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THE INFLUENCE OF REMARRIAGE ON THE RACIAL DIFFERENCE IN MOTHER-

ONLY FAMILIES IN 1910*

ANDREW S. LONDON AND CHERYL ELMAN

proportionately or otherwise to promote differentiation from
normative Euro-American family patterns. For example,
many early (and some contemporary) theorists point to the
effects of slavery. They argue that instability and disorgani-
zation in African American families are the enduring legacy
of slavery and the postwar political-economic institutions that
emerged in the South, where most African Americans lived
until well into the twentieth century (Du Bois 1989, 1908;
Elkins 1963; Frazier 1939; Moynihan 1965; Myrdal 1944;
Patterson 1998). Other scholars have focused on the recent
increases in racial differences in family structure, drawing
attention to factors such as the potential effects of welfare
policies (Darrity and Myers 1995; Lichter, McLaughlin, and
Ribar 1997; Murray 1984; Ruggles 1997a) or changing urban
labor markets and the disadvantaged socioeconomic status of
African Americans living in highly segregated urban areas
(Massey and Denton 1993; Tolnay and Crowder 1999; Wil-
son 1987, 1996). Finally, others argue that sociocultural fac-
tors emanating from Euro-Americans’ and African Ameri-
cans’ distinctive historical and personal experiences have dif-
ferentially shaped family formation and dissolution processes
as well as family structure (Cherlin 1998; Hill 1971;
McDaniel 1994; Miller, Morgan, and McDaniel 1994; Pagnini
and Morgan 1996; Patterson 1998; Ruggles 1994).

Although their relative contributions are still disputed,
all of these distal social-institutional, socioeconomic,
political-economic, and cultural factors ultimately influence
racial differences in family structure through demographic
processes. In particular, at the turn of the twentieth century,
mortality and marriage patterns were key determinants of the
prevalence of mother-only families. In that period, African
American mortality was higher than that of Euro-Americans.2

According to Preston, Lim, and Morgan (1992), both partners
survived to the end of the woman’s reproductive years in only
about 38% of African American marriages. In addition,
around the turn of the twentieth century, African Americans
were about twice as likely as Euro-Americans to be divorced
and separated (Ruggles 1997a, 1997b). In general, African
Americans had more fluid marriage patterns and a higher rate
of marital turnover than did Euro-Americans (Pagnini and
Morgan 1996; Preston et al. 1992).

In the literature on racial differences in family struc-
ture, these demographic, economic, cultural, and social-
institutional forces are hypothesized to destabilize marriage
differentially across racial groups, either by influencing

Historical demography documents that mother-only families
were more common among African Americans than among Euro-
Americans early in the twentieth century. We find direct evidence
that African American males in both first and higher-order mar-
riages were more likely to have (re)married previously married
women and were more likely to have (re)married women with chil-
dren. This racial difference in (re)marital partner choice reduced
the racial difference in the prevalence of mother-only families such
that, in the absence of such remarriage choices, the prevalence of
mother-only families in the turn-of-the-century African American
population would have been even higher than has been reported.
Remarriage in this period countered the various demographic, eco-
nomic, cultural, and social-institutional forces that disproportion-
ately destabilized African American marriages; it must be taken into
account more fully by analysts concerned with racial differences in
family structure.

frican American women are now, and historically have
been, more likely than Euro-American women to be heads of
families or heads of households with children (Gordon and
McLanahan 1991; McDaniel 1994; Morgan et al. 1993;
Pagnini and Morgan 1996). African American children were
two to three times more likely than Euro-American children
to live without one or both parents (usually without the fa-
ther) from 1880 through 1960, and racial differences in fam-
ily structure grew even larger after 1960 (Ruggles 1994; also
see McDaniel 1994; Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan 1995). The
reasons for these racial differences in household and family
structure1 have been the subject of substantial scholarship
and debate.

In most theoretical discussions of the causes of racial
differences in family structure, the focus is on factors that are
hypothesized to destabilize African American families dis-

A

*Andrew S. London, Department of Sociology, Kent State University,
Kent, OH 44242-0001; E-mail: alondon@kent.edu. Cheryl Elman, Depart-
ment of Sociology, University of Akron. Earlier versions of this paper were
presented at the 1999 annual meetings of the Population Association of
America, March 25–27, held in New York, and in the spring 2000 collo-
quium series of the Program on Population, University of Colorado at Boul-
der. We thank Stewart Tolnay, Jane Menken, and the faculty and students at
the University of Colorado Program on Population for their helpful com-
ments. We also thank the anonymous reviewers for their suggestions.

1. Households and families are not the same types of social organiza-
tion. Families are socially, legally, and/or religiously legitimated institu-
tions based on marriage and/or parenting. A household is a collection of
persons who work together to provide a daily renewal of the resources (e.g.,
food, clothing, shelter) required to maintain life. The members of a house-
hold may or may not be kin (Wilk and Netting 1984). In this paper we refer
to female-headed households and families as mother-only families.

