtedly prefer to order 
the chapters somewhat differently. As arranged here, the parts all underscore 
the need to bring people—human lives—back into the analysis of social 
structure. 

Part II: 
Levels of Social Systems 

The question of the relationships among interdependent system levels is 
addressed fîrst, if only because of its prominence in sociology and because of 
the many unresolved issues surrounding the topic. Researchers confronting 
the interplay between structure and lives are ipso facto required to grapple 
with multiple levels. And although not explicitly treated in several of the 
chapters, age is an essential ingredient at each level. Age is a dynamic marker 
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of the individual life course and of role sequences in family, work, education, 
and other social institutions through which individuals pass as they grow 
older. As a constituent element of social structures, large and small, age is a 
criterion defming occupancy and performance in roles; and age marks the 
boundaries between population strata composed of the several cohorts that 
coexist at given periods of time. 

The chapters in Part II deal with multiple system levels in a variety of ways. 
John Meyer contends that Western society, with the self as a central cultural 
value, has organized its major institutions to emphasize the cultural construct 
of the individual life course. In a somewhat similar way, John Sutton cites the 
American cultural emphasis on a malleable and redeemable self as one source 
of the historical shift from punitive to "therapeutic" justice in controlling 
deviant behavior. 

Several chapters centered on the family deal with system levels in 
contrasting ways. David Kertzer and Dennis Hogan examine the complex 
relationships among three levels—societal, family/household, and in-
dividual—to understand historical shifts in production and household 
composition. They argue that such links should receive closer attention from 
family sociologists, while Rae Blumberg warns of the real-life dangers when 
such linkages are ignored by policymakers. She shows how many Third World 
development projects have failed because the planners did not consider how 
macro-system changes would affect the division of work and power within the 
family. Laurel Cornell also criticizes prevailing conceptions in family 
sociology, namely for failing to recognize the full significance of reproductive 
tasks and the division of reproductive labor in the family. 

In contrast to these emphases on the social-structural and cultural levels, 
Lois Verbrugge includes the biological level in her analysis of mortality and 
morbidity rates, suggesting that gender differences in mortality may ultimately 
reflect physiological differences between the sexes. In the fînal chapter of Part 
II, Michael Hannan transcends the familiar relationship between organiza-
tional structures and individuals by moving to more complex levels of entire 
populations of organizations and populations of workers. By examining the 
dynamics of their interrelationships, he proposes to show how variations in 
organizational forms can have long-term effects on individual career 
outcomes. 

Part III: 
Age Structures and Inequality 

In social structures, chronological age (or a surrogate index of age) marks 
off segments of the population, ranging from "infant" to "ancient." More 
important, age is built into the role structures and institutions of society as a 
criterion for entering or leaving valued statuses, and for defîning normative 
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expectations, opportunities, and sanctions. These differing opportunities and 
rewards have significant consequences for individual lives and interpersonal 
relationships. They can produce age differences in values and ideologies, and 
in the distribution of resources such as wealth and power. The chapter by 
Anne Foner discusses the unique character of age-based inequalities, their 
sources, consequences, and potential as a basis of conflict. Age inequalities cut 
across the entire society and they interact with class and other stratification 
variables. They are markedly affected by the processes of aging and cohort 
flow, which can either exacerbate or diffuse age cleavages. 

Samuel Preston, noting that the major welfare programs in the United 
States are based on age rather than need, explores issues of "intergenerational 
equity." While current public policies appear to favor the elderly to the 
detriment of policies targeted toward children, the pattern was reversed as 
recently as the 1950s, when a "child-centered" America could be accused of 
neglecting its older population. In the future, although baby-boom cohort 
parents may support programs that assist them in child rearing, their 
priorities will undoubtedly change as they grow older and swell the ranks of 
America's aged in the next century. 

The two chapters of Part III point to the value of conceptualizing 
individual lives as mobility through various social institutions. We can see 
how, as aging individuals are moving through society, society is simultaneously 
changing around them, and how age-based inequalities depend on the 
environing structures of opportunity and support. 

Part IV: 
Dynamics of Structural Change 

As already noted, the mechanisms that connect human lives to an age-
differentiated social structure have been poorly understood. Although cohort 
flow, in conjunction with processes of socialization and allocation, is the 
major link between lives and structures, it is not clear how the flow produces 
age divisions in the structure of society. Nor is it clear how members of 
different cohorts contribute to societal change as they move from birth to 
death, growing older, confronting the expectations of age-graded roles 
replacing earlier cohorts and, in turn, being replaced by succeeding cohorts. 

The three chapters in Part IV provide compelling illustrations of how aging 
and cohort flow jointly contribute to social change. Richard Alba's essay on 
the dynamics of ethnic change shows how successive cohorts, responding to 
historical changes in policies and norms affecting immigrants, make choices 
that lead to signifîcant life-style differences among cohorts, with varying 
implications for ethnic solidarity. The chapter by Karl Ulrich Mayer on the 
impact of World War II on West German survivors demonstrates the 
differential effect of the war on persons at different ages and stages of the life 
course. Furthermore, as members of these cohorts with differing wartime 
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experiences fit together in the structure of West German society, there are 
long-term consequences for that country's economic and political systems. 
David Featherman and L. Kevin Selbee are concerned with yet another type 
of change process: class mobility. They show how a variant of "event history" 
analysis can further understanding of mobility processes that contribute to the 
formation of social classes at the societal level. 

Part V: 
Dynamics of Life-Course Varíations 

Unlike other sections of this book, Part V deals with a familiar and widely 
studied area: the life course. Advances in this area have been facilitated by 
conceptual and methodological approaches to research on individuals, and 
the chapters in this part illustrate the scope and increasing sophistication of 
recent life-course analysis. These chapters also iUustrate how age serves as a 
marker of the time dimension of human lives and as a criterion for entry and 
exit from sequences of salient roles. Though it is a relatively crude index of 
sociologically meaningful aspects of individual lives, age also signals their 
dynamic aspects. 

Jeylan Mortimer's chapter on the links between work experience and 
psychological change, summarizing her own extensive studies, exemplifîes an 
established body of research on how people's background and early experi-
ence, and contextual characteristics of the environment, affect life-course 
outcomes. Glen Elder and Elizabeth Clipp, building on earlier studies of 
primary group bonding under conditions of wartime combat, investigate the 
persistence of ties to military comrades across the postwar years. The life-
course perspective is also central to Peter Messeri's essay on scientists' 
willingness to adopt innovative ideas. In addition, Messeri introduces a new 
contextual variable—the degree to which an innovation has already been 
accepted—a mediating factor in the relationship between professional age and 
adoption of a new theory. The life-course perspective and event history 
analysis are joined in Rachel Rosenfeld and Kenneth Spenner's discussion of 
women's evolving sense of "work identity" as linked to early employment 
experiences and changing family responsibilities. 

Concluding Notes— 
Social Structures and Human Lives: 
Variations on a Theme 

While the common strands underlying these diverse chapters are rooted in 
the framework of the sociology of age, each chapter also touches upon other 
sociological themes. The concluding chapter by Bettina Huber picks up 
several of these threads: the importance of organizational structure and 
context for both class stratifîcation and individuals' work experience; the role 
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of class mobility and cohort flow in defining the class system and affecting 
social policy; culture as a constituent element of institutions; and various 
factors, such as gender, whose current neglect constricts the theoretical bases 
of the sociology of the family. 

SUMMARY 

One of the primary purposes of this volume is to highlight formerly 
overlooked areas of study that are currently emerging as promising fields for 
sociological investigation. A limited selection of chapters summarizing recent 
research, some of it still in progress, can only provide glimpses into the 
potential fruitfulness of these lines of study. Readers interested in delving 
more deeply wiU find extensive bibliographies at the end of each chapter. The 
introductions to the parts of the book indicate the relevance of chapters to the 
central theme. And the framework to be outlined in the next chapter by Riley 
presents a scheme for further analysis of social structures, human lives, and 
the interplay between them. 



On the Significance of 
Age in Sociology 

Matílda White Riley 

THIS CHAPTER LINKS SOCIOLOGY to the recent development of one 
sociological field, the sociology of age—a fîeld that provides an analytical 
framework for understanding the interplay between human lives and 
changing social structures. Looking back over my own experience, I shall 
describe some special ways in which the sociology of age not only draws on 
sociology as a whole, but also contributes to it. As with other special fields, I 
believe that an understanding of age can clarify and specify time-honored 
sociological propositions, raise new research questions, demand new (as well 
as old) methodological approaches, and even enhance the integrative power of 
our discipline. 

In speaking of sociology, I speak from my own experience—from my 
continuing struggles in doing research or in interpreting the work of others; 
from a most unorthodox formal education; from participation as a woman in 

AuTHOR'S NOTE: 77I/Í cHopter was adapted from an article in American Sociological Review 
(1987, Vol. 52, February, pp. 1-14). lam indebtedfor comments on earlier versions to Kathleen 
Bond, Randall Collins, Dale Dannefer, Ánne Foner, Dean Gerstein, Beth Hess, David Kertzer, 
Robert Merton, Bernice Neugarten. Marcia Ory, John Riley, Harris Schrank, Neil Smelser, and 
Joan Waring. 
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diverse family, business, academic, and government roles; and from mere 
survival throughout my 75 years in the twentieth century. 

In speaking of age, I speak for many of us who have been working in this 
area (Riley, Johnson, and Foner, 1972; Riley, Foner, and Waring, 1988), 
and shall focus on two topics: aging over the life course, and age as a structural 
feature of any changing society or group. My theme is that these two topics, 
though clearly distinct, are interdependent in significant ways. There is a 
continuing interplay between aging and social change, with each one 
influencing the other. Neither can be fully understood without considering the 
other (Riley, 1978). This is an exciting theme because it leads to new avenues 
of sociological understanding. My discussion of the theme is organized 
around three emphases that drive the sociology of age and link it to sociology 
as a whole: the dynamic emphasis, the emphasis on multiple interdependent 
levels of the society or group, and the emphasis on the multidimensionality of 
sociological concerns as they touch on related aspects of other disciplinés. 

CONGRUENCE OF THEORY AND METHOD 

But fîrst, a word about the basic dilemma, generic to all sociological fîelds, 
of fîtting together theory and method. We immediately encountered this 
dilemma when a number of us, quite by chance, embarked upon the study of 
age. In the 1960s, Russell Sage Foundation offered funding to continue our 
Rutgers research on intergenerational relationships provided that we would 
pause to summarize existing social science knowledge about the middle and 
ater years of life—a simple task, they thought, for a couple of research 
assistants. In fact, it took seven of us five years to sort out and codify the 
available data (published in the first volume of Aging and Society: Riley, 
Foner, Moore, Hess, and Roth, 1968). We unearthed a plethora of presumed 
empirical fîndings but, to our dismay, many had to be discarded as 
scientifîcally invalid. Some used faulty methods; others, lacking an adequate 
conceptual framework, misinterpreted the data. There were some scattered 
empirical generalizations: for example, that childhood experience leaves an 
indelible imprint (but see Brim and Kagan, 1980); that modernization lowers 
the status of the elderly (Burgess, 1960); or that, in anticipation of impending 
death, there is a mutual and satisfactory process of disengagement from social 
relationships on the part of both the older person and society (Cumming and 
Henry, 1961). But such generalizations had not been carefuUy examined in 
light of the evidence, nor their specifying conditions articulated in detail. With 
age such a pervasive element in society, we wondered why no fuU-fledged 
sociology of age had yet developed. Back in the 1960s, it was the overwhelming 
weight of the empirical fîndings on age that prompted our early efforts toward 
a new conceptual framework for interpreting them. 
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Our first task was to identify sources of misinterpretation, and to define 
types of fallacies in research on age (Riley, 1973). The most common error 
(generically recognized yet often committed) was to interpret age differences 
in cross-sectional studies as if they were caused by the process of aging. As an 
obvious example, the fact that, in cross-section, old people had less education 
than young people would certainly not lead one to infer that a person's 
educational level declined because of aging. Surprisingly, many such "life-
course fallacies" persist even today, as when medical textbooks continue to 
use cross-section data to demonstrate putatively inevitable physiological 
deterioration with aging. Such fallacies persist even where age is known to be a 
spurious factor—with the correlation traceable instead to age-associated 
diseases or events, or to cohort differences in life-course experiences. When 
these fallacious assumptions of universal decline due to growing old are 
accepted unthinkingly in the sociological as well as the popular literature, they 
create stereotypes that operate destructively as self-fulfîUing prophecies. 

We also encountered fallacies of "cohort-centrism" in which members of all 
cohorts (for "the past fîve or ten thousand years," as Daniel Levinson and his 
colleagues claim; 1978, pp. 41, 322) were erroneously assumed to age in the 
same fashion as members of the particular cohort under study. This fallacy is 
especially prevalent in conjectures about "inevitable" life-course stages that 
are often based on data about a single cohort, typically of white males. Yet it is 
well known, of course, that the young of today will age differently from those 
already old, who have lived through two world wars, the Great Depression, 
and drastic changes in family relationships and norms. 

Moreover, when we began our studies, few of the underlying concepts— 
such as aging, the succession of cohorts, age structures—had been fuUy 
formulated (despite the important early work of Eisenstadt, 1956; Cain, 1964; 
Ryder, 1965), nor had their complex interrelationships been specifîed. Even 
the terminology managed to be confusing: thus the noun "age" refers to all 
ages, but the verb "to age" has only the narrower connotation of growing old, 
not the more useful connotation of growing older. To achieve a degree of 
clarification, we had to settle on an arbitrary nomenclature: such as "aging"to 
include the lifelong process from birth to death, and "cohort" for a set of 
people born at the same time (reserving "generation"for the kinship context). 

Our efforts to align theory and method, as I now view them, reflected the 
theme of much of my own earlier work and the focus of my textbook on 
Sociological Research (Riley, 1963) written a quarter century ago—the work 
of which, in retrospect, I am most proud. My goal then was to show that 
sociology can avoid the pitfalls of theoretical parochialism and inappropriate 
methodology. Our similar attempt in the sociology of age to integrate theory 
and method with the aid of a new analytical framework is firmly grounded in 
the three emphases linking the sociology of age to sociology at large. 



Matilda White Riley 27 

THE DYNAMIC EMPHASIS 

The fîrst of these links derives from the dynamic emphasis. In studying age, 
we not only bring people (women as well as men—see Homans, 1964) back 
into society, but recognize that both people and society undergo process and 
change. The aim is to understand each of the two dynamisms:' (1) the aging of 
people in successive cohorts who grow up, grow old, die, and are replaced by 
other people; and (2) the changes in society as cohorts of people at their 
respective ages pass through the social institutions that are organized by age. 
The key to this understanding lies in the interdependence of aging and social 
change, as each transforms the other. 

In Sociology 

This emphasis on the social dynamics of age reflects a concern of sociology 
as I first knew it. Back in the 1920s, when I was an undergraduate at Radcliffe, 
there were no formal courses in sociology there. I studied history, and was 
deeply concerned with political, economic, religious, and intellectual change. 
Soon after, when I married John Riley and he entered the newly formed 
Harvard Department of Sociology, we felt the high excitement of discovering 
a convergence between his studies with Pitirim Sorokin of social change and 
its meanings, and my studies with Irving Babbitt of the universals in human 
thought that persist across time and across societies. Sorokin was analyzing 
the great historical swings between the polar types of adaptation he then called 
"Epicurean" and "Stoic" (see Riley and Moore, 1963). Babbitt illustrated 
through the lives of writers and characters in literature the contrast between a 
"humanist" moral order and a "naturalistic" Romantic or Utilitarian excess. 

Thus, as I fîrst became part of the American sociology of the early 1930s, 
there was a major focus on social and cultural dynamics. These dynamics were 
seen as embodiments of long-term fluctuations in the values and meanings 
that shape human lives. Two decades later, the dynamic emphasis was often 
submerged in a preoccupation with social structure. Yet, it was never fully 
lost. In my own subsequent analysis of the situation at midcentury (sum-
marized in Riley and Nelson, 1971), it was clear that not only those theorists 
(such as Simmel) who emphasized social processes like conflict or adjustment, 
but also others (such as Parsons) who used structure as a practical starting 
place, could both be seen as entering at different points into the same 
continuing dynamic of social interactions. Among those with theories widely 
criticized as static, Parsons and Shils (1951, p. 233) stated that "organization" 
and "dynamic process" are "the two aspects of the same phenomenon"; and 

1. The term "dynamism" denotes both process and change (or stability). 
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Barber (1956) showed that "there is nothing static" in the concept of social 
structure "except in the sense that all process is assumed to have an analyzable 
structure at any moment in a time series." Nor was the midcentury empirical 
absorption in the development of cross-section surveys, also often maligned as 
static (e.g., Coleman, 1986), entirely devoid of dynamic concerns—witness the 
panel studies of voting behavior introduced by Lazarsfeld and his coUeagues 
(1944/1960). 

In the Sociology of Age 

Today in sociology, the dynamic emphasis has been recaptured—through 
the special fîeld of historical sociology, longitudinal studies of many 
phenomena, and analyses of conflicts and social movements producing social 
change. In studies of age, this emphasis is pervasive. Karl Mannheim's 
(1928/1952) early work "The Problem of Generations," written in the 
Germany of the 1920s (but not widely available in English until the 1950s), has 
a more recent counterpart in Norman Ryder's (1965) use of the "cohort as a 
concept in social change." So, too, William Ogburn's (1936/1964) early 
concept of "cultural lag," as changes in social institutions and popular 
philosophy fell behind technological and economic advances, has a recent 
counterpart in the concept of "structural lag" (Riley, Foner, and Waring, 
1988), as outmoded social institutions fail to provide opportunity for the 
unprecedented twentieth-century increases in numbers and political and 
economic power of people in the oldest age strata. 

Yet, if sociology at large has been concerned with separate analyses of 
societal changes and individual life-course processes (such as socialization or 
status attainment), in the sociology of age, we face the complexity of 
examining these two dynamisms together, as interrelated. In order to clarify 
and specify the nature of these dynamisms and their interrelationships, a 
number of principles have been generated that abstract from this complexity. 
I shall outline three of these principles, using a schematic representation of an 
"age stratification system"that relates the two dynamisms to one another (for 
details, see Riley, Johnson, and Foner, 1972; Riley, Foner, and Waring, 1988). 

You can imagine a social space bounded on its vertical axis by years of age 
(from 0 to 100 or more), and on its horizontal axis by dates (say, from 1900 to 
2000) that index the course of history. To represent the dynamism of aging, 
imagine in this space a series of diagonal bars. Each bar represents a cohort of 
people, born at the same time, who are aging—that is, moving across time and 
upward through the social structure. As they age, they develop biologically, 
psychologically, and socially: They move through the stages of family life, 
school grades, career trajectories, into retirement and ultimate death. They 
are continually being reallocated to new sets of roles and resocialized to 
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perform them. This movement with aging occurs partly by individual choice, 
but it is also channeled by the age-related rules, linkages, and mechanisms 
governing role sequences within the social structure—and also by the larger 
societal forces (e.g., wars, depressions, cultural developments) that impinge 
on role sequences. 

But it is the whole succession of diagonal bars—the flow of cohorts—that 
draws attention to the significant fact here: Because each cohort is born at a 
particular date, it lives through a unique segment of historical time and 
confronts its own particular sequence of social and environmental events and 
changes. Thus it is cohort comparison that brings us inexorably to the first 
principle (early formulated by Ryder, 1965), namely: Because society changes, 
people in different cohorts age in different ways. The aging process is altered 
by social change. We call this the principle ofcohort differences in aging. 

To iUustrate this principle, one familiar example concerns retirement 
among males. Long-term social changes (in occupations, pension plans, and 
so on), combined with increases in longevity, have markedly altered the aging 
process by extending the years spent in retirement. Cohort differences in 
retirement mean that a 20-year-old man in 1900 could scarcely have looked 
ahead to retirement at all; today such a man can expect to spend nearly 
one-quarter of his adult lifetime in retirement. These added retirement years 
have important consequences for income, social involvement, leisure, health, 
and indeed nearly all aspects of the process of aging. 

Now consider the other dynamism, social change. Imagine within this same 
social space a vertical line that represents a society or group at a given moment 
of time such as today. More realistically, because society is moving through 
historical time, imagine a succession of vertical Unes (as from 1900 to 1986 and 
on beyond 2000). Now note: Each vertical line is a cross-section slice through 
all the diagonal lines—that is, a slice through all the coexisting cohorts. This 
means that it is members of different cohorts who form the "age strata" of 
people in the society—the familiar broad social divisions by age (as among 
children, adolescents, middle-aged adults, and old people). People in the 
several age strata differ, then, not only in age but also in the historical 
experiences to which their cohorts have been exposed. And they are further 
differentiated by "age criteria" (customs, laws, or bureaucratic rules) for 
occupying and performing social roles.^ 

This recognition of layers of cohorts as strata within society leads to the 
reciprocal second principle: Because members of successive cohorts age in 
new ways, they contribute to changes in the social structure. This is the 
principle of cohort influence on social change. As society moves through 
time, the age strata of people and roles are altered. The people in particular 

2. The concept of age norms as social controls was developed eariy by Bemice Neugarten 
(Neugarten, Moore, and Lowe, 1965). 
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age strata are no longer the same people: They have been replaced by younger 
entrants from more recent cohorts, with more recent life experiences. As Rose 
Coser has shown (in an unpublished manuscript), the "world of our mothers" 
is unlike our world of today. Consider once again the example of retirement: 
As fewer and fewer older people in each successive cohort remain in the work 
force, it is not only the kinds of people in the oldest age strata who are altered. 
Many roles, institutions, and norms are also affected in all the strata: Changes 
emerge in norms of achievement, the nature of leisure, the appropriate age for 
Social Security, or the tax burden on younger people stiU in the labor force. 

Bringing these two principles together offers an analytical view of a 
continuing interplay—energized by cohort flow—between individual aging 
and social change. In the retirement example, this interplay is iUustrated in the 
sequential alterations in work lives, the consequent restructuring of work in 
the society, foUowed by still further modifications of the aging process. An 
outline of the interplay (Riley, 1978) looks as follows. In response to social 
change, millions of individuals in a cohort begin to develop new age-typical 
patterns and regularities of behavior (changes in aging); these behavior 
patterns then become defîned as age-appropriate norms and rules, are 
reinforced by "authorities," and thereby become institutionaUzed in the 
structure of society (social change); in turn, these changes in age norms and 
social structures redirect age-related behaviors (further changes in aging). 
Through such a dialectical sequence, the members of each cohort, responsive 
to social change, exert a coUective force for further change as they move 
through the age-stratified society: They press for adjustments in social roles 
and social values, influence other people throughout the age strata, and 
contribute to continuing alterations in both aging and social structure (see, 
e.g., Foner and Kertzer, 1978).̂  

The third principle emphasizes a quite different and often-overlooked fact: 
The two dynamisms, aging and social change, though they are interdependent, 
are not synchronized with one another—the principle of asynchrony. Each 
dynamism has its own tempo. Within each cohort, people moving along the 
axis of the life course are born and die according to a rhythm set by the 
approximate current length of the human lifetime. In contrast, social change 
moves—with no comparable rhythm or periodicity (see Sorokin, 1941, pp. 
505 ff.)—along its own axis of historical time; it is influenced by imbalances, 
strains, and conflicts within the age stratification system, as well as by external 
social and environmental events or evolutionary changes in the organism (see 
Featherman and Lerner, 1985). People who were young earlier in this century 
learned the age norms and patterns of behavior prevalent in that period; most 
learned from their parents that only a few years of schooling suffice for most 

3. This interdependence ofcomplex processes rules out any simple notions of a unidirectional 
causal chain (see Boudon, 1983). 
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jobs; and from their grandparents that old age can be bleak. But now that 
these people have themselves grown old, they have outdistanced the world for 
which they were initially prepared. Similarly, cohorts of people who are young 
today are perceiving the entire occupational ladder as it is now—before it has 
had time to be further transformed by fast-breaking technological innovations 
and accompanying changes in the age structure of the future. These young 
people wiU not be old in the same society in which they began. In short, while 
individuals within a particular cohort are aging, the society is changing 
around them. 

To summarize the dynamic emphasis in the sociology of age: Society is 
composed of successive cohorts of individuals who are themselves aging in 
new ways, and are continually forcing their predecessors into and out of the 
roles in the social structure. This flow of cohorts forms the channel that 
connects the two dynamisms of aging and social change: It ties both of them to 
the forces of history, creates the asynchrony between them, and presses for 
stiU further alterations. 

Macro-level changes in society and micro-level changes in individuals are 
only the polar extremes, however. To examine how they influence each other, 
we have to probe more deeply into the complex intervening structures and 
mechanisms that underlie the abstract principles I have outlined. 

MULTILEVEL EMPHASIS 

Here we turn to the second link between the sociology of age and its 
intellectual parent: the multilevel emphasis. In studying age, we attempt to 
retain the dynamic emphasis—not just at one level (either macro or micro) but 
at several interrelated levels: the larger society, institutions, groups, networks, 
strata, and individual actors. 

Sociology 

These incipient efforts are again reminiscent of my own youthful experi-
ences in sociology, which led quite naturally to a multilevel approach. By good 
fortune, I learned early that, in solving practical problems, one can often 
contribute to basic sociological theory and method (see Smelser, 1986). As if 
in preparation for the effective midcentury convergence in sociology between 
social system theories and survey methodology, I had worked in market 
research in the 1930s when in some respects market research was more 
advanced than academic research. In market research, we developed many 
new techniques in conducting studies on everyday matters: like methods of 
washing clothes, popular tastes in music, or contraceptive practices (see, e.g., 
Riley and Riley, 1940). Rather than simply aggregating atomized individual 
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opinions and attitudes (as in much of the political sociology or mass 
communication research of that time), market studies focused on household 
groups composed of individual decision makers, or on interactive systems 
composed of wholesalers, retailers, and consumers. 

These early developments in market research sparked much of the 
empirical work in the sociology of the 1940s and 1950s, and they laid 
foundations for sociological theories of multilevel systems that are central to 
the sociology of age today. Merton and Alice Kitt (1950; now Alice Rossi), in 
explaining flndings about aggregated individual attitudes of American 
soldiers in World War II, elucidated a theory of reference groups. John Riley 
and I (Riley and Riley, 1959), in interpreting the varied fîndings from mass 
communications research, outlined an interactive system model in which 
individual members of the audience, and the communicators themselves, are 
each surrounded by influential primary groups and personal networks. 
Parsons (1958) reanalyzed many studies of voting to describe the polity of the 
United States as an "integrated system"in which miUions of individual voters 
are influenced by their memberships in diverse solidary groups, and these 
groups are in turn meaningfuUy aligned with one of the two national parties. 
By 1969, Inkeles had examined the influences on individual attitudes of both 
the macro-level forces at work in modernization of countries and the related 
micro-structural developments in schools, factories, and the mass media. 

In retracing such sociological roots of the work on age, I am struck anew by 
the midcentury struggles (including my own) to include the subjective 
aspects—meanings, values, ideologies, norms, orientations—as well as the 
objectively observable aspects of multiple-level systems. When involving 
individual actors as the smallest units, some studies focused on "stnictures of 
interpersonal orientation"(Riley, Cohn, Toby, and Riley, 1954) that took into 
account subjective defînitions, feelings, and evaluations underlying the overt 
interactions. The principle that attitudes and feelings can be structured 
among—as well as within—individuals was readily adopted by theorists 
(following Weber, 1922/1957, or Mead, 1934); but it was less evident in the 
methodologies of that time. Most of the remarkable contributions to 
measurement and analysis (as in the work of Guttman, Lazarsfeld, and 
Stouffer) referred less to multilevel systems than to individuals, aggregates, or 
groups as entities (see Riley and Nelson, 1971). For example, in our own 
attempts to measure group status (Riley, Riley, and Toby, 1954; Riley, 1963, 
p. 453), it came as a considerable surprise to uncover a latent "division of 
labor" in which a person achieves highest status only if he or she is regarded as 
an associate by certain group members, chosen as a friend by an entirely 
different set of members, and followed as a leader by still others. 

Similar difficulties in relating system levels appeared in the study of 
friendship process (Lazarsfeld and Merton, 1954) in which Lazarsfeld's 
scheme for panel analysis could not handle Merton's detailed account of the 



Matilda White Riley 33 

"patterned sequences of interactions."The Lazarsfeld scheme (his well-known 
16-fold table), designed to study individuals but here transferred to friendship 
groups, could show only how many members liked or agreed with others, but 
not which members. The effect was to reify the group by obscuring any 
internal "division of labor" whereby individual-level changes in affect or 
attitude might affect the group-level formation or dissolution of friendships 
(Riley, 1963, pp. 562, 728 ff). 

Although the lessons for subsequent work on age were then farthest from 
our thoughts, similar procedural diffîculties confronted our own efforts at 
empirical research on interpersonal relationships that are differentiated and 
multilevel. In a study of social control networks (Riley and Cohn, 1958) that 
followed the traditions of George Herbert Mead (1934), Cottrell (1933), and 
Moreno (1934/1953), high status in the adolescent peer group was found to 
depend upon both approval from friends and disapproval from enemies. To 
foUow this analysis across levels from individual, to dyad, to network, to total 
group, we were forced to contrive new techniques (Riley, 1963, p. 727)— 
challenges that still obtain in multilevel studies today (e.g., Coleman, 1986).̂  

Though many of the multilevel studies at midcentury were purely static or 
descriptive of ongoing processes, others emphasized change. For example, the 
study by Coleman, Katz, and Menzel (1957) of diffusion of an innovation 
(adoption of a new drug) showed how, over a period of months, some doctors 
were influenced through chains of professional relationships to adopt the drug 
early; others were influenced through friendship relationships with feUow 
doctors to adopt somewhat later; while the last adopters, less subject to the 
mediation of social influences, appeared to respond directly to the macro-level 
persuasions of advertising and promotion. 

Leading directly to the much later work on age is the suggestive early 
fînding, from Merton's (1948-1949) comparisons of "locals" and "cosmo-
politans" who differed in the nature of ties to their community, that it was the 
locals who arrived at positions of influence at relatively later ages—it took 
them longer to "make good." As we now put it, individuals within a cohort 
grow older in different ways and at different rates depending on their location 
in the social structure (see Dannefer, 1984); but across cohorts, aging patterns 
become stUl more sharply differentiated as social structure itself changes. 

Sociology of Age 

Thus, as the sociology of age began to take shape and substance, it could 
build on developing sociological understandings of muUilevel systems, and 

4. We even made mathematical attempts to develop latent matrices for explaining anomalies 
in the interpersonal relationships actually observed (Riley, Cohn, Toby, and Riley, 1954, pp. 720 
ff.). 
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could learn from earlier successes and diffîculties in empirical multUevel 
analyses, just as we continue to learn from models of complex macro-micro-
level linkages developed by Burt (1982), Coleman (1986), and Alexander, 
Giesen, Muench, and Smelser (in press). Today we can begin to examine how 
individual aging and social change, though separate and distinct dynamisms, 
operate through the intricate layers of the social system to influence each 
other. We can begin to clarify the nature of the interdependence between the 
two dynamisms, and the implications of their lack of synchrony. That is, we 
can begin to specify the three principles I have outUned—as a few examples 
from varied settings and at different system levels wiU suggest. 

(1) Influence on aging. First, how is the influence of societal change on the 
aging process mediated through diverse structures and processes within the 
social system? (Here I refer to the principle ofcohort differences in aging.) 

Among the major changes altering the aging process from one cohort to the 
next are the unprecedented twentieth-century declines in mortality, which 
result from social changes in standard of living, education, childbearing, and 
public health and medical practices. A century ago in the United States, 
one-third of those born in each cohort had died before reaching adulthood 
(Jacobson, 1964; Uhlenberg, 1969); today over three-quarters of the cohort 
members survive to at least age 65, and increasing proportions to age 85—with 
women, as is weU known, outliving men. 

This remarkable extension of longevity has untold consequences for the 
shape of the life course and the ways life is experienced in a range of 
intermediate social structures (Parsons, 1963; Preston, 1976; Riley and Riley, 
1986). For one thing, longevity aUows education to be prolonged (see Parsons 
and Platt, 1972): In Colonial times, children rarely went beyond grammar 
school; by the fîrst part of our century, 38% of young adults had graduated 
from high school, a fîgure that rose to over 70% in the 1970s and 1980s. So too 
retirement, as I have noted, which was rare and short-lived early in the 
century, now typically occupies one-fourth of the adult life course. 

Role relationships in the family have been extended: Among couples 
marrying a century ago, one or both partners were Ukely to have died before 
the children were grown; today (if not divorced) they can anticipate surviving 
together for an average of 40 or 50 years (Uhlenberg, 1969, 1980). Today 
parents and children live a larger share of their lives as age-status equals than 
as adult-dependent-chUd (Hess and Waring, 1978; Menken, 1985). Prolonged 
roles mean the accumulation of varied experiences, a "socially expected 
duration" (Merton, 1984) that allows ordering life in new ways. They also 
mean extended opportunities either to build or to dissolve commitments and 
solidary relarionships (Turner, 1970; Hagestad, 1981). As dying has been 
postponed, it now occurs more often in sterile medical settings than in family 
groups; thus the process of dying itself has been transformed and the meaning 
of death redefîned (J. Riley, 1983). 
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In addition to increasing longevUy, many other cohort differences in the 
aging process are also mediated through changes in social conditions 
prevailing in various parts of the system. Thus cohort declines in the age of 
menarche seem related to improved nutrition in particular societies or 
families. The role of retiree may disappear for cohorts under the demands of 
war mobiUzation, or arrive in life's prime for members of cohorts experiencing 
economic retrenchment. Perceptions of "reading readiness" are affected by 
pedagogical ideologies to which different cohorts of children are exposed: The 
practice of sending 3- and 4-year-olds to school, favored in this country earlier 
in the nineteenth century and again today, was reviled at the end of the century 
when "precocity" was viewed as a disease (Foner, 1978, p. 358). 

Studies are showing how primary groups mediate the impact of particular 
societal events and changes on the aging process. Thus the character of the 
family and the degree of its economic deprivation influenced the lifelong 
consequences of the Great Depression for children from different cohorts— 
affecting their feelings of security, their sense of family responsibility, and 
many other aspects of their lives (Elder and Liker, 1982). In another instance, 
successive cohorts of children were found to differ, depending on their race, in 
forms of adaptation to the societal breakup of traditional t wo-parent families 
(Hofferth, 1985). 

Such research has demonstrated that cohort membership, though often 
treated merely as a contextual characteristic of individuals, actually channels 
people into particular social locations. Nor does cohort membership mark 
individuals at birth alone; it affects them at every age, through the groups to 
which they belong, the others with whom they interact, and the social and 
cultural conditions to which they are exposed. Some studies are pinpointing 
particular conditions that could accumulate over time to create cohort 
differences in aging. Thus experimental interventions demonstrate how 
specifîc modifîcations can improve the functioning of cohort members 
already old (Riley and Bond, 1983): Intellectual performance is markedly 
improved if opportunities for learning and practicing new strategies are 
introduced (see Kohn and Schooler, 1978); slowed reaction time can be 
improved if social situations provide training, consistent feedback, and 
encouragement; even in nursing homes, helpless and unhappy residents often 
improve if staff attitudes become more supportive, training in self-care is 
provided, and daily regimens are modifîed to encourage interaction and 
independence. 

In a broader sociotemporal frame, increased instabUity in family, work, 
and political ties has led some modern sociologists (KohU and Meyer, 1986) to 
point once again (foUowing Durkheim) to the coUapse of structures that 
mediate between the individual and society. In their place, the argument goes, 
the life course itself has become "institutionalized" (Meyer, 1986); that is, 
social structures are reorganized around the stages of life and, as self-
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development becomes a dominant value, the aging process is transformed. 
(2) Influence on age structure. AU such work concerns the consequences of 

changing social structures for cohort differences in aging. A complementary 
set of studies asks the reciprocal question: How do age structures arise and 
change, not only because of societal events (such as wars, economic 
fluctuations, or new inventions), but also because of differences among 
cohorts? As one example, the long-term changes in the structure of the famUy 
(see Imhof, 1986), which now commonly consists of no less than four 
relatively intact generations, are traceable to the increasing longevity of the 
successive cohorts. For example, in 1900, more than half of middle-aged 
couples had no surviving elderly parents, while today, half have two or more 
parents stiU alive (Uhlenberg, 1980). There have also been cohort increases in 
divorce and remarriage that, combined with longevity, convert the current 
kinship structure into a complex "matrix of latent relationships" among 
dispersed kin and step-kin, within which solidary ties must be achieved, rather 
than ascribed (M. Riley, 1983). A new system of kinship is in the making. 

EspeciaUy significant among twentieth-century social changes has been the 
"aging" of the population, as successive cohorts have lived longer but (save for 
the baby boom) produced fewer children. Some contend (see Preston, 1984) 
that, in this country, one concomitant of this massive shift in societal age 
composition is the inequitable allocation of resources between old people and 
children. In contrast to the "child-centered" society of the mid-twentieth 
century (Davis and Combs, 1950), American society and its institutions today 
are said to favor the old to the detriment of the young. But the sociology of age 
shows how this issue of so-called intergenerational equity can be oversimplified 
and misunderstood. A cohort analysis clarifîes what has actually been 
happening (Duncan, HiU, and Rogers, 1986). When the age strata in society 
are viewed in cross-section, there has indeed been remarkable improvement 
from the 1960s to the 1980s in the comparative economic position of the old 
relative to the very young, though both strata fall far below the rest of the 
population. When this structural change is traced back through the lives of the 
component cohort members, however, a contrasting picture emerges: As they 
aged, the children actually gained in economic well-being, while with 
retirement, the status of elderly persons actually deteriorated. The only reason 
that the elderly improved their relative economic position over time is that 
new cohorts, benefiting from more advantageous employment histories, are 
entering old age in a far better fînancial position than the previous cohorts. 
That is, the changes in structure can only be understood as the composite of 
differing life histories of coexisting cohorts. 

In the future, of course, many current trends may be reversed. As Sorokin 
kept telUng us back in those ancient days: There is no unilinear progress (see 
Sorokin, 1941; Spengler, 1926-1928). When past histories of cohort members 
now alive are used as clues in forecasting possible future change (see Reiss, 
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1986, p. 48), several of the predicted tendencies do indeed point to possible 
reversals in long-standing cross-sectional advantages of the middle-aged over 
the elderly strata. During the past three decades in this country, the later 
cohorts usually started their lives at higher levels of advantage than their 
predecessors; but, in certain respects, the new cohorts are now starting at 
comparatively lower levels of advantage. In income, the median inflation-
adjusted wage for a 30-year-old male head of household has dropped; in 
family life, the percentage of chUdren living in female-headed households has 
risen; in educational attainment, cohorts reaching old age by the turn of the 
century wiU no longer be significantly inferior to younger people; in 
performance on achievement tests, cohorts of high school students in the 
United States have shown decUnes. If such reversals in cohort differences 
persist through the remaining lives of the cohort members, they can erode the 
traditional superiority of the middle-aged over the older strata (see Kohli, 
1985). By distorting the expected economic and occupational differentials 
among age strata, such reversals can also produce new sources of age-based 
tension and conflict (as suggested by Randall Collins, personal communica-
tion; see Collins, 1979). 

In all such attempts to understand changes in social structure by tracing the 
lives of coexisting cohort members, I am only iUustrating our principle of 
cohort influence on social change: When many individuals in the same 
cohort are affected by social change in similar ways, the change in their 
coUective lives can produce changes in social structure. That is, new patterns 
of aging are not only caused by social change at all system levels, they also 
contribute to it. Here we invoke the Weberian tenet (1904-1905/1930) that 
understanding social structure requires understanding the "psychological" 
processes of individual members within the structure. This tenet is sometimes 
interpreted to assume that the miUions of changes in individual lives that 
converge to influence societal structures and norms are simply aggregated (see 
Boudon, 1983). Such aggregation, however, overlooks the multilevel processes 
through which individual actions and attitudes are patterned (see Dannefer, 
1984).5 Individuals within each cohort are exposed to social and cultural 
changes in the multiple groups and networks to which they belong. Similarly, 
their coUective attitudes and behaviors are differentiated, mediated, and 
expressed through continuing interactions at many system levels: for example, 
their Protestant ethos, through the preachers and congregations of Calvinist 
churches; their political attitudes, through mass media messages, discussions 
with peers, alignment with political parties; their negative attitudes toward 
growing old, through the messages from the powerful medical profession and 
the reinforcements from family and friends. At every system level, both social 

5. To treat group processes as the mere aggregates of individual processes is to risk a 
sociologist's fallacy (as described in J. Riley, 1963, p. 704). 
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structures and the process of aging are mutable: They influence each other 
sequentially over time. 

(3) Asynchrony. At particular times, however, the two dynamisms are not 
operating in sequential interplay—they are operating simultaneously. Hence 
they are often poorly synchronized (the principle of asynchrony). The year 
1986, for example, marks a point in the lifetime of a person that has little 
congruence with the point marked by the same year in the history of a society 
or group, This lack of synchrony imposes strains on both individuals and 
society; and these strains can ramify through all levels of the system. 

The strains of asynchrony are often overlooked—as in an exclusively 
individual-level focus on life-course transitions. In our own work, we have 
occasionally lapsed into this psychologistic reductionism (Riley and Waring, 
1976), overemphasizing the disruptions often caused by becoming a mother, 
or retiring, or losing a spouse. Only later, when the cumulative fîndings from 
several studies showed the effects of retirement or bereavement to be far less 
devastating or enduring than expected, did the conceptual model remind us of 
the asynchrony: While a person is aging, the society is also changing. More 
salient for many people undergoing a transition may be the changes that 
occur, not in their personal lives, but around them in the environing social 
structures. 

Periods of rapid social change forcibly bring the asynchrony to attention. 
When familiar structures of family, work, and community are altered, 
individuals must continually adapt their lives to new norms and new 
expectations. Such strains were dramatized early in the century by Thomas 
and Znaniecki (1918) through the lives and families of peasant émigrés from 
Poland under the impact of industriaUzation. Just recently in the popular 
press, Russell Baker (New York Times, July 12,1986) comments (åpropos of 
mores of sexual conduct) that "if you live to be old, having unlearned in 
middle age everything you learned in youth, you now have to realize it was a 
mistake to unlearn all that youthful knowledge, because what you learned in 
youth has again become correct." 

Not only individual lives but also social structures can be disrupted by the 
asynchrony of the two dynamisms, as the numbers and kinds of people fail to 
fît the age-related roles avaUable, or as mechanisms of aUocation and 
socialization inadequately articulate people and roles. Nowadays a major 
current source of structural strain is the long-term failure of our institutions to 
accommodate the steady rise in the proportion of people who are old. Large 
strata of older people have been added at the top of the traditional age 
pyramid, but no comparable activities have been prescribed for them either in 
the work force or the family; and no adjustments have been made for 
repercussions in all the other strata. The age structure of roles has lagged 
behind the unprecedented changes in the age structure of people. This 
"structural lag" (Riley and Riley, 1986) means, apart from individual 
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dislocations, that human resources in the oldest—and also the youngest— 
strata are underutilized, and excess burdens of care are imposed upon strata in 
the middle years. 

Such structural strains create their own pressures for change, as in the 
instance of "disordered cohort flow" (Waring, 1976). Scattered attempts at 
role changes are currently under way or have been recommended: retraining 
older adults or preparing them for new careers; providing educational leaves, 
part-time work, job sharing, or extended vacations; spreading education, 
work, and leisure more evenly over the life course (Davis and Combs, 1950; 
Riley and Riley, 1986). It has been suggested that roles be redefîned for older 
people to build on their competence as "stabilizers of desirable change" 
(Parsons, 1962); or that it is older people, because they have already achieved 
and have little to risk, who can spark the signifîcant innovations—under 
certain conditions, it is the old who are "the Turks" and the young who are 
"the fogeys" (see Schrank and Waring, 1983). The presence of increasing 
numbers of people living in a society that offers them few meaningful roles 
seems bound to bring about changes: Capable people and what Ernest 
Burgess once called "roleless roles" cannot long coexist. 

In sum, the principles derived from our conceptual model of an age 
stratification system operate throughout the configurations of groups and 
institutions in society. The sociology of age, like sociology as a whole, is 
concerned with complex systems that are both multilevel and dynamic (see 
Burt, 1982; Coleman, 1986). The fîeld, while it continues to study the societal 
forces producing social change, is gradually clarifying the mechanisms linking 
aging to social structure and social change. It is also reemphasizing Sorokin's 
"principle of immanent change"(see recent discussions by Smelser, 1985, and 
Collins, 1986, p. 1349). Age dynamisms frequently work at cross-purposes to 
each other, producing societal imbalances between people and roles. And age 
structures often contain their own seeds of disturbance and conflict (Foner 
and Kertzer, 1978), producing age-based inequalities, segregation, or malinte-
gration of values (see Foner, 1974). In contrast with a model of an integrated 
social system (in which sources of disintegration are to be explained), the age 
stratifîcation model assumes a system with inherent tendencies toward 
disintegration (in which sources of integration are to be explained). A 
Durkheimian issue of integration is reformulated in a new framework. 

THE MULTIDIMENSIONAL EMPHASIS 

If disintegrative forces are intrinsic to the age stratifîcation system, 
however, the sociology of age as an intellectual enterprise is integrative. 
Embracing many facets of both people and groups, it is multidimensional— 
my third and fînal link between sociology as a whole and this emerging field. 
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Inspired by Parsons's treatment of social systems as related to cultural, 
personality, and behavioral systems (Parsons, 1978; see SciulU and Gerstein, 
1985), the sociology of age reaches both toward neighboring discipUnes and 
across other special fields within sociology; and it has significant implications 
for practice. In our early efforts to develop principles and examine their 
applicability, we soon recognized the multidimensionality of age. In preparing 
the second and third volumes of Aging and Society (Riley, Riley, and 
Johnson, 1969; Riley, Johnson, and Foner, 1972), we worked closely with 
policymakers, professionals, and scholars from other discipUnes, as weU as 
with sociologists (including John Clausen on the life course, Talcott Parsons 
on education, and Robert Merton and Harriet Zuckerman on science). 

The sociology of age involves substantive integration across many 
disciplines (see RUey, 1986). While recognizing that aging is in certain aspects 
the proper subject matter of both biology and psychology, it rejects the 
frequent imperialist claims of these disciplines. Yet, in demonstrating the 
fallacies of both a biologistic and a psychologistic reductionism (Riley and 
Bond, 1983; Dannefer, 1984; Kohli and Meyer, 1986; Collins, 1986, p. 1348), 
the sociology of age also avoids a sociologistic reductionism. Sociologically, 
as we have seen, aging refers to a person's social interactions and relationships; 
but aging also involves interplay between social processes and individual 
genetic predispositions; changes in immune, endocrine, neural, and other 
physiological systems; and changes in perceptual, cognitive, emotional, and 
other psychological processes. Cohort flow is linked to history: For example, 
the recent powerful convergence of sociology and history was fueled in part by 
studies of historical concomitants of cohort differences at various turning 
points in the life course (Demos and Boocock, 1978). The understanding of 
dynamic age structures is buttressed by alliances of sociology with economics, 
political science (e.g., Mayer and MuUer, 1986), and anthropology (Kertzer 
and Keith, 1984). Thus, in studying age, sociology reaches across its own 
boundaries. It reinterprets within a single model those areas where sociology 
intersects with the age-relevant domains of other disciplines—in the tradition 
of Sorokin or Parsons (see SciulU and Gerstein, 1985), if not of Comte. It 
presses for an appropriate degree of interdiscipUnary integration. 

Similarly, the sociology of age leads to substantive integration of diverse 
specialties within the discipUne. It offers one perspective on many branches of 
sociology, includingthose that emphasize psychological, biological, historical, 
political, economic, or cultural aspects; and those concerned with other 
systems of stratifîcation and mobility—social class, gender, race, and 
ethnicity—all of which crosscut one another. Thus the generic analysis of 
stratifîcation systems, their commonalities and divergences, enriches under-
standing of each discrete type of system, contributing to sociology as a whole 
(Foner, 1979). 

It is my belief that this multidimensional character of age goes to the heart 
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of sociology's greatest strength: its integrative power. I have sketched the 
potential of this speciaUy for bringing together in one analytical scheme 
individual aging and social change; for relating these dynamisms to multiple 
levels—individuals, networks, organized groups, strata, and the larger 
society; for consolidating intradiscipUnary and interdisciplinary concerns; for 
establishing a core around which new knowledge can become increasingly 
cumulative (see ColUns, 1986). I believe we can anticipate an era of 
reintegration, both in sociology as a whole and in the sociology of age as one 
part of our common enterprise. 

In conclusion, sociology as I have experienced it over the century has a 
unique vision of how society operates and changes; how it is constructed 
through interactions and orientations of its members; and how it in turn 
guides individual thought, feeling, and action. In retrospect, I see the 
emergent fîeld of age as reflecting the sociological vision and as iUustrating 
how a single sociological specialty can contribute to its realization. Like other 
special fields, the sociology of age can reemphasize, clarify, and specify 
sociological axioms. It can add new facets and formulate new questions while 
discarding useless ones. It can revitalize dormant areas of sociology, and 
speed the work in rapidly developing areas. It can help dramatize the 
sociological perspective and stimulate its utiUzation. But the task is only 
beginning. 
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Part II 

Levels of Social Systems 

CONSIDERING THE CONJUNCTION of individual lives and social structures 
directs attention, not only to differing system levels, but also to their 
interdependence. In examining the interplay of system levels, the chapters 
included in Part II arrive at critiques and fresh views of diverse sociological 
concepts and assumptions. Especially challenging to the sociological imagina-
tion is the dynamic interrelationship between the rhythm of human lives 
(birth, aging, death) and the less predictable timing of societal stability and 
change. 

In Chapter 3, John W. Meyer argues that modern social structures are 
permeated by a cultural emphasis on the value of individualism. "Levels of 
Analysis: The Life Course as a Cultural Construction," begins with an 
overview of individual-level analyses of the life course and more macro-
sociological models. Meyer fînds both modes of explanation wanting and 
asserts that the shape of the life course is better understood by focusing on 
cultural notions of individuals and their rights and choices. Of particular 
importance for research are the institutional mechanisms by which cultural 
precepts about appropriate life-course transitions are transmitted. 

Chapter 4, "Therapeutic Justice: The Legal Construction of Deviant 
Persons," by John R. Sutton, presents a historical account of how modern 
notions of criminal rehabilitation gradually evolved out of the Calvinist view 
of redemption. His account focuses on mechanisms for controUing deviant 
children because reforms fîrst applied to them are routinely incorporated into 
the treatment of adults. Stemming from the relative weakness of the American 
state and our cultural emphasis on the individual, the dominance of 
therapeutic justice has implications for the entire life course. 

Chapter 5, titled "Family Structure, Individual Lives, and Societal 
Change," examines how the structure of the family mediates the complex 
relationships between changes in society and changes in modal pattérns of 
individual lives. David Kertzer and Dennis Hogan present a longitudinal 
study of a nineteenth-century Italian community in which macro-structural 
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changes in the political economy contributed to modification and diversifîca-
tion of family forms. The authors also analyze the consequences of these 
changes for children's socialization experiences, adult succession to headship 
of households, as weU as patterns of marriage and fertility. 

In Chapter 6, "Taking Reproduction Seriously: Marxism and the 'Modern 
Family.'" Laurel Cornell asserts that reproduction is as important an aspect of 
the family as production. By focusing on the latter, at the expense of 
reproduction, family sociology has developed a distorted picture of the family 
and the importance of women's roles in modern society. By contrasting the 
lively and rich literature on the Chinese family with the theoretically meager 
literature on the Japanese family, Cornell demonstrates the value of 
examining the role of reproduction in both family and society. 

Rae L. Blumberg's discussion in Chapter 7, "Gender Stratification, 
Economic Development, and the African Food Crisis: Paradigm and Praxis 
in Nigeria,"illustrates the interplay between political and economic processes 
at the macro level and gender stratification within family-based units of 
production. This interrelationship between gender stratification and economic 
development has extensive implications for individual and family well-being. 
Using recent shortfalls in the African food supply as an example, Blumberg 
traces one source of recent famines to development officials' insensitivity to 
women's pivotal economic role within the horticultural system of family 
production. 

In "Unveiling Higher Morbidity for Men: The Story," Lois Verbrugge 
discusses the paradox that, while men generally have shorter lives, women 
report more health problems at every age. This eighth chapter presents new 
findings on social and cultural factors that largely account for women's 
greater morbidity. Because portions of the variance in morbidity, as well as in 
mortality, remain unexplained, however, Verbrugge points to the importance 
of considering the dynamics of life-course and population processes at the 
interrelated biological and sociocultural levels. 

Chapter 9, "Social Change, Organizational Diversity, and Individual 
Careers," examines the role of economic organizations in linking individual 
careers with change at the societal level. In this chapter, Michael T. Hannan 
directs attention to the nature of organizational forms and hypothesizes that 
their diversity determines the number of promising career Unes available to 
individuals, which, in turn, affects the degree of socioeconomic inequality in 
the society as a whole. 



Levels of Analysis 
The Life Course as a 
Cultural Construction 

John W. Meyer 

MUCH CURRENT SociOLOGlCAL THEORY and research attempts to 
explain major events of the individual life course in modern society: 
educational and occupational outcomes, marital and fertility patterns, 
employment and retirement, interpersonal relationships, deviant behavior 
and medical problems, and a variety of social psychological dimensions such 
as satisfaction, self-esteem, or stress. In focusing on these individual out-
comes, the cultural assumptions of an individualist society are often 
inadvertently built into social scientific explanations. Analyses of social 
outcomes use the same terms that people themselves use to explain what goes 
on, or that are used in offîcial cultural accounts. This has produced excellent 
research, and has been at the core of the major achievements of sociological 
research in the last two decades (e.g., studies of status attainment or mobility). 

Despite this success, explanations have remained frustratingly inadequate 
in some respects, engendering attempts to become more sociological, to 

AuTHOR's NOTE: TTtis chapter wasprepared with the support ofthe Centerfor Advanced Study in 
the Behavioral Sciences. I am indebted to my continuing collaboration with John Boli, Ron 
Jepperson, Francisco Ramirez, and George Thomas (see Thomas et ai, 1987)for many ofthe 
ideas presented here. For more discussion of individualism as a culture and of the social 
construction of subjectivity, see Meyer (1986, 1987). 
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incorporate more aspects of social context into explanations. These efforts are 
driven by an awareness of the extraordinary variations in life-course 
outcomes, across societies and historical periods, which seem to caU for more 
macro-sociological explanation; by the limited predictive power of such 
obvious individuaUst variables as intentions; and by a more intuitive or 
phenomenological awareness that individualistic lines of explanation are 
unrealisticaUy rationalistic. The foci of the more sociological models of 
individual behavior include the immediate interactional context of the 
individual and of action, the wider organizational context forming the 
individual's status and opportunities to act, or the wider cultural and 
institutional systems in which persons and activity are embedded. Models 
focusing on the last, which I emphasize in this review, tend to alter 
conventional conceptions of the nature of the individual and of activity—by 
seeing both, and their relation to each other, as culturally constructed and 
penetrated. They are especially useful in coming to terms with macro-
sociological variation, and with the phenomenological awareness that 
humans are less autonomous as decision makers and actors than we assume. 
In addition, these models are promising because they are less weU developed in 
modern sociology than they might be and they have a different conception of 
"action" than most prevailing theories. 

The core theme of this chapter is that, in modern individualist societies (and 
undoubtedly especially in the United States), the individual and the life course 
are culturaUy constructed. The point of view of the individual is highly 
developed ideologically and valued socially; in fact, the coUective good is 
defîned in terms of individual development and welfare. Hence the modern 
institutionaUzed life course structured around the rights and development of 
the individual may be less a consequence of political and economic changes 
than a deliberate and grounded reflection of the coUective cultural authority 
given the perspective of the individual. That is, in individualist societies, the 
elaboration of the structured life course may reflect the culture of individualism 
more than the efforts of natural individuals or the functioning of an 
individuating social organization. 

INDIVIDUALISTIC EXPLANATIONS 

Modern societies are organized around rules giving reality to the individual 
and the individual life course, with much attention given to citizenship, 
personhood, individual rights and justice, and achievements. The institutional 
models discussed later treat this system of rules as a culture, defîning persons 
and their activities as individuals with rights and choices, thereby creating 
these entities and their interactional patterns through time. But it is common 
to take these cultural assumptions for granted in social research, and to 
conceive of individual "actors" as the natural units of social life. Thus the 
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individual is seen as a bounded entity with resources, goals and capabilities, 
and the agent of actions and decisions, The wider culture and social system 
reproduces itself through the choices and actions of individual actors, through 
whom the whole causal or explanatory flow maintaining and changing society 
is processed. 

This is the underlying approach of much research on the life course, which 
deals not only with individual-level dependent variables, but also treats the 
individual as the locus of most causal processes. Thus, early in life, we have 
parents who as social actors create children with varying capacities and 
resources and goals. These children carry their qualities into school and into 
interpersonal relations of their own and sometimes into socially problematic 
behavior; all of this is seen as mediated by the inner qualities of the child. A 
conventional analysis might postulate that grades are determined by cognitive 
ability, social skiU, and values or commitment or effort. AU would be included 
in a model of choice and action. 

Further along in school, the same characteristics would be seen as affecting 
performance, but because there are more variables (track or educational 
aspirations, for instance), a wider variety of values and tastes may be included 
in the model. There are also new opportunities for flawed outcomes, such as 
deviant behavior, with more attention given to the effect of social capacities 
and commitments. Later, the model expands further, and individual properties 
that might predict educational and occupational aspirations, or marital, 
sexual, and reproductive behavior, are introduced. These too can be seen as 
individual properties affecting "choice" and "action." And so the analysis 
continues on into later life and retirement. 

In the tradition outlined above, maintenance and change in the core 
properties of individuality, as they are culturally conceived, receive consider-
able attention. In other words, the individual, though a natural unit, may vary 
greatly depending on the evolution of the life course. Thus factors that affect 
life satisfaction, self-esteem, stress, and happiness are examined, as are ability 
in cognitive or social terms, and goals, aspirations, or values. 

A great deal has been learned from research utiUzing the approach just 
summarized. Such research has much institutional and cultural support in 
modern society, and is carried out effectively. Because of it, we know a good 
deal about individual properties leading to the "decision" to attend coUege, 
enter a particular occupation, marry, divorce, or have a child. We also know a 
good deal about the factors affecting social status, cognitive ability, self-
esteem, or life satisfaction. 

Although a relatively strict individuaUsm is at the heart of much 
sociological research, sociologists tend to be critical of it and attribute the 
approach to psychologists and economists. 

From a scientifîc point of view, the main limitations of the individuaUst 
perspective cluster in two areas. First, there is the huge cross-societal and 
historical variance in life-course patterns, compared to within-society vari-
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ance. In this country, the factors affecting the decision to attend coUege, for 
example, have obviously varied enormously over recent decades. When one 
compares countries, the variance is even greater. Attempts to encompass this 
variation in a short Ust of properties of natural individuals strains credulity. 
The same is true of every other phase of life course: intelligence and self-
concept in childhood, educational attainment and achievement in adolescence, 
occupational and career choices in young adulthood, marriage and childbear-
ing patterns in adulthood, and patterns of retirement, all vary institutionally 
and cross-nationally. Even within the limited domain of a modern society at 
any point in time, much of the variation in individual behavior seems to reflect 
social influences and opportunities rather than differing individual choices or 
capacities. In addition, within-society variance often seems to reflect group 
variations in meanings as much as individual decisions or actions. 

A second weakness of individualistic models is that, by attributing so much 
causal importance to individual properties, decisions, and actions, they are 
rendered phenomenologically unreaUstic. The clear-cut goals and elaborate 
knowledge base required by the models are empirically absent in individuals. 
Consequently, the models are incapable of accounting for what is called 
action. To pursue a previous example, many coUege-trained researchers study 
the "decision to attend coUege," even though most of them never "decided " to 
attend coUege, but simply accepted the need to do so as part of the taken-for-
granted assumptions integral to their middle-class backgrounds and social 
settings. For many other aspects of the life course, it is equally difficult to 
locate the conscious decisions and actions essential to the established 
individualistic framework. EmpiricaUy, attempts to highlight the impact of 
classic individuaUst variables (values or goals, means-ends calculation, 
resultant purposes or plans) account for very little of the variation in such 
obvious life-course outcomes as education or occupation. 

SOCIOLOGICAL INDIVIDUALISM 

The simplest sociological models retain the individualist frame of reference 
but add sociological causes to both its main elements—individuals and their 
decisions or actions (e.g., Coleman, 1986). Buttressing the individual, in such 
models, is a sociocultural system that, through the socialization process, 
determines some of the central individual properties (e.g., Kohn and 
Schooler, 1983). Thus, via socialization, the sociocultural system may create 
individuals who value education, have mentalities appropriate for education, 
and have the energy and resources to attain it. In order for such a model to fit 
reality, a good deal of causal power must be ascribed to the sociocultural 
system. Further, the personality of the actor must be perceived as very 
complex and interactive. Both of these requirements are difficult to meet, as is 
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the requirement that the researcher fînd residues of these wider forces in 
individually based measures (Mischel, 1971; Shweder, 1979). 

The sociological individualism just described also reconceptualizes action. 
The individual is no longer seen as choosing and carrying out the naked act 
(say, going to coUege, or entering an occupation). Rather, the meaning and-^K 
value of the act itself are modified by the wider sociocukural system. Put most 
simply, actions are seen as having prestige or symbolic value in addition to 
their utUity in achieving the goals of actors. Attending coUege, marrying, or 
having a high-status career are socially prestigious and, therefore, individuals 
may pursue them out of a desire for prestige. Or because such outcomes are 
socially expected, they carry not only prestige but also conformity value, 
which acts as a further incentive for actors socialized to desire acceptabUity. 

Models of the sort described above are very common in life-course 
research, as well as being part and parcel of the wider coUoquial cuUure of 
modern society. These models' intellectual shortcomings revolve around the 
fact that there is little empirical support for the existence, coherence, and force 
of the larger sociocultural system that is posited. In addition, phenomenolog-
ical problems underlie the models'imputation of quite elaborate properties to 
the supposed human actor who carries all these meanings in his or her internal 
decision-making mechanism. The notion that individuals are so highly 
socialized that they retain a whole cultural system of meanings and possible 
courses of action within themselves and, at the same time, are highly 
autonomous actors is unconvincing (Wrong, 1961). The empirically unsup-
ported excesses of modern socialization theories often lie in their attempt to 
retain the individual as both a complete actor and a complete member. 

An alternative variant of sociological individuaUsm relies less on notions of 
culture and socialization, and gives causalpriorityto networks of interpersonal --.' 
relationships that shape the pristine individual's choices or modify the local 
meaning of acts and decisions (e.g., Coleman, 1986). Here the individual is stiU 
a bounded actor making decisions and choosing actions, but in response to 
interpersonal stimuli rather than to a wider culture internalized during the 
socialization process. The attempt to fînd continuity in social structure 
through networks of interaction rather than a common wider culture suffers 
from the same intellectual problem: What accounts for the coherence of the 
system posited; and how can one derive individual-level measures to tap the 
influence of interpersonal networks? 

SOCIAL ORGANIZATIONAL EXPLANATION 

Much modern sociological thinking and research on the life course avoids 
the assumptions of individualism about the boundedness of individual actors 
and the choicelike properties of their activity. Instead, activity is explained in 
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terms of the social interactional and organizational structures in which both 
humans and their activity are embedded. In these conceptions, people are 
viewed not as classic individuals but as interpenetrated members of a peer 
community or an organizational system. And rather than seeing activity as 
chosen action, the sociological perspective sees it as part of a pattern of 
socially shared and organizationally structured behavior (Parsons, 1951). 

Consider first the interactionally embedded actors, whose significance 
emerges from their location in a network of others caught up in an 
organizational structure rather than from their bounded individuality (Baron, 
1984). Every life-course event is embedded in such networks and organiza-
tions, whose structures may support persons' patterns without their making 
clear-cut choices or decisions, and perhaps despite quite variable capacities 
and resources. In this view, child rearing consists of a set of community 
practices everyone adopts rather than a set of independently made parental 
decisions. Elementary schooling, and many of its properties, is a national and 
worldwide rule found almost everywhere (Ramirez and Boli, 1987). The 
connections between levels of schooling are organizational matters resting on 
shared expectations rather than the personal choice of individuals. Children 
move from grade to grade and school to school as part of an organized web of 
interaction—some organizational and some interpersonal, but little of it 
dependent on decision-making capacities of children (or parents). In short, 
this social organizational perspective incorporates activity, but not social 
action in most of its classic senses. Human beings pass through the system 
foUowing the many credentiaUng rules that are in place to ensure the correct 
outcomes. The logic of the situation means that few coUege students are likely 
to consider becoming carpenters, while self-conceptions and aspirations arise 
out of a web of interactions only dimly perceived by individuals. In the 
occupational and marital spheres, too, organizational and interactional ties 
maintain the social expectations integral to the life course. 

Activity is conceptualized as embedded in interactional networks by the 
social organizational perspective, much as the individual is. Work and 
progress in school, or in the occupational system, are seen as structured 
systemically, and part of a larger organizational logic that individuals accept. 
Most of the "decisions" people appear to make about retirement and their 
pension provisions, for instance, are in fact largely determined by organiza-
tional and political forces. 

The social organizational vision conceives of particular people's life 
courses in highly situational terms. This sociological tradition shuns lines of 
thought that attribute too much reality either to individual consciousness or 
to culture. It provides the underpinnings for most modern sociological 
research, which relies on notions like "social structure,""networks," or "social 
organizations" (e.g., Burt and Miner, 1983). 

The dominance of this point of view is a useful antidote to classic 
individualist thought and has contributed a good deal to the recent 
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development of the fîeld. It has highlighted the interactional and organiza-
tional dimensions of all sorts of life outcomes: schooling, occupational 
patterns, families of procreation, medical and psychological problems, 
deviant behavior, and so on. 

The intellectual advantages of the social organizational perspective have 
been especially clear in accounting for variations in life-course outcomes 
within modern societies, and in doing so without resorting to personality 
theory (or notions of subcultural variation). Variation in the institutional 
structures or networks in which a given person is embedded can help account 
for constraints on opportunities and action possibUities, as well as identity, 
goals, and resources. By further assuming that overaU opportunities and 
possibilities are limited, the sociological tradition successfuUy explains 
relative failure as well as success (Sorensen, 1986). 

The major shortcoming of the contemporary social organizational tradition 
is that it leaves out substantive meaning. Causal models focus exclusively on 
actors and actions embedded in networks of interaction and organizational 
structure. These abstract units and the formalistic relations among them are 
so determining that they displace the meaningful content of the wider culture 
in which these relations and individual identities are formed in the fîrst place. 
As a result, major sociological concepts (e.g., markets, groups, and hierarch-
ies) are devoid of substantive content, or coUective meaning and legitimacy. 

This shortcoming leads to two explanatory deficiencies. First, the social 
organizational model does not deal well with substantive content and actors' 
meanings. The perspective does not assign much importance to consciousness, 
or to aU of the variables classicaUy associated with it, from self-concepts to 
goals to life satisfactions; these variables are treated as derivative of "social 
structure" with some sort of Simmelian, pluralist, or sometimes neo-Marxist 
imagery. At best, such variables are given a Umited causal role in social 
organizational models, and are usually not defîned as important outcomes. 
Social organizational models, in rejecting earlier psychological views, have 
difficulty explaining why individuals are such important elements of the 
modern system, and how individual consciousness operates and regulates 
activity. In any empirical life-course analysis, human intentions, aspirations, 
and plans seem to play an important role, yet such variables have little 
conceptual status in contemporary organizational models. Similarly, mean-
ings and satisfactions seem to be important variables in their own right (and 
predictive of future events), even though they are often weakly related to the 
interactional and organizational independent variables so prominent in 
sociological models. For instance, in standard social organizational models, 
the young, the old, and the unsuccessful should show more subjective 
awareness of their powerlessness than they do. 

In addition, modern social organizational thinking about the life course 
tends to leave out the cultural meanings embedded in patterns of interaction 
and organization. Although it is true that organizational chains connect the 
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educational and occupational career lines of individuals, and thus that 
organizational structures control much of the life course, this is not simply 
organizational happenstance (Meyer, 1987). Institutional structures are 
regulated by and reflective of the most elaborate cultural justifications for 
matters such as achievement and equality. Perhaps, therefore, these entrenched 
cultural meanings affect life-course sequences and activities directly in the 
choices and conceptions of human beings. And perhaps the complementarity 
of the institutions involved (linking, say, educational credentials with work 
status) can only be understood by referring to a wider system of cultural 
legitimations. Similarly, the patterns of interaction that assume such im-
portance in the modern social system are culturally enclosed in principles 
described by writers such as TocqueviUe (1945; Skocpol, 1985). Perhaps the 
effects of these principles extend beyond their immediate networks and 
perhaps the interactional networks themselves can arise only out of present-
day American culture. 

While resisting any concept of culture, modern social organizational 
thought tries to find alternative subjective constructs. The basis for social 
cohesion is often sought in interests controlUng society (e.g., the interests of 
the capitalist class, large-scale organizations, powerful groups, or, recently, 
the state). Or there are the efforts in current network theory to derive 
substantive culture from network properties of interaction systems, A good 
deal remains excluded, however. While we know much about how the life 
course is interactionally and organizationally structured and constrained, we 
understand much less about the cultural component of organizational 
arrangements and the meanings they have for the people caught up in them. 

CULTURAL MODELS OF THE 
LIFE COURSE 

To arrive at more adequate models of social reality, we need to transcend 
the sociological view of social structure as a series of interwoven interaction 
networks and organizations, and to conceptualize these societal units as 
incorporating meaningful cultural material with its own internal dynamics. 
And we need to view the putative units of the modern system—individuals 
enacting the life course and its activities—as themselves molded by the same 
wider cultural system. These individuals and activities, which make up 
society's organized relationships, are part of wider institutional systems 
dependent on their own set of cultural meanings (Jepperson and Meyer, 
1987). 

To transform existing models effectively, the terms of modern sociological 
discourse need to be refined. By "individual" or "actor," we should mean not 
only some supposedly natural or primordial entity, but one of the most 
cuUurally elaborated and legally supported constructions of the modern 
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system, celebrated in the rules of the economy (i.e., the various markets and 
production systems), the polity (i.e., citizenship rights and sovereignties), 
religion, and science. Thus the almost obsessive individuaUsm of modern 
social science, as noted earlier, emerges as but one manifestation of the 
prevaiUng cultural system (Berger, Berger, and Kellner, 1973; Goffman, 1967; 
Collins, 1981). 

The standard conception of culture as a system of abstracted values or 
perceptions also requires modifîcation. Most of what is institutionalized as 
the culture of the modern system is made up of elaborate and specific 
"functional" rules, setting out how things are to work (Wuthnow, 1987). These 
rules are spelled out in great detail in the scientific and legal doctrines 
governing the workings of societies and relationships between them. The 
educational system, for example, which is a key component of the life-course 
system, is dependent on elaborate legal and scientific rules about the nature of 
students and the curriculum, the exact sequence of steps to be foUowed during 
schooling, and the credentials to be granted, each with its occupational rights 
and functions. Similarly, the organized occupational system is permeated by 
rules of credentiaUng, career sequencing rights, and appropriate individual 
rights to work and benefîts, which reflect institutionalized cultural tenets. 
Patterns of rights, expectations, and sequencing in other life-course areas 
(e.g,, marriage or retirement) may be defîned in less detaU, and with less legal 
rigor, but are nonetheless governed by general cultural rules that specify the 
appropriate content and purpose of interaction. 

The Culturally Constructed Life Course 

The life course in modern societies is itself a construct with deep cultural 
supports. It is not simply the aggregate product of a series of individual 
choices, nor is it the accidental construction of institutions organized around 
other cultural purposes. To a substantial extent, the life course is a conscious 
and purposive cultural product of the modern system (Meyer, 1987). The rules 
involved penetrate every element of the modern system, from the state and 
other organizations down to friendship circles and families. In analyzing these 
rules, we need to be conscious both of the life course's coUective cultural 
character and of the fact that this character defines people's activities and 
choices. 

Modern sociologists tend to focus on the large-scale and organized 
character of contemporary social structure. They tend to underemphasize the 
extent to which this structure rests on, and is legitimated by, a grammar of 
individualism in which the individual is the fundamental cultural unU of every 
modern institution. Rationalized production, for example, builds on in-
dividual work, and exchange and consumption on individual needs. In the 
United States, the poUty is said to reflect individual choice, and the policies of 
the state to ensure individual welfare. Even institutions like the family and 
religion are seen as the outcome of individual choice and as functioning to 
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benefit individuals. The whole system, in fact, rests on the individual, in that 
the fundamental goals of modern society—progress or justice or equality— 
are themselves ultimately evaluated in terms of individual rights and welfare. 

Thus much of the central organizational and institutional structure of the 
modern system is designed to create proper individual development, thereby 
ensuring societal functioning. It is a coUective cultural business, pursued by 
the state, professional elites, and the legal system, and is mandated by the 
highest constitutional and ethical rules of modern society. 

Social scientists may participate too intimately in the process to recognize 
its social importance and authority as a cultural system. So, some examples 
drawn from various phases of the life course may be useful. Modern child 
rearing, education, and family rules are formulated by a whole network of 
medical, pedagogical, and psychological professionals, and built into the rules 
of the state. The explicit goals of both individual and social welfare, and 
progress, are considered, but the rights of such corporate or communal groups 
as the family are neglected. Similarly, the sequencing rules of the occupational 
and retirement systems are organized in terms of scientifîc ideologies and 
considered from the point of view of both individual and society. 

Many of the most discussed American social problems might not be seen as 
problems in societies whose cultures focus less on individuals and their proper 
life course. Examples include lack of developmental opportunities, fetal 
rights, and equal treatment and opportunities for women, minorities, the 
handicapped, low-status groups, or the mentally disturbed. Individual life-
course problems are a matter of deep coUective concern and much of the life 
course is expUcitly and purposively organized at the coUective level in modern 
society. Improper or inarticulate sequencing, or unjust transitions, or 
inattention to individual developmental rights, become major problems and 
institutions arise to manage them properly. The cultural rules of the life course 
are central elements of these and other major institutions. 

The notion that the life course is culturally and ideologically constructed in 
modern systems does not mean that it is either static or homogeneous. Many 
interpretations of the common frame are possible and advantageous to one or 
another group or perspective. My point is that conflicts and decisions among 
alternatives in the modern system are fought out as much on the cultural level 
as on the levels of local interest or organizational context. Concrete issues 
(e.g., the rights connected to abortion, occupational access, retirement, or 
procedures related to death) are discussed in terms of the fundamental 
principles of religion and constitution, and linked to great social values such 
as ultimate human rights or the basic meaning of social progress. Modern 
people are even able to couch arguments over who does the dishes in terms of 
the law, religion, or any number of scientific principles. The cultural 
construction of the life course means that conflicts over it and modifîcations 
of it occur in cultural terms. 
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Implications of the Culturally 
Constructed Life Course 

Once we see the life course as a cultural construction built up and altered in 
terms of general legUimating rules, rather than the resuU of choices made by 
primordial individuals or the accidents of interactional and organizational 
structure, a number of important ideas foUow. 

First, the assumption of an extraordinarily informed, coherent, and 
dedicated human person underlying many theories proves largely unnecessary. 
There is a reason why the interactional and organizational contexts carry so 
much of the burden of structuring the life course: they are designed to. The 
infant's world is composed not simply of a random coUection of interactions 
and tastes, but a set of purposive strategic advisers infused with a clear cultural 
understanding of their roles. Modern families foUow the cultural rules for 
creating children prepared to embark on the next steps of the life course in 
school, peer relations, and, later, work. The school system, with its rules, 
continues the process. The student identity the child acquires carries the seeds 
of educational and occupational futures within it and teachers see the 
inculcation of such identities as their primary mission. Thus children properly 
treat their teachers as helpful advisers rather than as the unrelenting 
authorities they may seem to the naive observer. The peer system too, in the 
main, functions as a system of advisers. Although peer groups may create 
deviance, most function to enforce conformity to established life-course 
patterns—few peer groups legitimate failure and dropping out, SimUarly, 
work organizations and their informal interaction systems are oriented to the 
individual's proper evolution through time, transmitting rules and strategic 
life-course advice. They are abetted by the polity and the state, which assume 
explicit responsibiUty for continuity of career lines and retirement rights. The 
purpose of the meaning system underlying all these institutions is the 
regularization of proper life courses for proper individuals. 

The weakness of most sociological theories of the life course is that they 
have too naive a view of the autonomy of the individual and give insuffîcient 
attention to people as others: as strategically placed parents, teachers, or peers 
transmitting the rules of the game (Baker and Stevenson, 1986). In addUion, 
schools, fîrms, and the state are charged wUh maintaining regular life-course 
patterns while scientific professionals develop strategies for resolving newly 
discovered life crises. 

In addUion, it is important to understand that modern individuals are the 
same kind of highly legitimated and culturally infused others to themselves. 
They act as their own strategic advisers, incorporating quite general cuUural 
rules and norms. Once a student, and no longer just a child, almost everyone 
knows the rules of the game, the appropriate outcomes to work for, and their 
underlying rationales. Many surveys show that even the losers in the system 
can state in principle what the desirable goals and outcomes of the life course 
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are (e.g., to go to coUege, to become a professional, to get married and have 
children). Of course, insofar as individuals incorporate cultural precepts as 
the "other," they approximate stock cultural characters acting in terms of 
general rules rather than private or local ones. 

The cultural character of individualism goes a long way toward explaining 
the extraordinary subjectivity of modern Americans, as well as the extra-
ordinary concern of researchers with subjective self-conceptions and in-
dividual satisfaction. These elements are culturally mandated. The individual 
is supposed to plan, to develop, to succeed, to manage a long life, and so on. 
Detailed prescriptions and techniques for doing these things are articulated by 
all elements of society from the earliest years of family life through schooling 
and into marriage and the workplace. After a certain age, for example, people 
are bombarded with cultural recipes for planning both the instrumental and 
the personal aspects of retirement, and are immersed in organizations whose 
primary mission is to provide detailed accounts of how this phase of life is to 
be managed. 

Understanding the cultural primacy of the individual, and the legitimacy 
given the "proper" life course, can help explain the tendency for life-course 
problems to be defined as social problems in the modern system. Individual 
rights to justice, fair opportunities, and personal development have become 
central issues in modern American society. Considerable research and policy 
have been devoted to defining these "problems" and devising new means of 
dealing with them. Social science research on these issues is part of a cultural 
system and contributes to its elaboration. The preoccupation with managing 
life-course problems, from early childhood to retirement and death, is not 
confined to the United States. It is a worldwide feature of modern societies, as 
well as of nations just entering into the world system as new states. 

Research Implications 

Viewing the life course and the individual embedded within it as culturally 
constructed makes it much easier to explain the massive cross-national and 
historical variations in life-course structure (e.g., the great expansion of 
schooling and retirement benefits or individual due process rights). Once we 
see these processes as cultural in character, we can explain why they change 
and vary so greatly without relying on aggregated individual experience. The 
creation of modern educational, retirement, or personnel systems is a 
coUective (and usually worldwide) cultural endeavor designed to achieve 
central coUective purposes. Given the centrality of these concerns, it is not 
surprising that great changes can occur rapidly and penetrate deep into society 
and individual consciousness (e.g., the recently altered rights of women, 
minorities, the retired, or children). 

The perspective outlined above makes comparative research on life-course 
issues a more straightforward business: If the processes involved are seen as 
coUective and ideological, gathering relevant data becomes easier, as does 
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developing useful comparative and historical research designs. The cuUural 
perspective also has research implications for the analysis of individual-level 
Ufe-course data. It suggests that U is less useful to think of people as 
individuals and actors than as informed others to themselves. What they want 
or intend may be less important than what they know about the life course. 

For instance, suppose we take seriously the notion that quite young 
children know, without ever having consciously decided, that they wiU attend 
coUege, and that this is the right thing to do. How would this knowledge affect 
their schooling behavior and what appear to be their choices? As another 
example, perhaps the massive increase in female labor force participation is 
better explained in terms of changed knowledge about the rules of the life-
course game than as a consequence of individual choices and decisions. 
SimUarly, perhaps changed knowledge about coUective rules for the rights of 
minorities or workplace security rights have more effect on career decisions 
than changed dispositions or goals. 

Cultural knowledge is by no means simply a property of individuals. 
Cultural alterations are integral to the interaction networks and organizations 
surrounding each person. Thus as students, for example, become increasingly 
knowledgeable about educational and career Unes, they are surrounded by 
peers, parents, and advisers who have acquired the same increasingly refîned 
knowledge and are eager to transmit it. The better and worse outcomes (say, in 
terms of quaUty of coUege, or occupational perquisites), therefore, as well as 
knowledge of the system as a whole, become clearer. This being the case, 
researchers need to pay more attention both to changes in cultural knowledge 
and to its transmission to individuals through organizational and associational 
networks. For many people, for instance, greater personal knowledge about, 
and planning for, retirement is entirely incidental to the vastly expanded 
organizational system devoted to transmitting cuUural knowledge and rules 
about this stage of life: the new emphasis given older people by the tax system 
and its advisers; the increasing attention given personnel issues by organiza-
tions, associations, and occupational groups; and so on. Thus the retirement 
phase of the life course may be organized for individuals with only modest 
participation from them as independent actors. 

Once we see the cuUural character of the social system, and culture's 
penetrafîon of social structures and consciousness, U becomes easier to see the 
individual participating in this system as a constructed entUy rather than as a 
natural unit. Taking this view makes it much easier to understand both the 
maintenance of social homogeneity and the rapidUy of change in governing 
institutions. 

CONCLUSIONS 

In the preceding pages, I have suggested that the prevailing sociological 
view of the life course, and the individuals immersed in it, could be 
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strengthened by conceptualizing the institutional system as deeply infused 
with cultural meaning. The relation between people and their life-course 
activities and outcomes is not the causal one underlying action and decision 
theories. Rather, human action involves the enactment of cultural scripts, 
which may themselves vary greatly. Such scripts are embedded in the cultural 
rules governing social organization and interaction and set out the dimensions 
of modern individuaUsm. Thus the cultural precepts underlying the life-course 
system defîne and locate the meaning of both the individual and the trajectory 
of the proper life. 
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Therapeutic Justice 
The Legal Construction of 
Deviant Persons 

John R. Sutton 

SlNCE THE MID-1970S, sociologists and historians have shown an increased 
concern with the ascendance of "therapeutic" strategies of social control over 
more frankly punitive approaches to deviance in modern Western states. The 
common theme of this growing literature is a critique of traditional 
humanitarian interpretations of reform. In the revisionist interpretation, the 
prison and the more subtle mechanisms of surveUlance associated with it— 
such as indeterminate sentences, probation, and parole—do not appear as the 
results of an immanent ideal of humane rehabilitation, and stiU less as the 
inexorable outcome of the process of societal modernization. Indeed, the 
history of control appears to have less to do with crime control as such than 
wUh attempts to rationalize the economy and extend the power of the state to 
regulate the private conduct of individuals. 

But beneath this broad convergence lies serious disagreement about the 
timing and causes of signifîcant transformations in social control strategies. In 
these controversies, Foucault's work marks a standard. Foucault (1977) seems 
to argue that the whole of modern penal strategies are embodied in the 
architecture of the eighteenth-century prison, in the invasive regularity of 
Enlightenment penal code reforms, and in the fluid discourse of the emergent 
helping professions. FoucauU places instUutional reform in the synchronous 
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context of a more comprehensive set of social-structural shifts that mark the 
emergence of modernity in Europe: the appearance of bureaucratic armies, 
mass systems of education, and factory economies; the rise of scientific 
rationality; and especially the consolidation of strong, centraUzed states. 

Other writers have offered more historically focused accounts, locating the 
therapeutic revolution at later dates. Most notably, Garland (1985) has 
argued that, in England, the shift from punitive to therapeutic justice occurred 
only with the appearance of the modern welfare state at the end of the 
Victorian era. This shift, he argues, was political in origin, driven by the 
renewed salience of the "social question" among British reformers. Attempts 
to contain the political aspirations of the working classes thus included not 
only unemployment insurance, labor exchanges, and workmen's compensa-
tion, but also an extended apparatus of penal sanctions and surveiUance. StiU 
others—like ScuU (1977) and Cohen (1979)—argue that the "decarceration" 
reforms of the late twentieth century mark a new departure in control policy 
that should not be conflated with the institutional reforms of the past. Rather, 
such reforms signify the contraction of the welfare state under Thatcher and 
Reagan: By subcontracting many control responsibilities to private entre-
preneurs and promoting qualitatively more subtle means of surveiUance, 
decarceration poUcies have, in effect, turned the prison inside out. 

In contrast to these accounts, this chapter argues that the origins of the 
rehabilitative ideal lie in America, and that its dim outlines can be perceived as 
early as the seventeenth century. Much of this argument is uncontroversial: 
Since Beaumont and TocqueviUe came to survey American penal reforms in 
the 1820s, American experiments in social control policy have provided 
models for European developments. It is not well accepted, however, that 
some of the impetus for these reforms date from before the Revolution. 
Moreover, in contrast to models that emphasize the security needs of strong 
states, the logic of capitalist development, or the ambitions of status-seeking 
professional groups, I argue that the rise of therapeutic strategies of control, at 
least in the United States, has been driven by the chronic weakness of 
centralized state authority, and has been informed in an enduring way by the 
cultural ethos of American Puritanism. To be more specific, I wiU suggest that 
the modern notion of rehabilitation is a secularized version of the Calvinist 
view of redemption. 

The empirical focus of this chapter is on American strategies of control 
directed at deviant children. I choose this narrow focus because it provides a 
historical laboratory in which we can see the reforms developed earliest and 
implemented in their most extreme form. Americans, for example, applied 
such innovations as the indeterminate sentence, probation, and parole to 
children long before they were applied in any systematic way to adult 
criminals; and, in the late twentieth century, it is in the control of children that 
the therapeutic ideal survives in its purest and most stubborn form. We begin 
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with a brief defînUion of therapeutic justice, both to provide a conceptual 
framework for the discussion to foUow and to suggest some initial UmUafîons 
of the Foucaultian approach. 

AN ARGUMENT BY DEFINITION 

The term "therapeutic justice" is meant to distinguish between the rigid, 
formalistic, and retribution-oriented strategies of control that are generaUy 
associated with premodern and early modern legal systems, and the more fluid 
repertoire of ameliorative sanctions, oriented toward the moral and psycholog-
ical transformation of the offender, characteristic of Western penal strategies 
in the twentieth century. The most general distinction centers on ideological 
claims: Punitive strategies claim simply to segregate criminals, eUher by 
separating them from society or by applying an identifîable physical stigma; 
therapeutic strategies aim toward reintegration. In practice, however, we can 
identify three more specific changes that accompanied the rise of therapeutic 
justice. 

The first involves normalization of the range of officially recognized 
deviant acts and the sanctions associated with them. The therapeutic regime 
blurs the once-sharp Une between virtue and vice, and transforms discrete 
offenses into categories within a comprehensive grid of behavioral symptoms, 
The criminal, the drunk, the insane, and the poor are seen to differ from each 
other only by shades of circumstance. These categories are interpreted 
diagnostically, as variations from some norm; and normality is viewed 
suspiciously, as a zone of incipient deviance. At the same time, established 
responses to traditionally distinct forms of deviance—maintenance of the 
poor, tolerance or segregation of the insane, physical punishment or 
imprisonment for fîxed terms of the criminal—are replaced by a correspond-
ingly complex network of highly substitutable sanctions, within which 
individual deviants may be precisely placed. The intent of such a rationalized 
scheme of sanctions is to dramatize the continuity not only among various 
forms of deviance, but also between deviance and conformity. The released 
convict who is maintained on parole supervision is thus a walking symbol of 
that continuity. 

The second change involves the simultaneous elevation of the individual 
offender and devaluation of the deviant act as foci of social control. The 
offender is remade from the rafîonal, responsible subject beloved of bourgeois 
economics and classical criminology into a passive object of environmental 
forces and dark internal impulses. The precise offense, meanwhile, recedes 
into the background: It ceases to be a conscious act, a judicial fact that in itself 
provides grounds for punishment, and becomes only one among many 
symptoms of an underlying pathology. The offender's biography and 
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behavior compose a complex and unique code that can only be broken by the 
interpretation of professional experts, not by rules of law or the factual 
judgment of juries. 

Finally, the legal process itself is transformed. In order to link offender, 
offense, and institutional response together in an articulate and rational 
system, the technology of judgment must be reoriented from the empirical 
determination of fact to the diagnosis of hidden motives and the reconstruction 
of moral biographies. The goal of therapeutic justice is to make the 
punishment fît the criminal, not the crime. In criminal justice, therapeutic 
measures are at least formally confîned to the margins of the decision-making 
process—to insanity hearings, presentencing reports, and parole reviews. In 
mental health, however, it is the legal norms that are marginal to the 
therapeutic goal of assigning an appropriate diagnostic status to the 
individual; procedural norms have only recently been introduced to curb the 
most arbitrary excesses of psychiatric judgment. American strategies of child 
control, as we wiU see, lie squarely in between these two extremes. 

With these defînitional criteria in mind, it appears that Foucault's 
historical analysis confounds two distinct moments in the development of the 
modern penal system. The first moment is signifîed by the invention of the 
penitentiary, rightly credited to Jeremy Bentham. But Bentham intended his 
ideal penitentiary (the "Panopticon") as only the fînal technical aspect of 
a much larger program of legal reform and social control. FoUowing the 
eighteenth-century Italian criminologist Cesare Beccaria (1764/1963), Bentham 
argued that crime could be controUed not by changing criminals, but by 
changing the law: by making criminal codes simple and unambiguous, by 
calculating penalties that graduated precisely with the severity of the offense, 
and by maximizing the certainty of apprehension and punishment. 

Theirs was a vision of criminals and criminality that corresponded perfectly 
with Enlightenment rationality and laissez-faire economics: The criminal, 
argued Beccaria, is a calculating individual Uke any other, responsive to both 
the costs and benefîts that accrue from one's behavior. Crime occurs only 
when its perceived costs are low and benefits are high relative to conformity. 
The tangled penal codes, arbitrary standards of justice, and frequently harsh 
punishments that prevailed in early modern Europe made such rational 
calculations impossible, and perhaps encouraged serious crime, After aU, if 
one is to be hanged, it might as well be for murder as for petty theft. To 
Bentham, the prison was not in itself a means of rehabUitation, except insofar 
as it provided an opportunity to adjust the moral calculus by which behavior is 
planned. Rather it was an all-purpose remedy for a social contract broken by 
crime: The infînite and perfectly linear divisibility of the prison sentence into 
years, months, or days offered a flexible yet impartial means by which to fît 
the punishment to the offense. In practical terms, it was to serve as a deterrent. 

While clearly different from traditional retributive strategies, this approach 
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lacks the distinguishing characteristics of a mature system of therapeutic 
justice. The fungibility of the prison sentence is, perhaps, a step toward 
normalization: The common drunk who serves two days in jaU is clearly closer 
to conformity than the thief who serves two years. But this linear model of 
punishment contains no notion of subtle, qualitative distinctions among types 
of deviants and related modes of sanctioning; and the fundamental faith in 
universal rationality suggests no scientifically guided attempt to readjust 
forcibly the internal moral system of offenders. By lumping together the 
rationaUstic and therapeutic approaches to crime, Foucault conflates two 
distinct and frequently counterposed impulses in the history of penalty. 

In retrospect, it appears that the rationalist model was a transitional 
type—like laissez-faire economics and contract-based theories of law, it 
worked better as an ideology than as a practical program of reform. A few 
European governments flirted with legal reforms inspired by Beccaria, but not 
often and not for long (Radzinowicz, 1966). Bentham's Panopticon was never 
built; England graduaUy reformed its system of prison administration in the 
nineteenth century, but maintained a stubborn commitment to brutal 
discipline and stupefying labor (Ignatieff, 1978). Rationalist reform ideas 
brought to America by Quaker activists after the revolution were not, for the 
most part, successful (Barnes, 1927). In the early nineteenth century, the 
Quaker-Enlightenment agenda encountered competition from other interests. 

THREE PHASES OF 
INSTITUTION-BUILDING 

American strategies of child control can be analyzed in terms of three 
historical phases of reform: the enactment of a normalized view of deviance in 
the law of colonial Massachusetts Bay; the appearance of institutional 
sanctions in the Jacksonian period; and the rise of a comprehensive system for 
the administration of therapeutic justice in the Progressive era. The discussion 
wUl show that the rudiments of a therapeutic model were in place by 1650. 
Later reforms secularized that basic model, rationalized it, and gave it an 
enduring instUutional context, but they did not invent U. 

Massachusetts Bay: 
The Rule of the Covenant 

In November of 1646, the ruling General Court of Massachusetts Bay 
enacted a statute that some commentators have seen as "not only the root but 
also the trunk of many current laws governing parent-chUd relations" 
(Teitelbaum and Harris, 1977, p. 32). This statute prescribes that when a son is 
"stubborn" or "rebellious" in response to his parents' commands, he should be 



68 LEVELS OF SOCIAL SYSTEMS 

brought to the local magistrate; and if he persists, he is to be put to death 
(Farrand, 1929, p. 6). This "stubborn child" law (Sidman, 1972), while 
unprecedented, was not the only one of its kind; Puritan law also contained, 
for example, a similar penalty for children who strike their parents. 

In general, the Puritan legal system was unprecedented in the degree to 
which it claimed public authority over private life, and particularly the lives of 
children. These laws could be interpreted simply as the products of religious 
dogmatism, as atavistic attempts to maintain traditional authority relation-
ships on the doorstep of the New World. This interpretation is encouraged by 
their unconscionably harsh penalties, and by the fact that many, like the 
stubborn child law, were copied directly from Scriptural sources. Such an 
interpretation belies any link between Puritan child-control laws and modern 
standards of therapeutic justice. But while it is obviously true that these laws 
were meant to serve spiritual ends, to promote a style of coUective morality 
that would support the construction of a Biblical Commonwealth, I would 
argue that they were the product more of reason than of dogma, and that in 
the way they chose to apply secular law to their sacred project, the Puritans 
developed a precociously modern style of control. Three questions about the 
Puritan legal strategy deserve attention: First, why did they seek to regulate 
private morality? Second, why did they do so through formal law rather than 
through traditional controls or religious edicts? Third, what does the practical 
administration of these laws tell us about the meaning of legal authority in 
Massachusetts Bay? 

Close attention to the entire range of Puritan family law shows that statutes 
did not unanimously support parental domination or penalize youthful 
defiance. What the law emphasized most of all is the responsibilities that fell 
on parents (Labaree, 1979, p. 76)—not only to feed and clothe their children, 
but also to educate them and train them in a calling. Authorities enacted 
innovative inheritance laws to encourage the economic independence of 
children (Haskins, 1960, pp. 240-241). And while statutes gave parents the 
right to veto their children's marriage plans, they also gave children express 
rights of legal redress when marriage was "wiUfuUy" or "unreasonably"denied 
(Farrand, 1929, pp. 12, 37). Overall, the careful way in which they balanced 
the rights and responsibilities of family life shows that the Puritans were not 
attempting to preserve an archaic form of patriarchy, but rather to mobilize 
the family as a responsible center of spiritual and civil authority. 

The key to their strategy was their interpretation of the doctrine of the 
covenant. In strict Calvinist theology, the covenant is a contract between God 
and the individual that sets the terms for salvation, and a central tenet of 
covenant theology is that salvation is freely and mysteriously given by God, 
not earned by human action. New England leaders treated the covenant as a 
contract binding on the entire community, and used it as a model of social 
organization (Ver Steeg, 1964, p. 78). Because the colony was, by defînition, a 
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communUy of saints, it was crucial that a level of coUective moraUty be 
maintained so as to assure the continuing favor of God. That meant, in 
practical terms, restricting the most important forms of polUical participafîon 
to known recipients of salvation, and rigorously policing the conduct of the 
saved and nonsaved alike. Under this interpretation of the covenant, the 
family became an official agent of control: The production of obedient 
children was not a sentimental duty, but a social responsibUUy upon which the 
fate of the commonwealth depended. 

The second issue concerns why famUial morality was made a matter for 
formal law and secular authority. Indeed, the colony's child-regulation 
statutes—including the stubborn child law and a variety of other morals 
statutes—were enacted as part of a drive to create a comprehensive legal code 
(Haskins, 1960, p. 135; Ver Steeg, 1964, pp. 83-84). The codification process 
was begun only reluctantly, and was given impetus by political threats to the 
integrity of the Commonwealth. Aware that their utopian vision ran counter 
to English law, the ruling oligarchy would have preferred to maintain an 
informal structure of authority, but their hand was forced in 1646 when a 
minority of disenfranchised colonists threatened to appeal to Parliament if 
they were not given certain rights of political participation, and a code of law 
to guarantee those rights. The leaders faced a diffîcult choice: to continue with 
no code, which would have proved their disregard of minority rights; or to 
produce a code that conformed closely with English law, which would have 
undermined the unique character of the Commonwealth. 

Instead, in 1648, they took the brazen step of issuing a legal code—titled 
The Laws and Liberties of Massachusetts—thdX faithfuUy articulated their 
utopian vision. That code contained criminal proscriptions of a variety of 
private delicts that were not in English law, including the stubborn child law; it 
formalized the rights of colony members, and expanded political participa-
tion; and it clarified the relationship between secular and ecclesiastical 
authority. It was a compromise, but a pragmatic and creative one. The 
Puritans turned to the written law because they could no longer control 
morality through informal consensus guided by Scriptural insights. To justify 
this shift, Puritan leaders again invoked the notion of the covenant, this time 
as a source of political authority. They argued that the law was divinely 
inspired, and that the duty to enact and enforce it fell not on particular 
individuals, but on persons who were called to fîU sacred positions of 
leadership (Haskins, 1960, p. 56). At the same time, private roles—most 
notably, parenthood—were given official authority as well. Thus by exhorting 
coUective concern for private behavior in a public, secular form, the code 
established a new and impressively tight system of authority that bound 
leaders and foUowers, officials and citizens, parents and children into an 
interlocking system of mutual obligation. 

Our third issue concerns the way in which law was administered in 
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Massachusetts Bay. From what we have seen so far, it may appear that the 
Puritans had established a totalitarian system of rule based on theocratic 
principles. In fact, however, the Laws and Liberties explicitly gave re-
sponsibility for the prosecution of morals legislation, as well as religious 
crimes like blasphemy and heresy, to the secular courts (Bremer, 1976, pp. 
93-94). In general, the civU authorities had more control over the church than 
the church did over polUics (Labaree, 1979, p. 73). Moreover, deeply 
suspicious of any tendency toward legal formalism, colony leaders did not 
prosecute the law dogmatically or strictly. Attorneys were not welcome in 
Massachusetts Bay, for example; initially they were aUowed to plead other 
men's cases only if they charged no fee (see Howe, 1965, pp. 4-5; Haskins, 
1960, p. 192; Powers, 1966, p. 528). Before the adoprion of a legal code, law 
was administered on an informal, particularistic basis: Civil cases were judged 
by the rule of equity "according to the circumstances of the case," and criminal 
penalties were "adapted to the circumstances of a large family of children and 
servants"(Hutchinson, 1936, p. 367). Magistrates fought the establishment of 
fixed criminal sentences, and even after the passage of the Laws and Liberties, 
they continued to exercise wide discretion in sentencing (Powers, 1966, pp. 
529-530). The death penalty prescribed in the stubborn chUd law was, as far as 
we know, never enforced (Haskins, 1960, p. 81; Hutchinson, 1936, pp. 372-
373; Wertenbaker, 1947, p. 166). There was a wide spectrum of penalties 
available in criminal cases, from referral for ministerial counseUng, to wearing 
a visible symbol of guilt, on up to the more severe and stigmatizing stocks, 
brandings, and mutUations. The severity of punishment was contingent not so 
much on the severity of the crime as on the degree of repentance shown by the 
offender (Haskins, 1960, p. 210). 

Thus the Puritans of Massachusetts Bay developed, in an elementary way, 
a therapeutic system of justice. By perceiving the potential for sin lying in 
everyone, especially untutored children, by using public law to address private 
behavior, and by maintaining a flexible range of sanctions, they normaUzed 
their view of deviance and their offîcial response. By tailoring sanctions to the 
imputed spiritual condition of the offender rather than just his or her criminal 
behavior, and by looking hopefuUy for evidence of reform, they individualized 
the deviant actor and invoked diagnostic standards of judgment. Morison 
(1930, p. 233) attests to the precocity of Massachusetts Bay law by writing that 
"the nineteenth century was shocked by so wide a judicial discretion, and 
endeavored by statute 'to make the punishment fit the crime.' Modern social 
jurisprudence reverts to the Puritan practice, of making the punishment fit the 
criminal." 

The Puritans' system of justice was a start, but it was far from modern. 
They stiU lacked a secular, environmental theory of deviance and a fine-
grained repertoire of ameliorative sanctions. Innovations of this sort would 
clearly have violated the orthodox Calvinist theology under which they lived. 
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Doctrines of predestination, infant depravity, and salvation by grace precluded 
any overt, systematic attempt to salvage the lives of deviants, especially 
children. These developments had to waU until the Commonwealth experi-
ment was over and the covenant ideology was absorbed into a broader 
national culture. 

Jacksonian Reform: 
The Control Impulse Turns Inward 

The next important stage in the development of therapeutic controls 
directed at children came with the establishment of specialized institutions for 
juvenile offenders in Boston, New York, and PhUadelphia in the 1820s. These 
institutions—known generally as houses of refuge—exemplifîed the larger 
movement for the incarceration of various kinds of deviants that emerged in 
the Jacksonian period (Rothman, 1971). It has been shown many times that 
the internal regimes of the refuges embodied a Calvinist vision of social order 
(see, e.g., Mennel, 1973; Pickett, 1969). My point here is not to analyze the 
refuges themselves, but to show how the refuge movement became a vehicle 
through which Puritan ideology could inform the development of a therapeutic 
strategy of control. The course of reform was deeply influenced by two 
historical factors: (1) the conspicuous faUure of early attempts at social 
control based on Enlightenment principles, and (2) transformations within 
Calvinist thought that led to a mature ideology of rehabilitation. 

Let us first describe the place of Calvinist culture in the new nation, In the 
decades foUowing the Revolutionary War, the insularity of New England 
Puritanism eroded, and the Puritan social ethic was challenged on many 
fronts by competing religious and political ideologies. From the New England 
perspective, the decline of the Federalist party, the rise of Jacksonian 
democracy, the expansion of the American frontier, and the vast increase in 
immigration after the War of 1812 all seemed to signify that the new republic 
had lost its moorings. A widespread conservative response was the formation 
of voluntary associations seeking to stabUize society through moral reform. 
These groups varied geographically and ideologically: Movements in the 
South and frontier West tended to emphasize religious conversion through 
revivals, Sunday schools, and the distribution of gospel tracts. In the urban 
Northeast, more cosmopolitan reformers organized themselves on a secular 
basis, focused their attentions on the conditions leading to various forms of 
immorality, and attempted to offer practical solutions to problems of 
intemperance, pauperism, and crime. Even in these secular movements, 
however, the uUimate emphasis was on individual moral redemption (Banner, 
1977; Grtffîn, 1957; MiUer, 1965; Lewis, 1970). 

Secular reform, and particularly those movements devoted to the instUu-
tional control of deviants, provided a setting within which the Puritan impulse 
could be revived and allied with other conservative interests. Both Puritans 
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and patricians felt that only moral men were fit to govern: "In New England, 
the fit were Calvinists who supported the established church. Throughout 
New England, New York, and Pennsylvania, the fit were also Christian 
gentlemen who alleged their right to control their brethren" (Griffîn, 1960, p. 
10; see also Griffîn, 1957, p. 427). But Calvinism did not spark the drive for 
institutional reform directly; rather, Calvinist-inspired interests entered the 
movement when it was at a temporary low point. Quaker activists, foUowing 
the example of their brethren in England, were the original source of reform 
energy in America (Heale, 1968, pp. 171-172), agitating for more humane 
institutional care of the insane and for a more rational system of criminal law 
that included penitentiaries. Hewing to the Enlightenment theories of 
Beccaria and Bentham, they argued that the transformation of criminals is 
best achieved by a strict regime of solitude and labor that would allow 
offenders to realize the error of their ways—to recognize, in Quaker terms, the 
moral "inner light." As early as the 1790s, Pennsylvania revamped its criminal 
code along lines proposed by rationalist reformers, and established a model 
penitentiary in the Walnut Street Jail in Philadelphia (Ekirch, 1943, pp. 
379-381; Hawes, 1971, pp. 24-25; Lewis, 1965, pp. 34-35). These early prisons 
were plagued by inadequate funding and poor planning. Reformers devoted 
most of their attention to legal change; trusting offenders, in a sense, to 
rehabilitate themselves, they gave little thought to the practical problems of 
confining large numbers of men at public expense for extended periods of 
time. By the 1820s, these institutions were widely regarded as failures 
(Rothman, 1971, pp. 88-94). 

The trend toward specialized institutions for children in the 1820s and 
1830s was a direct outgrowth of the failure of the early prisons. Reformers 
argued that children were more impressionable and deserving than adult 
criminals; the initial justifîcation for the refuges was simply to remove 
children from jails, almshouses, and prisons where they could be corrupted by 
adults. The incorporation of new interests within the movement, especially 
Calvinist-inspired ones, necessitated compromises on both sides. Since the 
colonial period, New England Calvinists had nurtured an enduring hostility 
toward the iconoclasm and radical individuaUsm of Quaker doctrines. This 
antagonism was stiU apparent in the early nineteenth century in the highly 
charged debate over prison reform (Erikson, 1966), but in the refuge 
movement, for reasons that are not entirely clear, these diverse interests 
coexisted amicably (Pickett, 1969, p. 87). 

A much more important adaption involved the compromise of certain 
theological doctrines that were central to Puritanism. As noted earlier, the 
Calvinist doctrine of predestination provided no foundation for an institu-
tional regime of treatment. But in fact these beliefs had begun to wither as 
early as the mid-1700s, as Jonathan Edwards incorporated Lockean psy-
chology into his system of moral theology, admitting the influence of 
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environmental forces in molding the moral faculties of individuals (Parring-
ton, 1927, pp, 151-165). Thenotionofinfantdepravitygraduallydisappeared 
from Calvinist child-rearing manuals, replaced by suggestions that children 
were born with morally neutral inclinations, completely vulnerable to the 
influence of parents (Slater, 1977). 

Thus, in the 1820s and 1830s, a felt need for control on the part of native, 
conservative Protestants was met by a theory of behavior that placed 
paramount importance on the moral training of children. The difference 
between the new theory and the older Quaker program was fuzzy enough to 
permit an aUiance of diverse interests, but this new alliance had far-reaching 
consequences. First and most generally, the synthesis of Calvinist and 
Quaker-Enlightenment thought encouraged the formation of a powerful 
ideology of institutional rehabUitation. Their primitive theory of socialization 
suggested an etiology of deviance that linked juvenile misbehavior with adult 
pauperism, intemperance, and crime. The idea of environmental causation led 
to an indictment of the immigrant family, and a rationale for incarceration: A 
delinquent child, they reasoned, is evidence of a lax family; the most 
fundamental treatment is, therefore, to place the child in a new and more 
salubrious environment. Once within the institution, only an aggressive 
regime of individualized treatment—including detailed schemes for classifying 
offenders, graded privileges and punishments, regular work, and religious 
education—could make up for the failings of the family and induce positive 
changes in character. Perhaps most important, the new synthesis suggested 
the possibUity of prevention: If adult crime could be arrested by curing 
juvenile misbehavior, then surely juvenile misbehavior could be nipped in the 
bud by removing children from troubled families before they had had a chance 
to go to the bad. Thus the refuge ideology reflected some of the central tenets 
of colonial Puritan child-control strategies. 

These ideas were not just window dressing, they were central to the political 
legitimation of the refuge program. When reformers proposed inUially only to 
remove deviant children to more specialized custodial institutions, with no 
special plan of treatment, legislators and the public were unmoved. The idea 
of prevention, focused on the not-yet criminal child, provided the missing 
element in the refuge program. Only when reformers began to argue that the 
refuges would be something more than prisons for children did they receive 
the legal and fînancial support they needed (see Pierce, 1869, pp. 53-54; 
Teeters, 1960, pp. 168-169). 

The second major consequence of the new synthesis was its effect on the 
legal status of children. Reformers agreed that the primaryjob of the refuges 
was to make up for a lack of family discipline; thus U was important that 
officials have the same discretionary control over children's lives as did 
parents. The goal of prevention required that officials intervene as early as 
possible in the child's deviant career, and maintain control over children until 
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they showed signs of reform, In order to gain these powers, and to immunize 
themselves against suits by uncooperative parents, refuge offîcials sought 
specifîc legislative permission to apprehend and incarcerate children. 

State legislators enacted the refuge program through three fairly specifîc 
kinds of enabling statutes. First, they expanded the jurisdiction of children's 
institutions to include children who had not broken the criminal law. Thus 
"incorrigible," "wayward," "vicious," "dependent," and "neglected" children 
were all made liable to refuge discipUne. Second, they explicitly permitted the 
incarceration of children without trial. Parents could "indenture" their 
children to institutions in some states; others confîned chUdren after only a 
summary hearing before a poUce- or chancery-court judge. Third, all juvenile 
sentences were for an indeterminate duration: Refuge officials were instructed 
to keep a child until he or she showed evidence of reformation or became a 
legal adult. 

Statutes of this sort were eventually enacted by aU of the American states. 
In the latter half of the nineteenth century, when reformatories spread most 
rapidly among the states, these reforms were perceived and enacted as a 
coherent institutional package. Indeterminate sentence laws were an automatic 
part of any legislation estabUshing specialized juvenile institutions; broadened 
jurisdictional rules and provisions for informal commitments were nearly so 
(Sutton, 1983). The net affect of these statutes was to normalize the official 
defînition of juvenile deviance throughout the nation. By 1900, the last residue 
of Protestant spirituality in the refuge ideology gave way to a more 
professional and scientific discourse of rehabilitation. Yet in their discretionary 
authority and overweening concern for intrafamiUal misbehavior, these 
modern institutions maintained the Puritan image of family discipline. 

Progressivísm: Adminístratíve 
Rationalization of Control 

The much heralded child-control reforms of the Progressive era— 
including, most notably, the juvenile court—were anticlimactic. As I have 
argued elsewhere (Sutton, 1985), the accomplishments of the juvenile court 
movement were more symbolic than substantive (see also Hagan et al., 1979). 
Neither the philosophy of the court nor its legal construction were innovative. 
Rather, reformers sought to reinvigorate the ideas of prevention and 
rehabilitation that were embodied in the nineteenth-century reformatory, 
place them on a more scientifîc foundation, and bring therapeutic efforts to 
bear at the earliest possible point in the child's deviant career. But the Umited 
practical reforms of the period—such as specialized juvenile detention homes 
and probation services—were poorly thought out and, as Rothman (1980) has 
shown, weakly implemented. Even more than the houses of refuge, the 



John R. Sutton 75 

juvenile court perpetuated and embellished the ideology of therapeutic justice, 
but did not invent it (cf Platt, 1969). 

In order to understand more precisely what the juvenile court was and what 
U was not, it is important once again to set this specific development in a wider 
context. The burst of legislative reform that occurred around the turn of the 
century was a response to a perceived erosion of social and political order in 
the aftermath of a period of unprecedented economic expansion (Wiebe, 
1967). This crisis of control was feU most strongly by native-born, middle-
class Americans, who sought to reassert their cultural dominance through a 
variety of movements that aimed to infuse public life with traditional values 
(Hofstadter, 1955). But such movements were not simply nostalgic: "Struc-
turalist" Progressives argued that the operation of government could be 
moralized by making it more effîcient. Thus, whatever the focus of specific 
movements, their common emphasis was on the expansion and rationalization 
of the administrativecapacity of the state (see, e.g., Schiesl, 1977; Skowronek, 
1982; Tyack and Hansot, 1982; Wiebe, 1967, chap. 7). 

Appeals of this sort only partially concealed a more parochial agenda. To 
most self-styled Progressives, administrative rationalization meant destroying 
the patronage system, and with it the political organization of urban 
immigrant communities. Thus, for example, in the debate over civU service 
reform—probably the most characteristic movement of the period—advocates 
argued that making official appointments on the basis of merit would result in 
both a more effîcient and a more "disinterested" government, hence one that 
was responsive to the wiU of the people rather than to the trusts and party 
machines. This argument put a virtuous face on the underlying struggle to 
determine which status groups would control the distribution of government 
jobs: whether they would be allocated by standards of party loyalty that 
favored urban immigrants, or by meritocratic standards that favored the 
native middle classes (Schiesl, 1977). The slow progress of the civil service 
movement was testimony to the weakness of the state, and to the importance 
of patronage to both the Republican and the Democratic parties (Skowronek, 
1982, chaps. 3, 6). The same dynamic appears to have pushed the United 
States away from a comprehensive, universaUstic social welfare system on the 
European pattern, and toward a more fragmented and heavily moraUstic 
system of benefîts (Orloff and Skocpol, 1984). 

In short, Progressives took the goals of public policy for granted: They 
sought to reinstate a form of Protestant civic morality that was threatened by 
the growth of big business and party politics. They sought to strengthen the 
arm of government and to depoUticize the struggle over distributive policies 
by emphasizing administrative technique. The reforms they promoted were 
short on content, but had profound ideological consequences: They expanded 
the state in a piecemeal fashion, but did not strengthen U; they created a more 
predictable legal environment for big business (Kolko, 1963; Friedman and 
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Ladinsky, 1967); and they met middle-class aspirations by incorporating 
emergent professional groups in the business of government (Schiesl, 1977). 

Progressive child-welfare reformers were at the center of these trends. The 
mythology surrounding the juvenile court in particular is due entirely to the 
fact that it so thoroughly exemplifies these ideological and political tendencies, 
rather than to its substantive effects. The court, like the refuges that preceded 
it, was not originally intended to be a miUennial reform; rather, as Fox (1970) 
has shown, it was invented in 1899 as an expedient means to preserve 
Chicago's embattled system of child-saving institutions. It embodied no new 
theory of delinquency; as a legal entity, it represented a compromise between 
two factions: "enlightened" Progressives who felt that all institutions for 
children should be regulated by public authorities, and private sectarian 
agencies that sought to maintain their clientele and professional autonomy. In 
the end, the Chicago court legislation mandated no material changes in the 
treatment of children, nor did it limit the role of private agencies. Rather, it 
legitimized the inherited system by removing authority for delinquent and 
dependent children from the ordinary courts, and placing it in the hands of the 
juvenile court judge. 

The juvenile court was transformed from a local expedient to a national 
cause around 1903, when the charity organization movement placed it at the 
center of their multifaceted child-welfare program. The charities movement, 
represented at the highest level by the National Conference on Charities and 
Correction, espoused a characteristically Progressive approach to creating a 
welfare state. They sought to enhance the prestige of professional social work, 
and to modernize the distribution of relief. Their goal, however, was not to 
replace traditional private philanthropy with a public welfare bureaucracy, 
but to use state authority to coordinate the delivery of existing public and 
private resources. Charity reformers constantly invoked a traditional "less 
eligibility" standard for the administration of relief, and aimed to distinguish 
even more rigorously between the "deserving" and "undeserving" poor. Their 
claim, however, was to do so by scientific means rather than on the basis of 
moralism or sentiment. 

To charity organizers, the juvenile court appeared as the ideal means to 
rationalize the administration of child welfare services, and they created an 
ideology for the court that mapped perfectly onto their larger agenda. They 
saw the court contributing to greater effîciency in three ways. First, the 
juvenile court was offered as a means to systematize, and even reduce, 
institutional commitments. As Mennel (1973, p. 125) has argued, at least some 
of the impetus for juvenile justice reform around the turn of the century came 
from widespread public skepticism about reformatory treatment. Proponents 
frequently argued that juvenile courts would limit the incarceration of 
children (see, e.g., Lindsey, 1903; Mack, 1906). In keeping with the larger 
Progressive ideology, it was claimed that juvenile courts would lead to more 
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efficient use of scarce institutional resources by carefuUy distinguishing those 
children who required reformatory discipline from those who could be treated 
successfuUy in the home. 

This leads directly to the second point. The goal of reducing commitments 
was not to send children back to the home unsupervised, but to extend the 
reach of the social control apparatus into the family. Like the refuge 
reformers, Progressives argued that the root causes of delinquency lay in the 
home. But rather than attempting to segregate the child from family 
influences, charity reformers mounted an aggressive assault on family 
autonomy. To this end, for example, Colorado enacted a much-copied clause 
to its juvenUe court act that was expected to reduce commitments by holding 
parents responsible for their children's misbehavior (Lindsey, 1905, pp. 153-
155). But by far the most important element of the reformers' strategy was the 
role they envisioned for probation. Probation officers would, they hoped, be 
trained social workers, appointed by civil service criteria, whose professional 
skiUs would equip them to supervise the child's behavior, investigate the 
family, diagnose its problems, and advise the judge on a plan of treatment that 
would bring the lax family into line (Ramsey, 1906). Thus, in the guise of 
administrative effîciency, juvenile court advocates developed a strategy of 
family surveiUance more comprehensive than anything dreamed of by the 
Puritans. 

Finally, the court was seen as a mechanism that reached out into the 
community to coordinate the activUies of the many agencies required to solve 
the problems of children and their families. It is at this point that the legal 
authority of the judge came into play. Taking the diagnostic opinion of the 
probation officer into account, the judge rendered a fînal decision on the 
status of the chUd and prescribed an appropriate plan of treatment. Where 
there was an obvious need to remove a chUd from the home, the juvenile court 
judge could issue such an order without the tiresome necessity of a fuU legal 
hearing (Hurd, 1905). Further, the judge could compel the cooperafîon of 
child-saving agencies (Hart, 1909). In the ideal charity system, the juvenile 
court would be at the hub of a wheel, with spokes connecting U to the home, 
the school, the charity agency, and the reformatory. 

Reformers thus downplayed the legal funcfîons of the juvenile court, and 
emphasized instead Us crucial administrative role in a locally based, loosely 
coupled child-welfare system. A few jurisdictions tried to take this goal 
seriously. Some states required a juvenile court order before supporting a 
child at public expense (PNCCC, 1907, p. 541). Most unexpectedly, and 
contrary to the desires of a majority of charity reformers, some juvenile court 
judges became outspoken advocates for mothers' pensions, the dominant 
form of welfare assistance to families until the New Deal; some states 
authorized juvenile courts to determine eligibility and distribute pension 
benefits (Lubove, 1968, chap. 5; Tishler, 1971, chap. 7). But these effects were 
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short-lived and unanticipated. The juvenile court's major impact lay in its 
contribution to the ideology of therapeutic justice. It furthered the trend 
toward the normalization of deviance by expanding the range of legitimate 
sanctions, and by obscuring the line between the legal and charity systems. It 
legitimized the inherited model of institutional treatment, and extended the 
ideal of prevention to the process of adjudication, Finally, by invoking ideals 
of localism and community participation, the juvenile court encouraged a 
subcontracting model of child welfare in which private entrepreneurs bear 
signifîcant responsibiUty for the application of therapeutic sanctions. 

CONCLUSIONS 

In the three waves of reform that have been surveyed in this discussion, two 
consistent themes stand out. One is the gradual rationalization of an ideology 
of therapeutic justice, In the rude Puritan formulation, the idea of rehabilita-
tion was largely implicit, and the technology of offîcial child control consisted 
entirely of mobUizing the natural sentimental attachments of family life for 
the maintenance of coUective morality. In the refuge reforms, the Calvinist 
ideal of family discipline and an emergent theory of deviant socialization 
provided a legitimating rationale that revived the discredited Enlightenment 
idea of incarceration. Progressive child-savers incorporated all that had gone 
before into their broad-scale drive for administrative effîciency. Despite its 
professional gloss, their program maintained a deep commitment to the 
primacy of the family in maintaining social order, and to the ability of official 
institutions to reproduce a familial style of discipline. 

The second theme is the close correspondence between waves of child-
control reform and wider crises of political authority. For more than 300 
years, it seems, Americans have seen their future in their children, and have 
projected their worst fears onto the children of others. When Americans have 
despaired of their abUity to incorporate alien elements into the national 
commonwealth or to gain control over the forces of the economy, their 
recurrent response has been to emphasize control through individual moral 
regeneration. The control of children has typicaUy been at the center of these 
movements. The reason for this cyclical moralization of public problems is 
not in the first instance cultural; rather, it is a consequence of the institutional 
incapacities of American political life. The American state has only limited 
power to coerce obedience from its citizens, but it is frequently invoked— 
however self-servingly—as a moral exemplar (see, e.g., Schwartz, 1983). 
Government is thus seen more as a persuader than an enforcer, and its 
persuasive ability is dependent upon frequent ethical infusions from the 
"enlightened" citizenry. Put more cynically, American government is weak 
and porous; official policies succeed only to the degree that they enUst the 
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support of powerful corporate groups. The porosity of the state has 
contributed to the rise of therapeutic styles of control, as well as the moral 
particularism of the American welfare state in general. 

Putting these two threads together, it appears that therapeutic strategies of 
control have become institutionalized in the United States not as a direct 
extension of the power of the state, as Foucault would have it, but to some 
degree as a substitute for state authority. The Puritans fled the domination of 
alien religious and political hierarchies, and in their place established an 
official regime that encouraged individuals to internaUze repression (Walzer, 
1967). In the nineteenth-century, the task of articulating a strategy of control 
fell to voluntary associations, and later to organized professional groups. In 
1901, when E. A. Ross coined the term "social control," and equated it (along 
with Mead, 1924-1925) with self-control, he was only restating in intellectual 
terms a long-standing American and Protestant vision of the relationship of 
the self to the coUectivity, and of the coUectivity to the moral order. 

Therapeutic justice plays a crucial role in the maintenance of those 
relationships because it aims specifîcally at the reconstruction of individual 
selves, and at the articulation of individuals with their appropriate role-sets. 
As the therapeutic discourse has become more professionalized, the constella-
tion of relevant roles has expanded to include not just the family, but also the 
school, the workplace, and society Uself WUhin this expanded web of 
relationships lie a potentially infînite set of obligations, and a correspondingly 
infînite number of opportunities for the self to fail, to be diagnosed, and to be 
corrected. The social control industry, we may presume, struggles to keep 
pace. 

Finally, let me address directly the theme of this volume: the effect of 
cuUural constructs on the lives of individuals. I see two dynamic processes at 
play. First, by focusing disproportionately on children, the therapeutic model 
further institutionalizes a linear, crescive vision of the socialization process, 
and in a self-fulfîlUng fashion increases the vulnerabUUy and dependency of 
youth. But second, as Rothman (1971) has observed, U also transforms the 
entire life course, turning even the relatively healthy aduU into somewhat of a 
child. It is apparent that the therapeutic discourse portrays the individual as a 
perpetual seeker, always approaching but never achieving a harmonious 
identity. Perhaps it is relevant in this regard that the society that invented 
therapeutic justice also invented magazines called Selfaná People. It is also 
apparent that such a view of the individual legUimizes highly invasive 
strategies of manipulation. But in fact I entertain few apocalyptic visions of 
universal surveUlance and psychic domination (cf Cohen, 1979). Therapeutic 
justice is, as I have argued, mostly ideology; Us weakest claim is Us 
effectiveness. No amount of ideology wiU transform the Newark police into 
the thought police. 

What I fear most is what U obscures. A therapeutic regime does what earlier 
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forms of control do, only more subtly: It culls the poorest, weakest, and most 
marginal members of society. But more than other forms of control, it 
legitimizes official discretion and seeks to convince us that we are aU somehow 
better off. As Abel (1981) has argued, modes of justice that aim toward 
informality, discretion, and conciliation work to the advantage of the 
powerful against the powerless. Here it seems relevant that since the recent 
reinstatement of capital punishment in the United States there has been an 
increasing trend toward execution by medically induced injections; mean-
while, the vast majority of death-row inmates are black or poor or both, 
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THE FAMILY IN 
REVISIONIST THEORY 

Historical research over the past decade suggests that changes in family life 
in the West are more complex than had been recognized by either the 
tradUional modernization theorists or their revisionist crUics. In this chapter, 
we emphasize the role of the family economy in mediating the complex 
relationships between societal changes in economic and poUtical structures 
and the life course of individuals. We iUustrate this formulation wUh examples 
from our longitudinal study of a nineteenth-century Italian community. 
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Until recently, the popular image of Western family history pictured people 
as living in large, extended family units that had multiple functions. With the 
advent of industrialization, it was thought, this system was transformed into 
one characterized by small, nuclear family units having more specialized 
functions. The shift to wage labor, often outside of the household, reduced the 
significance of the coresidential family as a unit of production (Goode, 1963). 
The invention of mass pubUc education raised child costs and reduced the 
economic returns families could expect from children, further eroding the 
function of the family as the unit of economic production (Caldwell, 1982). 
These changes were most pervasive in urban areas. The famUy became more a 
unit of consumption than production, and households became identifîable 
largely on the basis of sleeping and eating arrangements (Wall, 1983). Thus 
social and economic changes associated with modernization are seen as 
having engendered changes in the family structure that led to the emergence of 
the nuclear family as the predominant form of coresidence. As other parts of 
the world modernized and industrialized, it was expected that family and 
household systems would converge on this modern Western model (Goode, 
1963). 

Since the mid-1960s, further empirical work on historical England and 
other northwestern European populations has called into question the factual 
accuracy of these characterizations. A great deal of evidence was accumulated 
to demonstrate that the nuclear family had typified the European population 
long before the rise of factory labor. This was true of the rural peasantry as 
well as of the social and economic elites. Family forms, in fact, seemed to 
display a remarkable stability during several centuries of massive social and 
economic change. Indeed, it was suggested that families retained largely the 
same structure despite their changing social and economic functions (Laslett 
and WaU, 1972; Wrigley, 1977). 

The tone of the debate between the modernization theorists and the 
revisionists was fîrmly set by Laslett's (1972) charge that sociologists and 
historians who argued the modernization position were engaged in the 
nostalgic perpetuation of a "myth" of the preindustrial past. Largely accepting 
Laslett's claim, some sociologists have replaced the simpUstic modernization 
and convergence theory with an equally simpUstic notion of family coresidence 
in simple households in the past (Anderson, 1978; Cherlin, 1983). 

This altered historical account has prompted a reexamination of the 
modernization and convergence hypothesis that linked economic change to 
transformations in family forms and famUy relations. Some writers have 
suggested that the preindustrial presence of nuclear family structures may 
have facilitated modernization, explaining the early northwestern European 
origins of the Industrial Revolution and, specifically, factory industrialization 
(Wrigley, 1977; Laslett, 1983). This does not mean, however, that a 
convergence of family and household structure wiU occur insofar as a variety 
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of family patterns and household structures seem compatible wUh the 
diffusion of urban-industrial social organization (Laslett, 1983; Morgan and 
Hirosima, 1983; Hogan and Mochizuki, in press). 

THE COMPLEXITIES OF 
FAMILY HISTORY 

We argue that changes in family life in the West are more complex than 
either the early modernization theorists or their revisionist critics initially 
recognized. This position is based on the premise that family forms and family 
relations are strongly conditioned by macro-structural economic factors. 
Unless it is believed that the same political economic conditions prevailed 
throughout Europe previous to the advent of factory labor, there is no reason 
to believe that a single description could characterize family life throughout 
the continent. Nor are we referring simply to major political-geographical 
divisions, such as western Europe or eastern Europe. Political economic 
forces differentiated regions within such countries as France, Spain, Portugal, 
and Italy. Moreover, even within the same local area, families occupied 
different places in the political economic system, leading to divergent macro-
structural pressures on family relations and to varied family forms. This 
argument is supported by recent historical research, which shows complex 
relationships between changing social structure and the individual life course, 
and the critical role of the family economy in mediating these relationships 
(Hareven, 1977; Kertzer, 1978, 1984; Kertzer and Schiaffîno, 1983; Laslett, 
1983).' 

Changing Political Economy 

Many generalizations about the impact of "modernization" on European 
family life are also suspect due to their use of a simplifîed portraU of poUtical 
economic change that recent historical work has shown to be erroneous. 
According to this older view, a peasant mass existed in Europe, tied to their 
family farms or dependent in other ways on agriculture; they were transformed 
in the nineteenth century (the exact period, of course, varying by area) into a 
proletariat that was largely urban-based, but that, even in the rural areas, was 
dependent on wage labor. 

Accumulated historical studies have shown that the past was much more 
compUcated than this throughout Europe. First of all, we now know that, well 
before the advent of the fîrst factories, large segments of the rural population 

I. For some recent work on the relationship between the social structure and the life course, 
see Riley (1985) and Kertzer and Keith (1984). 
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engaged in some kind of wage labor, including commodity manufacture 
(Kriedte, Medick, and Schlumbohm, 1981; Mendels, 1972, 1984). In many 
areas, this protoindustrial economy was undermined by the appearance of 
factories. Yet even in these cases, there was no simple transformation of a 
rural peasantry into an industrial labor force, but a more complex process of 
change. Second, in many areas, agricultural wage labor had long preceded the 
advent of the factory. Therefore, it could not have been the growth of factories 
that undermined the peasant family as the unit of production, or the 
"patriarchal"—or, more generally, parental—authority patterns that went 
with the older agricultural arrangements. These had been disrupted before 
industrialization and the growth of modern cities. 

Populatíon Mobility 

Prior to industrialization, many rural populations were highly mobile, so 
that the level of migration actually declined with industrialization, as 
economic opportunity structures diversifîed and an improved transportation 
network increased the geographic range of the labor market (Kertzer and 
Hogan, 1985). 

The evidence shows that, in some cases, migration to cities may have 
increased the reUance of individuals on extended kin for many types of aid, 
including short-term coresidence (Anderson, 1971). Wrigley (1977, p. 82) has 
suggested that the increase in economic uncertainty associated with a shift 
from the peasant economy to wage labor forced reUance on assistance from 
informal kin and friendship networks. Only after the state began to provide 
education and the rudiments of social welfare needs did family composition 
among wage earners move fuUy in a modern direction, often with dramatic 
reductions in famUy size. 

Service 

The institution of domestic and farm service associated with the north-
western European family system enabled simple famUy households of 
relatively small size to obtain necessary labor. Service also made it necessary 
for young people to marry at relatively advanced ages. By shortening or 
prolonging the period of service, successive cohorts of young persons were 
able to vary the timing of marriage in response to economic conditions for 
setting up new households (Hajnal, 1983). 

GEOGRAPHIC VARIABILITY 

Moderate variabiUty in age at marriage, household complexity, and 
household size is observed between geographic regions in populations 
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adhering to the northwestern European simple household system. These 
geographic patterns sometimes persist over time (as in France) but in other 
places (England) do not. 

The simple family system, however, is not found universally in Europe. The 
second major type of household formation system described by Hajnal 
(1983)—found in parts of eastern and southern Europe—is the joint 
household system in which marriage occurs somewhat earlier. The young 
married couple usually starts life together in a household headed by other 
aduUs (typically the family of the groom), untU households with several 
married couples split to form two or more households. Households in 
populations with joint systems include far more "other relatives" (kin other 
than husband, wife, and their children) and fewer unrelated individuals (such 
as servants). 

Laslett (1983) has more recently backed away somewhat from his initial 
position, urging consideration of the variability in household and famUy 
forms found within Hajnal's two types. The resulting fourfold classification 
directs attention to the organization of work and welfare in societies as well as 
to the organization of families for reproductive purposes. Laslett suggests that 
the structure of households organized as work groups is determined by 
economic conditions and class relations. Households of laborers typically 
assume the "Western" form in all societies, although the exact forms of 
households vary from place to place in response to cultural norms: 

But the conclusion seems to be that where households are not work groups, and 
so are not under an imperative to organize themselves in any particular way, 
although they tend to be decidedly "westem" in structure, they also take upon 
themselves something of the form and structure normative to the society which 
surrounds them. (Laslett, 1983, p. 549) 

Laslett then goes on to modify his initial proposUion to suggest that, even in 
southern and eastem Europe, family and household structure may have 
inidaUy resembled the northern and western system, moving toward more 
complex forms wUh the advent of serfdom or sharecropping agricuUure and 
the emergence of the family as the unU of production. 

THEORETICAL ADVANCES IN 
FAMILY STUDIES 

Recent historical research, then, has begun to recognize that family forms 
and family relations are heavily conditioned by macro-structural economic 
factors. Social historians now believe that, because different poUtical 
economic condUions prevailed in various parts of Europe before the advent of 
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factory labor, no single description can characterize family life throughout the 
continent. This recognition of the complexities of household and family 
structure is a welcome change from the overly simpUstic views advanced by 
the modernization theorists and their critics during the previous three 
decades. Unfortunately, this new wisdom has not yet been incorporated into 
most sociological descriptions of the family. 

A comprehensive sociological account of the origins of the contemporary 
American family and interpretations of family structures in other societies, 
therefore, must recognize that even within local areas families occupy 
different places in the political economic system, leading to diverse macro-
structural pressures on family relations and to varied family forms. Research 
should move from a concentration on average family patterns within a 
community to the study of individuals and their families in interaction with 
macro-economic and social-structural forces. 

LESSONS FROM ITALIAN HISTORY 

Northern and central Italy provide an instructive site for iUustrating these 
general observations about the relation of macro-structural factors to the 
family lives of individuals. One of north-central Italy's intriguing features is 
that it is part of a belt of southern Europe in which large, complex famUy 
households were common (Kertzer and Brettell, 1987). The economy in much 
of central Italy, including the adjacent northern area with which we are 
concerned, was dominated by the sharecropping system and, indeed, this part 
of Italy has provided some of the highest proportions of complex family 
households found in western Europe (Kertzer, 1984; BarbagU, 1984). 
Moreover, in the nineteenth century, this area saw the beginning of many of 
the changes associated with "modernization," including the rise of factory 
labor, accelerating urban growth, rapid population growth, sharp rise in 
literacy associated with the appearance of compulsory schooling, the 
emergence of the modern state, the decUne in power of the old nobility, and 
the rise of a modern entrepreneurial class. 

In order to understand what happened to family arrangements and the lives 
of family members in this period of rapid macro-structural change, we need to 
look first at the family economic characteristics of the earlier period and then 
to consider how these changed with the spread of modern capitalism and the 
modern state. The area we focus on is Bologna, a province of the region of 
EmUia-Romagna. We concentrate on one particular community, Casalecchio, 
lying near the city of Bologna. For centuries a bastion of sharecropping, 
Casalecchio began to change in the mid-nineteenth century when a large hemp 
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factory was established there; by the turn of the century, the community was 
increasingly bound to the expanding urban center.2 

HOUSEHOLD ECONOMY AND 
FAMILY RELATIONS 

Sharecropping 

While sharecropping arrangements were found throughout Italy, the 
fuUest development of sharecropping took place in the central and adjoining 
northern regions of Umbria, The Marches, Tuscany, and EmUia-Romagna 
(excluding the mountainous areas). Here almost all land was owned by 
absentee landlords who lived in the major cities. Few owned the land they 
tUled. The system had existed in relatively unchanged form for several 
hundred years through the nineteenth century. 

The sharecropping contract bound the entire family as the unit of 
production, with the sharecropping family and the proprietor dividing the 
produce evenly. A contract lasted just one year and the landowner was under 
no compulsion to renew it. Because sharecropping was the best economic 
situation most of the peasants of the region could hope for, and because— 
especially with the expansion of the population beginning in the eighteenth 
century—there was a surplus of labor, the sharecroppers were largely 
conditioned by the wishes of the landowners. 

The entire labor force of the sharecropping family was bound to work the 
land. Indeed, they were forbidden from doing any work off the farm without 
the permission of the padrone. Their personal family decisions were also 
heavily constrained by the padrone; for example, no famUy member could 
contract marriage without the landowner's consent. 

In looking for a new sharecropper family, the proprietor sought one large 
enough to farm the land, but one that did not have too many small children or 
infîrm members (bocche inutiU). Because the produce was to be shared evenly, 
U was to the proprietor's advantage to maximize the number of famUy 
laborers on the farm, leading to strong pressure for complex family 
households. This annual evaluation of the sharecropping families by the 
landowners meant there was a continuous process of selection and elimination 
of sharecropping family units. This strongly influenced the processes of 
sharecropper family formation, reproductive behavior, and coresidence. 

2. Data used in this study of Casalecchio come from a variety of archival sources, including 
the town population register (1865-1921); the manuscript censuses of 1861,1871,1881,1911, and 
I92I; vital registers; and the annual household tax rolls (the focatico) for 1869-1905. A 
description of these sources and their use is found in Kertzer and Hogan (in press). 
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The sharecropper family was extended patrUateralIy: Sons brought their 
wives into the parental household, while daughters left their natal homes to 
enter the household of their husband's family. This was not a stem family 
system, such as found in parts of France and central Europe, for there was no 
limit on the number of sons who could bring their wives into the household. 
Because the sharecroppers owned no land, inheritance of land—and therefore 
partibility—was not an issue. Larger households, with more adult laborers, 
had access to the most desirable farms. 

The great majority of sharecroppers lived in multiple family households, 
that is, households composed of two or more related nuclear families. 
Typically the household consisted of an older couple and their married sons 
and their families. For example, in the periphery of Bologna in 1847, of 9256 
people living in sharecropping households, 61% lived in multiple famUy 
households, another 10% in extended family households (i.e., containing a 
simple family plus one or more other kin), with only 28% in nuclear family 
households. In the important agricultural community of San Giovanni in 
Persiceto in 1881, 80% of all sharecropper households were multiple or 
extended in composition, whUe as late as 1911 in Ferrara, 81% were (Barbagli, 
1984). 

These are striking fîgures, especially when we recognize the demographic 
constraints people faced in forming multiple and three-generation households 
(e.g., having sons, or having two adult generations both alive and married 
when age of marriage was relatively late). The only reason the proportion 
could be so high is that families who were not successful in maintaining 
complex family households lost their sharecropping contracts and fell into the 
rural proletariat. 

Wage Labor 

Indeed, with the expansion of the rural population in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, the rural proletariat was rapidly growing. These 
braccianti, unUke the sharecroppers, were not provided with a house by any 
landlord. Rather, they lived in agglomerations of smaU, dank apartments 
scattered through the countryside. For them, the household was not the unit 
of production. Rather, they had to go regularly to the local town square where 
they hoped to be hired for a day or week of work by a foreman. Both men and 
women worked in this way, although women were paid a lower wage. A man 
who worked as a bracciante depended on his wife to do the same if they were to 
have any hope of feeding their family (Kertzer, 1984). 

The economic forces shaping the bracciante family, then, were quite 
different from those molding the sharecropper family, though sharecroppers 
and braccianti were two complementary parts of the same economic system. 
The wage laborers were under no pressure from any proprietor to live in large 
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households and, indeed, their households were primarily nuclear in composi-
tion. For example, just taking the same areas and time periods already 
mentioned in the case of the sharecroppers, we fînd the foUowing pattern for 
braccianti: Bologna periphery (1847)—69% in nuclear households (share-
croppers 28%); San Giovanni in Persiceto (1881)—76% nuclear or solUary 
(sharecroppers 19%); Ferrara(1911)—66%nuclear orsolitary (sharecroppers 
16%). 

Household Size and Structure 

The economic arrangements of sharecropping thus resulted in households 
of considerable size. Looking at 1865-1880, household size averaged about 4.3 
persons among the poor and wage laborers in Casalecchio (somewhat smaller 
than the 5.7 persons per elite household and 5.3 persons in the middle-strata 
households composed of artisans and merchants). In contrast, sharecropper 
households averaged 10.7 persons. The average sharecropper household 
decUned only to 9.1 persons by 1893-1905, remaining over double that of wage 
laborers (averaging 4 persons) and the elite and middle strata (averaging 
about 5 persons per household). In short, most sharecroppers lived in very 
large households while most wage laborers lived in households that were quite 
small; these patterns changed little during this period of rapid modernization. 

Even among the agricultural wage laborers, patrUocal residence was 
common at the time of marriage, though it typically lasted for only a brief 
period. Moreover, the elderly were often taken in by their married children 
(e.g., 47% of the San Giovanni residents over age 61, living in bracciante-
headed households, were in complex family households in 1881) (Barbagli, 
1984, p. 79). By 1893-1905, 22% of the households in Casalecchio that were 
headed by a male wage earner included more than one adult male, compared 
to 75% of the sharecropper households. This points to other aspects of the 
economic system that may make for complex famUy coresidence, especially 
strategies for survival in a society lacking public old-age assistance programs 
(Cain, 1985). 

Child care presented special problems for the agricultural wage laborers, 
and thus childhood experiences were quite different among braccianti than 
among sharecroppers. Because both mother and father were forced to be away 
from home each day to fînd employment, children were a burden. This was all 
the more true because, unlike the case of the sharecropping household, in the 
bracciante household there was no productive work for the children to do. 
Added to this is the fact that the sharecropping household typically had a 
variety of other coresident aduU kin, so that if the parents were off in the fields, 
famUy child care was available. This was not generaUy true of the simpler 
braccianti households. 

The resuU was that boys and giris commonly left braccianti parental 
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households at an early age, beginning around 10 or 12, to become servants in 
sharecropper, artisan, and other households. There the children worked in the 
fields, in the barns, and in the homes, being provided room and board. A 
gradually increasing, but modest, salary was paid directly to their parents. 
Thus children were separated from their parents at an early age, and began a 
round of household changes, often occurring every year, that would last until 
they could get positions as wage laborers themselves. 

INDUSTRIALIZATION, URBANIZATION, AND 
FAMILY LIFE 

The Bologna case Ulustrates two of our basic points: (1) that nuclear family 
households did not prevail uniformly in all areas of preindustrial Europe; and 
(2) that family forms and household structures differed substantially even 
within the same limited geographical area depending on the family's 
relationship to the political economy of that area. In our case, weU before the 
first factories or the expansion of the city, there were signifîcant differences in 
the rural population between the family experiences of sharecroppers and 
those of the rural wage laborers. 

The 60-year period we are focusing on here, 1861-1921, was a time of 
considerable social, economic, and political change in this part of Italy. The 
new unified Italian state was formed and the Bologna area, formerly part of 
the papal states, became integrated into the new order. Literacy rose rapidly, 
from 28% of children aged 10-19 in 1861 to 97% in 1921. Voting rights spread 
from a tiny proportion of the population to universal male suffrage during this 
period, and the rise of socialism involved a large proportion of a once 
quiescent population in the organization of workers' leagues and strikes. 

Major economic changes also took place in Casalecchio. In 1861, a 
majority of the population worked directly in agriculture, although the hemp 
factory, founded in the previous decade, employed scores of local residents. 
By 1921, the population had increased from 2370 to 5990, largely through the 
expansion of the industrial, urban, and service sectors, with the number of 
sharecropped farms and sharecroppers remaining the same. Thus, by 1921, 
just 30% of the population was in agriculture, and about half were in 
nonagricultural wage labor. 

What impact, then, did these major macro-structural changes have on 
people's family experiences in this area? We address this question by looking 
at the implications of these changes for individual lives, first looking at the 
coresidential experiences of children; second, at patterns of marUal fertility; 
and then turning to the achievement of household headship among adults in 
the population. 
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TABLE5.1: Children's Relation to Hc 
Occupation, Casalecchio, 

Relation to Head 

Child 
Sibling's child 
Grandchild 
Other 
Total 
N 

Sharecropper 

1861 1921 

38 41 
15 10 
29 40 
18 10 

100 100 
(452) (539) 

lusehold Head by Head's 
1861 and 1921 (percentages) 

Occupation of Head 

Agricultural 
Wage Earner 

1861 1921 

79 70 
3 0 
9 23 
8 7 

100 100 
(117) (223) 

Nonagricultural 
Wage Earner 

1861 1921 

74 
1 

11 
14 

100 
(243) 

87 
1 
7 
5 

100 
(895) 

NOTE: Children include all residents aged 0-18. 

CHILDREN'S FAMILY EXPERIENCES 

In 1861, almost half of all Casalecchio children lived in sharecropper 
households, with the proportion decUning to a quarter by 1921. The 
proportion of Casalecchio children living in households headed by nonagricul-
tural wage laborers increased by a like amount. Given all these changes, it is 
not surprising that the proportion of children living in households headed by 
their parents increased significantly over this period. Among the smallest 
children (aged 0-4), the proporfîon living in parent-headed households rose 
fîom 55% to 65% over this 60-year period. Surprisingly, though, the 
proportion living in households headed by their grandparents remained 
constant, at a strikingly high (by comparative standards) 27%. The increase in 
the proportion living in parent-headed households came at the expense of 
those residing wUh their father's brothers and more distant kin, and those 
living wUh nonkin. A simUar pattern is found for children aged 5-9, with the 
proportion living wUh grandparents remaining rather high (about 20%), but 
the proportion living in parent-headed households growing. 

How can this pattern be explained? To do so, and to understand the 
changes that took place in the family lives of older children m this period, we 
divide the population by their place in the economy. Changes m famUy 
relations may be due to changes in the proportion of the population m the 
various economic sectors (e.g., the decline in the proportion who worked as 
sharecroppers) or to changes in family relations within economic sectors, or, 
of course, to a combination of the two. Some answers to these questions are 
provided in Table 5.1, which focuses on three of the major economic 
groupings in Casalecchio: sharecroppers, agricultural wage laborers and 
nonagricultural wage laborers. These data iUustrate the pitfaUs of generaUzmg 
about family form, family relations, or the lives of chUdren for an entire 
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area—even if only the size of Casalecchio—without paying attention to 
internal economic differentiation. 

Children growing up in sharecropper households had a very different 
famUy experience throughout the period than did other children. At no point 
in this 60-year period did a majority of the children (aged 0-18) of 
sharecropper households live in households headed by their parents. Rather, 
the majority were in households headed by other kin, most frequently their 
father's father or their father's brother. With all the social changes taking 
place in Casalecchio through these 60 years, there was little change in this 
basic pattern. The only changes came in the greater UkeUhood of the 
household being headed by a grandfather rather than an uncle (Unked in part 
to the increase in life expectancy) and a decline in children living as nonkin in 
sharecroppers households (Unked to the decUne of service). 

In contrast, among the rest of the population, most children in 1861 were 
living in simpler households, headed by their parents. Moreover, this 
tendency increased over time, especially among the nonagricultural wage 
laborers. This is linked to one important impact of the expansion of wage 
labor in this period: the increased ability of children to fînd wage work outside 
the household without having to become servants living in the homes of 
others. 

THE DECLINE OF 
SERVICE AS A LIFE STAGE 

One of the hallmarks of the lives of children in much of preindustrial 
Europe was the experience of leaving the parental home at an early age to join 
a household where the child worked as a servant or apprentice. McBride 
(1974, pp. 63-64) estimates that, in the nineteenth century, a third of all French 
girls worked as servants before marriage. In 1880, she reckons, one of every six 
households employed at least one servant. In France, much of this employment 
involved bringing girls from rural areas to the city. In England, service was 
also widespread, antedating the mass migration of rural dwellers to the cities, 
and involving a large portion of the rural population—both male and 
female—in the preindustrial period (Kussmaul, 1981). 

Service was an important social phenomenon in both rural and urban Italy 
in preindustrial times. It was responsible for the circulation of both boys and 
girls out of their parental homes and meant that a large proportion of children 
from poorer families spent much of their youth outside their own family 
context. Service took two major forms. One, associated with sharecropping, 
involved a circulation of children primarily from braccianti households to 
work on sharecropped farms and live in the household of the host 
sharecroppers. Such youths were termed garzoni and were not domestic 
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servants but primarily worked in the fields, the barns, and coops. For this 
reason, boys predominated. Employment was often short term, not infre-
quently under a year, so that the same farm might have a succession of 
servants from year to year, while a youth might move annually from farm to 
farm, able to get more compensation as he grew older. 

At the time of Unifîcation (1860), a substantial number of youths from the 
rural areas around Bologna were stiU spending a portion of their lives working 
as servants and not living with their own famUies. They either found work as 
garzoni and lived in the homes of sharecroppers in the rural area or were hired 
by wealthier individuals in the countryside or, more commonly, in the city, to 
work as domestic servants. The servants who lived in Casalecchio were usually 
from other rural communities of the province of Bologna, while the majority 
of youths who grew up in Casalecchio families and entered service found 
positions outside the town, either on farms in nearby areas or in the city of 
Bologna. Youths working as servants were the most geographically mobile 
group in the population (Hogan and Kertzer, 1985). Of the young men who 
migrated to Casalecchio as servants, 41% emigrated within one year, and most 
of the rest left within fîve years. 

If we look just at the servants who resided in Casalecchio, sharp changes in 
the prevalence of service as a life stage are evident. In 1861, 22% of all boys 
aged 10-14 and 9% of all girls of that age lived as servants in the houses of 
nonkin. Among those aged 15-19, 17% of the boys and 14% girls lived as 
resident servants. This proportion declined precipitously over the foUowing 
decades, so that, by 1921, just 2% of the boys and 3% of the girls were servants. 
Although service stiU existed, it was no longer an important part of the 
childhood experience for any significant portion of the community. 

The decline in the practice of service in Casalecchio is linked not only to the 
declining relative importance of sharecropping to the town economy (for 
many of the servants had been employed in sharecropping households), but 
also to the erosion of the practice of service among the sharecroppers. With an 
opportunity to earn higher wages elsewhere in the developing urban economy, 
boys were no longer attracted to life as a garzone. Thus children from poorer 
families were able to spend their entire childhood in their parental home 
rather than being forced out of it at an early age. This should lead us to rethink 
the presumed negative impact of industrialization and urban expansion on the 
family lives of children. 

FERTILITY 

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, fertility levels 
showed both a sharp general decline and signUlcant differences among 
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TABLE 5.2: Number of Births per 1000 Married Women Aged 15-49 
in Casalecchio, by Period and Occupation of Household Head 

Period 

I869-I880 1881-1892 1893-1905 

Sharecropper 
Elite 
Artisan, merchant 
Wage laborers 

NOTE: Directly age-standardized based on the age distríbution of all marríed women from 1869 to 1905. 

occupational groups in Casalecchio.^ The annual number of births per 1000 
married women, standardizing for the different age compositions of the 
population, was above 200 for each social stratum in 1869-1880. By 1881-
1892, the fertility of the elite group had declined substantially, with that of the 
other strata stiU high. By 1893-1905, the middle stratum of artisans, 
merchants, and white-collar workers, as well as the poorest stratum, 
composed largely of wage laborers, all experienced significant fertiUty 
decUnes; yet, the fertility levels of sharecroppers remained high and may even 
have increased slightly over the period (Table 5.2). 

The control of marital fertility, with its consequent reduction in family size, 
has been widely remarked upon as a hallmark of the modern family (Wrigley, 
1977; Cherlin, 1983). Although demographers tend to regard the European 
fertility transition as a process of innovation diffusion (van de Walle and 
Knodel, 1980), it is clear that the timing and pace of fertility declines are 
closely tied to issues of family economy (Livi Bacci, 1977). Because it was not 
in the economic self-interest of sharecropper famUies to reduce their fertility, 
they did not do so. 

BECOMING A HOUSEHOLD HEAD 

In the classic modernization model, the transformation of family life 
brought about by industrialization and urbanization meant the liberation of 
young adults from their dependent positions in the family. With a three-
generational, patrilaterally extended family giving way to a nuclear family, 
marriage was tantamount to independence, for it involved setting up one's 
own household. This entire scenario was brought into question by the 
revisionists, for if nuclear family organization preceded modernization, such a 

3. We focus here on fertility within marriage. Age at marriage in Casalecchio was stable from 
1865 to 1915, with a mean age at civil marriage of 27 for men and 24 for women. There are few 
occupational differences in age at marriage (Kertzer and Hogan, in press). 
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TABLE 5.3: Relation of Male Sharecroppers to Household Head 
in Casalecchio, by Age, 1871 and 1921 (percentages) 

Relation to Head 

Head 
Son 
Brother 
Other kin 
Nonkin 
Total 
N 

20-29 

1871 

0 
63 
13 
22 
2 

100 
(68) 

1921 

3 
67 
8 

17 
6 

100 
(66) 

30-39 

1871 

11 
57 
21 
9 
2 

100 
(56) 

1921 

14 
67 
6 

12 
I 

100 
(69) 

Age 

40-49 

1871 

47 
23 
20 
8 
0 

100 
(60) 

1921 

39 
33 
20 
9 
0 

100 
(46) 

50-59 

1871 

74 
4 

22 
0 
0 

100 
(27) 

1921 

71 
4 

17 
8 
0 

100 
(24) 

sudden emancipation of young adults from the parental family made little 
sense. 

The reality in Europe was more complex, due in good part to the links 
between larger economic forces and principles of household formation. 
Among the sharecroppers of central Italy, getting married and attaining 
headship (i.e., residential independence) were separate events. People did not 
need to delay marriage until they had the means to establish their own 
households and, indeed, it was generally not possible for a newlywed couple to 
found their own household if they were to remain sharecroppers. This 
constraint became greater, not less, over the course of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries with the growth of the rural population and the increased 
competition among sharecroppers for farms. 

Despite the expansion of the industrial and urban sectors, sharecropping 
held on in this part of Italy well into the twentieth century. Sharecroppers 
became literate and more class-conscious, and they were increasingly 
surrounded by neighbors who worked in factories, and who were beginning to 
practice such family innovations as birth control. Yet because of the relative 
stability in their contractual relationship with the property owners, the 
sharecroppers exhibited remarkably little change in coresidential processes 
over these 60 years. 

As can be seen in Table 5.3, there was little difference between young 
sharecropper men in 1921 and those a half century earlier in this regard. Even 
in 1921, under 15% of the 30- to 39-year-old sharecropper men headed their 
own households, and only a minority of men in their forties were household 
heads at either end of the period. As long as the father lived, he remained head, 
while the presence of an older brother meant there was no assurance of ever 
becoming head of one's own household. 

What changes in the transition to headship did take place in Casalecchio 
over this 60-year period of modernization? The changes came largely from 
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growth in the nonagricultural wage labor force. Nonagricultural wage 
laborers had much higher age-specifîc rates of household headship than the 
sharecroppers throughout this period. While less than half the sharecropping 
men headed their own households when in their forties, about 90% of the wage 
laborers did so. Although wage laborers did not necessarily found their own 
households when they got married, they did so to a much greater extent than 
did the sharecroppers. Moreover, even when they shared a common home 
with the groom's parents at marriage, this arrangement was more temporary 
than the complex family arrangements among the sharecroppers. 

It is surprising, though, that it became increasingly common for wage 
laborers to bring their brides into their parents' homes during this period of 
social change. Part of the reason is to be found in the fact that youths in 
proletarian families were no longer being ejected from their parental home at a 
young age to go into service or apprenticeship. Rather, the expansion of wage 
labor opportunities allowed them to continue to live at home, where they were 
more likely to be residing at the time of their marriage. 

Laslett (1983) has hypothesized that the complex patterns of coresidence 
associated with this "Mediterranean" household system may initially have 
arisen in response to the political economy of sharecropping, but that its 
pervasiveness and persistence reflect norms about household formation in 
central Italy. We suggest that the high levels of household complexity (relative 
to the ideal-type "Western" pattern) found among the wage earners in 
Casalecchio reflect a culturally conditioned response to changing economic 
conditions affecting that class. These changes had their greatest impact on the 
Uves of young adults, affecting "family time" and patterns of coresidence 
during certain periods of the life course. 

SUMMARY 

We have argued that most sociological conceptions of the history of the 
Western family have been and remain overly simpUstic. Neither the unUineal 
modernization thesis nor the revisionist position that households were always 
organized on the basis of simple family units with their structure unaffected by 
the forces of industrialization, urbanization, and demographic innovation are 
consistent with the known facts of social history. Recent work by the 
revisionists themselves has led to the recognition that there was substantially 
greater diversity in family types than is reflected in Hajnal's well-known 
Western European/Eastern European distinction. This diversity has been 
related to the organization of work and welfare in addition to the more 
customary emphasis on demographic behavior. The modifîed revisionist 
position makes further allowance for cultural preferences in the family 
formation and coresidential practices of members of a society. 
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Even this modified and more sophisticated revisionist position, however, 
does not fuUy capture the complex relationships between changing social 
structure and the individual life course, and the critical role of the family 
economy in mediating these relationships. In many parts of Europe, 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century households were far more complex than 
was previously realized, differing from one region to another within nations. 
Fanúly and coresidence patterns within communities also differed dramaticaUy 
among social and economic classes and over the life course. 

Examples from our longitudinal study of a nineteenth-century Italian 
community suggest that family and household structures are articulated with 
the form of political economy in which they must survive. Even when work 
moves outside of the household in the form of wage labor (removing the 
production function from the household), people respond as members of 
family units to the challenges and opportunities these economic changes 
create. While materiaUstic at base, these responses are formulated in 
culturally conditioned fashion. Cultural views of individual time (the 
progression of the life course) and family time (with the relationship between 
generations) affect responses to historical changes in the social environment. 

By attending more fuUy to the relationships between the larger social and 
economic structure on the one hand, and the family unit and the individual on 
the other, new light can be shed on Western family history. 
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Taking Reproduction Seriously 
Marxism and the "Modern Family" 
in China and Japan 

Laurel L. Cornell 

IN T H E PREFACE T O The Origin ofthe Family. Private Property and the 
State, Engels (1972, pp. 71-72) wrote that both reproduction and production 
are fundamental to human life: 

According to the materialistic conception, the determining factor in history is, in 
the fmal instance, the production and reproduction of immediate life. This, 
again, is of a twofold character: on the one side, the production of the means of 
existence, of food, clothing, and shelter and the tools necessary for that 
production; on the other side, the production of human beings themselves, the 
propagation of the species. The social organization under which people of a 
particular historícal epoch and a particular country live is determined by both 
kinds of production: by the stage of the development of labor on one hand and of 
the family on the other. 

Yet Engels, like most contemporary sociologists, concentrated on production, 
and relegated reproduction to a subsidiary and contingent position. The 
argument developed in this chapter is that ignoring the importance of 

AuTHOR'S NoTE: Keith Brown, Dennis Hogan, Bettina Huber. RobertJ. Smith, Louise Tilly, and 
Margery Wolf contributed valued assistance to the conceptualization developed here, but are in 
no way responsible for my conclusions. 
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reproductive life significantly distorts our theoretical understanding of a 
variety of issues. In addUion, U limUs the kind of data that are coUected, 
making it virtually impossible to research reproductive issues even if they have 
been identified. 

This problem wiU be Ulustrated by evaluating work on the family in two 
societies: the People's Republic of China, where reproductive work has been 
taken seriously by scholars, and contemporary Japan, where it has not been. 
The chapter wiU outline the sources and consequences of these two 
approaches. I wUl argue that taking reproduction seriously can remove family 
sociology from its current theoretical doldrums as weU as provide an 
overarching principle to locate what is now called "women's studies" more 
fîrmly in the social science discipUnes. 

REPRODUCTION IN THE 
"MODERN FAMILY" 

What is reproduction? In the first mention of it, cited above, Engels refers 
only to procreation. Later, however, he enlarges the meaning of the term to 
include household management (1972, p. 137) and the care and education of 
children (p. 139). This latter defînition should probably be expanded as well, 
to include the care of aU dependents, whether young, old, or handicapped 
during working years. Hence a comprehensive defînition of reproductive 
activities includes both domestic activities such as food preparation and 
housework, which make participation in the external labor force possible for 
family members, and care of those who cannot participate in the external 
labor force themselves. Naturally, an individual's involvement in reproductive 
work, like involvement in productive work, wUl vary over the life course, as 
wiU the need and right to benefit from the reproductive or productive labor of 
others. 

How should the relationship between productive labor and reproductive 
labor be conceptualized? Both orthodox family sociology and the Marxist 
tradition provide models. The picture of the "modern family" presented by 
sociologists in the middle years of this century encompassed a very clear 
model of the relationship. The fundamental social and economic unit was the 
nuclear (or conjugal, or simple) family, created anew with marriage and 
composed of a married couple and their dependent children. The principles of 
this unit were as foUows: 

(1) Both productive and reproductive tasks were equally essential; 
(2) one person was entirely responsible for productive tasks, one entirely re-

sponsible for reproductive tasks; and 
(3) the man was responsible for productive tasks, the woman for reproductive 

ones. 
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Two features of this model strike present-day researchers as archaic: The 
notion that one person is entirely responsible for one set of tasks, and the 
notion that men's and women's spheres, while complementary, are nonetheless 
entirely separate. One aspect of the model is quite fruitful, however: the idea 
that both productive labor awí/reproductive labor are equaUy necessary to the 
well-being of an ongoing social unit. This approach logicaUy aUows one to ask 
the same set of questions about reproductive labor that have long been asked 
of productive labor: Who works at reproductive labor? How is it apportioned 
among various actors (men/women; upper class/lower class; young/middle-
aged/old)? How is reproductive work compensated? Is it compensated 
adequately? Are the products of reproductive labor equitably distributed 
across the society? What roles do the state and the market play in the 
distribution of reproduction? 

The traditional "modem nuclear family" model suggests that reproduction, 
like production, is an overarching principle organizing social life. Although 
the contrary was usually assumed, the structure of the model does not imply 
that reproductive work is a characteristic of women and productive work a 
characteristic of men. Rather, both types of work are essential kinds of labor 
in which individuals of different ages, sexes, and classes participate to 
different degrees at different times in their lives. And the degree of 
participation in both kinds of work can and should be analyzed in terms of 
age, sex, class, and other simUar categories. 

Unfortunately, this is not the direction that studies of the "modern family" 
took during the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s. Rather, like Engels, they inadvertently 
overemphasized the importance of productive labor and minimized the 
importance of reproductive labor. 

What about the roles of women? Engels (1972, p. 137) argued that, in a 
theoretically prior form of the family, where a household was composed of 
many couples, reproductive work was as much a public, socially necessary 
industry as productive work. Once property rights are vested in men and the 
monogamous family emerges, reproductive work becomes a private, and, by 
implication, unimportant form of work. Social adulthood comes with 
productive labor, not with reproductive labor. Hence, Engels argues, women 
wiU be emancipated only when they give up reproductive labor and participate 
in productive labor instead: 

The first condition for the Hberation of the wife is to bring the whole female sex 
back into public industry, and... this... demands that the characteristic of the 
monogamous family as the economic unit of society be abolished. (1972, pp. 
137-138) 

Engels was perspicacious enough to address the other side of this question 
as well: If the group principaUy responsible for reproductive work abandons 
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it, how are reproductive tasks to be accomplished? He suggests by implication 
that U would be the state that would take responsibility: 

With the transfer of the means of production into common ownership, the single 
family ceases to be the economic unit of society. Private housekeeping is 
transformed into a social industry. The care and education of the children 
becomes a public affair. (1972, p. 139) 

This transforms the traditional nuclear family model. Both men and women 
are devoted to productive labor; neither participates in reproductive labor; 
and the state provides for the fulfîUment of reproductive tasks. (This, 
however, does not deal with the important question of who—what sex or 
class—the state hires to perform such tasks.) Thus far, it does not seem that 
this method of dealing with reproductive tasks has been implemented on a 
wide scale and over the long term in any society. This may be because it is 
extremely expensive and because both parents and children (or more broadly, 
workers and dependents) seem psychologically unprepared to adopt it. 

In the passages cited above, Engels also correctly identified what has 
actually occurred in the distribution of reproductive and productive tasks 
with women's entry into production: namely, women's double burden. 
Women have become responsible for making a fuU contribution in the sphere 
of production as well as in the sphere of reproduction—a physically 
impossible task. With this imbalance, the resources of society are dispropor-
tionately allocated to production, and reproduction receives short shrift. 

How has American family sociology responded to the challenge posed by 
women's increasing participation in the productive labor force? It has done no 
better than the Marxists. Like them, it has ignored Engels's dictum that 
production and reproduction are equally necessary to an ongoing society, and 
has focused principally on productive work. Since the middle of this century, 
its emphasis has evolved from studying the egalitarian structure of the 
"modern family" and of power relationships within it, to discussing how 
women come to be employed and how their employment prospects could be 
enhanced, to describing the dual set of responsibUities with which employed 
women must deal. Thus family sociology has lost its initial insight into the 
distinct characteristics of reproductive work and has come to treat it as 
peripheral, inconsequential, and even as a nefarious activity. It has emphasized 
the issue of bringing women into productive labor, but has ignored its 
coroUary, integrating men into reproductive labor. 

Both the Marxist approach and the view of orthodox family sociology have 
had serious consequences for the kinds of research questions that are asked 
and for the kinds of data that are coUected. One of the consequences of 
ignoring the importance of reproductive work is that working women—rather 
than the proper allocation of reproductive labor—are perceived as a political 
problem. Moreover, failing to ask how reproductive work is to be ac-
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complished and rewarded has led to flawed research. For example, there is a 
literature on occupational stratification that, in both its orthodox and Us 
Marxist manifestations, is essentially unable to deal with the occupational or 
class status of women (see Oppenheimer, 1982, pp. 255-265, for discussion of 
this point). There is also a literature on the value of children that counts only 
their contributions to productive labor, ignores household labor, and thereby 
systematically underestimates the contributions of girls. 

The benefits of a different approach wiU be iUustrated by considering one 
society in which scholars have taken issues of reproduction seriously. I 
consider why the issues are pecuUarly salient in that society and how they have 
been dealt with. Then the discussion turns to another society in which issues of 
reproduction have not been taken seriously and where scholarly analysis has 
suffered in consequence. The first example is the People's Republic of China, 
and the second, cpntemporary Japan. 

CHINA 

The issue of reproduction is taken seriously in the English-language 
literature on the People's Republic of China. Scholars have asked: "How are 
the young cared for? How are domestic tasks accomplished? How are the old 
treated?" The even more difficult and theoretically interesting queries about 
whether reproductive tasks are equitably distributed among various ages, 
sexes, and social classes, and whether they are adequately compensated, have 
also been examined critically. As discussed below, there are several reasons 
why these questions are likely to continue to represent fruitful areas of 
inquiry. 

Much of the discussion of reproductive issues is contained in work by 
avowedly feminist scholars focusing on women, but the issues have regularly 
received attention from mainstream scholars as well. 

How has this come about? Three elements have played crucial roles: 

(1) the existence of a traditional society unusually oppressive of women; 

(2) the successful implementation of a socialist revolution; and 
(3) government concern with issues of reproduction, specifically with the issue of 

rapid population growth. 

Reproductive issues have received widespread attention, both in terms of the 
appropriate rate of procreation and in terms of women's proper work. 

Historically, Chinese society has been very oppressive of women. A 
household system characterized by the coresidence of married siblings is one 
of the principal sources of this oppression. The fundamental principle 
underlying the Chinese household formation system is that, upon marriage, 
individuals join an already existing household rather than establishing a new 
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one (Hajnal, 1982). Brothers and sisters cannot marry each other, so half the 
marriage-age population must leave the household in which they were born; in 
the Chinese case, the half that leaves has always been female. This inevitably 
puts a woman in a poor structural position: She enters a household, and, in 
most cases, a community, to which she is a stranger, but where her husband 
has long-established political, economic, and personal ties. 

As a result of this dichotomy by gender, a daughter, as opposed to a son, is 
perceived as a liability: Any investment made in her wiU be lost at her 
marriage, while an investment in a presumably loyal son wiU reward parents 
for the rest of their lives. Differential mortality and a preference for a wide age 
gap between spouses have meant that Chinese women were in short supply by 
the age of marriage. Hence acquiring a bride was an expensive proposition, 
especially since that bride might destroy the loyalty of one's son, cause fission 
among brothers, and force the dissolution of the potentiaUy large and 
prosperous household on which parents' security in old age depended. 

Further, in the traditional descent and inheritance systems, a woman could 
not substitute for a man. A couple producing only daughters was in a very 
perilous position; a man could be brought in to marry one of them, but only 
one who was so unattractive that he had been rejected by his household of 
birth. 

The socialist revolution of 1949 heralded the possibility of changing the 
disadvantaged position of women through deliberate governmental policy. 
The model of change was that advocated by Engels: Women were to be 
incorporated into the productive labor force, and reproductive labor would be 
provided by state-supported institutions. Initial reports from China were that 
this system had been successfuUy implemented. Child care was provided by 
state-sponsored nurseries; communal kitchens and mending rooms replaced 
individual household labor; and the old were supported by state-sponsored 
pensions that ensured their security (Sidel, 1972; Davis-Friedmann, 1983). 
Socialism appeared to have solved the problem of distributing reproductive 
labor equitably. 

The economic disasters of the early 1960s, however, which foUowed the 
failure of the Great Leap Forward, led to abandonment of many of the new 
institutions, especially in the countryside. Recent analyses of both rural and 
urban women indicate that, while the Chinese government has appreciably 
increased standards of living by investing in production, it has not successfuUy 
addressed the problems of reproduction, and it is unlikely to do so unless it 
reconsiders the long-standing biases that lead it to neglect this issue (Wolf, 
1985). 

What makes this even more complicated and challenging is the Chinese 
government's explicit concern with the biological component of reproduction, 
namely the high birth rate. The government's original approach, that 
population growth rates were not a problem under socialism, was soon 
replaced with the perception that rapid population growth would inhibit 
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economic de velopment. Deliberate measures to decrease the number of births 
were implemented in 1956,1962,1972, and 1977, culminating in the one-child 
policy of 1979. This policy has had unforeseen deleterious consequences, 
causing a recrudescence of female infanticide and maltreatment of women 
who produce girls. It also presents the prospect that enormous numbers of 
aged people wiU have to be supported by very small cohorts in the prime 
working years. 

At this point, Chinese women in urban areas seem to resemble their sisters 
in advanced industrial democracies. They must cope with the double burden 
of holding down fuU-time jobs in both the reproductive and the productive 
spheres. In rural areas, by contrast, the demise of the production team and the 
resurgence of household-based agricultural enterprises seem to mean a return 
to ancient patterns, with reproductive labor systematically devalued. Con-
sequently, stimulating scholarly debate about the relationships among 
reproductive labor, productive labor, and women's roles seems Ukely to 
continue. 

JAPAN 

Although Japan, like China, is an East Asian country with a Confucian 
heritage, its literature on the family and on women fails to take reproduction 
seriously. Like China, Japan has been faced with female subordination in 
traditional society^ a fundamental change in government, and surging 
population growth, but these characteristics have not incited scholarly inquiry 
into reproduction. Why has this been the case? 

First, traditional Japanese society was much less oppressive of women than 
Chinese society because the principles of household formation differed. 
Traditional Japan was governed by a stem family system of household 
formation in which households contained only one couple per generation. 
Consequently, the pattern of departure was very different than in the Chinese 
case. Only one child of each sibling set remained inthe household, and all the 
rest, men as well as women, left their households of birth to join or create other 
households elsewhere. 

Consequently, parental commitments to children were not as differentiated 
by sex as they were in China. Investments in the chUd who remained in the 
household were rewarded, but aU other children were equally disadvantaged, 
regardless of sex. There is little evidence of female infanticide in traditional 
Japan, and what weeding out of infants there was seems to have been directed 
against males as well as females (T. C. Smith, 1977). Marriage involved fewer 
costly transactions. Entering spouses, whether bride or groom, brought only 
the domestic implements necessary for their own personal needs: clothing, 
bedding, and chests of drawers. Divorce was frequent and easy, and divorced 
individuals of both sexes quickly and readily remarried. 
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In descent and inheritance, daughters were as useful as sons in perpetuating 
the household. A couple producing only daughters was not at a signifîcant 
disadvantage; the rule that children other than the heir must leave the 
household meant that there was a ready pool of men avaUable. 