2. The epidemiologic transition is estimated to have occurred after
1900 for African Americans in the United States (Ewbank 1987).
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marital dissolution or by preventing marriages from being
contracted. In such ways, these factors increase racial dif-
ferences in the prevalence of mother-only families.

It is vitally important to consider these potential expla-
nations for racial differences in the prevalence of mother-
only families; to date, however, there has been little theoreti-
cal discussion or empirical exploration of countervailing fac-
tors that might have reduced the size or changed the compo-
sition of the population of mother-only families. This is un-
fortunate, given that at least one mechanism, remarriage,
plausibly could reduce the racial difference in the prevalence
of such families. In a given period, racial differences in re-
marriage rates could reduce the racial difference in the preva-
lence of mother-only families in the population by differen-
tially reintegrating women with children into dual-parent
families (Elman and London forthcoming; Furstenberg 1980;
Uhlenberg and Chew 1986).

One reason why remarriage has not been integrated into
theoretical discussions in this manner is that contemporary
rates of remarriage are lower among African Americans than
among Euro-Americans; this difference is partly responsible
for current racial differences in family structure (Patterson
1998; Sweet and Bumpass 1987; Tucker and Mitchell-
Kernan 1995). Although remarriage contributes today to the
racial difference in mother-only families, the associations
between race, remarriage, and the prevalence of mother-only
families were not necessarily the same in earlier periods.

In this paper we use data from the Integrated Public Use
Microdata Series (IPUMS) of the 1910 Census to fill an im-
portant gap in the literature. Specifically, we examine the
contribution of racial differences in remarriage to the histori-
cal racial difference in mother-only families. The 1910
IPUMS provides a unique opportunity to do so because the
1910 Census was the first to partially enumerate marital his-
tories: that is, whether persons were in first or higher-order
marriages. Even though census data are cross-sectional, we
can determine whether each currently married spouse was in
a first or a higher-order marriage, and whether children from
a prior union were present in the household at the time of the
census. Using these data, we can estimate whether and how
racial differences in choices of (re)marital partners contrib-
uted to the racial difference in the prevalence of mother-only
families.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYTIC STRATEGY

Background

Social scientists from various disciplines continue to debate
about the extent of racial differences in family patterns, when
they took shape in American history or whether they have
always been present, and how to account for them. The con-
temporary manifestation of this debate emerged primarily in
response to the Moynihan report (1965), which attributed
disorganization and deterioration in African American com-
munities to “pathology” and instability in African American
family structure resulting from slavery. Critical responses to
Moynihan have taken many forms; some of the primary chal-

lenges to his conclusions are based on empirical historical
research on family structure and marriage.

Recent reviews of the literatures on African American
family structure (Ruggles 1994) and the decline of marriage
among African Americans (Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan
1995) have provided two divergent but overlapping frame-
works for organizing scholarship in these related areas.
Ruggles (1994:136–37) provides a chronological framework;
he notes that from the turn of the century to the time of the
Moynihan report (1965), many social theorists argued that
slavery had destabilized the African American family and
was the root cause of many of the problems faced by African
Americans. He suggests that critical responses to the
Moynihan report fall into two broad categories delineated
primarily by the period on which they focus.

The first group of scholars, which concentrates on the
contemporary period, argues either that Moynihan reversed
the relationship between socioeconomic disadvantage and
family instability3 or that Moynihan’s emphasis on the “pa-
thology” of the African American family obscures its strength
and resilience (Allen 1979; Hofferth 1984; McAdoo 1998;
Stack 1974). The second group, “the revisionists,” focus on
the past, arguing that Moynihan overemphasized differences
in family structure. Using cross-sectional data, these authors
demonstrate that African American families were nuclear,
male-headed, and essentially similar to Euro-American fami-
lies in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
(Furstenberg, Hershberg, and Modell 1975; Gutman 1976).

Ruggles concludes this review by identifying a third
group, “the neo-revisionists,” who have sought to revise the
original revisionists’ conclusions. These scholars argue that
historical and contemporary African American family pat-
terns are marked by greater continuity than is generally rec-
ognized, and that high levels of single-parent families are
evident in the African American population in both periods
(Gordon and McLanahan 1991; Morgan et al. 1993).

In a second conceptual framework, Tucker and Mitchell-
Kernan (1995:6–7) draw on the work of Allen (1978) and
Walker (1988) to characterize the literature as dominated by
three “ideological perspectives”: cultural equivalence, cul-
tural deviance, and cultural variation. The cultural equiva-
lence perspective draws in part from the work of the original
“revisionist” scholars, such as Gutman (1976), who found
few differences between Euro-American family structure and
African American family structure, and in part from work
that attributes racial differences in family structure to class
factors. This perspective deemphasizes distinctions between
Euro- and African American families. In contrast, the cul-
tural deviance perspective, epitomized by the Moynihan re-
port (1965), emphasizes deviations from the nuclear pattern
and their presumed dysfunctions (also see Patterson 1998).
A third perspective, the cultural variation perspective, is
broadly consistent with the neorevisionist scholarship iden-
tified by Ruggles (1994). This perspective recognizes the dis-

3. Moynihan (1965) argued that economic disadvantage resulted from
family instability, whereas these authors believe that economic disadvantage
and systematic discrimination undermined the African American family. 
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on this issue, we devised an analytic strategy that allowed us
to evaluate each of these possibilities. Underlying our ap-
proach is the assumption that men were the primary initia-
tors of (re)marriage around the turn of the century. In the
absence of gender equity in decision making, men were the
key (albeit not the sole) decision makers. Thus we focus our
analyses on men’s (re)marital choices and on whether and
how men’s partner choices influenced the racial difference
in the prevalence of mother-only families.