Two other features of the stem family system should be mentioned as weU. 
Fission was a regular part of the household cycle, occurring when any 
generation of siblings reached marriageable age. Thus women were not 
perceived as a source of discord. In addition, not all individuals entered 
existing households on marriage. Some of the excess children used capital 
provided by their parents to establish new, independent households, where the 
wife was as irreplaceable and essential to the continuity of the enterprise as the 
husband. 

If these features of the traditional Japanese household system are not well 
known, it is for two principal reasons. One is that most of the discussion about 
the role of women in Japan before 1870 has been based on documents 
produced by the elite, rather than by the 80% of the population who were 
peasants (Ackroyd, 1959). Thus, for example, the biographies and auto-
biographies that are a major source of knowledge about women's roles in 
Japan from the 1860s through 1960 were created primarily by women raised 
under samurai principles of female conduct, which derive from Chinese 
Confucian ideals for women (see Kaibara Ekken cited in Chamberlain, 1927). 
The freedom of such women certainly has increased in the past century. 

In addition, changes in family law that were instituted at the end of the 
nineteenth century had the effect of creating an avowedly patriarchal system, 
which institutionalized samurai customary law rather than peasant customary 
law. Thus the head of the corporate group called the household became the 
sole owner of household property, rather than being one of its managers as 
had been the case previously. In addition, the principles for choosing an heir, 
if foUowed exactly, mandated male primogeniture (Bachnik, 1983), usurping 
a wide variety of local systems. It is not surprising that these two factors have 
lead to the perception that any change in the family system would necessarily 
improve women's status. 

Two additional factors that have tended to restrict research into reproduc-
tive issues are the kinds of governmental changes Japan has undergone in the 
past 150 years and the fact that Japan underwent its crisis of overpopulation in 
a different era. Both of Japan's political transformations, in the 1870s, from a 
feudal bureaucracy to a popular government modeled on European states, 
and in the 1940s, from a totalitarian government to one based on American 
democratic principles, have involved democratization. In addition, Japan 
underwent its crisis of overpopulation in the 1920s and 1930s, when modern 
methods of contraception that rapidly reduce birth rates were not available, 
and when government population policy was not scrutinized as carefuUy 
because its potential efficacy was not as great. Thus few Western writers have 
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been critical of Japanese famUy policy, eUher in Meiji or after World War II, 
while most analysts, both orthodox and Marxist, have been critical of Chinese 
family policy in the same period. 

As a result of these circumstances, there is no clear model of the 
relationship between production and reproduction against which scholars of 
the family might measure Japan's success or failure. The model that has been 
applied is that of modernization. With further urbanization, industrialization, 
or Westernization, it is said, Japan wiU increasingly resemble the advanced 
Western industrial societies. Not surprisingly, research on the family in Japan 
parallels American family sociology. It is dominated by analysis of the 
transition from the "traditional" stem family to the "modern" nuclear family. 
Studies of women are governed by the principle that, as modernization 
proceeds, women wiU become more and more involved in the productive labor 
force. Studies of men are nonexistent. 

This approach has led scholars to overemphasize evidence of change 
toward the presumed Western pattern and to neglect evidence that points in 
any other direction. Thus the English-language popular literature on Japanese 
women concentrates either on those young women whose current aspirations 
may well be quite different from the choices they actually make later in life or 
on that tiny group of women who have chosen the narrow range of 
occupations Americans refer to as careers. The academic literature is more 
judicious but quite confused. Lebra (1984), for example, poses the question: 
"Are Japanese women becoming like Western women?" Yet she fails to 
answer it, perhaps because her fine evidence demonstrates that they are not. 

The emphasis on modernization theory in studies of the Japanese family 
and Japanese women is especially disconcerting because it has been abandoned 
in almost all other areas of study where it was once common: economics, 
politics, religion, and demography. The strongest statement of this position is 
by an anthropologist who has demonstrated conclusively that economically 
developed Japan is different from the ideal posited by modernization theory 
and likely to remain so (R. J. Smith, 1983a). Given the disappointing results of 
modernization theory in studies of the United States, it is not surprising that 
the literature on Japan that continues to use this perspective is not very 
insightful. 

How should we approach studies of the family and of women in Japan? I 
suggest we use the same model outlined earlier, which asks how productive 
and reproductive tasks are allocated and whether they are adequately 
compensated. RecoUect that the structural characteristics of the modern 
family, as traditionally conceived, are that productive and reproductive tasks 
are strictly segregated and that productive tasks are carried out by men and 
reproductive tasks by women. We can then ask the same set of questions about 
reproductive labor that we would ask about productive labor. Are they 
equally valued? Can persons skiUed in reproductive labor get and keep jobs? 
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Are such jobs rewarding: Do they offer autonomy, tenure, and the ability to 
acquire new skUls? Does the labor market accommodate Uself to the demands 
of reproductive work? Let us examine each of these questions in turn. 

As indicated above, reproductive and productive tasks can be aUocated in 
many different ways among men, women, the state, private enterprise, and 
with or without the nuclear family as the primary economic unit of society. 
The evidence suggests, however, that the distribution of such tasks in 
contemporary Japan is best captured in family sociology's traditional model 
of the "modern nuclear family." Certainly the large majority of analysts assert 
that the nuclear family has superseded the stem household in contemporary 
Japan.' 

Reproductive labor seems to be highly valued in contemporary Japan. This 
is particularly true of procreation. Japanese think it is natural and appropriate 
for couples to bear children, and inappropriate not to do so. Once married, 
couples produce children quite quickly and the proportion who never have 
children is surprisingly small. If children are not produced naturally, they may 
be acquired through the traditional method of adopting a young adult, A 
couple without children is probably regarded as negatively as is a couple 
without a steady source of income. Reproductive and productive labor are 
intermeshed: Children are rarely produced outside of marriage; in large 
corporations, a man's salary is geared to the size of his famUy; and the end of 
the reproductive working life is timed to coincide with the end of the 
productive working life (Coleman, 1983; Hanley and Yamamura, 1975; 
Morgan et al., 1984; Rohlen, 1974).̂  

If reproductive labor is considered socially important, skiUed persons 

1. There are many reasons for questioning whether the nuclear family has superseded the stem 
household to the extent assumed in much of the Japanese literature on the family system. The 
nuclear form of the household is certainly statistically predominant, but demographic patterns 
mean that it is likely to be so in any society except one like preindustrial Japan where adults could 
readily be incorporated into the household to fíll important roles and repair its structure. The 
large birth cohorts of prewar Japan also created an artifícial dearth of elderly parents with whom 
middle-aged couples could reside. Although the stem household is not as prevalent as it might be 
(Martin and Cutler, 1983), a number of examples suggest that it is by no means defunct (R. J. 
Smith, 1987; Morgan and Hirosima, 1983). 

2. Note that contraceptive patterns in contemporary Japan reflect and support this model of 
the family system. Three of the features that distinguish Japanese marriage and contraceptive 
patterns from those of the other advanced industrial economies are a high mean age at fírst 
marriage for women; a short interval between marriage and the fírst birth; and a reliance on the 
condom and rhythm, backed up by abortion, for birth limitation with marriage. These features 
are interrelated. What is striking about Japanese contraceptive patterns is the absence of the pill 
and the lUD, methods that not only are the most effective of the reversible ones, but also are ones 
that put control of procreation strictly in the hands of women. A women's partner has little or no 
control over their effective use. The condom-rhythm set, by contrast, requires the active 
cooperation of the man. When this is not forthcoming, it results in an economically and 
psychologically costly backup in the form of abortion. This pattern of contraceptive availability 
may tend to raise the costs of premarital and nonmarital coitus, lower their incidence, and further 
define marriage as the only appropriate venue for reproductive activity. 
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should be able to get and keep jobs in this sphere. One of the greatest puzzles 
to modernization theorists is that arranged marriage has not disappeared in 
Japan. But if reproductive labor is as important as productive labor, and if 
both kinds of labor are equally necessary to establish an ongoing enterprise, 
then arranged marriage should persist. Evaluation of the quality of potential 
partners wiU always be necessary. Although the process of arranged marriage 
has changed over the past half century: from one that couples had little control 
over to one in which each partner exercises a deciding vote, the process stiU 
survives and only those with physical or personal disabilities sufficient to 
disqualify them from responsible adult life fail to marry (Vogel, 1961; Hendry, 
1981; Lebra, 1984). 

Individuals' ability to retain reproductive work also seems to be relatively 
high. Divorce rates are low in Japan, much lower than in other advanced 
industrial economies. The consequences of losing a spouse deliberately are 
quite severe, especially for women: A divorced woman with a family is likely 
to have a household income less than half that of her married peer, is unlikely 
to remarry, and the failure of her marriage is considered evidence of deep 
personal flaws (Kumagai, 1983; Hardacre, 1984). 

Does reproductive labor offer autonomy, continuity, and the opportunity 
to acquire new skiUs? Regarding autonomy, most readers wUl be familiar with 
the observation that a Japanese husband turns his entire pay packet over to his 
wife, who then gives him an aUowance. But there are other reasons for 
thinking that the productive and reproductive domains each have such strong 
boundaries that a person who is skiUed in one is incompetent in the other. 
Hence each side is equally necessary to the other and neither side can make 
incursions into or threaten the other's territory (Lebra, 1984; Rohlen, 1974). 

Reproductive labor is certainly a lifelong profession; it is also considered 
difficult, yet rewarding, work that requires continual acquisition of new skiUs 
(Hardacre, 1984). Traditionally, reproduction meant caring for one's children 
when young and one's grandchildren when old. In the future, with an increase 
in the proportion of the population that is elderly, this pattern is likely to 
include a period in middle age of caring for one's elderly parents or in-laws. 
Ariyoshi's (1984) novel about how a middle-aged woman takes on the care of 
her senile father-in-law demonstrates both the variety of new skUls that are 
necessary and how undertaking the travail of learning them improves one's 
character. 

Another question to ask: "Does the opposite labor market—that is, for 
persons involved in reproductive labor, the productive labor market— 
accommodate itself to the needs of reproductive labor?" It is very diffîcuU for 
a woman in Japan, as it is for a man, to combine fuU-time reproductive labor 
with fuU-time productive labor. Yet, the system is well organized for women 
who want to combine fuU-time reproduction with part-time participation in 
production when reproductive skiUs are in less demand. Jobs whose hours and 
commitments are adapted to the requirements of reproductive work are 
readily available to a woman before she bears children and once they are in 
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school. Such jobs are part-time, require little investment in training, and often 
involve work at home. Thus they do not compete with a principal commitment 
to reproductive labor. 

This sketch of the importance of reproductive labor gives rise to a second 
observation: The current segregation between productive and reproductive 
tasks in Japan is a new phenomenon (cf R. J. Smith, 1983b). It certainly was 
not typical when the agricultural household was the basic economic unU, 
eUher in the prewar past (Chamberlain, 1927, p. 508; Smith and WisweU, 
1982) or as recently as the early 1970s (Bernstein, 1983). 

Rather, the segregation between production and reproduction seems to 
have been deUberately created since the end of the nineteenth century as part 
of the general "samuraiization" of social ideals (Befu, 1971). The idea of the 
"good wife, wise mother" is not a creation of preindustrial Japan, but one of 
the late nineteenth century. How a government policy emerged that combined 
Victorian ideals of family life with those of the Chinese Confucian heritage is a 
question that deserves more attention. 

This leads us to ask another question: WUl Japanese government policy 
continue to support the "modern family" as the fundamental economic unit of 
society? In the advanced industrial economies of the West, the nuclear family 
of the 1950s has increasingly lost its hegemony, the individual becoming more 
and more the fundamental economic unit of society. (Sweden's income tax 
system provides the most notable example.) Japan shows few signs of 
considering desirable this approach to the allocation of productive and 
reproductive tasks. From the national economic standpoint, keeping women 
out of the productive labor force is generaUy an expensive proposition. Yet 
Japan has solved this problem by permitting women to flow in and out of the 
productive labor force when the demand for their reproductive labor is low 
and as the growth of the economy requires it. Thus middle-aged women 
increasingly fîU the kinds of less-skiUed jobs previously held by high school 
graduates, now a declining proportion of the labor force. In consequence, 
men's jobs in productive labor are secure. 

Japan's major social problem during the next half century wiU be the 
increasing proportion of the population that is elderly, especially the 
increasing proportion that is also disabled. One response is to build and staff 
more institutional care facilities, but this is an expensive proposition. Yet 
another, equally plausible, approach is to leave the care of the elderly in the 
hands of those who are now responsible for all other kinds of reproductive 
work: women. The single advantage of this solution is that it requires little 
capital investment in institutions because one can increase the availabUity and 
quality of existing services to homemakers without making large and 
permanent investments in staff and facilities. Thus it seems likely, contrary to 
the assumptions of both Marxists and modernization theorists, that, in Japan, 
women's roles in the "modern nuclear family" wiU flourish rather than wither 
away in the decades ahead. 
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CONCLUSION 

What would happen if we took reproduction seriously? This chapter has 
argued that there is a mandate for doing so, both in the Marxist literature and 
in family sociology's model of the "modern family." Yet, contemporary social 
science literature has ignored this mandate, concentrating on how to bring 
women into productive labor rather than on the broader question of how 
productive and reproductive work are allocated between men and women. 

Taking reproduction seriously means treating productive and reproductive 
work as equally essential to an ongoing society. It means asking the same set of 
questions about reproductive labor that are routinely asked about productive 
labor: Who works at reproductive labor? How is it performed? How are 
reproductive responsibilities allocated between men and women; among the 
young, middle-aged, and old; between the overendowed and the under-
privileged? Is reproductive labor justly compensated? Are its products 
equitably distributed across the society? What roles do the state and the 
market play in their distribution? 

Confronting these questions could set a new agenda that would truly 
transform "women's studies" into "gender studies." It would also bring an 
invigorating set of theoretical questions to analysis of the family. In the fîrst 
case, focusing on reproduction would push gender studies away from its 
near-exclusive concern with women and toward the broader questions that 
the concept of gender is designed to address. In particular, analyzing men's 
role in reproduction might provide a charter for bringing men more fuUy into 
reproductive labor. 

Focusing on both production and reproduction also avoids the pitfalls of 
the "modern" tradUion of family studies. This field has exhausted its original 
set of questions and is stiU struggUng to develop engaging new ones.3 If the 
fîeld were to abandon the notion of the "modern nuclear family" and 
investigate instead how productive and reproductive responsibilUies actually 
are allocated in different environments, then the troublesome "deviations" 
that black, working-class, single-parent, gay, alternative, and other kinds of 
famUies represent would disappear. In consequence, the "modern family" 
Uself, as weU as the families in which modern people actually spend their lives, 
would be understood as regular permutations of a set of underlying social 
principles. 

3. The most telling indictment appears in a comment by the editor of the Journalof Marriage 
and the Family, the major journal in this field, when he announces that the section "research 
reports" will be abolished because most articles in the journal are research reports with liule 
theoretical justification: "During the past two years we have presented our papers in a number of 
categories, two of which are 'regular' articles and 'research reports.' The basis of the latter 
distinction was the presence or absence of a clear theoretical orientation. 1 now believe that this 
classification did not function especially well. Strictly speaking, only very few of our papers really 
reflect a clear theoretical component, and I am afraid that this is not going to change in the near 
future" (Sprey, 1984, p. 3). 



114 LEVELS OF SOCIAL SYSTEMS 

References 

Ackroyd, Joyce. 1959. "Women in Feudal Japan." Transactions ofthe Asiatic Society ofJapan 
(3rdseries) 7:31-68. 

Ariyoshi, Sawako. 1984. The Twilight Years. Tokyo: Kodansha International. 
Bachnik, Jane M. 1983. "Recmitment Strategies for Household Succession: Rethinking Japanese 

Household Organization." Man 18:160-182. 
Befu, Harumi. 1971. Japan: An Anthropological Introduction. New York: Chandler. 
Bernstein, Gail Lee. 1983. Haruko's World: A Japanese Farm Woman and Her Community. 

Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. 
Chamberlain, Basil Hall. 1927. Things Japanese. London: Kegan Paul. 
Coleman, Samuel. 1983. Family Planning in Japanese Society. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press. 
Davis-Friedmann, Deborah. 1983. Long Lives: Chinese Elderly andthe Communist Revolution. 

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Engels, Frederick. 1972. The Origin oflhe Family. Private Properly. and ihe Slate, edited by 

Eleanor Burke Leacock. New York: Interaational Publishers. (1884) 
Hajnal, John. 1982. "Two Forms of Pre-Industrial Household Formation System." Populalion 

and Development Review 8:449-494. 
Hanley, Susan B. and Kozo Yamamura. 1975. "Tchi Hime, Ni Tarô': Educational Aspirations 

and the DecUne in Fertility in Postwar Japan." Journal ofJapanese Studies 2:83-125. 
Hardacre, Helen. 1984. Lay Buddhism in Conlemporary Japan. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press. 
Hendry, Joy. 1981. Marriage in Changing Japan. New York: St. Martin. 
Kumagai, Fumie. 1983. "Changing Divorce in Japan." Journal of Family Hislory 8:85-108. 
Lebra, Takie Sugiyama. 1984. Japanese Women: Constraint and Fulfîllmenl. Honolulu: 

University of Hawaii Press. 
Martin, Linda and Suzanne Cutler. 1983. "Mortality DecUne and Japanese Family Stmcture." 

Populalion and Developmenl Review 9:633-649. 
Morgan, S. Philip and Kiyosi Hirosima. 1983. "The Persistence of Extended Family Residence in 

Japan: Anachronism or Alternative Strategy?" American Sociological Review 48:269-281. 
Morgan, S. Philip, Ronald R. Rindfuss, and Allan Pamell. 1984. "Modem Fertility Patterns: 

Contrast Between the United States and Japan." Populalion and Developmenl Review 
10:19-40. 

Oppenheimer, Valerie Kincaid. 1982. Work and the Family: A Sludy in Social Demography. New 
York: Academic Press. 

Rohlen, Thomas P. 1974. For Harmony and Slrength: Japanese While-Collar Organizalion in 
Anlhropological Perspeclive. Berkeley: University of Califomia Press. 

Sidel, Ruth. 1972. Women and Child Care in China. New York: Penguin. 
Smith, Robert J. 1983a. Japanese Sociely: Tradiiion. Selfand ihe Social Order. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 
. 1983b. "Making Village Women into 'Good Wives and Wise Mothers' in Pre-War 

Japan." Journal of Family Hislory 8:70-84. 
. 1987. "Gender Inequality in Contemporary J apan." Journal ofJapanese Siudies 13:1-22. 
. and EIIaLury Wiswell. 1982. The WomenofSuye Mura. Chicago: Universityof Chicago 

Press. 
Smith, Thomas C. 1977. Nakahara: Family Farming and Population in a Japanese Village, 

17I7-I830. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. 
Sprey, Jetse. 1984. "Editorial Comment." Journal of Marriage and ihe Family 46:3. 
Vogel, Ezra. 1961. "The Go-Between in a Developing Society: The Case of the Japanese Marriage 

Arranger." Human Organizalion 20:112-120. 
Wolf, Margery. 1985. Revolution Postponed: Women in Contemporary China. Stanford, CA: 

Stanford University Press. 



Gender Stratifîcation, Economic 
Development, and the 
African Food Crisis 
Paradigm and Praxis in Nigeria 

Rae Lesser Blumberg 

PROFESSIONALLY, I LEAD two lives and they came together in Imo State, 
Nigeria, in the summer of 1986. In the fîrst of my two professional lives, I am 
an academic sociologist who has focused on developing a general theory of 
gender stratification; its key variables are economic, and it encompasses 
antecedents and consequences of relative male/female control of economic 
resources at a variety of macro and micro levels (Blumberg, 1984). 

But I also lead a second professional life as a sociologist of Third World 
economic development. In that guise, I research and work wUh real-life 
development projects and programs in a wide array of countries. Increasingly, 
my work has focused on the intersection of gender and development—which I 
have found to be a unique window for peering into the interconnections 
between macro and micro, between social structures and human lives. 

In the summer of 1986, I did more than "peer through the window." I 
actually went through it, to do research directly linked with action and 

AUTHOR-S NOTE: / gratefully acknowledge the helpful commenls of Aaron Cicourel, Mary 
Freifeld. Bennetta Jules-Rosetle. Edward Reynolds, Marc Swarlz. William F. Whyie. and 
Jacqueline Wiseman. 
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policymaking (Whyte, 1986, p. 556).' That research, and this chapter, are 
focused on the links between my theory of gender stratification, issues of 
"gender and development," and African food production. 

Specifically, I wiU argue that macro-level development policies that are 
blind to the importance of women's economic power and incentives at the 
micro level are an important—although unheralded—factor contributing to 
the recent catastrophic food shortfaUs in Africa. The argument is developed in 
four stages: 

(1) We begin with propositions from my gender stratifîcation theory that 
highUght the importance of relative male/female economic power; this leads 
to a discussion of the chain of consequences that ensues when women's 
micro-level economic position is diminished. Indeed, where women are 
important in food cultivation—as is especiaUy true in Africa—these con-
sequences can include decreased abUity and incentive to produce. (2) The next 
section considers the general field of "gender and economic development," 
and concludes with a series of examples, emphasizing Africa, where both 
women and the wider development process suffered when development efforts 
unwittingly undercut women economically. (3) The third section analyzes why 
the powerful individuals formulating development policies and practices are 
so oblivious to the gender division of labor and rewards within the household. 
(I myself had encountered some of the "worst-case" consequences of this 
gender-insensitive approach while conducting research in Nigeria in spring 
1986; recounting this to the appropriate person led to my return to that 
country in summer 1986.) (4) The final section details the "natural history"of 
my summer 1986 efforts to research and promote the integration of women 
farmers into a statewide agricultural development project in eastern Nigeria's 
"female farming zone." A dramatic and unexpected turnaround ensued, 
leading to project management's heightened attention to women farmers' 
production. 

The fînal outcome is stiU uncertain, however, because it is not yet clear if the 
project authorities also wiU recognize and support women's needs for a return 
for their production. If they do, it would be a notable advance in development 
practice, and one that should reduce the probability that we wiU be reading 
about other African famines in the 1990s. Meanwhile, what is happening in 
Imo State, Nigeria, iUustrates again the reciprocal connections between 
macro and micro, between social structures and human lives, This case also 
iUustrates some of the dilemmas confronting social scientists doing action and 

1. In one sense, this chapter may be taken as a response to Whyte, who concluded his article 
with the following call: "If the actual and potential practical contributions of the social sciences 
are to be recognized in government and among the general public, we need to bring into public 
and academic discourse the ideas and experiences of many other social researchers. I aim this 
paper at an academic audience in the hope of stimulating my colleagues to broaden and deepen 
this discourse" (Whyte, 1986, p. 562). I, too, would welcome further additions to this discourse. 
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policy-oriented research, including whether one's work wiU be used to help or 
hurt the people on whom it is focused. 

ASPECTS AND IMPLICATIONS OF A 
GENERAL THEORY OF 

GENDER STRATIFICATION 

Any explanation of gender stratification must involve more than biological 
factors, given that biology is a constant. Everywhere, males have at least 
one-third more upper-body strength, and everywhere (so far) women have 
100% of the babies. Yet the level of gender inequality varies from society to 
society, class to class, era to era, and even from phase to phase of individuals' 
life courses. Moreover, none of the major theories of social stratification 
claims that societies are ruled by the largest, physicaUy strongest, most 
aggressive males. Thus, although biology plays a role in gender stratification, 
my theory gives more emphasis to other factors, especially economic ones. 
The theory is not monocausal, however: One cannot observe the rich diversity 
of cultural practices, socialization patterns, legal systems, and ways of being 
among different Third World peoples whose economic development levels are 
similar and claim that gender stratification is fuUy explained by economic 
variables alone. Rather, if, as in George Orwell's Animal Farm (1954), "all the 
animals are equal, but some are more equal than others," I would place certain 
economic factors in the "more equal than others"category. To summarize the 
theory of gender stratifîcation (Blumberg, 1984) that underlies this chapter: 

(1) Relative male/female economic power is the most important of the 
major "power variables"^ affecting overaU gender stratification. 

(a) Women's relative economic power is conceptualized in terms of degree 
of control of key economic resources: income, property, and other means of 
production (in other words, mere work is not enough—nor, even, is 
ownership of economic resources if the person does not control them). 

(b) Further, the degree of control over surplus allocation is more important 
for relative male/female economic power than is the degree of control over 
resources needed for bare subsistence. 

(2) Relative male/female economic power varies—and not always in the 
same direction—at a variety of "nested" levels ranging through the micro-
macro continuum, from the male/female dyad, to the household, the 
community, the class, the ethnic group, the state, and even the world capUalist 
economy. 

2. Other main forms of power, per Lenski (1966), include force, political position, and, to a 
lesser extent, ideology. Empirically, economic power has been the most achievable for women. 
We know of prestate societies where women control more than half of the major economic 
resources (e.g., the Iroquois of colonial North America, described in Brown, 1975). In contrast, 
women are more hkely to be victims than wielders of the power oiforce. And while there are a few 
societies whose ideology considers women equal (none hold them superior), we know of none 
where women have as much as a 50-50 share oipolilical power. 
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(3) The macro levels influence the micro levels more than vice versa, once 
they emerge historically. 

(4) Furthermore, the more macro levels of the "pyramid of political 
economy" in stratified societies are highly male-dominated, although the 
degree varies. 

(5) Therefore, the extent to which the more macro levels are male-
dominated and repressive of females affects how much actual leverage a 
woman can wield for any given amount of economic resources at the micro 
levels. 

(a) In other words, the macro levels act as a "discount rate" on the exercise 
of women's relative economic power at the micro levels. 

(b) Such discount rates are most often negative, that is, greater relative 
male control of the macro levels means that economic, political, legal, 
religious, and ideological factors (including their internalization in gender 
socialization patterns) act to erode the amount of economic power a woman 
actually can realize from any given amount of micro-level economic 
resources.3 

(6) The greater women's relative economic power, the greater their control 
over their own lives: 

(a) The greater a woman's relative economic power, the greater the 
likelihood that htifertiUty pattern wiU reflect her own perceived utilities and 
preferences (rather than those of her mate, family, state, and so on). 

(b) The greater her relative economic power, the greater her control over a 
variety of other "life options," such as marriage, divorce, sexuality, and 
overall household authority. 

(7) Women's relative economic power rises and falls in different trajectories 
with different consequences. In general, however, it faUs more rapidly than U 
rises. 

(a) On the up side, when a woman's relative economic leverage increases 
(net of the various macro- and micro-level "discount factors" mentioned 
above), her self-confidence and sense of self also increase (Kusterer et al., 
1981; Crandon with Shepard, 1985; Blumberg, 1985, in press-a). Her input 
into household decision making (domestic, economic, and fertility issues) also 
tends to grow, albeit slowly and not always smoothly. In such times of 
transition, violence may result if men use their greater power of force to keep 
women from consolidating a rising economic position (Roldan, 1983). 

(b) One the down side, however, a decline in her base of independently 
controUed economic resources often portends a quite rapid decrease in her 
relative power position in household decisions (Blumberg, 1985, in press-a). 

3. Macro-Ievel discount rates can occasionally be positive (e.g., when women are given the 
vote by fiat from above). Additionally, there are also m/cro-/eve/"discount factors"(e.g., each 
partner's relative attractiveness, commitment to the relationship and so on) that can be either 
positive or negative. These, too, affect the "net" male/female balance of power (Blumberg, 1985; 
Blumberg and Coleman, 1988). 
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In short, a whole chain of consequences foUow from a change in the 
micro-level gender balance of economic power between male and female. One 
very important consequence affects family welfare. A number of studies now 
show that women tend to spend income that flows through their hands 
differently than men: They contribute a higher proportion of earnings to 
family maintenance, especially children's nutrition, schooling, and health 
(Blumberg, 1988a, summarizes the evidence worldwide; see also Kumar, 1978; 
Stavrakis and Marshall, 1978; Guyer, 1980; Dwyer, 1983 Carioni, 1984; 
Rogers, 1983, 1984; Dwyer and Bruce, in press; Blumberg, 1985). 

Accordingly, a decrease in a woman's relative economic power can mean a 
decrease in family well-being. With less independently controUed income, a 
woman is less able to make expenditures or aUocations she favors. With a 
lower level of relative economic power, she wiU have less input into 
"household-" (or husband-) controUed expenditures/aUocation decisions. 

Moreover, there is a link between the extent of women's control of the fruits 
of their labor and the productivity and efficiency of those labors. To make a 
slightly overstated analogy—who might be expecîed to work with more 
enthusiasm and output, a serf or a person working on his or her own account? 
In circumstances in which a decline in a woman's economic autonomy is 
accompanied by an increase in her work load, it is logical to expect a loss in 
production effîcacy and efficiency. This is especially likely where she is 
expected to do added work for her husband's benefit while also losing control 
over the rewards of her labor. 

Before proceeding to tie in the above discussion of gender stratification 
with development outcomes (especially in Africa), however, we need to clarify 
the extensive differences between horticultural societies with a "female 
farming" base versus agrarian societies with a "male farming system" 
(Boserup, 1970). 

Horticultural Versus Agrarian 
Cultivation Systems 

Prior to the rise of capUaUsm in northwest Europe, beginning in the 1400s 
(see, e.g., Wallerstein, 1974), U can be argued that the evolutionary "main line" 
of human history involved only three main "technoeconomic bases" (Blum-
berg, 1978; but see also Lenski and Lenski, 1987): foraging (hunfîng and 
gathering), horticultural, and agrarian. The social and sexual relations of 
production that accompanied these three main "modes of subsistence" are 
quite varied but a few general patterns can be described. 

Foraging describes how humans lived for over 99% of our history. It is the 
most egalitarian of the three major technoeconomic bases, wUh respect to 
both social and sexual relations to production (Blumberg, 1978, 1984; and 
O'Kelly and Carney, 1986, provide references and fuUer discussion). 

Horticuhural societies emerged in the last 12,000 years (aUhough there is 
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"male farming" systems encounter African horticulturists using "female 
farming" systems to various degrees. 

The rise of capitalism put northwest Europe on the world map created by 
its cartographers (Mukerji, 1982)—and soon aU over the map—as the new 
system proved both geographically and economically expansionist. Within 
several centuries, the core capitaUst countries had developed a fourth major 
technoeconomic base, industriaUsm, while expanding to bring most con-
temporary foraging, horticultural, and agrarian societies under their eco-
nomic/colonial sway. Today's world capitalist system had emerged. Along 
with its development arose the problem of underdevelopment in the 
horticultural and agrarian periphery—better known today as the Third 
World. Let us now examine the contemporary connections between gender 
and development in the Third World. 

GENDER AND ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT IN THE THIRD WORLD 

In 1970, just as the women's movement began its worldwide resurgence, a 
Danish economist, Ester Boserup, published a path-breaking book with a 
then-novel thesis. She was the fîrst to argue and document that both (1) the 
unplanned trends of the world economy and, more signifîcantly, (2) the 
deliberately planned efforts at Third World development frequently have the 
unintended consequence of harming women. Boserup noted that this was 
especially likely in areas where women had previously enjoyed relative 
economic autonomy (as in many of the sub-Saharan "female farming" 
horticultural groups). Specifîcally, development efforts often undermined 
women's economic base while increasing their work load. 

This thesis challenged the then-dominant "modernization paradigm" of 
Third World development. In the few instances where women were considered, 
they were expected to be the special beneficiaries of modernization and 
development. Different modernization theorists emphasized different bene-
fits, from lowering of traditional patriarchal family control, to increasing 
access to education, modern sector jobs, and more egalitarian aspirations and 
attUudes (see, e.g., Lerner, 1958; Moore, 1965; Goode, 1970; Inkeles and 
SmUh, 1974; and Tiano's critique, in press). 

Boserup's book proved well timed. It soon generated a variety of 
supporting efforts and case studies; before long, an entire new field, most 
frequently termed "women in development," but actually encompassing 
gender and development, emerged (see Tinker, 1976, for an influential early 
foUow-up, and Tiano, in press, for a recent view of the fîeld). 

The early policy response was swift and impressive. By 1973, the United 
States Foreign Assistance Act included the "Percy Amendment" (sponsored 
by then-Senator Charles H. Percy, Republican—IlUnois), mandating that 
henceforth U.S. development assistance activities 
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shall be administered so as to give particular attention to those programs and 
activities which tend to integrate women into the national economies of foreign 
countries, thus improving their status and assisting the total development effort. 

The United Nations decreed 1975 to be International Women's Year and 
sponsored an unprecedented worldwide conference in Mexico City. The 
period of 1976 to 1985 was declared by the U.N. to be the Decade for Women. 
Other major organizations in the "donor community" (as those who dispense 
development assistance to the Third World often refer to themselves) soon 
foUowed suit with favorable policy pronouncements and/ or the establishment 
of a person or office to deal with "women and development." A number of 
Third World governments did the same. 

But progress to alleviate the frequently negative consequences of develop-
ment activities on women has been uneven and rather slow. Meanwhile, the 
evidence has been pUing up that it is not only women who are inadvertently 
harmed. Quite frequently, the development projects themselves suffer, not to 
mention the long-term goals often used to justify development activities— 
such as enhanced nutrition and well-being for the Third World "poor 
majority." 

At this point, it is necessary to differentiate between whether women are 
hurt by the spread of the world capitalist economy or whether they are hurt by 
deliberately planned development activities. There is a large and lively 
literature concerning the extent to which capitalism exploits women. It is 
beyond the scope of this chapter to deal with this debate; rather, it focuses on 
instances of deleterious effects on women of deliberately planned develop-
ment activities. As an introduction to the problem, here are a few fairly 
clear-cut cases in which development activities have undermined women's 
economic position and provoked negative consequences that spread beyond 
the women themselves: 

(1) In an area where Kenyan women traditionally grew pyrethrum, sold the 
dried flowers (which are used in insecticide), and kept the income, a co-op was 
organized to exploit this crop. But because payments were given only to 
formal members of the co-op—mainly men—the discouraged women reduced 
their output (Apthorpe, 1971). 

(2) When sugarcane cash cropping was introduced to a Belize viUage, it 
brought new employment and income to men but reduced local corn 
cultivation. Women, however, depended on corn for food, exchange, and feed 
for the pigs that were their main independent source of income. As pig 
production fell, so did female economic independence. Concomitantly, 
increased male income did not enhance family nutrition (Stavrakis and 
MarshaU, 1978). 

(3) The next three examples involve three projects focusing on the 
promotion of irrigated rice in food-short Africa: 

(a) In the Kenyan Mwea project, women were not given enough land to 
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grow their own food crops and had to work long hours in their husbands' 
irrigated rice fields. Although household income rose, nutritional levels feU, 
women became very dependent on their husbands for household expenditures, 
and many wives deserted their husbands (Hangar and Moris, 1973). 

(b) In the Gambia, male Taiwanese technicians developed an irrigated rice 
land project for men despite the fact that women traditionally not only 
cultivated swamp rice but also had control over its disposition and proceeds. 
Because the men needed women's labor for the irrigated rice, they blocked 
females from owning or cultivating irrigated rice land for their own account. 
They even adjusted the inheritance system to prevent rice-growing plots 
passing to women. The results? Men's power, women's dependence, and the 
Gambia's rice shortfall all rose apace (Dey, 1981). 

(c) In the Cameroon SEMRYI project, intrahousehold conflict over how 
much men should pay their wives to cultivate the extremely labor-intensive 
irrigated rice has resulted in relatively inefficient rice cultivation, as measured 
by sophisticated econometric methods. Moreover, a relationship can be seen 
between women's incentives and their output. The women whose husbands 
compensated them better than the norm cultivated more rice land—about as 
much as the few women raising rice for their own account (e.g., some widows 
with access to land). But most women did not receive enough of a return over 
their opportunity costs to induce them to cultivate the additional rice fîelds 
desired by husbands and intended by the project (Jones, 1983). 

Africa: The "Worst Case" Scenario 

In general, the problem of women being bypassed or hurt by development 
projects is most acute in Africa. For it is here that women are most important 
in farming, especially in the cultivation of food crops. Estimates compUed by 
the United Nations' Economic Commission for Africa credit women with 
60%-80% of farm labor (United Nations, 1978, p. 5) and up to 80% or more of 
locally produced food.'* And it is in Africa that a fuU-blown crisis in food 
production—including repeated famine—has recently become most intense. 

4. There is considerable variation in farming systems within sub-Saharan Africa, however, so 
that one should not read this chapter with the impression that the entirety of the region is one big 
"female farming" preserve. For example, in some areas with deep soils and favorable cUmate (e.g., 
Zimbabwe, the former "white highlands" of Kenya), white colonial settlers introduced 
mechanized agrarian cultivation of cash crops, and farming remains largely mascuUne to this day. 
The three main areas of Nigeria also vary in their degree of female farming. Among the Muslim 
Hausa in semiarid but fertile Northera Nigeria, women are important in other farming system 
activities that are carried out within the family compound (e.g., raising goats, sheep, and poultry; 
postharvest processing, especially threshing; keeping kitchen gardens; making handicrafts and 
snack foods out of agricultural products/by-products). Nigeria's other two main ethnic groups 
share a similar ecological zone—rain forest—but have different male-female emphases grounded 
in their different cultures. In the Yoruba West, men were the primary farmers, while women 
predominated in trade and only "helped"in farming. Recently, however, male out-migration and 
declining trading profits have pushed many women to start farming. In contrast, the Ibo East 
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Therefore, the fînal example of women being overlooked and harmed by 
development efforts is especially poignant. FoUowing the drought and famine 
in Africa's Sahel region during the 1970s, development activUies focused on 
replacing animals lost in the catastrophe. Unfortunately, only the cattle of the 
male household head were replaced, not the goats, sheep, and other animals of 
the women (Cloud, 1978). Not only was harm done to the social system (there 
were no goats, donkeys, and so on for dowry/bridewealth payments), but the 
entire group's vulnerability to future droughts was heightened. This is because 
each animal has its own ecological niche, and goats are much more drought-
resistant than cattle. 

In the 1980s, much of the Sahel and East Africa suffered even worse 
drought and famine, and worldwide relief efforts were mounted. To what 
extent might the 1980s tragedy have been lessened if women had not remained 
invisible to those running the development efforts that foUowed the 1970s 
drought? Such a question cannot be answered after the fact. But it is diffîcuU 
to avoid the conclusion that there is a connection between the present food 
crop crisis in Africa and an approach to development that continues to target 
the overwhelming bulk of farming assistance and benefîts to men, despite 
incontrovertible evidence that women are often the primary food producers. 

In short, the aggregate effects of all such micro-level scenarios reported in 
current research—namely, women's increasing work load and decreasing 
leverage, often exacerbated or even created by planned development pro-
jects—would appear to reduce rather than improve food production, This is 
not to say that neglect of women is the sole cause of the food crisis; other 
contributing factors include state macro-economic policies, "unequal ex-
change" with developed capitalist countries, and war, ecological degradation, 
and so on. Rather, I suggest, among the multiple and complex causes of the 
food shortfaU, the "gender issue"figures much more than generally recognized. 

TWO VIEWS OF WOMEN AND THE 
MICRO LEVEL OF DEVELOPMENT 

One view of women and the household, based on the theory and research 
cited above, argues that the sexual power balance and "internal economy" 
within the household do matter. They matter for the woman, for her family's 
welfare, for household agricultural production, and, ultimately, for macro-
level development—or disaster. 

(discussed below) is a classic "female farming" system. Men rarely do more than clear land and 
raise yams, the traditionally important and prestigious "men's crop"—which recently has been 
partially displaced by cassava. Overall, however, one can generalize that, in the modal pattern in 
African horticultural areas, women disproportionately are the cultivators of food crops for local 
marketing and consumption. 
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Another view, which stiU dominates mainstream development theory and 
practice, completely disregards such gender effects. (In fact, even the "left 
version of the development paradigm also generally overlooks gender and 
within-household effects.) Here are two of the main reasons why this is so 
(space considerations preclude a more detailed discussion of other factors). 

The first reason why the dominant development model ignores gender 
involves the "farmer and his wife" mind-set that is found among most 
developers, The implicit model that most Western (or Western-trained) 
agricultural development experts attempt to transfer to Third World countries 
reflects their own agrarian farming system experience (see Rogers, 1981). In 
their world, as indicated above, men are the primary farmers. Therefore, they 
design development activities in which it is men who are given assistance and 
incentives to improve their agricultural practices and yields. Farmers' wives 
are given home economics of the most traditional sort. Yet much (although 
not all) of/lorí/cu/íura/sub-Saharan Africa does not resemble the "farmer and 
his wife" model. Rather, it can best be described as "the African farmer and 
her husband" (a phrase popularized by Hahn, 1986). But the people who 
formulate the overarching agricultural development policies and programs 
have little direct physical, micro-level contact with women as farmers. And 
they rarely have direct, chain-of-command responsibility for the performance 
of individual development projects. Typically, such officials are rewarded 
more for their success in "moving money" than for the success of the 
development projects that that money buys (see, e.g., Tendler, 1974). Thus 
they have little incentive to alter their mental set about gender and farming. 
When they do go to the field—often on the brief visits that are the norm for 
people at their level of the development pyramid—their mind-set fîlters their 
perceptions of what is actually "out there."5 

A second factor contributing to women's relative invisibility in the 
mainstream development paradigm flows from its model of the household, 
which explicitly disregards gender effects. Specifically, the dominant develop-

5. Here is an example of how a high-level development expert's mind-set may alter his 
perceptions of gender and farming. In March-April 1986,1 was in Nigeria as a member of a team 
researching the long-term impact of U.S. funding on three agriculturally oriented universities. 
One day, we visited three Yoruba villages where the leaders of the men's and women's 
organizations described the assistance they had received from one university's research and 
outreach programs, and discussed their unmet needs. At each meeting, the women asked for 
precisely the same things as the men: inputs and technical assistance for their farming. The men 
actually were receiving such help, although not at the desired levels. The women were getting 
home economics handicrafts projects. Demographically, the group meetings were fascinating: 
There were few males from ages 18 to 35. This reflected the heavy male out-migration from rural 
Nigeria as the result of the oil boom of the I970s (Nigeria is sub-Saharan Africa's largest 
producer). The next day, a member of our party commented about the villages: "There wasn't a 
single person there from 18 to 35." While there may not have been many males of those ages, there 
were large numbers oifemales aged 18 to 35. Many of them were the polygamous wives of the 
middle-aged and older men we encountered. Did this eminent development expert see those 
women or was his statement a slip of the tongue? 
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ment paradigm embraces the neoclassical economics view of the household. It 
is seen as an indivisible basic unit of analysis, a"black box"for which a single 
production funcfîon is sufficient descripfîon (Becker, 1981). In this "household 
as black box" view, it doesn't matter who brings in the resources or does the 
work or spends the money. In other words, male macro-level decision makers 
assume that information and resources are pooled and redistributed in some 
fashion wUhin the household that does not need to be examined by probing 
inside their model of the monolithic household unit. In short, the paradigm is 
bUnd to the fact that the household might have Us own "internal economy" 
revolving around gender and age. 

Once again, it is in Africa that we encounter the "worst case" outcomes of 
this "black box" view of the household. For example, in April 1986, our 
research team (see footnote 5) visited the farm of an Ibo "progressive farmer" 
in Eastern Nigeria. This farmer was involved in a variety of research and 
outreach activities launched by one of the three universities being studied. 
They did not target women farmers. Yet Ibo Eastern Nigeria is a classic 
"female farming" area; and it is impossible not to notice—one has only to look 
in the fîelds. 

The team and I first interviewed the husband, who enthusiastically described the 
many types of help he received from the university and his state's agricultural 
development extension staff The others went to see his yam mounds (then being 
planted by a mixed-sex labor force). I stayed behind with an interpreter, a male 
agricultural economics graduate student, to interview his two wives. Both were 
fuU-time farmers who traded bootleg gin in the off season. I queried the junior 
wife, a strong, strapping mother of six, about her access to technical assistance. 
The extension and university people all dealt with her husband, she explained, 
but she sometimes was able to talk a little with them. Most recently, they'd been 
explaining and promoting fertilizer and chemical (e.g., pesticide, herbicide, 
fungicide) application. Who handled this work? She was the one wholly 
responsible, hiring labor when she could afford it. Yes, her husband tried to 
explain what he'd learned. Would she like to deal directly with the extension 
agents and researchers? A short torrent of words showed clear assent. Then she 
paused, looked down and added another soft phrase. The student translated that 
she would indeed like to get this information directly, then had added, "but it's 
OK the way it is . . ." He exclaimed: "Of course she would rather deal directly 
with the extension people; she's just being cautious not to offend!" We then 
accompanied her to the fields to rejoin the rest of the team.^ 

Since the early 1970s, a large bibliography of empirical studies has emerged 
describing the sex division of farm labor in various African countries, and/ or 

6. Space considerations preclude placing this vignette in the full ethnographic context of 
family and ethnic politics. Nevertheless, some background is helpful for interpreting the incident. 
Although the Ibo are a patrilineal, patrilocal group, women gain some leverage through own-
account farming and marketing, women's organizations, and the group's politically acephalous, 
egalitarian traditions. I've done development-related research in a dozen nations and find rural 
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the extent to which agricultural development assistance bypasses women 
(Staudt, 1987, provides a good overview). Yet in 1986, we stUl found a not 
atypical situation where even though women are the primary farmers, aU 
agricultural development efforts remain channeled through male extension 
agents who apparently work solely with males—who may or may not even be 
fuU-time farmers. Moreover, the agents often teach men improved practices 
for farming operations done exclusively or almost exclusively by women, The 
husbands may or may not have tried to give some of this information 
secondhand to their wives (and who can say how much was lost or 
misinterpreted in the transmissions from extension agent to husbands to 
wives?). But the wives defînitely were not in line for any direct benefîts from 
the recommended package of modern agricultural practices. Worse yet, the 
fertilizer and pesticide application techniques being promoted appear more 
labor-intensive than current operations, so the women's work load would be 
increased. 

Nor is this an isolated instance. That it is stiU the dominant modus operandi 
of agricultural development in Africa after the recent famine, and worldwide 
relief effort is, in my view, tragic. 

On my return, the fîndings about the bypassing of women farmers were 
brought to the attention of various people in the "development community." I 
noted that Nigeria's Agricultural Development Projects (ADPs) are World 
Bank assisted and involve hard currency loans (of bUUons of doUars). Would 
the bank get its money back? How much could Nigerian food production— 
especially in the "female farming" areas—be expected to improve under such a 
development regimen? One of the people to whom I told my story and 
concerns was the key World Bank person with respect to "women in 
development." She soon was able to place attention to women farmers into the 
bank's agenda for assisting the Agricultural Development Project in Imo 
State, in Ibo Eastern Nigeria's "female farming" area. 

Project officials were considered receptive to the issue, already employing a 
handful of women agricultural extension agents. These women dealt primarily 
with male farmers. Such an innovation apparently was then unique to Imo, 
alone among Nigeria's 21 states. Moreover, it was reputed that extension 
agents in the Imo State ADP had begun to work with a few women farmers. 
Finally, project management wanted help in assessing the potential for 
increasing contacts with women farmers. The stage was set for what turned 
out to be a remarkable transformation. 

Ibo women (whom I've interviewed on two research projects) fairly forthright in stating their 
opinions on farming matters that concera them. Thcy are not downtrodden, shy creatures. Nor is 
the fact that she is polygynously married necessarily a source of diminished status. Indeed, 
polygynously married women who earn—and control—some independent income may have 
greater status, autonomy, and household decision-making power than monogamously married 
women who do not control any economic resources. But at the same time, this junior wife might 
have felt she had to be circumspect on matters that could reflect on the family or local officials. 



128 LEVELS OF SOCIAL SYSTEMS 

A NATURAL HISTORY OF A 
SOCIOLOGICAL RESEARCHER AS 

CHANGE AGENT 

On short notice, I found myself engaged in an excUing endeavor— 
researching and promoting the integration of women farmers into the large-
scale Agricultural Development Project encompassing all of Imo State. 
Suddenly, it seemed, the interests of management at both the World Bank and 
the Imo State development project coincided, and a synergistic process began 
that portends greatly increased attention to women farmers. Whether women 
farmers—and food production—uUimately wiU be helped by the now-
beginning efforts is stiU unknown, however. 

As background, it should be noted that the bank-funded ADPs are "the 
only game in town" in the states in which they are located: AU other state-level 
agricultural development efforts are enfolded within the ADP structure or 
phased out. AU state extension agents, for example, work for the new state 
ADP. In Imo, the state ADP was promoting a "package" composed of three 
crops: cassava, maize, and cowpeas—all of which generally are "women's 
crops" (those that women not only grow but whose income they generally 
control). In other words, women providing the labor for these crops would 
expect to receive an economic return for their efforts. Extension agents in Imo 
State are supposed to be transferring modern agronomic practices for these 
crops, and in summer 1986, the World Bank wanted to change their 
techniques for such a transfer. 

Specifically, the bank wanted the Nigerian ADPs to adopt the bank's 
well-known (although controversial) system of extension, known as "T and 
V"—short for Training and Visit (Benor and Baxter, 1984, provide a detailed 
exposition). The heart of the T and V system is afixed "fortnightly schedule," 
whereby the extension agent (EA) visits a specific farmer, known as a 
"Côntact Farmer" (CF), once every two weeks. The EA is to train the farmer 
in the modern agronomic practices of the "package" being promoted. 
Meanwhile, once every fortnight, the EA also goes to a training session, where 
"subject matter specialists" (SMSs) train the EAs in the practices to be 
transferred during the coming two weeks. One criticism of the T and V system 
is that it is best suited to densely populated Asian countries, and has never 
worked well in Africa to date. (Proponents claim that no fuU-scale version has 
yet been tried.) 

A second criticism of the T and V system is that it has worked almost 
exclusively with male CFs, due in part to the selection criteria. (While, in 
theory, it should include able farmers from all strata and farming regimens— 
Benor and Baxter, 1984, p. 45—in practice, it is the better-off, better-
connected, better-educated male farmers who tend to be chosen.) The partial, 
modified T and V system used in Imo State prior to the summer of 1986 had 
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one crucial difference: Some EAs, on their own initiative, had begun to work 
with a few women as CFs. 

Moreover, a rationale for doing so had recently been made available to 
development management in the Imo State ADP. First, one of their own 
recent studies, conducted wUh a random sample of 300 famUies, found that 
25% of the households were female-headed and that, due to male out-
migration and the continued prevalence of polygyny, a minimum of 55% of 
the rural aduUs in Imo State were female (Fradys Survey, 1985). Second, the 
chief research offîcer of the ADP also had recently participated in a wider 
study, which showed that a minimum of 60% to 70% of cultivation in Imo 
State was done by females (Okoro, 1986). FinaUy, the ADP's home 
economists had just prepared a "Calendar of Operations for Farm Women," 
which showed that all three crops included in the ADP "package"—cassava, 
maize, and cowpeas—indeed were grown by women. Yet all these recent data 
were essentially "sitting on the shelf'; more than the existence of such statistics 
would be needed to impel greater attention to women farmers. 

The catalytic factor proved to be the arrival of a high-level T and V expert, 
foUowed shortly by my own arrival. Although his own background involved 
the much more male-oriented farming systems of India, the expert was aware 
of women's far greater farming importance in Africa in general, and in Imo 
State in particular. Moreover, he soon became quite receptive to the idea of 
increasing contact with women farmers: His assignment was to launch a 
fuU-scale version of the T and V system—that would be successful. Therefore, 
and most important, he backed me on this issue in our meetings with project 
management.' And both of us were perceived to be carrying the mandate of 
the powerful World Bank. 

At this stage, management was willing to concede that women were key 
producers—including all of the crops being promoted. But they had deep 
misgivings about whether successful increased contact with women farmers 
was possible. (A fuUer treatment of the complexities of the research is found in 
Chapter 1 of Blumberg, in press-b.) The more traditionally minded, in 
particular, feared that husbands would not stand for a male extension agent 
working with their wives as CFs. Some even feared for the safety of the EAs 

7. The backing of the T and V expert developed gradually, in a process of interaction, 
negotiation, and rising mutual awareness. In keeping with the evolving methodology and 
"occupational culture" of those who do development missions and research, we spent at least a 
couple of hours at the end of each day going over our latest findings, experiences, and frustrations 
in pursuit of our objectives. This enabled each person to see how the work of the other could 
enhance his or her own. Thus the T and V expert came to appreciate just how much the project 
"package" and activities revolved around women 's work; and I came to realize just how beneficial 
the new T and V system could be for women farmers if all its operations and organizational 
features were formally to encompass both sexes. As we discovered just how mutually supportive 
the work of each was, we began devising joint strategies for a T and V system that would not 
bypass women. 
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should the husbands take offense. A second objection was that many of the 
male EAs would be unwUUng to work wUh women farmers, or would fînd 
them too hard to deal with, 

A third concern was that the women farmers themselves would be hesUant 
and reluctant to work wUh male EAs. Yet there were only a handful of female 
EAs on the payroU and the project budget made no provision to hire more— 
especially given the devastatingly negative economic situation in which 
Nigeria, a major OPEC producer, found itself in summer 1986, due to the 
precipitous decUne in oil prices. This meant that the only women already 
employed by the ADP who might be avaUable to work wUh female farmers 
were the home economists—who, some feared, might not be wiUing or able to 
go out into the field and teach women farming rather than domestic science. 

Fortunately, the fortnightly training feature of the T and V system proved 
ideally suited to data coUection. 

Methodology and Findings 

The methodology used for data coUection is the evolving approach known 
as "Rapid Rural Appraisal," which involves an eclectic "triangulation" 
strategy of combining sources of data and/ or pooling the fîndings of multiple 
observers concerning the variables and issues of interest. Among its desiderata 
are that the principal investigators have considerable prior expertise in 
development research and work closely with host country counterparts 
(Beebe, 1985; Blumberg, in press-b, Appendix A). 

Aided by the home economists—who turned out to be passionately 
interested in refocusing their job from domestic science to helping women 
with their cultivation—we were able to use a variety of techniques to generate 
data that spoke to the various misgivings of project management. 

First, we took advantage of the first fortnightly training day of my visit to 
meet with the 43 EAs (including one woman) and supervisors who were 
attending a workshop given by the World Bank T and V expert. Several hours 
of lively discussion elicited much more positive than negative feedback from 
the EAs about working with women as CFs. A number of the EAs stated that 
they already were deaUng with at least one woman CF, with generally good 
results. 

But the traditionaUsts remained deeply skeptical. More data were needed. 
So at the next fortnightly training, a questionnaire was administered to 122 
(42%) of the 291 EAs in Imo State. The sample (which contained 7 women) 
included all those who participated in the training exercise that day. 
Concerning questionnaire validity, we felt that we would be more confîdent 
about the EAs' answers if we were satisfied that they really had an accurate 
picture of what women farmers in their area actually did. (Other development 
researchers have found that extension agents may not always understand their 
clients, especially where they differ greatly in education, ethnicity, and so on.) 
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Accordingly, we combined three "triangulation" techniques to assess the 
accuracy of male EAs' knowledge of women farmers. To begin with, we 
included open-ended questions asking the E As to name the main agricultural 
activities and crops in which women were involved, and we also asked them if 
women in their particular zone had any agricultural/animal husbandry 
activities from which they derived their own income. We cross-validated the 
EAs' answers in two ways. First, the home economists—aU of whom were 
part-time farmers in their own right—had independently developed a 
Calendar of Agricultural Operations for each of the state's six zones. Each 
included gender division of labor (and some resources). Second, the home 
economists and I asked the same questions about women's crops, farming 
activities, and income sources in group meetings and individual interviews 
with women farmers (see below). We found an extremely high degree of 
consensus among the three groups (EAs, home economists, and women 
farmers) about females' farming and income. This exercise does not validate 
the EAs' other responses, but it does increase confîdence in their answers. 

And those answers went counter to most of the traditionaUsts'views. Most 
unexpected, an astounding 90% of the male EAs (and all of the females) 
already had begun to work with at least one woman CF. Most dramatic, only 
3 of the 122 EAs reported problems with husbands as the result of working 
with a woman as a Contact Farmer. 

Moreover, only about 12% of the extension agents (aU of them males) 
objected to working with women CFs. In fact, aU but a handful of EAs claim 
that at least some of their male CFs' wives, daughters, and/or female 
neighbors come to listen to their instructions at least some of the time. How 
well do the women do? Of those EAs who worked with at least one woman CF, 
52% thought their female CFs did as well as their male CFs, and 20% thought 
their female CFs did better than the males. Another 19% had had mixed 
results with their women CFs. Only 9% reported their women CFs as doing 
worse than their men. 

Prior to administering the questionnaire, I had gathered other data by a 
variety of "Rapid Rural Appraisal" techniques, including an analysis of 
extant project documents and statistics, as well as interviews with some 20 key 
informants from project management and staff and other development 
institutions in the area. I also went to Lagos, where I discussed my preUminary 
fîndings and emerging conclusions and recommendations with the World 
Bank official supervising West African agricultural extension projects. I then 
went to Ibadan to interview key informants, both from the federal develop-
ment agency that oversees the various state Agricultural Development 
Projects and from the International Institute of Tropical Agriculture. 

On my return to Imo State (bearing more documents and statistics for 
analysis), the home economists and I began a series of group meetings and 
individual interviews with women farmers. We spoke with a total of 53 female 
farmers, including about a dozen of the pioneer CFs. The meetings were held 
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in five sites ranging from a local market to the communal fîelds of a women's 
group. Consensus also proved high among the women farmers. 

These women aU wanted very much to be included in the ADP's extension 
programs. Only please, they asked, let us listen to the extension agent in 
groups, not just individually. They explained that they were not literate, and 
were afraid that they might miss part of the message in individual contact. But 
if a group of them were there (and they were used to working in tradUional 
women's groups, such as rotating credit societies, they assured us), they could 
help each other and make sure that they understood properly. Thus although 
one woman might be the officially designated CF, all would benefît. 

Finally, the findings based on my interviews and interaction with the home 
economists also confounded the traditionalists'expectations. For years, they 
had been confîned to giving the women the usual domestic role/handicrafts 
programs when they could see that women's strongest needs were for income 
and help with their farming. They could continue their traditional home 
economics programs during the agricultural off-season, they assured me. But 
during the growing season, they wanted to work with groups of women 
farmers on cultivation and processing. As it happened, they already had much 
more of a background in agriculture than was realized. The local agricultural 
institute at which all had trained had a curriculum that gave them a fuU year of 
general agriculture courses, taken jointly with the male agronomy students. 
And every single one of them was a part-time farmer in her own right, in order 
to supplement a meager salary. So all they would need in order to shift roles 
would be additional training in the crops in the ADP's "package" and some 
transport. Under the T and V system, they also could serve as "subject matter 
speciaUsts" during the fortnightly training of EAs. They could explain which 
of the coming fortnight's activities were on the female side of the division of 
labor and how the EAs could better communicate to women farmers. 

Thus all the traditionalists' misgivings were undercut, to varying degrees, 
by empirical evidence. But stiU they worried about "cultural appropriateness." 
A compromise evolved when one of them suggested that, in cases of husband's 
sensitivity, the household would be designated a "Contact Fami7>',"even if the 
EA actually worked with the woman as the main Contact Farmer. Further-
more, top management was eager to request additional World Bank funding 
so that more female EAs could be hired (no project funds were available for 
this purpose). 

CONCLUSION 

To my happy surprise, project management formulated and signed a set of 
recommendations that went beyond anything I might have proposed—even 
given the above findings, Thus far, bank reactions have been highly positive. 
But there is stiU a lurking danger. On the one hand, it seems clear that the 
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combination of the "myth-breaking"data presented above and the realities of 
the Imo State situation—hard currency loans that have to be paid back; an 
ADP "package" that involves aU female-grown crops; a countryside whose 
male population has been depleted by out-migration; a cultivation system in 
which women predominate in almost all operations other than land clearing, 
mound-making, and staking for yams—have made both project and bank 
management dramatically more receptive to tapping and enhancing the labor 
of women farmers. On the other hand, there has been less response to the other 
half of the research and message. One survey item asked the EAs: "In your 
zone, are there any farm crops/animals from which women earn their own 
income? (No/Yes; If Yes, please specify . . .)." Cassava was the single most 
frequently listed crop; it has traditionally been women's main staple. But now 
that it is the centerpiece of the ADP "package," there is a signifîcant 
probability that men wiU capture an increasing share of the benefits. This 
already is happening in the state to some extent as the profitabUity of yams, 
men's main staple crop, declines relative to that of cassava. And the ADP's 
practices could accelerate this trend (thus foUowing the pattern of all too 
many other development projects). 

Under those circumstances, what may be expected is increased production 
in the first year, when women adopt the project's recommended modern 
agronomic practices (which typically are more labor-intensive than traditional 
practices). Then, if they find they are not receiving the expected and much-
needed return for their labors, they can be expected to reduce their labor 
efficiency and output. They presumably would redirect their efforts, to the 
maximum extent possible, to those crops and activities for which they do get a 
return (as shown empirically by Jones, 1983). In this horticultural and stUl-
polygynous system, women have traditional economic support obligations to 
their own kin as well as to their children. They need the income. 

But project evaluation often comes after three to five years. By that time, it 
would be possible to conclude that production goals were not met. There is a 
fair chance that women would be blamed for any disappointing outcome— 
"we tried to work with them but it just didn't produce results." Even if women 
weren't held culpable (in keeping with the gender-insensitive model that 
informs most development efforts, evaluations rarely disaggregate data by 
sex, so women farmers might be totally overlooked), the true reason for the 
shortfall would probably never be known. 

Therefore, the second part of my message was that the internal household 
effects had to be tracked: work loads, pooled versus separate income 
generated, and how these changed for those being reached by the project 
(including comparisons wUh those not formally participating). Of course, any 
time a social scientist suggests that research is necessary—especially a long-
term project for which the "in-house" research people would need outside 
help—a certain level of skepticism is understandable on the part of those who 
would pay for the research. 
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Nevertheless, what is at issue is a potentially momentous turnaround. 
AUhough systematic data are lacking, anecdotal evidence indicates that, so 
far, only a very small number of African countries have made significant 
progress in dealing wUh women farmers. (Lesotho, Kenya, and Malawi are 
the most frequently mentioned in this regard; e.g., Cloud, 1986; McBreen, 
1986). Nigeria, by contrast, is the most populous state in Black Africa (about 
105 miUion people), the biggest oil producer, and in many ways a pivotal 
country with respect to African development. It also has a severe agricultural 
problem, although for somewhat different reasons than many of Us neighbors. 

The World Bank identifies what U terms the "oU country syndrome," in 
which agriculture is neglected when oil revenues begin to rush in. According to 
the bank (World Bank, 1985), Nigeria has been most severely affected: 
Agriculture plunged from 45% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in 1970 to 
27% in 1980, and has continued to fall since. Under pressure to restructure Us 
economy, in October 1986, Nigeria fînally adopted a two-tiered exchange 
system designed to bring its greatly overvalued currency more into line. 
Nigeria is hardly alone among Third World debtor nations in being pressured 
to undertake what the bankers call "structural adjustment." The bitter 
austerity measures, floating of the currency, and adjusting of factor prices that 
are involved produce severe hardship within these countries. The urban poor, 
for whom prices of food staples and other necessities of life suddenly 
skyrocket, are hardest hit. Indeed, food riots have erupted in various countries 
in the wake of "structural adjustment." 

AU this is done not only in the name of macro-level economic development, 
but also for the purpose of "providing incentives for agricultural producers." 
This is because almost all of these countries have skewed factor prices and 
highly unfavorable rural-urban terms of trade that severely underprice locally 
grown foods. If purchased inputs (such as fertilizer, pesticides, and so on) are 
used, crop selling prices may be below the farmer's costs of production. A 
prevalent view in the "donor community" is that ending Africa's agricultural 
crisis wiU require that farmers be given clear incentives to produce. 

Yet these incentives must be supplied to the actual producers, whomever 
they may be. Where women are important in farming, it cannot be assumed 
that an incentive aimed at "the household"—via the (usually male) head of 
household—wiU, in fact, reach them. Accordingly, the present turnaround in 
Imo State represents a potentially historic opportunity. Ecologically, in terms 
of major crops, and in terms of gender division of labor, Imo State is relevant 
as a model for many areas of Africa far beyond its borders. 

Consequently, if this opportunity remains only half-fulfîUed, and only 
women's work—but not their incentives—are taken into account, a fertile 
chance for lessening the African food crises could be aborted. Clearly, 
incentives for women farmers make up only one piece of a complex whole. But 
it is a far more important piece than mainstream developers have recognized 
to date. 
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In sum, the development official (in footnote 5) who may not have noticed 
all the women when he commented that "there wasn't a single person there 
from 18 to 35," and the university and development offîcials in the "female 
farming" zone who never questioned aiming all their outreach activities at 
men, helped create a system that affects the lives of both male and female in 
rural Nigeria. They are not alone, of course: Nigeria's dependency on oil prices 
and the distortions in its economy stemming from an overvalued currency and 
an urban-oriented "import-substitution" industrialization poUcy reduced the 
relative returns from agriculture. And during the oil boom years, better urban 
opportunities cut the population of younger rural men. 

With so many obstacles arrayed against them, perhaps what should be 
stressed about the "intersection of social structure and human lives" is not 
how poorly but how weU women farmers did under trying circumstances. It 
can be conjectured that because most keep "separate purses," that is, have 
independently controUed income, and had to rely on farming to provide most 
of what went into those purses, they persisted in raising food for a rate of 
return that was insuffîcient to attract their male counterparts: hence the 
growing "feminization of farming" that is emerging in much of Nigeria 
(Cashman, 1986; Weidemann, 1986; Blumberg, 1988b). And somehow, not 
only do the women contribute to the feeding (and schooling) of their own 
children, they contribute to the feeding of their country. How much better for 
both their own lives and their country's well-being if they could do all this with 
macro-level help, not hindrance! 
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Unveiling Higher 
Morbidity for Men 
The Story 

Lois M. Verbrugge 

SciENTlSTS AND LAY READERS have long been puzzled by the apparent 
paradox of women's higher rates of morbidity coupled with men's higher 
mortality rates. It is as if laws of nature are operating in odd ways, and the real 
world is scientifîcally awry. 

But science is not a coUection of oddities. And the sex differences are so 
amply documented, they must reflect some very real and persistent causal 
processes. At issue are two things: the ostensible contradiction in the sex 
differentials, and why there are sex differentials in health and mortality at all. 

The paradox actually unravels quickly when we look at detailed health 
statistics. Women have higher annual incidence rates of most (transitory) 
iUness, higher prevalence rates for most nonfatal chronic conditions, and 
higher rates of daily symptoms. In contrast, men have higher prevalence rates 
for fatal conditions, and it is these that ultimately produce their earlier 

AuTHOR's NOTE: A Research Career Awardfrom ihe Nalional Inslitule of Child Heallh and 
Human Developmenl facililaied ihis research. Dala colleclion for ihe Healih in Deiroil Sludy 
wasfunded by a research granlfrom ihe Cenlerfor Epidemiologic Sludies, Nalional Inslitule of 
Menlal Heallh (MH 29478). Fundsfor ihis analysis camefrom a Biomedical Research Supporl 
Granl lo ihe Vice Presidentfor Research, ihe Universily of Michigan. 
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mortality. In simple terms, women's days and years are more fîUed with 
discomfort and iUness restrictions, but contain less threat of life ending from 
Ulness. The answer to the question, "Which sex is sicker?" thus varies 
depending on the timeframe (short versus long run) and the type of health 
problem (acute versus chronic, fatal versus nonfatal). One sex—women—is 
indeed sicker in the short run, and the other—men—in the long and ultimate 
run, largely because their vulnerability varies for different types of health 
problems. 

Yet we stiU wonder why there are any sex differentials in health, or 
mortality, at all. What aspects of social exposure or biology account for 
females' excess morbidity in everyday life, and males' excess in kiUer 
conditions? To get the answers, we need to learn what causes specific health 
conditions, poor general health status, and early death and then examine how 
men and women differ in those risks. 

In this chapter, we fîrst review health statistics about sex differences in 
health, and note the basic hypotheses about why they exist. Next, we present 
our own analysis, which predicts health levels in the short run (symptoms in a 
six-week period, based on health diaries) and the longer run (chronic 
conditions in the past year and current overaU health status, based on 
interviews). We show how men and women differ in the factors that drive poor 
health, and how sex differences in health of contemporary adults are largely 
due to different exposures to risks for men and women. This analysis produces 
an important surprise: Men's long-run health disadvantage is actuaUy 
embedded in the empirical data. When we statisticaUy equate men's and 
women's risks, the higher morbidity rates for women tend to disappear and 
some higher rates emerge for men. We conclude with implications for public 
poUcies aimed at adults, especially young ones whose key exposures stiU lie 
ahead in their lives. Models of how individual risks accumulate over life, and 
how social changes alter those risks, are discussed. 

POSTULATED REASONS FOR 
SEX DIFFERENCES IN HEALTH 

Extensive statistics confîrm that women have higher rates of physical 
iUness, disabUity days, physician visits, and use of prescription and nonprescrip-
tion drugs than do men. The only health indicators on which men's rates are 
higher are for impairments, life-threatening chronic diseases, and long-term 
major disability due to chronic conditions. Young men (ages 17-44) also have 
higher injury rates than women, but this pattern reverses to a female excess at 
older (65+) ages. The statistics are shown in numerous reviews (Hing, Kovar, 
and Rice, 1983; Nathanson, 1977; Verbrugge, 1976a, 1976b, 1982, 1985; 
Verbrugge and Wingard, 1987; Wingard, 1984; Waldron, 1982). 

Five basic reasons have been proposed to account for the sex differences: 
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(1) biological risks—those intrinsic to genes or reproductive physiology; (2) 
acquired risks, covering risks of Ulness and injury in work and leisure, life-
style and heaUh habUs, and psychological distress; (3) psychosocial aspects 
that affect symptom perception and evaluation, and also decisions and abUity 
to take curative actions (this set of factors is called "iUness behavior" in 
medical sociology); (4) heaUh reporting behavior, such as how people talk 
about symptoms to others, including survey interviewers; and (5) prior heaUh 
care, which can affect the course of current Ulnesses and the onset of new ones. 

Of these factors, two are considered disadvantageous to men: biological 
risks and lower levels of prior care. Two are thought to raise women's 
morbidity rates: psychosocial aspects and health reporting behavior. Acquired 
risks are a mix: smoking, alcohol use, and occupational hazards are higher 
among men, but women are believed to have higher risks from less strenuous 
leisure activity, being overweight, unhappiness and dissatisfaction, role 
pressures, and lower socioeconomic status. 

In the analysis below, we examine hypotheses based on three of these 
factors: acquired risks, psychosocial aspects, and health reporting behavior. 
Our data do not permit testing how health care influences later health; and 
direct measures of individuals' biological robustness are not feasible now. 
Thus all the factors studied are social, pertaining to men's and women's 
behaviors and attitudes that may pose health risks. (Note: If physiological 
measures, such as blood pressure or cholesterol level, were present in the data, 
they would serve as intervening variables, helping to explicate the processes by 
which social factors affect morbidity.) 

Elsewhere, we review other multivariate analyses of sex differences in 
physical and mental health and in associated health behaviors (Verbrugge, 
1987). These consistently point to social roles, role satisfaction, stressors, and 
health attitudes as powerful factors behind women's higher morbidity in both 
physical and mental domains. And women's greater use of health care is, in 
turn, due principally to higher morbidity. 

RESEARCH STRATEGY 

FuUy satisfactory research on sex differences must address two questions 
about risks: (1) "Do women and men differ in their levels of risk factors, and 
how much does this difference account for their health differences?" This is the 
issue of risk exposure. (2) "Do risk factors have a stronger impact on the 
health of one sex than the other?" This is the issue of risk responsiveness. 

To answer the first question, risk exposure, we must locate predictors (or 
risk factors, designated as X) that differ notably for men and women, and that 
are also important causes of iUness, injury, or health actions (dependent 
variables, designated as Y). The first part (do women and men differ in their 
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levels of risk factors?) involves relations among independent variables; 
namely, how sex correlates with purported risk factors. The second part (how 
much does this difference in risk factors account for male/female health 
differences?) involves X-Y relations; namely, how predictors affect heaUh 
outcomes. Explanation of sex differences comes from showing that (a) men 
and women differ markedly in X; (b) X is strongly associated wUh the health 
outcome, Y; and (c) controlUng for X greatly reduces the sex difference in Y. 

For the second question, risk responsiveness, we see if there are predictors 
whose impact on Y differs for men and women. These are interaction effects 
between the risk factors and sex. 

Epidemiological research on sex differences in physical health and 
mortality has emphasized risk exposure. The analyses center on how 
differences in men's and women's lives and environments cause one sex to 
have more health problems. In contrast, sociological research on sex 
differences in mental health has emphasized risk responsiveness. Here, 
sensitivity to stress and other disruptions is the prominent interest, In-
creasingly, studies addressing the roles of both exposure and responsiveness 
for physical and mental health outcomes are becoming more common in 
epidemiology and in sociology. 

The major emphasis of the present analysis is differential exposure to 
health risks, and how this affects sex differences in physical health. Elsewhere, 
we also consider differential response to certain key risks (Verbrugge, 1987). 

DATA SOURCE 

Our data come from the Health in Detroit Study, a survey of white aduU 
(ages 18+) residents of the Detroit metropoUtan area, conducted in fall 1978. A 
multistage probability sample of households was selected, with one adult in 
each sample household chosen as study respondent. An initial interview, 
focusing on heaUh and health care in the past year, health attitudes, and other 
social and demographic aspects, was conducted. Respondents then kept 
heaUh diaries (Daily HeaUh Records) for six weeks, recording iUness/injury 
symptoms and curative actions taken for them. This was foUowed by a fînal 
telephone interview. (See Verbrugge, 1979, 1980, 1984, for further detaUs 
about study design.) 

The inUial interview was completed by 714 adults (302 men, 412 women). 
Among them, 589 (243 men, 346 women) completed at least one week of 
health diaries. 

The survey format provided health information for both the short run 
(symptoms in a six-week period) and longer run (during the past year, and 
presence of chronic conditions). We can therefore see how social risks affect 
sex differences in both timeframes. 
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The dependent variables are in two main categories: heaUh status (e.g., 
number of symptoms, number of chronic condirions, self-rated heaUh status) 
and health behavior (acfîons taken in response to health problems such as 
restricted activity, physician visUs, drug use, and lay consultation). Altogether, 
67 dependent variables were studied (34 from the initial interview, 33 from the 
health diary). 

The predictor variables are in eight categories, covering acquired risks 
(life-style, roles, stress, socioeconomic), psychosocial aspects (health attitudes, 
psychological, structural/enabUng), and health reporting behavior. 

Age is included as a control variable; and a further control for morbidity is 
included when studying health behaviors. Sex is in every model, as the star 
predictor. 

The overaU hypothesis for the analysis was that women are at greater risk 
of poor health from almost aU social factors, with the exception of smoking 
and drinking. We expected morbidity to be boosted by lesser role involve-
ments, higher stress levels, lower socioeconomic status, more intense health 
concerns and attitudes, weaker psychological foundation, fewer time con-
straints, more regular use of medical care, and greater eagerness to report 
health problems—and that these factors would be more typical of women's 
lives than men's. Thus controUing for the predictor variables should narrow 
the observed sex differences in morbidity in virtually all instances. 

SEX DIFFERENCES IN 
HEALTH STATUS AND 
HEALTH BEHAVIORS 

As expected, morbidity and health care were found to be higher for women 
than men for almost all of the health variables (see Tables 8.1 and 8.2). 

In the interview, women report poorer general heaUh status; and over the 
past year, they have been troubled by more chronic problems. Only for 
impairments and injuries with chronic outcomes are men's rates higher. In the 
short run of six weeks, women feel worse physically than men, and they have 
more symptomatic days. Women have more symptoms due to diseases and 
"other" reasons (overexertion, lack of sleep, and so on); men have more 
caused by injuries. 

HeaUh behaviors show the female excess, too. Over the past year, women 
have had more disability days, more medical drug use, and more physician 
visits for preventive care (the average number of curative visits is the same for 
both sexes). Women also report more long-term limitation of activity due to 
health problems. Parallel sex differences appear in the diaries (Daily Health 
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TABLE 8.1: Sex DUferences in Health Status (Health in Detrok Study) 

Heallh Stalus Ilem" 

Mean 

Men 
'y, sex 

Women (M=O.F=l)b 

Significance 

Initial Inlerview 

Self-rated health status 
(1 = excellent to 
5 = poor) 

No. of days not weU due to 
illness or injury, past 
two weeks 

No. of chronic problems in 
past year: 
No. of named chronic 

conditions 
No. of other frequent or 

repeated symptoms 
No. of impairments 

Medical coding of chronic 
problems: 
No. of chronic diseases (D) 
No. of chronic symptoms (S) 
No. of injuries with chronic 

outcomes (J) 
Chronic conditions in past 

year (selected): 
Heart trouble (including 

high blood pressure) 
Heart trouble ever (past year 

or earlier) 
Respiratory or lung 

condition 
Diabetes or thyroid 

condition 
Stomach or intestinal 

condition 
Other blood circulation 

condition (excluding heart 
disease, high blood 
pressure) 

Anemia or other blood 
system condition 

Nervous system condition 
(largely migraine) 

Chronic skin condition 
Chronic musculoskeletal 

condition (including 
arthritis) 

Other allergies (excluding 
hay fever) 

1.86 

0.32 

2.10 

0.22 

.109 

1.6 

3.69 

2.11 

0.54 
0.50 

1.54 
1.40 

2.0 

4.52 

2.90 

0.69 
0.36 

2.09 
1.79 

.042 

.114 

.164 

.077 
-.106 

.147 

.105 

n.s. 

** 

*** 

* 

** 

*** 

** 

-.088 

15.9% 

25.8 

29.1 

6.6 

14.9 

21.8% 

29.8 

37.3 

9.7 

22.4 

.074 

.044 

.085 

.055 

.094 

n.s. 

n.s. 

12.6 

1.3 

3.3 
13.6 

33.1 

14.9 

20.2 

10.7 

8.8 
18.0 

34.9 

18.0 

.100 

.185 

.110 

.060 

.018 

.041 

** 

*** 

** 

n.s. 

n.s. 

n.s. 

(Continued) 
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TABLE8.1Continued 

Chronic eye or ear condition 
(excluding blindness, 
hearing loss) 

Impairments (selected): 
Impairment due to old 

accident or injury 
Physical problem since birth 

(congenital anomalies) 
Daily Heallh Records 

(AU items are for six-week 
period) 

Daily physical feeling (1 = 
wonderful to 10 = terrible; 
average) 

No. of symptomatic days 
No. of health problems 

No. of "very serious" 
problems 

No. of "somewhat serious" 
problems 

No. of "not very serious" 
problems 

Total no. of symptoms: 
No. of general symptoms 

(e.g., fatigue) 
No. of psychological/mental 

symptoms 
No. of nervous system 

symptoms (mostly 
headache) 

No. of cardiovascular/ 
lymphatic symptoms 

No. of eyes/ears symptoms 
No. of respiratory symptoms 
No. of digestive symptoms 
No.of genitourinary 

symptoms 
No. of skin/nails/hair 

symptoms 
No. of musculoskeletal 

symptoms 
Causes of health problems: 

No. of disease problems (D) 
No. of injuries/adverse 

effects problems (J) 
No. of problems due to other 

causes(K) 

15.6 

26.8% 

7.0 

2.5 

17.5 

15.0% 

3.9 

4.8 

.026 

-.145 

-.068 

.168 

n.s. 

*** 

n.s. 

3.26 
13.2 
17.1 

0.5 

4.2 

12.1 
25.6 

3.6 

1.0 

3.55 
18.0 
27.1 

1.9 

8.1 

16.4 
42.4 

4.9 

2.5 

.102 

.180 

.174 

.088 

.125 

.121 

.184 

.078 

.133 

* 
*** 
*** 

* 

*** 

** 

*** 

n.s. 

** 

0.1 
0.7 
7.8 
1.9 

0.1 

1.1 

6.8 

4.0 

3.0 

6.6 

0.4 
1.9 

11.7 
3.7 

1.8 

0.8 

9.9 

8.0 

2.1 

11.8 

.065 

.099 

.118 

.132 

.202 

-.023 

.074 

.126 

-.069 

.165 

n.s. 
* 
** 
** 

*** 

n.s. 

n.s. 

** 

n.s. 

*** 

NOTE: M = male, F - female. 
a. Details about wording and coding of items are in Verbnigge (1987). 
b. A negative r means that men tend to score higher on the item. 
*P < .05; **? < .01; ***¥ < .001; n.s. P > .05. 
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TABLE 8.2: Sex Differences in Health Behavior (Health in Detroit Study) 

Heallh Behavior Item" 

Inilial Interview 

No. of restricted activity days 
due to illness or injury, past 
two weeks 

No. of restricted activity days 
due to iUness or injury, past 
year: 
No. of days stayed in bed. 

past year 
Job Umitations due to health 

or physical problem 
(index, 0-2) 

AII limitations in social and 
physical functioning due to 
health (index, 0-13) 

No. of visits to medical 
doctor about own health in 
past year: 
No. of visits for preventive 

care 
No. of visits for curative care 

No. of drugs currently used for 
chronic problems 

If take any preventive dmgs 
regularly (including 
vitamins; excluding female 
products): 

No. of preventive dmgs taken 
regularly (aU R) (as above) 

Daily Health Records 
(AU items are for six-week 

period) 
No. of restricted activity days 

due to symptoms: 
No. of days stayed in bed 
No. of days cut down on 

household chores or 
errands 

No. of days with curative 
medical care for symptoms 

No. of days with preventive 
medical care 

No. of days talked with family 
or friends about symptoms 
(lay consultation) 

Mean 

Men 

0.9 

17.4 

3.8 

0.28 

I.I2 

4.06 

1.34 
2.72 

1.00 

28.2% 

0.50 

3.30 
0.79 

2.41 

0.71 

1.14 

6.27 

Women 

1.1 

20.2 

6.2 

0.33 

1.30 

5.07 

2.38 
2.65 

1.74 

43.2% 

0.77 

4.56 
1.38 

3.75 

0.94 

2.19 

8.73 

'">', sex 

(M=0,F=l)l> 

.037 

.024 

.052 

.047 

.041 

.061 

.117 
-.005 

.164 

.154 

.090 

.092 

.101 

.106 

.046 

.170 

.146 

Significance 

n.s. 

n.s. 

n.s. 

n.s. 

n.s. 

n.s. 

** 
n.s. 

*** 

«** 

• 

* 
* 

** 

n.s. 

^ j ^ * 

# * 4 

(Continued) 
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TABLE 8.2 Continued 

No. of days took pills. 
medicines, or treatments for 
any reason ("drugs") 

Total no. drugs taken over 
diary period 

Purposes of drugs: 
No. of curative drugs taken 
No. of drugs taken for 

asymptomatic chronic 
conditions 

No. of preventive drugs 
taken 

Prescription status: 
No. of nonprescriptiondrugs 

taken 
No. of prescription drugs 

taken 

17.6 

37.7 

9.6 

9.3 

19.2 

15.3 

17.3 

25.7 

60.3 

17.0 

14.3 

24.8 

24.2 

26.0 

.234 

.168 

.162 

.089 

.066 

.136 

.112 

*** 

*** 

n.s. 

NOTE: See notes in Table 8.1. 

Records) covering a six-week period. In addUion, women consult family and 
friends about symptoms on more days than do men. 

SEX DIFFERENCES IN PREDICTORS 

Compared with women, men have higher participation in key social roles 
(employment and marriage), lower felt stress, higher socioeconomic status, 
and more strenuous leisure activUy each week. Yet they also report more 
cigarette smoking, higher alcohol consumption, greater exposure to hazards 
(largely on the job); and they have a slightly greater tendency toward being 
overweight (see Table 8.3). 

Popular beliefs about women's keen health perceptions and concern get 
consistent support, but the sex differences are typicaUy small. For example, 
women value health more than men, feel more vulnerable to iUness, and 
believe more strongly that personal acdons contribute to good heaUh. 
Women's psychological makeup is generally less robust than men's; women 
feel less mastery in their lives and have lower self-esteem. Structural/enabling 
factors show mixed resuUs: Men are deterred from heaUh care by more 
objective time constraints and fewer established ties to physicians, but they 
have less trouble taking time off from their usual activUies for health care and 
more insurance resources to do so. 

Based on interviewers' judgments, women respondents showed more 
interest in the heaUh interview. But the sexes displayed similar levels of 
impatience to finish the interview and similar ability to recall health events 
over the past year. 
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TABLE 8.3: Sex Differences in Predictors 

Independenl Variable* 

Control Variable 

Age at last birthday 

Ufe-Style 

Cigarette smoking: 
Current 
Past 
Never 

Alcohol consumption: 
Current, frequent 
Current, infrequent 
Past, regular 
Past, rarely 
Never 

Usual no. of hours of sleep 
per day: 
6 or less 
7-8 
9 or more 

Relative weight (indicates 
overweight cf. healthy U.S. 
adults, standardized at lOO.O) 

General level of physical 
activity each day (1 = none to 
4 = very much) 

Hours of strenuous leisure 
activity per week (0 = none 
to 5 = more than 10) 

If any health hazards at job 
or home 

Roles 

Current employment status: 
Employed 

Current marital status: 
Married 
Widowed / divorced / 

separated 
Never married 

No. of own preschool children 
in household: 
0 
1 
2 or more 

Feeling about main role Gob or 
housework) (1 = unqualified 
dislike to 5 = unqualified like) 

Mean 

Men 

40.4 

44.3% 
26.7 
29.0 

34.1% 
51.9 
6.0 
4.3 
3.7 

32.1% 
60.6 
7.3 

101.6 

3.03 

1.26 

31.9% 

84.8% 

71.7% 

lO.O 
18.3 

78.4% 
15.2 
6.4 

4.17 

Women 

42.9 

38.2% 
16.7 
45.1 

10.1% 
60.7 
9.9 

12.9 
6.4 

20.7% 
65.6 
13.7 

98.8 

2.99 

0.77 

17.4% 

51.1% 

61.1% 

25.3 
13.6 

83.0% 
12.3 
4.7 

4.07 

''y, sex 

(M=0,F=l)b 

0.72 

-.061 
.122 
.164 

-.294 
.088 
.070 
.146 
.061 

-.129 
.052 
.101 

-.078 

-.028 

-.175 

-.169 

-.350 

-.111 

.194 
-.063 

.057 
-.041 
-.038 

-.045 

Signifîcance 

n.s. 

n.s. 
** 
*** 

*** 
* 

n.s. 
*** 

n.s. 

** 

n.s. 
** 

* 

n.s. 

*** 

*** 

*** 

** 

*** 
n.s. 

n.s. 
n.s. 
n.s. 

n.s. 

(Continued) 
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TABLE 8.3 Continued 

Slress 

General well-being in past year 
(1-10) 

Recent stress (index, 4-20) 
Persistent stress (index, 3-15) 
No. of stressful life events in 

past year 

Socioeconomic 

Educational attainment 
(index, 1-12) 

Total family income for this 
year ($, OOOs) 

Health Attitudes 

7.64 
10.4 
9.1 

1.16 

7.76 

27.7 

7.48 
11.6 
9.2 

1.29 

6.88 

23.3 

-.040 
.130 
.016 

.062 

-.143 

-.124 

n.s. 
** 

n.s. 

n.s. 

*** 

** 

*** 

Value of health compared to 
other things in life (1 = less 
than anything to 5 = more 
than anything) 3.80 3.95 .083 

Health responsibUity: Who 
cares for UI household 
members (1 = someone else, 
2 = everyone for self/whole 
family helps, 3 = R) 2.05 2.82 .474 

If R would cut down usual 
activities for specific 
symptoms(index,8-40)(HB) 26.9 27.6 .054 n.s. 

If R would seek medical help 
for specific symptoms (index, 
6-24) (HB) 12.0 12.1 .023 n.s. 

How much R thinks specifíc 
behaviors contribute to 
health (index, 4-20) 16.1 16.7 .117 ** 

If R thinks specific symptoms 
are signs of Ulness (index, 
0-8) 5.34 5.47 .032 n.s. 

Vulnerability to iUness, 
compared to age peers 
(I = a lot less often to 
5 = a lot more often) 1.92 2.15 .115 ** 

Fatalism about causes of 
illness (index, 2-10) 5.50 5.60 .038 n.s. 

If restricted activity helps R get 
better (1 = not at aU to 5 = 
aIot)(HB) 3.63 3.77 .048 n.s. 

If following doctor's advice 
helps R get better (1 = not 
true at all to 5 = very true) 
(HB) 4.41 4.60 .124 

Psychological 
Feelings of mastery in life 

(index, 3-15) 11.6 11.2 -.096 

** 

(Continued) 
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TABLE 8.3 Continued 

Self-esteem (index, 3-15) 
Resistance to stress (1-5) 
Slruclural/ Enabling 

How often R feels rushed 
Never 
Rarely 
Sometimes 
Often 
Always 

No. of committed hours per 
week (for job, commuting. 
household/child care, 
volunteer work, other 
regularly scheduled 
activities) 
Low (0-24) 
Medium (25-69) 
High (70+) 
No. of hours 

How difficult it is to restrict 
activities when iU (I = not at 
all to 5 = very) (HB) 

Difficulty in leaving job/ house 
to see a doctor when iU 
(I = no problem at all to 
5 = big problem) (HB) 

If R has health insurance (HB) 
If R has a regular medical 

doctor or clinic (HB) 
How much R knows about 

health and disease, compared 
to age peers (1 = much less to 
5 = much more) (HB) 

Reporling 
(AU items rated by interviewer) 
R's interest in the interview 

(1 = not at allto 5 = very) 
R's impatience to finish the 

interview (1 = not at all to 
5 = very) 

R's ability to recaU health 
actions in past year (1-5) 

11.4 
3.45 

8.6% 
16.3 
40.9 
25.6 

8.6 

8.9% 
62.2 
28.9 
58.7 

3.03 

1.97 
97.7% 

81.5% 

3.34 

3.77 

1.59 

4.66 

10.9 
3.69 

7.6% 
17.6 
44.6 
20.7 
9.5 

18.7% 
59.9 
21.4 
51.5 

3.28 

2.09 
94.6% 

92.0% 

3.37 

4.00 

1.53 

4.55 

-.116 
.100 

-.020 
.017 
.038 

-.057 
.015 

.133 
-.024 
-.086 
-.150 

.076 

.043 
-.076 

.158 

.020 

.098 

-.030 

-.059 

** 

** 

n.s. 
n.s. 
n.s. 
n.s. 
n.s. 

*** 
n.s. 
* 
*** 

* 

n.s. 
* 

*** 

n.s. 

** 

n.s. 

n.s. 

NOTE: M = male, F = female; R = respondent. HB = this item is used to predict health behaviors, but not health 
status. (All other items are used for both types of dependent variables.) 
a. Details about wording and coding of items are in Verbruggc (1987). 
b. A negative r means that men tend to score higher on the item. 
*P < .05; **P < .01; ***P < .001; n.s. P > .05. 



150 LEVELS OF SOCIAL SYSTEMS 

Summing up, men appear advantaged in many facets of their social and 
psychological lives, but do face notable heaUh risks from a few life-style 
behaviors. By contrast, women appear disadvantaged by a large array of 
acquired risks, heaUh perceptions and attUudes, and psychological tendencies. 

SEX DIFFERENCES IN 
RISK FACTORS 

What social characteristics increase morbidity and therapeutic efforts the 
most? 

We summarize briefly the main risk factors for poor health in the DetroU 
population. Then we find the risks that account most prominently for sex 
differences in health, that is, that tell us why women typically have higher 
morbidity. 

The most important risks for poor heaUh status are older age, current 
smoking, nonemployment, role dissatisfaction and overaU stress, low mastery, 
low and (to a smaller degree) high time constraints, and a sense of 
vulnerability to iUness. Somewhat less important are low levels of strenuous 
activity, nonmarriage, high responsibility for family health care, and feelings 
of time pressure. Past regular drinking is associated with poor health, but this 
must be due to selection (people in poor health had to stop drinking) rather 
than causation. Being interested in the study increases iUness reports, mostly 
in the interviews, 

Remarkably, the patterns of predictor effects are similar in the interview 
and diary data, suggesting that both short-term and long-term health are 
affected in the same basic manner. Daily symptoms, it appears, are not 
random events at all, but are driven by the same factors that cumulate into 
annual and lifetime health problems. 

Identifying strong risk factors answers epidemiological and health services 
questions, but it does not automatically tell us what drives sex differences in 
health. What matters is how risk factors join with sex differences in predictors. 
Reviewing the demonstrated risk factors and sex differences in the predictors, 
we can readily identify the factors most important in accounting for sex 
differences in health status: strenuous leisure activity, employment status, 
recent stress, illness vulnerability, time constraints, and interest in the survey. 
For health behavior, the critical factors lying behind sex differences are 
morbidity, employment status, and time constraints. 

Most striking, the strongest risk factors (stated at the beginning of this 
section) also tend to be the risks that drive sex differences the most. Recall that 
this is not a necessary outcome at all. It means that the aspects ofsocial Ufe 
that influence heaUh most are also the ones that differed appreciably for 
women andmen. This real-world pairing of high risks with large differential 
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exposure makes for some large differences in health experiences of men and 
women. 

And, fînally, we note that most of the demonstrated risk factors, weak as 
well as strong, are higher for women. Contemporary life puts women, not 
men, at greater risk of daily symptoms and longer-run health problems. There 
are five critical facets of women's lives that increase their morbidity relative to 
men's: their lower labor force participation, higher levels of emotional stress, 
stronger feelings of vulnerability to iUness, fewer time constraints, and less 
strenuous physical activity each week. 

Men are at elevated risk of morbidity from only a few things: current and 
past smoking, job hazards, and (less consistently) very high time constraints. 
(The Detroit study does not show men's more frequent or heavy drinking to be 
linked with poor health.) 

Thus if equality of risks and health outcomes is a desired social goal, 
women should be the target of attention. 

ACCOUNTING FOR 
SEX DIFFERENCES IN HEALTH 

What happens to sex differences when the predictors are controUed 
(statisticaUy made simUar for men and women)? 

The multivariate analyses summarized in Tables 8.4 through 8.7 used 
multiple regression procedures. For each dependent variable, we started with 
a simple model of the original sex difference. At the next stage, control 
variables were added. Then, predictors were entered; each of the eight sets was 
added separately to show the impact of each on the sex difference. Finally, an 
omnibus model with all predictors was estimated. We assessed how sex 
differences change by looking at the statistical signifîcance, sign, and size of the 
sex coefficient. 

Two fîndings emerge from the analyses that help explain the real-world 
morbidity gap between men and women. 

(1) When social predictors are taken into account. thefemale excesses in 
morbidity narrow. and thefew male excesses expand. The narrowing happens 
pervasively, across all kinds of heaUh indicators, suggesting that the social 
factors selected for this analysis have broad-based impact on aduUs' health 
status and behavior. The shifts imply that, if men and women were simUar in 
social attUudinal characteristics, their heaUh profîles would be much more 
similar than we see in contemporary life. WUh one exception: The few visible 
disadvantages for men, especially injuries that have short- and long-term 
consequences, would be larger than at present. 

(2) StiU more striking are the strong signs of an underlying health 
disadvantage for men. Almost half of the initial female excesses reverse (or 
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flip) to reveal male ones in the fmal models. Those flips are not randomly 
scattered among the health variables, but center on key measures of both 
health status (such as self-rated health, number of chronic problems) and 
health behavior (short- and long-term disability, medical care). Most of the 
"new" male excesses are statistically nonsignificant; their importance stems 
from their selectivity (just noted) and their presence in both the interview and 
the diary data. So, if men and women were similar in social and attitudinal 
characteristics, we might begin to see some higher morbidity and health care 
rates for men in annual or longer timeframes—not by much, but a notably 
different situation from the current female excesses. Because our predictors 
broadly cover the territory of social causes, the explanation for the underlying 
male excesses may reside elsewhere, in biological causes. 

ILLNESS AND DEATH: 
THE MALE DISADVANTAGE 

Hypotheses about why males have higher mortality rates have centered on 
biological and acquired risk factors. Psychosocial and death-reporting 
factors, and how health care affects speed of death, are usually not considered. 
(Reviews of hypotheses are found in Nathanson, 1984; Verbrugge, 1976a; 
Verbruggeand Wingard, 1987; Wingard, 1984; Waldron, 1976,1983a, 1983b.) 
But until recently, multivariate analyses that test several hypotheses simultan-
eously were rare. That situation is changing, and several recent studies apply 
the same analysis strategy as used here, asking what happens to sex mortality 
differences when risk factors are controUed. 

Three California studies using longitudinal data show that the sex 
mortality difference persists even when social factors are controUed (Wingard, 
1982; Wingard, Suarez, and Barrett-Connor, 1983). Although most risks 
worked against women, a few powerful ones affected men adversely; these 
effects offset each other when risks were controUed, resulting in minimal net 
change in the sex difference. When some physiological measures (such as 
blood pressure) were also included, the sex difference did narrow. We view 
those physiological items as intervening between risk factors and mortality 
outcome; they stem from both biological and social vulnerabilities. The 
important point is that, when biological factors are introduced at all, the sex 
difference narrows. 

Another longitudinal study (of Tecumseh, Michigan, residents) does fmd 
some social factors that strongly disadvantage men: nonmarriage (mostly 
widowhood), social isolation, heavy drinking, and smoking (Robbins, 1984). 

Because the analysis approach and predictors of the California studies are 
closer to our Detroit study than those for Tecumseh, we looked most closely at 
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the California fmdings. They are entirely compatible with ours. Controlling 
for social factors using the Tecumseh data also maintains the male mortality 
disadvantage, unveiling a male morbidity disadvantage. 

THE STORY IN BRIEF, AND 
ITS POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

The contemporary world, and the ways it impinges on women's roles and 
attitudes, makes for more physical health problems and therapeutic care 
among them. The female excess is especially large for symptoms in daily life, 
and this fact has entered our social mentality as a taken-for-granted difference 
between the sexes. Such a view stifles curiosity (the foundation of science) and 
social change. The empirical truth is that women's lower engagement in 
productive roles (especially employment), their higher felt stress, their feelings 
of vulnerability to illness, their lesser formal time constraints (related to less 
job activity), and their less physically strenuous pursuits are important 
reasons behind their higher morbidity. Because these links are found 
prospectively (the social items were measured before the short-run health 
experiences recorded in diaries) as well as cross-sectionally in the interviews, 
we think they point to genuine causal relations. 

Further, it is often thought that women's higher levels of personal and 
professional health care spring from their health concems, worry, and 
attentiveness. The truth is their more frequent health problems are the main 
reason. Illness is the preeminent spur to therapeutic effort for both sexes; 
women take more care because they have more illness. There is nothing very 
fancy about sex differences here. 

Although day-by-day health is central to life quality, it gets short shrift in 
public health policies, which tend to focus on permanent disability and 
mortality. With those outcomes at the forefront, men have long been the 
target group for antismoking and moderate drinking messages, and they have 
also benefited most from environmental safety efforts concentrated at the job 
sites occupied by men. The Detroit data suggest that these are worthy steps for 
men's short- and middle-run health, as well as their mortality. 

But for daily, monthly, and yearly health, and for the many chronic 
conditions that bother but do not kill, they key target group for risk reduction 
ought to be women. Fostering their active and satisfying involvement in 
productive activities is central. It is perhaps the single most important 
recommendation for social change to benefit women's heahh. Relieving 
women's distress and boosting their happiness in durable ways is crucial. 
Understanding how vulnerability entwines with physical health, as cause or 
consequence, and untangling the process in real life are essential. Even 
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encouraging the huff and puff of aerobic work and pleasure by women will be 
beneficial. 

The story behind our results goes a bit farther, Modern life masks 
something enduring, and unwelcome, about men's health. If women's lives 
were indeed more healthful—that is, similar to men's for the key risks noted 
above—their morbidity would decline. And we might then begin to see some 
comparatively higher morbidity rates among men, especially for general and 
chronic health indicators. Men's fundamental health disadvantage is present, 
but hidden, in health survey data. The statistical unveiling we present here can 
become a real-life one if risks become more similar for the sexes. 

Multivariate analyses of sex differences in health and mortality converge— 
with hints of male disadvantage in the first, and steadfast disadvantage for 
them in the second. Ironically, all the social science data point toward another 
domain. Given that key social factors have been taken into account in the 
analyses, we are left with an old, but powerful, hypothesis—that biological 
factors are at work in men's poorer long-term health and higher mortality. 

SOCIETY, BIOLOGY, AND THE 
ACCRETION OF RISKS 

Health risks for an individual begin from the moment of conception. 
Designation as female or male puts in motion physiological processes that 
enhance or weaken resistance to later risk exposures and pathological 
processes. Growth and aging processes are initiated, which also affect iUness 
vulnerability and recovery. These processes are a biological substrate, a set of 
basic credits and debits offered at the outset. 

Conception also launches exposure to social risks, some during pregnancy, 
due to the mother's health and behavior, but most following birth, as a result 
of one's own behavior and milieus, Some of those risks are time-limited and 
evanescent in impact; they operate for short periods and may have morbidity 
outcomes, but then they vanish from one's life and there are no enduring 
consequences for future health. For example, learning to walk leads to falls; 
but once the skill is learned, walking is no longer a main risk factor, and the 
scrapes endured rarely have long-term health consequences. Other risks, 
though short-lived, have profound impact on one's lifetime health. An 
example is severe exposure to toxic fumes in an industrial accident. And still 
others—probably the majority of risks—persist or recur across months and 
years. Some of them are normally benign (e.g., routine aerobic recreation), 
but others are quite certainly harmful (e.g., heavy smoking). 

Risks are dynamic from one year to the next. But, over a lifetime, they tend 
to accumulate. Some past risks, though long departed, leave an imprint on the 
body's robustness. Past disease episodes can also weaken future resistance. At 
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any given time, an individual's accumulated risks reflect both current and past 
exposures. The size and components of the pile of risk vary across individuals, 
and their morbidity experiences (both frequency and type) also vary. By 
advanced old age, people's risk profiles are very heterogeneous, and so are 
their health situations. Furthermore, people whose accumulated risks were 
especially great have already died. 

If science only knew the algorithm for "adding up" life's risks—how the 
biological and social risks interact with each other, how prior risks exacerbate 
the effects of current ones, and how concurrent risks interact! Typically, we 
have data only on contemporary risks, and perhaps a few prior or long-term 
ones (such as capsule information about lifetime smoking behavior), and 
we examine their relationships to current health status. At best, we have 
longitudinal data with risks measured over a particular time interval, and we 
ask how they predict health status at the fmal measurement point (or else, 
health changes over the interval), In neither case do we have a fuU view of the 
pile of accumulated risks in each person's life, nor do we have good theoretical 
ideas about how the risks interact with each other. Noting such failings is easy, 
but not rewarding. Far more important is that we hold a vision of real-world 
lives steadily in front of our minds as we pursue scientific work on individual 
health. Brave notions about models wiU ultimately drive empirical research 
and lead to better, if never perfect, answers. 

Individuals are not the only dynamic component; society is the other (see 
Riley, Chapter 2 in this volume). Individuals age and coUect risks within a 
particular stretch of social history. Just as individual lifetimes scarcely 
duplicate, neither do stretches of history. Thus cohorts (populations of 
individuals born at the same time) differ in the distributions, levels, and 
types of risks faced by their members at given ages, and also over their 
aggregated lifetimes. Modeling the dynamics of health across cohorts is 
daunting, because it must encompass both a model of changes in risk 
exposures over historical time for cohorts (including their subgrouping by 
class, race and so on), and also a model of individual health as discussed 
above. The individual model is relatively stable: The way a given encountered 
risk influences health, alone or in tandem with other risks, stays about the 
same across decades. The social model is inherently dynamic, because it 
considers changes across cohorts over time. 

What wiU happen to sex differences in morbidity and mortality in coming 
decades depends on societal changes in risks that cohorts of men and women 
experience, and in how those risks are converted into health outcomes. Our 
statistical analysis is one way of answering the question: "What will likely 
happen if men's and women's risks become more similar in coming years?" 
The individual health model is relatively simple; the societal change model, 
even if not formally specified, is evoked when interpreting the empirical 
results. 
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Other scenarios of change and their impact on sex differences can be 
constructed; for example, some argue that future cohorts of women wiU have 
still higher risks relative to men. Our own bets are on more similar heahh 
lifetimes for women and men, with increasing overt evidence of intrinsic 
health disadvantage for men. 

References 

Hing, Esther, Mary Grace Kovar, and Dorothy P. Rice. 1983. "Sex Differences in Health and Use 
of Medical Care" {Vital Heallh and Stalistics, Series 3, No. 24, DHHS Pub. No. [PHS] 
83-1408). HyattsviUe, MD: National Center for Health Statistics. 

Nathanson, Constance A. 1977. "Sex, Illness, and Medical Care: A Review of Data, Theory, and 
Method." Social Science and Medicine 11:13-25. 

. 1984. "Sex Differences in Mortality." Pp. 191-213 in Annual Review ofSociology. Vol. 
10, edited by R. H. Tumer and J. F. Short. Palo Alto, CA: Annual Reviews, Inc. 

Robbins, Cynthia Ann. 1984. Psychosocial Sources ofthe Sex Difference in Mortalily. Ph.D. 
dissertation (Sociology), University of Michigan, Ann Arbor. 

Verbrugge, Lois M. 1976a. "Sex Differences in Morbidity and Mortality in the United States." 
Social Biology 23:275-296. 

. 1976b. "Females and IUness: Recent Trends in Sex Differences in the United States." 
Journal of Heallh and Social Behavior 17:387-403. 

. 1979. "Female IUness Rates and Illness Behavior: Testing Hypotheses About Sex 
Differences in Health." Women and Health 4:61-79. 

. 1980. "Health Diaries." Medical Care 18:73-95. 

. 1982. "Sex Differentials in Health." Public Heallh Reporls 97:417-437. 

. 1984. "Health Diaries—Problems and Solution in Study Design."Pp. 171-192 in Heallh 
Survey Research A/eíAoí/í (Research Proceedings Series, DHHS Pub. No. [PHS] 84-3346), 
edited by C. F. Cannell and R. M. Groves. RockviUe, MD: National Center for Health 
Statistics. 

. 1985. "Gender and Health: An Update on Hypotheses and Ev'idence."JournalofHeallh 
and Social Behavior 25:156-182. 

- . 1987. "Unveiling Higher Morbidity in Men: The Empirical Base." Unpublished 
manuscript. 

- . and Deborah L. Wingard. 1987. "Sex Differentials in Health and Mortality." Women 
and Heallh \2:\03-\A5. 

Waldron, Ingrid. 1976. "Why Do Women Live Longer Than Men?" Social Science and Medicine 
10:349-362. 

. 1982. "An Analysis of Causes of Sex Differences in Mortality and Morbidity." Pp. 69-115 
in The Fundamenlal Conneclion Belween Nature and Nuriure; edited by W. R. Gove and 
G. R. Carpenter. Lexington, MA: Lexington Books. 

1983a. "Sex Differences in Human Mortality: The Role of Genetic Factors." Social 
Science and Medicine 17:321-333. 

• 1983a. "Sex Differences in Illness Incidence, Prognosis and Mortality: Issues and 
Evidence." Social Science and Medicine 17:1107-1123. 

Wingard, Deborah L. 1982. "The Sex Differential in Mortality Rates." American Journal of 
Epidemiology 115:205-216. 

. 1984. "The Sex Differential in Morbidity, Mortality and Lifestyle." Pp. 433-458 in 
Annual Review ofPublic Heallh. Vol. 5, edited by L. Breslow, J. E. Fielding, and L. B. Lave. 
Palo Alto, CA: Annual Reviews, Inc. 

. and Lucina Suarez, and Elizabeth Barrett-Connor. 1983. "The Sex Differential in 
Mortality from All Causes and Ischemic Heart Disease." American Journal of Epidemiology 
117:165-172. 



Social Change, Organizational 
Diversity, and Individual Careers 

Míchael T. Hannan 

INCREASING RECOGNITION THAT organizational structures and dynamics 
affect careers and that the shape of typical careers affects organizations has 
opened an exciting array of theoretical and empirical questions. This essay 
suggests that progress in answering these questions requires dealing with the 
interrelated dynamics of populations of workers and populations of organiza-
tions. It proposes a way to approach these dynamics at the population level. 

Sociological theory typically treats the dynamics of organizations and 
institutions as exogenous to (or at best weakly linked to) dynamics at the 
micro level. In contrast, typical economic approaches insist on the necessity of 
making such links explicit. Economists are much more Ukely than sociologists 
to view social organizations and institutions as dependent on conscious 
choices of individuals. In this view, the dynamics of larger-system properties 
are to be explained in terms of choices at lower levels, which presumably 
depend upon the shape of career trajectories. This view is not nearly as 
individualist as sociologists often claim, because the key insight of neoclassical 
economic theories of social behavior is that each individual's choices are 
constrained by the simultaneous choices of every other individual in the 

AUTHOR'S NOTE: Preparalion ofthis chapter was supporled by National Science Foundalion 
granl SES-8510277. Susan Olzak and Glenn Carroll made helpful commenls on an earlier drafl. 
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system. Nonetheless, theorists like Gary Becker (1981) hold that institutions 
(of marriage, in this case) evolve in ways that reflect the choices of individuals 
in marriage markets. The long-term causal influence runs from individual 
choices to institutions. Mancur Olson illustrates this view in commenting on 
an organizational theory I proposed with John Freeman (Hannan and 
Freeman, 1984): 

Some organization theory is a Httle bit like a murder mystery in which the victim 
is killed for no reason at all. That is to say, one doesn't get any sense of the 
reasons or individual motives that account for the existence of a particular 
organization and the characteristics it has [Olson, 1986, p. 178]. 

This essay takes the view that understanding social dynamics requires that 
effects of institutions on individual choice and the effects of individual choices 
on institutions be considered simultaneously. Institutional and organizational 
dynamics define the set of opportunities and constraints for individuals while 
individual choices shape the dynamics of organizations and institutions. 

The fact that causal influences run both ways complicates the study of 
social change greatly. It is always tempting to resolve the complication by 
eliding one side of the causal structure. So, for instance, sociologists 
influenced by theories of rational choice have begun to insist that we view 
social movements, organizations, and institutions as relatively simple trans-
formations of individual decisions. Yet a great deal of theory and research on 
organizations demonstrates the great diffîculty of accounting for even 
particular organizational actions—much less series of actions—in terms of the 
preferences of individual actors (March, 1981). Difficult as it may be, there 
seems to be no alternative to modeling the dynamics of social systems in which 
causal influences run both ways. 

Analyzing the full set of dynamics involving individuals, families, organiza-
tions, and institutions (the research agenda of the "life-course" perspective— 
see Featherman and Lerner, 1985) is clearly beyond our grasp at this time. I 
think that we can make progress in understanding the links between careers 
and large-scale social change, however, by concentrating on the role of 
organizations as key intermediary actors (Hannan, 1986). 

In the modern world, individuals encounter institutional constraints 
principally in organizations. They encounter the state in schools, the army, the 
agencies of taxation, and so on. They encounter the economy as employees of 
firms or as seekers of jobs located in firms or as the purchasers of services 
offered by firms. Many efforts at social reform take as their targets these 
intermediary organizations. For example, efforts to improve the material 
circumstances of subpopulations typically take the form of rules imposed on 
schools and employers. 

Challenges to prevailing institutional arrangements also typically occur in 



Michael T. Hannan 163 

organizations. Often, contending groups create protest organizations to make 
the challenge. Other times, the challenges are made in existing organizations 
(Zald and Berger, 1978). In either case, organizations serve as a vehicle for 
expressing preferences of individuals and for instigating change in the larger 
system. In fact, most recent theory and research on social movements insists 
that the creation and maintenance of organization is critical to the success of 
protest movements (TiUy, 1978). 

Because social scientists understandably prefer to consider only two levels 
of analysis at a time, it is tempting to treat organizations as simple conduits in 
relating individual careers and social structure. Depending on the starting 
point, organizations can be thought of as implementing mechanically the 
dictates of the state and the larger economy or as passively reflecting the 
interests of their members. In such cases, organizations serve to transmit 
influences from one level to another. 

The simplifying assumption that organizations merely implement goals set 
by members (micro-level interests) or institutional rules and constraints 
(macro-level constraints) but do not otherwise affect social dynamics does not 
fit well with our understanding of the organizational world. For one thing, 
constructing a permanent organization is a very expensive solution to 
problems of collective action or institutional control. Constructing an 
organization requires mobilization and investment of considerable time and 
resources. Organizations have a high metabolic overhead—they use up 
considerable amounts of resources in merely maintaining their structures. 
Typically, only a small fraction of the resources invested in an organization go 
into a final product or coUective action. 

Freeman and I proposed that the extensive reliance on permanent 
organizations in modern societies can be understood in terms of the reliability 
and accountability of organizations relative to ad hoc coUectives (Hannan and 
Freeman, 1984). But the very properties that make organizations reliable and 
accountable make them resistant to change. For many reasons, the real 
agendas of organizations tend to diverge from their public goals and from the 
intentions of those who ostensibly control them. From the perspective of the 
relationship of individual careers and social structure, the key consequence 
may be that organizations tend to develop their own idiosyncratic dynamics. 
Their response to the changing interest of relevant populations of individuals 
and institutional controUers is often halting at best (see below). When the 
operative time span is the career of a typical individual, change in the world of 
organizations seems glacial by contrast. Even when changing interests among 
populations of individuals dictate change in organizations, the rate of change 
in the latter may be so slow that the constraints imposed by organizations can 
be treated as a constant for the purposes of analyzing a set of individual 
careers. 

What we need, among other things, is some specification of relative rates. 
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Under what conditions do individuals change much faster than organizations? 
When do organizations change more quickly? When are the rates likely to be 
similar enough that the dynamic processes operate at the same pace? 
Answering these questions wiU help illuminate the links between social 
structures and human lives and requires analysis of the links between 
individual careers and organizational characteristics. Theory and research 
designed to answer these questions has not yet begun. Nonetheless, the recent 
upsurge of interest in and creative work on the intersections between the 
stratification system and organizations provides a useful starting point. The 
remainder of this chapter discusses ways in which research on the effects of 
organizations on individuals can be shaped to consider the underlying two-
way dynamics at the population level. 

ORGANIZATIONS AND CAREERS 

The status attainment perspective, which in its time revolutionized the 
sociological study of careers and the intergenerational transfer of advantage, 
sought to describe empirically the broad pattern of achievement in the 
population as a whole (Blau and Duncan, 1966). In order to apply 
sophisticated empirical techniques, this perspective made a number of 
simplifying assumptions. Perhaps the crucial assumption concerned the role 
of the firms that control jobs. Sociologists developing the status attainment 
perspective assumed that structural variations among firms do not affect 
career trajectories significantly. As a result, all individuals could be treated as 
facing a homogeneous structure of opportunities and constraints—in effect, a 
single labor market with one set of rules of allocation. Concretely, this 
assumption means that an individual's position in the market can be 
summarized by a vector of individual characteristics: education, race, parents' 
social status and education, and own occupational status. Notice that 
occupation, disembodied from job (location in a particular firm), is the 
operative characteristic. So, for example, the status "clerk" matters more than 
the difference between employment in a government agency or a supermarket. 
More generally, the status attainment perspective assumes that the structure 
of opportunity has more to do with differences among occupations than 
among specific firms and industries. 

This core assumption of the status attainment perspective parallels a core 
assumption of neoclassical labor market economics: that the opportunity 
structure for a particular individual can be summarized by a vector of 
characteristics that determine the person's productivity (i.e., education, 
training, intelligence, and experience). But human capital theory goes further 
than the parallel sociological theories by embedding productivity in a life cycle 
perspective. Individuals maximize their gains over a lifetime by choosing an 
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optimal mix of training (acquiring human capital) and working (employing 
the capital), with training concentrated early in the life course when its returns 
compounded over the subsequent working career will be greatest (Becker, 
1964; Mincer, 1974). 

To the extent that analysis focuses on "generalized" human capital, which 
pays off in all segments of the labor market, human capital theory also 
assumes a unitary structure of opportunities and constraints. When attention 
shifts to "specific" human capital, particularly those skills that are relevant to 
one or a few employers (firm-specific human capital), however, this approach 
allows firm and industry variations to dominate. Most empirical research in 
this tradition, however, seems to emphasize generalized forms of human 
capital over firm-specific and industry-specific forms. 

Reliance on a single generalized status (occupation) or capacity (human 
capital) as a summary of the structure of opportunity and constraint came 
under fire in both economics and sociology (see, for example, Averitt, 1966; 
Tolbert, Horan, and Beck, 1980). Critics in both fields asserted that industry 
and firm characteristics combine with individual characteristics in determining 
career trajectories. Calling on a long history of research in organizational and 
industrial sociology, they argued that the economy is divided into sectors in 
which the game is played by different rules. Although generalized statuses and 
capacities may pay off in each sector, sectoral location by itself plays an 
independent role in determining success. Moreover, the rates of return on 
investment in various forms of generalized human capital differ by sector, 
according to a series of revisionist formulations.^ 

Much of this critical work relies on a Manichean image of an economy with 
two sectors: core (good) and periphery (bad). Early dual economy arguments 
held that the crucial distinguishing features of the two sectors were organiza-
tional. For example, Averitt (1966) claimed that firms in the core are 
characterized by reliance on bureaucracy, large size, vertical integration, 
extensive markets, market dominance, and institutionalized labor relations, 
while those in the periphery are nonbureaucratic, small, undifferentiated, 
have local and highly competitive markets, and combative labor relations. 

Although the dual economy or dual labor market perspective has given rise 
to the most extensive attempt to link organizational structures and careers, it 
has been largely unsuccessful both theoretically and empirically. Sociologists 
have shown convincingly that no simple partition of the world of firms can 
deal with the enormous diversity of organizational structures, employment 
relations, and careers. For example, Baron and Bielby (1984, p. 471) conclude 
their analysis of employment relations in a large sample of establishments by 
noting that they found "little evidence of discrete sectors of economic activity, 
particularly along industrial lines . . . organizations with a specific structure, 

1. Baron (1984) provides a useful overview. 
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technology and scale occupy diverse niches, and varied organizational types 
populate the same environment." 

In some sense, every organization is unique. If we focus on uniqueness, we 
need a theory of each organization in order to model careers. We need a 
middle ground between assuming a unitary organizational world (or its close 
relative—a dual organizational world) and assuming that the number of 
relevant organizational variations is essentially unbounded. I suggest that we 
abstract from the enormous variety by considering the effects of the degree of 
variability in a population or community of organizations. In particular, I 
suggest that the diversity of organizational forms in a social system determines 
the shape of average careers and the inequality of outcomes. Such an approach 
involves a shift in level of analysis—from relationships between individual 
characteristics to relationships between characteristics of populations or 
communities of firms and distributions of individual career outcomes. 

DIVERSITY OF 
ORGANIZATIONS AND CAREERS 

What accounts for the diversity of careers? Some of the diversity no doubt 
reflects heterogeneity among individuals' abilities and tastes, some reflects 
differences in resources of families of origin, and so forth. Both status 
attainment and human capital theorists emphasize the importance of initial 
conditions: differences in advantage of families of origin (Blau and Duncan, 
1966)ordifferencesinparentalinvestment(Becker, 1964,1981). Bothlinesof 
theory hold that small initial differences persist over the career cycle and may 
be amplified under certain conditions. 

Suppose instead that the initial heterogeneity pertains to the economy and 
social structure rather than to the members of a cohort entering employment. 
Consider two cases. In one, there is a single large employer (e.g., a classic 
company town or socialist state) or a set of essentially identical employers 
(e.g., a plantation economy). In the other, there is a great variety of firms 
offering employment. Suppose that the average outcome to individuals is the 
same in the two systems, with average returns to education and other forms of 
investment in human capital and stability of employment virtually identical. 
Would the difference in diversity of employers make any difference? Although 
I have not seen any evidence on this point, it seems obvious that the diversity 
of organizations controlling jobs will affect the diversity of outcomes in the 
population of job holders and seekers. A system with low diversity among its 
organizations presumably favors one particular bundle of skills. Individuals 
with those skills do well and others do not. Moreover, individuals with the less 
favored set of skiUs have few alternatives because lateral mobility does not 
increase payoffs. Systems with highly diverse organizations are much less 
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likely to favor any particular set of abilities and training. Although each 
employer may favor a narrow set of skills, various employers need not favor 
the same set. The general argument is the diversity ofcareers is proportional to 
the diversity of organizations in the system (Hannan, 1986). 

Diversity of career lines presumably affects the inequaUty of outcomes. 
When only a small number of careers can be fashioned, initial differences in 
abilities and training are magnified, producing high inequality. When many 
diverse careers are possible, heterogeneous abilities among workers have less 
impact on outcomes. In other words, organizational diversity among 
employers interacts with the distribution of initial advantage in determining 
levels of inequality. High diversity mutes the impact of differences in initial 
advantage; low diversity magnifies it.̂  

Consider the implications of this argument in terms of two easily measured 
dimensions of organizational diversity: size and age distributions of firms. 
The best empirical research on the connections between attributes of firms 
and careers finds that size of firm has stronger effects on careers than any 
other organizational attribute (Baron and Bielby, 1984; CarroU and Mayer, 
1986). Workers in large firms are less likely to move to other firms but have 
higher rates of mobility within firms, suggesting that large firms do indeed 
develop internal labor markets. 

Size distributions of firms differed considerably among industries (e.g., 
compare the highly concentrated auto industry with the deconcentrated 
health care industry) and among communities (e.g., compare company towns 
with commercial centers). So it should be straightforward to design compara-
tive research to test the proposition that the size distribution of firms or 
establishments affects levels of income or wage inequality in industries and 
communities net of distributions of individual characteristics (reflecting 
investments in human capital). If we had data that linked income levels of 
workers with the characteristics of the firms that employ them, we could also 
explore this issue by examining whether the effect of size of employer interacts 
with size distribution of employers in an individual's community or industry 
in affecting wage rates and earnings. 

Although the issue has not been addressed to my knowledge, it seems likely 
that age of employing organization and age distribution in the relevant system 
affect career paths. The most obvious effect concerns what Stinchcombe 
(1965) called the "liability of newness"—the fact that new organizations have 
high mortality rates (Freeman, CarroU, and Hannan, 1983, document this 
claim empirically). Employment in a young firm is less stable than employment 

2. This argument has the same spirit as Blau and Schwartz's (1984) reformulation of status 
attainment models to incorporate the effects of community characteristics on the effects of 
individual characteristics on outcomes. Blau and Schwartz do not, however, address questions of 
organizalional diversity but instead consider only diversity among individuals on a variety of 
characteristics. 
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in an older firm whatever an individual's characteristics. Movement between 
firms caused by organizational mortality presumably increases average time 
in states of unemployment. The effect of long spells of unemployment on 
success is apparently particularly strong for young workers because it delays 
accumulation of experience and makes workers less attractive to alternative 
employers. 

Presumably, age of firm also affects chances for advancement within an 
organization because new organizations almost inevitably hire workers whose 
age distribution across ranks falls short of a "stable population." In the 
common circumstance of a new firm fiUing aU its ranks with relatively young 
individuals, few vacancies are caused by retirement or death at higher ranks. 
Thus, holding rate of firm growth constant, chances for promotion and salary 
increases are lower in younger organizations assuming initial staffmg patterns 
are as postulated above. 

More important to the argument of this chapter, the age distribution of a 
set of firms may also affect careers and inequality through its connection with 
diversity of organizational forms. Stinchcombe (1965) suggested that cohorts 
of organizations exhibit patterned diversity of forms. Each cohort tends to 
incorporate prevailing social and poUtical arrangements—not to mention 
fads and fashions in management—into organizational designs and to retain 
these distinctive features long after the time of founding. According to this 
suggestive argument, the diversity of organizational forms in a system 
depends on the age distributions of organizations. Industries whose firms 
were founded in a brief period (e.g., the raUroad industry and the computer 
industry) are less diverse than industries in which firms are founded relatively 
uniformly over a longer period of time (e.g., the printing and publishing 
industries).3 

Again, it would be straightforward to design comparative research to test 
the proposition that degree of age variation in an industry or community 
affects the level of inequality in labor market outcomes. Indeed, the logic 
extends to any measured dimension of organizational diversity: degree of 
bureaucratization of the employment relation, degree of institutionalization 
of structure, and so on. Instead of developing such arguments, I turn to a 
speculative discussion of the possible substantive importance of the processes 
under discussion. 

By most informed accounts beginning with Wilson (1979), inequality 
within the black population has grown sharply in the past 25 years relative to 
inequality within the white population. Farley (1984) shows that this claim is 
correct if inequality in income is measured as the interquartile range but not if 

3. Unfortunately, because concentration in an industry depends on keeping the rate of 
founding low, there will tend to be a strong positive correlation between concentration in size and 
concentration in age across industries, making it difficult to discriminate between the effects of 
each dimension without very large data sets. 
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the Gini index is used. Moreover, Hout (1984, p. 321) concludes his analysis of 
patterns of occupational mobility of black men between 1962 and 1973 as 
foUows: "WUson is right: class became substantially more important for 
occupational chances of black men over the course of the 1960s." This 
research suggests that the black population is bifurcating into a relatively 
advantaged population, whose careers differ little from those in the white 
population, and an underclass. There are numerous possible explanations for 
this trend.* One that has not received mention concerns the effects of 
organizational diversity. I suggest two ways in which trends in diversity might 
be responsible (in part) for the trend toward increasing inequality within the 
black population. 

First, discussion of "ethnic enclaves" suggests that the black population in 
the United States has been less successful than at least some other ethnic 
minority populations in creating and maintaining a diverse set of firms within 
its segregated communities. Some argue that the greater success of Cuban and 
Japanese migrant communities reflects the higher density of firms within the 
ethnic enclaves (Wilson and Martin, 1982; Portes and Bach, 1985). Sanders 
and Nee (1987), however, show that participation in an enclave economy 
per se does not explain the relatively greater success of Asians and Cubans in 
the United States. In other words, the degree of development of an enclave 
economy appears to have no direct effect on average individual success. But 
no one has examined the possibility that there is a relationship between the 
diversity offirms within an ethnic community and the inequaUty in success in 
the community. If the diversity of firms within predominantly black 
communities has remained low while the diversity of firms in other 
communities has risen, the level of inequality in black communities would rise 
relative to those in others. 

The second aspect of organizational diversity affecting levels of inequality 
in the black community is increased standardization of the employment 
relation. A number of laws and regulations beginning with the New Deal have 
placed limits on the employment relation. These rules include minimum wage 
laws, health and safety regulations, child labor laws, and affirmative action 
rulings. While most of these regulations have been designed to improve the 
working conditions of less advantaged workers, they may have had the 
unintended consequence of increasing inequality.5 xhey have almost certainly 
reduced the diversity of employment conditions and employment relafions, 
especiaUy in those portions of the labor market(s) facing blacks. In short, they 
have reduced organizational diversity with respect to the employment 

4. Farley (1984) provides a useful though noncommittal review. 
5. Wilson (1979) argues that affirmative action rules have increased inequality within the 

black community by assisting those who are most advantaged. 
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relation. According to the general argument under discussion, such changes 
increase the level of inequaUty in the population. 

In each of the cases discussed so far, the rate of change in the relevant 
characteristic of the organizational population—diversity—changes slowly 
relative to changes in individual careers. Except in unusual circumstances, 
organizational size and age distributions change over time spans measured in 
decades. Job changes of individuals, in contrast, occur over time spans that 
often must be measured in months or weeks. 

This difference points up a clear advantage of formulating the process at 
the population level. In the usual formulation at the level of the firm and its 
employees, rates of change are not nearly so unequal. For example, the life 
expectancy of a new firm may often be no greater than the usual job tenure of a 
new employee. In cases in which the relative rates are so similar, it is extremely 
difficult to disentangle the effects of organizations on careers from the effects 
of careers on organizations. White (1970, p. 3) took note of this problem in 
formulating his research on vacancy chains: 

When a mobility investigation attempts to fit individual moves into larger 
sequences the focus is usually the career. The career, though important as a 
concept, tends to obscure causal analysis. Men have long work lives as measured 
on a time scale appropriate to social structures. Most organizations have shorter 
lives than men. Even when a bureaucracy continues as a whole over long periods 
its constituent departments are not likely to remain unchanged for even a 
decade. 

An exception to this general pattern is the usually brief periods in which an 
organizational form takes shape. There seems to be a common pattern in 
which the number of organizations of a type grows very rapidly in a period 
and then stabilizes (CarroU, 1984; Hannan and Freeman, 1987). Stinchcombe 
(1965, pp. 168-169) caught the essential character of such organizational 
evolution: "Organizational types generally originate rapidly in a relatively 
short historical period, to grow and change slowly after that period." In these 
periods of spread and formalization of organizational forms, change in the 
composition and diversity of an organizational population or community 
may be as rapid as changes in individual careers. This suggests that the details 
of the form that results depend upon the distribution of the characteristics of 
workers employed during the period of the spurt. In such periods, the 
dynamics of organizational diversity may be particularly closely Íinked to the 
dynamics of careers. 

EFFECTS OF CAREERS ON 
ORGANIZATIONAL DIVERSITY 

Diversity in an organizational population or community depends on rates 
of innovation in organizational forms, on the rate at which firms are founded, 
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and the diversity of new entrants, on merger rates, and on the rates at which 
organizations disband. Diversity also depends on rates of environmental 
change and the adaptive capacities of individual organizations. So, the effects 
of the distribution of individual decisions about career choices on the 
dynamics of organizational diversity can be specified in terms of their effects 
on any of the component rates of change. 

Perhaps the most interesting class of processes are those that link career 
dynamics to the rate of innovation in organizational forms and the rate at 
which firms are founded. An obvious but easily overlooked fact is that new 
firms and new organizational forms are created by individuals trying to 
fashion careers. When individual organizations have long life expectancies, 
when the flow of vacancies down a hierarchy of jobs matches the flow of 
entrants into the lower-level jobs, and when diversity of firms in a labor 
market is high, individuals with high abUity and scarce training can develop 
rewarding careers within the existing set of organizations. Under such 
circumstances, the potential gains from starting or joining a new, novel 
organization rarely offset the high uncertainty of the new venture. Good 
career prospects translate into a low rate of innovation in forms and low 
founding rates. 

When such processes depress rates of innovation and firm founding, 
organizational diversity declines as mortality and adaptive change lead to the 
dominance of a small number of organizational forms. Declining diversity 
affects the gains from organizational innovation in two ways. First, if diversity 
declines due to mortality of some organizational forms, workers in the failed 
organizations are unable to move to other similar firms—a pool of available 
members is created. If the decrease in diversity occurs largely through 
adaptive change by existing organizations toward a common form, the 
diversity of careers declines and mobility chances for some subpopulations of 
workers decline. In either case, the number of workers who may expect 
rewarding careers within the set of existing firms declines. 

Decreases in the diversity of firms in a market tends to result in some 
potential demand being ignored (CarroU, 1984; Hannan, 1986). As the 
portion of unfiUed and dissatisfied demand for services grows, the gains from 
creating organizations specially tailored to meet that demand grow. This 
circumstance combines a set of interrupted and/or blocked careers and a set 
of "empty niches" in which to innovate. Such circumstances increase the 
frequency of attempted innovation in organizational forms and the establish-
ment of new firms using existing forms. 

Stinchcombe (1965) argued that blocked mobility that sparks social 
revolutions sets off cascades of organization building as labor and material 
resources become freed from constraints. But social revolutions are just one 
instance of a class of social situations in which individual response to blocked 
opportunity within a set of organizational arrangements creates new organiza-
tional forms. These situations have in common that many individuals have 
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acquired general skiUs useful in organization building (e.g., literacy), have 
invested little in firm-specific human capital, and find that the existing set of 
organizations provides limited opportunities. The limitations on opportunity 
may reflect the actions of monopolies or it may reflect low levels of 
organizational diversity. 

Empirical study of the effects of career dynamics on rates of innovation in 
organizational forms and rates of founding firms can focus on individuals and 
firms in bounded industries over the "life cycle" of the industry. Such study 
could evaluate the claim that the structure of careers is decisive in shaping the 
industry in the crucial takeoff period when technology and structure change 
rapidly. Brittain and Freeman (1980,1986) have begun to study the effects of 
work arrangements on the rate at which engineers in the semiconductor 
manufacturing industry leave firms to begin new ones. They find that firms 
whose strategy is to compete by staying at the leading edge of technical change 
rather than producing standard products at low cost have had higher rates of 
entrepreneurial exits, due apparently to the fact that engineers in such firms 
have good information about impending technical changes and the inability 
of existing firms to exploit them quickly. What has not yet been investigated is 
whether the rate of entrepreneurial exits also depends on the demography of 
opportunity within the firm and the diversity of organizational forms within 
the industry. Exploring such links wiU clarify the role of career paths in 
affecting organizational diversity. 

Research on this issue could also profitably be framed at the level of the 
community or larger social system so as to incorporate the effects of changed 
career patterns among those not yet in an industry. So, for example, it would 
be extremely interesting to explore the consequences of the rapid shift in 
career patterns of some women on the diversity of firms in certain sectors. 
Clearly the short-term impact of this change is to increase diversity: Women 
have created new organizations to deal with their special interests and 
problems as they have obtained increasing control over resources. But what 
are the likely long-term impacts on diversity of a convergence of career 
patterns of men and women? It is easy to imagine that the consequence is 
reduced diversity in the world of firms, as those that specialize in exploiting 
wage differences between equaUy qualified men and women adapt to changing 
conditions or disappear. On the other hand, it may turn out that the rapid 
change in the career paths of women has given rise to new organizational 
forms that persist as part of a new equilibrium. 

CONCLUSIONS 

This essay proposes that we can make progress in understanding how 
changes in the broader social structure and changes in career trajectories of 
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populations of individuals interact by focusing on the pivotal role of 
organizations. It suggests further that new insights can be gained by 
considering these issues at the population level, by considering the character-
istics of entire populations of organizations. The advantage of such a shift is 
that characteristics of populations of organizations are more nearly constant 
over the time spans of individual careers than are the characteristics of 
particular organizations. Moreover, in considering the impact of careers on 
organizations, the choice of a population perspective easily incorporates the 
fact that many career moves occur across organizational boundaries but 
within the boundaries of some population of organizations. 

Some of the concrete implications of this approach are addressed briefly in 
terms of the relationship between diversity and inequality. I suggest that the 
diversity of organizations in a social system affects the diversity of career lines 
available and thus the inequality in the system. I also suggest that careers 
affect the diversity of organizational populations. 

My arguments are necessarily speculative because we do not know enough 
about the relative rates of the various processes involved. I hope the questions 
raised, however, suggest feasible lines of research on the links between 
organizations and careers at the population level. 
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Part III 

Age Structures and Inequality 

THE RECOGNITION THAT age is an integral part of social structure is 
gradually drawing sociologists' attention to the nature and operation of age 
stratification systems, which, as yet, remain poorly understood. Like all bases 
of stratification, age is instrumental in forming social structures, and in 
influencing the attitudes, behaviors, and life experiences of individual 
participants in these structures. The two chapters in this part consider the 
relation of age stratification to class stratification, inequality, and social 
policy. 

In Chapter 10, "Age Inequalities: Are They Epiphenomena of the Class 
System?" Anne Foner notes that age and class, though often confused in 
contemporary studies, are distinct and separate bases of social stratification. 
The intersection of these two stratification systems produces inequalities in aU 
societies. Although age inequality shares certain generic features with class 
and other forms of inequality based on race, ethnicity, gender, and so on, age 
systems make up a unique contribution to inequality through the distinctive 
processes of aging and cohort flow. 

In Chapter 11, Samuel Preston describes the changing age structure of the 
population and the shifting norms regarding fertility and family arrangements 
as these relate to the increasing importance of age as a criterion determining 
eligibility for public subsidies. His chapter, "Age-Structural Influences on 
Public Transfers to Dependents," is a revision of his earlier controversial 
article on intergenerational equity, in which he argued that old people were 
being favored in the political realm at the expense of children. Here Preston 
presents a new technical framework for examining both supply and demand 
for public transfers to dependents. 
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Age Inequalities 
Are They Epíphenomena of the 
Class System? 

Anne Foner 

IT Is WiDELY ACKNOWLEDGED that there are significant age inequalities 
in modern, complex societies. In many countries, the young and the old are 
disproportionately poor; the old have little prestige; and the young have little 
power. To be sure, sociologists note correctly that such images are based on 
averages, masking the wide differences among people of a given age: Some old 
people are rich and powerful; and some young people have many privileges 
(e.g., Dowd, 1980; Streib, 1985). Moreover, over the course of people's lives, 
those who start out well-off tend to maintain their relative advantages, even 
improve their position as they age, while others accumulate disadvantages. 
What is really behind such age inequalities, it is implied, are class factors. 

Arguments over the importance of class relative to other sources of 
inequality are not new (see, for example, Wilson, 1978, on race and class, and 
Kerbo, 1983, on sex inequality and class). My focus here is on age and class 
inequalities. The fact that class plays an important role in accounting for 
inequalities within age strata is not at issue, although the differential impact of 
class at various ages has received relatively little attention until recently. My 
argument is, rather, that age inequalities cannot be understood solely in class 
terms because dynamic processes related to age contribute directly to age 
inequalities; and, therefore, understanding how these age processes operate is 
important for grasping the roots of inequality. 
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This chapter focuses on four topics: (1) age inequalities as a general 
phenomenon; (2) the intersection of age and class inequalities; (3) age-related 
processes producing age inequalities at all class levels; and (4) the consequences 
of such inequalities for individuals and society. 

AGE INEQUALITIES AS A 
GENERAL PHENOMENON 

Age inequalities are pervasive in aU types of societies. As Sorokin 
(1947/1962, p. 281) noted many years ago: "LegaUy and factually in aU 
societies the age groups have been stratified, with different rights, duties, 
status, roles, privileges, disenfranchisements." By "inequalities," I refer to the 
fuU range of social benefits available in a society, notably material benefits, 
power, and prestige (the preponderance of relevant data cited here concerns 
material benefits). Further, age inequalities occur throughout the whole age 
structure—not, as those who equate the term "age" with old age would have it, 
only with the disadvantages experienced by the old. 

While age inequalities occur in most societies, the particular pattern of age 
inequalities varies cross-culturally and historically. In many nonindustrial 
societies, it is the old who are relatively advantaged. Their power and prestige 
are based on control of important economic resources, practical or ritual 
knowledge and experience, and, in some groups, closeness to ancestors (N, 
Foner, 1984). In such societies, young people are economically dependent and 
have little power in the family or community. In a number of contemporary 
industrial societies, in contrast, both young and old are relatively disad-
vantaged. These disadvantages are apparent in age-specific poverty rates. For 
example, according to Federal definitions of poverty, the young and the old in 
the United States generally have had the highest rates of poverty or near 
poverty, at least since World War II. According to another definition of 
poverty (i.e., the proportion of persons belonging to families whose median 
income falls in the lowest quartile of the income distribution), poverty rates, 
adjusted for family size, are relatively high for those under 25 and those over 
65 not only in the United States, but also in Germany and the United 
Kingdom. In Norway and Sweden, the young, but not the old, have relatively 
high poverty rates (Hedstrøm and Ringen, 1987). 

Poverty rates are only one indicator of age differences in economic status. 
Income is another. Thus, in the United States, the median incomes of 
individuals under 25 or 65 and over are considerably lower than the incomes 
of individuals between 25 and 64, though the range of income inequality 
among age strata is much greater for males than for females. These income 
patterns have persisted for many years and are found in other industrial 
countries. For example, in Britain, nearly two-thirds of the elderly live in or on 
the margins of poverty, and in Japan, a high percentage of the elderly have 
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incomes in the lower half of the income distribution (Walker, 1984). In 
Canada in the mid-1970s, considering incomes standardized for family size 
and estimated after transfers and taxes, more than half of the median incomes 
of famUy units with elderly heads were no more than 50% of the median 
incomes of famUies headed by a person 25 to 54 (Myles, 1984; see also 
Hedstrøm and Ringen, 1987, for after-tax family income, adjusted for family 
size, in eight industrialized countries). 

Nor are such economic disadvantages counterbalanced by advantages in 
power or prestige. Because many young people and high proportions of the 
old are out of the labor force, they do not have access to positions of economic 
power. For example, in the United States in 1980, persons 65 and over were 
underrepresented in professional and managerial occupations—positions of 
authority (Uhlenberg, 1986). In the family, the young, most of whom are 
without income and economic assets of their own, do not have these 
important power resources; and the old, most of whom live alone or only with 
a spouse, and often with meager economic resources, have limited op-
portunities to exercise influence over children and other kin. As for political 
power, the young are excluded from positions of political leadership, often by 
formal rules. While there are some well-known exceptions of elderly political 
leaders, it is the middle-aged, not the old, who have dominated cabinets and 
legislatures in the United States and several Western countries in recent times 
(Lammers and Nyomarkay, 1980; Uhlenberg, 1986). And to the extent that 
prestige in the United States derives from work roles, both young and old lack 
a major source of prestige. Additionally, negative stereotypes of the old are 
stiU widespread, suggesting that older people are not thought to have the 
personal characteristics that might support claims to power or prestige in 
modern society. 

In short, age inequalities are pervasive in modern, industrial as weU as in 
nonindustrial societies. Age inequalities occur because age is used as a 
criterion for assigning people to roles that are differentially rewarded. "Age 
strata" are formed as people of similar age fiU similar sets of age-related roles 
(as developed in Riley, Johnson, and Foner, 1972; although age strata were 
there described secondarily, but not necessarily, related to inequality). In this 
sense, age forms the basis of a stratification system. 

THE INTERSECTION OF 
AGE AND CLASS INEQUALITIES 

Scholars interested in the intersection of age and class stratification have 
tended to focus on the impact of class on age stratification and the weU-known 
class differences within age strata. Less attention has been paid to the impact 
of age stratification on the class system, which is the special focus of this 
chapter. I wiU show how such a focus makes an essential contribution to our 
understanding of the sources of inequality in society. 
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Some Theoretical Issues 

On a theoretical level, the focus on age inequality, as it may be related to 
class, raises questions about the inclusiveness of the concept of class. Consider 
the way class—as distinct from socioeconomic status—is currently conceived. 
Class is seen as rooted in the productive sphere, with ownership and/or 
control of the means of production and positions of authority as the key 
indicators of class position (see, for example, GagUani, 1981; Kohn and 
Schoenbach, 1983; Robinson and Kelley, 1979; Wright and Perrone, 1977). In 
this conception, the nonworking young and old are outside the class system 
altogether because, typically, they are not involved in the productive sphere. It 
is not surprising that many empirical and theoretical analyses dealing with 
class or using class as a key variable omit those under 25 and over 65 from their 
analyses. Surely, there can be no fuU picture of societal inequality with such 
omissions. 

Wright (1978) attempts to deal with this difficulty by defining the class 
position of students as the class location they wiU move into, and the class of 
"pensioners" as the past class positions to which they were linked. He is 
thereby making implicit assumptions about changes over the life course and 
buUding these into his conceptual apparatus. 

Such a "solution," however, raises new problems and undercuts certain 
assumptions of class analysis. A key assumption underlying the conception of 
class as based in the productive sphere is that social relations in the productive 
sphere spUl over to affect all institutions of the society, and that occupational 
experiences and rewards are crucial influences on people's attitudes and 
behaviors both at work and outside work. Assigning a class position to those 
not yet in the productive system or to those no longer in it assumes that young 
people's expectations of what their future position wiU be, and older people's 
memories of their past class location, have a powerful hold on them, possibly 
more so than their present life circumstances. To test these assumptions, it is 
necessary to explore the present attitudes and class identifications of the old 
and the young. But any such test would require using subjective indicators of 
class position, thus negating the conception of class as objectively grounded in 
the productive sphere. In addition, such a test would require longitudinal 
analyses to examine whether young people's expectations for the future are 
accurate, and whether there is continuity over the later life course in subjective 
indicators of class. Such longitudinal analyses involve the concepts and tools 
of age analysis I discuss below. 

Some Empirícal Examples 

Such conceptual and measurement problems aside, even within the 
working-age population, there are age inequalities at all class levels—an 
important indicator of the effect of the age stratification system on the class 
system. Some idea of these age inequalities is suggested by U.S. census data on 
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age differences in income within broad occupational categories—imperfect a 
measure of class as these categories are.' For example, in 1984, mean earnings 
within every broad occupational category varied by age. Among executives, 
administrators, and managers, earnings ranged from a low of $22,919 among 
those aged 25-34 to a high of $32,542 among those aged 45-54, faUing to 
$27,564 among those aged 60-64. There is a similar age pattern, if less 
pronounced, in other occupations (U.S. Bureau of the Census, unpublished). 
Or, to take a more limited sphere of social life, Schrank and Waring (1983) 
note that, within managerial ranks in corporations, the most prestigious and 
powerful positions are typically reserved for older individuals, at least up to 
retirement age. 

AGE-RELATED PROCESSES 
AND INEQUALITY 

My argument, then, is that class analysis is insufficient to understand either 
the relative disadvantages of those age strata outside the productive system or 
the age inequalities found at all class levels among those in the productive 
system. Rather, these age patterns can best be understood by examining the 
dynamic processes within the age stratification system of aging and cohort 
succession (see the chapter by Riley in this volume; see also Riley, Foner, and 
Waring, 1988). I shall discuss each of these processes briefly. 

Aging 

Factors related to aging over the life course help produce the age 
inequaUties observed in cross-section at any given point in time; and the aging 
process operates to produce inequalities at every level of the class system. 
Among the members of every class, the typical pattern has been that social 
rewards start at relatively low levels while people are young, then increase, on 
the average, over the life course up to retirement. At any one point in time, of 
course, changes linked to aging contribute to the formation of a societal age 
hierarchy, with people of different ages differentially rewarded. 

To be sure, class factors constrain the way social benefits change with 
aging. The notion of a "career"—characterized by advancement up an 
occupational hierarchy, with increasing authority, responsibiUty, and pay at 
each step—characterizes only some occupations, typically those occupied by 

1. For example, broad census classifícations of occupations do not allow for the wide range of 
decision-making power held by incumbents in specifíc occupations within each broad category. 
One estimate based on 1980 Michigan survey data (Wright et al., 1982), for example, shows that 
13% of those classifíed as professionals have little or no control over their own work or over the 
work of others. Conversely, among those classifíed as laborers (including farm laborers), about 
10% have some managerial control. 
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members of the middle and upper middle classes (see, for example, Kalleberg 
and Sorensen, 1979, on different categories of labor markets). The work lives 
of most blue-coUar and lower-level white-coUar workers have a relatively flat 
trajectory, remaining at the same or almost the same broad occupational level 
throughout their working years (e.g., Spilerman, 1977), Although these 
workers receive pay increases, these are less contingent on individual 
achievement than on rising productivity, seniority on the job, and coUective 
bargaining. Moreover, blue-coUar workers are more subject to unemploy-
ment, which limits the social benefits they can accrue. According to Dannefer 
(1987), what appears to be operating is the "Matthew effect" (Merton, 1968): 
the tendency toward the cumulation of advantage or disadvantage. Those in 
the working class start out at lower occupational levels and have more limited 
growth opportunities over their working lives than do those in the middle and 
upper classes. 

Nonetheless, prior to retirement, social benefits tend to cumulate with 
aging in all classes. These general life-course patterns appear to have a certain 
legitimacy and may be congruent with the requirements of modern work 
organizations. By ages 62 to 65, however, the vast majority of workers have 
retired; and most retirees from all classes experience some diminution in 
income, power, and prestige. Even highly paid executives in top administrative 
positions have not been exempt, because most have been subject to 
mandatory retirement, which, in effect, reduces their power and prestige, if 
not income. 

It is noteworthy that these broad life-course patterns and their legitima-
tions, as they contribute to age inequalities in the society, may be historically 
specific. For example, the size of the pay increases people receive throughout 
their careers, or whether they receive increases at aU, depend on the economic 
conditions (e.g., economic expansion or contraction, inflation) prevaiUng 
during the particular period in which they live out their working lives. 

Cohort Succession 

In addition to aging processes as such, the different life-course experiences 
of successive cohorts also affect age-related inequalities. At any given time, 
members of an age stratum differ not only in age but also in the cohorts to 
which they belong. By "cohort," I refer to an aggregate of people born during 
the same historical period, who proceed together from infancy to old age and 
experience societal events at the same age. As the social, political, and 
economic context of a society changes, so does the life-course experience of 
successive cohorts. At any one time, the different experiences of coexisting 
cohorts contribute to the observed societal age patterns of inequality. Cohort 
experiences can exacerbate or offset the relative disadvantages of the young 
and the old strata already produced by the aging process. 

To iUustrate, consider how cohort differences in life-course experiences 
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contribute to cross-sectional income patterns. For several decades, cross-
sectional data in the United States have revealed relatively low median 
incomes among the young and the old, peak incomes among those aged 35-54, 
and then a drop among those 55 and over. One reason for this drop as early as 
age 55 is that, in recent decades, each cohort entering the labor force has, on 
the average, enjoyed higher entry-level pay than the previous cohorts. Thus, 
even though workers stiU in the labor force beyond age 55 have tended to 
continue to receive pay increases as they grew older, these increases have not 
been sufficient to match the advantages of somewhat younger workers whose 
increases build on a higher starting base. 

Although this tendency for successive cohorts to earn increasingly high 
incomes upon entry into the labor force has had considerable staying power, a 
number of recent changes and events could well reverse it. Some of these 
changes may have a greater impact on the working class; others on the middle 
and upper middle classes. Taken together, however, all classes are likely to be 
affected as the economic health of the country as a whole, or at least of 
particular industries, decUnes. Changes in the economy are likely to affect 
cohorts just entering the labor market most adversely, though earlier cohorts, 
now in their later years, may be affected as weU. 

Another Ulustration of how cohort differences affect patterns of inequality 
is the unemployment rate among youth, which has been particularly sensitive 
to economic trends. In the period from 1970 to the early 1980s, unemployment 
among youth has increased substantially in a number of countries. Thus, in 
Canada, unemployment among males under 20 rose from 16.1% in 1970 to 
24.6% in 1982. In the United States, the corresponding figures are 13.6% and 
23.1%; in Great Britain, 4.5% and 28.9%; and in France, 3.6% and 21.5%. 
Although the overaU unemployment rates are lower, simUar cohort differences 
are apparent both among females and among those aged 20-24 (Organisation 
for Economic Co-Operation and Development, 1984), 

Some of the current unemployment among youth is related to the difficulty 
of finding a first job after leaving school. But even those youth who had found 
employment during the 1970s had higher rates of separation from work than 
those in earlier cohorts. Thus members of cohorts only a decade apart have 
had quite different experiences in the early phases of their work lives. Just how 
such early unemployment wiU affect the future life course of cohorts whose 
members are young in the 1980s is not clear. Those young people experiencing 
extended and/or multiple speUs of unemployment are less Ukely to have 
opportunities for on-the-job training, a loss that can affect their future 
earnings. 

While unemployment tends to affect working-class youth most severely, 
another societal trend having a special impact on today's young people affects 
those in both the working and middle classes. This is the two-tiered wage 
policy introduced by a number of companies in the United States. For the 
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short term, the practice means that entry-level workers come in at wage levels 
lower than the starting pay of those already on the payroU. Whether in the 
long term they wiU receive raises permitting them to catch up with workers 
older than they is an open question. Union contracts settled in the first quarter 
of 1986 do not include clauses guaranteeing substantial pay increases in the 
short run. Contracts in force for two or three years award unionized workers 
smaller wage increases than they received in previous contracts. A considerable 
number of recent settlements involve wage freezes for the first year and some 
workers took wage cuts, averaging 10% (New York Times, April 25,1986; see 
also Borum and Conley, 1986, for major coUective bargaining agreements 
signed in 1985). 

Cohort-specific experiences that affect patterns of inequality occur not 
only among youth but at every age. Thus cohorts of middle-aged workers in 
the 1980s have also been subject to experiences that differentiate their lives 
from those of earlier cohorts of middle-aged workers. With the closing down, 
contraction, or relocation of unionized, high-paying plants in the Midwest 
and Northeast, many seasoned workers—particularly blue-coUar and lower-
level white-coUar workers—lost their jobs. They not only experienced a drop 
in income during periods of unemployment, but eventually took new jobs at 
lower pay. Industrial shifts in the 1980s also had a ripple effect on small 
businesses in many communities. For the workers and business people in the 
affected cohorts, the likelihood of steady increases in earnings over their 
working lives was, at the least, interrupted. Some wiU not be able to recoup, 
leading to distinct patterns of inequality as those cohorts enter old age. 

Cohorts are distinguished from one another not only by the social and 
economic circumstances encountered by cohort members at various stages of 
their lives, but also by characteristics of the cohort as a whole, such as size, sex, 
race, and ethnic composition. For example, it is well known that cohort 
differences in size affect mobility opportunities over the life course, resulting 
in cross-sectional inequalities in educational and occupational attainment (see 
EasterUn, 1980; see also Waring, 1975, on disordered cohort flow). Members 
of the large baby-boom cohorts are already beginning to assume positions in 
middle levels of work hierarchies. Although the cohorts foUowing them are 
smaller, promotion rates may be lower until members of the baby-boom 
cohorts retire. If so, mobility wUhin these newer cohorts wiU be inhibited, as 
wiU the further mobUity of many baby boomers. 

China provides a particularly dramatic example of a similar reduction in 
mobility. In the 1960s and 1970s, state and coUective enterprises in urban 
areas simply could not absorb the large number of young people seeking 
employment. One solution was to "send down" miUions of youths to rural 
areas where living standards were lower. The experiences of these youths are 
in sharp contrast to those of the cohorts young in the 1950s, who enjoyed easy 
access to the state and coUective enterprises newly organized by the 
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revolutionary leaders. During the course of their careers, members of these 
earlier cohorts received pay increases, nonmonetary benefits, and generous 
retirement pensions (Whyte and Parish, 1984). 

In short, in many countries, cohorts of workers currently young or middle-
aged may not experience the lifelong economic improvement enjoyed by 
cohorts of workers who are already old—a trend that is not confmed to the 
working class alone. Thus the age-specific pattern of income inequality could 
be very different in ten years than it was ten years ago. Rather than being 
relatively disadvantaged, people 55 and over in the future may be the most 
highly paid age grouping in the society, with younger strata lagging behind. 

THE CONSEQUENCES OF AGE-BASED 
INEQUALITIES FOR 

INDIVIDUAL AND SOCIETY 

So far my argument has been that aging and cohort succession help to 
produce age inequalities at any given time throughout aU classes. Do these 
inequalities matter for the lives of individuals and for social relations within 
the society as a whole? I shall argue that the impact of age inequalities on the 
individual and on relations among members of different age strata is mediated 
by dynamic processes related to age. At the same time, patterns of age 
inequality and individual and group responses to such inequality go beyond 
the age system to affect relations among classes. 

The Effects on the Individual 

Clearly, age is associated with particular attitudes and behavior. Thus, 
independent of class, patterns of health and iUness, participation in the 
community, deviance, intellectual functioning, political attitudes, and sense 
of well-being have been found to differ by age (e.g., Zipp, 1986; Verba and 
Orren, 1985; Jackman and Jackman, 1983; Hirschi and Gottfredson, 1983; 
Herzog, Rodgers, and Woodworth, 1982). In parallel fashion, within age 
strata, there are many class differences in ways of thinking and acting (e.g., 
CampbeU, Converse, and Rodgers, 1976; Schaie, 1983). Explanations of such 
class differences do not, however, provide an adequate model for understand-
ing age differences in attitudes and behavior. 

Class differences in behavior and attitudes can be traced in large part to the 
relative advantages or disadvantages of members of different classes. For 
example, the relatively meager resources of members of the working class and 
the types of jobs they hold are general sources of stress and dissatisfaction; and 
these limitations—lack of money and education, for example—constrain 
their ability to cope. A specific instance of the persistent effects of class across 
the life course is reported by Elder and Liker (1982). These authors found that, 
although both working- and middle-class families had experienced severe 
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economic deprivation during the Great Depression, working-class families 
suffered the most severe income losses. Moreover, because these families had 
been poorer before the Depression, their income losses lasted farther into their 
lives than in the case of middle-class families. Elder and Liker also found that, 
compared to economicaUy deprived working-class women, middle-class 
women in economically deprived families had greater psychological and 
educational resources. Elder and Liker believe that these class-related 
resources help account for the comparatively greater emotional well-being 
found among the middle-class women many years later after those women had 
grown old. 

We cannot so readily attribute age differences in behavior and attitudes 
observed at aU class levels to age inequalities per se. The problem is that, while 
on average both older and younger people are relatively disadvantaged, they 
do not act or think in similar ways, For example, 18-to 21-year-olds and even 
young adults a few years older have relatively low voting rates, whereas the old 
have relatively high rates. Criminal behavior peaks in adolescence and is low 
in the later years. Sense of weU-being is relatively low among young adults, but 
quite high among older people. Thus the young, but not the old, behave much 
as other disadvantaged groups do. What has to be explained, therefore, is why 
the old, in particular, do not behave or think the way they are "supposed" to: 
why they do not conform to patterns exhibited by other relatively deprived 
groups. 

Clues to this seeming paradox cannot be drawn from class analysis or 
found in class factors, but rather are to be found in age-related processes 
intrinsic to the age stratification system. Take subjective well-being as an 
example. Why should older people express such high levels of satisfaction 
despite their many deprivations? One interpretation is that older people are 
not reaUy as satisfied with major domains of their lives and life in general as 
they claim to be, This hypothesis is supported in part by evidence that older 
people's tendency to give socially acceptable responses generally contributes 
to their positive evaluation of their well-being (Herzog, Rodgers, and 
Woodworth, 1982). But this provides only a partial explanation for the higher 
expressed satisfaction of the old. Changes more intimately associated with the 
aging process itself are surely another factor. As people grow older, they often 
lower their expectations and thus feel satisfied with what they can realistically 
achieve. AdditionaUy, as people age, they resolve difficuUies experienced 
earlier, are relieved of certain burdens, and gain certain freedoms, all of which 
contribute to their sense of well-being, Cohort processes may also be 
operating; that is, the early experiences of the particular cohorts represented 
in the surveys relied on here may have predisposed them to expect little from 
their old age and to accept losses as God's wiU (Foner, 1986), Akhough 
sufficient longitudinal data on successive cohorts are not at hand to test such 
explanations fuUy, no plausible account of these age patterns of behavior and 
subjective response can ignore the role of age-related processes. 
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The Impact on the Society 

I now turn to the societal level and the likeUhood that age inequalities wiU 
affect relations among age strata and, in turn, relations among classes, I shall 
discuss two related issues: (1) Do age inequaUties lead to age conflicts 
throughout the society? (2) And if such conflicts arise, how do they affect 
relations within and between classes? Specifically, if age-related issues and 
conflicts become a focal point, is the salience of class identities reduced and 
class solidarity weakened? 

As to the first question, some commentators are predicting open age 
conflicts in the United States. They argue that today's young people, who are 
not enjoying the level of economic well-being their parents did at their age, let 
alone exceeding their parents' achievements, are experiencing relative depriva-
tion. In a Washington Po5í (1986) piece, "The Coming Conflict As We Soak 
the Young to Enrich the Old," Paul Taylor claims that "young adults now 
have a harder time making ends meet and face a far stiffer tax burden than 
their parents did when they were the same age." For example, on average, a 
30-year-old male head of household now earns 10% less in inflation-adjusted 
wages than his father did at the same age. Yet the same 30-year-old must spend 
44% of his wages to live in the median-priced house compared to the 14% his 
father needed to spend. 

Historically, issues involving economic benefits and welfare have not 
become the focus of societywide age conflicts. Although it is the young who 
have typically initiated conflicts with their elders, by and large, it has not been 
material issues that have motivated such challenges. There are a number of 
reasons for this. In the family, the young have usually benefited from the 
economic gains of their parents and grandparents. SimUarly, in the work 
context, the young accept current age-based inequality in the hope of future 
gains (for a fuUer discussion of this point, see Foner, 1974). 

Social movements among the old have been rarer than youth movements. 
But those that have emerged, like the Townsend Movement of the 1930s for 
public old-age pensions, were not directed against younger adults, and both 
young and middle-aged adults supported the goals of these movements. 

So far, in the 1980s, despite the forecasts, no societywide age-based 
conflicts over material issues have erupted in the United States. An obvious 
locus of potential conflict would appear to be the high payroU taxes workers 
under 65 currently pay to help guarantee the solvency of the Social Security 
system. Yet, surveys indicate that young adults believe these taxes are about 
right or even too low (Taylor, 1986). Although this reaction may seem 
surprising, the young have good reasons for not wishing to weaken a system 
that underpins the relative well-being of older people. Young and mature 
adults benefit from social security by not having the burden of caring for their 
elderly parents and they expect that they wUl benefit when they themselves are 
old. To be sure, not everyone in the United States wants to strengthen the 
system, but differences in attitudes here are based more on class than on age 
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(for a fuUer discussion of class-based attitudes toward proposed changes in 
social security as a class issue, see A. Foner, 1984). 

In short, the same general processes that have played a role in earlier eras 
are at work today to prevent age-based conflicts over economic issues. Even 
though there are age-based material inequalities that cut across class Unes, 
these appear to be less salient than class-based inequalities. Thus age 
inequalities appear unUkely to spark sharp age cleavages that would supersede 
class issues to divide classes along age lines. They are not likely to become a 
significant threat to class solidarity. 

This does not mean that young people's discontents wiU not find expression 
and possibly affect class cohesiveness in subtle ways. As Merton (1957) 
pointed out many years ago, open conflict is but one outlet for frustrations; an 
alternative is deviant behavior. And such deviance could affect class relations 
by damaging class solidarity among people of different ages. The need to deal 
with persistent deviance can divert people's attention from class issues, 
thereby weakening class solidarity and reducing the likelihood of coUective 
action against other classes. For example, Hebdige (1984) argues that, in 
England, a sector of disaffected youth confront their powerlessness by 
participating in youth subcultures featuring their own styles of dress, body 
adornment, and hair arrangements. In the working class, this form of 
insubordination and declaration of independence is likely to divert youth 
from class-related activities and could well alienate older working-class adults 
(see also WUlis, 1977, on other forms of deviance among working-class youth 
in England). 

Competition and strains between age groups may find expression in stUl 
another way: mild quarrels and disputes in specific institutional spheres. Thus 
in the workplace or in occupational associations, there are often interpersonal 
disputes between younger and older workers. Although such disputes are not 
likely to lead to sharp age cleavages within classes, they can reduce class 
solidarity. For example, in unionized enterprises, young and old workers 
typically present a united front to management, but within the union, they 
often lock horns over provisions of new labor contracts and sometimes over 
elections for local leadership. In one instance, Burawoy (1979) reports that, 
although more than half the workers in the plant he studied voted for a new 
contract, a good number were unhappy that contract proposals featured a 
liberal pension scheme as the most significant gain. According to one worker, 
the contract was inadequate because he would have to wait too long to benefit 
from the pension plan. He preferred a more substantial wage increase. 

Age disputes within unions may also be sparked by differing cohort 
experiences. For example, Kornblum (1974) notes that cuhural factors were 
important in younger workers' support for a rank and file slate of can-
didates—some 10 to 15 years younger than their opponents—running for 
leadership of their union. The younger workers liked the style of the rank and 
fíle slate and they were "tired of hassling" with the old guard over discipline 
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problems like being sent home for smoking "dope" or coming in late. StiU 
another response of disaffected young workers is to eschew union membership 
entirely or ignore the directions of the leadership, Where such responses are 
widespread, the effectiveness of unions is weakened, not only in the workplace 
but also in the community and in the broader political arena. 

In addition to age-based conflicts, age-related deviance, and interpersonal 
disputes, changes in patterns of age inequality can also affect relations 
between classes. The emergence of the Social Security system and a growing 
system of private pension plans is a case in point. The extensive literature on 
social security has focused on factors accounting for the program's origin and 
subsequent expansion, with some debate focused on the relative importance 
of class factors. 

Whatever the significance of class in building national pension systems, the 
inverse situation is of equal interest: the impact of institutionalized old-age 
pension systems on the class system. For one thing, given a universal system of 
old-age benefits for workers from aU classes, such as the United States Social 
Security system, the working and middle classes all have a stake in protecting 
it. To the extent that political forces attempt to weaken the system, working-
and middle-class interest groups, which might otherwise be at odds, are likely 
to unite to safeguard their common stake in the system. Further, social 
security, together with private pension systems, provides workers with wage 
gains, albeit deferred, and give workers and their dependents a sense of 
security about the future, If pressures for wage increases can be partially met 
by such deferred wages, which are less costly to employers in the present, then 
worker-employer conflict is tempered (see Myles, 1984). 

In short, social relations within the age system and societal programs that 
have reduced age-based inequality can have an effect on class relations, 
helping to deflect class conflict. More broadly, changes in the age system as a 
whole have implications for the entire class system. 

SUMMARY 

Most sociologists accept the fact that there are several bases of inequality in 
society—gender, race, ethnic, and age inequalities as well as class inequalities. 
Although age is widely recognized as a basis of differentiation and inequality 
in nonindustrial societies, analyses of age as a social phenomenon in modern 
societies have tended to play down age inequalities as inherent in age systems. 
Yet, systematic age inequalities are pervasive in modern societies and, as I 
have argued here and elsewhere (Foner, 1979), age forms the basis of a system 
of social stratification, similar in many ways to other types of stratification 
systems. This stratification perspective has informed analysis of age in-
equalities in several ways. 

First, drawing upon analyses of class and other systems of structured 



Anne Foner 189 

inequality, the stratification perspective calls attention to the whole age 
structure and the way a particular stratum fits into that structure. In dealing 
with inequality, this approach alerts the investigator to the relative advantages 
and disadvantages of the fuU set of age strata, not just the old. Additionally, 
viewing inequality as a feature of the age system raises questions that had 
previously been confined to analyses of class systems. For example, questions 
about class consciousness and class conflict have triggered analyses of age 
consciousness and age conflicts and suggested new lines of inquiry (Foner, 
1974). Thus class analyses have provided important models for examining age 
systems. 

Second, the stratification perspective views age stratification as part of a 
famUy of interrelated stratification systems; it thus invites examination of the 
intersection between age, class, and other stratification systems, This means, 
of course, analyzing how age strata are affected by class processes, At the same 
time, it is important to examine how the structure of age inequality and 
changes within it affect individuals within classes and the class system as a 
whole, 

A third, related point foUows: The stratification perspective on age requires 
analyzing how age-related factors contribute to age inequalities and their 
consequences for individuals and groups. If age inequaUties exist independent 
of the class system, as I have argued, then complete explanations of these 
inequalities and their consequences require analysis of aging processes and 
cohort succession. Thus age-related processes need more thorough exploration 
to provide a fuU understanding of such apparently anomalous reactions of 
particular age groups as the subjective well-being of most older people, despite 
their relatively low economic status, prestige, and power, or the apparent 
wUlingness of young people to support, at some cost to themselves, social 
programs for the old. 

In conclusion, rather than asking, as many do, whether age or class is more 
important, it is far more fruitful to explore how age interacts with class in 
explaining social inequality and its consequences. 
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Age-Structural Influences on 
Public Transfers to Dependents 

Samuel H. Preston 

To A FAR GREATER EXTENT than in European countries, child rearing 
remains a private matter in the United States, with little direct public support 
except in the area of schooling. Our Great Society experiment with need-
based welfare programs for famUies has been sharply curtailed. In his recent 
book, Moynihan (1986) calculates that the maximum benefit under the Aid to 
Families with Dependent Children program for a four-person family declined 
in 47 out of 50 states between 1970 and 1985. The median decline was 33%. 

Americans rely essentiaUy on voluntarism to accomplish our childbearing 
and child-rearing goals. In the past, as Judith Blake (1972) has argued 
persuasively, the volunteer ethic was supported by informal but powerful 
social norms and sanctions that propelled people into the roles of spouse and 
parent. Attitude surveys show that these norms have lost much of their 
potency in the past 20 years. Americans are much more tolerant of 
nonmarriage and childlessness than in the past, as revealed perhaps most 
vividly in the landmark book The Inner Americans (Veroff et al., 1981). I have 

AuTHOR'S NOTE: This chapter is a revision ofonepresentedto iheannualmeeling oflhe American 
Sociological Associalion, New York, Sepiember2,1986.1am graieful to Barbara Wolfe. Barbara 
Torrey, Victor Fuchs, Hugh Heclo, Paul Taubman, and Charles Howefor their commenls and 
suggeslions. They are nol responsible for any remaining errors or devialions from orlhodoxy. 
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argued elsewhere (Preston, 1987) that the devaluation of the parent role 
reflects three basic forces: (1) the population/environment debate of the 1960s 
and 1970s that suggested that having children may be a socially damaging act, 
and thereby undercut some previously unquestioned social supports for 
parenthood; (2) the contraceptive revolution that eroded the social logic of 
urging sexually active people into the legal institution of marriage; (3) and 
perhaps most important, continued economic growth, which increased the 
sacrifices required to pursue traditional famUy roles and the sexual division of 
labor that they implied. Both parents and nonparents believed that children 
placed far more restrictions on parents' lives in 1976 than in 1957, even 
though, by any objective economic standard, raising children became more 
affordable as real incomes grew (Veroff et al., 1981), This increased sense of 
restrictiveness was not limited to women; in fact, it was slightly greater among 
men. If we look at family-related behavior rather than attitudes, it is obvious 
that behavior has changed far more among males than females, to the point 
where less than half of American children born in the early 1980s wUl live with 
their fathers throughout childhood (Preston, 1984). 

To a demographer, the behavior that has changed most dramatically is the 
rate of childbearing. American women today wiU bear half the number of 
children over their life course than women did in the late 1950s. The fertility 
rate has remained below the replacement level for 14 straight years, half a 
generation, and shows no sign of regaining the replacement level. 

While we were scaling back our need-based programs for famUies, we were 
expanding sharply our support for the elderly, especially in the form of social 
security payments and Medicare. Many people think of these as simply two 
more government programs. They are not. At $295 bUlion in 1985, federal 
programs for social security, Medicare, and federal retirement now constitute 
slightly over half of the entire domestic budget (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
1986). We have become, in Robert Binstock's apt phrase, an "old age wetfare 
state." 

These developments have had many salutary effects for the elderly 
population. Among them, I believe, is an exceptionally rapid fall in mortality. 
Relative to normal patterns of mortality change, our largest gains since 1970 
have occurred above age 65 for both sexes (Preston, 1984). The median age at 
death in the U.S, life table for 1983 is 81.6 years for females and 74.4 years for 
males (U.S. National Center for Health Statistics, 1985). 

The imprint of our changing social policy, and of the changing norms that 
underiie it, can be seen in many other indicators. Probably most vivid are rates 
of poverty, which has become increasingly concentrated among children and 
women. Children under 18 constituted 40% of the poverty population in 1984, 
even though they were only 27% of the total population (U.S. Bureau of the 
Census, 1986). Women between ages 18 and 54 who are living without 
husbands constituted another 10% of the poverty population, even though 
they were only 3% of the total population. More than half of the chUdren 
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living in poverty are living in female-headed families. Between them, children 
and women living without husbands constitute half of the poverty population, 
two-thirds more than expected based on their relative numbers alone. 
MeanwhUe, the poverty rate among the elderly has fallen dramatically, to the 
point where it is now below the national average, Except for ages 15-17, 
poverty rates are higher at every age for females than for males, even, 
surprisingly, in childhood. Sex differences in poverty rates are particularly 
large above age 65 because of the high incidence of widowhood and the failure 
of pension systems to reward prior family-building activities. 

AGE DISTRIBUTIONAL DILEMMAS 

Obviously, the recent declines in fertiUty and mortality have altered the life 
course in significant ways, But it is important to recognize, echoing a theme 
repeated throughout these volumes, that the life course is embedded in a social 
structure that constrains and influences it in many ways. One important 
feature of the social context is the age structure of the population. Because of 
declines in both fertility and mortality, the past two decades have witnessed 
the fastest aging of the American population in history and this trend is certain 
to continue, 

Changes in age structure become particularly important when our most 
important social programs are based on age rather than, say, on need or class 
or race or family circumstances. We have certainly arrived at this stage. At the 
federal level, our largest social programs are directed at the elderly. At the 
state and local levels, our most expensive social program is education for 
children and youth. 

The recent and future changes in age structure affect our ability to 
discharge the responsibiUties that have been coUectively assumed. In partic-
ular, they make it easier to subsidize schooUng and more difficult to subsidize 
the elderly. But at the same time, they alter the mix of interests represented in 
the political arena. For example, in the congressional elections of 1982, only 
38% of voters lived in a household containing a child (Preston, 1984). 

Obviously, family and life-course stage are only one of many possible 
influences on voting behavior and politics in general. But there is evidence that 
they can be important influences, especiaUy for age-targeted programs. One 
study in Michigan found the odds of voting for a school tax increase to be four 
times higher for voters with one to three children than for people without 
children. Another study found that having a child boosted the level of desired 
educational expenditure by 76% relative to having no child (Chomitz, 1985). 
It is not surprising that programs for the elderly are somewhat more popular 
among the elderly, although they are also popular among the middle-aged. In 
a pertinent cross-national study, Pampel and WUliamson (1985) found that 
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nations with older age structures had significantly more generous public 
pensions. 

In short, demographic changes have made it more difficult to supply 
services to the elderly while, at the same time, the changes could be expected 
to increase the demand for such services on a per capita basis. Conversely, it is 
now easier to supply coUective resources to children, but the demand for such 
services may have been reduced. How are these conflicting forces to be 
reconciled? I believe that this is becoming a central issue in American social 
policy. In an earlier paper (Preston, 1984), I implicitly adopted a demand-
driven model, arguing that changing public expenditure patterns reflected 
changing political constituencies. The implication was that the continued 
aging of the American population would be accompanied by continued 
expansion of benefits per elderly person. But when carried to the extreme, this 
implication is quite implausible; if we had five elderly people for every 
working-age person, for example, we obviously could not sustain, let alone 
expand, existing expenditure patterns. 

For the rest of this chapter, then, I wiU try to sketch out an analytic 
framework that integrates the supply of and demand for public transfers to 
dependent groups, and iUustrate its application to recent and projected 
changes in the United States. 

THE SUPPLY FUNCTION FOR 
PUBLIC TRANSFERS TO DEPENDENTS 

Suppose that we are dealing with a pure case of financial transfer from the 
working-aged population to the elderly. Membership in the two groups is 
nonoverlapping, and we ignore any eligibiUty crUeria for contributing or 
receiving funds other than age. For the time being, we also ignore administra-
tive costs, so that each doUar spent on the transfer program by a working-aged 
person is a doUar received by the elderly. The "pay as you go" systems of social 
security (Old Age and Survivors Insurance) and Medicare have traditionally 
been close to this form, because the reserve fund in the combined systems has 
amounted to less than a quarter of the annual outlays in recent years (U.S. 
Bureau of the Census, 1985, Table 610). 

Funds can be transferred from contributors to recipients along what we wiU 
call a "transfer possibilities line." Such a line is iUustrated in Figure 11.1. On 
the vertical axis is the amount of doUars transferred per member of the 
contributing group (defined as persons aged 15-64) and on the horizontal axis 
is the amount of doUars received per member of the recipient group (defined as 
persons aged 65 and above). This line is somewhat analogous to a supply curve 
in a conventional supply/demand diagram in which the price of a good is on 
the vertical axis (in our case, it is cost per contributor) and the quantity offered 
at that price (in our case, doUars received per recipient) on the horizontal. The 
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transfer possibilities line necessarily goes through the origin—if there are no 
contributions there can be no receipts—and has a slope that is demographically 
determined. In particular. 

Slope = 

A Dollars contributed per member Number in recipient 
of contribution group group 

A DoUars received per member of Number in contri-
recipient group buting group 

For example, if contributors outnumber recipients four to one, then an 
additional $100 can be transferred to each recipient for an additional cost of 
$25 to each contributor. A fixed administrative cost of x per doUar transferred 
could simply be represented as an increase in the slope by l/(l-x). 

At any moment in time societal transfers must be made along the transfer 
possibUities line. In this basic sense, demography is destiny. Where a given 
society falls along that line is another matter. 

THE DEMAND FUNCTION FOR 
PUBLIC TRANSFERS TO DEPENDENTS 

Public transfers are not a typical good because an individual cannot 
purchase whatever amount of the good he or she wishes. The volume of 
transfers is determined publicly, through political and legal channels, rather 
than privately. Once a particular programmatic level has been socially 
determined, the schedule of individual contribufions typically becomes legally 
mandatory. 

As the outcome of a political process, the volume of transfers reflects a wide 
array of forces: the relative political power of different constituencies and 
special interest groups; prevailing notions of what is good and just and ethical; 
perceptions of individual need and national interest; and levels of economic 
performance—among other factors. Axinn and Stern (1985) have recently 
provided a useful discussion of the motivations underlying U.S. transfers to 
the elderly over the past half century. They conclude that the Social Security 
Act of 1935 grew out of concern over very high rates of unemployment among 
the elderly, together with increased dtfficulties of securing family support 
during the Depression. Once the precedent of public support was firmly 
established, political coalitions succeeded in raising benefit levels relative to 
those of other groups. 

For analytic purposes, our interest is not as much in identifying the relative 
importance of various factors in setting program intensities as in identifying 
the shape of the function that shows how desired public receipts and 
expenditures change as demography changes. For this purpose, we focus on 
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considerations of equity, a dominant motivation in transfer programs, 
Maintaining the analogy between Figure 11.1 and a supply / demand diagram, 
what can be said about the nature of the demand curve at a moment in time? 
There are several possibUities: 

(1) A basic needs approach. Suppose it was determined that each elderly 
person was entitled to a fixed amount of transfer, regardless of the cost of 
providing it. Such a policy would likely be motivated by powerful considera-
tions of social equity, designed to ensure that each person in the recipient 
group could achieve a certain minimum standard of living, In this circum-
stance, the demand curve would be a vertical line, Note that equity concerns 
could not extend to comparisons between the contributing and receiving 
groups, because a vertical demand curve implies that a certain standard must 
be achieved for recipients regardless of the burden on contributors, Pre-
sumably because of their special status, equity concerns extend only to 
recipients. 

(2)A wiUingness-to-contribute approach. Suppose contributors recognized 
the validity of the transfer program but were wiUing to contribute a fixed 
amount or percentage of their income—no more and no less—to it, regardless 
of the number of recipients, Such a strategy is analogous to tithing, an 
erstwhile method for raising religious contributions. If contributors felt some 
pressing need to contribute to the solution of a social problem, a need that was 
satisfied by making a particular gesture or sacrifice, the tithing analogy would 
be quite appropriate. If contributors alone determined the outcome and 
pursued such a strategy, then the demand curve would be horizontal. 

(3) A downward-slopingfunction. While conditions that would produce a 
horizontal or vertical curve can be described, it seems far more likely that the 
demand curve would, in the conventional style, slope downward from left to 
right. Suppose that the ratio of recipients to donors declined, This could be 
viewed as a societal increase in per capita discretionary income because there 
is less aggregate "need" in society given its earnings capacity. If the increased 
discretionary income were to be shared between donors and recipients, the 
curve would move in a southeasterly direction, A downward-sloping curve 
implies that some fraction of the increased wealth would take the form of 
increased receipts per recipient and some fraction the form of reduced costs 
per contributor. In short, the advantages would be shared between the groups, 
consistent with concerns for achieving equity both within and between 
groups. Alternatively, the burden of an increased ratio of recipients to donors 
would also be shared between the groups in the form of increased contributions 
per contributor and reduced receipts per recipient. Of course, such circum-
stances are purely hypothetical, given that a society is forced to stay on its 
transfer possibilities curve. But that is also true of a conventional supply/de-
mand diagram. Purchasers must accept the market price offered by suppliers, 
and any other price is merely a hypothetical construct in a mental experiment. 
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That the demand curve is downward-sloping in Japan was made quite 
explicit in a major reform of public pensions in 1985. In a paper reviewing the 
rationale for the reform, the ministry responsible stressed the need for 
"balance between the level of pension received by the elderly generation and 
the living standards and liabilities of the working generation supporting the 
system (equity between generations)" (Japan, Ministry of Heakh and 
Welfare. 1985:1). After reviewing projections of the cost of pensions in light of 
the internationally unprecedented rate of aging that is projected for Japan, the 
ministry argued that maintaining previous benefit levels would "destroy the 
balance between the salaried worker's net wage and benefits for pension 
beneficiaries" (p. 21), As a result, adaptation to the projected demographic 
changes took the form of both reductions in benefits and increases in 
contributions. The desire to share burdens and benefits, while unusually 
expUcitly stated in Japan, seems likely to be present elsewhere as well, if only 
as the outcome of a puU-and-tug among interest groups. 

If we agree that the equity-motivated demand curve is downward-sloping, 
then we have a useful tool for interpreting the past and predicting the future. If 
the demand curve remains fixed, a decline in the ratio of recipients to 
contributors (a decline in the slope of the transfer possibilities curve) should 
appear as a southeasterly movement in outcomes. A rise in the ratio of 
recipients to contributors should move outcomes in a northwesterly direction, 
toward more contributions per contributor and fewer receipts per recipient. 

Although it is unlikely that the demand curve would remain fixed over an 
extended period, the equity motives that underlie many transfer programs 
should create a downward-sloping curve at any given moment in time. Yet 
rising income levels ought to shift the curve outward as a society becomes 
better able to afford transfers to dependents (e.g., while maintaining the same 
ratio of incomes for recipient and donor groups). The poUtical consequences 
of changing demography can also cause the demand curve to shift. For 
example, a rise in the ratio of recipients to contributors could be expected to 
put upward pressure on intensities of the program as the balance of self-
interest shifts in the political arena. In general, major shifts in the demand 
curve ought to be identifiable with the model just presented. 

RECENT AND PROJECTED CHANGES IN 
TRANSFERS TO THE ELDERLY 

The U.S. Office of Management and Budget has computed federal benefits 
received by the population aged 65 and over for years beginning in 1971. So 
this year becomes a convenient baseUne for viewing recent trends. Let us 
confine our attention to social security and Medicare payments to persons 
over 65. These are the two largest programs and have both operated 
essentially on a pay-as-you-go basis, The expansion of benefits received under 
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these programs (growth by a factor of 4.84 between 1971 and 1985) has been 
somewhat slower than the growth in total benefits for the elderly (factor of 
5.99) (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1985, Table 605), In both cases, most of the 
growth can be accounted for by inflation. We wiU adjust for inflation by 
expressing 1971 transfers in 1985 doUars. 

The total amount of expenditure on these programs was $201.8 bUUon in 
1985 and $110.8 biUion in 1971 (expressed in 1985 doUars). There were 28.530 
million elderly persons in 1985 and 20.487 million in 1971; corresponding 
numbers for persons aged 15-64 are 158,248 and 129.033 million(U,S. Bureau 
of the Census, 1974,1985). This information is presented graphically in Figure 
11,2, The transfer possibilities line for 1985 has a slope of 28.530/158.248 = 
,1803. In 1971, ithad aslope of 20.487/129.033 = .1589. So the slope increased 
by 13.5% between these years, reflecting the aging of the U.S. population, 

With a constant downward-sloping demand curve, one would expect that 
expenditures in Figure 11.2 would move in a northwesterly direction between 
the two years. Obviously, this movement did not occur, Instead, there was 
evidently a large outward shift in the demand curve. Receipts per elderly 
person rose by 31% and expenditures per person aged 15-64 rose by 49%, (The 
ratio of these growth factors, 1,485 and 1.308, is the ratio of slopes in the 
transfer possibUities Unes for the two years.) With a fixed demand curve, one 
would have expected the increase in contributions per contributor to be less 
than 13% (reaching 13% only if the demand curve were vertical). It seems 
reasonable, therefore, to conclude that most of the 49% increase in expenditure 
per contributor—and the entire increase in receipts per recipient—was 
attributable to a demand shift during the period. Note that the shift would 
have been larger if measured from 1970—because a major increase in social 
security payments went into effect in 1971—but smaller if measured from 
1975, after the period of sharpest increases. Obviously, the shift occurred 
abruptly rather than incrementally. 

It is beyond the scope of this analysis to identify all the factors responsible 
for this shift. The changing balance of recipients and donors is likely to have 
played some role, but a 13% change in their relative size does not seem fuUy 
capable of accounting for such a large change in expenditure patterns. The 
demographic changes were, however, reinforced by changing age patterns in 
voting. It appears likely that the effect of mortality change on the popularity 
of programs for the elderly was not limited to changes in numbers alone 
(Preston, 1984). 

Rising real per capita income levels over the period probably played a role 
as weU, permhting the nation to feel that it could "afford" more benefits for 
the elderly. Some of the expansion in benefits reflects the fact that a larger 
fraction of the elderly were legislatively entitled to receive benefits and that the 
average entitlement grew as a result of higher periods of contribution. Because 
entitlements have been legislatively changed so frequently in the past several 
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decades (Chin, 1983), however, I am treating them in this chapter as though 
they were continuously renegotiable. Such a treatment corresponds to the 
"tax-transfer model of Social Security" associated principally with economists 
Joseph Pechman, Henry Aaron, and Michael Taussig. Supporters of such a 
conception cite in its defense the loose connection between benefits and 
contributions, the absence of contractual rights to benefits, the compulsory 
nature of contributions, and the absence of financial reserves (Thompson, 
1983). 

The demographic changes that occurred over the past 15 years are minute 
compared to those that are projected over the next 15. Figure 11.2 shows the 
transfer possibUities line as projected in the U.S. Census Bureau's medium 
series for 2000 and 2030 (U.S, Bureau of the Census, 1984). The slope rises to 
.2268 by the year 2000, an increase of 26% from 1985. By 2030, the slope is 
projected to reach ,3477, an additional increase of 53% from the turn of the 
century, There is projected to be slightly more than one person over age 64 for 
every three persons aged 15-64 in 2030. 

If the demand curve does not shift, one could expect the demographic 
changes to be accommodated by some combination of cutbacks in benefits per 
elderly person and increases in contributions per working-aged person, The 
demand curve, however, is likely to continue shifting outward as income 
grows and political balances are altered. Working against this prospect may 
be a perception of reduced "need" among the elderly as private savings and 
pension plans provide more comfortable retirements, If the rate of shift is as 
fast as it has been over the past 14 years, then an enormous expansion of 
contributions and benefits would occur, To iUustrate, assume that the demand 
curve has a 45-degree angle, implying a social desire that half of any increase in 
the recipient/donor ratio be absorbed through reduced benefits per recipient 
and half through increased contributions per contributor. If this were the 
shape of the demand curve, then it shifted outward between 1971 and 1985 by 
a factor of 1,2657 (on both axes). 

Using the same annual percentage rate of shift between 1985 and 2000 
results in an intersection between the demand and supply curves in 2000 at a 
benefit level of $8759 per elderly person and a contribution level of $1986 per 
person aged 15-64 (in 1985 doUars). Note that the expansion of benefits for the 
elderly would be a slower 23% over this 15-year period (versus 31% between 
1971 and 1985), despite the continued rapid shift in the demand curve; because 
of the changing demography, the expansion in contributions per contributor 
would be a far more rapid 56%, It is obvious that simply to maintain the 
current benefit levels wiU require continuing major shifts in the demand curve. 

Extending this reasoning to the year 2030, a continuing shift of the demand 
curve at the rate observed for 1971-1985 would result in an intersection of 
supply and demand curves at $13,210 received per person over 65 and $4593 
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contributed per person aged 15-64. These figures represent, respectively, 
increases of 87% and 260% over their levels in 1985, 

These calculations are highly hypothetical, based as they are on the 
unverified assumption that the demand curve has a 45-degree angle. (For 
more detailed projections, see Torrey, 1982.) They also assume that social 
security and Medicare continue to operate on a pay-as-you-go basis, whereas 
a large reserve fund is projected to build up as the baby boomers essentially 
become responsible for funding a sizable fraction of their own public pensions 
(U.S. General Accounting Office, 1986, pp. 50-51). The reserve fund may 
prove iUusory, however, if its projected buildup is simply used to offset deficits 
in general revenue funds and if its projected draw down is resisted because of 
the huge annual deficits in current government accounts that would be 
entailed, ceteris paribus. 

The shift in the demand curve could be slower or faster than projected. To 
the extent that its shift is responsive to the changing balance of recipients and 
contributors in the political arena, it would be reasonable to suppose that 
future shifts wiU be more rapid than those observed in the recent past. 

RECENT AND PROJECTED 
CHANGES IN PUBLIC 

SCHOOL EXPENDITURES 

This model can be extended to types of dependant support programs other 
than pure transfers. The bulk of public support for children, for example, 
takes the form of educational subsidies. Obviously, the purpose of such 
subsidies is to produce an educated population and not to provide living 
expenses or discretionary income to children. If we defined our "good" as 
quality-adjusted units of education supplied, we could not invoke the analytic 
framework developed above. But the model remains useful if we confine our 
attention to educational expenditures per se, and much discussion of public 
schooUng uses the sheer volume of expenditure as the basic indicator of how 
well we are doing by our children. 

Let us use the framework to study educational expenditures over a period 
similar to that used for social security and Medicare. The total of federal, 
state, and local expenditures on education, including construction, was 
$141.506 bilUon in 1983 (the latest year for which the total is avaUable) and 
$50.845 bUUon in 1970 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1985, Table 593). In 1985 
doUars, these amounts are $152.8 biUion and $140.9 biUion. The population 
aged 5-19, on whom the great bulk of these amounts were spent, numbered 
53.333 miUion in 1983 and 59.816 miUion in 1970. To maintain the distinction 
between recipients and donors, we wiU define the population aged 20-64 as the 
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contributory group. This population numbered 135.873 miUion in 1983 and 
106.176 miUion in 1970 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1975, 1986). 

These data are represented graphically in Figure 11.3. The slope of the 
transfer possibilities line underwent a major change between 1970 and 1983 as 
a result of the decUning fertility of the American population. The slope was 
.563 in 1970 but only .393 in 1983. Obviously, this was an era in which 
expenditures per child could have been greatly expanded without increased 
expenditures per adult; alternatively, expenditures per adult could have been 
sharply reduced without compromising expenditures per child. In fact, a 
combination of the two responses is observed. Expenditures per child rose by 
21.6% and expenditures per adult declined by 15.3%. 

In other words, events during this period were consistent with movements 
along a fixed, downward-sloping demand curve. It is possible, of course, that 
the demand curve moved upward or downward by a relatively small amount; 
such movement could not be identified without information on the actual 
slope of the curve. But clearly no major shift in the curve occurred that would 
have moved outcomes in Figure 11,3 in a northeasterly or southwesterly 
direction. 

One might have expected a major upward shift in the demand curve for 
education during the period as per capita real income increased and white-
coUar jobs grew as a fraction of the labor force. A recent review of influences 
on public school expenditure finds a significant positive effect of real income 
at both the individual and the community levels; furthermore, coUege 
graduates are far more favorably disposed to school expenditure than others 
(Chomitz, 1985). Certainly, a rising demand for education has characterized 
most developed countries during the twentieth century, It is possible that these 
impulses were offset by demographically induced changes in the political 
climate. Sharp reductions in the number of children and in the number of 
voters living with children may, as I argued earlier, have weakened the 
constituency for programs directed toward children, 

As noted above, Chomitz (1985) has recently reviewed evidence bearing on 
this proposition. He finds three studies in the econometric literature of 
individual voting patterns on educational tax referenda or of individual 
preferences for educational expenditure. AU show a significant positive effect 
of the presence of children in the home on voting for school expenditure or on 
expressed preference for school expenditure (though one of the studies finds 
the highest preference to be among two-child families). At the community 
level, however, Chomitz finds no systematic relation between the number of 
chUdren as a percentage of the population and a community's level of school 
expenditure per child. But this apparent inconsistency between individual and 
community results is readily accounted for by reference to Figure 11.3. A 
locality with a higher ratio of children to the adult population has a steeper 
transfer possibiUties line, If it is to have the same level of school expenditure 
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per child as an area with fewer children (producing the "no relation" resuU 
across communities), it must also have a higher demand curve, Consistent 
with the individual-level results, areas with more children do appear to have a 
higher demand for school expenditure. It is simply more difficult for them to 
translate that demand into higher expenditures per pupU, because the cost per 
taxpayer of an extra doUar spent per student is relatively higher, 

As we noted, the demand for education cannot be automaticaUy equated to 
the demand for educational expenditure (although the previous studies of 
voter preferences have also focused on expenditure). Any productivity 
changes during the period considered would change the relation between 
educational expenditure and quality-adjusted educational units produced. In 
particular, an increase in productivity (higher educational units produced per 
doUar spent) would have the effect of reducing the demand curve for 
educational expenditure relative to the demand curve for education units, 
Such a change in productivity could explain the absence of major shift in the 
demand curve for educational expenditure, But an improvement in pro-
ductivity appears unlikely in view of the major deterioration that occurred in 
teacher quality and in student scores on standardized tests during the period 
(Preston, 1984). Productivity advances are not a plausible explanation for the 
slow change in expenditure demand during the period, 

U.S. Census Bureau projections imply a continued, but slower, decUne in 
the slope of the transfer possibilities curve for educational expenditures 
(Figure 11,3). If the demand curve continues to hold relatively steady, such a 
shift would result in lower school expenses per taxpayer and higher subsidies 
per school-aged child, It seems more Ukely that income growth, structural 
changes in the labor force, and perceptions of national and local interests wiU 
overcome the mildly negative demographic projections and move the demand 
curve outward (see the thoughtful account in Peterson, 1985), Such a 
development would be consistent with secular trends through most of the 
twentieth century, although not with the pattern of the past 15 years. 

SUMMARY 

Our most important social programs are now age-targeted. How we 
discharge our coUective responsibilities to the recipient groups, therefore, 
becomes subject to the vagaries of age distribution. We are in the midst of the 
most rapid changes in age distribution in U.S. history. I believe that these 
changes affect both the capacity to provide and the demand for public services 
and expenditures directed toward dependent groups. 

We have introduced an analytic framework for studying recent and 
projected changes in social expenditures on dependent populations. The 
framework distinguishes between the transfer possibiUties line for making 
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social transfers, which is entirely determined by demographic factors, and the 
demand for such transfers, which is influenced by many factors, including 
demography. Application of this framework to recent changes in expenditures 
on social security and Medicare in the United States suggests that a 
substantial increase in demand occurred between 1971 and 1985. Its 
application to expendUure on public schooling, on the other hand, suggests 
that the demand function changed relatively little between 1970 and 1983 
despite many nondemographic influences that would have pointed toward an 
increase. ResuUs are consistent wUh an interpretation that the relative size of 
dependent groups, as reflected in political constituencies, is an influence on 
the demand for public expendUures on dependents. This framework helps 
resolve an apparent inconsistency between individual-level and aggregate-
level studies of school expenditure. 

The demand for transfers must, however, be interpreted in the light of the 
supply conditions that give demographic factors their most direct expression. 
The enormous changes projected in the ratio of the elderly to the working-age 
population do not imply an unbridled expansion in benefits received per 
elderly person; in fact, persistent growth in the demand for such transfer wiU 
have to occur simply to maintain current levels of benefits per recipient. 
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Part IV 

Dynamics of Structural Change 

THE CHANGE PROCESSES discussed in this part deal primarily wkh the 
contribution of cohort flow to the dynamic aspects of structural change and 
the consequences of such change for the lives of individual cohort members. 
The three chapters delineate instances in which myriad events in the coUective 
lives of individuals generate changes in ethnic, age, and class structures. 
Chapters 12 and 13 are distinguished by their use of cohort flow as constitutive 
of structure, in contrast to the more typical use of cohort membership as 
simply a contextual characteristic of individuals. The methodological exer-
cises presented in Chapter 14, while not explicitly tied to age or birth cohort, 
suggest possibilities for analyses focusing on these factors. The chapter 
explores the impUcations of tracing the coUective movement of individuals 
from one lU"e event to the next. Such event history analysis, though k loses the 
identity of individual lives, contributes to our understanding of the mobility 
processes underlying structural change. 

Chapter 12, "Cohorts and the Dynamics of Ethnic Change," demonstrates 
how cohort flow, by changing the age structure of white American ethnic 
groups, is graduaUy eclipsing the once prominent distinctions based on 
European ancestry. Richard Alba shows that cohort variation in exposure to 
mother tongue, coUege attendance, and intermarriage has produced striking 
differences between older and younger members of ethnic groups that 
diminish the potential for ethnic solidarity. 

Karl Ulrich Meyer employs a series of cohort comparisons using large-scale 
aggregated data for West Germany to demonstrate the impact of war on both 
lives and structures. In Chapter 13, "German Survivors of Worid War II: The 
Impact on the Ltfe Course of the CoUective Experience of Birth Cohorts," he 
shows that the war, as a historical event, had Us greatest influence on persons 
who at the time were in their formative years, an influence that persisted into 
later years. Moreover, as the coUective lives of persons in different cohorts 
were differentially affected, they altered social structures by producing age-
based inequaUties between refugees and native-born Germans, for example, 
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and by increasing the power of the state as employer and distributor of welfare 
payments. 

"Class Formation and Class Mobility: A New Approach with Counts from 
Life History Data" presents a dynamic analysis of how the processes of 
individual class mobiUty contribute to the formation of class structure. In this 
chapter, David L. Featherman and L. Kevin Selbee compare two types of 
mobUity tables: the traditional analysis of individuals, arrayed by initial and 
final class position; and a cumulative summary of "class events," which 
includes any movement from one class to another. The latter event history 
approach, which no longer focuses on individuals, is found to provide more 
information on social structure, including relationships and transformations 
of the stratification system itself. 
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Cohorts and the 
Dynamics of Ethnic Change 

Richard D. Alba 

IN THIS CHAPTER, I wiU use differences among birth cohorts to explore 
ongoing ethnic changes among whites in the United States.i There are two 
principal points I wish to establish. The first is that a thoroughgoing 
transformation of ethnicity is now under way among American whites—one 
that means an eclipse of once prominent distinctions based on European 
ancestry, But this transformation is not yet complete; the present moment is a 
time of transition, One consequence of this fact is that conventional ethnic 
categories are quite heterogeneous, combining persons having markedly 
ethnic characteristics and those whose ethnic traits have become attenuated. 
This heterogeneity confounds many analyses of ethnic differences. 

AUTHOR-s NOTE: I am grateful lo Anne Foner for providing the opportunity lo reflecl on ihe 
issues addressed in ihis chapler. Her commenls and ihose oflhe edilors maierially improved ils 
formulalions. 

1. The focus of this chapter is on changes occurring among ethnic groups derived essentially 
from the period of mass immigration from Europe, which ended around 1930. Whether similar 
changes are presently occurring, or wiU occur in the future, to the newer immigrant groups, 
predominantly from Asia, Latin America, and the Caribbean, is a question outside the chapter's 
scope. Thus while the results I present may be read as indicating a decline of ethnicity among 
Americans of European ancestry, they do not of themselves imply a broader dechne in ethnicity in 
American society, but rather a significant shift in the social location of the most salient ethnic 
boundaries (for an elaboration of these briefly stated points, see Alba, 1985, chap. 7). 
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The second point is that this transformation is most clearly manifested by 
differences among birth cohorts; accordingly, it is reflected in pronounced 
variations by age among members of the same ethnic group. The significance 
of cohort is rooted in the origins of the transformation itself, which stems to an 
important degree from historical shifts in opportunities, particularly for 
socioeconomic attainment and cross-ethnic contact, open to members of 
different European-ancestry groups. These shifts, experienced differently by 
persons of different ages, have opened up wide disparities among cohorts of 
ethnics. Currently, members of younger cohorts are strikingly different from 
members of older ones along such lines as educational attainment, exposure 
to a mother tongue, conversion to another religion, and intermarriage. 

Cohort differences are not simply reflections of the transformation of 
ethnicity; they are an integral part of it. Thus the transformation is being 
partially accomplished through the process of cohort succession, as cohorts 
with muted ethnic characteristics continually replace those with salient ethnic 
traits. Moreover, the cohort differences imply that age is a major dimension of 
differentiation within ethnic groups. Because such systematic differences 
between younger and older members of the same group diminish the potential 
for ethnic solidarity, they provide yet another dynamic of ethnic change. 

ETHNICITY AND ETHNIC SOLIDARITY 

A few introductory comments about fundamental concepts of ethnicity 
seem in order, particularly in light of current theoretical and empirical 
disagreements among scholars (see Hirschman, 1983, for a review). In 
defming ethnicity, it is now common to start from the notion of group 
boundaries as the essential characteristic of an ethnic group, rather than any 
particular cuUural property (Barth, 1969). Ethnic boundaries may be marked 
by a variety of cultural or physical features—for example, skin color, 
language, or religion—and the markers may change over time, while the 
boundaries remain. In this sense, cultural assimilation by itself need not be 
indicative of a decline in the salience of ethnic differences. 

Ethnicity matters to sociologists because it is potentially a fundamental 
axis of social organization and a basis for solidarity. For a definition of 
"solidarity," I accept Nielsen's (1985, p. 136): A "community of interests, 
feelings, purposes, etc," where I place a stress on the word "community." 
Solidarity in this sense must be distinguished from feelings of identification 
with the group, or ethnic identity. While ethnic identity would seem a 
prerequisite for solidarity to exist, it is not a sufficient condition. The reason is 
that persons who identify equally strongly wUh a group may differ over what 
behavior is consistent with membership in it and thus lack a basis for 
solidarUy. (This is a possibUUy that I read, for example, into Gans's, 1979, 
"symbolic ethnicity"interpretation of identity among European ethnics in the 
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United States, because symbolic ethnicity is compatible with personal 
defmitions of appropriate ethnic symbols and practices.) 

Ethnic solidarity appears to require that members of an ethnic group share 
some attributes, particularly cuUural, that unite them in contrast to outsiders. 
Solidarity, in other words, demands a degree of homogeneity with respect to 
some relevant characteristics, although these characteristics may vary in 
nature from one group to another and from one historical period to another. 
On the other hand, increasing heterogeneUy lessens the potential for 
solidarity. The effects of heterogeneity are heightened to the extent that 
diversUy within a group corresponds with subgroup boundaries, such as those 
of age. 

In addition, as Olzak (1983, p. 356) points out, solidarity is based on "the 
maintenance of strong ethnic interaction networks and institutions that 
socialize new members and reinforce social ties." In this sense, one could say 
that solidarity is weakened as the social boundary of a group is ruptured, and 
its members are increasingly drawn into cross-ethnic networks. These two 
requirements for solidarity are paralleled in assimUation theory, in particular, 
in the distinction between cultural and structural assimilation (Gordon, 1964). 

The problematic nature of solidarity also stands out in newer theoretical 
approaches to ethnicity, which have moved the focus of attention away from 
such older concerns as that with cultural change. Though highly varied, these 
newer approaches share a common tendency to see ethnicity as a contingent 
phenomenon, dependent in particular on its articulation with class and other 
systems of stratification. (These approaches are expressed in a wide variety of 
research, originating in different theoretical perspectives and leading to 
diverse conclusions—e.g., Yancey et al., 1976; Hechter, 1978; Lieberson, 
1980; Portes and Stepick, 1985). Overall, the newer approaches draw 
attention to the structural foundations of ethnicity: Ethnicity and ethnic 
solidarity are seen not as self-sustaining but as dependent upon other 
commonaUties among the members of ethnic groups. Perhaps most important 
is segregation in the labor market and shared experiences of discrimination 
(see Portes, 1984). Thus aUhough the newer approaches do not insist on 
cultural homogeneUy, they do underline the role of simUarities in experience. 

TIME LINES OF ETHNIC CHANGE 

In thinking about ethnic change, one sort of time Une, or temporal 
yardstick of change, has been predominant in discussions of the United 
States—that of generations. In the context of studies of ethnicity, "generation" 
refers to ancestral distance from the point of arrival in a society—for example, 
the "second"generation encompasses the native-born children of immigrants, 
while the "third" is composed of immigrants' grandchildren. (On the different 
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meanings of the term "generation" in studies of age, see Kertzer, 1983.) The 
generational perspective posits that each new generation differs from its 
predecessors, and typically that each represents an additional step in the 
process of adjustment to the host society (Lieberson, 1973). The image is one 
of a leapfrogging process, whereby each generation builds upon the progress 
of its predecessors. This measurement of change has been particularly 
appropriate for U.S. ethnic groups arising from mass immigration from 
Europe, because the abrupt decline in immigration after 1930 has meant that 
the generational composition of these groups has changed rapidly over time 
and thus so has the prevalence of traits associated with generational status— 
for example, mother tongue usage (Stevens, 1985). 

But the generational perspective on time, while very useful, has some 
important Umitations. Most important is that generational groups, whose 
members' births may be scattered across decades, cannot be presumed to 
share a common historical experience. Accordingly, the generational perspec-
tive tends to deflect attention from the structural basis of ethnicity, the linkage 
between ethnic group and the economy and polity of the larger society, and to 
focus instead on the internal dynamics of change. This perspective has proven 
very useful, for instance, in social psychological studies of ethnicity, which 
build on such notions as that the second generation faces a different set of 
adjustment problems than the first generation (e.g., Herberg, 1955). 

A time line that merits at least equal attention is that of birth cohorts, with 
its emphasis on historical shifts in life chances, especially insofar as these 
concern attributes that tend to be "fixed" at a particular point in the life span.̂  
The notion here is that there are especially crucial events and processes— 
getting an education, beginning a work career, and marrying—that typically 
are tightly bunched in the life course (Hogan, 1978; Marini, 1984), A cohort of 
ethnics come to maturity within a short interval of time and, therefore, face a 
particular set of opportunities that affect the probabUities of experiencing 
more than usual educational mobUity or intermarriage. If these opportunities 
change over time, the impact of such a shift is not felt by aU ethnics, most of 
whom are old enough to be already set in a trajectory, but only by those young 
enough to be at or nearing the appropriate life-course transition (on the 
notions of "trajectory" and "transition," see Elder, 1985). 

In short, historical changes in opportunities for ethnics tend to be 
registered in differences among cohorts. But the cohort differences are in turn 
dynamicaUy reflected in variations among the age strata of a group, as a resuU 
of the intrinsic relationship between birth cohorts and age strata at a given 

2. In general, differences among age strata can reflect processes attributable to aging, 
historical period, and/or birth cohort (Riley, 1985). Because most of the indicators to be 
considered in this chapter change little after early adulthood, the effects of aging can be safely 
ignored. Moreover, this also means that the effects of period are most pronounced for persons 
within a narrow age span, so that, in effect, the distinction between period and cohort dissolves. 
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moment in time (Riley, 1985). The possibility of historical change, then, 
points to age as a potentially salient axis of differentiation within ethnic 
groups. 

Let me give some examples of historical changes with plausible, large-scale 
implications for white ethnics (for a more extended discussion, see Alba, 1985, 
chap. 4). Consider, for example, the potential impact of structural occupa-
tional mobUity in the United States during this century, By "structural 
mobUity," I mean changes in the distribution of occupations and associated 
changes in the life chances for reaching particular occupational strata. 
Between 1930 and 1970, there was a great expansion in the white-coUar sector 
of the work force, especially among professional and technical workers, while 
other major sectors remained stable or declined. I submit that this kind of 
mobility has a special significance for the advancement of disadvantaged 
ethnic groups because it does not have a zero-sum character. Hence ethnic 
mobility can occur without increasing the competition among ethnic groups. 
Steady, large-scale structural mobility aUows for a gradual decrease in the 
occupational segregation between advantaged and disadvantaged groups and 
is therefore likely to lead to a decline in the salience of ethnic boundaries. 

Moreover, the effects of this structural mobility were concentrated in the 
very places where ethnics were found in the largest numbers: in metropolitan 
areas. That is, new jobs and thus the expanding opportunities for cohorts 
entering the labor market were located disproportionately in metropolitan 
areas, while older, obsolescent jobs were found mainly outside of these areas 
(Stanback and Knight, 1970). In addUion, the processes of structural mobility 
in the occupational realm were paralleled by changes in the educational 
system: namely, the expansion of higher education and its transformation 
from a selective system to a mass one (Trow, 1961). In just a two-decade 
period, between 1940 and 1960, this change more than doubled the rate of 
coUege-going among coUege-age cohorts, effectively opening up higher 
education in the UnUed States to groups that previously had had very limited 
access. For veterans of World War II, this education was subsidized by a 
grateful nation, permitting the sons of ethnic, blue-coUar workers to 
experience sudden educational mobility, 

The implications of structural mobUity are sufficient to make the point that 
historical shifts in opportunities are likely to have generated significant 
disparUies among birth cohorts of ethnic groups, but other changes also 
should be acknowledged. Thus the massive post-World War II exodus to 
suburbs drained inner-city ethnic neighborhoods of many of their socially 
mobile residents, and also meant that a growing portion of postwar cohorts 
would be brought up in surroundings that were not as ethnic in character as 
those in which their parents had been reared. Nor should changes spurred by 
the war itself be neglected. Most important, the increasingly favorable 
attitudes toward ethnics of European descent, a reflection of the wartime need 
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to create a mood of national loyalty, carried over into the postwar period, 
expressed among other places in novels and films concerned with wartime 
experience (Polenberg, 1980). 

But no matter how differences among cohorts originate, there are good 
reasons to be interested in them. One reason is that such differences can 
portend how ethnic populations wiU change in the future, as a result of the 
demographic process of cohort succession. A second has already been alluded 
to in the discussion of solidarity: Insofar as age differences in a group 
correspond with other differences as well, they imply natural lines of cleavage, 
because each age stratum is relatively homogeneous internally but distinct 
from other age strata (Riley, 1985). For example, Gans (1982), in his study of 
the Italians of Boston's West End, found age to be a principal determinant of 
membership in "peer groups," the social bedrock of the community; the 
influence of age was due to its association with differences in acculturation. 

DIFFERENCES AMONG COHORTS OF 
AMERICANS OF SOUTH-CENTRAL-EAST 

EUROPEAN ANCESTRY 

My review of some of the salient differences among cohorts of ethnic whites 
in the United States wiU focus on American-born individuals who trace at 
least some of their ancestry to the countries of southern, central, and eastern 
Europe. Such persons are the descendants of immigrants who arrived during 
the last half century of mass European immigration to the United States 
(Lieberson, 1980). Given the recency of this immigration in historical terms, 
the ethnicities it created are stiU prominent in many parts of the United States, 
and thus constitute an acid test of the ability of cohort differences to provide 
insight into larger ethnic trends. 

In what foUows, I wiU draw on two data sets. One is the November 1979 
Current Population Survey, which employed the same ancestry question 
asked in the 1980 census but provides more detailed information about 
generational status than does the census. The other is the NORC General 
Social Survey, which complements the Current Population Survey by giving 
considerable information about religion (and also attitudes, although these 
data wiU not be used here). Because the sample size in the General Social 
Survey is smaU, I have combined several of its samples, using the years 1977 to 
1982 to make the data set roughly comparable in time to the Current 
Population Survey.3 

3. In the analysis that follows, descendants of immigrants from Spain have been eliminated 
from consideration (unless they had other kinds of south-central-east European ancestry), on the 
grounds that they could not be unambiguously identified. According to the ancestry data from the 
1980 Census, the European Spanish ancestry group is extremely small—about .05% of the 
nationalpopulation(U.S. BureauoftheCensus, 1983, p. 14). But its representation in the General 
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The birth cohorts I have designated are in 15-year intervals and correspond 
approximately wUh important historical watersheds. The oldest contains 
persons born before 1916, covering the period of the most intense immigration 
from the countries of southern, central, and eastern Europe. The next oldest 
runs from 1916 to 1930, the final closing of mass immigration as a resuU of 
legal restrictions. The remaining cohorts, whose historical justification is 
obvious, are 1931 to 1945,1946 to 1960, and after 1960. The last cohort is only 
present in the Current Population Survey and then only for some variables. 
Tables 12.1 through 12.3 present differences among these cohorts for a series 
of characteristics broadly relevant to ethnicity. 

I begin with some basic demographic characteristics—generation and 
ancestry type (whether mixed or unmixed): 

Generation 

Even among the U.S.-born, there is a tremendous shift in generation 
between the oldest and youngest cohort. Most of the change occurs between 
the 1916-1930 cohort and that of 1946-1960. About three-quarters of ethnics 
bom during the 1920s belong to the second generation (i.e., the first U.S.-born 
generation); by contrast, almost 90% of those born during the 1950s belong to 
the third and later generations. 

The origins of this correlation between cohort and generation lie in part in 
the history of immigration and the fact that many of the south-central-east 
European immigrants were of simUar age and arrived within a very 
compressed period of time. (In the case of the ItaUans, nearly 60% of the total 
ItaUan immigration since 1820 occurred in a 15-year period, between 1900 and 
1914; Alba, 1985, p. 45.) But the significance of the correlation is that U 
superimposes a generational difference on an age one (and vice versa), Until 
recently, each new cohort coming of age has encountered elders who were 
strongly marked by the immigration experience, eUher being immigrants 
themselves or having grown up in immigrant homes. Strong differences in the 
experiences (during childhood, for example) of different cohorts are the 
result. 

Ancestry Type 

Ancestry type is an important indicator of potential ethnic affiliation. 
Persons of mixed ancestry are obviously the descendants of ethnic inter-
marriages. They are undoubtedly more likely than persons of unmixed 
ancestry to be brought up wUhin an ethnically mixed milieu and hence less 
likely to be socialized wUhin a distinct ethnic cuUure—for example, to be 

Social Survey is about 10 times larger, suggesting that persons from Latin America and other 
Spanish-speaking countries are being placed in the European Spanish category. The elimmation 
of this group has, however, no noticeable impact on the findings. 
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T A B L E 12.1: 

before 1916 
1916-1930 
1931-1945 
1946-1960 
after 1960 

before 1916 
1916-1930 
1931-1945 
1946-1960 
after 1960 

Differences A m o n g Cohorts of U.S . -Born 
South-Central-East European Ethnics: 
Generation, Ancestry, and Marríage 

% Third 
or Laler 

Generalion 

10.9 
22.3 
67.6 
88.3 
89.0 

% Mixed 
Ancestry 

15.6 
21.4 
42.1 
56.3 
78.9 

Intermarriage 

% Spouse % Spouse 
with Same wiih Overlapping 
Ancestry Ancestry 

45.7 
35.9 
18.3 
13.3 

a 

42.7 
29.2 
16.1 
11.9 

a 

Women 

9.0 
11.4 
17.9 
24.2 

a 

Men 

8.2 
11.9 
19.7 
20.4 

a 

% Spouse wilh 
Nonoverlapping 

Anceslry 

45.3 
52.7 
63.8 
62.5 

a 

49.1 
58.9 
64.2 
67.7 

a 

SOURCE: Current Population Survey (1979, November). 
a. The cohort bom after 1960 is represented by too few cases to report. 

TABLE 12.2: Differences Among Cohorts of U.S.-Born 
South-Central-East European Ethnics: Educational Attainment 

Women 
before 1916 
1916-1930 
1931-1945 
1946-1960 
after 1960 

Men 
before 1916 
1916-1930 
1931-1945 
1946-1960 
after 1960 

Educalional Allainmenl 

% Altended College 

Elhnics 

10.9 
17.3 
32.6 
48.8 

a 

20.6 
27.7 
49.3 
55.7 

a 

3rd-Generalion 
Briiish 

26.5 
35.8 
38.9 
50.0 

a 

30.0 
40.6 
52.6 
55.1 

a 

% Completet 

Ethnics 

5.4 
8.8 

16.1 
21.4 

a 

12.2 
16.0 
31.9 
25.2 

a 

i4+ Years College 

3rd-Generalion 
Brilish 

12.3 
18.2 
20.0 
22.5 

a 

17.3 
23.9 
34.9 
25.5 

a 

SOURCE: Currcnt Population Survey (1979, November). 
a. The educational attainment of the cohort born after 1960 is too incomplete (as of 1979) to rcport. 
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TABLE 12.3: Differences Among Cohorts of U.S.-Born South-Central-East 
European Ethnics: Language and Religious Characteristics 

Before 1916 
1916-1930 
1931-1945 
1946-1960 
After 1960 

Language Characteristics*' 

% Report 

Non-English 
Language in 

Childhood Home 

76.8 
70.2 
45.5 
24.9 
9.8 

% Currenlly Speak 
Non-English 

Language al Home 

18.2 
14.9 
6.2 
4.3 
5.8 

Religious Characterislics 

% Raised 
Calholic 

or Jewish 

91.0 
86.7 
82.7 
77.4 

a 

% Switched 
Religion^ 

4.5 
18.1 
16.7 
20.4 

a 

% Married 
Inier-

religiously^ 

17.5 
33.9 
37.4 
47.3 

a 

SOURCE: Current Population Survey (1979, November) for language characterístics and General Social 
Survey (1977-1982) for religious characterístics. 
a. The cohort bom after 1960 is represented by too few cases to report. 
b. Thecohortbomafter 1960containsonly personsaged 14andolderforthemeasureof languageinchildhood 
home and persons aged 3 and older for the measure of current home language. 
c. Based on current and childhood religious affiliations; changes among Protestant denominations are not 
counted as religious switches. 
d. Based on the religions in which the respondent and spouse were raised. 

exposed to a mother tongue in childhood (Stevens, 1985). One reflection of 
these dUferences is that persons of mixed ancestry are relatively unlikely to take 
spouses of the same or closely related ancestry (Alba and Golden, 1986). Even 
the ethnic membership of persons of mixed ancestry can be considered open to 
question. Their potential for belonging to two or more groups is likely to 
undercut the strength of affiUation with any one. 

Differences among cohorts in ancestry type are marked. Only 16% of 
persons born before 1916 have mixed ancestry, compared to nearly 80% of 
those born after 1960. One implication of these differences, which reflect the 
past history of intermarriage in the United States, is that ancestral back-
grounds of ethnic populations are shifting rapidly through cohort succession. 
In 1979, about half of persons of south-central-east European descent claimed 
ancestry from two or more groups. But this figure is undoubtedly climbing as 
mortality depletes older cohorts, whose members are disproportionately of 
single ancestry. By the end of the century, a substantial majority of these 
ethnic groups wiU be constUuted of persons of mixed ancestry. And many— 
probably most—of these individuals wiU combine ancestry from south-
central-east Europe wUh that from northern and western Europe. 

Intermarríage 

The importance of intermarriage as an indicator of ethnic relations is 
universally acknowledged (e.g., Merton, 1941; Gordon, 1964). Table 12.1 
provides data on intermarriage separately for men and women and, to take 
into account the complexUy of ancestry mixtures, on whether the ancestries of 
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spouses are identical, partly overlapping, or nonoverlapping, Although 
intermarriage is not uncommon among older cohorts, less than half of whose 
members are married to spouses of identical ancestry, the percentage of 
in-group marriages drops steadily by cohort. About two-thirds of the 
youngest men, and more than 60% of the youngest women, are married to 
spouses of completely different ancestries, Noteworthy also is the rising 
percentage married to persons of partly overlapping ancestry, reflecting the 
growing proportion of persons of mixed ancestry in younger cohorts as weU as 
the increasing complexity of ethnic intermingling in marriage (Alba and 
Golden, 1986). 

Education 

In the past, the groups of south-central-east European ancestry, which are 
predominantly Catholic, have experienced substantial educational deficits by 
comparison with Americans of old-stock, Protestant background (Roof, 
1979). Even today, some of these groups (e.g., the Italians) appear to lag 
educationally, when compared in the aggregate to such core groups as British 
Americans (Alba, 1985). 

Nevertheless, the educational differences among cohorts of south-central-
east Europeans (shown in Table 12.2) testify to an increasing convergence 
with the attainments of old-stock Americans, defined here as third- (or later-) 
generation persons of exclusively British ancestry.'* Educational attainment 
is presented in the table in terms of coUege attendance and coUege completion 
(i.e., completing four or more years) and is shown separately for men and 
women. 

For both sexes, older cohorts of ethnics were clearly behind their third-
generation British counterparts in coUege attainment. The gap was sub-
stantially larger among women: Among the pre-1930 cohorts, women of 
British descent were about twice as likely as ethnic women to attend coUege 
and to complete four or more years. But among both men and women, the 
educational gap has been essentiaUy closed in the 1946-1960 cohort. 

I must note that the educational changes among south-central-easí 
European ethnics conflate two different patterns, which cannot be separated 
in census data: one for eastern European Jews and the other for Catholic 
groups of generaUy peasant origins, One might suspect that the rise in coUege 
attainment is largely due to the presence of the Jewish group, but my analysis 
of coUege attainment among cohorts of Italians, one of the few of these 
nationality groups not religiously divided between Catholics and Jews, shows 
an even stronger convergence than is revealed in this table, because the gap 
between the Italians and the British Americans is so much larger in older 
cohorts (Alba, 1985). 

4. Persons from the British Isles are defined as individuals of exclusively English, Scots, or 
Welsh descent or some combination of these. 
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Language 

Language is a crucial aspect of ethnic cuUure. As Stevens (1985, p. 74) 
notes: "Languages are repositories of culture," and thus persons who lack 
knowledge of a mother tongue lack access to those aspects of culture 
embedded in language. Stevens (1985) also points out that language can mark 
ethnic boundaries. This boundary marking need not require the ability to 
speak a mother tongue, but can result from characteristic accents or 
occasional non-EngUsh words and phrases in speech. 

Table 12.3 depicts the decline of mother tongues among the south-central-
east European groups. About one-sixth of the pre-1930 cohorts continue to 
speak a mother tongue at home, but few of the more recent cohorts do. Of 
ethnics born after 1930, 6% or fewer use a language other than English at 
home. The decUne has been even more precipitous for childhood exposure to a 
mother tongue; thus the basis for mother tongue survival is crumbling. Of the 
pre-1930 cohorts, 70% or more were exposed to a mother tongue in their 
childhood homes, but the proportion drops rapidly to only 10% of the 
post-1960 cohort. 

Religion 

In the United States, religion has been an important matrix of ethnicity. 
Among Catholics, parishes were frequently based on common nationality in 
the aftermath of the early twentieth-century mass immigration; and among 
Jews, denominational differences have been associated with ethnic origins. 
The association of religion with ethnicity has Ungered, its import enhanced by 
the many organizations and informal networks that have their origins in 
common religious affiUation (Greeley, 1971, chap. 9). 

Originally, the south-central-east European ethnics were overwhelmingly 
Catholic and Jewish, but their religious homogeneity has eroded substantially. 
About 90% of the oldest cohort was raised as Catholic or Jewish (three-
quarters were raised as Catholic and 15% as Jewish); only 5% of this group has 
converted to a different religion; and less than 20% is married interreUgiously. 
But the story is quUe different for the post-Worid War II cohort: The 
proportion raised as Catholic or Jewish has dropped to almost three-quarters; 
about 20% of its members have changed religions; and nearly half are married 
interreligiously. 

In sum, the indicators I have just reviewed demonstrate that younger and 
older cohorts of ethnics differ substantially in a number of ways that bear on 
their potential for ethnic solidarity and that augur continuing ethnic change as 
a resuU of cohort succession. But the question arises as to whether these 
differences are in fact attributable to cohort, or whether they are explained by 
other dtfferences among age strata. In particular, the pronounced generational 
and ancestry variations among cohorts evident in Table 12.1 may be the 
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causes of many other cohort differences, As already noted, differences among 
cohorts are of interest regardless of their origin; but clearly our interpretation 
of them is affected by the extent to which these differences are independent of 
other factors. 

To address this issue, I have used log-Unear models to examine simuhan-
eously the effects of cohort and other variables on three key indicators of 
ethnic change—exposure to a mother tongue, coUege-going, and inter-
marriage. I make no claim that the models are definitive—the data set does 
not contain a number of background variables that one would want to 
control. But the models clearly demonstrate large cohort differences that are 
not explained by generational status and ancestry type. Moreover, because 
each of the indicators is generally fixed within a brief period in the life span, 
the usual difficulty of confounding cohort effects with those of aging is not 
present.5 Thus the models add plausibility to the claim that the cohort 
differences reflect historical variations in experience. 

Log-linear models have been used in these analyses to give parsimonious 
representations of the effects in large tables, The model for exposure to a 
mother tongue, presented as Table 12.4, can serve as a prototype for the other 
analyses and their findings. (In order to conserve space, only this model is 
presented in tabular form.) Exposure to a mother tongue is analyzed as a 
function of cohort, generational status (second versus third and later), and 
ancestry type (single versus mixed). Nearly aU of the variation in the baseline 
model is accounted for by the final model, which, in addition to the main 
effects of the independent variables, includes interaction effects involving 
cohort and ancestry type and also cohort and generation. (But, in fact, most of 
the explanation is attributable to the main effects of the independent 
variables, which account for 98% of the total decrease in chi-square.) The 
effects revealed by the model are presented in terms of the predicted relative 
odds of coming from a childhood home where only English was spoken versus 
coming from a home where another language was spoken. The odds for the 
combined effects of cohort and ancestry type are shown relative to those for 
persons of single ancestry who were born before 1916; the odds for the 
combined effects of cohort and generation are relative to those for members of 
the second generation who were born before 1916. 

5. The one exception to this statement is, of course, intermarriage. The sample being analyzed 
is one of marriages existing at a certain point in time, and there is no way to know whether they are 
first or subsequent marriages. In principle, it is possible that differential tendencies in marital 
dissolution and remarriage could affect the cohort differences in such a cross-sectional sample. 
But such tendencies, if indeed they have an impact, should work against the pattem of greater 
endogamous marriage among older cohorts, because remarriages typically involve selection from 
a narrower set of potential mates and this should make endogamy less frequent than in first 
marriages. In any event, analyzing the same data, Alba and Golden (1986) have found stable 
intermarriage tendencies across cohorts. Thus the effects of differentials in dissolution and 
remarriage appear to be small. 
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TABLE 12.4: The Relative Odds of Coming from an English-Speaking Home 
by Cohort, Generation, and Ancestry Type 

Post-1960a 
1946-1960 
1931-1945 
1916-1930 
Pre-1916 
Odds ratio between 

Post-1960 and 
Pre-1916cohorts 

Final model 
Main effects only 
Baseline'̂  

Ancesiry Type 

Single Mixed 

4.58 
2.65 
1.54 
1.15 
Ib 

4.58 

2 

X 
12.35 
93.74 

4971.74 

18.88 
6.10 
3.46 
3.16 
3.64 

5.19 

d.f. 

5 
13 
19 

Second 

3.66 
2.66 
1.76 
.99 
Ib 

3.66 

Generation 

ThirdandLaier 

P 

>.03 
<.001 
<.001 

45.15 
11.63 
5.79 
7.03 
6.96 

6.49 

a. Limited to persons aged 14 and older. 
b. Reference category, whose odds are fixed at 1. 
c. The baseline model contains a term for the three-way interaction among the indepcndent varíables but posits 
no effects on the dependent varíable. 

The effects of cohort are strong throughout, although the effects of 
generation and ancestry type are also powerful. The strength of the cohort 
effect is measured by the ratio of the odds for the post-1960 cohort to those for 
the pre-1916 cohort: In no category of ancestry or generation does this ratio 
dip below 3,66. An effect this large means that, compared to a member of the 
pre-1916 cohort who had a 50% chance of coming from an English-speaking 
home, a member of the post-1960 cohort of the same generational status and 
ancestry type would have a 79% chance—the predicted difference in this 
instance is nearly 30 percentage points (see Alba, 1987, on the method used to 
calculate this percentage comparison), And this is the smallest cohort effect, 
found in the second generarion; the cohort effects are larger in the third and 
later generations and for both ancestry types. 

But the model also reveals that the cohort effects are not uniform. In 
particular, for the second generation and persons of unmixed ancestry, there 
is little difference in exposure to a mother tongue between the pre-1916 cohort 
and that of 1916-1930, but exposure declines sharply in subsequent cohorts. 
Because the 1930 date corresponds wUh the ending of mass immigration, this 
suggests that the faU-off in immigration weakened the hold of mother tongues, 
even in the immigrant homes where the second generation was raised. This 
weakening hints at larger contextual effects on language retention—changes 
in ethnic commumties and instUutions resuUing from the ending of the mflux 
of immigrants fresh from the homeland. 
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For the third generation and persons of mixed ancestry, there is little 
difference among the oldest three cohorts, but among the post-World War II 
cohorts, the odds of coming from an English-speaking home climb steeply. 
The explanation for this effect is not clear, but may lie in an uncontroUed 
generational distinction—between the third and fourth generations,^ In-
dividuals of mixed ancestry and from the third and later generations are 
unlikely to have grown up in homes where a language other than EngUsh was 
spoken; and presumably when they did hear a mother tongue, it was generally 
as a result of the presence of grandparents or other relatives of the immigrant 
generation. (Note that persons of mixed ancestry are the products of 
intermarriages, so that it would be unusual for their parents to share a 
common mother tongue.) But for the fourth generation, which is no doubt 
present to some extent in the postwar cohorts, the immigrant generation 
would be mostly a parental memory. 

Strong cohort effects are also revealed by the model for educational 
attainment. This model analyzed the odds of completing one or more years of 
coUege; in addition to the variables in the preceding model, it included gender 
to take into account known differences in coUege-going between men and 
women. As in the analysis of mother tongue, the model required positing 
separate interaction effects involving cohort and each of the other independent 
variables to achieve a decent fit. 

With respect to coUege-going, the cohort effects are the dominant ones. In 
each category of generation, ancestry type, and gender, there is a uniform 
pattern, whereby the odds of coUege-going are higher for each new cohort; in 
every case, the odds for the youngest cohort, born after World War II, are at 
least 4.3 times the odds for the oldest, the pre-1916 group. None of the other 
independent variables is associated with such large and consistent odds ratios, 
In fact, generation does not even have a consistent effect—in some cohorts, 
the odds are higher for the second generation than for the third and later ones, 
while the reverse is true in other cohorts. 

Further, cohort changes by both ancestry type and gender display a pattern 
of convergence. In each instance, there are substantial disparities in going to 
coUege among older cohorts: Persons of mixed ancestry and men had better 
odds than persons of single ancestry and women. But these disparities decline 
with each new cohort, and are considerably narrowed in the post-World War 
II cohort. For instance, in the pre-1916 cohort, the odds were 2 times higher 
for persons of mixed ancestry than they were for persons of single ancestry, 
but in the 1946-1960 cohort, this ratio has declined to 1.04. In the case of 
gender, the odds of going to coUege for men were 2,2 times the odds for women 
in the pre-1916 cohort, but the ratio has dropped to 1.3 in the post-1945 group. 

6. Steinberg (1981) stresses the distinction between the third and fourth generations as crucial 
to ethnic change, because the third generation, the grandchildren of the immigrants, generally has 
at least some direct contact with the immigrant generation, while the fourth does not. The 
distinction between these generations is not available in the Current Population Survey data, 
which do not contain the necessary information about the birthplaces of grandparents. 
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This convergence also implies that cohort changes are very large among 
persons of single ancestry and women. For persons of single ancestry, the odds 
in the youngest cohort are 8.3 times the odds in the oldest, while for women, 
the odds in the youngest cohort exceed the odds in the oldest by a factor of 7.7. 

Convergence is also evident when changes in odds across cohorts are 
compared to equivalent changes for a core ethnic group: namely, third- and 
later-generation Americans of exclusively British descent. This is, of course, 
the pattern that was apparent in the percentages in Table 12,2, For the groups 
of south-central-east European origins, the odds ratio between the youngest 
and the oldest cohorts are consistently above 4 and frequently higher, But for 
persons of British ancestry, the equivalent odds ratio for men is 2.9 and that 
for women is 2.6. Clearly, the changes are greater among the ethnics, even 
after generation and ancestry type are controUed. 

Intermarriage was the final indicator analyzed. The resulting model, which 
is presented in detail in Alba (1987), was simpler than the preceding two in one 
respect—in addition to the main effects of the independent variables, U 
required only an interaction effect involving cohort and ancestry type. But in 
another sense, it was the most complex, because the dependent variable, 
marriage type, is composed of the three categories presented in Table 12.1 
(i.e., the ancestries of husband and wife are identical, partly overlapping, or 
entirely different). To simplify the discussion of results, the odds of 
intermarriage are defined here as the odds of a marriage involving entirely 
different ancestries rather than identical ones. These odds, in other words, 
contrast the extreme categories of marriage type, 

According to the terms for the interaction effect, the effects of cohort on the 
odds of intermarriage are most pronounced for persons of single ancestry, In 
this group, there is a steady progression by cohort in the relative odds; the 
odds in the 1945-1960 cohort are 3,5 times the odds for the pre-1916 cohort. 
Cohort differences among persons of mixed ancestry do not display a 
consistent pattern, and the odds in the post-1945 cohort are just 1.5 times the 
odds in the pre-1916 cohort. But persons of mixed ancestry are far more Ukely 
to intermarry in any event. Perhaps the odds changes in this group are 
confounded by increasing marriage to persons of partly overlapping ancestry, 
which is ultimately a reflection of the rising frequency of mixed ancestry in 
younger cohorts and the resulting expansion of opportunUies for marriage 
partners to share some, but not aU, ancestry (see Alba and Golden, 1986). 

Although ancestry type is by far the most powerful influence on inter-
marriage, the effects of cohort among persons of single ancestry are quite 
important, Compared to an individual of single ancestry in the pre-1916 
cohort who had a 50-50 chance of marrying someone of entirely different 
ancestry (rather than someone of identical ancestry), a person of single 
ancestry in the post-1945 cohort had a 78-22 chance, The difference, with 
generation and gender controUed, is 28 percentage points, The cohort effects 
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are much larger than those of generation and gender. The odds ratio between 
the third and second generations is just 1,1, and the ratio between men and 
women is 1,3, 

In brief summary, the log-Unear analyses of three cardinal indicators of 
ethnic change demonstrate that the cohort differences observed in Tables 12.1 
through 12.3 cannot be reduced to generational and ancestry-type effects, 
although the cohorts do differ substantially in their generational and ancestry 
compositions. Even after these other variables have been controUed, differ-
ences among cohorts are large in magnitude, suggesting that historical shifts 
in life chances have played an important role in current ethnic trends. 

DISCUSSION 

Younger and older members of the south-central-east European ethnic 
groups are strikingly different in a wide variety of ways that bear upon their 
ability to perceive a shared experience and to feel ethnic solidarity. The typical 
older member of these groups was raised in an immigrant home where a 
language other than English was spoken, has an ethnically undivided 
ancestry, and did not go to coUege. The typical younger member comes from 
the third or a later generation, was raised in a home where only English was 
spoken, has an ethnically mixed ancestry, and has attended coUege. In 
addition, older cohorts are considerably more likely than younger cohorts to 
have married endogamously, to have been raised as Catholic or Jewish and 
not to have switched religions, and to have spouses of the same religion. The 
breadth and strength of these differences indicate that age forms a major axis 
of differentiation within ethnic groups, and that it is likely to correspond with 
important Unes of cleavage, 

These differences also imply a transformation of the ethnicities of these 
groups—their ethnic characteristics are undergoing significant shifts as a 
result of demographic processes, Critical ethnic markers—for example, 
undivided ancestry, exposure to a mother tongue, endogamous marriage— 
are concentrated in older cohorts. During the next few decades, these cohorts 
wiU be greatly reduced by mortality so that the frequency of such character-
istics wiU be reduced as well. In the near future, then, the proportion within 
these ethnic groups who have mixed ancestry, who do not know any of the 
mother tongue, and who have married interethnically and interreligiously, 
wiU increase, One should note that this attenuation of ethnic characteristics 
wiU also ultimately produce a lessening of the age differences within groups, 
That age heterogeneity wiU soon give way to greater age homogeneUy 
underscores the thesis that the present is, indeed, a time of transition. 

It seems also apparent that the age differences within groups reflect, in large 
part, historical variations in the opportunities and experiences of different 
cohorts. Because historical shifts in opportunity have most strongly affected 
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persons at the appropriate point in the life course, wide differences are created 
among birth cohorts that have matured under very different circumstances. 
The plausibilUy of interpreting age differences in this fashion is supported by 
muUivariate analyses. The models demonstrate that for key indicators of 
acculturation, mobility, and social assimUation—to wit, exposure to a mother 
tongue, coUege attendance, and intermarriage—large cohort differences exist, 
even after generations and ancestry type are controUed. 

Taken together, the results reported in this chapter indicate that cohort is 
the neglected variable in the analysis of ethnic change. A comparison to 
generational status is revealing, for no researcher questions the need to take 
generational status into account in analyzing ethnicity. Yet in two of the three 
multivariate analyses, the cohort effects were substantiaUy larger than the 
generational ones. Because cohort differences are likely to reflect historical 
changes, analyses of ethnic populations that fail to take them into account are 
likely to mask processes of change. An instance of this failure can be seen in 
studies of residential segregation (e.g., Guest and Weed, 1976). Such analyses 
typically involve aggregate comparisons between groups, employing such 
devices as the Index of Dissimilarity, and they tend to find little change in 
residential concentration from one decennial census to the next. But by not 
taking cohort shifts into account, these studies confound the residential 
stability of older cohorts of ethnics, who are probably located dispropor-
tionately in ethnic neighborhoods, with the movement of younger cohort 
members to suburbs and other more ethnically intermixed environments. 
Here, as in other analyses, the failure to recognize the profound shifts among 
cohorts, reflected in sharp differentiations among age strata within groups, 
may support erroneous conclusions about the stabiUty of ethnicity. 

References 

Alba, Richard. 1985. Ilalian Americans: Into the Twilighl of Ethnicily. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 
Prentice-Hall. 

. 1987. "Interpreting the Parameters of Log-Linear Models." Sociological Melhods & 
Research 16(August). 

. and Reid Golden. 1986. "Pattems of Ethnic Marriage inthe United States. "Socia/Forces 
65(September):202-223. 

Barth, Frederik. 1969. "Introduction." In Ethnic Groups and Boundaries, edited by Frederik 
Barth. Boston: Little, Brown. 

Elder, Glen H., Jr. 1985. "Perspectives on the Life Course." In Life Course Dynamics: 
Trajeclories and Transilions, 1968-1980, edited by Glen H. Elder, Jr. Ithaca, NY: Comell 
University Press. 

Gans, Herbert. 1979. "Symbolic Ethnicity: The Future of Ethnic Groups and Cultures in 
America." Ethnic and Racial Sludies 2(January):l-20. 

. 1982. The Urban Villagers: Group and Class in ihe Life ofllalian Americans. Updated 
and expanded edition. New York: Free Press. 

Gordon, Milton M. 1964. Assimilalion in American Ufe. New York: Oxford University Press. 
Greeley, Andrew M. 1971. Why Can'l They Be Uke Us?^ev/ York: DuUon. 
Guest, Avery M. and James A. Weed. 1976. "Ethnic Residential Segregation: Patterns of 

Change." American Journal of Sociology 81 (March): 1088-1111. 



228 DYNAMICS OF STRUCTURAL CHANGE 

Hechter, Michael. 1978. "Group Formation and the Cultural Division of Labor." American 
Journal ofSociology 84(September):293-318. 

Herberg, Will. 1955. Prolestanl-Catholic-Jew. New York: Doubleday. 
Hirschman, Charles. 1983. "America's Melting Pot Ktcons\dtxed."AnnualReviewofSociology 

9:397-423. 
Hogan, Dennis P. 1978. "The Variable Order of Events in the Life Course." American 

Sociological Review 43(August):573-586. 
Kertzer, David I. 1983. "Generation as a Sociological Problem." Annual Review ofSociology 

9:125-149. 
Lieberson, Stanley. 1973. "Generational Differences Among Blacks in the North." American 

Journal of Sociology 79(November):550-565. 
. 1980. A Piece oflhe Pie: Blacks and While Immigrants Since 1880. Berkeley: University 

of Califomia Press. 
Marini, Margaret M. 1984. "The Order of Events in the Transition to Adulthood." Sociology of 

Educalion 57(April):63-83. 
Merton, Robert K. 1941. "Intermarriage and the Social Structure: Fact and Theory." Psychialry 

4:361-374. 
Nielsen, Francgis. 1985. "Ethnic Solidarity in Modern Societies."y4merica/i Sociological Review 

50(April): 133-149. 
Olzak, Susan. 1983. "Contemporary Ethnic Mobilization." Annual Review of Sociology 

9:355-374. 
Polenberg, Richard. 1980. One Nation Divisible: Class. Race. and Elhnicily in the Uniled Slaies. 

New York: Viking. 
Portes, Alejandro. 1984. "The Rise of Ethnicity: Determinants of Ethnic Perceptions Among 

Cuban Exiles in Miami." American Sociological Review 49(June):383-397. 
. and Alex Stepick. 1985. "Unwelcome Immigrants: The Labor Market Experiences of 

1980 (Mariel) Cuban and Haitian Refugees in South Florida."/4mer/'cfln Sociological Review 
50(August):493-514. 

Riley, Matilda White. 1985. "Age Strata in Social Systems." In Handbook ofAging and ihe 
Social Sciences, edited by Robert H. Binstock and Ethel Shanas. 2nd edition. New York: Van 
Nostrand Reinhold. 

Roof, Wade Clark. 1979. "Socioeconomic Differentials Among White Socioreligious Groups in 
the United States." Social Forces 58(September):280-289. 

Stanback, Thomas and Richard Knight. 1970. The Metropolitan Economy. New York: 
Columbia University Press. 

Steinberg, Stephen. 1981. The Elhnic Mylh: Race, Elhnicily. and Class in America. Boston: 
Beacon. 

Stevens, GiUian. 1985. "Nativity, Intermarriage, and Mother-Tongue Shiit." American Sociolog-
ical Review 50(February):74-83. 

Trow, Martin. 1961. "The Second Transformation of American Secondary Education." 
International Journal of Comparalive Sociology 2:144-166. 

U.S. Bureau of the Census. 1983. Ancestry of the Populalion by Slate: 1980 (Supplementary 
Report PC80-S1-10). Washington, DC: Government Printing Office. 

Yancey, William, Eugene Ericksen, and Richard Juliani. 1976. "Emergent Ethnicity: A Review 
and a Reformulation." American Sociological Review 41(June):391-403. 



Q 
13 

German Survivors of World War II 
The Impact on the 
Life Course of the CoUectiye 
Experience of Bírth Cohorts 

Karl Ulrich Mayer 

THE IMPACT O F WORLD WAR II on the life chances of cohorts of men and 
women born between 1900 and 1930 is examined in the foUowing pages. With 
the aid of data gathered in 1971 and the early 1980s, the differential 
achievement levels of various cohorts are examined. The findings are 
explained in terms of the structural features of various phases of the life course 
and the institutional forces impinging on the distribution of educational and 
occupational outcomes. 

The role of state policy in shaping the individual life course has received 
attention only recently (Mayer and MuUer, 1986). By and large, sociologists 
have examined life experiences in terms of individual processes such as status 
attainment, human capital investment and returns, or famUy history. The life 
course as a socially structured entity sui generis has been absent from the 
theoretical literature untU recently (Kohli, 1985; Mayer, 1979, 1986; Meyer, 
1986). The state plays a major role in structuring the Itfe course because the 
modern state defines the interrelationship between instUutional realms in 
which distinct aspects of the life course are played out. The state defines, for 
instance, rules for entry into retirement, the transition between fuU-time 
schooUng and fuU-time work, and entry into and exU from marriage. 
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Schooling, in particular, is highly regulated by the state (Lenhardt, 1984), as is 
mUitary service in countries where such service is compulsory. 

States intervene most drastically in the lives of their citizens when they 
declare war. In so doing, they threaten the material existence of large numbers 
of people and cause widespread dislocation and disruption. 

Limitations of the Present Analysis 

This chapter deals with the effect of World War II on the subsequent lives 
of survivors currently residing in the Federal Republic of Germany by 
examining the aggregated experience of successive birth cohorts. Because it is 
glaringly inadequate to treat the discontinuity and disorder, the human 
suffering and hardship, wrought by the war within the Umited frame of 
quantitative macro-sociology, the limits of the present exercise should be 
explicitly delineated. 

Limiting my examination of the effects of World War II to the Federal 
Republic of Germany is, in many ways, arbitrary and misleading. Most of the 
consequences of German action during the war had to be endured by persons 
living outside the territorial bounds of the current Federal Republic—among 
them most of the 6 million murdered Jews and the approximately 20 miUion 
war casualties in the Soviet Union—or by Germans now living in the German 
Democratic Republic. Any reconstruction of the impact of World War II on 
individual lives that is restricted to the current West German population must 
therefore be limited. Further, any number of other groups (e.g., Holocaust 
survivors in Israel) might have been equally legitimate objects of study. 
Because my major purpose, however, is to relate the conditions of a particular 
historical period to the subsequent life course of a large number of individuals, 
the choice of study group is appropriate. Moreover, given my purpose, World 
War II is more the material than the object of my investigation, 

In examining the West German population at any time after World War II, 
it is virtually impossible to separate those affected from those not affected by 
the war. Everyone was affected by the war in some way, even if they were not 
involved in military activities. Like countless others, my own case iUustrates 
how universal wartime effects are. 

I was born a few days before the end of the war in a small viUage to which 
my family had been evacuated after bombing raids destroyed much of our 
home town. During my birth, the family sought shelter in the cellar, because 
SS-units and U.S. troops were fighting in the hiUs surrounding the vUlage. My 
mother quickly converted the gifts I received into things necessary for survival 
(e.g., a small stove). My father had been drafted into the army only a few 
months before my birth, because he worked in a factory that produced plows 
for digging trenches. At the time of my birth, he was missing in action after 
participating in one of the last battles in East Prussia. Not untU 1985 did the 
Search Committee of the German Red Cross close his file and proclaim him 
dead. For many years, my mother and her five children depended on the 
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pension granted to war widows and orphans. World War II affected me in stiU 
another way. But for U, I would hardly have met my wife, a Ukrainian born in 
Prag whose family joined many other "displaced persons" in camps set up in 
Southern Germany in 1946. 

The example of my life also Ulustrates the methodological point that U is 
not possible to construct Gedankenexperimente using individual cases. The 
question of whether people would have developed differently or how their life 
courses might have been different had the war not occurred can only be 
answered through comparison of aggregates. 

Difficulties arise not only in specifying the territorial domain and proper 
dependent variables, but also in pinpointing causal factors. How can one 
differentiate between the effects of war itself and the Nazi regime; between the 
war period and the postwar period? How should one deal with causal 
conditions affecting only particular groups, such as the members of the Nazi 
party, or refugees from other parts of Europe? Moreover, distinction must be 
made between difficult living conditions during certain periods of life, and 
handicaps whose fuU impact emerges only later in life. Furthermore, insofar 
as analysis focuses on external, objective conditions, potentiaUy much greater 
effects on aspirations, motives, identities, and socialization processes may be 
overlooked. 

In West Germany, discussion of the Nazi era and World War II was 
confined to historians and quasi-official documents for a long period. In 
contrast to Great Britain, the media neglected the topic. In recent years, 
interest in the World War II period has flourished, particulariy in regard to the 
war's impact on individuals and local communities. FoUowing, though not 
triggered by, the Holocaust television series, a series of movies, television 
plays, and biographical accounts appeared. This new interest in the everyday 
aspects of the Third Reich may be a function of the passage of time. The war's 
immediate survivors either wanted to forget the past, especially 'ú they were 
involved in the Nazi regime, or were preoccupied wUh their personal, often-
recounted experiences. Only a new generation is free to reexamine the past 
because Us members need not fear being found guiUy or held responsible. 
Moreover, they may need to reconstruct the past in order to understand U. In 
so doing, U is inevUable that the new generation wUl adopt a point of view 
different from the one prevailing in older poUtical doctrine and personal 
accounts. 

These brief remarks should make clear that any treatment of World War II 
and its effects must be Umited and partial in scope. I shall attempt to trace the 
effects of World War II on the coUective properties of successive birth cohorts, 
thereby delineating Us impact on the life course, The methods employed are 
retrospective in the sense that I examine life history data coUected in 1971, 
1981-1982, and 1984. They are representative of those people of German 
nationaUty living in private households in the Federal Republic. To isolate 
effects specific to particular cohorts, I rely on intercohort comparisons. 
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Data Sources 

The foUowing analysis relies on three unique data sets: 
(1) The 1971 Microcensus Supplementary Survey, "Occupational and 

Social Transformation ofthe Population." This 1% census sample comprises 
about half a miUion individual cases. Planned in the late 1950s to examine the 
integration of refugees and expelled persons into West German society, the 
survey had lost its political significance by the time U was conducted. Its 
scientific value arises from the fact that the census is one of the very few in 
which individual records were released to social scientists. As a result, single-
year birth cohorts of considerable size could be examined, This gave rise to the 
empirical rediscovery of cohort differences, which, until that time, were 
masked by the convention of aggregating five-year age groups, The 1971 
census data have been used in a number of studies that shed new light on 
recent social history (Mayer, 1977a, 1980a; MuUer, 1978, 1983), 

(2) The Socio-Economic Panel. Modeled after its U.S.-precursor, the Panel 
Study of Income Dynamics, the panel's first wave of interviews, was 
conducted in 1984. Approximately 6000 households and 12,000 individuals 
were involved. In the first wave, respondents were asked to record their main 
activities for each year of life after age 15. These data are used in subsequent 
pages to describe cohort-specific rates of mUitary service and imprisonment 
during World War II. 

(3) The German Life History Study. This nationally representative study 
was conducted in 1981-1982 and coUected the life-domain-specific event 
histories of 2171 men and women born in 1929-1931, 1939-1941, and 1949-
1951. For present purposes, I use lifetime-budgets for the oldest of these 
cohorts. Unfortunately, the more relevant data for the 1919-1921 cohort are 
not yet avaUable. 

Magnitude of the Devastation 

For the country as a whole, mere statistics can only suggest the toU World 
War II took in death, disability, imprisonment, widowhood, orphanhood, or 
forced migration. Out of a total population of 69.3 miUion in 1939, 
approximately 7 miUion Germans died as a consequence of World War II. 
Among the military, 3.8 miUion died from combat casualties and injuries or 
were missing in action. Among the civilian population, 1.3 mUlion died or 
were missing in the eastern regions beyond the Oder-Neisse line; in the rest of 
Germany, .4 miUion died as a consequence of the war, and 1.4 milUon 
Germans living outside German territory (so-called Volksdeutsché) died or 
were missing (KôUmann, 1965, p. 189). 

Between 1939 and 1950,thenumberofwidowsrosefrom 1.7to3.3million, 
and the number of widowers, from .6 to .8 miUion (Bundesministerium filr 
ArbeU and Sozialordnung[BMA], 1954, p. 4; Bundesregierung, 1966, p. 307), 
As late as 1964, there were 1.16 miUion war widows and widowers in the 
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Federal Republic and 112,000 orphans receiving benefits, And in 1968, there 
were stiU 1.26 miUion disabled veterans (Stafistisches Bundesamt, 1954-1969). 
In that year, 2.67 miUion persons received benefits based on war losses or 
disability. In addition, 579,0(X) received compensation for properties and 
savings lost due to war and forced migration (Statistisches Bundesamt, 1968, 
p, 386). 

In the third quarter of 1945, 8.7 million German soldiers were prisoners of 
war; of these, 2,1 miUion were imprisoned by the Russians and 6.57 million by 
the Western aUies. In 1947, 991,000 were stUl prisoners of war of the Soviet 
Union and 605,000 of the Western allies. By 1948, aU prisoners held in the 
West had been released, whereas about half a milUon remained in the East. 
This number decreased to 95,606 in 1949 and 28,711 in 1950. These last 
returned home in 1955-1956 after Adenauer's first visit to Moscow (Meyer 
and Schulze, 1985, pp. 253-254). 

As a direct consequence of the war, approximately 18 miUion Germans fled 
or were expeUed from regions east of the Oder-Neisse line and 3.1 milUon were 
expelled from Czechoslovakia. From 1945 until the building of the Berlin 
WaU, an additional 3 miUion persons fled from the Soviet zone, which became 
the German Democratic Republic (KôUmann, 1965, pp. 186-196). 

The figures cited above are exemplary of the way in which the effects of war 
are usually dealt with, They refer only to the overall population or to the sum 
total of specific cases. It is my contention that historical analysis based on such 
aggregate figures must remain partial and inadequate. I, therefore, rely on the 
more revealing cohort figures. 

THE WAR'S DIFFERENTIAL 
IMPACT ON BIRTH COHORTS 

I now turn to an examination of the effect of wartime devastation on the life 
courses of specific birth cohorts, whose members differed in the age at which 
they experienced the war, Essentially, I am asking: To what extent did the war 
have an impact that was not transitory, but produced stable alterations both 
in the shape of individual lives and in the surrounding social structures? Can 
we find what Pinder and Mannheim called "die Gleichzeitigkeit des 
Ungleichzeitigen" (the contemporaneousness of the uncontemporary; Mann-
heim, 1928). In addressing this broad question, I consider whether the war had 
different effects on the members of different cohorts before considering, in the 
next section, whether or not these effects persisted as people lived through the 
changed social condUions of the postwar era. Thus my chief concern in 
examining the available data is determining whether war effects were mainly 
period effects, spread fairly evenly across a number of cohorts, or whether 
such effects operate differently on cohorts located at different points in the life 
course during the war years. 
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Cohort-Specific Mortality 

Death due to war casualties was endemic for German men born between 
1885 and 1925. According to one estimate, war casuaUies rose from 80,000 for 
cohorts born in the 1881-1885 period to 290,000 for those born between 1891 
and 1895. The casualty rate feU to 160,000 for the 1901-1905 cohorts and was 
between 410,000 and 540,000 for all cohort groups between 1906 and 1925. 
Thus war losses due to World War I and World War II accumulated for 
cohorts born between 1890 and 1900 (Dinkel, 1984, p. 494). Moreover, 
casualties in action alone account for the death of approximately a quarter of 
the males in each cohort born between 1911 and 1926. Consequently, by 1971, 
women outnumbered men in the cohorts born between 1910 and 1924 by 
approximately 1.4 to 1 (Handl et al., 1975, p. 26). 

The mortality effects of World War II are not restricted to deaths occurring 
during or immediately after the war. Draftees are selected on the basis of 
health and physical fitness, and those selected then suffer the bulk of deaths. 
At the same time, less healthy men not selected for military service are injured, 
disabled, and traumatized. Taken together, these factors might explain the 
high mortality of men, irrespective of war casualties, who are born between 
1885 and 1925 and reach age 45 (Dinkel, 1984, pp. 495-496), In other words, 
the currently observed difference in life expectancy of seven years between 
German men and women (Proebsting, 1984, p. 15) might, to some extent, be a 
delayed effect of World War II. SimUar delayed effects on individual health 
and selective population composition might contribute to the fact that, in 
recent years, male age at retirement has fallen far more rapidly than for 
females (Mayer and MUUer, 1986), 

Military Recruitment and 
Prisoners of War 

The first wave of data from the Socio-Economic Panel Study reveal that 
mUitary mobUization reached its peak in 1944, when for men 16 years and 
older, 50% to 97% of given cohorts were enlisted. The cohorts that "lost" the 
largest number of active years because of war and imprisonment were those 
born between 1914 and 1919. Already, in 1938, about half were serving in the 
mUitary and more than three-quarters were in the army between 1940 and 
1945. SimUarly, the cohorts born between 1920 and 1925 were almost 
completely called up during the war years. 

Military service figures for 1945 and later indicate the degree to which men 
became prisoners of war. In 1946, 60% of those born in the 1923-1925 period 
were in prison camps, decreasing to 40%, 27%, and 12% in the ensuing years. 
Relatively long prison terms are also characteristic of men born between 1902 
and 1907. Presumably, they had higher military ranks and, therefore, were 
released later than the younger cohorts. An alternative hypothesis is that the 
older men, drafted in the last phase of the war, were disproportionately sent to 
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the Eastern front, where particularly large numbers of prisoners were taken. 
Taken together, the figures summarized above show that certain cohorts 

were drawn into the war almost entirely and that their members often lost six 
to nine years from their occupational careers as a resuU. This evidence 
supports the utUity of using birth cohorts as coUectivUies to assess the effects 
of World War II. It also gives rise to the hypothesis that the war had the 
greatest effect on the later life course of those cohorts serving as soldiers in the 
greatest proportions and for the longest time (i.e., the cohorts born between 
1915 and 1925). 

Cohort Size and Political Elites 

The absolute number of births in the German Reich declined from 
approximately 1.4 miUion in 1939-1940 to less than half that number in 1945. 
For the territory of the Federal Republic, the official estimate of live births in 
1938 is 828,000. For the peak year of 1939-1940, the number is most likely 
between .9 and 1 miUion, and for 1945, approximately 530,000 births are 
estimated. Official statistics, which were not kept in 1944 and 1945, begin 
again in 1946 with 732,000 births recorded. This number rises to 832,000 in 
1949 (Statistisches Bundesamt, 1972, p. 103; Handl et al., 1975, pp. 26-27). It is 
noteworthy that—in contrast to BrUain or the UnUed States—Germany did 
not experience a postwar baby boom. 

It is almost impossible to assess the true effect of such sharp variations in 
cohort size as Germany has experienced in this century. The discontinuities 
produced by the war, and the economic boom after the war, confound the 
purely demographic effects on the opportunUies of the very large cohorts born 
in 1939-1940 and the smaU cohorts born in 1945-1946. At best, one can 
speculate about the large-scale involvement of the cohorts born around 1940 
in the student rebeUion of the late 1960s. There are, however, fairly strong 
indications that the succession of political elites was strongly influenced by the 
war losses suffered by the cohorts born between 1910 and 1925. Around 1970, 
retiring incumbents in the political, administrative, and judicial elites, most of 
whom were born before 1910, yielded their posirions to people born after 
1925-1930. The anomalous aspects of this transition may have facUUated the 
social and poUtical reforms started by the Social-Liberal government in 1969 
(Mayer, 1980b; Putnam, 1973). 

Educational Opportunities 

In considering the impact of World War II on educational attainment, we 
can rely on several studies on the subject (Mayer, 1980a; MUUer, 1978). 
Educational opportunUies play a crucial role in later occupational and 
economic achievements. Therefore, the interruption of schooUng may have 
particulariy clear-cut effects on the later occupational achievement of certam 
cohorts. This may be especially true in Germany because, compared to other 
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TABLE 13.1: School Attainment of Men for Selected Birth Cohorts 

Karl Ulrich Mayer 

i Cohorts 

Abitur 

7.0 
4.8 
6.4 
7.8 
7.9 
8.3 
5.2 
5.7 

237 

N 

2407 

2948 

3128 

1903 

3336 
3554 

3569 

4403 

Year of Elemenlary Middle 
Birlh School Degree 

1901 78.2 14.8 
1906 78.8 16.4 
1911 76.2 17.4 
1916 71.9 20.3 
1921 74.1 18.0 
1926 73.8 17.9 
1931 76.9 17.9 
1936 74.8 19.2 

SOURCE: M ller (1978, p. 59), Microcensus Supplementary Survey (1971). 

TABLE 13.2: Size of Occupational Categories of Men by Age 

Proporlion ofManual Workers in Labor Force (in percenlages) 

Age 

19-20 
21-22 
23-24 
25-26 
27-28 
29-30 
31-32 
33-34 
35-36 
37-38 
39-40 
41-42 

SOURCE: Microcensus Supplementary Survey, "Bcrufliche und soziale Umschichtung der Bevolkerung" 
(1971). 

countries, the degree to which occupational status is defined by education is 
very high (Kônig and M Uer, 1986), 

Figure 13.1 shows trends in levels of education for women born from 1900 
to 1945. It shows that World War II led to a reversal in the pattern of 
increasing educational and vocational attainment. After a long decUne, the 
proportion of women wUh only elementary schooling leveled off and 
increased by about 10 percentage points. Correspondingly, the proportion of 
women wUh an apprenticeship of any kind declined, Those women most 
adversely affected were born between 1928 and 1932. Those born from 1929 to 
1931 were particularly badly affected. 

In other words, educational attainment was most sharply curtailed among 
those cohorts whose members had to make the transUion from elementary 
school to apprenticeships, which occurs at age 14 or 15, between 1944 and 
1946. This transUion is instUutionally age-graded in Germany and rarely can 

1939 

67 
62 
55 
54 
55 
54 
54 
— 

— 
— 

— 

1950 

81 
76 
70 
63 
60 
57 
55 
54 
51 
49 
50 
52 

1960 

77 
70 
68 
69 
67 
65 
60 
56 
52 
51 
49 
49 

1971 

63 
48 
57 
56 
50 
50 
52 
51 
53 
54 
53 
51 
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be made once the appropriate age is passed. The war-induced losses in 
educational attainment were not reversed untU 1952, when the cohorts born 
after 1936 again reached levels of achievement simUar to those of cohorts born 
in 1925-1926. This crucial coincidence between adverse condUions and 
specific phases in the life course also applies to men. MuUer (1978, p. 59) found 
the same link between life-course phase during World War II and access to 
apprenticeships for men. 

Moreover, he found that the proportion attaining the Abitur or universUy 
degree was particularly low for cohorts born between 1931 and 1936 (Table 
13.1). It is precisely these cohorts who, during and just after the end of the war, 
had to make the transition to Gymnasium at age 10. One would expect that the 
birth cohorts having to finish Gymnasium and start university studies during 
and immediately after the war (i.e., those born between 1921 and 1926) would 
be most adversely affected. But this is apparently not the case. Those with 
initial resources, like successful entry into the Gymnasium, appear to have 
made their way against all odds. From Table 13.1 we can also see that the same 
educational setback was suffered by the cohort of men born in 1906 who had 
to make the transition to Gymnasium at age 10 during World War I.i 

Employment and 
Occupational Placement of Women 

In a manner similar to that of educational achievement, World War II 
slowed down and partially reversed trends in the transformation of the 
occupational structure. In the years after the war, economic activity was 
disproportionately concentrated in agriculture, the building industry, and 
industrial production, because the production of food and the resurrection of 
destroyed houses, plants, and infrastructure had top priority. For more than 
two decades, the building industry thrived on publicly subsidized programs to 
provide housing for both the local West German population and the many 
refugees from the East. In addition, the building industry provided the main 
avenue of upward mobUity for men with agricultural backgrounds (Mayer, 

1. In the German educational system—during the period analyzed here—students attend one 
of several types of secondary schools after four years of uniform compulsory elemeníary 
schooling. The three types of secondary schools, hereafter referred to as tracks, are the 
Gymnasium, Realschule, and Hauplschule. Each track is administered separately and usually 
located at a different physical site. The three tracks differ in their curriculum and the kind of 
degree awarded. Each type of secondary degree has institutional ties to different sectors of the 
labor market and charters individuals into different segments of the class structure. After four to 
five years of Hauplschule or six years of Realschule, the transition to a formal three-year 
apprenticeship must be made. While Hauplschule graduates tend to be channeled into manual 
occupations, Realschule gxdidndXcs tend to bedrawn into commercial, clerical, and administrative 
apprenticeships. Additionally, each track, in terms of its curriculum, faculty, and internal 
management of students, reflects a different organization of secondary schooHng. The mixture of 
these institutional quaiities and organizational forms are important in defîning students' and 
parents' schooling experience. 
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1979), especially those who lost their farms in the Eastern regions (Luttinger 
1986). 

Examining differential cohort experiences in employment and occupational 
placement reveals that women were strikingly affected (MuUer, 1983, 1986). 
One immediate consequence of the outbreak of World War II was the 
widespread use of women to replace men drafted into the army and to fiU the 
huge demand for workers in the armament industries. During the war, the 
proportion of women employed around the time of marriage increased from 
15% to 20%: women employed just before marriage, from 45% to 60%; and 
women employed just after marriage, from 20% to almost 40% (M Uer, 1983, 
pp. 99-103; 1986, pp. 61-65). This high level of employment declined sharply 
wUh the end of the war and it took about ten years for women's employment 
levels again to reach those prevaiUng during the war years. 

Not only levels of employment were affected by World War II, but also 
types of occupational activity. Figure 13.2 shows the employment status of 
women born between 1900 and 1945 just before marriage, Again, the impact 
of the war is very marked. Among women born in 1923 and later, the 
proportion of women workers employed in white-coUar occupations de-
creased, rather than continuing to increase as it had in earlier cohorts, while 
the proportion of blue-coUar workers increased, reaching a peak in the 
cohorts born between 1929 and 1931. Not surprisingly, the latter entered the 
work force between 1943 and 1946. If one considers aU women—rather than 
just those who were employed—the proportion engaged in white-coUar work 
grew rapidly during the war, as did the proportion of most other types of 
workers (M Uer, 1983, p. 96; 1986, p. 62). 

The proportion of women engaged in white-coUar work fell to about 20% 
just after the war, when men returned from the army. Not until the early 1960s 
did the proportion of women engaged in white-coUar work at the time of 
marriage exceed the level reached toward the end of the war. Correspondingly, 
immediately after the war, women's employment in agricuUure and in 
household and nonpaid family work increased markedly. 

Occupational Placement of Men 

What were the effects of war (i.e., miUtary service, imprisonment, 
decreased educational opportunUies) on the occupational placement and 
eariy careers of West German men? The crucial issue that the data at hand can 
iUuminate is who was most disadvantaged: Those male cohorts whose 
working lives were interrupted by miUtary service and imprisonment or those 
cohorts entering the labor market for the first time in the turmoil of the 
postwar period? 

Due to differences in the available data, fewer cross-cohort comparisons 
are possible for men than for women. From a supplementary survey of the 
1971 microcensus, occupational information is available on men for the years 
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1939,1950,1960, and 1971. In analyzing the data, one must be careful not to 
confound cohort and career stage differences. 

For present purposes, the proportion of manual workers in the cohort- or 
age-specific labor force wUl serve as an indicator of lower occupational status 
(see Table 13.2). Of the 20- to 30-year-old men in 1939, 54% to 67% were 
manual workers. After the war, in the same age bracket, the corresponding 
proportions ranged from 81% for the youngest to 57% for the oldest men. In 
1960, the corresponding proportions (i.e., 77% and 65%) stiU exceeded the 
figures for 1939. Judged against prewar conditions, cohorts born between 
1926 and 1930 had approximately 15% more manual workers in 1950 when 
they were 20 to 24. In contrast, the cohort born in 1920, whose occupational 
careers were severely disrupted by the war, does not exhibU a markedly higher 
proportion of manual workers when compared to their 30-year-old age peers 
before the war. Similar observations can be made for the categories of 
unskiUed and semiskiUed workers (Mayer, 1977a, p. 37). The data on 
occupational distribution appear to indicate that the war affected those 
cohorts most adversely whose members had to enter the labor market for the 
first time toward the end of and after the war, rather than those whose 
members served in the mUitary in high proportions and for long periods. 

INFLUENCES ON THE 
LATER LIFE COURSE 

So far, I have been examining the immediate impact of World War II and 
Us aftermath on the coUective lives of members of different birth cohorts. I 
have established that wartime events affected lives most adversely in cohorts 
in which these events coincided with the formative phases of life—especially 
with those ages at which crucial educational and occupational choices are 
made. But there is a further question: Do wartime events experienced in early 
life have persistent or delayed effects in later life? For example, did wartime 
disadvantages jeopardize subsequent career attainment, or were they compen-
sated for by the boom years of economic reconstruction, the so-called 
Wirtschaftswunder of 1948 to 1965? How did wartime losses of family 
members affect subsequent social mobility and family formation? 

Occupational Attainment 

In considering occupational achievement at several points between 1939 
and 1971,1 shaU compare the careers of cohorts born in 1919-1920 and those 
born in 1931 -1932. As noted above, the occupational lives of men in the earlier 
cohorts were severely disrupted by years of milUary service and imprisonment, 
whereas the younger men suffered particularly bad conditions at occupational 
entry. For the earlier cohorts, the proportion employed in manual occupations 
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declined from 67% in 1939 to 49% in 1960 when they were about 40 years old. 
Among the more recent cohorts, the proportion in manual work was 81% in 
1950,decliningto53%in 1971 atage40. Comparingthesetwosetsofcohorts 
at age 30, the relative proportion of manual workers was 55% for the earlier 
one and 65% for the later one. 

Thus, in 1960, the more recent cohorts were stUl markedly disadvantaged 
when compared to the earlier ones at about the same chronological age, even 
though the general economic conditions were much better in 1960 than in 
1950. Ten years later, the more recent cohorts were stiU more heavily 
concentrated in manual work than the earlier ones, though the discrepancy 
had decreased. These results remain consistent, if one carries out analogous 
comparisons for other occupational categories. 

These findings support the hypothesis that wartime experiences affected 
the whole life course, because initial disadvantages were not fuUy compensated 
for in later career stages, despite highly favorable economic conditions. This 
finding is particularly significant, since Germany's postwar boom gave rise 
to a marked shift in the occupational structure, including expansion of the 
white-coUar sector. 

For cohorts born in 1929-1931, data on educational and occupational 
attainment through 1981 are available. The lifetime-budgets coUected by the 
German Life History Study (Blossfeld, 1986) reveal that, compared to men, 
the women of this cohort entered the labor market earlier and were more 
frequently employed in relatively unskiUed groups. It appears that the 
conditions of the immediate postwar period forced them to seek employment 
rather than vocational training or higher education. As a result, these women 
lacked the qualifications that would have enabled them to enter higher-status 
jobs later in their careers. 

For both men and women in the 1929-1931 cohorts, the effects of war and 
postwar conditions are evident in disrupted educational and career attainment 
prior to age 20. In addition, some concentration in agriculture is apparent, 
because many members of these cohorts were relocated to rural areas or 
worked on farms for easier access to food. Although occupational advance-
ment is more frequent for men than for women, considerable stability in 
occupational position is evident for both sexes, It may be peculiar to the 
German stratification system that entry position and later career achievement 
are so highly dependent on formal training. In such a system, early deficits 
probably have particularly strong life-course effects. 

Incomplete Families and Father Absence 

One of the consequences of war is the widespread disruption of family life. 
Given the fact that men were the primary combatants in World War II, father 
absence was frequent. As a result, women assumed greater responsibility for 
the family, a situation that persisted, if fathers returned home iU, disabled, 
unemployed, or tainted by membership in the Nazis' National Socialist Party. 
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In reading accounts of the immediate postwar era (Meyer and Schulze, 1985), 
parallels with family life during the Great Depression (see Elder, 1974) spring 
to mind. 

Amongthe members of cohorts born between 1929 and 1931, approximately 
7% grew up in father-absent families compared to 13% of those born between 
1939 and 1941.2 We know relatively little about the precise life-course effects 
of such family sUuations. Mayer (1977, p. 475) reports that the intergenera-
tional status mobility of "sons without fathers at age 15" is markedly lower 
than that of sons living in intact families. 

In addition, a delayed effect of father absence during and after the war has 
come to the fore in analyses of fertUity based on the German Life History 
Study (Huinink, 1987). Men in the 1929-1931 birth cohort have significantly 
fewer children if they were living with only one parent at age 14. Their rate of 
firstborn children is about 35% lower than average. It is noteworthy that a 
simUar phenomenon is not apparent among men born between 1939 and 1941, 
and growing up in one-parent families, even though father absence was much 
more frequent. The effect remains significant after controlUng for socio-
economic characteristics of the family of origin and the educational attainment 
of respondents, These findings suggest that the consequences of having been 
raised in father-absent families are sex- and age-specific. Though this finding 
remains unexplained, a small psychoanalytic study argues that men raised in 
such circumstances tend to shy away from family ties and obligations 
(Munkel, 1984). 

DISCUSSION 

There are several things to be learned from the preceding discussion of the 
effects of World War II on life courses. First, we do not have to be content 
with general postulates about the historical specificity of life trajectories. Nor 
are we confined to the iUustrative techniques of qualitative oral histories of a 
very limited number of cases. QuantUative cohort studies based on representa-
tive data provide a precise and sensitive instrument for analyzing the historical 
nature of life courses. Indeed, such studies appear to be the only way in which 
historical effects can be shown to be not only temporary, but to have much 
longer-lasting consequences both on the individual and at the coUective level. 

Frequently, societies fail to perceive, or suppress, the long-term con-
sequences of coUective historical experiences. A good example of this is the 
persistence of inferior opportunUies for refugees and expelled persons 
compared to the West German-born (Luttinger, 1986). In the political arena, 
these inequaUties were assumed to have vanished many years ago, 

In a number of ways, this chapter provides evidence of the profound effect 

2. The indicator used in the 1971 microcensus was father absence at age 15. 
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of state action on individual life courses, In each of the two world wars, 
and as a consequence of them, the state not only destroyed and disrupted 
individual lives, but also expanded its domain as a welfare state (e.g., via 
veterans' provisions and war pensions for disabled and surviving famUy 
members). In a less direct manner, wars have tended to increase both the 
statutory-regulative power of the state and its economic power as employer 
and distributor of welfare payments (Mayer and MuUer, 1986), Under such 
circumstances, conceptualizing the life course exclusively as individual goal 
attainment, economic achievement in the organizational context of firms, or 
as women's family and fertility history is clearly inadequate,^ 

In addition to highUghting the role of the state, the present study adds to 
our knowledge about the specific mechanisms through which historical events 
may have repercussions long after their occurrence, Once again, our findings 
show that societal change is often brought about by determining the 
characteristics of cohorts at early stages of their careers (Simkus, 1987), 
Moreover, under certain institutional arrangements—such as the German 
systems of schooling and occupational training—very small age brackets are 
crucial in making transitions that cannot occur at later ages. In the case at 
hand, those cohorts who served the longest in the mUitary or were imprisoned 
in large numbers did not suffer the greatest handicaps in later life. Rather, the 
cohorts born around 1930, who had to complete their education and 
occupational training and start their careers in the immediate postwar period, 
were most severely disadvantaged in the long term, The fact that these 
long-term deficits emerged, despite highly favorable economic conditions, is 
of some significance, Some of the other findings reported suggest that simUar 
vulnerable ages seem to exist for father absence during socialization, although 
we know much less about the causal chain, 

Thus the coincidence of transition ages with adverse socioeconomic 
conditions marked the destiny of specific German cohorts, A more recent, and 
even more dramatic, example of such a linkage is furnished by the Chinese 
cohorts born between 1947 and 1954 who went through the cultural 
revolution during their school-leaving years (Gold, 1987; Liang and Shapiro, 
1983),'« 

3. John Meyer makes a similar point in Chapter 3 of this volume. 
4. "Those Chinese who already hadjobs and spouses in 1966 retained some degree of stability 

throughout the decade or, once the Cultural Revolution ended, returned to their units and 
resumed their careers. Pre-school and primary school children spent their earliest years in chaotic 
environments, often in disintegrated families, socialized to disrespect authority (Liang and 
Shapiro 1983). But after 1976 they could resume their education in the cities and, in the new 
modernization-oriented milieu, look forward to an unprecedented array of career options if they 
achieved well at their studies. As the rustication program ceased in the early 1980s, even eariy 
school-leavers knew they could remain in the cities, although they could no longer count on the 
state assigning them jobs. 

The cohort that lost the most was ironically the one that should have profited most. It 
comprises the approximately 117 miUion children born between 1947 and 1954 who were raised 
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completely under the Red Flag. They passed through childhood in the first extended period of 
stability China experienced in a century. They were effectively socialized in the new values and 
unlike their parents, were able to envision predictable life contours. The Cultural Revolutioii 
completely disrupted their aspirations and strategies and in most cases they had no unit to return 
to in the cities when the Cultural Revolution ended" (Gold, 1987, pp. 5-6). 
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Class Formatíon and 
Class Mobilíty 
A New Approach with 
Counts from Life History Data 

David L. Featherman 
L. Kevin Selbee 

ANALYSTS O F CLASS STRUCTURE and formation disagree over the 
conceptual status of social mobUity. Is class mobility largely irrelevant to 
processes of class formation? Together with Goldthorpe (1980) and Giddens 
(1973), we argue for the conceptual centrality of mobility as one major 
influence on the emergence of the "demographic identities" of class categories 
as social entities. Given this conceptual viewpoint, our chapter addresses two 
analytic questions regarding the study of class formation through the mobility 
experiences of workers. 

First, what is the appropriate unit of analysis and data base for the study of 
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class calegories for Norway. allhough we have nol always followed his advice;fînal errors and 
discrepancies are entirely ours. Ms. Julia Gray prepared the datafilefor the class hislories. 
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mobility and class formation? Conventional mobility research typically 
involves analyzing counts of persons arrayed by class of origin and 
destination. We argue that a more appropriate unit is the "class event" that 
takes place every time an individual moves from one class to another, no 
matter how briefly. For mobility research, class events are arrayed by origin 
and destination, with each person contributing as many class-to-class 
transition counts or events as are contained within the worker's class history. 
In the aggregate, the cumulation of class events encompasses a total and 
dynamically unfolding picture of the class structure and formative processes. 
Each frame of this motion picture is taken each time a class event occurs. We 
argue that class events not only describe the process of class mobility but also 
lend themselves to dynamic analysis of duration in state or class. The latter 
features of the class system provide potentially new insights into processes of 
class closure and class formation. 

Second, what is the most appropriate technique for dissaggregating the 
historical or structural influences on mobility and class formation from the 
inherent tendencies of classes to form distinctive demographic identities 
through delimited exchanges with other classes? Recent technical advances 
for the analysis of mobility tables (Sobel, Hout, and Duncan, 1985) provide 
more conceptually preferable techniques for the study of class formation than 
previous methods (e.g., Hauser, 1978, 1979; Featherman and Hauser, 1978; 
Erikson, Goldthorpe, and Portocarero, 1979,1982,1983). The chief advantage 
lies in the ability to decompose simultaneously the historical effects of 
changing economic and demographic conditions (structure) and the evolving 
patterns of class formation via mobility propensities (process); the new 
approach provides a dynamic view of the reciprocity between structure and 
process that previous techniques of analysis have blurred. 

Our arguments and iUustrations are based on Norwegian data for a 1921 
birth cohort of males who began their working lives during the prewar 
economic depression and subsequent German occupation of the country. 
Using complete histories of this cohort's life course to age 50, we capture the 
dynamic historical period of postwar reconstruction and rapid transition 
from agriculture and fishing to industrial and postindustrial economic bases. 
This setting provides an unusually rich context for the iUustration of our 
arguments. 

DEMOGRAPHIC IDENTITIES, MOBILITY 
PROPENSITIES, AND CLASS FORMATION 

It is generally acknowledged that the class structure of modern industrial 
societies is a fundamental feature conditioning individual achievement over 
the life course. Yet, as a set of "empty places" in the social structure, classes are 
merely economic categories—a priori, they do not represent significant social 
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categories. Beyond the consequences of economic differentiation in Uself, the 
influence of class position on individual experience depends on the degree to 
which classes are galvanized as social coUectivUies wUh distinct sociocuUural 
identUies. When conditions permU classes to take on the character of 
identU able social coUectivUies, the process is termed "class structuration" 
(Giddens, 1973) or, more commonly, "class formation" (Goldthorpe, 1984). 

Broadly defined, class formation encompasses aU the factors that differ-
entiate classes and promote common class life-styles, patterns of association, 
class solidarity, and class consciousness. Prior to class formation at these 
levels is a more basic process, however: the formation of a demographic 
identity. A demographic identity depends on the emergence and continuation 
of a relatively stable and permanent corps of individuals occupying the same 
class position—that is, the demographic identity of a class is a consequence of 
"the association that exists over time between individuals and famUies and 
particular class positions" (Goldthorpe, 1984, p, 19). And central to class 
formation defined in this manner are the rates and patterns of interclass 
mobility. 

MobUity is an important indication of whether or not a class has developed, 
or is in the process of developing, the stable, homogeneous population upon 
which its demographic identity rests. Mobility into and out of a class reflects 
the transience of class membership: Classes in which membership is not 
transient are more likely to develop the common life-styles, attitudes, and 
behaviors that represent a unique class identity than are classes in which 
membership is transient. In other words: "It is difficuU to see how distinctive 
life-styles and patterns of association could be properties of'classes'that exist 
simply as aggregates with a rapidly changing composition; or how . . . 
coUective action in pursuit of [class] interests could be either motivated or 
organized" (Goldthorpe, 1984, p. 20). 

Movement through the class structure is governed by a system of formal 
and informal rules of aUocation and access to class positions, and the personal 
motivations for individuals to move from or to stay in a class (class-based 
socialization). Rules of aUocation and access produce a set of objective 
mobility propensities—factors that influence the chances of individuals 
entering, staying in, or leaving class positions. 

MobiUty propensUies derive from the location of each class in the total 
class structure and depend upon (1) the relative desirabiUty of different class 
posUions in terms of the rewards avaUable to incumbents; (2) the relative 
economic, social, and cuUural resources class posUions offer as origin 
categories; and (3) the relative barriers to access, or resources, required for 
entry (Goldthorpe, 1984, p. 22). Classes that are alike in the market situation 
and work relations typifying component posUions are likely to show a strong 
propensity to exchange members, while classes that are quite different wUl 
tend to show a weak propensity for exchange. Contrary to some views (e.g„ 
Breiger, 1981), mobUity propensUies do not define class boundaries, but 



250 DYNAMICS OF STRUCTURAL CHANGE 

reflect the degree of affinity between classes, That is to say, in our view of class 
formation, mobUity propensities describe the distances between classes in a 
multidimensional social space. These distances index the potential for 
objectively defined class boundaries to become significant axes of differentia-
tion in life chances, life-styles, and social action—to become active social 
categories that shape the life course of individuals. As differentiation 
increases, the potential for class formation increases. The differences between 
classes begin to outweigh the differences within classes. 

ABSOLUTE AND RELATIVE MOBILITY 

Where mobility has been linked to the process of class formation, the 
analysis typicaUy focuses on the patterns of observed or absolute mobility 
(e,g., Goldthorpe, 1980; Bland et al., 1978). Whether represented as inflow or 
outflow proportions, absolute mobility reflects the observable outcome of 
mobility opportunities for the stability and composition of classes and thus 
bears directly on the formation of demographic identities, In contrast, relative 
mobUity patterns, or mobility tendencies net of structural change, generally 
have not been seen as important indicators of class formation precisely 
because they ignore the structural context, As Goldthorpe (1984) argues, 
however, relative mobility is a direct operationalization of the notion of 
mobiUty propensities, and as such does bear on the question of class 
formation, Moreover, an analysis of relative mobility need not ignore the 
structural context because an appropriate technology for modeling both 
structural effects and mobility propensities is available in Sobel, Hout, and 
Duncan's (1985) structural shift model, Unlike earlier approaches to the study 
of relative mobility (e,g,, Featherman and Hauser, 1978; Goldthorpe, 1980), 
the structural shift model does not ignore the structural context in which 
mobility propensities arise by factoring out marginal shifts in the mobUUy 
table, Instead, the model makes it possible to identify structural shifts and 
mobUity propensities as coexisting elements of the table, At the center of this 
approach is the distinction between structural and exchange (relative) 
mobility, 

Structural mobility is defined as the component of observed mobility that is 
a direct consequence of changes in the division of labor that occur as a society 
develops through time. Relative or exchange mobility is the component of 
observed mobility that reflects the pattern of exchange between classes, net of 
the changing structural context, Observed mobility is the combination of 
structural and exchange (relative) mobility. 

In seeking to describe mobility, researchers have attempted to decompose 
observed instances of mobUity into actual counts due to structural factors and 
actual counts due to exchange factors (e.g., Matras, 1967; Erikson, 1976; 
Bibby, 1975; Krauze and Slomczynski, 1986a, 1986b). Such attempts are 
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inappropriate because the two types of mobility are not empirically distinct, 
rather they are variable aspects of the mobility regime taken as a whole (Sobel 
et al., 1985). Structural and exchange mobility are ways of conceptualizingthe 
factors that generate mobility opportunities, not the moves that resuU from 
these—they are attributes of the class structure itself. Thus the distinction is 
not between types of mobility, but between sources of mobility, and in this 
sense the nature of exchange mobilUy does bear on the question of class 
formation because it is in the patterns of relative mobility that we see mobility 
propensUies as aspects of the relations between classes. Structural change 
enters the equation in the way it changes the rules of allocation and access, 
enhancing or inhibiting the mobiUty propensities linked to each class. 

CLASS FORMATION: 
ANALYSIS OF DYNAMICS 

Analytically, one of the more important aspects of class formation is that 
the process is not a fixed or static feature of the class structure, but rather is an 
evolving historical process that is responsive to wider social and economic 
changes. Therefore, the study of class formation should be based on a 
representative cross-section of a population, with mobility histories of 
sufficient detaU, and covering a long enough historical period, to allow for the 
identification of the dynamics of class formation and the evolution of the class 
structure. Due largely to limitations of data and analytic techniques, research 
to date has not appropriately characterized the dynamics of the process that 
interweaves life histories, life chances, and changing stratification systems. 
Rather, research has been restricted to synoptic representations of class 
formation. Descriptions of the mobUity process associated wUh class 
formation have been based almost entirely on the analysis of observed 
mobility flows in the standard mobility tables where the process is character-
ized by two or three fixed points in time, such as the standard career mobility 
cross-classification of first by current class. But as Goldthorpe (1980) notes, 
standard mobUUy tables necessarily depict the process of class formation only 
in very broad terms; the details of individual lifetime class trajectories are 
uncertain. 

The implications of this limUation are important: The demographic 
identity of a class depends upon the duration of tenure and the homogeneity of 
its members, and how these change over time. SimUariy, mobUity propensUies 
underiie the actual volume of movement across class boundaries and how this 
changes over time. But these cannot be accurately assessed with data that 
provide only a broad summary of mobility, Instead, a more detailed picture of 
the mobUity regime is required, 

The standard two-point career mobiUty table cross-classifies each in-
dividual's class position at two more or less widely separated points in time 
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(e.g,, first class by last class). As a result, the off-diagonal ceU counts cannot be 
assumed to represent actual instances of movement between two classes, nor 
do the ceUs of the main diagonal represent instances of immobUity, Instead, 
the counts in the cells of the main diagonal of the two-point table comprise 
both individuals who are truly immobile—those who never leave their first 
class—and individuals who move out of their first class but who have returned 
to that class by the time the data are coUected. When the concern is wUh the 
stability of class members over time, this attribute of the main diagonal limUs 
its usefulness—the cases on the main diagonal do not correspond to the stable 
core of each class, Nor is there an acceptable way in which to decompose these 
counts into their two components. 

At the same time, the off-diagonal cells in the two-point table—the cells 
representing mobUity out of one class and into another—do not necessarily 
indicate that such moves actually occurred, The two classes involved represent 
only the end points of a mobility trajectory—any number of intermediate 
moves between several classes may result in the apparent move between a 
given pair, Thus these counts do not reflect the actual volume of direct 
movement from one class to another, When the concern is the pattern of 
mobility propensities, these counts do not provide an accurate assessment of 
the volume of movement between class positions. 

As an alternative to the standard table, we construct a mobility table that 
gives a fuU account of all events of immobility and mobility over the period 
spanned by the first to last class table. The counts in this table, the cumulative 
mobility table, represent the sum of all the class events, from first to last class, 
for each person's life history. The count in each diagonal cell represents the 
number of events of immobility in each origin class. Individuals who do not 
leave their first class (by the time of the survey) are immobile and wiU be 
represented by single class events included in the cells running along the main 
diagonal. The counts in off-diagonal cells represent all the events of mobility 
between two classes, 

Thus the cumulative table reports the actual volume and pattern of 
immobUity and mobility events in a population and the counts correspond to 
the central concepts of class formation, The counts on the main diagonal 
represent the stable core of each class, while the off-diagonal counts represent 
both the heterogeneity of each class and the mobility propensities that exist in 
the class structure, Compared to the first-last table, the cumulative table 
provides a more complete and accurate picture of these aspects of the process 
of class formation, 

Goldthorpe and coUeagues (Goldthorpe, 1980, pp, 40-42; Erikson, Gold-
thorpe, and Portocarero, 1979; Goldthorpe and Hope, 1974) have proposed a 
class schema for Western industrial nations that incorporates the twin 
dimensions of market forces and work relations that jointly define categories 
of social structure within capitalist economies. This schema has proven useful 
in comparing similarities and differences in social (class) mobility across 
nations. We have adapted it for the analysis of Norway that foUows: 
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(1) all high-level professionals, self-employed or salaried; high-level adminis-
trators and officials in govemment and private enterprise; managers in large 
industrial estabUshments; and large-scale business proprietors; 

(2) low-level professionals and high-level technicians; low-level administrators 
and officials; managers in small industrial and service businesses; and 
supervisors of nonmanual employees; 

(3) routine nonmanual (largely clerical) employees in administration and com-
merce; sales personnel; and other rank-and-fíle employees in services; 

(4) small proprietors with employees, excluding farmers; 
(5) small proprietors without employees, excluding farmers; 
(6) farmers, with and without employees; 
(7) low-level technicians; and supervisors of manual employees; 
(8) skiUed manual wage workers; 
(9) semiskiUed and unskiUed manual workers, except agriculture; and 

(10) manual wage employees in agriculture. 

NORWAY: 
THE CONTEXT AND THE DATA 

Norway experienced a rapid transformation from a largely agricultural and 
primary-extractive economy to a modern industrial economy between 1930 
and 1960. Prior to World War II, the annual growth of GNP per capita 
averaged less than 2%, while in the postwar period the growth rate doubled to 
an annual average of about 4% (Visher, 1982). To a large extent, the change 
was due to the rise of the secondary and tertiary sectors of the economy. In 
1930, the primary sector, though shrinking, stiU accounted for more than a 
third (35.8%) of the labor force, while the industrial and service sectors 
accounted for 26.5% and 37.4%, respectively. By 1960, the primary sector had 
shrunk to just 19.5%, while the industrial and service sectors had grown to 
36,5% and 43.6% of the labor force (Visher, 1982), 

This substantial shtft in the composirion of the occupational structure has 
signUlcant implications for our study of class formation. The class careers we 
examine are restricted to the cohort of men, born in 1921, whose occupational 
histories span precisely the period of greatest economic and social change— 
or, in terms of the analysis of mobility, the period of greatest structural 
change. Shifts of this magnitude can be expected to affect patterns of class 
formation for this cohort—as some classes expand rapidly, the level of class 
formation will be reduced, while classes that are contracting can be expected 
to exhibit higher levels of class formation. 

The Norwegian Life History Study was carried out in 1971-1972 by Natalie 
Rogoff-Ramsoy wUh the help of the Norwegian Census Bureau. The data 
represent the occupational histories of three cohorts of men born in 1921, 
1931, and 1941. Job histories for each cohort cover the rime from age 14 untU 
1971 when the data were coUected (Rogoff-Ramsoy, 1977), Each job event 
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was assigned a class category code according to the Goldthorpe schema, For 
each respondent, successive job events with the same class code were coUapsed 
to form a single class event. Successive job events with different class codes 
were treated as different class events, Each class event, therefore, contains one 
or more job events. 

A preUminary analysis showed that the differences between equivalent 
first-last (hereafter, standard) and cumulative mobUity tables varied across 
cohorts, Because these differences could confound comparisons of the tables, 
we restrict the present analysis to the oldest cohort, the men born in 1921. For 
this cohort, we constructed a standard career mobility table, the first class to 
last class table, First class is defined as the first class position occupied upon 
entering the labor forces for a period of at least ten months, and last class is 
class position at the time the survey was conducted (1971) when the men in this 
cohort were 50 years of age.i 

We also constructed a cumulative mobility table in which aU the transitions 
between first class and last class are counted (including instances of 
immobiUty), Our basic analytical question is: Are these two tables, the 
standard and cumulative, the same? Do the truncated counts of class events in 
the standard table contain the same information as the fuU matrix of class 
events in the cumulative table? 

There are marked differences between the tables, The standard first-last 
table (Table 14,1), for example, shows that 6,9% of those who started their 
work lives in class 9 had moved to class 1 by the age of 50, This seems a not 
inconsequential amount of movement from the bottom to the top of the class 
structure, The cumulative table (Table 14.2), however, shows that, of all the 
class events making up class 9, only 0,4% ended in a direct move into class 
1—which suggests that this type of mobility has a very low probability. The 
level of immobUity for class 9 is shown in the diagonal cell (9,9), In the 
first-last table, 22,8% of those who started in class 9 appear to be immobile, 
while in the cumulative table, only 1.1% of the class events in class 9 truly 
reflect immobility. 

CLASS FORMATION, STRUCTURAL 
SHIFTS, AND MOBILITY PROPENSITIES 

In comparing the standard and cumulative tables, there are two specific 
concerns: First, do the tables show the same patterns in mobUity propensities, 
and, second, do the tables show the same patterns of structural change? 

1. The "first class" event record was identified by determining the first class event, in each 
respondent's sequence of class events, that lasted at least 10 months and was foUowed by a period 
of unemployment (or out of the labor force) of no more than 9 months (including zero time) 
before the next class event began. 
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TABLE 14.1: First Class by Last Class (class at age 50), 1921 Cohort: 
Counts and Outflow Percentages (% by row) 

Firsí 
Class 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

Total 

/ 

26 
96.9 

19 
46.3 

23 
23.2 

0 
0.0 

0 
0.0 

0 
0.0 

6 
11.8 

11 
5.6 

20 
6.9 

20 
3.7 

125 
9.8 

2 

1 
3.6 

17 
41.5 

27 
27.3 

1 
100.0 

0 
0.0 

1 
3.7 

8 
15.7 

16 
8.1 

21 
7.2 

33 
6.2 

125 
9.8 

3 

1 
3.6 

4 
9.8 

24 
24.2 

0 
0.0 

0 
0.0 

1 
3.7 

3 
5.9 

15 
7.6 

41 
14.1 

27 
5.0 

116 
9.1 

4 

0 
0.0 

0 
0.0 

8 
8.1 

0 
0.0 

1 
14.3 

0 
0.0 

3 
5.9 

16 
8.1 

18 
6.2 

18 
3.4 

64 
5.0 

Lasl Class 

5 

0 
0.0 

0 
0.0 

6 
6.1 

0 
0.0 

2 
28.6 

1 
3.7 

2 
3.9 

8 
4.1 

10 
3.4 

21 
3.9 

50 
3.9 

6 

0 
0.0 

0 
0.0 

0 
0.0 

0 
0.0 

0 
0.0 

15 
55.6 

2 
3.9 

10 
5.1 

8 
2.8 

116 
21.7 

151 
11.8 

7 

0 
0.0 

0 
0.0 

4 
4.0 

0 
0.0 

0 
0.0 

2 
7.4 

17 
33.3 

27 
13.7 

45 
15.5 

42 
7.9 

137 
10.7 

8 

0 
0.0 

1 
2.4 

2 
2.0 

0 
0.0 

3 
42.9 

2 
7.4 

10 
19.6 

70 
35.5 

60 
20.7 

141 
26.4 

289 
22.6 

9 

0 
0.0 

0 
0.0 

4 
4.0 

0 
0.0 

1 
14.3 

3 
11.1 

0 
0.0 

22 
11.2 

66 
22.8 

87 
16.3 

183 
14.3 

10 Tolal 

0 
0.0 

0 
0.0 

1 
1.0 

0 
0.0 

0 
0.0 

2 
7.4 

0 
0.0 

2 
1.0 

1 
0.3 

30 
5.6 

36 

28 
2.2 

41 
3.2 

99 
7.8 

1 
0.1 

7 
0.5 

27 
2.1 

51 
4.0 

197 
15.4 

290 
22.7 

535 
41.9 

1276 

2.8 100.0 

UntU recently, only the first question could be addressed usmg log-lmear 
modeling techniques, The simplest strategy would have entaUed fittmg the 
basic origin-by-destination association model to the two tables simuUaneously 
wUh the interaction parameters constrained to be equal across tables. This 
model, however, as Hout (1983) argues, incorrectly operationaUzes the 
concepts of both structural shifts and exchange mobility, In its place, Sobel, 
Hout, and Duncan (1985) propose a model that parameterizes the mobUity 
table in a way that correctly identifies and distinguishes between structural 
and exchange mobUity through a simuUaneous decomposition of observed 
mobility into symmetric and asymmetric marginal and mteraction etíects 
Structural mobility is an asymmetric effect that accounts for aU margmal 
heterogeneUy in the table, Structural constancy (Luijkx, 1985) ^̂  a symme nc 
marginal effect that accounts for the level of homogeneity m the marg ns 
Combined, the asymmetric structural mobility and the symjnetnc stmc ural 
constancy effects completely account for the origin and destmation distnbutions. 
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TABLE 14,2: Cumulative Table of Origin by Destination Class for AU 
Transitions Between First Class and Class at Age 50, 
1921 Cohort, Counts and Outflow Percentages (% by row) 

Origin 
Class 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

Total 

1 

22 
20.2 

60 
24.9 

60 
14.9 

2 
1.5 

3 
1.2 

2 
0.5 

18 
5.2 

23 
1.6 

6 
0.4 

13 
0.8 

209 
3.4 

2 

34 
30.9 

10 
4.1 

68 
16.9 

14 
10.8 

14 
5.7 

3 
0.7 

27 
7.7 

64 
4.5 

42 
3.1 

54 
3.5 

330 
5.3 

3 

25 
22.7 

39 
16.2 

10 
2.5 

12 
9.2 

7 
2.8 

8 
1.8 

22 
6.3 

97 
6.9 

131 
9.5 

69 
4.5 

420 
6.7 

4 

0 
0.0 

13 
5.4 

23 
5.7 

0 
0.0 

8 
3.3 

11 
2.5 

20 
5.7 

54 
3.8 

47 
3.4 

17 
1.1 

193 
3.1 

Deslinalion Class 

5 

1 
0.9 

15 
6.2 

10 
2.5 

6 
4.6 

1 
0.4 

45 
10.4 

9 
2.6 

93 
6.6 

58 
4.2 

53 
3.5 

291 
4.7 

6 

3 
2.7 

4 
1.7 

8 
2.0 

6 
4.6 

42 
17.1 

8 
1.8 

21 
6.0 

74 
5.2 

96 
7.0 

294 
19.2 

556 
8.9 

7 

6 
5.5 

15 
6.2 

13 
3.2 

9 
6.9 

10 
4.1 

19 
4.4 

7 
2.0 

176 
12.5 

137 
10.0 

44 
2.9 

436 
7.0 

8 

10 
9.1 

33 
13.7 

81 
20.1 

35 
26.9 

79 
32.1 

78 
18.0 

136 
39.0 

30 
2.1 

499 
36.3 

518 
33.8 

1499 

24.1 

9 

5 
4.5 

13 
5.4 

91 
22.6 

37 
28.5 

54 
22.0 

98 
22.6 

69 
19.8 

427 
30.2 

15 
1.1 

459 
30.0 

1268 

20.4 

10 

4 
3.6 

39 
16.2 

38 
9.5 

9 
6.9 

28 
11.4 

161 
37.2 

20 
5.7 

374 
26.5 

344 
25.0 

11 
0.7 

1028 

16.5 

Tolal 

110 
1.8 

241 
3.9 

402 
6.5 

130 
2.1 

246 
3.9 

433 
7.0 

349 
5.6 

1412 

22.7 

1375 

22.1 

1532 

24.6 

6230 

100.0 

Exchange mobility is equated with equal or symmetric flows between pairs 
of cells (i, j) and (j, i) in the mobility table, net of marginal effects. If structural 
and exchange mobility and structural constancy are sufficient to account for 
all observed mobility in a table, then the model of quasi-symmetry must hold, 
When quasi-symmetry does not hold, a fourth component of observed 
mobUity must exist—an asymmetric interaction effect reflecting unre-
ciprocated mobility (Sobel et al,, 1985, p, 360), In short, mobility propensities 
are decomposed into two sets of effects—a symmetric component representing 
exchange mobUity, and an asymmetric component representing unrecipro-
cated mobility, When quasi-symmetry holds, mobility propensities are 
entirely accounted for by the symmetric exchange mobility effects and no 
unreciprocated mobility exists. 



uavid L. Featherman, L. Kevin Selbee 257 

TABLE 14.3: Structural Shift Models for Combined First-Last and Cumulative 
Tables: 1921 Cohort 

Model 

1. T, B, A, D 
2.T,B,A,D,TB,TA,TD 
3. T, B, A, D, TA, TD 
4. T, B, A, D, TB, TD 
5. T, B, A, D, TB, TA 

6. 3 VS 2 TB = 0 
7. 4 VS 2 TA = 0 
8. 5 VS 2 TD = 0 

L 

1591.8 
84.8 

281.6 
664.3 
947.6 

196.8 
579.5 
862.8 

df 

135 
72 
81 
81 

117 

9 
9 

45 

P 

< 0.001 
= 0.100 

< 0.001 
< 0.001 
< 0.001 

< 0.001 
< 0.001 
< 0.001 

NOTE: T: TABLE, B: BETA, A: ALPHA, AND D: DELTA. 

The model estimates cell frequencies as a function of these symmetric and 
asymmetric terms. In an I by J table (where I = J), the expected counts in the 
saturated multiplicative model are given by 

Fij = Aj Bi Bj Gij Dij 

where TTj Aj=l, Bi = Bj if i=j, Dij = Dji if i=j, Dij = 1 if i=j, Gij = 1 if i=j 
and Gij = Gji if i=j. 

The Aj are the structural mobUity parameters (alphas), subject to the 
normalization that the product of the Aj terms equals 1. The Bi and Bj are 
structural constancy effects (betas). Because these parameters are symmetric 
(Bi = Bj if i=j), we need only refer to Bi in discussing these models. The Dij are 
the symmetric interaction parameters (deltas) representing exchange mobility 
and the Gij are the asymmetric interaction parameters representing unrecipro-
cated mobility. 

If the model of quasi-symmetry fits a particular mobility table, then aU the 
asymmetric interaction parameters, Gij, must equal 1—there are no 
asymmetries in the mobility propensities and the Bi, Aj, and Dij completely 
describe the data. Because preliminary tests show that the model of quasi-
symmetry provides a fairly good fit to each of the tables we analyze, we 
employ the structural shift model as the basis of the cross-table comparisons, 

A number of models, presented in Table 14,3, test the parameter sets of the 
structural shift model (e.g,, Luijkx, 1985), In these models, a fourth set of 
parameters, Ti, where T = 1 for the first-last table, and T = 2 for the cumulative 
table, are added to the Sobel, Hout, and Duncan model, Interacting the 
various parameter sets of the structural shift model with the variable T creates 
sets of difference parameters that can be used to test for equaUty across tables 
in the parameters of the basic model. 
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Model 1 in Table 14,3 is the first and most basic test of the comparabiUty of 
the first-last and cumulative tables, This model tests the hypothesis that the 
three parameter sets of the structural shift model are identical across tables by 
imposing cross-table equality constraints on each set of parameters, Because 
the model fits the data quite poorly (the chi-square is large relative to the 
degrees of freedom), at least some of the parameters must differ significantly 
across tables, 

The rest of the models in Table 14,3 successively test the parameter sets 
individually, This is done by fitting a baseUne model (Model 2) that allows aU 
three parameter sets to differ across tables by including the three sets of 
difference parameters (TBi, TAj, TDij), This baseline model can then be 
compared to models that successively include an equality constraint on one of 
the parameter sets (i,e,, models that exclude one of the sets of difference 
parameters), The fit of the test models and the difference in chi-square 
between each and the baseline model indicates whether or not each parameter 
set is equal across tables (in other words, whether or not the difference 
parameters of a particular parameter set are aU equal to zero), 

Model 3 excludes the cross-table difference parameters (TBi) for the 
structural constancy parameters Bi, The model does not fit the data, and the 
comparison of models 2 and 3 in line 6 shows that at least some of the TBi are 
not equal to zero, Thus at least some of the structural constancy parameters 
(Bi) differ across tables, 

Model 4 excludes the difference parameters (TAj) for the structural shift 
parameters Aj, As above, this model does not fit the data, and the comparison 
of models 2 and 4 in line 7 shows that the TAj contribute significantly to the 
reduction in chi-square, Thus not aU the Aj parameters are equal across tables, 

Finally, model 5 excludes only the exchange mobility difference para-
meters, the TDij, Again, this model does not fit the data and line 8 shows that 
not all the difference parameters are zero—at least some of the Dij are 
significantly different across tables, 

AU three tests show that the introduction of an equality constraint on each 
of the parameter sets of the structural shift model (by excluding the relevant 
difference parameters) results in a large and statistically significant deteriora-
tion of the fit of the baseline model, 

Thus the two tables convey significantly different information about all 
three components of observed mobility, As these relate to aspects of class 
formation, the tables present very different pictures of structural and 
exchange mobility, 

The final question regarding the two tables is how, substantively, they 
differ in the story they tell about mobility, By examining the parameters of the 
individual structural shift models, we can better understand where the 
similarities and differences lie, Tables 14,4 and 14,5 show the Aj, Bi (or Bj), 
and Dij parameters of the two models, 

Panels A of Tables 14.4 and 14.5 show the structural shift parameters 
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TABLE 14.4: Parameters of Structural Shift Model for the First-Last Table 

A. Alpha 

B. Beta J 

C. Aj/Ai 

Origin 
Class 

1 
2 

3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

10 

/ 

J 88.6 

.5 

2 

7.9 

1.5 

below the diagonal 

— 

11.2 
96.2 
3.8 

40.0 
192.4 
95.2 

354.0 
99.4 

.26 
— 
8.6 
.3 

3.6 
17.2 
8.5 

31.6 
8.9 

3 

.9 

5.1 

.10 

.47 
— 

.04 

.40 
2.0 
1.0 
3.7 
1.0 

4 

23.3 

.002 

.01 
13.4 
39.7 

— 
10.5 
50.6 
25.0 
93.1 
26.2 

— 

Desiinalion 

5 

2.2 

1.0 

6 

.5 

5.7 

7 

.9 

4.3 

8 

.2 

16.8 

Dij abo' 

Deslination Class 

.01 

.01 

.39 
25.4 

— 
4.8 
2.4 
8.8 
2.5 
— 

.01 

.01 

.25 

.01 

.07 
— 

.49 
1.8 
.52 
— 

.03 

.14 

.17 
17.8 

.16 

.12 

3.7 
1.1 
— 

.01 

.09 

.17 
24.9 

.28 

.18 

.44 

.28 
— 

íauic 

9 

.9 

27.2 

ve the di 

.01 

.07 

.32 
17.4 

.18 

.13 

.38 

.53 

— 

10 

.0003 

97.7 

agonal 

.01 

.03 

.06 
4.9 

10 
.46 
11 

.35 

.36 

NOTE: The value of Aj/ Ai for class 10 are not shown in the table because the very small value of the alpha for 
class 0 results m extremely large ratios. Effectively, this means that there was virtually no stnictural mobUity 
mto class 10. •' 

TABLE 14.5: Parameters of the Structural Shift Model for the Cumulative Table 

A. Alpha 

B. Beta I 

C. Aj/Ai 

Origin 
Class 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

10 

I 

J 2.2 

3.2 

2 

1.3 

2.7 

3 

1.0 

3.2 

below the diagonal 

— 
1.6 
2.3 
1.7 
2.3 
2.5 
2.1 
2.7 
3.0 
3.9 

3.1 
— 
1.4 
1.1 
1.4 
1.5 
1.3 
1.7 
1.9 
2.5 

2.6 
5.3 
— 
.8 

1.0 
1.1 
.9 

1.2 
1.3 
1.8 

4 

1.3 

.02 

9.6 
199.8 
256.8 

— 
1.3 
1.4 
1.2 
1.5 
1.7 
2.3 

5 

1.0 

1.0 

Destination 

6 

.9 

3.0 

7 

1.0 

2.6 

Destinalion Class 

.39 
4.5 
2.6 

324.0 
— 
1.1 
.9 

1.2 
1.3 
1.7 

.17 

.38 

.89 
138.7 
15.4 
— 

.9 
1.1 
1.2 
1.6 

.90 
2.4 
2.1 

255.6 
3.5 
2.7 
— 
1.3 
1.4 
1.9 

8 

.8 

6.1 

9 

.7 

4.6 

10 

.6 

4.5 

Dij above the diagonal 

.57 
2.7 
5.1 

371.5 
15.6 
4.9 

10.1 
— 
1.1 
1.5 

.26 
2.1 
8.9 

488.5 
14.3 
8.8 
9.9 

21.8 
— 
1.3 

.43 
4.0 
4.9 

169.2 
11.8 
23.6 
3.5 

24.1 
31.0 
— 
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associated with each destination class. Because the product of the Aj is 1 (TT 
Aj = 1), they measure the proportional adjustment to the destination 
distribution due to marginal heterogeneity, or structural mobiUty, The Bi (Bj) 
in panels B indicate the strength of structural constancy, or the average 
origin-destination marginal effect for each class (Luijkx, 1985). The Dij in the 
upper triangle of panel C show the strength of the propensUy to exchange 
members for pairs of classes, 

In the lower triangle of panel C are the ratios of Aj to Ai. These indicate the 
nature of structural mobUity between classes j and i: Ratios less than 1 indicate 
an excess of structural mobUity from class j to class i (downward) as compared 
to mobility from class i to class j (upward). Conversely, ratios larger than 1 
indicate an excess of structural mobility from class i to class j as compared to 
the reverse direction, 

The structural shift parameters, the Aj, differ markedly in absolute 
magnitude but are similar in their relative magnitude when comparing the 
standard and cumulative tables, Because the Aj measure the proportional 
adjustment to the origin category resulting from structural change, a 
parameter value greater than 1 indicates structural expansion of a class while a 
value less than 1 shows structural contraction, In both tables, class 1, the 
upper service class, shows the largest structural expansion, and class 10, the 
agricultural working class, shows the largest contraction. In addition, classes 
2 and 4 show structural expansion, while classes 3 and 7 show relative 
structural stabUity. And on the whole, the upper levels of the class structure 
tend to show either expansion or stability while the lower levels show 
contraction. Given the substantial shift in the sectoral distribution of the labor 
force that accompanied Norway's rapid economic transformation, this net 
upward shift toward white-coUar classes in the composition of the class 
structure is not surprising. 

The ratios of the Aj for pairs of classes, the lower triangle in panel C of 
Tables 14.4 and 14.5, show both similarities and differences between the 
first-last and cumulative tables. In both tables, almost all the ratios are greater 
than unity, indicating that structural mobility is most often upward mobility. 
The first-last table, however, shows more and stronger downward effects: Six 
of the ratios are considerably less than unity. By comparison, the cumulative 
table shows only four ratios less than unity, and even then the ratios are just 
less than 1, showing the downward effect to be weak. 

Where the ratios show an excess of upward structural movement, the 
first-last table shows far stronger effects throughout the class structure, and a 
somewhat different relative pattern to the effects. The strongest upward 
structural effects occur in class 8, the skiUed working class, while in the 
cumulative table, they occur in class 9, the semi- and unskiUed working class. 
Moreover, class 6, the farmers in the first-last table, also show a stronger effect 
than class 9. Overall, the ratios in the first-last table indicate a much larger 
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excess of eUher upward or downward movement than do comparable ratios in 
the cumulative table. 

Taking the Aj and the Aj/Ai ratios together, the comparison of the two 
tables iUustrates an important difference in their representation of structural 
mobUUy. The first-last table shows larger structural effects because U brackets 
the career mobUity trajectory of each individual. The structural shifts U 
reflects represent a comparison of the class structure at two widely separated 
points in time. With structural movements tending to one direction (as the 
Aj/ Ai ratios show), the strength of structural shift effects wiU increase as the 
time between the two points (first and last class) increases, By comparison, 
structural shifts in the cumulative table are measured at all points between 
first and last class, and thus are represented by smaU excesses of upward over 
downward shifts, An apt analogy is that of a staircase representing structural 
shifts: The cumulative table shows structural shifts as a series of smaU steps 
upward on the staircase (because upward moves predominate). The first-last 
table, in contrast, shows structural shifts as a single large step from the bottom 
to the top of the staircase—in one sense the small excess of upward moves 
cumulate into a single large step in the first-last table. 

The pattern of symmetric association effects also shows important 
differences between the tables, The Dij are the geometric means of two odds: 
Fij/ FU, or the odds of moving from class i to class j , relative to staying in class 
i; and Fji/ Fjj, the odds of moving from class j to class i, relative to staying in 
class j . The ratio of these odds is the association parameter: 

Dij = Square Root (Fij Fji / Fii Fjj) 

Thus the Dij wiU be greater than 1 when Fij*Fji is greater than Fii*Fjj, or 
when the odds of moving between classes i and j (in eUher direction) are 
greater than the odds of staying in eUher class i or j , When Dij is less than 1, the 
odds of staying in eUher class are larger than the odds of moving between 
them, And when Dij equals 1, the odds of moving equal the odds of staying, 

The Dij in the standard and cumulative tables are quite different, The 
parameters for movement among the three white-coUar classes (1,2, and 3) are 
less than 1 in the first-last table, indicating that the odds of moving between 
these classes is less than the odds of staying in any one of them, In comparison, 
the parameters in the cumulative table are all larger than 1, showing that the 
odds of moving are considerably larger than the odds of staying. In regard to a 
process Uke class formation, this difference leads to very different conclusions 
about these three classes: The first-last table suggests that these classes tend 
toward stability once structural shifts are eliminated—the propensity to 
exchange members is low relative to the propensUy toward immobility, In 
contrast, the cumulative table indicates that the three show marked pro-
pensUies to exchange members among themselves. The nature of exchange 
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mobiUty between these three and the other classes is also different in the two 
tables. The first-last table shows that the odds of immobility outweigh the 
odds of mobUity in all cases, (The parameters for class 4 are suspect because 
this class has a sampling zero on the main diagonal, The level of stability or 
immobility is thus underestimated by some unknown amount.) The cumulative 
table does not show this consistent pattern—for class 1, the propensUy to 
exchange members wUh classes 5 through 10 is, in each case, lower than the 
UkeUhood of immobiUty in these classes, but the same is not true for classes 2 
and 3 in relation to the other classes. Comparing the association parameters 
for mobility among classes 5 through 10 also shows distinct differences, Again 
the first-last table tends to underestimate mobUity propensities when compared 
to the cumulative table. If mobUity propensities indicate the Ukelihood for the 
boundaries between classes to become significant axes of social differentiation, 
the first-last table shows greater potential for differentiation, and thus for 
class formation, among these classes than does the cumulative table. In fact, 
the cumulative table shows only a weak potential for differentiation, 

The structural shift models show that the two tables differ substantially in 
the information they carry about association between origins and destinations, 
This is due to the difference between the tables in the nature of the diagonal 
counts—the ceUs representing immobility or stability. In the first-last table, 
the diagonal counts representing immobUity in a pair of classes tend to 
dominate the off-diagonal counts that represent exchange between the pair, 
As a result, the odds of staying in either class tend to be larger than the odds of 
moving between them. In the cumulative table, the reverse tends to be true— 
the diagonal counts tend to be smaller than the off-diagonal counts, Thus the 
mobUity propensities estimated for the two tables lead to different conclusions 
concerning the connections between classes, The first-last table tends to show 
low propensities for mobility between virtually all the classes, while the 
cumulative table shows a more varied pattern in the propensity for classes to 
exchange members. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Our analysis shows that the standard first-last and cumulative career 
mobility tables do not convey the same information about observed and 
relative mobility, A key difference between the tables seems to arise from 
counting people versus counting class events, The difference is more apparent 
than real, for the standard table can be construed as a one event per person 
table; it provides a summary of a stream of class events by portraying a set of 
averaged class events, We emphasize that this average, abstracted summary— 
this single class event—does not necessarily correspond to any actual class-to-
class transition; neither does it represent with fidelity the observed pattern of 
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class immobility. In the case of the Norwegian cohort, the discrepancies 
between the abstracted, averaged class event and the cumulation of class 
events are quaUtatively significant. Conclusions about class formation 
derived from the fuU set of class events are not fuUy equivalent to those derived 
from the summary table most often used by mobility and class analysts. 

In one respect, the differences we find between the standard and cumulative 
tables can be attributed to the fact that the tables allow unevenness in the 
counts of class events to arise in different ways, Unevenness in the counts in a 
table—its lumpiness—is what gives rise to observed mobility and immobility 
patterns, and the association between origins and destinations, The standard 
first-last table, because it contains only a summary or averaged representation 
of each individual's class trajectory over the life course, smooths the career 
mobility pattern, 

In comparison, the cumulative table does not smooth the career pattern, To 
the extent that moves over the life course are tied to typical mobility routes 
through intervening classes (the more heavily traveled routes between classes 
widely separated in social space), the cumulative table wUl show a different 
pattern of unevenness, Moreover, the factors that generate unevenness may 
change over the life course of individuals; mobility routes between classes may 
open and close over time (i.e., shifting mobility opportunities), These changes 
may not affect the counts in the first-last table but wiU show up in the counts in 
the cumulative table, In addition, the cumulative table allows for another 
specific kind of movement that generates unevenness—repeated moves back 
and forth between two classes by a single individual. These moves, which are 
not unusual in our data, can substantially increase the unevenness of the 
cumulative table, 

The study of class formation via the consolidation of demographic 
identities calls for new dynamic approaches that match concepts and methods 
more closely than in conventional analyses. Using life-course histories for 
muUiple cohorts and modeling the pattern of mobUUy (and immobUity) 
propensUies as revealed in the fuU array of class events is one innovation we 
recommend, Class events, not people, are the more enlightening material for 
class and mobUity analysis when the goal is to elucidate aspects of social 
structure, We believe this material, derived from individual life histories but 
aggregated as the cumulative history of successive cohorts, provides new 
information about structural relationships and transformations in the 
stratification system, 

By Uself, the cumulation of class events embodied in cohort histories are 
but one lens by which we see class formation in process. Another method, that 
examines directly the duration of incumbency in classes and the social 
homogeneity of class composUion, provides yet another view. That analysis, 
based on event history models of events wUhin and between class categories, is 
the topic of research in progress. 
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PartV 

Dynamics of 
Life-Course Variations 

WITHIN THE CONTEXT of changing social structures, people's early lives 
have continuing effects on their later lives. Dramatic historical events, daily 
occupational experiences, or the scientific climate of opinion can have life-
course consequences for a person's relationship to primary groups, intellectual 
functioning, or readiness to champion new ideas. 

In "Work Experience and Psychological Change Through the Life 
Course," Jeylan Mortimer reviews several of her studies in which the structure 
of work is treated as a contextual characteristic of individuals and examined 
in relation to life-course changes. The findings she reviews in Chapter 15 
demonstrate that the frequently noted interaction between work conditions 
and psychological functioning persists throughout large portions of the work 
life and is conditioned by life stage. 

Rachel A. Rosenfeld and Kenneth I. Spenner develop the concept of "work 
identUy" in Chapter 16, "Women's Work and Women's Careers: A Dynamic 
Analysis of Work IdentUy in the Early Life Course." They focus on two 
identities: work as a career, and work as a means of earning income. They 
review findings from a longitudinal study that indicate how aspects of early 
work experience or family status can facilitate or inhibit transUions from one 
identity to another, At the same time, the nature of women's work identity is 
shown to influence subsequent employment decisions, 

In Chapter 17, "War Experience and Enduring Friendships: Influences 
Across 40 Years in Men's Lives," Glen H, Elder, Jr„ and Elizabeth C. Clipp 
present an intensive analysis of a smaU sample of American veterans, which 
shows how combat trauma experienced during World War II and the Korean 
War affected long-term relationships with wartime buddies and the men's 
ability to deal wUh combat-related emotional problems. 

"Age, Theory Choice, and the Complexity of Social Structure" seeks to 
explain the observed relationship between age and acceptance of scientific 

265 



266 SOCIAL STRUCTURES AND HUMAN LIVES 

innovation, In Chapter 18, Peter Messeri explores "motivational differences 
associated with age," Life-course explanations have tended to postulate that 
younger scientists—qua individuals—are more positively disposed to accept 
new ideas than are older scientists. At the same time, because of their position 
in the social structure, older scientists have accrued the prestige and 
institutional resources to champion controversial new theories with impunity. 
Mediating these conflicting pressures on individuals is the historical context: 
In this case, the degree to which an innovation is generally accepted by the 
scientific community, Where acceptance is low, older scientists more readily 
accept innovation; where it is high, younger scientists adopt new theories in 
larger numbers. 



Q 
15 

Work Experíence and Psychologícal 
Change Throughout the Lífe Course 

Jeylan T. Mortimer 

DURING THE PAST TWENTY YEARS, many researchers have directed their 
attention to the linkages between work experience and adult psychological 
development, buUding on a long-standing tradition among scholars interested 
in the interrelationship of social structure and personality (see House, 1981; 
and Mortimer et al., 1986, for reviews of this area of work; notable 
contemporary researchers are Kohn and Schooler, 1983; Andrisani, 1978; 
Andrisani and Nestel, 1976; Spenner and Otto, 1985; Elder, 1969,1974; Elder 
and Rockwell, 1979; Rosenberg and PearUn, 1978; House, 1980; and Inkeles 
and SmUh, 1974). In examining the interrelationship of work experience and 
psychological change, early studies addressed a central issue in life-course 
analysis: the degree to which personality remains stable or changes throughout 
the lU"e course, Are the psychological dtfferences between persons in dtfferent 
jobs or in different types of work determined by early processes of 
occupational selection or by processes of occupational socialization that may 
continue throughout the work life? 

According to the occupational selection hypothesis, people choose or mold 

AUTHOR'S NOTE: This research was supporled by a granlfrom ihe Nalional Instilute on Aging 
(AGO03325). Iwouldlike to ihank Bellina Huberforher very usefulcommentsandsuggeslions 
for revision. 
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their work on the basis of already formed needs, interests, values, and other 
psychological dispositions (Rosenberg, 1957; Davis, 1965; HoUand, 1976). 
This hypothesis presupposes that adult psychological orientations are mainly 
the result of preadult socialization. It implies that childhood and adolescence 
are the key formative periods for the development of personality, after which 
U remains rather stable, In contrast, the occupational socialization hypothesis 
posits that work experiences foster psychological change in adulthood 
(Mortimer and Simmons, 1978), It implies that the personaUty continues to be 
malleable after those early preaduU years, and responsive to the impact of 
work experiences, 

Recently, Kohn and Schooler's (1983) 10-year longUudinal study of a 
representative panel of U.S, men demonstrated that the psychological 
differences between persons with varying conditions of work cannot be fuUy 
explained by processes of occupational selection, considered to include 
decisions regarding job choice and change as well as molding the job in accord 
with prior personality characteristics. Their findings indicate that there is a 
reciprocal relationship between people and their job environments; workers 
shape the character of their work experiences, and the occupational conditions 
to which they are exposed, in turn, affect the further course of their 
psychological development. Thus people choose their work on the basis of 
preexisting values and psychological traits, and mold their jobs according to 
their needs, But their psychological orientations also change over time in 
response to work experiences, Our own previous research on a panel of male 
coUege graduates from a single university, studied over a 14-year period 
(Mortimer and Lorence, 1979a; Mortimer et al,, 1986), and a replication study 
using a national panel of high school seniors studied over 7 years (Lindsay and 
Knox, 1984), found the same general pattern, Thus the evidence is now 
compelling that work conditions—particularly those fostering autonomy and 
occupational self-direction—have pervasive psychological effects. 

A "learning-generalization model" has been articulated by Kohn and 
others (see Kohn, 1977; Mortimer and Simmons, 1978) to describe the 
psychological processes through which work affects personality. According to 
this model, workers observe their activities in the workplace and make 
judgments about themselves, others, and the world in general on the basis of 
those assessments. This "learning-generaUzation" mechanism parallels Rosen-
berg's "principle of attribution" (1979, 1981), which posits that persons form 
conclusions about themselves by observing their own performances and 
attainments. For example, being able to solve difficult problems at work 
independently, in the absence of close supervision, enhances workers' sense of 
personal efficacy. Consistently, psychological research grounded in self-
perception (Bem, 1972) and attribution (Kelly and Michela, 1980) theories has 
shown that when people conceive of their behavior as internally motivated, 
the effect of that behavior on the self is stronger (Condry, 1977; Deci, 1975; 
Weiner, 1979). 
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While U now seems clear that psychological change in adulthood, in 
response to the condUions of work, can and does occur, researchers have just 
begun to consider whether occupational experiences have different implica-
tions in various phases of work life (Kohn, 1985; Mortimer and Borman, 1988; 
Sorensen and Mortimer, 1988), This possibility raises a series of questions: 
Does work affect people in the same ways, and to the same extent, in different 
phases of life? When do the processes by which work affects the person begin? 
Do the psychological effects of work diminish wUh longer tenure in the work 
force or do they continue to have the same impacts indefinitely? Do jobs have 
psychological effects of the same kind throughout the work life, or might work 
conditions that are deleterious in one phase have more salutary consequences 
in another? 

This intriguing set of questions speaks to the concerns of sociologists 
interested in the life course, as weU as psychologists specializing in life span 
development (Brim and Kagan, 1980), For each discipUne, understanding the 
extent to which individual psychological attributes change throughout the life 
course, and the conditions that influence the magnitude and direction of such 
change, are of central importance. The foUowing pages address these issues, 
with iUustrations drawn from my recent work, done in coUaboration with 
Michael Finch, Donald Kumka, Jon Lorence, and Geoffrey Maruyama, and 
supported by the National Institute on Aging. 

Most prior studies of work and personality have not been designed to 
investigate whether occupational conditions have distinct implications for 
personal development among persons of different ages or among those in 
different phases of their work lives, While U is possible to compare the 
relationship between employment conditions and psychological constructs in 
various age groups using survey data coUected at a single time, a cross-
sectional design is not optimal for addressing issues of psychological or social 
change, Understandmg change over time requires studies of workers of 
dUferent ages over a period of time, 

Our research has deaU wUh the question of whether the effects of 
occupational condUions are contingent on age by studying workers of aU 
ages—from part-time workers in high school to workers of preretirement age. 
Our data come from two nationaUy representative panels: the 1966-1974 
Youth in TransUion study, which foUowed boys from the tenth grade to five 
years beyond high school graduation (N = 1,628 boys retained through the last 
wave), and the Quality of Employment Survey 1972-1977 Panel (N = 1,086 
men and women), These data sets were selected because, taken together, they 
aUow assessment of work experience and psychological change from 
adolescence through the entire aduU work Itfe, The inUial samples were 
designed to be representative of tenth-grade boys and aduU workers, and the 
studies had fairly high retention rates (73,5% at the last wave in the Youth in 
TransUion Panel and 74,6% in the QuaUty of Employment Survey panel). 
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Confirmatory factor models, maximum Ukelihood estimation of structural 
equations, and other analytic techniques were used to analyze the data. 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF 
ADOLESCENT WORK EXPERIENCE 

There are reasons to expect that persons in different phases of the life 
course wUl react differently to their work experiences, given their different 
orientations to work, prior experiences, and phases of psychological develop-
ment, It is sometimes aUeged that employment in adolescence has relatively 
little developmental impact because of its marginal and transitory character, 
If after-school jobs are seen as merely a way to earn extra spending money, 
and as having little relevance for subsequent work lives, the influence of work 
experience on the adolescent could be minimal, 

Another line of reasoning supports the proposition that even part-time 
employment is a highly influential experience for young people. Some 
vocational psychologists suggest that individuals are most responsive to work 
experiences immediately after acquiring new occupational roles (Van Maanen 
and Schein, 1979; HaU, 1971; Nicholson, 1984). It is plausible to expect that 
people would react more strongly to environmental conditions when they are 
new to them, at which time major adaptations must be made. Younger 
workers probably have to accommodate unfamUiar work experiences more 
frequently than older ones, given that they may move from job to job while in 
school, and immediately thereafter, seeking a better fit between their own 
needs and values and existing job conditions. According to this line of 
reasoning, as these initial and varied encounters with the workplace are made, 
adolescents experience pressures to change as they accommodate new work 
roles, Furthermore, if adolescence is, as is so often suggested, a critical period 
for the formation of personality (Erikson, 1959,1968), one might expect that 
work experiences at this time of life would have lasting psychological 
consequences, 

The expectation that adolescent work has important psychological impacts 
is consistent with an "aging stability" model (Glenn, 1980), which posits that 
psychological characteristics are likely to change in the earlier years of life, but 
become increasingly stable as the person grows older. Such stability could be 
due to one or both of two underlying processes. First, consistent with an 
environmental interpretation, in adolescence and during the period of 
transition to adulthood, many new social roles requiring adaptation are 
acquired, For example, during adolescence, most young people take on their 
first regular paying jobs, stepping into a new social role that consumes many 
waking hours, Because social environments and expectations tend to become 
increasingly stable as people grow older, personal orientations also are less 
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likely to change, As individuals progress through their work careers, they 
become increasingly familiar wUh the dimensions of their occupational roles 
and are less likely to change jobs, Consequently, their work-related attitudes 
may stabilize, 

It is also possible that people become more resistant to attUude change as 
they grow older, irrespective of changes in the social context, This second view 
of "aging stabiUty" is consistent wUh the notion that adolescence is a crUical 
period for personality development, because at this time, the person is 
particularly open to change and vulnerable to changing social contexts. 
Subsequent stabiUzation of attitudes could be a consequence of identity 
formation in late adolescence and early aduUhood, It has been hypothesized 
that the crystallization of identity around certain attitudes may make them 
less likely to change (Sears, 1981). The classic sociological work on 
generations (Mannheim, 1953) also implies that there is a significant 
formative period in late adolescence and early adulthood during which 
prevaiUng conditions have enduring effects (Elder, 1974), Further, once 
attitudes and values are set, as a result of identity formation or other 
processes, people may be more receptive to information and influences that 
are consistent with these views (Festinger, 1957). 

Both of these dynamics of "aging stability" just outUned give rise to the 
expectation that employment during adolescence has important psychological 
consequences, due to major changes in environmental context (taking on a 
new work role), or malleabUity of the adolescent personality. But even though 
part-time employment among high school students is becoming increasingly 
prevalent, there has been little systematic study of its implications for 
psychological development or the future life course. The few empirical studies, 
usually cross-sectional in nature, suggest both positive and negative outcomes 
of teenageemployment(Greenberger, 1983,1984; Greenberger and Steinberg, 
1981; Greenberger et al., 1981; Steinberg et al., 1982; Meyer and Wise, 1982; 
D'Amico, 1984; Lewin-Epstein, 1981), Longitudinal study, however—foUow-
ing the same individuals over a period of time—is necessary for a fuU 
understanding of both the causal processes involved and the long-term 
consequences of youthful employment, As noted earlier, both selection and 
socialization processes contribute to the association between work experience 
and psychological development, For example, employed students may be less 
involved in school either because of disinterest, which drew them into 
employment in the first place, or because employment inhibUs academic 
interests and pursuUs. Only longUudinal data can reveal whether one or both 
of these causal processes prevail, 

Our analyses of the Youth in Transition data contradict the notion that 
students' part-time work, because of its marginal and transUory character, has 
no significance for psychological development, The same kind of self-directed 
and autonomous work experience that stimulates positive psychological 
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outcomes in adulthood fosters self-esteem in the adolescent years, according 
to our data (Mortimer and Finch, 1983), Work autonomy, or a sense of 
intrinsic motivation and control with respect to work, was indexed by the 
ability to plan one's work and by the level of interest and meaningfulness of 
job tasks. This latent variable had a positive effect on self-esteem during high 
school (statistically significant in the eleventh grade, but not in the twelfth), A 
very simUar work autonomy construct fostered self-esteem in the initial 
five-year period foUowing high school graduation (Mortimer and Finch, 
1986), These effects remained when prior self-esteem (a highly stable 
psychological dimension) was taken into account, 

Moreover, there appear to be functional equivalents to work autonomy in 
the family and school context that foster high self-esteem during adolescence. 
Respondents highly involved in family decision making and reporting self-
directed activities in school manifested increasing self-esteem over time 
(Mortimer and Finch, 1983; see also Mortimer and Yamoor, 1987), These 
analyses parallel MiUer et al,'s (1986) investigations of the effects of the 
substantive complexity of schoolwork on psychological functioning, 

We gave considerable attention to the effect of adolescent work experience 
on educational and occupational aspirations and school achievement 
(Mortimer and Finch, 1986b; Finch and Mortimer, 1985), Our analyses were 
guided by Bronfenbrenner's (1979) claim, in his theory of the ecology of 
human development, that the effect of a given context on the developing 
person may depend not so much on what occurs in that context as on 
experiences in other settings, Thus the adolescent's involvement with, and 
experiences in, the work setting may interfere with, or possibly enhance, 
performance in school and the development of achievement-related attitudes, 

Comparing those who were employed at any time during their years in high 
school and those who reported no work experience revealed that those who 
did not work had significantly higher grade point averages, more positive 
academic self-concepts, higher aspirations for the future, and higher educa-
tional attainment five years after high school, They were disadvantaged in one 
respect, however: those not employed during high school had lower incomes 
early in their work careers (five years after high school graduation). When we 
considered the duration of work experience during the high school years by 
comparing students employed zero, one, two, or three years, a simUar pattern 
emerged, Students who worked fewer years were advantaged with respect to 
the indicators of educational achievement and attainment, but they had lower 
incomes five years after high school, Furthermore, there was no evidence that 
background factors, such as the socioeconomic status of the family of origin, 
ability, previous grade point average, previous academic self-concept, or prior 
indicators of the positive or negative climate of the adolescent's family and 
school, could explain these differences. 

Hours spent working is another measure of adolescent involvement in 
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work, Our analyses indicate that long working hours in the tenth grade 
reduced grade point average in the eleventh. Furthermore, there was a 
negative association between work hours and academic achievement in grade 
eleven, net of the effects of abUUy and socioeconomic background, But by the 
senior year of high school, there was no evidence that longer hours of work 
depressed school achievement, Long working hours in the junior as well as 
senior years of high school, however, appeared to reduce aduU attainment by 
lowering adolescents' aspírations, which are crucial elements in the achieve-
ments process, Insofar as long workinghours in adolescence serve to depress 
aspirations, therefore, such work experience has consequences for lifelong 
socioeconomic attainment. 

It is evident from our analyses that, while extensive hours of work tend to 
depress aspirations and achievement in high school, some students can work 
fairly long hours without apparent cost to their school performance. To assess 
whether there are characteristics that may mitigate the detrimental effect of 
long work hours, a discriminant function analysis was undertaken for 
students who worked 20 or more hours a week, permitting identification of the 
differences between those with high and low grades. The findings suggest that 
high ability, high academic self-esteem, autonomy at school, and the 
perception of support from one's supervisor at work protect the eleventh-
grade student from the negative effects of long work hours on school grades. 
Having a great deal of autonomy at work, however, when combined with long 
work hours, seemed to interfere with school achievement. The large time 
commUment, coupled with a great deal of autonomy at work, may represent a 
premature and excessive level of occupational involvement at this early age. 
While ability and school autonomy continued to be significant discriminants 
between high and low academic achievers who worked 20 or more hours per 
week in the twelfth grade, neither work autonomy nor the other variables 
mentioned above were found to be important. 

Given the exploratory character of the discriminant analysis, the findings 
just summarized cannot be considered definitive. They suggest, however, that 
spending extensive hours at work that involves self-inUiated planning and is 
perceived as being highly interesting appears to lure adolescents in the 
eleventh grade away from school activities, thereby depressing their academic 
achievement. This finding is paradoxical in that studies of aduUs have shown 
that autonomous work experiences are growth-inducing, yielding the most 
posUive psychological outcomes. Our own work wUh this data set demon-
strates the positive effects of autonomy in work settings, as well as in the 
family and school, on self-esteem in this age group, But precisely because of 
these benefits, highly autonomous work may offer an alternative source of 
rewards for adolescents that encourages long work hours and reduces 
investment in school, 

It should be kept in mind that, according to our analyses, high levels of 
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involvement in work—as indicated by long hours and high levels of 
autonomy—are no longer detrimental to academic achievement, measured by 
grade point average, in the senior year of high school, This pattern may be 
due to a number of factors, It could merely reflect sample attrition because, by 
the twelfth grade, the poorest students have dropped out of school, Such 
students were excluded from our analysis, due to the absence of grades for the 
senior year of high school. It is also possible that long hours and autonomous 
work in the senior year may become less distracting with the increasing 
maturity of the student, A high level of involvement in work could also foster 
more role conflict in the eleventh grade than in the twelfth, Perhaps, in the 
eleventh grade, the role of autonomous worker, who spends long hours on the 
job, conflicts with the role of nonautonomous student. For the twelfth-grader, 
who is about to graduate and move into more autonomous roles (such as that 
of coUege student or fuU-time worker), this kind of role conflict may not be a 
problem, 

Be that as it may, the results of our analyses suggest that adolescent 
involvement in work depresses academic self-concept, aspirations, grades, 
and educational attainment (though the findings with respect to work hours 
and grades are not consistent over the high school years), The general pattern 
of findings contradicts the prevalent notion that adolescent work, because of 
its marginal character, has no significant consequences for psychological 
development and the future life course, Our study also suggests that the 
common wisdom that working is "good" for youth should not be too readily 
accepted. Clearly, the young men in this study were trading off different kinds 
of achievement in late adolescence and early adulthood, Those who were 
fuU-time students during high school, or whose involvement in work was 
limited, sacrificed immediate economic benefits for long-term gains, The 
attainment literature suggests that grades, aspirations, and educational 
attainment, aU of which appear to diminish as a result of extensive work 
activity while in high school, are of substantial importance for adult 
occupational attainment, because they provide access to the credentials that 
facUitate entry into prestigious occupations with the greatest advancement 
potential (Featherman, 1980; Jencks et al,, 1983), Hence, students with 
extensive work experience may be disadvantaged in the competition for the 
more prestigious and remunerative jobs later in their careers. Further, if their 
education is curtailed by premature investment in jobs, their long-term 
productivity at work may also be restricted, 

Our study establishes the psychological importance of work experience 
during the earliest stages of the work life. Our findings also suggest that the 
very features of work that have beneficial consequences for adult psycho-
logical functioning(i,e,, autonomous and self-directed experiences) may have 
similar psychological consequences for youth when encountered in family, 
school, and occupational contexts, Our finding that autonomy in each of 
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these contexts has posUive effects on adolescent self-esteem is quite consistent 
wUh studies of adult workers. The experience of work autonomy, however, 
when coupled wUh relatively long working hours (20 or more hours per week), 
may divert some students from what is normatively defined as the central 
business of this phase of life: schoolwork, 

Our findings are thus far consistent with the pattern of "aging stabiUty,"for 
that model assumes that adolescence and early adulthood are periods of great 
change in psychological orientations, We have provided evidence that attitude 
change occurs in response to taking on new work roles in adolescence, But to 
test the model of aging stabUity fuUy, more extensive data, coUected over a 
longer period of time, are required, If the aging stability hypothesis is correct, 
we would expect psychological constructs to become increasingly stable as 
respondents grow older, either because work conditions stabilize or because 
occupational experiences have little effect on psychological attributes after 
young adulthood, To assess these possibUities, I turn to a panel including a 
broader age range of workers and another set of psychological variables. 

THE EFFECT OF WORK 
EXPERIENCE DURING ADULTHOOD 

We have seen that, among the youngest workers, occupational experiences 
have significant consequences for psychological orientations and for sub-
sequent attainments. As we turn to a panel of aduU workers, U should be noted 
that in addition to "aging stability" there are two other plausible models of 
change and stabUity as persons move through the life course. 

First, individual development is increasingly seen "as a lifelong process," 
implying considerable potential for change even in the later years of life 
(Baltes et al., 1980, p, 70; Brim and Ryff, 1980). If people remain equally 
responsive to occupational condirions throughout their lives, one would 
expect to find that work experiences have relatively constant psychological 
effects, irrespective of age. MiUer, Slomczynski, and Kohn (1985) report that 
substantive complexUy on the job fosters intellectual flexibUUy among 
workers of all ages. These findings would support the view that, in the face of 
persistent job complexity and challenge, older as well as younger workers wUl 
develop competent and flexible modes of thinking to cope with the 
requirements of the work situation. 

While the notion of "lifelong openness" may seem quite contrary to the 
pattern of "aging stabiUty," increasing psychological stability with age could 
occur despite continuing malleabUity and responsiveness of the person. WhUe 
the proponents of "lifelong openness" emphasize the contmumg abUity to 
learn and change throughout the years of aduUhood, the environmental 
interpretation of aging stability posUs that, because exposure to changmg 
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environmental conditions generally diminishes with age, such potential for 
psychological change is not typicaUy activated. If, in fact, greater psycho-
logical stability among older persons were demonstrated, and if it were due 
solely to an increasing constancy of environmental conditions with age, then 
the assumptions underlying "lifelong openness" would be entirely consistent 
with the pattern of "aging stability." 

A second model of change through the life course posits that the 
association between environmental and psychological factors may become 
ever stronger as people grow older, For example, encountering a persistent 
work environment over a long period of time could engender an increasing, 
cumulative psychological effect, Frese (1984) refers to this possibility as the 
"exposure time position," 

Despite the centrality of the issue of constancy and change for an 
understanding of the life course (see Brim and Kagan, 1980), few empirical 
studies have examined the stability of occupational conditions and psycho-
logical dimensions throughout the work life, or the differential responsiveness 
of age stratato the varying conditions and rewards of work, Thejuxtaposition 
of these different points of view ("aging stability,""lifelong openness," and the 
"exposure time position") provided a conceptual framework for our analyses 
of the Quality of Employment data, 

The Quality of Employment Panel, including workers of all ages, permits 
exploration of the relative merits of the hypotheses outlined above because 
measures of work experience and psychological orientations were obtained in 
1973 and in 1977, Thus the stabilities of both kinds of constructs over the 
four-year period can be compared across age strata, This data set also allows 
comparisons of the effects of work experiences on the same psychological 
constructs in three age groups: under age 30, 30-44, and 45 and above, We 
assessed the influence of work experience on job satisfaction (overall, not 
facet-specific), work involvement (extent of effort and absorption in ajob), 
and stress (indicated by nervousness and tension, lack of pep and energy, and 
difficulty arising in the morning) among younger, middle-aged, and older 
workers (Mortimer et al,, 1984, 1988; Lorence and Mortimer, 1985). These 
analyses provide substantial support for both underlying dynamics of "aging 
stability," and, consistent with a model of "lifelong openness," also show that 
workers remain responsive to occupational conditions later in their careers. 
At least with respect to the psychological constructs studied, however, there 
was no evidence supporting the "exposure time position." 

First of all, a pattern of increasing stability across age strata over the 
four-year period of study was manifest in the psychological dimensions of job 
satisfaction and involvement. These variables became more constant, as 
demonstrated by a comparison of the stability coefficients among young 
workers, with those in the middle and later phases of their careers, The 
stability coefficients of the stress construct were more similar across age 
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groups, but rose among the oldest workers. It is important to note that some 
of the observed dtfferences in psychological stabiUty across age strata may be 
a function of cohort effects rather than age dtfferences, Thus the youngest 
workers, perhaps because of their relatively high levels of education, may be 
predisposed to shift their attUudes more rapidly than the older cohorts of 
workers, and this propensity could persist throughout their lives, 

Examination of key work-related variables over time, including work 
autonomy, income, and overload, also showed that they were considerably 
less stable in the youngest group than among the "middle-aged" and "older" 
workers, This pattern suggests that persons in their early careers encounter 
greater change in work experiences, probably because they change jobs more 
frequently than older workers, as they seek to find a satisfactory "fit" between 
their own needs, abUUies, skiUs, and work values, on the one hand, and the 
conditions, requirements and rewards of the job, on the other, Promotions 
also bring change in work experiences for those on career ladders, As careers 
unfold, work features become increasingly stable. It should be kept in mind, 
however, that the greater instability of work experiences in the youngest 
group could also be cohort-related. Again, because of their relatively high 
educational attainment, the expectations of the cohort of workers aged 16-29 
may have been greater than those held by the members of earlier cohorts when 
they were the same age. If these high expectations encouraged unusually 
frequent job changes, it would be erroneous to consider increasing work 
stability across age groups as solely a function of stage in the work career. 
Shifting economic conditions could also influence the relative propensities of 
workers of different ages to change jobs and thereby alter their work 
conditions. 

Although we cannot determine whether the increasing stabiUties of the 
work and psychological constructs are due to aging or cohort effects, the fact 
that both the occupational experiences and the psychological orientations 
become increasingly stable as workers grow older is consistent with the 
environmental dynamic of "aging stabUUy," This interpretafion posits that 
personal characteristics are less likely to change as people grow older because 
they encounter increasing persistence in the attributes of their environments. 
The degree of stability in social contexts and roles is, therefore, of utmost 
importance in understanding the pattern of personal change throughout the 
life course. The general trend is for occupational condUions to stabilize wUh 
age, and we find increasing aggregate stabiUty in psychological orientations 
that are affected by work as weU. 

Of central pertinence to the second, developmental variant of the "aging 
stabiUty" hypothesis—that people become less responsive to change in their 
environments as they grow older—is our finding that the influence of work 
autonomy on the psychological constructs diminishes wUh age. In the case of 
involvement with work, autonomy has the strongest effect on the job 
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involvement of the most recent cohort of workers (Lorence and Mortimer, 
1985). Three identical causal models were estimated, one for each of the age 
strata, incorporatingthe effects of work autonomy, income, and occupational 
prestige on job involvement (controlUng job involvement four years earlier), 
The unstandardized coefficient representing the influence of autonomy on job 
involvement was three times greater in the youngest age group than in the two 
older groups. The unstandardized coefficients were .38 in the youngest group, 
.12 among the middle-aged workers, and .12 among the oldest workers, (The 
corresponding standardized coefficients were ,87, .25, and .40; see Lorence 
and Mortimer, 1985, pp. 628-630.) 

A similar pattern of findings emerged from parallel analyses of job 
satisfaction and stress (Mortimer et al,, 1984,1988), That is, in the youngest 
group, work autonomy had the strongest effect, increasing job satisfaction 
and work involvement and diminishing stress, while its impact was smaller in 
the middle and older age strata, The fact that the same general pattern was 
manifest in all three psychological dimensions under consideration provides 
support for the proposition that individuals are the most responsive to the 
effects of work experience in the early stages of their careers, 

Thus we find evidence for both of the processes thought to underlie the 
pattern of aging stability, The fact that both work conditions and psycho-
logical orientations become increasingly stable over time is consistent with the 
notion that psychological change is a function of the degree of stability of 
environmental conditions, Second, we find that differences in job conditions 
(especially work autonomy) have a stronger impact upon the psychological 
development of younger workers than that of older workers. This pattern of 
findings supports the hypothesis that the psychological orientations of 
younger people are more responsive to whatever variation exists in their 
environmental contexts. 

Our analyses also provide support for Kohn and Schooler's contention that 
work autonomy is the dimension of occupational experience that most 
profoundly affects psychological orientations, Of the four occupational 
dimensions under consideration—work autonomy, income, occupational 
prestige, and overload—autonomy had the most consistent effect on the 
psychological variables, In fact, it was the only work-related variable to 
influence job satisfaction and work involvement significantly and positively in 
all three age groups, Work autonomy, however, significantly diminished 
stress only in the youngest and the middle-aged group of workers, 

The positive effects of autonomy on job satisfaction and involvement in 
even the oldest category of workers testifies to the continuing salience of this 
aspect of work for psychological well-being, This pattern would support, to 
some degree, the "lifelong openness" model, which suggests that psychological 
change occurs throughout life in response to changing environmental 
condUions, We would add, however, that, while "openness" to change is 
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present even among the older workers in our study, the magnitude of this 
propensUy is smallerthan among younger workers, If, indeed, job satisfaction 
and involvement in work contribute to productivity, and U is plausible to 
assume that they do, the implication of our analysis is that managers should 
seek to maximize work autonomy among workers of aU ages. 

The pervasive importance of work autonomy in the Quality of Employment 
Panel, as well as Us posUive effect on self-esteem among the Youth in 
TransUion respondents, are consistent with the findings of our previous 
research on professional and managerial men a decade after coUege (Mortimer 
and Lorence, 1979a, 1979b; Lorence and Mortimer, 1981; Mortimer, 
Lorence, and Kumka, 1986), In that earlier study, of the many work 
experiences under consideration, work autonomy had the most widespread 
and consistent effect on occupational values, self-concept, and work involve-
ment, Work autonomy might be expected to have particularly high salience 
for psychological development in a professional-managerial sample, because 
persons of high occupational level attach great importance to intrinsic 
occupational rewards, We were, therefore, concerned that the pervasive 
influence of autonomy, found at that time, may be specific to this kind of 
panel, But the Quality of Employment data reveal an identical pattern of 
findings in representative panels of young, middle-aged, and older workers, 
Moreover, Kohn and Schooler's (1983) research has consistently demonstrated 
the pervasive impact of occupational self-direction on numerous dimensions 
of psychological functioning in a nationwide panel of working men of aU ages, 
The same pattern of results has been obtained in studying their wives (MiUer et 
al„ 1979), 

The other work variables included in our models had few significant effects 
on the psychological orientations under study, and insofar as effects were 
apparent, they were generally specific to particular age groups, For example, 
among the middle-aged workers (aged 30-44), work overioad had a negative 
effect on job satisfaction, and income a posUive effect, These findings are 
plausible given the demands of career-building at this time of life and the 
financial requirements of adolescent and coUege-age children, Moreover, 
among the oldest workers, income reduced stress, 

It should be noted, before concluding, that there has been no mention of 
gender dU'ferences in our discussion of the psychological effects of work 
experience. Because the Youth in Transition panel did not include girls, 
assessing gender differences in the importance of part-time work during 
adolescence was not possible. Greenberger and her coUeagues have examined 
such differences (Greenberger and Steinberg, 1986), 

Using the Quality of Employment panel data, we examined parallel causal 
models for men and women, predicting job satisfaction and involvement, 
While there are some interesting dtfferences in the interrelationship of work 
experience and psychological change among men and women—for example. 
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work autonomy was a stronger predictor of job satisfaction among men—the 
aging stability hypothesis is supported irrespective of gender (see Mortimer et 
al,, 1988), Thus, while there are some gender differences, work autonomy had 
weaker effects on psychological constructs among older workers, both male 
and female. 

CONCLUSION 

The findings reported above indicate that age deserves consideration in 
future studies of workers' subjective responses to their jobs, There are 
differences, in both the stability of work characteristics and psychological 
orientations and in the causal dynamics of their interrelation across age strata, 
which merit further scrutiny. We have seen that work has significant 
developmental consequences, affecting self-esteem, academic self-concept, 
aspirations, and achievement, among high school boys, Estimates derived 
from analyses of data from the Quality of Employment panel, which includes 
workers in a very broad age range (16 and older), indicated that the 
interrelationship of work experience and psychological change was consider-
ably different in the three age groups selected for analysis, In light of these 
findings, important trends in stability and causal influence wiU be obscured as 
long as investigators continue to aggregate data on workers of all ages, The 
findings of our research demonstrate the value of applying a life-course 
perspective to the study of work experience and psychological change, 

Our findings provide evidence that age conditions the impact of work 
experiences on at least some psychological orientations, But prior to drawing 
general conclusions about the implications of occupational conditions for 
attitude change in different phases of life, the patterns observed in these data 
should be replicated with other psychological variables and different data sets, 
In agreement with our findings, Kohn (personal communication, September 
20, 1984) reports that substantive complexity is a more powerful correlate of 
younger workers'job satisfaction than that of older workers in his longitudinal 
panel of men, At the same time, however, the effect of substantive complexity 
on intellectual flexibility was found to be approximately the same in three age 
groups in Kohn's panel, which are identical to our age categories (MiUer et al,, 
1985). The juxtaposition of the two studies gives rise to an important question: 
Why should age interact with work autonomy in influencing job satisfaction, 
work involvement, and stress, but not condition the impact of substantive 
complexUy on intellectual flexibility? 

More definitive assessment of the environmental and developmental 
dynamics of "aging stability," as well as the "lifelong openness" and "exposure 
time" hypotheses, might emerge from analyses of longitudinal data obtained 
over a long period, as workers enter, remain in, and change jobs, What we 
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need is detailed information about jobs and psychological attributes over 
time—the amounts of time workers spend in particular types of jobs, exposed 
to particular work conditions, and the degree of psychological change 
occurring in response to these work experiences at various points in the job 
history and life course, Only wUh such refined data wiU we be able to explore 
whether, as set forth by the developmental interpretation of "aging stability," 
there is greater psychological malleabUity among workers in the early years; 
whether, according to the environmental dynamic of aging stability, greater 
psychological stabUity among older workers is due to the increasing constancy 
of their job conditions; whether, consistent with a pattern of "lifelong 
openness," workers remain open to change throughout their lives; or finally, 
whether, according to the exposure time hypothesis, there is a cumulative 
response to work that increases with longer durations of exposure to 
particular work conditions, 

It is plausible that each of these hypotheses has merit but applies to 
dUferent work conditions and to different psychological variables. For 
example, job satisfaction, involvement, and stress may tend to stabUize given 
increasingly constant occupational conditions, and may also exhibit a pattern 
of response to work autonomy consistent with the notion that workers are 
more highly reactive to environmental change in their earlier years, InteUectual 
flexibility, in contrast, may change in response to self-directed work 
conditions at a more constant rate throughout the work career, Finally, it is 
plausible that some psychological reactions develop in response to occupa-
tional condUions only after a lengthy period of time, For example, "burnout" 
may only occur after long, cumulative exposure to stressors at work, 

In short, the preceding discussion has indicated that patterns of psycholog-
ical change may be largely the result of the degree of constancy and change in 
the environment as individuals proceed through their lives, Our analyses also 
suggest that work autonomy may have stronger effects on some psychological 
dimensions in the early phases of the work life, Our research confirms Kohn 
and Schooler's basic presupposUion that work experience, and particularly 
on-the-job autonomy, have significant psychological effects, which may have 
important implications for workers' weU-being and productivity. According 
to our data, the influence of autonomy is feU throughout the work career— 
from adolescence to middle and late aduUhood. Further research is needed to 
identtfy psychological variables that are differentially responsive to work in 
various phases of the career so that we may understand the causes of such 
differences and discover the linkages of these psychological constructs to 
productive behaviors throughout the life course. 
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Women's Work and Women's Careers 
A Dynamic Analysís of 
Work Identity in the 
Early Life Course 

Rachel A. Rosenfeld 
Kenneth I. Spenner 

ACCORDING To CONVENTIONAL WiSDOM and much of the social science 
Uterature, most men, but only some women, work in "careers." Other women 
eUher choose or are constrained to "jobs"or nonemployment. Human capital 
and other labor supply perspectives point to the role of "taste and choice," 
adolescent socialization, and differing credentials, training, and work experi-
ence as explanations for differences in the character and quality of women's 
work lives (e.g., Mincer and Polachek, 1974; Marini and Brinton, 1984). 
Other related explanations use concepts of statistical discrimination (Thurow, 
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1975) and occupation-specific atrophy and depreciation rates (Polachek, 
1981; for review, see Hachen, 1986). 

Structural perspectives also offer explanations for the career-versus-job 
contrast in women's work lives, For example, "careers" as compared with 
"jobs" may be specific to certain sectors, markets, or sex-typed occupations 
(Doeringer and Piore, 1971; Reskin and Hartmann, 1986; Wolf and 
Rosenfeld, 1978), The organization of sectors, labor markets, and work tasks 
both supply women with different opportunities for careers and jobs and 
differentially recruit women with "career" versus "job" orientations. 

In this chapter, we extend discussion of women's work histories by bringing 
in the concept of work identity, In the Uterature generally, the term "career" 
has varied meanings, ranging from sets of progressively better jobs to any 
work history (see Spilerman, 1977), Such definitions aU focus on jobs over 
time rather than in cross-section, a focus we share by analyzing retrospective 
work histories, Usually, researchers, and not respondents, define what 
constitutes a "career" using objective criteria or empirical relationships, In 
contrast, we use respondents' own definitions of their work identities, We also 
draw on the life-course perspective, which considers multiple life domains 
(education, family, work) simultaneously and examines how, over time, 
changes in one domain affect, and are affected by, those in other domains 
(Elder, 1985), Our aim is to show that work identities are dependent on events 
in other life domains as weU as on prior and expected work experiences, At the 
same time, here and in other work (Spenner and Rosenfeld, 1986), we show 
that work identities also help define women's work histories, with implications 
for whether women are employed, where they are employed, and how they 
organize other parts of their lives, 

Although "identity" is a social psychological concept, we do not mean to 
suggest that the structure of work, gender inequalities, or labor force histories 
are solely or even principally a social psychological matter. Rather, we 
explore the idea that a social psychological concept can offer additional 
insights into the nature of careers and the organization of the life course, Our 
approach elaborates and augments human capital, structural, and other 
perspectives rather than replacing them, The foUowing sections define work 
identity and develop the concept, generate hypotheses to test arguments about 
work identities, describe the data and analytic methods, and, finally, examine 
the results for a heterogeneous sample of women studied over their early life 
course. 

WORK IDENTITY: 
CONCEPT AND MEASUREMENT 

Identities are self-in-role meanings, Examples of major identities are 
student, parent, homemaker, and worker, Identities are relational and 
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hierarchically arranged on continua of salience and importance (Burke, 1980), 
Role theorists view role identUies as part of a personal hierarchy w'ith the 
most salient and important more likely to be enacted and to involve 
behavioral consequences (Stryker, 1981), Available empirical evidence sup-
ports this general view (e,g,, Burke and Reitzes, 1981; Serpe, 1987). 

We propose that the concept of work identity underlies concepts such as 
work commUment and attachment to work (Spenner and Atkinson, 1986). 
For example, rather than commUment to some generalized notion of "work," 
commitment (affective and interactional) refers to the salience of a work-
related identity and the interactional context integral to a given occupational 
position. As such, work identities operate as both causes and consequences of 
women's work lives and stand in systematic relation to other aspects of their 
lives such as schooling and famUy. 

An ideal conceptual and measurement scheme for various types of 
identities would meet several requirements (Burke, 1980), First, because 
identities involve meanings in relation to roles, a measurement design should 
chart the fuU spectrum of possible identities and then locate individuals in the 
spectrum based on their individual self-meanings. This means asking all 
respondents to assess self-meanings in relation to the fuU range of identities. 
Second, because identities are relational, the measurement scheme should 
assess each actual and potential identity or element thereof in relation to other 
possible identities on axes such as importance and desirability. Third, 
identities are reflexive, that is, subject to monitoring, feedback, and adjust-
ment conditional on performances that are "off-target" relative to the 
expectations embedded in the identity. Thus a design should provide multiple 
measures over time in order to assess how individuals correct and change 
seU-images and identities. 

In this chapter, we examine identities associated with women's jobs. 
Pretesting with open-ended questions showed that men employed fuU-time 
nearly aU viewed their jobs in career terms. In light of men's uniform answers 
on the pretest, they were not asked about work identity in the actual survey. 
On the other hand, the pretest suggested a number of work identities to which 
women subscribe: (1) a person with a career; (2) a person without a "career" 
but employed, typically for the income; (3) a person without paid employment, 
typically a "homemaker" or "housewtfe," as designated by respondents. 
Additionally, a small number of women indicated a work-related identUy of 
employed "to get out of the house" (as a diversionary activUy). During the 
actual data coUection, interviewers asked women respondents how they 
viewed each of their fuU-time jobs (defined in this survey as jobs held at least 
one month with at least 25 hours worked per week): working-career, working-
income, working-diversion, none of these, or combinations of these.' Those 
wUhout fuU-time jobs were not asked this question. 

1. One concem is the retrospective measurement of the work identities. Women might forget 
how they viewed their early jobs, try to impose consistency on their work histories, or reconstruct 
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Our design captures major variations in work identities, but falls short of 
the ideal outUned above. It asked only about identity in one domain: 
employment. We assume that the response categories cover all aspects of this 
domain. Further, we assume work identities are stable over the course of ajob 
because questions were asked only when there was a job change. Our measures 
implicitly consider only active employment identities, Nonemployed women 
were not asked howthey viewed theirformer jobs or unpaid work, The design 
effectively assigns a salience or importance rating to an identity by assuming 
that the first mentioned is the most salient and those identities not mentioned 
or measured are less salient. While we fail to meet all the criteria for identity 
measurement, we believe we have accurately tapped salient work identities 
associated with employment over women's work lives, 

For this chapter, we restrict our attention to two work identities and 
transitions betweenthem: (1) employed fuU-time in ajob described as part of a 
career, designated as "employed-career"; and (2) employed fuU-time in a job 
viewed as a way of increasing one's own or one's family income, which we 
designate "employed-income," These categories account for the responses of a 
majority of the respondents, The other category that had a substantial number 
of responses was "career and income,"^ Other analyses (Spenner and 
Atkinson, 1986) suggest that this role definition may be a separate dimension 
of women's work identities, rather than just a combination of two, We focus 
only on the two unidimensional categories to get a sharper picture of the 
relationship between work identity and the life course. As we wiU explain in 
the methods section, given the types of analysis we use, this does not introduce 
any selectivity bias. 

their past work identities based on their current feelings about their jobs. Open-ended interviews 
with several respondents and the second author's listening in on several hundred live interviews 
suggest that women are able to report their past work identities retrospectively, with accuracy. 
They generally showed little hesitation in placing jobs in the identity categories. There were very 
few (1% to 2%) "don't know" responses to the work identity questions for any job and no more for 
early than for later jobs. Further, in the data-gathering interviews, the job history section was the 
longest and last part. Women had already reported their family and educational histories so that 
they could place jobs in those contexts. The job histories were broken up into sets of questions 
about a particular job (when it was held, income, type of work, reason for leaving, work identity, 
and so on) so that women did not simply create a job identity time line (i.e., report work identities 
in order with no intervening questions), but rather reported on job identity as the last part of a set 
of questions about a given job. 

2. At the time ofthe 1979 survey, 8% ofthe women respondents had not had a fuU-timejob in 
the last five years. Among the other 92%, 27% said their jobs were parts of careers, 44% said they 
were mainly to earn income, 20% said both career and income, 2% said the jobs were a way to get 
out of the house, 3% did not know, and the remaining 5% gave various combinations of responses 
or something else. The distribution for jobs held at other times was very simUar. For the first job 
after completing formal schooling, for example, 24% of those employed fuU-time said the job was 
part of a career and 54% said it was primarily a way to get income. 
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HYPOTHESES ABOUT WORK IDENTITY 
CORRELATES AND TRANSITIONS 

The hypotheses we test concentrate more on causes than consequences of 
work identities, a strategy that helps establish the nature and validUy of the 
concept. Elsewhere we deal wUh some of the other transitions (i.e., to and 
from nonemployment) and wUh outcomes (Spenner and Rosenfeld, 1986). 

Our central prenUse is that work identities both reflect the prior organization 
of the life course and help determine job moves, labor force transUions, and 
the acquisUion and management of family responsibUities. From this premise, 
we derive three general hypotheses that we wUl test in this chapter: (1) Work 
identities reflect and are reflected in the types of jobs and job sequences 
women experience; (2) more than this, they vary across women wUhin types of 
jobs and have effects even net of job characteristics; and (3) work identUies are 
affected by changes in domains other than work and affect transitions in such 
domains as family and education. 

Earlier work on the data set discussed here, using a standard structural 
equations model, provides initial support for the above hypotheses, Spenner 
and Atkinson (1986) found that work identity was more career-oriented the 
higher the task complexity, hours worked, and sex atypicality of previous 
jobs, Further, a career identity was linked to subsequent jobs with higher 
levels of task complexity and located in more male-dominant occupational 
sectors, Work identities also reflected high school work orientations, level of 
formal schooling, and number of children, This earlier study, however, did 
not examine transitions between identities and treated the life history data as 
though they were panels, missing dynamics that occur across the life course. 

Job Sequences and Internal Markets 

Sociologists (and the general public) often think of careers as made up of 
jobs having opportunities for promotion, and involving a high degree of 
intrinsic job commitment and satisfaction.^ Our specific hypotheses rest on 
the assumption that careers involve such "good" jobs, though our general 
hypotheses flow from our conception of the nature of work identUies, 

We expect work identUies to reflect past job histories as well as to predict 
the nature of job shifts, Given a job transUion, work identUies should predict 

3. Other analyses of the data used in this chapter suggest that the women themselves have 
simUar views. The women who viewed their current jobs as parts of a career as compared 
with women who said their current jobs were just to earn money gave more importance to the 
foUowing job characteristics: interesting work, amount of freedom on the job, chance to help 
people, chance to use one's abilities, and variety of work. In contrast, women who saw their 
current jobs as primarily a way to earn income aUached more importance to the pay, job security, 
and daytime work. 
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the types of jobs both for which women are eligible and also to which they are 
wUling to move. An employed-career identity suggests a woman expects (and 
has experienced) upward mobility. Because predominately male occupations 
can yield higher status, income, and advancement opportunity (Wolf and 
Rosenfeld, 1978, though see discussion in Reskin and Hartmann, 1986), 
women with career identities might also be in and move to more typically male 
jobs, One might expect that women in an employed-income state also search 
for job changes that maximize income, but these women might be at a 
disadvantage in actual income growth and achievement compared with 
employed-career women if they have not invested in career development, 

In cross-section, then, we would expect to find employed-career women in 
higher-level jobs (in terms of income, substantive complexity, and percentage 
of males) than employed-income women, Comparing jobs at two times, we 
should see that those with a career identity do experience greater increases in 
rewards, Job shifts that accompany transitions from career to income work 
identities might signal downward mobility, while income to career transitions 
might be associated with increases in job rewards. Looking at transitions 
among identity states, we would expect that having higher-level jobs slows 
movement out of the career state and speeds movement from employed-
income into the employed-career state, 

Although subject to a variety of definitions (Althauser and Kalleberg, 
1981), internal labor markets generally refer to bounded exchange domains 
for labor recruitment, aUocation, and movement. Internal labor markets 
usually protect workers from labor competition through credentialism and 
restricted hiring, offer incumbents better jobs and rewards, and, in some 
studies, are equated with what it means to have a "career." Our indicators of 
women's possible location in an internal labor market include whether job 
changes are voluntary, whether successive jobs are with the same employer, 
and whether successive jobs are in the same occupational labor market (based 
on Piore's, 1975; Doeringer and Piore's, 1971; and Edwards's, 1979, 
definitions of primary independent, primary subordinate, and secondary 
markets; see Spenner, Otto, and CaU, 1982, for measurement detail). For any 
job transition, we would expect women with an employed-career identity to be 
(1) less subject to involuntary job transitions (layoff, firing, completion of 
seasonal work); (2) more likely to remain with the same employer; and (3) 
more likely to remain in the same occupational labor market, especially the 
primary independent as compared wUh other markets. Further, having 
control over one's moves, having a history of moves within a firm or within a 
market, and being in higher labor markets should again slow women's moves 
away from an employed-career to an employed-income identity and speed 
moves from an employed-income identity. 
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"Weight" and Variation of Identities 

While work identities are expected to reflect and affect a woman's job 
history, they are more than this. We expect to find that a career identUy is 
associated wUh holding higher-level jobs in more advantageous markets, but 
we also expect to see that there is variation in work identUy among women 
even in the same occupation, Further, a work identUy has "weight" in and of 
itself, net of type of job, The stratification system affords higher value, status, 
and considerably more reward to those in stable "careers" from an objective 
standpoint, From a subjective point of view, women who subscribe to an 
employed-career identUy might have more intrinsically rewarding work Uves 
and perceive work as more challenging and integrated into their lives, (See 
footnote 3.) Other studies show that progressively more women from 
successive cohorts aspire to and see a "career" as desirable (Lueptow, 1981; 
Herzog, 1982), Thus we expect that the rate of entering the employed-career 
state from employed-income wiU be higher than the reverse transition (from 
employed-career to employed-income), Further, we expect that, the longer a 
woman has held an employed-career identity, the less likely she is to leave it 
(i.e., negative duration dependence). The size or direction of duration 
dependence in transitions from employed-income is less certain. At a 
minimum, we expect any negative duration dependence to be less than the 
negative duration dependence for the employed-career identity. 

Resources and Constraints: 
Family Responsíbilities and Education 

What happens in other domains wiU also affect (and be affected by) 
women's work identities because it changes their career resources and 
constraints. Previous research equivocates on the effect of marriage on 
women's socioeconomic attainments, but fairly consistently shows that the 
presence of children contributes to discontinuous labor force histories, 
placing women at an achievement disadvantage compared with men (Rosen-
feld, 1980; Spenner, Otto, and CaU, 1982; Sørensen, 1983). A work identity 
might provide definUional cues or expectations as to the appropriate timing of 
marriage or childbearing, something we wiU explore elsewhere. Here, we 
expect to see marriage and having young children decrease the rate of moving 
from an employed-income to an employed-career orientation, because such 
roles often indicate increased constraints on women's work. At the same time, 
if women with career identities have a stronger commUment to theU 
employment than other women, then we would expect them to plan marriage 
and children around this work, For those wUh a career identity, then, we 
would not expect effects of marriage and young children. Changing jobs for 
family reasons (such as a husband's move) tends to disrupt women's work lives 



292 DYNAMICS OF LIFE-COURSE VARIATIONS 

and consequently might increase the speed of moving from an employed-
career to an employed-income identity while delaying moves out of an 
employed-income identity, 

Divorce generally leads to increased reliance on one's own employment 
(versus spouse's) as a source of support, meaning, and time investment, Two 
sets of hypotheses are possible about the effects of divorce on work identity 
transitions, Given the realities of women's economic status after a divorce 
(e,g,, Weitzman, 1985), one could argue that the increased need for income 
slows moves from and increases moves to the employed-income state, On the 
other hand, with the perhaps greater importance of employment and 
increased need to plan for a future in the labor market, one could argue that 
divorce would speed moves to and slow moves from the employed-career 
state. 

Other transitions more directly increase women's job-relevant resources. 
Women with more education and higher education credentials would be 
expected to be those holding on to a career identity, while those who gain 
years of education or increase their credentials would be expected to move 
more rapidly from employed-income to employed-career work identities. 

DATA, METHODS, AND MEASURES 

Data 

Our data come from the Career Development Study. The original 
population from which the sample was drawn included juniors and seniors in 
Washington State public high schools during the 1965-1966 academic year. 
The 1966 data are based on an in-school questionnaire administered in a 
stratified sample of schools (N = 6728), In 1979,87% (N = 5849) of the original 
participants were reinterviewed, A telephone interview provided month-by-
month education, family, and work histories. Most of our measures, with the 
exception of background items, were taken from the telephone interview. 
Additionally, telephone interview respondents completed a mail questionnaire 
(84% of telephone interview respondents, 73% of 1966 sample members), and 
most signed release forms giving researchers access to their high school 
transcripts, Otto, Call, and Spenner (1981) provide complete sample, design, 
and instrumentation information and report comparisons of selected estimates 
from the data set with other large state and national samples, The 1979 
Washington respondents are only distinct in two ways: They had slightly more 
advantaged socioeconomic origins and achievements at age 30 than re-
spondents in national samples, and only 2% were nonwhite compared with 4% 
of Washington state residents and 12% of the 1970 U,S, population. With the 
exception of race, therefore, this is a heterogeneous cohort that is fairly 
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representative of the corresponding age cohort nationally, a cohort that is in 
the forefront of the post-World War II baby boom, 

The target population included women participating in the 1979 foUow-up 
(N = 2976, or 89,7%) who had been employed at least 25 hours per week for at 
least one month (135 had not), and who supplied data on aU critical variables 
used to define event histories (305 were excluded for this reason). The final 
working sample of 2536 women represents 76% of women respondents in 1966 
and 85% of women who were reinterviewed in 1979. 

Methods 

We wished to incorporate time into the work identity transitions analysis 
and take advantage of having almost complete life histories. To do this, we 
model transitions between the employed-career and employed-income identi-
ties as a continuous-time discrete-state process, where the rate of transUion 
from one state to another is 

rij = lim [pij (t, t + deUa t)/t], as delta t -* 0 

that is, the Umit of the probability of moving from state i to state j in the period 
t to delta t per unit time (see CarroU, 1983; Tuma et al., 1979), In our analysis, 
we use the natural logarithm of this rate as our dependent variable, This 
constrains the rate to be a positive quantity, as weU as leading to a Poisson 
distribution of the expected number of events, which is a classic way of 
describing the distribution of relatively rare events (Tuma et al,, 1979), 

Our analysis deals with "spells," which are distinct periods spent in a given 
work identity, The log rate is a function of variables exogenous to a spell (e,g,, 
high school GPA, previous time in speUs of this identity, educational 
credentials at the beginning of a particular spell), explanatory variables that 
can change over the course of a spell (e,g,, children under 6, job character-
istics), and current time in a particular work identity (state duration): 

lnrij = BiXi + B2X2(t) + g l n t 

where Bi is a vector of coefficients for variables that do not change over the 
speU (including a constant), Xi is a vector of variables fixed for each speU, B2 is 
a vector of coefficients for variables that change within the speU, X2(t) is a 
vector of time-varying variables, and g is the coefficient for duration 
dependence (time spent in a given state), This particular functional form for 
the duration dependence is the WeibuU model (Kalbfleisch and Prentice, 
1980). A coefficient of g equal to 0 implies no duration dependence; a 
coefficient less than 0, negative duration dependence, though at a decUning 
rate; a coefficient between 0 and 1, posUive duration dependence, though at a 
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declining rate; and a coefficient equal to or greater than 1, positive and stable 
or increasing duration dependence, 

To investigate transitions, we created a new data set consisting of pairs of 
work identities, with nonemployment included as one identity. In estimating a 
particular model, say for a transition from the employed-career to employed-
income identity, we include everyone at risk of such a transition at any time, 
that is, every pair of speUs beginning with the employed-career state, Those 
spells leading to a work identity other than employed-income (employed-
income-and-career, employed-diversion, nonemployment, and so on) or that 
end a history are treated as censored, as if we did not know where this identity 
shift led, These cases are included in the estimation procedures we use (RATE; 
Tuma, 1980; and a special P3R BMDP subroutine, programmed by Dickins 
and Petersen; see Petersen, 1986) so that there is no selection by origin or 
destination that could lead to bias,* 

To incorporate changes in educational credentials, job level, or family 
situation within a particular spell in a given work identity, we divided the 
spells into spell segments, censoring them when an explanatory variable 
changed before an identity shift. For example, a woman who shifted from an 
employed-career to employed-income identity without family, job, or educa-
tion changes while holding these work identities would contribute two spells: 
one for the employed-career to employed-income shift, one for employed-
income to censored, If she held two jobs while she had an employed-career 
identity, the first spell would be subdivided at the point where she changed 
jobs (with potentially new levels of income, and so on), so that she would 
contribute three spell segments to the analysis. The subdivision of time in a 
state does not affect the likeUhood function, if the pieces are independent, or 
the estimated standard errors and levels of significance, because the number of 
records does not enter into the standard error formula (Petersen, 1986), 

Apart from subdividing time in a state, some individuals contribute more 
than one record because they have been in a given work identity more than 
once. If there is unaccounted-for heterogeneity across individuals, then 
different spells for the same individual are not necessarily independent, 
although the estimation techniques we use assume this, Despite some work on 
this problem (e.g,, FUnn and Heckman, 1982), there are no well-established 
and robust solutions. AUison (1984) suggests that, with the present state of 
knowledge, one simply specify the model as completely as possible. 

4. Elsewhere (Spenner and Rosenfeld, 1986), we examine the transitions to and from the 
nonemployed state. Here, we can ignore the nonemployed origins, because these do not involve 
the risk of transition out of the employed-career or employed-income states, and include 
nonemployed destinations among the censored spells. We are thus not excluding women when 
they leave employment nor simply bridging periods in a given job identity when they are broken 
by nonemployment. 
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Measures 

Table 16.1 contains descriptions of the variables we use in our transition 
rate analysis as well as their means across spell segments for each of the two 
work identities. Most of these measures are straightforward, Among the 
family status variables, the bulk of the single-formerly-married women are 
divorced or separated, so that we refer to this variable as "divorced," We count 
only number of children under 6 in order to measure career constraints, but 
for most of these women, number of children under 6 is synonymous with 
total number of children. The month a speU began (January 1960 = 0, and July 
1980 = 247) is highly correlated with age, given the narrow age range of the 
sample, and provides a control for age-related developmental processes. 

To look at the "weight" of an identity, we estimate the effect of continuous 
duration in a work identity and also the effects of past work identity, in high 
school and after. For example, for someone who first had an employed-career 
identity, then some other identity, then held two jobs she indicated were part 
of a career, we would measure the "weight" of the employed-career identity for 
her last job by the effects of (1) her high school work orientation; (2) the length 
of time she had spent in this state in her first jobs; and (3) current duration in 
this work identity (across the last two jobs), 

Most variables are measured at the beginning of a speU segment (or 
continuously, across time in a state, for duration), as is appropriate in causal 
models. Two sets of variables, however, are measured at the end of a segment: 
income and reasonfor leaving ajob. IdeaUy we would have an income history, 
Because we know income only at the end of a job, income can change only 
with a job change and is entered as a time-varying covariate this way, This 
measure, however, is probably a good indicator of at least relative income 
rewards for a particular job. 

Reason for leaving a job can be determined only when a person leaves a job, 
while the possibility of a transition to another identity occurs simuUaneously 
wUh the job shtft. This introduces problems of causality. For this reason, we 
add job-leaving reasons to our models as a second step, to see how their 
addition affects other estimates. 

RESULTS 

Job Sequences and Internal Markets 

Table 16.1 provides initial confirmation for our hypothesis that work 
identities are associated wUh objective job rewards and locations, Jobs 
identified as parts of careers rather than a way to earn money, on average, 
have higher wages and complexity, and are located in sectors wUh higher 
percentages of male workers, They are also more Ukely to be in the primary 
independent market, Career-identified jobs are part of histories that generaUy 
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have taken place within the primary independent sector and are more likely to 
be confined to one firm, suggesting greater continuity within internal 
occupational and firm markets. Further, the jobs held by women with 
employed-career identities are more likely to end with promotions and less 
likely to be terminated involuntarily than are jobs linked to employee-income 
identities, 

We had predicted that having an employed-career rather than an employed-
income identity would lead to more upward mobility, Table 16,2, which 
compares the origin and destination of job shifts, does not support this 
hypothesis. Job shifts within or to a career identity result in the highest 
monetary rewards, greatest job complexity, and movement to occupations 
with the highest proportion of male employees, but job shifts accompanied by 
any shift in identity receive the greatest percentage increase in wages, job 
complexity, and percent males employed in that occupation, as well as being 
located in sectors with greater male representation. Such shifts probably 
involve changing Hnes of work dramatically, with the possibiUty of a complete 
change in job and occupational characteristics.^ 

Table 16.3 shows results for analyses of rates of transitions between 
employed-career and employed-income states. As predicted, holding a job 
with higher wages and greater substantive complexity slowed movement from 
an employed-career to an employed-income identity. An occupation's gender 
composition, market location, and internal market history, however, had no 
effects on this transition. Also, as predicted, a history of movement within a 
firm increased the rate of moving from an employed-income to employed-
career identity, although occupational labor market history (i.e., having been 
in the primary independent market) did not have an effect. Contrary to our 
expectations, holding higher-level, and more highly rewarded, jobs did not 
speed a move to the employed-career state. With one-tailed tests, none of the 
measures of job quality and returns is significant. In fact, the effect of wages is 
negative and significant if one uses a two-tailed test. Presumably, women who 
both have relatively high-wage jobs and hold these jobs primarily to earn 
money stay with them. 

When we added reasons for leaving a job to the models shown in Table 
16.3, the original results were unchanged, except as noted below. As we 
hypothesized, leaving ajob involuntarily increased the rate of moving from an 
employed-career to employed-income identity. It did not inhibit movement in 
the reverse direction, however, but increased it, perhaps because involuntary 
terminations gave women a chance to rethink their options and orientation 

5. The analysis in Table 16.2 is only a first step toward relating identities to changes in job 
rewards. It shows the results of job changes (as reflected in the segment as the unit of analysis) 
within and across identity states but not in a multivariate or dynamic context. In this chapter, our 
concern is with work identities and identity shifts. In our further analyses, we will focus orî job 
changes per se, with job identity a variable predicting time to increases or decreases in job 
rewards. 
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TABLE 16.3: Determinants of Transition Rates between Employed-Career and 
Employed-Income Identities 

Variables 

Constant 

Background 

father's occupational status 
high school grade point average 

Education resources 

highest credential 
added schooling 

Family status 

single 
divorced 
children under 6 

Job and labor market position 
wages 
substantive complexity 
percentage male 
primary independent market 
primary subordinate market 
prior jobs—primary independent 
prior jobs—firm shifts 

"Weight" 

early work orientation 
duration 
prior time in identity state 

Month spell began 

Overall transition rate 

Number of uncensored segments 

Total number of segments 

Employed- Career 
lo 

Employed-Income 

-.951 

-.003 
-.651** 

.164 
-.604*** 

-.054 
-.010 
-.231 

-.265* 
-.0006*** 

.004 

.373 
-.134 

.150 

.363 

-.030 
.048 

-.022* 

-.007 

.0033 

105 

1938 

Employed-Income 
lo 

Employed- Career 

-5.648** 

.004 
-.068 

.521* 
-.151 

.436* 
.374 

-.230 

-.180** 
-.0001 

.001 
-.309 
-.055 

.138 
.732* 

.149*** 
-.060 
-.008*** 

-.002 

.0036 

177 

4029 

*.01 < p < .05 two-tailed. 
•*p < .01 two-tailed. 
***.01<p<.05one-tailed. 
*p < .01 one-tailed. 

toward work, Leaving a job for a promotion did speed the move from 
employed-income to employed-career states, as we would predict, and did not 
affect moves from an employed-career to an employed-income identity. 

"Weight" and Variation of Identities 

Our analysis provides considerable evidence that job and labor market 
characteristics are related to work identity and movement between identities. 
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TABLE 16,4: Major Occupation Group by Work Identity 

Major 
Occupation Group 

Professional 
Managerial 
Sales 
Clerical 
Craft 
Operative 
Laborer 
Farm 
Service 
Total 
(N) 

Work Identily 

Percenlage 
Employed- Career 

33.2 
8.2 
3.8 

38.1 
1.2 
1.1 
0.8 
0.4 

13.3 
100.0 

(2813) 

Percentage 
Employed-Income 

6.7 
4.0 
6.6 

47.8 
1.2 
7.0 
1.3 
0.5 

24.9 
100.0 

(6303) 

Percentage in 
Occupalion 

Group 
Employed- Career 

68.9 
47.8 
20.2 
26.2 
30.9 
6.4 

22.5 
25.0 
19.2 
30.9 

NOTE: N = 9116 employment segments; see text for definition of segments. 

We also hypothesized that work identities are more than reflections of 
objective job situations. We predicted that there would be variation in identity 
even among women in the same sorts of jobs. Table 16.4, based on all 
employed-career and employed-income spell segments, suggests that this is 
the case. Women with professional jobs are more likely to hold employed-
career than employed-income identities, while those in lower-level jobs are 
considerably less likely to have a career identity. Even within professional 
occupations, however, a sizable minority ascribe to an employed-income 
work identity (i.e., 31%; see the last column of Table 16.4), and employed-
career identities are relatively frequent among those in the laborer and service 
groups. Looking at the data another way, almost 40% of the employed-career 
spell segments are associated with clerical jobs, which conventionally are not 
considered career jobs (see column 1 of Table 16.4).̂  

One could argue that some of this variation is due to the crudeness of the 
categories, which lump high-status jobs together with less-prestigious ones. If 
we select only those segments associated with jobs in predominately female, 
high-commitment professions (registered nurse, social worker, primary and 
secondary schoolteacher), we fmd that only 52% are associated with a "pure" 
career orientation, 27% with a mixed career and income identity, and 18% 
with an income identity. Among the few spell segments for the typically male 

6. TheunitofanalysisinTable 16.4isthespellsegment-eachtimeinastatewithaparticular 
confíguration of the independent variables. If certain kinds of women tend to have more 
education and family changes, then the percentages here could be misleadmg. Usmg jobs as the 
unit of analysis (i.e., omitting segments that represent only a change in family or educationj, 
however, gives almost identical results. 



302 DYNAMICS OF LIFE-COURSE VARIATIONS 

professions of lawyer, judge, dentist, and physician, 48% had a purely career 
identity, 41%, a mixed career and income identity, and about 10% some other 
identity. Thus there is variation of identity even within fairly narrow 
occupational categories, 

We expected to fmd differences in the rates of transitions between the two 
identity states on which we focus, with slower movement from the employed-
career state to the employed-income state than vice versa, The overall 
transition rates reported at the bottom of Table 16,3, however, are almost the 
same for the two sorts of transitions: Women move from an employed-career 
to employed-income identity about as fast as they do from employed-income 
to employed-career, These are gross rather than net rates, of course, and we 
also predicted that other life-course events (which we analyze in the next 
section) and job histories would affect these rates, 

But does work identity in and of itself affect the way women view their jobs? 
The answer is a qualified yes, Table 16,3 shows that having an early 
employment rather than homemaking orientation speeds the transition from 
employed-income to employed-career identities, though the effect is no longer 
significant when one controls for job shift reasons, For both transitions, the 
longer a woman had held an identity previous to a particular spell, the less 
likely she was to change, This effect is larger in absolute magnitude for the 
career to income transitions, as one would expect if a career identity has 
greater holding power, Duration in this identity state for a given spell has no 
significant effects, however, This is true for other functional forms of duration 
dependence as well as for much simpler models including those with no 
covariates, 

Resources and Constraints: 
Family Responsibilities and Education 

Finally, we turn to the effects of women's activities in other life domains, in 
particular, in the family and education. Table 16,1 shows that, in contrast to 
career identity segments, employed-income segments are associated with 
lower educational resources and more family constraints, This could mean 
that women with a career identity choose to invest in education and delay 
family formation, or it could mean that families constrain and education 
promotes a career, The transition models presented in Table 16.3 help clarify 
these relationships. 

Consistent with what we expected, higher education credentials increase 
the rate of moving from an employed-income to an employed-career identity, 
while gaining additional education during a spell slows movement from an 
employed-career to employed-income identity, Thus, even net of job character-
istics, education is a resource for retaining or moving to a career identification, 

As predicted, family status has no effect on movement from the employed-
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career to employed-income state, perhaps because women with the career 
identity manage to integrate work and family responsibilities. Unexpectedly, 
leaving a job for family reasons does not affect the rate of movement from the 
career to the employed-income identity, perhaps for the same reason. 
Consistent with our hypotheses, additional children under 6 inhibit the rate at 
which women move to the employed-career state, suggesting that children are 
a constraint. Being single rather than married makes it easier to move to the 
employed-career state, but this seems to be a function of not having to move 
for family reasons, because the coefficient for singlehood is no longer 
significant when job-leaving reasons are added. Being divorced rather than 
married, though, has no significant effect, One could argue that this is because 
divorce has contradictory effects: Women who are divorced become even 
more dependent on their jobs for income, and thus less likely to leave a 
particular job; at the same time, they might consider more carefully having a 
career and be more hkely to search for a job they define as part of one, 

With respect to family status, therefore, there is evidence that career-
identified women organize family events to accommodate work demands and 
that family responsibilities constrain movement to a career identity. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Work identities capture both features of labor supply and labor demand, 
Our perspective suggests that women use work identities as summaries of their 
work-relevant human capital and personal resources and also as psychological 
templates of ideal and expected work roles, which inform job-related and 
other choices, Thus, work identities are a feature of labor supply that play an 
organizing role in women's work lives. At the same fime, work identities 
reflect the constraints of social structure and labor demand. For example, to 
some extent, women's work identities probably depend on their percepfions of 
available opportunities and employer practices. Further, labor demand 
mechanisms embedded in work tasks, protected markets, and mobility chains 
within firms shape women's work identities over the time they are employed. 
Finally, our perspective suggests that work identities have an organizing effect 
on other life domains, which, in turn, constrain stability and change in work 
identities. 

We operationalized the concept of work identity by asking women how 
they themselves defined each full-time job they had held, focusing on 
employed-career and employed-income responses. We found that jobs 
identified as parts of a career, rather than simply a way to earn money, tended 
to have higher rewards and greater task complexity, be in occupations with a 
higher percentage of male workers, and form parts of job histories in internal 
labor markets. At the same time, there was variation within occupational 
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categories in how women categorized jobs. Thus the same job can have a 
different meaning for different women, Further, previous time spent in a given 
identity decreased the rate at which women changed work identities, even net 
of type of job. A woman's educational history also affected her rates of 
transition between the two work identities, with higher credentials and more 
education providing resources for a career identity. While movement from the 
career identity was not affected by family history, movement from the 
employed-income to employed-career state was slowed by family respon-
sibilities. In sum, we have evidence that, while work identity is shaped by work 
structures and other life events, it also has an independent effect on how 
women view their work histories, which in turn should help shape these 
histories and other activities, 

Overall, our initial research with the Career Development Study data 
suggests that the concept of work identity has validity, We will continue 
analyzing these data by focusing more directly on the ways identity shapes 
work and other outcomes, The results presented here provide the basis for a 
future research agenda, which includes replication for other cohorts and later 
phases of the work life, expansion of the ways in which work identity is 
measured (including nonemployment work identities), and further investiga-
tion of the meaning of categories of work identities for respondents (e.g., Do 
respondents see "careers" as sets of "good" jobs?), Beyond such empirical 
efforts, we need a better theoretical understanding of how work identities 
operate and change, 
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War Experience and Socíal Ties 
Influences Across 
40 Years in Men's Lives 

Glen H. Elder, Jr. 
Elizabeth Colerick Clipp 

RECURRING WARS ACROSS the twentieth century have shaped the 
coUective memories of populations through a legacy of suffering and ties with 
those, living and dead, who shared these experiences. Surviving a traumatic 
event establishes bonds that often endure over a lifetime as a network of caring 
relationships, creating a community within which memories of comrades and 
the trauma of war are perpetuated and validated, As Halbwachs (1980, p, 24) 
expressed it, "I turn to people who share my remembrances. I momentarily 
adopt their viewpoint, and I reenter their group in order to better remember," 
Periodic reunions of men who were once comrades in war is one means of 
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linking individual lives to a collective memory that gives meaning to self and 
others, both past and present, 

The loss of comrades in battle frequently reinforces the bonds of social 
support among surviving members of the unit (Leeds, 1979, p. 211), thus 
lessening the psychological impairment of combat trauma, In other cases, 
however, bonding fails to materialize over the long run, due primarily to the 
painfulness of the shared experience, The combat veteran may wall off that 
experience from the consciousness of everyday living, shunning service mates 
as carriers of unwanted memories and feelings, The heavy psychological price 
paid by men who repress memories of combat trauma and who avoid 
associations with it is documented in a number of studies (van der Kolk, 1987). 
The death of a war buddy is frequently at the core of the repressed memory, 
Thus intense combat and social loss can either promote or thwart enduring 
service friendships, 

This chapter draws upon data from two longitudinal studies of American 
veterans (born in the 1920s) to investigate the effects of combat on 
comradeship, enduring service friendships, and periodic service reunions 
across the middle years of the life course, We begin with an examination of the 
link between combat and lasting ties to service mates, extending now over four 
decades, from the 1940s to the mid-1980s (Kahn, 1978; Schulz and Rau, 1985), 
Of particular interest is the question of the influence on this link of two 
primary indicators of war trauma: stress reactions and the loss of combat 
buddies (see Cannadine, 1982). The second part of the chapter explores social 
ties with service friends in terms of their implications for emotional well-being 
after military duty, The crucial question here is whether or not combat 
veterans who periodically reunite with their comrades, decades later during 
middle and old age, are more engaged in the heaUng process than are veterans 
who have never reconnected with service mates. 

Before describing the sample and the findings of our research on the service 
ties of veterans, we consider in some detail the background literature on the 
relationship between military service and social bonding, This linkage is 
manifest in social ties during military duty, in the implications of unit 
cohesiveness, and in the processes by which friendships persist well into the 
later years, including periodic assemblies of the combat unit. 

COMBAT, COMRADESHIP, AND FRIENDSHIP 

Combat and Comradeshíp 

Wars are fought, won, and lost by military units, not by soldiers acting as 
individuals (Keegan, 1976; Linderman, 1987). Basic training for combat thus 
seeks to build group cohesiveness and equality at the expense of individuality, 
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and does so through a regime that makes prior identities irrelevant, requires 
uniform dress and appearance, minimizes privacy, and rewards performance 
on the basis of group achievement (Faris, 1976). A spirit of comradeship 
emerges as individuality is subordinated to the welfare of the unit. 

The promotion of camaraderie in military units can be explained by group 
formation processes in basic training, by the dynamics of bonding in units 
with a strong command structure, and by processes of group cohesion amidst 
life-threatening circumstances, In Group Psychology and the Analysis ofthe 
Ego, Freud (1960) refers to group members' identifications as constraints on 
narcissism; emotional ties of mutuality, equality, and trust among members 
emerge from the individual's shared relation to their leader, The leader 
becomes a soldier's ego ideal "while he identifies himself with his equals, and 
derives from this community,., the obligation for giving mutual help and for 
sharing possessions which comradeship implies" (Freud, 1960, p, 85). But if 
comradeship depends upon a shared emotional bond to the group leader, how 
do the obUgations of comradeship survive the leader's death in battle as they 
are known to do (Shils and Janowitz, 1948)? A replacement may come from 
the unit and step into the post according to rank, Unit continuity through the 
common ego ideal of comrades may extend beyond a particular leader to the 
group itself and its social meaning, 

The shared experience of life-threatening circumstances in combat nurtures 
an atmosphere of comradeship through collective efforts to survive (see 
Coser, 1956), efforts as concrete as keeping each other awake on a night watch 
or applying a tourniquet to arrest a buddy's bleeding, One Marine veteran of 
Okinawa in our sample described his feelings when a buddy was shot: "All I 
could think of was how I could get him to the hospital, . , not that I was in 
danger of being kiUed,,, it never occurred to me that way, We were a mutual 
survival society," This readiness to act on behalf of the other, "without 
reflection and without thought of personal loss," is indicative of true 
comradeship (Gray, 1959, p, 46), Combat soldiers fight and die for each other, 
not primarily for an abstraction such as "one's country," In the words of a 
former bomber pilot (Muirhead, 1986, pp, 106-107): "We did it because it was 
given to us to do, or perhaps we did it because we could not bear the shame of 
being less than the man beside us, We fought because he fought; we died 
because he died," The sacrifice of life in the spirit of comradeship ensures a 
measure of immortality (Cannadine, 1982) as the fallen live on through the 
memories of survivors, 

Repeatedly, surveys of soldiers on the battlefields of World War II tell a 
story of felt obligation to fighting mates (Stouffer et al., 1949); a commitment 
to fulfilling expectations even under fearful circumstances, Next to prayer, the 
belief that one "couldn't let the other men down" was cited most often as 
critical support "when the going got tough," "Soldiers who were helped in 
dangerous moments by their feelings of responsibility to their comrades were 
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less likely to be frightened than soldiers who had recourse less frequently to 
the image of their comrades and their solidarity with them" (Shils, 1948, p. 
21), Meaningful ties with comrades on the front line empowered soldiers to act 
when action seemed impossible, One member of our sample, a veteran of 
several landings in the South Pacific, recalled the time when only the urging of 
his mates and calls f or help enabled him to climb out of a landing barge under 
intense fire, Another veteran of the South Pacific noted the strong attachment 
he feh to the men of his unit: "Your group is aU there is at the time—a 
detachment or platoon or company or whatever," Such attachment had its 
negative consequences when replacements for wounded or dead comrades 
were socially isolated because the remaining men of the unit believed that no 
one was good enough to replace their buddies. 

The isolation and loneliness of social breakdown in battle have been linked 
to panic flights and immobiUzation (Marshall, 1947). Men in combat who feel 
alone cease to function as fighting mates (Shils and Janowitz, 1948; Little, 
1964). Teamwork, self-discipline, and the abUity to cope with adversity are 
among the essential skiUs most frequently cited by combat veterans of 
World War II (Elder, 1987), and all three qualities are linked to comradeship. 
From the vantage point of middle age, one respondent in our study claims that 
"Navy life made me realize how important it was not to shirk your duty— 
everyone had his job and any letdown could be fatal to the ship and crew." A 
simUar perspective is held by an Army veteran who felt that "learning 
teamwork" was the most valuable benefit of his service experience. "Each and 
every person has their part to play. If not, the whole situation falls apart . . . 
you sink or swim together." 

As possibUity and fact, loss of a comrade has special meaning to mates 
bound by a sense of mutual responsibility, support, and protection. Each 
death intensifies the bonds among survivors (Leeds, 1979, p. 211). Ties of this 
kind account for the puU of comradeship when fighting men are separated by 
hospitalization or death. A Marine in our sample who temporarily lost the use 
of an eye and his legs in combat recounted his efforts to circumvent orders and 
rejoin his unit after hospitalization. An eloquent statement of the motives 
behind such action comes from a former Marine who, years later, reflected on 
the meaning of his experience on Okinawa (Manchester, 1980, p. 451). He too 
sought to rejoin his unit after medical treatment and was more successful in 
doing so. 

Those men on the line were my family, my home. They were closer to me than I 
can say, closer than any friends had been or ever would be. They had never let me 
down, and I couldn't do it to them. I had to be with them rather than let them die 
and me live with the knowledge that I might have saved them. 

When comrades fall in battle, bonds of mutual obligation and loyaity make 
survivors especially vulnerable to self-blame and feelings of guilt. Deaths m 
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battle are unpredictable events and symbolize the out-of-control nature of 
combat experience, yet they occur among men who believe they are "their 
brother's keeper," As mutually dependent members of a unit, comrades feel 
responsible for their mates even though the other's fate lies beyond their 
control. Under these circumstances, a comrade's death implies failure to be 
dependable in the protector role—or a lack of reciprocation in this respect, 
The loss thus appears most unfair and often haunts survivors with the mystery 
of why they were spared, Lifton (1978, p, 210) describes this question in 
relation to the veteran's sense of organic balance—the notion of exchanging 
one life for another, Likewise, Hartmann's (1984) work with problems of 
survivor guilt and posttraumatic nightmares indicates that combat survivors 
often believed that they, not their comrades, should have died. Such feelings 
are especially prevalent among combat veterans of World War II and the 
Korean conflict who experienced stress symptoms in the postservice era 
(Elder and Clipp, 1988), 

The bonding of comradeship endures through survivors who vow to 
remember the men who died, Not all survivors can tolerate the pain of 
remembrance, A former pilot (Muirhead, 1986, p, 174) refers to his "hopeless 
posture of evasion" in trying to avoid the harsh pain of comrade losses, "If I 
didn't know them, I would not grieve," But men who sustained the memory 
were likely to do so through periodic reunions of the battle unit. Such 
memories are sustained across the years by recoUections among people who 
once knew each other weU—members of the patrol or company itself, It is 
through this coUective memory and conversation that veterans find meaning 
in their military pasts and affirm the primordial ties of comradeship, 
Remembrance of the fallen cements relations among those who once knew 
and cared for them. In this manner, obligations to the dead entail pledges to 
the living, 

Whether perpetuated through mUitary reunions or not, the remembrance 
of lost comrades can promote positive emotions as well as survivor guUt, such 
as the enhanced value of service friends and purpose in life. Along this line, 
one study respondent mentioned a lifelong concern about why he survived as 
an officer on Sugar Loaf HUl on Okinawa instead of his replacement, "a very 
fine Marine," Ever since this loss, "I have felt an added responsibility to lead a 
productive life," Other veterans speak about their renewed dedication to the 
promotion and preservation of peace, 

As we have seen, combat and comradeship are linked repeatedly in the 
literature on war, From writings on World War I, Winter (1986, p, 292) 
concludes that the compelling issue for veterans was not the war's merit or the 
nation's cause but the experience of comradeship: "What gripped their 
imagination was rather the camaraderie of the trenches and the courage and 
sheer tenacity in the art of survival of the men with whom they served." A 
simUar report comes from veterans of the Battle of the Bulge in World War II 
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(Leinbaugh and Campbell, 1985, p, 95), and from Americans who served in 
Vietnam. A former patrol leader refers to comradeship as the "most enduring 
memory" of the war, or at least the most cherished memory (Broyles, 1986). A 
comrade in battle is special because he is entrusted with one's life, 

Camaraderie and Friendship 

Are memories of camaraderie linked to enduring service ties or friendships? 
Turning back to volumes of TTie American Soldier, we find an Army veteran 
of the European theater who describes the men in his squad as "special 
friends,""We bunked together, slept together, fought together We write to 
each other now,., expect to get together when the war is over"(Stouffer et al., 
1949, Vol. 2, p, 99), Are these relationships friendships or legacies of 
camaraderie? "Comradeship" refers to the subordination of individuality to 
group interests, whereas individuality is central to friendship and to qualities 
of a friend, In friendship, self-preservation tends to rank weU above self-
sacrifice, The important question is under what conditions comradeship is 
likely to result in friendship based on mutuality and complementarity, a 
relationship in which individuality is appreciated? The coUective memories of 
comradeship that often provide a basis f or assembly in the postwar years may 
also become the foundation for lasting friendships between diverse individuals, 

Within the context of military service, we can readily appreciate a 
difference between the closeness of camaraderie and that of friendship, The 
closeness of camaraderie enabled men to sacrifice their lives for others without 
considering personal survival, This closeness characterizes all members of the 
unit, whereas friendships are not group based, The self and another's life 
become more precious in friendship because of the emphasis on individuality, 
Self-sacrifice is, therefore, more difficult, Indeed, the acute vulnerability of 
friends in battle supported a common principle on the front lines—"don't get 
too close," Note the sense of reUef of an American bomber pilot foUowing a 
transfer in World War II (Muirhead, 1986, p, 6): "Anonymity had its 
advantages. Camaraderie among crews that had been together a long time 
made each member vulnerable and was a burden of love that couldn't 
flourish." A simUar sentiment is expressed by a veteran of the Korean War: 
"You didn't make friends in the infantry , , , you didn't want to make friends 
.. , you'd never want to get too close to anybody cause you wouldn't see them 
tomorrow, maybe," 

When war recedes as a newsworthy event and soldiers become veterans, we 
find reference to the persistence of social ties through enduring friendships 
and memories, The very different characters of comradeship (i,e,, self as 
group) and friendship (i.e,, self as individual) suggest a large measure of 
discontinuity between wartime comrades and peacetime friends, Comrades 
may vow, as "brothers in war," to remain true friends throughout life, but 
"when other experiences intervene and common memories dim, they gradually 
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become strangers. At war reunions they can usually regain the old feelings 
with the aid of alcohoUc stimulation. Men who once knew genuine closeness 
to each other through hazardous experience have lost one another forever" 
(Gray, 1959, pp. 89-90). In the words of one sample member, "most of my 
friends are dead or in another part of the world," 

This discontinuity thesis is challenged by evidence on veterans of the 
Vietnam War (Kadushin, 1986), who stiU, in the 1980s, identify closely with 
one another, But Gray's argument may weU find support over a lifetime, as 
these younger veterans join the ranks of aging veterans from World War II 
and Korea. Unfortunately, we know remarkably little about friendships 
across the life course, whether established in war or in peace (Derlaga and 
Winstead, 1986; Kelly et al., 1983), Under what conditions can primary ties 
formed in the midst of war survive the life changes from wartime to peacetime 
and then into later life? 

The postwar fate of service ties and friendships is generally unknown, 
Demobilization could lead men of the same unit toward different pathways in 
the postwar era, producing wide social differences and less commonality in 
values and interests, Unstable marital and work experiences also favor 
friendship instabUity over the life course (Wilensky, 1961), But what about the 
binding ties of combat? Are service friendships sustained in peaceful times 
through fraternal associations and meetings or reunions of military units? Is 
there a person who functions much Uke a kin keeper, recording events, 
coUecting and disseminating news, and mobUizing assemblies? 

Those who attend reunions maintain an acute sense of social solidarity and 
belongingness despite postwar dispersion, They are a coUective portrait, a 
community of memory, Their story extends back in time, beyond personal 
identification with war to that of their primary group's position within a 
broader historical context, Time stands stiU at reunions, enveloping the 
participants in a framework where postwar paths and individual differences 
are irrelevant, As Farber (1980) observes, "It is not our own story but the story 
to which our lives belong." The reunion of a fighting unit demonstrates the 
continuing vitality of social bonds established in wartime, 

Turning now to our second major theme, if wartime camaraderie leads to a 
friendship network of veterans who understand, value, and care for one 
another, how might this bear on the health consequences of combat (Fleming 
and Baum, 1986)? Whether or not their combat experience was nerve 
shattering, veterans find it meaningful and they are more apt than non-
combatants to understand a service friend's painful recollections and 
concerns, In reference to the Vietnam War, Kadushin (1986, p, 130) describes 
such empathy as constituting a most conducive environment for healing in the 
postwar era, Along with the support of a loving spouse, one element of healing 
involves veterans who understand combat experience, "It's a sort of camara-
derie that civilians could never have" (a sample veteran of WW II), Healing 
also involves a veteran's belief that discussions of combat are not strange or 
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crazy, nor do they necessarily represent a fixation on the past, Fixations can 
inhibit heaUng by perpetuating stress reactions in the postwar years. 

The study titled Legacies of Vietnam (Egendorf et al., 1981) found that 
positive spouse support, a homecoming in a large city, and many friends 
reduced the stress levels of combat veterans. In smaller towns and cities, a 
friendship community of people (not necessarily veterans) who know each 
other well also lowers stress levels for returning combat veterans. More 
generally, disaster studies find that cohesive support in the posttrauma stage 
can minimize the prospects of enduring stress reactions ((^uarantelli, 1985; 
Raphael, 1986). From studies of World War II veterans during the eariy 
1960s, Archibald and Tuddenham (1965, p. 480) note the potential healing 
value of friends by recommending a "band of brothers" or experienced 
veterans in a therapeutic community for men still suffering from tension, 
anxiety reactions, and intrusive memories of war. Overall, clinical studies 
provide evidence of the healing value of veteran-to-veteran support groups. 

To summarize: When men fight for each other and their common survival, 
they also, in one sense, die and suffer wounds for each other. Some pledges in 
life become commitments between the living and the dead, between survivors 
and the memory of fallen comrades. There is an insistent obligation to 
remember, honor, and preserve the highest meaning of their sacrifice. 
Remembrance of the men who died unifies war comrades in what we have 
called a community of memory. It is in this community that former combat 
veterans revive and try to understand an important part of themselves, one 
shaped by the extraordinary times of war. Enduring veteran friendships and 
mUitary reunions may serve this vital function of support and healing (Pilisuk 
and Parks, 1986), These social ties are among the potential "mirrors of 
mortality" (Whaley, 1982) in the history of war. 

We turn now to some empirical evidence on the role of loss in fostering 
enduring service ties among combat veterans, and the implications of postwar 
emotional stress symptoms for enduring service friendships. Were the men 
least damaged by combat more or less likely to establish lasting ties with 
service comrades? This question brings us to the relation between service 
friendships and involvement in service reunions. But first, a description of our 
sample. 

DATA SOURCES 

Data for this chapter are drawn from the archives of the Institute of Human 
Development, University of California, Berkeley, and involve subjects from 
two major longitudinal studies of persons born in the 1920s: the Berkeley 
Guidance and Growth Studies and the Oakland Growth Study, Information 
on study members was collected annuaUy through the 1930s, and at four 
points during their adulthood—1960, 1970, 1982, and 1985, The last three 
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data waves include the husbands of sample women, and the 1985 foUow-up 
focuses entirely on the military experience of male subjects and husbands of 
female subjects, 

A total of 202 men were questioned about their military and wartime 
experiences in the 1985 survey, Of these, the 149 who served in either World 
War II or the Korean War are the sources of information in this study, Born in 
the 1920s, they grew up in the San Francisco Bay area, and served in the 
military between 1940 and the mid-1950s. Over 60% came from middle-class 
homes, and an even larger proportion eventually completed college and 
pursued managerial or professional careers up to retirement, Over one-third 
had been drafted into military service, although a number of the enlistees 
noted that they had joined up in order to avoid the draft, Most served in the 
Army, and the Pacific was the most common theater, even in World War II, 

By using reports from the last wave, we lose information on the men who 
left the sample through death or other circumstances, Apart from two 
Oakland Study women who lost husbands in war, however, we have no other 
evidence of wartime deaths in the sample, Previous analyses (Elder, 1974) 
have shown that the Oakland men at midlife closely resemble the total sample 
of males on family background during the adolescent years, Recent work 
(Elder, 1986) provides information on how veterans in the sample compare 
with nonveterans, Similar proportions of veterans come from the middle and 
working classes, whereas the total sample was largely middle class. We found 
no evidence that emotional distance from parents or cUnical health ratings 
during adolescence differentiate youth who eventually entered the armed 
services from those who did not. One prominent difference does appear on 
indexes measuring elements of a competent self, however. Entrants ranked 
below others on adolescent goal orientation, self-inadequacy, submissiveness, 
and social competence, 

Regarding their ties with service mates, a substantial number of veterans 
reported such links in the 1985 foUow-up. At least one friend from the service 
was mentioned by two out of five veterans of World War II, and by 
approximately 30% of the Korean War veterans. About half of those who 
served in World War II said that they had received a card from a service friend 
over the past twelve months, in comparison with 38% of the Korean War 
veterans. And one out of seven men had attended reunions of their unit. With 
these data in mind, let us examine more closely the relation between service 
friendships and involvement in unit reunions, 

LINKING COMBAT AND 
SERVICE FRIENDSHIPS 

Measuring Combat Experience 

A first step toward answering questions about the effects of the death of a 
wartime buddy or of postwar emotional stress on enduring ties among 



Glen H. Elder, Jr., Elizabeth Colerick Clipp 315 

survivors in this sample involves the measurement of combat experience itself. 
The approach employed here borrows from studies of Vietnam veterans and 
takes into account the time and space limits of our 1985 follow-up. Three 
dimensions are included—exposure to death and dying, exposure to gunfire, 
and duration of combat. Of the men, 22% claimed to have kiUed someone in 
action. Whereas one-third were exposed to dead and wounded Americans 
during battle, one-fourth reported exposure to enemy casuahies, The 
traumatic experience of combat deaths is largely due to their horrifying 
nature, such as dismembered, disfigured, and scattered remains. We summed 
responses to these items to produce a three-point scale. 

Exposure to gunfire, our second dimension of combat experience, refers to 
either firing a weapon or being fired upon, Men who fired their weapon were 
also Ukely to report being fired upon (r = .75): 60% of the men reported at least 
one of the two conditions, Responses to these items were summed to produce 
a single index (scores: 0-2), For duration of combat, the third dimension, we 
relied on a single question to form three subgroups—those exposed for over 
six months (score: 2); from one week to six months (score: 1); and less than one 
week's exposure to combat (score: 0). 

The three dimensions of combat experience are highly intercorrelated 
(r values above ,70), as one would expect, and they are equally predictive of 
undesirable recollections of mUitary experience in World War II (an average r 
of .56). At the end of the 1985 survey, the men were reminded that "life 
experiences often have some mixture of the good and undesirable."Then they 
were asked to circle the three most undesirable experiences that happened to 
them. Fewer than 5% of the veterans with no combat selected "memories of 
death and destruction," whereas this choice was made by over half of the men 
who ranked high on each combat dimension. 

By summing the three dimensions, we find that 40% of the sample could be 
classified as noncombat, 30% had light combat experience (scores of 1-4), and 
30% were in the heavy combat category. Heavy combat veterans were more 
often veterans of World War II than of the Korean conflict, but the index 
operates simUarly across the two veteran samples. Indeed, when veterans are 
divided by war, we find no difference in the degree to which the three 
dimensions of combat fit the data, as determined by confirmatory factor 
analyses (Jôreskog and Sôrbom, 1986). 

These combat measures are based on retrospective accounts of war 
experience, To what extent do we know how combat was experienced some 40 
years ago? This question cannot be answered with the evidence at hand, 
although we were careful to use uncomplicated questions that focused on 
behavior rather than items capable of evoking defensive or mnemonic 
distortions or fantasy (Masson, 1984), One way to explore the issue is to 
compare noncombat and heavy combat veterans on measures of stress 
reaction, Only 15% of the noncombat veterans recall one or more stress 
symptoms on leavingthe service (such as sleep problems, irritability, anxiety. 
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anger, or being easily startled), This compares to 54% of the heavy combat 
veterans, We are confident, therefore, that the combat measure provides a 
good indication of war trauma experienced by men in the sample. 

Each dimension of combat taps exposure to life-threatening conditions and 
the potential for camaraderie among members of a unit, but exposure to 
combat deaths, the dying, and the wounded has particular relevance to the 
value placed on enduring ties, Elsewhere, we show that combat survivors are 
very Ukely to claim in later life that their service experience increased the value 
and meaning of life itself (Elder and Clipp, 1988), Many also talked about 
friendships in this manner. A heavy loss of life on the battlefield made life and 
loved ones even more precious, Is this sentiment expressed in social bonds 
among combat veterans? 

Sources of Enduring Friendships 

To test the differential influence of each combat dimension on service 
friendships, we defined a causal model with the three dimensions as perfectly 
measured antecedents of enduring friendships, a latent construct with three 
indicators: the number of service friends, the extent of contact with friends, 
and the value placed on service friends, AU three items are highly intercor-
related (mean r = ,62): service friends (0-4 or more); number of contacts 
modes, such as phone, letter (0-4 or more); and the value of service friends (0 = 
no value, 1 = some value, 2 = most important value). In Figure 17,1, enduring 
service ties are defined primarily by number of service friends, foUowed 
closely by number of contact modes, and the value of friendship, The best 
fitting model (shown in Table 17,3 below) shows only exposure to combat 
death as a determinant of enduring friendships, but it is not significantly better 
than the model presented in Figure 17,1, one that includes all three facets of 
combat experience (x^ = 1,71, df = 6, p = ,944). Thus the social effects of 
exposure to combat death and dying leave much to be explained in the 
persistence of service friendships, This leads to questions regarding the effects 
of the loss of combat buddies and friends, 

If the death of war comrades and friends enhances the importance of 
service bonds, we can account for the link between enduring social ties and 
combat experience, Table 17,1 shows, as one might expect, that the risk of 
losing personal friends and comrades increases sharply with combat experience 
and particularly with exposure to death and dying, AU of this seems 
reasonable and suggests a mediating sequence between death experiences in 
combat and service ties, Table 17,1 also shows that enduring bonds and 
attendance at unit reunions covary with death experiences in combat, Both 
dead comrades and surviving combat mates are prominent in the lives of 
veterans who recall some exposure to war trauma in deaths and battle 
wounds. 



Glen H. Elder. Jr., Elizabeth Colerick Clipp 317 

.^7 

L73 

^ I 
\ 1.86 

Killing 
íl«.9I2 

1.82 

Firing 

Duration 

Number 
of 

Friends 

T 

Conîoct 
with 

Friends 

T 
62 

Values 
Friends 

T 
63 

x2 = 1.7I, d f = 6 , p = .944 , N = 134 

Figure 17.1: The Multidimensíonal EfTects of Combat Experience on Enduring Friendships 
Among Veterans of World War II and the Korean War 

In order to determine the implications of social losses for enduring ties, we 
identified three categories of veterans: those experiencing no losses in battle, 
those who lost a personal friend but not a comrade, and those who lost a 
comrade. Table 17,2 compares the maintenance of enduring social ties for two 
subgroups—those who did not lose a personal friend and those who did— 
among men with no combat experience and those with at least some battle 
experience, As countless observations of war attest, and these data confirm, 
the loss of one or more comrades in combat intensifies ties to surviving mates, 
In data not shown here, we also find that being in heavy combat enhances 
long-term ties among survivors even where no personal loss is experienced. 

The effect of losing a personal friend in war on enduring social ties can be 
separated from the trauma of battle by focusing on the noncombatants. A 
large percentage of the Oakland and Berkeley men were not in combat but stiU 
lost personal friends in war, As shown in Table 17,2, these men were more 
likely than other noncombatants to report long-term service related ties. 
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TABLE 17,1: Service Losses and Friends by Combat Experience 

Service Losses and 
Friendships 
(1985 survey) 

Social losses 

personal fríend(s) 
died/MIA 

loss of comrade(s) 
in combat 

Social ties 

fríends from service days. 
one or more 

contact with service mate, 
one or more modes of 
communication 

values lifelong friends 
from service 

attended reunion of 
war buddies 

None 
% 

(N = 79-81) 

35 

8 

33 

41 

22 

10 

Combal Experience 

Combal. But No 
Direcl Exposure 

lo Death 
% 

(N = 20-21) 

43 

19 

40 

48 

29 

14 

Exposure lo 

(N 

% 
Dealh 

= 37-38) 

60 

45 

54 

63 

34 

21 

2 

X 

7.12* 

22.50** 

4.93* 

4.96* 

n.s. 

n.s. 

* p<.05. 
*• p<.01. 
* p<.10. 

although the differences are modest, Clearly, loss of a buddy in combat has a 
stronger effect than the trauma of battle per se on enduring service 
friendships, Approximately 60% of the men who lost a comrade reported 
continuing ties with at least one service friend, compared to 30% of the combat 
veterans who reported no loss, Service ties hold a prominent position in the 
lives of aging veterans with memories of a fallen comrade, 

Implications of Combat and Combat Loss 

The irony of the connection between fallen comrades and enduring service 
ties is that the loss both diminishes and enhances social ties and the self, Any 
death among significant others dismembers the social self in profound ways 
because it eliminates self-defining, ongoing relationships. In this sense, 
mourning for lost comrades may be coupled with mourning for a lost self, the 
kind of person the veteran remembers before his comrade's death, The return 
to battlefields from a veteran's past may represent an effort to discover and 
come to terms with the lost selves of times past and their meaning, Enduring 
service ties and the reassembly of surviving members of the unit also serve this 
function of bridging discontinuity. 
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TABLE 17,2: Enduring Service Ties by Social Loss in the Military 
Among Noncombat and Combat Veterans 

Noncombatant 

no loss 
lost fríend(s) 
% diff. 

Combat veteran* 

no loss 
lostfríendinwar 
% diff. 

All veterans 
no loss 
lost fríend 
combat loss 

x' 

Total 
N 

(= 100%) 

52-53 
27 

20-21 
17 

72-73 
45-46 

27 

Enduríng Social Ties 

Any Fríend(s) 
from Service 

% 

26 
44 

-18 

30 
47 

-17 

29 
49 
59 

9.4** 

Any Recent 
Contact: 
Modes 

(letter, visit) 
% 

40 
44 
-4 

38 
59 

-21 

41 
53 
63 

n.s. 

Values Lifelong 
Fríends from 

Service 
% 

15 
33 

-18 

10 
35 

-25 

15 
35 
44 

10.6** 

Attended 
Reunion 

% 

8 
15 
-7 

14 
12 
-2 

10 
16 
22 

n.s. 

a. The combat veterans who lost a comrade are includcd undcr "All veterans''(combat loss)." All veterans of 
combat who lost both a friend and a comrade are placed in the combat loss category. 
•p<.01. 

We find no evidence that some veterans repress the memory of social loss 
by avoiding long-term friendships wUh service mates. The most painful loss is 
the death of a comrade and yet that experience is coupled with the highest 
prevalence of enduring friendships from the service. These findings are not 
due to background or educational differences or to adolescent gregariousness, 
Adjustments for these factors did not alter the findings, In addition, we find 
no evidence that social ties and popularity in high school are predictive of 
service friendships in middle age, Loss of a comrade matters most for 
establishing and maintaining lasting service friendships, 

Long-standing friendships fiom the service provide a context m which war 
memories can be relived and feeUngs of guUt shared in ways not easUy 
understood by even sympathetic family members, The burden of survivorship 
is one aspect of loss that family members are least likely to understand, 
Hartmann's (1984) studies of survivor guiU and posttraumatic mghtmares 
show that a good many combat survivors feel that they, not their buddies, 
should have died, ,. 

Overall, these findings suggest that combat increases long-term bondmg 
among service mates by increasing social needs and obligations through war 
trauma, By trauma, we mean experiences such as exposure to death and the 
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TABLE 17,3: Enduring Service Friendships by Exposure to Combat Death, 
Loss of Comrades, Emotional Problems After Leaving the Service, 
and CoUege Graduation 

Antecedents 

Emotional problems 
(0 = no; 1 = yes) 

Loss of comrade/fríends 
(0-3) 

Exposure to combat death. 
dying (0-3) 

College graduate 
(0 = nongraduate; 1 = graduate) 

R' 

Enduring Service Friendship in Laler Ufe 

AllVeterans(N=136) 

r 

.29 

.31 

.34 

-.09 

B 

.18* 

,17* 

.24** 

.03 

.18*** 

Combat Veterans (N = 57) 

r 

.25 

.41 

.33 

-.15 

B 

.08 

.32* 

.21 

-.04 
.23** 

• p<.05. 
** p<.01. 
***p<.001. 

wounded in battle, the loss of a comrade or friend, and emotional problems 
(flashbacks, irritability/anxiousness, startled response, inabUity to concen-
trate, and so on) immediately after demobiUzation, To test this formulation, we 
estimated a single regression model for aU veterans and then for just the 
combat veterans, As seen in Table 17,3, the basic model shows the effects of 
exposure to combat death, loss of a comrade, emotional problems after the 
service, and education in a regression analysis of enduring friendships from 
the service. These social ties were indexed by the three items shown in Figure 
17,1: number of service friends, number of contact modes (such as phone, 
letter, cards, visit), and the value placed on such friendships, We multiplied 
the value item by a factor of two and then calculated an average score across 
all three dimensions, 

Men with continuing ties to service mates, though not different from other 
men on level of education, have a life history clearly marked by the trauma of 
war (Table 17,3). Among all veterans, regardless of combat, these ties are most 
strongly related to men's exposure to death, dying, and the wounded, The loss 
of comrades and emotional symptoms of combat stress also make a 
difference, though less appreciable, The explained variance is only slightly 
higher in this analysis than in the very simple model shown in Figure 17.1, The 
major improvement in accounting for long-term service friends occurs among 
combat veterans, Those with a death experience, involving close buddies or 
fighting mates in general, are most likely to report lasting ties to service 
friends. 
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What do these patterns tell us about social support over the postservice 
years? Whatever the source, service friend or other, there is much evidence to 
suggest that social support clearly matters for health and longevity (Cohen 
and Syme, 1985), The data at hand are far too limited to support more than 
correlational interpretations, but we are in good company on this, As Cohen 
and Syme (1985, p. 15) point out, "It is not known why social support is 
associated with health," What is the explanatory process that underlies the 
connection? Is it perceptual, physiological, or behavioral? In the case of 
veterans, the task of "working through" requires a wiUing listener, someone 
not easily found when the topic concerns the bitter trauma of war. But the 
central actors in this drama surely include service friends. Sources of both 
support and potential healing appear in relation to memories of war trauma 
and mihtary reunions. 

BOUND BY MEMORY AND 
SOCIAL TIES 

In order to probe more deeply into the second question before us—the 
healing potential of enduring service friendships—we made use of supple-
mentary records of reunion meetings from a World War II Marine unit. This 
probe is guided by the observation that the act of remembering a life period or 
event helps maintain contact with people who were important at the time. 
Such memories perpetuate social bonds and are, in turn, sustained by them. 
Halbwachs (1980, p. 24) could have been speaking about war experiences, 
including his own, when he wrote that 

other men have had these remembrances in common with me. Moreover, they 
help me to recall them I can stUl feel the group's influence and recognize in 
myself many ideas and ways of thinking that could not have originated with me 
and that keep me in contact with it. 

These observations suggest that the enduring bonds of combat veterans 
distinguish men who reassemble for periodic reunions from those who do not. 
However little is actually known about the ritual of military reunions 
(Warner, 1959; Gluckman, 1962; Bocock, 1974), even less is known about who 
attends and who does not. Nevertheless, the persistence and increasing 
popularity of reunions imply that they perform important functions in the 
lives of active veterans. They mark the interaction of individual and historical 
time and they bring together veterans who once shared an intense and 
affectively significant experience. The group reassembles to honor lost 
members and to reaffirm surviving ties. 

The Fourth Marine Division, which fought on Iwo Jima, illustrates this 
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TABLE 17.4: Life History Correlates of Combat Veteran's Involvement 
in Military Reunions 

Psychosocial experíence 
emotional problems at exit 
behavioral problems at exit 
reports of survivor guilt 
painful to remember experíence 
current stress symptoms 

Military ties 
shares experíence with wife 
wife knows a lot about my 

service experíence 
member of any veteran organization 
service fríends: 

one or more from service 
frequent contact 
values lifelong fríends from service 

have visited or want to visit locale 
of service experíence (all combat 
veterans were stationed overseas) 

Reported Allendance al 

Atlended One or More 
(N = 
% 

64 
27 
27 
9 

— 

60 

82 
55 

70 
82 
54 

73 

10-11) 

Mililary Reunions 

Never Alíended 
(N = 44-48) 

% 

29 
27 
15 
32 
15 

39 

58 
31 

45 
52 
27 

49 

periodic assembly of veterans from World War II, One company of this 
division began to set aside an evening for its members and their wives in 1982, 
According to a participant in this smaller company gathering, the men refer to 
themselves as "the troops," Everyone goes by first name and rank, including 
the company commander, After years of separation, they often use rank in 
salutation—"Hey Sarge, Hey Lieutenant," No matter what their current 
station in life may be, they reunite as Marines, Every company reunion 
includes a special tribute to the unit's fallen comrades, Private feelings of 
sorrow and gratitude become public and shared, 

This assembly of the primary group within the larger division enhanced the 
healing potential of its social bonds and support. A spouse of a former officer 
recalled the first gathering of company survivors and wives, a primary, closely 
knit occasion marked by a commendation for the senior company officer: "It 
is difficult to put into words, an emotional experience I can't teU you about. 
But that year I stood up and said just what was in my heart," When she opened 
her eyes and looked across the room, "there were some 30 people with tears 
streaming down their faces," This sharing enabled others to open up: "The 
men began to talk about their combat experiences in a way they hadn't 
before." Reflecting upon her years as the wife of a combat veteran, this woman 
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spoke of extraordinary bonding of men who fought and survived together, A 
wife or family member could not grasp this during a one-on-one exchange, 
"You have to see the group, The men are different in so many ways, but the 
war experience binds them together . , , they become one as far as their 
emotions are concerned, They're one person, one thing, one thought," 

It is not known, however, why most veterans decide not to attend reunions, 
to revisit the past, to connect with surviving comrades, Only 14% of the 
veterans in this sample, mostly combat veterans, report attending at least one 
reunion. Nonparticipants may have memories of war that are too painful to 
revive, Refusal to attend could stem from the desire not to be reminded of 
their mortality by rosters of missing or aging comrades, Year after year, 
veterans decline opportunities to reunite and initiate the task of resolution, 
Although based on a limited sample, data in Table 17,4 provide clues as to 
why this may be so, 

More than half of the veterans who attend these reunions were plagued 
with emotional problems at exit from the service, These problems include 
sleep and concentration difficulties, irritability, and depressive symptoma-
tology, all suggestive of intense war experiences. By comparison, less than a 
third of the men who never attend reunions were similarly troubled at war's 
end, Yet, despite postwar adjustment problems, none of the "attenders" 
reached later life with symptoms of stress, owing perhaps to the healing aspect 
of veteran-to-veteran support, This stands in contrast to men in the "never 
attend group," 15% of whom report current stress problems, More reunion 
participants also have survivor guilt than members of the comparison group 
(27% versus 15%). Feelings of this sort reflect enduring memories of shared 
danger, trust, and indebtedness, A third of the veterans with no reunion 
history find it painful to remember their war experiences in comparison to less 
than a tenth of the reunion participants, 

Appreciable group contrasts also appear on military ties. Compared to 
men who avoid reunions, attenders are more likely to share their war 
experiences with wives and, consequently, have spouses who are knowledge-
able of their military past, Those who attend are also more likely than others 
to hold membership in veteran organizations, In terms of service friendships, 
reunion participants have more friends from the service, have more contact 
with them, and more frequently place special value on such lifelong ties— 
confirming our earlier findings, 

Three out of four veterans with a reunion history have retumed or at least 
hope to return to the location of their service experience overseas. Only half of 
the nonparticipants reported such desires or experiences, For both groups, 
however, the high prevalence of this event, in actuality or anticipation, teUs 
something about the evolving life course: a search for inner peace, self-
understanding, and a unity of self with others during the later years, A former 
Marine who served on Okinawa speaks of the warring factions within his 



324 DYNAMICS OF LIFE-COURSE VARIATIONS 

personaUty: a cocky young Sergeant who had experienced losses beyond 
human understanding and an aging veteran with increasingly vivid mental 
images of his own war experiences. "Here was the ultimate generation gap: a 
man divided against his own youth. Troubled, I saw no way to heal the split" 
(Manchester, 1980, p, 10), He returned to Okinawa four decades after the war 
in order to "find what I had lost there and retrieve it I would visit all the 
major battlefields to discover, if possible, what we had done there and why we 
had done it, the ultimate secrets of time and place and dimension and being," 

Despite the limited sample in Table 17,4, consistent data trends aUow us to 
postulate the function of reunions for participants, Although troubled by 
postwar emotional problems and guilt, a good many of these men have 
managed to heal themselves by sharing war experiences with supportive 
others, including their wives and wartime buddies. These relationships have 
helped free the men from painful memories and current symptoms of stress, 
By comparison, nonattenders tend to repress their pain and waU off their 
experience from others, They have few friends from the military and share 
little of their memories with their wives, Forty years later, many of these more 
isolated veterans remain troubled by memories and symptoms of stress. 

How does the heaUng process of reunions occur? Several in-depth 
interviews with veterans and their wives provide subjective insights. For 
example, Mr. H., a Marine second Ueutenant who survived four landings in 
the South Pacific, earning two Purple Hearts and a Bronze Star, described 
two service relationships that exemplify a bonding that defies the understand-
ing of most civilians. The first was with his company commander, to whom he 
referred as "the best the Marine Corps ever produced, a true leader." On 
maneuvers, the commander always made certain that his troops had their 
food before he himself would eat. "He would sacrifice himself for the group, 
never expecting anyone to do anything that he wouldn't do himself," Mr. H. 
remembered that when a comrade had been killed in an unprotected area, "the 
commander didn't say 'you go get him.' He said 'come on, well get him.'" 
Three days after landing on Iwo Jima, the commander was wounded and Mr. 
H, helped "carry him off," 

Mr, H.'s second comrade relationship involved a buddy whose spinal 
injuries resulted in paraplegia and permanent confinement to a wheel chair, 
The buddy's limitations caused much bitterness, which blocked his participa-
tion in company reunions, FinaUy, in 1982, Mr. H, convinced him to attend, 
"The tears flowed every time someone from the group saw him . . . they 
embraced each other and talked," Mr. H. believes that the reunion helped him 
come to terms with his bitterness and with life, "He stopped drinking, became 
politically involved and started coaching Little League." 

At the close of this interview, Mrs. H, described the impact of her husband's 
return trip to Iwo Jima, "I dont think he honestly knew that he was trying to 
let go , , , but he did, There was a difference in him afterwards,,. he wasn't as 
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uptight. Going back helpcd him to let go , , , I dont think he holds any 
bitterness any longer in his soul," 

DISCUSSION 

Large cohorts of American men are entering the retirement years with a life 
history shaped by scrvice in the Armed Forces. Within the coming decade, 
more than half of American men over 65 years of age wiU be veterans, A 
substantial number have experienced more death and destruction than 
American civilians would ordinarily experience across many lifetimes, 
Surprisingly little is known about the enduring imprint of this experience on 
health jnd aging, although the burden of personal loss and the symptoms of 
posttraumatic stress can be traced across the life course, Countering this 
unwanted legacy are the restorative powers that surface during war, Units 
facing extreme danger mobUize social bonds and actions that provide 
support, and the loss of comrades can strengthen the ties that bind survivors, 
offering solace, understanding, and companionship across the years, 

Two questions guided our inquiry, The first centers on the relation between 
combat and enduring ties to service mates, with particular attention to 
comrade loss and postwar stress reactions as partial explanations of the 
bonding influence of combat, The second question concerns the healing 
potential of social ties with service friends among combat veterans, We can 
provide only a Umited exploration of these questions, but given the available 
data, our results point to a fertile area for systematic study. 

Consistent with expectations, the men exposed to combat deaths were 
more Ukely than other veterans to report enduring service ties, The greater the 
war trauma, as indicated by loss of comrades or friends and by general stress 
reactions, the stronger the link between the service and continuing social ties 
with men from their military unit, These ties include the exchange of letters, 
cards, phone calls, and visits, The veterans with enduring service ties were 
most likely to participate in occasional reunions of their primary military 
group, 

Memories of war trauma in the later years of life are associated with 
severity of combat experience; the heavier the combat, the more common the 
memories, Men who scored highest on trauma memories were less Ukely than 
men with lower scores to be involved with service friends, War trauma, 
marked especially by the loss of comrades, led to the formation of a 
community of memory, which seemed to diminish the legacy of stress 
symptoms from the war, Reunions of a military unit can be a vital part of this 
therapeutic community, 

Social change is connected to personal experience through the bonding of 
lives lived interdependently, We see this connection between combat experi-
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personality: a cocky young Sergeant who had experienced losses beyond 
human understanding and an aging veteran with increasingly vivid mental 
images of his own war expcriences, "Here was the ultimate generation gap: a 
man divided against his own youth. Troubled, I saw no way to heal the split" 
(Manchester, 1980, p, 10). He returned to Okinawa four decades aftcr the war 
in order to "find what I had lost there and retrieve it I would visit aU the 
major battlefields to discover, if possible, what we had done there and why we 
had done it, the ultimate secrets of time and place and dimcnsion and being," 

Despite the Umited sample in Table 17,4, consistent data trcnds allow us to 
postulate the function of reunions for participants. Although troubled by 
postwar emotional problems and guilt, a good many of thcsc men have 
managed to hcal themselvcs by sharing war expcriences with supportive 
others, including their wivcs and wartime buddics, Thcsc relationships havc 
helped free the men from painful memories and current symptoms of strcss. 
By comparison, nonattenders tend to repress thcir pain and wall off thcir 
experience from othcrs. They have few friends from thc military and share 
little of their memories with their wives. Forty years latcr, many of these more 
isolated veterans remain troublcd by memories and symptoms of stress. 

How does thc healing process of reunions occur? Scveral in-depth 
interviews with veterans and thcir wives provide subjcctive insights. For 
examplc, Mr. H., a Marine second lieutenant who survived four landings in 
the South Pacific, earning two Purple Hearts and a Bronze Star, describcd 
two service rclationships that exemplify a bonding that defies the undcrstand-
ing of most civilians, Thc first was with his company commander, to whom he 
referrcd as "the best the Marinc Corps evcr produced, a true lcadcr." On 
maneuvers, the commander always madc ccrtain that his troops had thcir 
food before he himself would eat. "He would sacrifice himself for thc group, 
never expecting anyone to do anything that hc wouldn't do himself," Mr, H, 
remembered that when a comradc had bcen kiUcd in an unprotcctcd area, "the 
commander didnt say 'you go get him.' He said 'come on, well gct him.'" 
Three days after landing on Iwo Jima, thc commander was woundcd and Mr, 
H, helped "carry him off." 

Mr, H,'s sccond comrade relationship involved a buddy whose spinal 
injuries resultcd in paraplcgia and permanent confinement to a whccl chair, 
The buddy's limitations causcd much bittcrncss, which blocked his participa-
tion in company reunions, Finally, in 1982, Mr. H. convinced him to attcnd, 
"The tears flowcd cvcry time somcone from the group saw him , . , they 
embraced each other and talked." Mr, H, bclicves that thc reunion helped him 
come to terms with his bitterness and with lifc, "Hc stopped drinking, became 
politically involved and started coaching Little Lcague." 

At the close of this interview, Mrs. H. dcscribcd the impact of hcr husband's 
return trip to Iwo Jima. "I dont think hc honestly knew that he was trying to 
let go , . , but he did. There was a difference in him aftcrwards... he wasnt as 
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uptight. Going back hclpcd him to lct go . . . I dont think hc holds any 
bitterness any longer in his soul." 

DISCUSSION 

Large cohorts of American men are entering the retirement ycars with a life 
history shapcd by service in the Armcd Forccs. Within the coming decade, 
more than half of Amcrican men over 65 years of agc wiU bc vcterans. A 
substantial number havc cxpcricnccd morc death and destruction than 
American civilians would ordinarily expcrience across many lifetimes. 
Surprisingly littlc is known about the enduring imprint of this expcricnce on 
health jnd aging, although thc burden of personal loss and the symptoms of 
posttraumatic strcss can bc traccd across thc life course. Countering this 
unwanted legacy are the restorative powers that surface during war. Units 
facing extreme danger mobUize social bonds and actions that provide 
support, and the loss of comrades can strengthcn the ties that bind survivors, 
offering solace, understanding, and companionship across the years, 

Two qucstions guided our inquiry. The first centers on the relation between 
combat and enduring ties to scrvicc mates, with particular attention to 
comrade loss and postwar strcss reactions as partial explanations of the 
bonding influencc of combat, The second qucstion concerns the healing 
potential of social ties with scrvicc fricnds among combat veterans, We can 
providc only a limitcd exploration of thcse qucstions, but given thc avaUable 
data, our results point to a fcrtile area for systcmatic study, 

Consistent with expcctations, thc mcn exposed to combat deaths were 
more Ukely than other veterans to report enduring service ties, The greater the 
war trauma, as indicated by loss of comrades or friends and by general stress 
reactions, thc stronger the link between the service and continuing social ties 
with men from thcir military unit, These tics include the exchange of letters, 
cards, phone caUs, and visits. The veterans with enduring service ties were 
most likcly to participate in occasional reunions of their primary military 
group, 

Memorics of war trauma in thc latcr ycars of life are associated with 
scvcrity of combat expcricnce; thc hcavier the combat, the more common the 
memories, Mcn who scorcd highcst on trauma memories were less likely than 
men with lowcr scores to be involved with service friends, War trauma, 
marked cspccially by the loss of comradcs, led to the formation of a 
community of mcmory, which sccmcd to diminish the legacy of stress 
symptoms from the war, Reunions of a military unit can be a vital part of this 
therapcutic community, 

Social change is connccted to personal experience through thc bonding of 
lives livcd intcrdependently, We see this conncction betwccn combat experi-
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ence and the loss of comrades, and in the way such losses promotc social 
ties—the enduringfriendships with men who served the unit. These potcntiaUy 
heaUh-promoting social ties deserve more attention than they have received in 
studies of traumatic change, 
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Age, Theory Choice, and the 
Complexity of Social Structure 

Peter Messeri 

THE RECEPTION O F INNOVATIONS in scientific knowledge, no less than 
activities in othcr areas of human lives, has long been recognized to be Unked 
to the intcrplay of life-course position and historical change, Practicing 
scientists have frcqucntly remarked on the apparcnt receptivity of young 
scicntists to scicntific change in contrast to the intcUectual rigidity of their 
elders (HuU, Tessner, and Diamond, 1978). Scientists, it is suggcstcd, form 
lifclong commitments to scicntific knowlcdge Icarned in their youth; con-
sequently, they tend to be cxtrcmely closed-mindcd when appraising sub-
sequent innovations that challcngc fundamental assumptions of acccptcd 
scientific thought, Lavoisicr and Darwin, for instancc, fuUy cxpccted that 
most of their contemporaries would not adopt thcir "revolutionary"theories. 
Support, they belicved, would be conccntrated in the ranks of the up-and-
coming generation of scientists, unprejudiced by entrcnchcd commitmcnt to 
existing orthodoxy (HuU et al,, 1978). Reflecting on the many scicntific 

AuTHOR'S NoTE: A slightly different version oflhis chapter was previously published in Social 
Studies of Science as "Age Differences in ihe Reception ofNew Scientifîc Theories: The Case of 
Plale Tectonics Theory. "Iwish lo ihank Roberl Merlonfor thoughtful comments on an earlier 
drafl. 
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disputes that markcd his long and iUustrious career, Max Planck (1949, pp, 
33-34) expresscd a similar sentiment, claiming that "a new scientific truth does 
not triumph by convincing its opponcnts and making them see the light, but 
rather bccause its opponents eventually die, and a new generation grows up 
that is famiUar with it," 

Notwithstanding the weight of its intellectual pedigree, the accumulated 
testimony on age differences in receptivity to new thcory rests precariously on 
unsubstantiatcd claims and impressionistic recoUections, The purpose of this 
chapter is twofold: (1) to review existing evidence and theory on the 
relationship between age and the reccption of major innovations in science, 
and (2) to present new findings from a study of the reception of plate tectonics 
theory in the earth sciences that suggest an important elaboration of the 
received view. 

EVIDENCE ON AGE PATTERNING OF 
RECEPTIVITY TO NEW THEORIES 

Studies of scientific innovations rarely attempt to survey the individual 
reactions of a gencral sample of research scientists, Thcrcforc, it is difficult to 
assess the validity of claims about thc influence of age, or life-coursc position 
in a research carcer, on individual diffcrcnccs in rcceptivity to any typc of 
scientific innovation. From what can bc pieced togcthcr from fragmcntary 
evidence and a fcw systematic studics, it docs appear that Lavoisicr, Darwin, 
Planck, and others have overstated the importance of age as a source of 
resistance to innovative scicntific contributions, 

Unquestionably, thcrc are scientists in cvcry generation who tenaciously 
cling to thc knowlcdge learncd in thcir youth and who refuse to considcr new 
theories that challcnge fundamental bclicfs, The lifclong rcsistance of Joscph 
Pricstly to oxygen thcory (McCann, 1978, p, 35), Louis Agassiz to evolutionary 
thcory (HuU et al., 1978), and Harold Jeffrcys to continental drift (HaUam, 
1973, p, 106) are among the more notable cases. It is virtually a truism, as weU, 
that the last adherents to a fading scicntific tradition will bc clderly scientists, 
Yet, documented episodes in which resistance of isolatcd individuals 
crystallizes into age-based disputcs or in which an aging scientific elite actually 
dclays communitywide adoption of a new idea for any substantial length of 
timc are excccdingly rare. Even a cursory review of the historical record 
suggcsts, on the contrary, that the period of active dissemination and 
adoption of scientific innovations, even those of revolutionary proportion, 
typicaUy occurs in a time span considerably shorter than that rcquired for one 
cohort of scicntists to replace anothcr, Contrary to the pessimistic assertions 
of Planck and others, most scientists are not implacable foes of scientific 
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change, To be sure, skepticism and doubt are normal first reactions to novel 
theoretical formulations, but most opponents are able to abandon oldcr 
intellectual commitments and adopt new theories (Cole and Cole, 1973, p, 82; 
Kuhn, 1970, p, 158), 

One need go no further than Planck's own career to find instances 
disconfirming the notion that the rate of major scientific change must be tied 
to the passing of a particular cohort or that scientific disputes divide sharply 
along age lines. Curiously, the episode that promptcd Planck's obscrvation, 
the "controversy" surrounding his youthful reformulation of the second law 
of thermodynamics, seems a poor illustration of Planck's claim, According to 
Planck's own sketchy chronology (he provides few dates), not much more 
than ten years seems to have elapsed from his first futile attempts to gain 
recognition to the universal acceptance of his dissertation on the irreversible 
process of heat conduction, Nor does it appear that age was an important 
factor influencinghis coUeagues'views, Wilhelm Ostwald, a leading opponent, 
was only 5 years older than Planck, whereas Ludwig Boltzmann, a strong 
supporter, was 14 years Planck's senior (Planck, 1949, pp, 30-34). There is also 
little evidence of age-related resistance impeding the widespread acceptance of 
Planck's quantum theory of 1900 (Garber, 1976, p, 96) or the rapid adoption 
of the acausal interpretation of quantum mechanics during the latter half of 
the 1920s (Forman, 1971), 

Quantitative data also permit a systematic examination of age differences 
in receptivity for both Lavoisier's and Darwin's landmark contributions, In a 
study of the "chemical revolution," McCann (1978, pp, 79-82,85 ff,) reports a 
negative correlation between an author's age and use of the oxygen paradigm 
in scientific papers written between 1760 and 1795, On closer inspection of the 
data, however, he finds that the earliest converts to the oxygen paradigm were 
middle-aged men with close ties to Lavoisier; the inverse age effect became 
manifest only after 1785 during a ten-year span of "major conversion and 
consolidation" (McCann, 1978, pp, 90-91), (I shaU return later to the 
influences of historical changes in the scientific context,) McCann (1978, pp. 
95-96) also contends that the age structure of the British scientific community 
during the latter half of the eighteenth century impeded acceptance of the new 
theory. In contrast to the declining average age of French scientists during the 
period, the increasing average age of British scientists held back the pace of 
acceptance of oxygen theory among British scientists of all age strata. 

In the case of evolutionary theory, HuII et al, (1978) find only weak support 
for "Planck's Principle." Although the small minority of British scientists who 
held out against the theory after 1869 were, on average, almost ten years older 
than earlier adopters, age in 1859 (the year the Origin of Species was 
published) was unrelated to speed of acceptance for the great majority of 
converts to evolutionary theory by 1869. 
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EXPLAINING AGE DIFFERENCES IN 
RECEPTIVITY TO NEW THEORY 

The limited evidence just reviewed suggests that age is not nearly so strong 
and pervasive a source of resistance to innovation as is commonly perceived. 
Lifclong opposition to new scientific theories is undoubtedly the exception, 
and the size of any age imprint appears to vary considerably from episode to 
episode, The task for further research then, as I see it, is to specify how age 
differences influence thc reception of scientific innovation. I shall emphasize 
the multifacetcd nature of this relationship, arguing as follows: 

(1) Early explanations as to why age and receptivity might covary have focused on 
motivational elements of life-course position in a research career tending to 
reinforce attachments to existing knowledge with advancing age. 

(2) Overlooked is the possibility that the resources that accrue to scientists as they 
progress through their careers may function just as well to buffer the increased 
intellectual risks taken in advocating theories that contemporary opinion may 
regard as highly speculative if not heretical. Older scientists may, therefore, be 
objectively better positioned than their younger coUeagues to speak out earlier 
on new but controversial theoríes they support. 

(3) The net effect of these contrary social forces on age patteming wiU vary over 
time as modifíed by historícal changes in prevailing scientific opinion. 

Cognitive and Motivational Factors 
Associated with Life-Course Position 

First, past analyscs of the influence of age on theory choice have 
emphasized individual attributes tied to life-course position in scientific 
careers (Barber, 1962; Hagstrom, 1965, pp. 282 ff.; Hull et al., 1978; Kuhn, 
1970, p. 90; McCann, 1978, pp. 18-19; Zuckerman and Merton, 1972). 
Specifically, life-course differences in awareness of information and in 
commitment to existing knowledge have bcen evoked to explain why older 
scientists might wait longer than their more youthful coUeagues before 
adopting a new theory. 

Young scientists, it is argued, wiU adopt a new theory before their elders in 
part because they are better informed about current research in a broader 
range of fields. As Zuckerman and Merton (1972) note, young scientists, 
closer in time to their formal training under an "aggregate of specialists at 
work on [many] research front[s]," are likely to be more up to date "in a wider 
variety of fields than their older and temporarily more specialized" colleagues. 
Moreover, the defects in existing knowledge may be more apparent to young 
scientists burdened with fewer preconceptions (Kuhn, 1970, p, 90). Con-
versely, it will takc longer to win over older scientists because of their greater 



332 DYNAMICS OF LIFE-COURSE VARIATIONS 

familiarity with the faUure of other theoretical challcnges to the cstablishcd 
wisdom (Hagstrom, 1965, pp, 282 ff,; Zuckerman and Merton, 1972, pp. 
556-558), Commitment to existing knowlcdge is bclicvcd to bccome stronger 
with age bccause older scicntists have a grcatcr social and cognitivc 
invcstment in its perpetuation and have less to gain from adopting new ideas 
than do younger coUeagues (McCann, 1978, pp. 18-19; Stcwart, 1986), 
especially when adoption of a new theory requires mastering new concepts 
and research skiUs (Barber, 1962; Gicryn, 1977, pp. 2-3), 

Although there are many theoretically plausible reasons why oldcr 
scientists might be more resistant to innovation than younger scientists, thc 
examplcs already cited argue against the universality of such a rclationship, 
Several rescarchers, mindful of the frail empirical basis for their observations, 
have cautioned that age differentials in the receptivity of new idcas necd not 
invariably pit "innovative youth" against "conscrvative age" (Hagstrom, 
1965, pp, 284-285), Yet no one has taken the next thcoretical step and 
attemptcd to identify the historical and contextual factors that could account 
for observed variation in the strength and even thc direction of agc patterning 
in receptivity to scientific innovations, 

Structural Factors Associated with 
Life-Course Position 

A more comprehensive analysis of the influcncc of agc on thcory choice 
must begin with a careful examination of thc multifaceted relationship 
between social structure and life-course position. To understand how the 
social-structural componcnt of life-course position systcmatically influences 
the effect of age, and could even encourage earlicr adoption by relativcly oldcr 
scientists, it is nccessary to explicate two intcrrelatcd propositions. 

First, impUcit in previous analyscs is the assumption that a scicntist's choice 
of a guiding thcoretical framework has consequenccs for his or hcr pro-
fessional advancement, Thus anticipation of long-term professional gains is 
assumed to motivate rapid adoption of a major new innovation by hungry, 
young scientists. But there are also short-run professional costs in the carly 
adoption of an untestcd theory, ranging from professional censurc, to 
difficulty in publishing controvcrsial articlcs, to thc risk of wasting time and 
resources on an unproductive line of research, Thcsc social pressures could 
deter the translation of private prcfcrcnces into publicly expressed support for 
a new theory, 

Second, and of critical significance to this chaptcr, the objcctivc constraints 
on adopting a new theory are differentially distributcd with rcspect to 
profcssional life-course position. As scicntists advance in thcir carccrs, thcy 
accumulate social and intcUcctual resources that allow them to absorb the 
professional costs of pursuing Uncs of theory and research that dcviatc from 
established knowledge and practice. 



Peter Messeri 333 

For instancc, thc senior scientist with job tenure can pursue speculative 
research without fear of jeopardizing his or her livelihood. In contrast, the 
young scientist, under pressure to achieve tenure in a relatively short period of 
time, is institutionally constrained to work on orthodox research problems 
with a high probability of short-run professional recognition, 

The tendency of scientists to enlarge the size of their problcm sets (Gieryn, 
1978) is anothcr resource that allows unorthodox theoretical perspectives, 
The accumulation of research problems means that older scientists are able to 
hedge their bets by working on safe problems at the same time that they pursue 
a controversial Une of research (Zuckerman and Cole, 1984, pp. 15-16), Also, 
because social standing in science is secured through cumulative recognition 
of prior work, the decision to pursue unconventional lines of research is less 
likely to impair the reputation of a senior scientist than that of the neophyte 
with a stiU unformed professional identity (Merton, 1968/1973, pp, 442-443, 
450), 

A third intcUcctual resource likely to accrue with longer professional 
experience is access to various informal channels of scientificcommunications 
such as soUcitcd contributions to festchriften, monographs, or symposia, 
These networks provide opportunities, not readily available to junior 
coUeagues, to publish controversial material that might be rejected in peer-
reviewed journals. 

Through the accumulation of such resources in the course of scientific 
careers, senior scientists are better situated to withstand the adverse con-
sequences of public advocacy of unpopular positions. Hence, among scientists 
of all ages equally disposed toward a new and speculative theory, older 
scientists are in a more advantageous social position to act expeditiously on 
their private intellcctual prefcrences. 

In short, theoretical analysis that takes into account the distribution over 
the life course of objective conditions constraining and facilitating choice 
behavior as weU as motivational factors leads to a recognition that contrary 
structural forces shape the age patterning of theory choice. The greater 
freedom of action associated with professional seniority could well blunt, 
suppress, or even reverse the aggregated effects of motivational and cognitive 
factors that favor early adoption of a new theory by young scientists. 

The Context of Scientifîc Appraisal 

The resolution of the opposing motivational and structural components of 
life-course position on theory-choice behavior depends not only on individual 
careers, it also depends, in part, on the historical contexts in which new 
contributions to scientific knowledge are appraised. Note that we are now 
shifting the lcvel of analysis from individual scientists pursuing their careers as 
they grow older to the entire scientific community viewed at given historical 
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periods as a cross-scction of scientists, Spccifically, we can distinguish 
relatively high- from low-risk contexts for evaluating a new theory according 
to the extent of its community acceptance, A high-risk contcxt is onc in which 
there is substantial resistance to thc new theory, Prcvailing scientific opinion 
regards it as controversial, a hcrctical assault on existing knowledge, or evcn 
being beyond the pale of serious scientific discourse, Adoption of a new thcory 
in a high-risk context, then, entails some perccivcd or actual professional 
costs, Therefore, structural constraints of life-course position should dominate 
age differences in theory-choice behavior. Thus the earliest adopters of 
theories that arc at first poorly receivcd should be disproportionately 
composed of middle-career and senior scicntists, 

Conversely, in a low-risk contcxt, whcre a new theory has general 
legitimacy, its adoption involvcs minimal profcssional costs, Here theory-
choice bchavior wUl bc dominated by motivational factors leading to rapid 
adoption by youngcr scientists, The distinction betwccn high- and low-risk 
contexts is implicit in McCann's analysis of thc contrasting effects of age on 
the adoption of oxygen thcory by British and French chemists, He (1978, p, 
116) points out that, given a hostile scicntific climatc, "it may have becn too 
risky for new young [British] chemists to publish in support of the opposing 
French chemistry." 

Contrasting contexts of appraisal can also bc distinguishcd with respcct to 
successive historical stages in the reception of a new theory. Becausc 
widespread adoption of innovation is frequently prccedcd by a pcriod of 
skepticism and resistance, we can conceivc of the historical evolution of 
communitywide reception as passing from a relatively high-risk initial context 
through successively lower-risk contexts, Accordingly, it is hypothesized that 
the effect of age on theory choice in each time pcriod should progressivcly shift 
in conccrt with changes in prevailing intcUcctual opinion, During the early 
stages in the adoption of a new theory, age diffcrenccs betwccn supporters of 
the new theory and defenders of the status quo are likely to be either relatively 
smaU, or if the new idea is perceivcd as being unusually controversial, favoring 
longer professional tenures for the first supporters, With the passagc of time 
and the growth of favorable scientific opinion, the new converts wiU then be 
increasingly drawn from the ranks of younger scientists, 

In summary, I have proposcd that age-bascd differences in theory choice 
are the product of three processes: (1) social patterning of motivations, which 
predispose younger scientists to earlicr adoption; (2) structural features of 
life-course position, which tend to constrain theory choice of younger 
scientists, while facilitating it for older ones; and (3) historically spccific 
contexts—the climate of scientific opinion in which theory choices are 
made—that mediates the relative strength of the two individual-Ievel 
processes. 
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THE RECEPTION OF 
PLATE TECTONICS THEORY 

In thc remainder of this chapter, I prcscnt an cmpirical test of this expanded 
hypothesis bascd upon ncw findings from a study of the reception of the 
theory of platc tcctonics in the earth sciences during the 1960s, Compared with 
the earlicr studies, this research provides a more prccise delineation of the 
stages in the reccption of a theory with respect to historical changcs in 
prevailing scicntific opinion, and it also introduces controls on certain 
potentially confounding factors corrclated with age such as foci of research 
intcrcst and professional eminence, 

The devclopment of the theory of plate tectonics ranks among the steUar 
scicntific achicvemcnts of this century. The general acceptance of this 
conceptual framework requircd abandoning the long-hcld belief in the 
horizontal immobility of the earth's crust that had guided geological research 
since its modcrn origins in the middle of the nineteenth century (Hallam, 1973; 
Marvin, 1973). Plate tcctonics thcory substituted the diametrically opposcd 
premise that thc earth's crust is divided into large crustal plates that move 
slowly over the upper mantle, The movement of these plates over the course of 
geological time has been responsible for the rearrangement of continental 
land masses and the recurrent crcation and destruction of the ocean basins, In 
this model, the migration of the continents over vast distances, and their 
episodic coUisions and separations, are considcred the primary causal forces 
of phenomena as diverse as earthquakes and volcanic activity, the uplift of 
mountain ranges, radical alterations of regional climatic history, and the 
evolution and gcographic dispersion of flora and fauna (Cox, 1973), 

The swift adoption of plate tectonics during the late 1960s stands in stark 
contrast to the extrcmely bitter reaction to earlier thcories of a "mobile" earth 
(HaUam, 1973; Marvin, 1973). For almost half a century, from the 1920s 
through the middie 1960s, the great majority of earth scientists resolutely 
dismissed the idca of horizontal crustal displacement, Alfred Wegener's 
(1929) continental drift theory, the forerunner of present-day mobUist theory, 
was subjected to extremcly hostilc attacks during the 1920s and fell into nearly 
universal disrepute. British gcophysicists, working on the reconstruction of 
the ancicnt corifigurations of the earth's magnetic field, rekindled interests in 
continental drift during thc mid-1950s (Glen, 1982; Hallam, 1973, pp. 37-53), 
They used the drift hypothcsis to reconcile apparent discrepancies in the 
orientation of the earth's magnctic field embedded in rocks of similar age 
collected from different continents. The next major step in the rehabilitation 
of continental drift came in 1960 when Princeton geologist Harry Hess 
(1962/1973) circulated a paper revicwing evidence on the origins of the ocean 
basins, which has subsequcntly been hailed as the seminal conceptual 



336 DYNAMICS OF LIFE-COURSE VARIATIONS 

brcakthrough of the plate tectonics revolution, Hess advanccd the thcn-
radical idea that ocean crust was constantly being created from solidified 
mantlc material weUing up from midoccanic mountain ranges, The new crust 
pushed older crust, and the continental land masses with it, away from the 
ridges, The old crust sank back below occan trcnches while the buoyant 
contincnts underwent episodic coUisions and separations, 

Dcspite this work, the idea of large-scale horizontal crustal displacemcnt 
remaincd anathema to most scientists weU into thc 1960s, Then, in 1966 and 
1967, a confluence of empirical discoveries in marinc gcology, gcomagnctic 
studies, and scismology provided incontrovertible proof of Hess's thcsis and 
the mobilist pcrspective more gcncrally. With the first major wave of 
conversion to the new theorctical perspectivc undcr way, several young 
geophysicists, in a series of papers publishcd in 1967 and 1968 (LePichon, 
1968; McKenzie and Parker, 1967; Morgan, 1968), indepcndcntly dcscribcd 
the geomctry for a new global tectonics based on mobUist principlcs, The 
concepts coUcctivcly developcd in these papers formed the thcoretical core of 
what was latcr to be tcrmed plate tcctonics, By the early 1970s, thc great 
majority of earth scientists had adopted the thcory, which was well on its way 
to becoming the dominant orientation in many fields of earth science. 

In short, the theorctical choice that sparked this half-century controversy 
can be viewed as one between two competing research programs or 
frameworks for guiding research. At issue was whcther thc construction of 
new theories, the formulation of research problems, and thc intcrpretation of 
empirical findings should be guided by a core heuristic that presupposcd 
large-scale lateral mobility of the earth's crust rather than its horizontal 
stabiUty. In the rest of this chapter, I wUI refer to these two positions as the 
mobilist and stabiUst positions. 

DATA 

To obtain data on the dynamics of individual change that underlay the 
scientific community's shift from the stabilist to the mobUist programs, I 
examined the publications of 96 North American earth scientists actively 
engaged in research during the 1960s and carly 1970s, I also gathered 
biographical information for each scientist including their training, research 
interests, and career histories, Although the sample is not statistically 
representative of a well-defined population, it docs encompass a broad 
spectrum of scientists who had published on mobilist concepts. Most were 
employed at United States colleges and universities, but 9 were affiliated with 
Canadian institutions and 20 worked at government or nonacademic rcsearch 
centers, They began their research careers over five decades: 7 reccived thcir 
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Ph.D,s in 1930 or eariier, another 9 during the I930s, 8 during the 1940s, 24 
during the 1950s, and half the sample after 1960, Thus, at any given period, 
they differed widely in professional age,' Moreover, specialized research 
interests were greatly diversified, including marine geology, geomagnetic 
studies, seismology, geochronology, continental geology, and various paleon-
tologic specialties,2 

The dependent variable for this study is the year in which a scientist decided 
to adopt the mobilist program of research rather than continuing to work 
within a stabUist program, Information on time of adoption was obtained 
from a content analysis of the sample's scientific publications from the early 
1950s to 1974, Refercnces to mobilist concepts (those that assume large-scale 
displacement of the earth's crust) were first classified as to whether they 
conveyed a favorable, neutral, or unfavorable assessment, Evidence indicating 
support of the mobilist position, for instance, was inferred from passages in 
publications in which the author explicitly expressed some degree of favor or 
acceptance of continental drift, sea floor spreading, plate tectonics, or from 
passages that employed mobUist concepts as unproblematic descriptions or 
explanations of geological processes, If, by the end of the study period, 
references were judged supportive, the scientist was regarded as having 
adopted the mobUist program, A chronology of the published opinions was 
then constructed for each adopting scientist, The sequence of references was 
reviewed, and time of adoption was operationally defined as the earliest year 
of consistently favorable assessments to mobiUst concepts (Messeri, 1985, pp. 
197-228). 

The primary independent variable for this study was "professional age" as 
dated from year of highest degree, which was the doctorate for all but one 
scientist. 

FINDINGS 

The distribution of adoption times for the sample as a whole paralleled 
major changes in prevaUing scientific opinion, as chronicled in the narrative 
histories of this development (see Figure 18,1). Consistent with reports that 
general opposifion to mobilist concepts persisted through the first half of the 
1960s, only 12 of 96 sampled scientists had adopted the mobilist program as 
late as 1965. Rates of adoption escalated rapidly thereafter, in line with 

1. By thc same tokcn, they differed widely in cohort mcmbership. Throughout this chapter, it 
is assumed that cohort membership would in itself have little effect on thc outcome under 
scrutiny. 

2. For a more detailcd description of sampling and data collection, see Messeri (1985, pp. 
135-171). 
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1955 1960 1965 1970 
Year of Observation 

Figure 18.1: Cumulative and Annual Number of Scientists Adoptíng the Mobilist Research 
Program Between 1956 and 1974 (N = 96) 

NOTE: The solid vertical squares beneath the cumulative adoption curve indicate number of scientists adopting 
the mobilist program in each year. 

generally accepted accounts of the timing of major conversion, Thus 42, or 
just under half, of the sample adopted the mobUist program during the 
relatively short three-year interval between 1966 and 1968, Another 26 
adopted in later years, leaving only 6 scientists who did not express support 
for mobiUst concepts in any of their writings through the end of the study 
period in 1974, 

To examine the patterns of age-related differences in the adoption of the 
mobilist program, I constructed subsets of sampled scientists "at risk" of 
adopting the program at the start of each year from 1956 (the first year in 
which a sample scientist adopted the mobilist program) through 1974, 
Scientists who received their highest degree before 1957 entered the risk set in 
1956. Younger scientists entered the risk set either in the year of their highest 
degree or the year of earliest publication if, as was often the case, it preceded 
granting of the highest degree. FoUowing these decision rules, only 46 sampled 
scientists were in the risk set in 1956; the rest entered in subsequent years 
through 1967. Scientists remained in the risk set through the year they 
adopted the mobiUst program. Hence the risk set fluctuated in size from year 
to year with the addition of younger sample members at the start of their 
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rescarch carcers and the withdrawal of individuals in years foUowing their 
adoption. (Because of the small number of adopters in years before 1964, 
annual risk sets for 1956 through 1963 have becn pooled in some of the 
analyses reported below.) 

I then compared the professional age (years since award of highest degree) 
of adopters in each year against that of the remaining sample who had not yet 
adopted the program. Annual adjustments in risk-set membership assured 
that measurement of secular change in the age effect was not biased by 
including among nonadopters, scientists who had not yet started their 
professional careers and those who had previously adopted the program. 

A graphic summary of the trend in age differentials is presented in Figure 
18.2. Table 18,1 provides the average ages for the adopters and nonadopters in 
each time interval from which the data points in Figure 18.2 were computed. 
The trend in cross-sectional age differentials plotted in Figure 18.2 confirms 
expectations of my revised age hypothesis. Before 1966, when prevaUing 
scientific opinion still ran strongly against the mobilist perspective, the small 
number of scientists adopting the mobiUst program had considerably longer 
professional tenure than did other (nonadopting) scientists active during this 
early period. Thus scientists adopting the program through 1963 had on 
average 19 more years of professional experience than nonadopters (Table 
18,1), Adopters in 1964 had 23 more years of experience than nonadopters, 

The dearth of young scientists in the vanguard of mobilist supporters is 
evident in Table 18.2, where annual rates of adoption (annual hazard 
probabilities) are compared between scientists receiving their highest degree 
after 1955 (the younger scientists) or earlier (the older scientists). Prior to 
1966, there were some adoptions in the older group, but scarcely any in the 
younger, Other data (not shown) suggest that the propensity to adopt the 
mobiUst program during the early period increased with age even within the 
older cohort: 8 of the 12 early adopters had completed their graduate studies 
prior to 1940—that is, half the members of this oldest group were early 
adopters,^ The virtual absence of young scientists among these early adopters 
is underscored by retrospective reports of difficulties in publishing promobilist 
research and the expectation of adverse reaction to such research (Cox, 1973, 
pp. 224-226; Glen, 1982, p. 29; HaUam, 1973, p, 103), 

Only with the shift in scientific opinion favorable to mobilist concepts, 
beginning in 1966 (Figure 18,1), do we find a progressive narrowing and then 
reversal in the age differentials between adopters and nonadopters (Figure 
18,2 and Table 18,1), By 1967, adopters were no longer more experienced than 

3. It is intercsting to notc that the oldest scicntists in the samplc are also disproportionately 
represented among the small number of scientists who did not adopt the mobilist program by 
1974. Thrcc, or 19%, of the pre-1940 group did not adopt the program. This compares with a 
much smaller fraction of nonadoptcrs for the entire sample of about 6%. 
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Figure 18.2: DifTerence ín Average Professional Age Between Adopters and Nonadopters 
(1963-1970) 

NOTE: Data points are the differences for each year in average professional age between adopters and 
nonadopters. Positive differences indicate that adopters had, on average, longer professional tenures. The 
group averages from which data points on this graph are derived are shown in Table 18.1. 

T A B L E 18.1: Annual Mean Professional Age (years since highest degree) 
of Adopters and Nonadopters (1963-1970) 

Adopters 

Mean Agc 
S.E. 
(N) 

Nonadoptcrs 

Mean Age 
S.E. 
(N) 

1963 

27.3 
8.8 
(4) 

8.2 
1.4 

(79) 

1964 

29.8 
2.1 
(5) 

7.1 
1.2 

(80) 

1965 

14.3 
5.5 
(3) 

7.5 
1.2 

(80) 

Year ofAdoplion 

1966 

9.7 
4.3 
(9) 

8.0 
1.3 

(74) 

1967 

8.9 
2.7 

(17) 

8.8 
1.4 

(58) 

1968 

7.9 
2.1 

(16) 

10.6 
1.8 

(42) 

1969 

9.4 
2.5 

(18) 

13.2 
2.5 

(24) 

1970 

10.8 
2.1 

(13) 

18.2 
4.6 

(11) 

NOTE: Age = number of years elapsed between year of highest degree and year of observation. Adopters in 1963 
include all scientists adopting through 1963. Professional age for "1963 adopters" is measured as of year of 
adoption. Nonadopters are those scientists "at risk" of adoption (see text for construction of annual risk sets) 
who had not yet adopted the mobilist program during or prior to the year of observation. For instance, in 1964, 
5 scientists adopted the mobilist program and 80 scientists were active researchers but had yet to adopt the 
program by the end of that year. 
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33 
29 
24 
22 
18 
13 
11 
7 
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.12 

.17 

.08 

.18 

.28 

.15 

.36 

.29 

Al 
Risk" 

50 
56 
59 
61 
57 
45 
31 
17 

Probability 

.00 

.00 

.02 

.08 

.21 

.31 

.45 

.65 
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TABLE 18.2: Annual Hazard Probabilities (1963-1970) of Adopting 
the Mobilist Program for Scientists Receiving Highest Degree 
by 1955 and After 1955 

Annual Hazard Probabililies and Size ofRisk Sels 

Year Older Cohort Younger Cohort 
of (Pre-1956 Ph.D.) (Posl-1955 Ph.D.) 
Observalion 

1963* 

1964 

1965 

1966 

1967 

1968 

1969 

1970 

NOTE: a. Probability based on all adopters through 1963. 
b. Number at risk = adopters through 1963+ active scientists, who had not yet adopted by 1963. Number of 
adopters in each year can be computed from the product of the annual hazard probability and the size of the 
corresponding risk set. For example, in 1964,29 members of the older cohort were at risk with a. 17 probability 
of adopting in that year. Multiplying the two numbers together and rounding to the nearest integer yields 5 
adopters. 

nonadopters, and, in the subsequent years, adopters had relatively shorter 
professional tenures than the remaining holdouts. Similar trends are evident 
in the annual hazard probabUities shown in Table 18.2. Annual probabilities 
of adoption for 1967 are about equal for the younger and older age groups. 
Thereafter, annual rates of adoption are much higher for the younger 
scientists (in the post-1955 cohort), 

I then performed a multiple regression analysis to examine the effects of age 
when controUing for other factors such as professional eminence, research 
interests, and institutional affiliation, hypothesized as influences on the 
timing of adoption,* I estimated regression equations of the effects of 
professional age and these other covariates on the annual hazard probability 
of adopting the mobiUst program, that is, the probabUity of adopting the 
program in a given year conditional on not having adopted it in previous 

4. The data were fit to a discrete-time hazard model. I used a logistic function to model the 
response of the hazard probability to the explanatory varíables. Maximum likelihood method-
ology was employed to obtain estimatcs of the cocfficicnts. A descríption of the discrcte-time 
model and estimation procedure is found in AUison (1982). A more detailed description of thc 
methodology and results are reportcd in Messeri (1985, pp. 267-332). 1 have intentionally 
rcfraincd from reporting the estimated rcgrcssion coefficients for the hazard model, because the 
effccts of thc indcpcndcnt variables other than age merit substantive interpretation that transcend 
the scope of this chapter. A copy of the more general fíndings of this study will be provided on 
requcst. 
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ycars, To test for secular change in the structural rclationship bctween age and 
the hazard probability, regression equations were fit to data for three time 
periods: an eariy period through 1965, a middle pcriod bctween 1966 and 
1968, and a late period from 1969 through 1974, Corroborating thc bivariate 
relationship alrcady presented, professional age had a strong positive effect 
(p < .005) on pre-1966 adoption (that is, probability of adoption incrcased 
with length of professional tenure), It had no effect on middlc-period 
adoption, and its gross effect was negative for the late period, This late period 
effect, however, vanished in the fuUy specificd regression equation, as the 
effect of age on adoption was completely accounted for by its association with 
professional eminence. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The multivariate analysis, though briefly described, lends further credence 
to the contention that the pre-1966 age effcct on the older scientists was a 
consequence of conditions intrinsic to life-course positions in research 
careers, because this effect could not be explained by structural age differences 
in institutional location, foci of research interests, or professional eminence. 
Apparently, the diffuse set of resources that accrue to aU researchers as they 
move through their careers—increased job security, greater access to various 
channels of scientific communication, and stronger research identity— 
sufficed to enable senior scientists, if they were so inclined, to advocate the 
mobilist program in the inhospitable intellectual environment of the pre-1966 
period. 

For the late pcriod, from 1969 through 1974, the results of the multivariate 
analysis suggest a reversal from the early period in thc relative importance of 
age and professional eminence, A group of comparativcly senior, more 
distinguished scientists composed an increasing proportion of the rapidly 
diminishing ranks of those who remain opposed to the mobilist program, 
Thus the last vestiges of resistance came not simply from older scientists but 
from relatively accomplished older scientists who had achicved considerable 
recognition from work in the traditional research program. It is here that we 
can discern the dim outUne of the age-based division in scientific judgment 
suggested by Planck and others, but these results offer little support for the 
belief that an elite minority can long delay the ascendancy of a new idea 
favored by the majority of the scientific community, 

Fifteen years ago, in their comprehensive review of age, aging, and age 
structure in science, Zuckerman and Merton (1972) cautioned that "the 
evidence on age differentials in receptivity to new ideas in science remains thin 
and uncertain," Until a much larger number of case histories has been 
systematically surveyed, even today we can only conjecture on the general 
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forms that age-rclated effects may take in pattcming scicntific receptivity, My 
review of the few studies in the literature and the extcnded examination of the 
case of plate tcctonics theory iUustratc some of the diverse ways in which age 
can pattern the reception of new ideas in science, Through these examples, I 
have attemptcd to affirm thc importance of age on the reception of scientific 
innovation while rejccting thc oversimplified equation between advancing age 
with increasing rcsistance, 

I have also presented a conceptual framework for future empirical research 
that can accommodate more of the complexity of the effect of age on theory 
choicc. It builds upon the insights of previous work on Ufe-course differences, 
which have emphasized that awareness of scientific developments and 
motivational factors operatc to predispose young scientists to adopt scientific 
innovations bcfore thcir more senior coUeagucs. But these factors must be 
balanced against the greater social and professional opportunities that accrue 
with profcssional tenure and that can be deployed to offset the higher costs 
and obstacles confronting those who contemplate high-risk research en-
deavors, Oldcr scientists are thus objectively better situated to pursue 
unconventional Unes of research and to advocate controversial ideas. 
Furthermore, choice behavior takes place within a broader context of 
historical change, including, in this case, the extent to which an innovation has 
been adopted. Only through careful examination of the complex interplay 
between the social structural component of life-course position in research 
careers and the social context of scicntific appraisal can we anticipate the rich 
possibUities for historical variation in age patterning of the reception to 
scientific innovation, 
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Concluding Notes 

IN THE FINAL CHAPTER of this volume, Bettina J. Huber links selected 
topics from previous chapters to established sociological concerns. She pays 
particular attention to suggestions for strengthening family sociology by 
focusing on the interplay between family form and political economy, as weU 
as strategies for modifying and transcending the status attainment approach 
to class stratification. Relying on discussion in previous chapters, Huber also 
examines the impact of varying cohort experiences and other age processes on 
changing class and ethnic structures, social policy, individual work experience, 
and the life course. In so doing, she clarifies the broad scope of the central 
theme of this book: the interplay between social structures and human lives. 
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Social Structures and 
Human Lives 
Variatíons on a Theme 

Bettína J. Huber 

THE INTERPLAY BETWEEN "social structures and human lives," which 
served as the theme of the 1986 annual meetings of the American Sociological 
Association, is also the organizing thread of this volume. Taken most 
generally, this theme highlights the sociological truism that people's attitudes 
and behaviors are formed by the social groups, networks, and institutions in 
which they are embedded, while their coUective life courses modify the shape 
of social structures. More specifically, three subthemes were deUneated by the 
1986 Program Committee: the dynamic, constantly changing nature of 
human lives and social structures; the reciprocal relationship between 
changing life-course patterns and social change; and the utility of a 
multidisciplinary approach to understanding the interplay between social 
structures and human lives. 

In the opening essay, Matilda White Riley elaborates on the various 
strands of the theme by showing how the relatively new sociology of age has 

AUTHOR'S NOTE: Thanks are due lo Beth B. Hessfor her extremely helpfulcommenls on an earlier 
draft oflhis chapler. As a resuh ofher efforls, ihe chapter's readabilily andcoherence have been 
greally improved. Needless lo say, remaining errors offacl and interpretalion are my own. 
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drawn upon fundamental sociological concepts to dcvelop lines of analysis 
that enrich the discipline as a whole. The subthcmes delincated above are 
congruent withthe three modes of analysis typical of the sociology of age. The 
dynamic cmphasis leads researchers to examine differences in the aging 
process of peoplc belonging to succcssive birth cohorts, as weU as changes in 
social structurcs that affcct cohort members as thcy pass through social 
institutions also organized by age. Bccause the dynamic processes underlying 
individual aging and social change affect diffcrcnt levels of the social 
structure, the sociology of agc examines the multilevel effects of these 
processes, FuUy undcrstanding such effects rcquires insights from various 
social science disciplincs and sociological subfields, Thus, Uke sociology as a 
whole, the sociology of age is muhidimensional and integrative, 

According to Riley, analyses of the interplay between individual aging and 
coUective change informcd by this dynamic, multilevel, multidimensional 
approach have givcn rise to threc principles: (1) as social structures change, 
people in succcssive cohorts age differently; (2) differences in thc aging 
processes of successive cohorts contribute to social change; and (3) the 
processes of aging and social change are intcrdependent, but asynchronous 
because each is governed by its own tcmpo, This last principle imposes strain 
on individuals and accounts for many of the discontinuities engendered by 
rapid social change, 

The first principle outlined above is generally acceptcd by sociologists, 
while the sccond is subject to dcbate, perhaps because it is less clearly 
understood, Consequently, though many of the chapters included in this 
volume allude to thc reciprocity between individual and social change 
processes, close to two-thirds deal primarily with the question of how 
structural processes affect individuals. Only a few (e,g,, Alba, Preston) 
seriously consider the effcct of cohort differences on evolving social structures, 
And none, except Riley's own chapter, deals expliciUy with the question of 
asynchrony, perhaps because it is the most difficuh to investigate,' Of the 
three emphases characterizing the sociology of age, the dynamic and 
multilevel emphases each receive attention in about one-third of the chapters, 
as do insights from other disciplines such as economics, psychology, 
anthropology, and history, 

This concíuding chapter focuses on a number of the less manifest strands 
that link various essays to one another and to major bodies of sociological 
research, The first section deals with chapters related to class stratification, 
work, and the life course, whilc the second discusses chapters touching upon 
family, gender, and social change, 

1. It could be said that Hannan's discussion of the diffcríng rates ofchange in thc lifc course of 
organizations and individuals involvcs the issuc of asynchrony, cven though he docs not articulatc 
it in thcsc terms. 
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CLASS STRATIFICATION, 
WORK, AND THE LIFE COURSE 

Several chapters in this volume extend our understanding of systems of 
class stratification, while others examine the effect of organizational context 
on career patterns and orientations toward work. StiU others consider the 
effect of age and cohort processes on class stratification, social policy, and the 
individual life course. FinaUy, two chapters examine the role of culture in 
defining major social institutions and stratification systems. 

The chapters by Hannan, and Featherman and Selbee, in particular, 
suggest significant modifications of the status attainment modcl so dominant 
during the 1970s. Beginning with the work of Blau and Duncan (1966), the 
status attainment tradition has sought to construct an accurate cmpirical 
description of patterns of socioeconomic achievement in the population as a 
whole. Two of the core assumptions on which such empirical analysis rests are 
(1) that individuals face simUar sets of occupational opportunities and 
constraints, regardless of the particular firm or industry in which they are 
employed; and (2) that coUective movement bctween social classes can be 
adequately described by the standard mobility table, which compares people's 
initial and final occupational statuses, Hannan questions the first assumption, 
while Featherman and Selbee challenge the second, 

Organizatíonal Context, Career Patterns, and 
Orientations Toward Work 

According to Hannan, the assumption that firm and industry characteristics 
do not affect individual career trajectories artificially restricts our ability to 
understand the underlying dynamics of social change. Following the lead of 
others who have shown that firms vary immensely in their internal structures 
(e,g,, Baron and Bielby, 1984) and have argued that individual career 
opportunities vary by occupational sector, Hannan focuses on the inter-
mediary role of the organization in determining the range of individual 
choices. At the same fime, he says, the aggregate effect of individual choices on 
institutional dynamics should also be examined. 

In particular, Hannan advocates examining the effect of variability in 
organizational forms on the inequality of individual career outcomcs. He 
argues that diversity of form enhances opportunities by creating a varicty of 
niches for individuals who vary in initial abUity and resources. Under 
conditions of Umited diversity, in contrast, in which only a smaU number of 
talents are rewarded, relatively few people can succeed, Two sources of 
organizational diversity—size and age of firm—are examined in terms of their 
potential effect on inequality of outcomes and are put forward as fruitful 
research topics. Hannan also suggests that, in situations of limitcd organiza-
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tional divcrsity, blocked mobility may foster the creation of new organiza-
tional forms. And, conversely, if a wide variety of organizational forms exist, 
innovation will be minimal because individuals do not need to create new 
forms in order to succeed. 

Hannan's contention that variation in industry and firm characteristics 
affects individual careers finds further empirical verification in the chapter by 
Rosenfeld and Spenner. Their analysis of work identities reveals, among other 
things, that women who remain in the same firm and occupational sector are 
more likely to have career identities than are women who move between 
sectors and firms, Rosenfeld and Spenner's larger purpose is to provide a new 
perspective on career trajectories and work histories by developing the 
concept of "work identities," Further, rather than imposing their conceptions 
of what represents a "career" on individuals' job histories, as is typical in 
research on this topic, Rosenfeld and Spenner asked respondents themselves 
to categorize their jobs. As a result, the researchers are able to examine 
respondents' perceptions of what their job histories mean, as well as changes 
in identity over the early work life and larger life course, 

Focusing on transitions between "employed-career" and "employed-
income" identities as their female respondents move from one job "spell" to 
another,2 Rosenfeld and Spenner draw on longitudinal data from a study of 
Washington state residents who were juniors and seniors in high school when 
first interviewed during 1965-1966, and who were just over 30 when 
reinterviewed in 1979, During this period, the women were as likely to move 
from an income-focused to a career-focused identity as vice versa, Further, 
job level and work identity were not found to be closely linked, Thus most 
women with professional jobs had career identities, but so did a sizable 
proportion of those with clerical jobs, 

Identity changes, regardless of direction, are often triggered by involuntary 
job loss and inhibited by lengthy retention of the same identity, Further, they 
are linked to the acquisition of jobs that involve a sizable increase in wages and 
greater substantive complexity, and that are located in employment sectors in 
which men predominate, Two of these factors—higher wages and greater 
substantive complexity—also discourage abandoning a career identity in 
order to adopt an income identity, In contrast, a transition from an income to 
a career identity is inhibited by the presence of children under 6, but fostered 
by increasing education and a history of employment and promotion within 
the same firm, Thus, while additional education enhances acquisition of a 
career orientation, family responsibilities may discourage a woman from 
adopting such a vicw of her work, 

2. Womcn with "cmploycd-carccr" identitics see their jobs as part of a long-term career in 
which work providcs an important sourcc of satisfaction, whilc those with "employed-incomc" 
identities arc working at a job prímaríly for thc income it providcs. 
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The chapter by Rosenfeld and Spenner represents a preliminary effort to 
deal wuh a complex topic, Further analysis of their rich data sct should 
providc additional insight into the dynamics underlying women's tendency to 
view their paid employment as either part of a career that is intrinsically 
rewarding or as a means of earning the income necded to enhance satisfactions 
integral to othcr spheres of life, such as the family. It is hoped that Rosenfeld 
and Spenner will abandon their preoccupation with career identities in 
subsequent work and investigate the interplay of social forces that gives rise to 
various equally legitimate and satisfying work identities, 

The relationship between work experience and psychological orientations 
is also the theme of the chapter by Mortimer, She too finds that substantive 
complexity affects the psychological significance of work for individuals, 
though she deals with the more inclusive concept of "autonomy" (i,e., 
meaningful job tasks and ability to plan one's own work), Moreover, she 
explores the effect of work experience on several psychological attributes, 
rather than just one, and poses the question of whether its impact has different 
implications in various phases of the life course, Mortimer's data are drawn 
from two sources: the 1966-1974 Youth in Transition Study, which followed a 
sample of boys from the tenth grade through five years after high school 
graduation; and the Quality of Employment Survey, carried out during 
1972-1977, using a sample of slightly more than 1000 adult workers of both 
sexes. 

Using the first data set, Mortimer finds that too much work, especiaUy if it 
is challenging, can have adverse consequences during some phases of 
adolescence. In particular, long working hours coupled with autonomy on the 
job during the tenth grade tend to interfere with academic achievement and 
reduce grade point averages in the eleventh grade. Several factors mitigate the 
negative effect of long work hours: high ability, high academic self-esteem, 
autonomy at school, and support from one's supervisor. But when these 
factors are absent, long working hours during high school tend to lower 
aspiration levels, thereby reducing adult attainment. 

In contrast to long work hours, autonomy at work has a negative effect on 
achievement only in the tenth grade, suggesting particular vulnerability at a 
certain stage in the life course. It is possible that high levels of independence at 
work during the tenth grade stand in such contrast to the dependence inherent 
in the student role that academic achievement becomes problematic. By the 
twelfth grade, however, when students are in the midst of making important 
career decisions, the incongruity between student and work roles may no 
longer be pronounced and job autonomy has generally positive effects. The 
anomalous influence of work experience among adolescents indicates that 
aging and maturation processes are important, but neglected, aspects of 
research on workers' subjective responses to their jobs. 

Mortimer's analyses of adult workers revealed that both work experiences 
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and psychological orientations were considerably less stable among younger 
workers than among older workers. It appears, thercfore, that work settings 
and attitudes toward work bccome increasingly stable as workers grow older, 
This suggests that psychological change is limited in later life, not because 
personality bccomes fixed, but because the environmental diversity that might 
foster psychological growth and change is absent. If this is the case, one would 
expect older workers who experience radical career transitions, as has been 
the case recently among steel and auto workers, also to undergo change in 
psychological orientations toward work, Studying the adjustment of such 
workers to new jobs might be revealing, 

Social Mobilíty, Ethníc SoUdarity, 
Cohorts, and Age Strata 

The three chapters just reviewed all focus on aspects of the organizational 
context that affect work lives, Inattention to such factors represents one 
shortcoming of the conventional status attainment model, The other short-
coming alluded to earlier involves the way social mobility is conceptualized 
and measured, Featherman and Selbee consider this issue important because 
they view mobility between classes as an important indicator of whether or not 
distinct social classes have developed, Thus the underlying concern of their 
chapter is the appropriate unit of analysis for the study of social mobility and 
class formation, Conventional mobility research in the status attainment 
tradition takes the individual as the unit of analysis and compares his or her 
class of origin with her or his final destination, Featherman and Selbee argue 
that a more appropriate unit of analysis is the "class event," which occurs 
whenever an individual moves from one occupational class to another, 
regardless of the duration of this transition. This type of approach, the 
researchers note, is more likely than one based on individuals to elucidate 
aspects of social structure. 

Featherman and Selbee note that recent statistical innovations provide 
better techniques for the study of class formafion than did previous methods. 
In particular, the Structural Shift Model (Sobel, Hout, and Duncan, 1985) 
allows one to distinguish empirically between structural mobility and relative 
or exchange mobUity,^ As a resuU, it is possible to disaggregate the historical 
or structural aspects of class formation and mobility from the tendency of 
classes to maintain their distinctive identities by limiting exchange with other 
classes, 

Using data collected during 1971-1972 and covering a40-year period in the 

3. Featherman and Selbee contcnd that rclativc mobility represents a dircct operationalization 
of "mobility propensities," which are factors influencing the chances that individuals will entcr, 
lcavc, or stay in a class. Structural mobility, in contrast, is that aspect of mobility attríbutable to 
changes in the class structure and division of labor. 
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work lives of Norwegian males, Featherman and Selbee examine the 
differences betwcen the standard and their cumulativc mobility tablc, They 
find that the degree of structural mobility is simUar for both tables; the uppcr 
levels of the class structure have expanded, while the lower levels havc 
contracted, reflccting Norway's postwar economic boom. Rclative mobUity, 
in contrast, is more frequent in the cumulative than in the standard table, due 
to the fact that the latter averages career mobility patterns while the 
cumulative table reflects the incremental transitions underlying lifclong 
mobility, 

The approach proposed by Featherman and Selbec clearly providcs a 
different perspective on mobility processes than docs the standard mobility 
analysis, but the significance of the relative or exchange mobility thcy uncover 
is difficult to interpret. Because class events are not ticd to individuals, there is 
no way of knowing whether the additional mobUity uncovered by the 
cumulative approach is transitory or part of lifclong upward or downward 
movement, This is a significant ambiguity because the duration of mobility 
affects the conclusions one can draw about the nature of a class stratification 
system. 

Extensive exchanges between social classes are a sign that class boundaries 
are permeable and that movement from one class to another is unproblematic. 
Thus if the relative mobiUty uncovered by Featherman and Selbee is 
indicative of permanent gains or losses in class status, its extensiveness would 
provide evidence of an open class system, If, however, the relative mobility is 
transitory (i.e., individuals improve their socioeconomic class status for 
several years and then fall back into their class of origin), one would come to 
the opposite conclusion: that permanent upward movement is very difficult, 
suggesting a rigid class system. It is presumably in an effort to deal with the 
ambiguous meaning of relative mobility in the cumulative table that 
Featherman and Selbee are in the process of developing techniques designed 
to measure the duration of class incumbency. 

The significance of opportunities for social mobUity is also integral to the 
chapter by Alba, who argues that the differences in age strata he uncovers are 
attributable to the differing socioeconomic opportunities available to earlier 
and later cohorts of U,S.-born ethnics of south-central-east European 
descent, The sense of ethnic distinctness displayed by white ethnic Americans 
born before 1930 is based largely on their relatively limited educational 
attainment and socioeconomic status, By contrast, in the cohorts born 
between 1946 and 1960, many status differences between ethnics and old-
stock Americans have disappeared because of historical shifts in educational 
and occupational opportunities, 

Alba's discussion focuses on these differences among successive cohorts of 
white ethnics, as well as on other dimensions of ethnic solidarity, Drawing on the 
1979 Current Population Survey and the NORC General Social Survey for 
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thc 1977-1982 period, he finds signs of a major transformation in the mcaning 
of ethnicity, Critical ethnic markers (e,g,, undivided ancestry, exposure to 
mother tongue, endogamous marriage) are concentratcd in cohorts born 
before 1916, while thcy are largcly absent in cohorts born after 1946. As 
members of the earliest cohorts die, therefore, the proportion of an ethnic 
group with mixed ancestry, no knowledge of a mother tongue, and interethnic 
marriages wiU increase, The likely resuh, argues Alba, is continued attenuation 
of self-conscious ethnic idcntification among U,S, white cthnics, 

These cohort differences cannot be explained by generational status (i.e,, 
first, second, or third gencration since immigration), Akhough birth cohort, 
ancestry type (single versus mixed), and generational status are intcrrelated, 
significant differences among cohorts remain, after the other two factors have 
been controUcd,'' This indicates that thc strength of ethnic identity depends 
more on when one is born than on whether one is a second- or third-
generation ethnic, because historical shifts in life chances, which affect some 
cohorts but not others, play an important role in determining ethnic 
characteristics, Alba concludes that cohort is an important but neglected 
dimension in analyses of ethnic change, 

The importance of cohort analysis for elucidating fundamental social and 
historical processes also receives attention in the chapters by Foner, Prcston, 
and Mayer. Foner argues that the dynamics underlying aging and cohort 
succession produce differences in economic status and that it is essential to 
consider how these processes operate in accounting for inequality within 
social classes, In particular, economic disparities and tensions due to age 
differences within classes can undermine class solidarity, In addition, cohort 
experiences may exacerbate or offset the relative disadvantage of the young 
and old in our society, For example, prolonged periods of unemployment 
affecting cohorts now young are Ukely to magnify their sense of exclusion and 
alienation from family and community, In contrast, a life course marked by 
increasing prosperity, which typifies cohorts now over 65, may help to explain 
why older Americans do not act like other disadvantaged groups, In addition, 
the elderly may be more satisfied than might be expected, given their 
economic status, because they have received political support from their adult 
children and younger coworkers on questions of pensions and income 
security. Such supportiveness, suggests Foner, may explain why income 
differences between old and young workers have not led to age-specific 
conflicts in the past and do not appear likely to do so now. 

Like Foner, Preston points to the importance of cohort differences in 
explaining shifts in attitudes and orientations. Changes in the relative size of 

4. Log-lincar analysis revcals that cohort and gencrational status both havc indcpendent 
cffccts on intermarríage and knowlcdge of mother tonguc. Cohort also has an cffect on 
educational lcvcl, whilc gcneration docs not. 
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cohorts, as they affect the current societal age distribution, are particularly 
important in the United States, he argues, because the country's most 
important social programs are dependent on age. During thc last 20 years, due 
to a steady decline in both mortaUty and fertility, our population has aged at 
an increasingly rapid rate. These changes in the relative size of age strata have 
been accompanied by a contraction in need-based programs for families, and 
huge expansion inthe age-based social security and Medicare programs. As a 
consequence, elderly Americans enjoy an improved standard of living while 
poverty is now concentrated among women and children living in female-
headed households. 

Recent and future changes in the age structure should make it easier to 
subsidize schooUng for the smaller incoming cohorts of children, but harder to 
subsidize support services for a growing population of old people. At the same 
time, due to these same changes in the relative size of age strata, the demand 
for education programs has decreased, while pressures for old-age security 
programs have increased. The central challenge facing American social 
policy, argues Preston, is how to reconcile this conflict between supply and 
demand. 

Much of Preston's chapter outlines an analytic framework that integrates 
supply and demand factors in public transfers to dependent groups. It 
represents an important modification of the model Preston (1984) developed 
several years ago, which was entirely demand-driven, In the new model, the 
supply function is determined by demographic forces, while the demand for 
transfers is influenced by several factors, Thus recent deterioration in high 
school education and improvement in programs for the elderly are partly a 
consequence of the fact that children are politically powerless, while older 
Americans represent an important political constituency, 

The Lifelong Effects of War 

Cohort and age differences affect not only public policy, and class and 
ethnic solidarity, but also the life course of individuals, as the chapter by Karl 
Ulrich Mayer makes abundantly clear, By examining the effect of World War 
II on successive cohorts of West Germans, he throws new light on the 
long-term impact of war, With the aid of retrospective data gathered in 1971, 
1981-1982, and 1984, Mayer investigates whether the effects of World War II 
were experienced similarly by aU segments of the population or whether the 
war had a differential impact on cohorts located at different points in the life 
course. 

His analysis reveals that cohorts for whose members the wartime years 
coincided with crucial educational and occupational decision points were 
most adversely affected. The opportunities that were missed due to wartime 
disruption had lifelong consequences, despite the economic boom of the 
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postwar years. Cohorts of West German men born bctwccn 1926 and 1930, for 
examplc, contain approximately 15% more manual workers than is the case 
for cohorts born earlier. Because these men were entering the labor market for 
the first time during and just after the war, members of such cohorts were 
more adversely affected than were members of earUer cohorts who had 
already entered the labor market at the time of the war. This was the case even 
though the latter served in the mUitary longer and thus experienced more 
severe disruption of their individual lives. 

A simUar pattern emerges in terms of education. Mayer's analysis shows 
that women born between 1929 and 1931 obtained less education than those 
born earlier. These particular cohorts had to make the transition from 
elementary school to high school or vocational training in the 1944-1946 
period, and since this transition is age-specific in Germany, failure to make it 
during the chaotic years at the end of the war had lifelong consequences. 
Because educational achievement plays a crucial role in occupational attain-
ment in West Germany, the long-term effects of wartime educational disrup-
tions may be particularly marked in that country, 

Like Mayer, Elder and Clipp deal with the long-term impact of wartime 
experiences, though they focus on social psychological rather than educational 
and occupational effects, Also, because they are dealing with the United 
States rather than Europe, Elder and CUpp restrict their analysis to a smaU but 
unique sample of veterans rather than examining the population as a whole, 
The men they studied served in World War II and the Korean War and are 
part of the Berkeley and Oakland longitudinal investigation of people born in 
the 1920s, who were most recently reinterviewed in 1985, In their chapter for 
this book, Elder and Clipp restrict their attention to the effect of wartime 
friendships on postwar lives, They argue that the dynamics of comradeship in 
battle tend to generate lasting bonds among survivors, They find that 
postservice psychological healing is facilitated by two things: contact with 
other veterans who understand the combat experience, and being able to share 
traumatic wartime experiences with a loving spouse. Such support tends to 
minimize the prospccts of an enduring stress reaction and may explain why 
veterans who attend reunions maintain a strong sense of solidarity with 
wartime buddies, despite physical dispersion, 

Elder and CIipp find that veterans who have experienced heavy combat are 
most likely to maintain friendships with wartime comrades, Enduring service-
related friendships are especially frequent among veterans who experienced 
the death of a buddy or very close friend during combat, Such friendships 
appear to provide a context in which wartime memories can be relived and 
feelings of guiU shared. These enduring ties also provide an important means 
of linking combat experiences with present-day realities. 

Elder and Clipp conclude that the veterans they studied compensated for 
the wartime loss of close buddies by intensifying their bonds to common 
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friends and maintaining these ties during the postwar years, Thc generality of 
this psychosocial phenomenon prcsents an interesting arena for further 
research. Are similar dynamics evident among veterans of the Vietnam War, 
for example? And can they be detected in other settings in which death 
routinely depletes friendship circles? Does death typically lead to intcnsificd 
friendships among survivors who are part of a closc-knit group of older 
people, for example, or is battle a unique circumstance? 

Comparing the long-term impact of World War II military service on 
Americans and West Germans reveals quite clcarly that the effect is dependent 
on the existing opportunity structure, as well as on stagc in the life course. In 
research reported elsewhere, Elder (1987) finds that military servicc had more 
of an effect on the subsequent life course if American recruits joined the army 
before age 21 rathcr than thereafter, For men joining once they had launched 
their careers, wartime service represented a severe disruption, but did not 
change their life course in fundamental ways, Younger men, in contrast, who 
had not yet begun full-time work, often experienccd a basic discontinuity in 
their life courses, Thus, Uke Mayer, Elder finds that the effect of World War II 
depends on the stage in the life course at which people experienced this 
cataclysmic historical event, 

But where Mayer finds adverse effects on members of West German 
cohorts making the transition from school to work, Elder finds that the 
impact on simUar American cohorts was generally positive, Rather than 
missing key age-specific transition points, American veterans were able to use 
the benefits of the GI BiII to attend coUege and become upwardly mobile, 
These diametrically opposite effects can be traced to diffcrences in the 
opportunity structure existing in the two countries, 

World War II was of such staggering proportions, especially in Europe, 
that it is not surprising to find that the discontinuity created in individual lives 
had lifelong consequences, One wonders if the same holds true for less 
encompassing wars and other events that transform people's lives for a period 
of years, It appears likely that the Vietnam War will have lifelong consequences 
for both those who served in the military and were involved in the protest 
movement, but can the same be said of the Korean War, which had less effect 
on the social fabric? And what of people involved in religious cults, such as the 
one founded by Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh, which claimed converts in Oregon 
and many parts of Europe? Clearly, the lives of those who went to Oregon and 
gave all their material possessions to the Bhagwan were transformed. But were 
their life courses fundamentaUy altered or did they take up their old lives when 
the movement collapsed? And does the long-term effcct vary depending on 
when in their life courses people encountered the Bhagwan? Research into 
such questions should provide additional insight into the relationship between 
social structures and human lives. 
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Cuhure and Organizational Structure 

Modern culture, according to John Meyer, defines persons as individuals 
with rights and choices. Yet, most social science research, including that on 
the life course, fails to recognize that the commonsense notion of the 
"individual" is a well-developed cultural construction. Instead of viewing 
individuals as the basic building blocks of society, argues Meyer, social 
scientists should view the modern social system as embedded in a culturaUy 
legitimated grammar of individualism. The life course, Uke other fundamental 
sociological concepts, is a conscious and purposive product of the modern 
system, with deep cultural roots. Meyer's essay highlights the deficiencies of 
prevailing theories that ignore the important role of cuUure in creating and 
perpetuating social structure, and delineates some of the implications of 
adopting his radically different perspective as the basis for research. 

A good deal of the recent research on the life course conceives of the 
individual as the natural unit of social life and the locus of most causal 
processes. In this view, the wider culture and social structure reproduce 
themselves through the choices and actions of individual actors, This 
"individualistic" approach, argues Meyer, informs most psychological, 
economic, and some sociological research on the life course, Its major 
shortcoming is that, in ascribing so much causal power to individual 
decisions, and so little to social and historical forces, an unrealistic view of the 
life course emerges, 

Much contemporary sociological research avoids the limiting assumptions 
underlying the individualistic approach by explaining human action in terms 
of the organizational structures and social interaction networks in which 
individuals are embedded, Thus the individual emerges as an interpenetrated 
member of a peer community and organizational system, While such a view is 
an improvement on the individuaUstic model, it stUI has a major shortcoming, 
according to Meyer—it ignores substantive meaning and the content of the 
wider culture. As a result, the contemporary social organizational view of the 
life course cannot deal with actors' meanings or individual consciousness. 

To transcend these limitations, argues Meyer, we must conceptualize 
organizations and interaction networks as incorporating cultural material 
bound by its own dynamics. Culturally given rules for passing through various 
phases of the life course are central elements of major institutions, and 
individuals are products of a wider cuUural system, The cuUural rules 
embedded in institutions and articulated by the individual's significant others 
provide guidelines for action, Because people serve as "others" for those in 
their immediate environment, as weU as for themselves, we are in constant 
conversation wUh ourselves and others regarding appropriate life-course 
outcomes. Thus research should focus not on individual intentions and 
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actions, but on what people know about the lifc course, Further, sociologists 
need to study changes in prevailing cultural rules and how they are 
communicated to the individual by significant others and by the organizations 
charged with transmitting cultural knowledge, 

Although deaUng with a much narrower range of issues than Mcyer, Sutton 
also focuses on how fundamental cultural precepts affect emerging organiza-
tions, In particular, he examines the modern notion of "therapcutic justice" 
and rehabilitation, which he views as a secularized version of the Calvinist 
view of redemption. Therapeutic justice, according to Sutton, involves a 
varied array of ameliorative sanctions designed to foster the moral and 
psychological transformation of criminal offenders. In contrast to punitive 
strategies, which do no more than segregate criminals, therapeutic strategies 
are intended to prepare offenders for reintegration into society. 

Sutton traces the emergence of the idea of therapeutic justice through three 
historical phases in official attempts to control deviance among American 
children. He argues that the rudiments of the therapeutic model were in place 
by 1650. Later reforms in the Jacksonian and Progressive eras simply 
secularized and rationalized the basic model and located it in the enduring 
institutional context of juvenile courts and their multiple support services. 
Moreover, as therapeutic discourse has become more professionalized, it has 
permeated multiple social institutions (e.g., the family, school, workplace, 
and society itself), This process has been facilitated, claims Sutton, by the 
weakness of the state, The American government finds it difficult to impose 
official policies on citizens, and, therefore, public officials have relied on 
powerful corporate groups, such as the helping professions, to implement the 
laws that embody therapeutic strategies of social control. 

FAMILY, GENDER, AND SOCIAL CHANGE 

Several of the chapters in this volume examine the interplay between family 
dynamics and those underlying other social institutions, The chapters by 
Kertzer, and Hogan and Blumberg, in particular, investigate the interrelation-
ship of changes in family form and the prevailing political economy, while 
Cornell stresses the importance of linking reproductive processes centered in 
the family to productive processes underpinning the economy, During the 
1960s and 1970s, argues CorneU, family sociology ignored the former, 
focusing exclusively on the importance of economic factors for family 
structure and process, In part, this emphasis reflected changes taking place in 
the larger society, where women were entering the labor force in large 
numbers, while also retaining primary responsibility for housework and child 
care. Because of the peripheral role assigned to these reproductive tasks. 
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women's labor force participation is perceived as being problematic rather 
than in terms of the failure to reallocate household and child-care tasks. 

Cornell vicws reproductive labor as including both care of dependents and 
thc domestic work required for others to participate in production. She argues 
that the model of the tradUional nuclear family dominant in the 1950s, desphe 
many shortcomings, had an important advantage: It assumed that both 
productive and reproductive labor were essential if the family was to be a 
viable social unit, Such a view aUows sociologists to analyze reproduction in 
terms of the same considerations that have long been applied to production: 
How are reproductive responsibilities divided among various groups and 
family members? Who works at reproductive labor? How is reproductive 
labor compensated? Are the products of reproduction equitably distributed? 
And what roles do the state and market play in the distribution of 
reproductive products? 

CorneU contrasts the social science literature on the Chinese family with 
that on the Japanese family to iUustrate the advantages of taking reproduction 
seriously, As in the American academic literature, Japanese work on the 
family and women fails to take reproduction seriously. Rather, the nature of 
the famUy and the country's economic progress have been evaluated in terms 
of modernization theory. Due to the serious limitations of this perspective, 
literature on the Japanese family is not very insightful. A different perspective, 
says CorneU, which considers how productive and reproductive tasks are 
allocated in the modern Japanese family, and whether they are adequately 
compensated, would be more fruitful. She notes that elements of such an 
approach are found in the literature on China, which is exceptional in the 
serious and extended attention given to reproductive issues. As a result, this 
body of work contains lively and informative debate about the relationship 
between production, reproduction, and women's role in society and the 
famUy. 

In a similar vein, Kertzer and Hogan advocate that sociologists pay closer 
attention to the complex interrelationship between the family and the 
economy, Thcy contend that, insofar as the poUtical economy varies by 
geographic region of a country, famUy forms also vary, Furthermore, people 
located in different sectors of the same economic system often develop 
different family forms, The most recent historical research on the evolution of 
the family supports these two generalizations, which suggests that various 
aspects of family life are far more sensitive to prevailing poUtical and 
economic conditions than most sociologists recognize, 

Kertzer and Hogan Ulustrate their general proposifions wUh historical data 
from Northern and Central Italy, During the nineteenth century, this region 
of Italy belonged to the belt of Southern Europe in which extended famUy 
households were common, In the town near Bologna, on which Kertzer and 
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Hogan focus, the sharecropping systcm of agriculturc was dominant until thc 
1860s, Because large families were favored tenants in this typc of systcm, 
complex patrilineal households containing parcnts and married sons prc-
dominated. Family unUs unable to maintain this form bccame part of the 
rural proletariat that provided day labor for the sharecroppers, The prolctarian 
family was nuclear in form and supported by the work of both parents, Thus 
both nuclear and extended families were an integral part of the same economic 
system, 

Between 1861 and 1921, most of the changes associated with "moderniza-
tion" (e,g., growth of the industrial/urban sector, extension of the Italian 
state, rapid rise in literacy) swept through Northern and Central Italy. As the 
agrarian economy was graduaUy overshadowed by industrial production, the 
proletariat began to predominate over the sharecroppers in thc town Kertzer 
and Hogan studied, As a consequence, the proportion of local childrcn living 
in nuclear households increased dramaticaUy and fertUity levels declined,' In 
this particular case, then, the predominance of the nuclear famUy appears to 
have required the introduction of a particular form of production (i.c., 
agricultural or industrial day labor), This suggests that family and household 
structures are closely articulated with the form of political economy in which 
they must survive. 

Moreover, when government-initiated change in the political economy 
ignores prevailing family structures, such development efforts gcnerally fail to 
produce sustained economic growth, Blumberg's discussion of her recent 
work in Nigeria makes this abundantly clear. She argues that devclopment 
efforts in Third World horticultural societies have generally harmed women 
by undermining their traditional economic base, while, at the same time, 
increasing their overaU work load, The contraction in women's economic 
power, in turn, leads to a decrease in family weU-being because women are 
more likely than men to spend their income on children, 

The adverse consequences of development schemes sponsored by interna-
tional agcncies have been most pronounced in Africa. Even though women 
are the primary food producers in most African societies, programs dcsigned 
to increase crop yields have been directed primarily at men—an approach 
Blumberg claims has contributed directly to the famine and drought of recent 
years. She describes her success in getting local agricultural advisers in one 
region of Nigeria to deal directly with women rather than exclusively with 
their husbands, AUhough the long-term effects of such a change in orientation 
cannot be assessed as yet, its initial reception has been very positive, If the new 
approach is to be successful, two things are essential, according to Blumberg: 
advice must be given directly to female producers and not channeled through 
their husbands, and women must be given economic incentives to increase 

5. Although fcrtility did not declinc among sharecropping familics, it declined overall 
because of the predominance of nuclear families belonging to thc prolctariat. 
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their yields, When incentives or profits are directcd at the family unit, as is 
generally the casc, women do not benefit dircctly and, thereforc, may reduce 
their output, Thus sensitivity to the internal division of labor and power in the 
family unit is vital if development projects are to become more effcctive in 
increasing agricultural output, 

Two of the themes developed by Blumberg are taken up by other authors in 
this volume, Messeri deals with receptivity to innovation and also finds that it 
depends on pcoplc's institutional location, Just as Nigerian women's location 
in the family affccts their ability to benefit from programs designed to foster 
agricultural innovation, scientists' position in the academic hierarchy condi-
tions their openncss to theoretical innovation. In exploring the latter 
proposition, Messeri notes that age is usually considered a source of resistance 
to scientific change. In fact, however, it is very rare for an aging scientific elite 
to delay adoption of a new theory for a substantial period, Moreover, the 
professional stature and job security of senior scientists means they may be in 
a better position than younger scientists to champion new, but controversial, 
theories, These considerations suggest that the structural features of the 
academic life course condition the effect of age on receptivity to scientific 
innovation, 

Messeri tcsts this general proposition with data on earth scientists' 
receptivity to the new theory of plate tectonics during the 1960s, He finds that 
up to 1965, the few scientists who championed the theory in their publications 
had considerably longer professional tenure than the majority, who did not. 
Young scientists were virtually absent among those who adopted the theory 
early, After 1966, however, when favorable views of the theory became more 
widespread, the age difference between those accepting and not accepting the 
theory began to narrow and eventually was reversed, so that, by 1968, 
scienfists adopting the plate tectonics theory tended to be younger than those 
rejecting U. These findings suggest that the resources accrued over a 
professional career enable senior scientists to champion a new theory in an 
inhospUable intcllectual environment, Once a theory has been widely 
accepted, however, younger scientists generally will adopt U as a matter of 
course, while a small group of older scientists, whose reputations are 
grounded in tradifional research, constitute the last bastion of resistance, 

In addition to considering factors affecting receptivUy to innovation, as 
does Messeri, Blumberg also deals wkh the importance of gender for 
understanding both individual and structural variation, Verbrugge explores 
this second theme in her analysis of gender differences in morbidity, More 
specificaUy, she tries to unravel the well-documented paradox that women 
have higher rates of morbidity, while men have higher rates of mortality, 
Many studies have shown that men have a higher prevalence of fatal 
condUions leading to early death, Women, in contrast, report higher rates of 
daily symptoms, higher annual incidence of acute and transUory iUness, and a 
higher prevalence of most nonfatal chronic conditions. Verbrugge examines 



362 CONCLUDING NOTES 

these indicators of morbidUy using data collected in 1978 as part of the HeaUh 
in Detroit Study, 

Her analysis focuses on three sets of factors generally found to contribute 
to sex differences in health: acquired risks (e,g., workplace hazards, life-style 
and health habits, psychological distress); illness behavior, and heaUh 
reporting behavior, The greater prevalence of the last two among women 
functions to increase their morbidUy rates, while acquired risks jeopardize 
both sexes, albeit in different ways, Men are more likely to smoke, drink, and 
encounter occupational hazards, whereas women are made vulnerable by 
their less strenuous physical activity, higher levels of unhappiness and stress, 
lower socioeconomic status, and greater role pressures, The Detroit data 
reveal that men are advantaged on most of the social and psychological 
factors examined, facing notable health risks from only a few life-style 
behaviors (i,e., smoking, job hazards, lack of free time), Women, in contrast, 
are subject to a wide variety of acquired risks that contribute to poor physical 
heaUh. 

When these acquired risks are held constant with the aid of multivariate 
analysis, gender differences in morbidity are rendered insignificant on almost 
all indicators. Disparities remain in the few areas in which men exhibit greater 
morbidity than women (e.g., number of injuries). It appears, therefore, that 
women's higher morbidity is a function of their greater exposure to social and 
psychological risk factors, Moreover, women seek more health care than men 
for a very simple reason: They are subject to more acute and transitory 
iUnesses, This suggests, says Verbrugge, that excessive female morbidity 
might be eliminated if women's lives were less psychologically and socially 
stressful and included more exercise, Although making women's lives more 
like men's in these respects would lead to a congruence in morbidity rates, it is 
not clear if and how differences in mortality would be affectcd, The available 
evidence suggests that such differences would be reduced, but not eliminated, 
implying that men's higher mortality is due to biological differences between 
the sexes. 

CONCLUSION: DOMINANT THEMES 

Any volume based on papers presented at an annual meeting is bound to 
explore diverse, even disparate, topics. Nonetheless, a number of common 
themes run through this book, One is that our understanding of the class 
stratification system is limited by deficiencies in prevailing theory, Noting that 
inattention to the diversity of prevailing organizational forms and structures 
is one deficiency, Hannan points to the importance of such variation in 
determining career outcomes, while Featherman and Selbee argue that 
examining changes in class status across the life course would enrich 
traditional approaches to the study of social mobUity, 
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Alba affirms thc importancc of ethnicity for class status, but shows that its 
effect is dependent on the opportunity structure that successive cohorts 
encounter, Foner also focuses on the importance of cohort processcs, a second 
major theme in this volume, She argues that they are an essential, but 
neglected, ingredient in accounting for solidarity and differentiation within 
classes. Dealing with class stratification more indirectly, Mayer is another 
who emphasizes the importance of cohort analysis for understanding the 
effect of social structures and historical events on individuals. His analysis 
highUghts the importance of unique cohort experiences for explaining 
differences in individual destinies, Preston makes a simUar point, demon-
strating that cohort size helps shape social policy by its impact on the age 
structure and the relative size of age strata. 

The emphasis on cohort found in the empirical analyses presented by 
Mayer and Alba, in particular, provides clear evidence that the sum of any 
person's life course is not exclusively an individual achievement, but vitally 
dependent on historical events and existing social structures. Karl Ulrich 
Mayer articulates this third major theme most explicitly, but Hannan also 
speaks to it when he stresses the importance of organizational form for career 
outcomes. And John Meyer adds stUl another strand to the thesis by showing 
that individual life-course achievements are inconceivable without the 
existence of clear-cut cultural guide posts marking the road to success. 

In addition to a common concern with class stratification and cohort 
analysis, several of the preceding chapters touch upon a fourth theme: the 
need to examine critically prevailing theory in family sociology, Cornell 
argues that this subfield of sociology would be enriched by paying more 
attention to the role of reproductive processes in family and society, while 
Kertzer and Hogan suggest that the complex interrelationship between family 
form and prevaiUng modes of production should be a central focus of theory 
and research. Blumberg amplifies this second point by arguing that effective 
social change requires awareness of how structural alterations affect the 
structure of power and authorUy within the family. Taken together, these 
chapters, along wUh Verbrugge's, suggest that the importance of gender for 
both social structures and human lives should be a prominent consideration in 
efforts to expand sociological understanding of the dynamics of social life. 
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—stratifícation: cconomic development and 

African food crisis, 115-137; general thcory 
of, aspccts and implications of, 117-124 

Geographic variability, in family history, 86-87 
German survivors of World War II: data 
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Praxis, and paradigm in Nigeria, 115-137 
Prisoners of war, 234-235 
Progressivism, as administrativc rationaliza-

tion of control, 74-78 
Psychological change, and work expcrience 
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65-67; lcgal construction of deviant per-
sons, 63-82 

Transfcrs: to elderly, reccnt and projected 
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239; employment status bcfore marriage 
and German survivors of World War II, 
240; micro levcl of dcvelopmcnt, two views, 
124-127 

Work 
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markets in, 289-290; job shifts by, 299; 
measurement, 286-288; measures of study, 
295; methods of study, 293-294; results of 
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