First, we considered the possibility that African Ameri-
can males’ remarital choices were different from those of
Euro-American males in a manner that contributed to racial
differences in the prevalence of mother-only families in the
population. In one manifestation of this influence, previously
married African American men would be more likely than
previously married Euro-American men to remarry never-
married women. Because many previously married women
were raising children on their own (McDaniel 1994; Miller
et al. 1994; Ruggles 1997a), this racial difference in men’s
remarriage choices would tend to contribute to the racial dif-
ference in the prevalence of mother-only families. Like the
contemporary retreat from marriage among African Ameri-
cans, evidence showing that remarriage processes contrib-
uted to the racial difference in mother-only families would
be consistent with a cultural deviance perspective (see, for
example, Patterson 1998).

A second possible outcome we considered was that Afri-
can American men (either previously married or previously
single) were more likely than Euro-American men to (re)marry
previously married women, specifically women with children
from a previous marriage. Other things being equal, this would
tend to decrease the proportion of African Americans in the
population of women eligible for remarriage. If it could be
shown specifically that previously single and/or previously
married African American men were more likely to (re)marry
previously married women with children, then we could con-
clude that racial differences in men’s (re)marriage choices re-
duced racial differences in the prevalence of mother-only fami-
lies in the population. Evidence supporting this outcome could
be interpreted as an indicator of adaptation and response to the
many factors contributing to higher rates of marital dissolution
and more fluid marriage patterns among African Americans in
this period; such evidence would be consistent with a cultural
variation perspective.

In addition to the two possible outcomes described
above, we considered the possibility of no significant racial
differences in remarriage choices. On the basis of available
evidence regarding racial differences in remarriage (Elman
and London forthcoming; Manfra and Dykstra 1985), we be-
lieved that this outcome was unlikely. Evidence of no differ-
ence, however, if found, would be consistent with a cultural
equivalence interpretation.

Individual Characteristics and Social Contexts in
Remarriage Markets

Our examination of family structure focuses on men’s
(re)marital partner choices; thus we must take into account

tinctiveness of African American family structure, but con-
structs it positively as a reflection of resilience and adapta-
tion to differing sociocultural and socioeconomic contexts.

It is problematic that the historical studies that inform
these two conceptual frameworks have used cross-sectional
data and have not examined family structure differences in
light of race differences in the prevalence of remarriage. In-
formation about the events of marriage, marital dissolution,
and remarriage over the course of marital trajectories is
conflated in cross-sectional data; therefore we do not fully
understand the relationship between marital processes and
family structure in either historical or contemporary periods.
For example, there is considerable historical evidence that
the marriage pattern was more fluid (Frazier 1939; Pagnini
and Morgan 1996; Preston et al. 1992; Stevenson 1995) and
remarriage rates were higher among African Americans than
among Euro-Americans (Elman and London forthcoming;
Gutman 1976; Manfra and Dykstra 1985; Preston et al. 1992;
Stevenson 1995).4 This evidence is potentially consistent
with various, conflicting interpretations: it is consistent with
finding racial differences in family structure (i.e., a
neorevisionist/cultural variation perspective that emphasizes
adaptation and resilience, or a cultural deviance perspective
that emphasizes disorganization), but it is also consistent, in
cross-sectional data, with finding a predominantly nuclear
family structure (i.e., an original revisionist or cultural
equivalence perspective) resulting from remarriage and fam-
ily reconstitution.

The key issue we address here is the effect of remarriage
on historical racial differences in family structure. Although
the 1910 IPUMS is cross-sectional, the data are rich enough
to allow an examination of (re)marital configurations at the
point where the marriage was contracted, in order to learn
where each spouse was located in the cycle of marriage, mari-
tal dissolution, and remarriage, and whether the woman
brought at least one child from a prior marriage into her cur-
rent union. By focusing on (re)marital configurations, we can
determine whether racial differences in remarriage choices
influenced the racial difference in the prevalence of mother-
only families in this period, and, if so, in what direction.

Analytic Strategy

At the outset we considered that racial differences in remar-
riage, at the turn of the century, could have either increased
or decreased the racial difference in the prevalence of
mother-only families in the population, or could have had no
effect on it. Because very little research has been conducted

4. In assessing the apparent disproportionate overreporting of widow-
hood among African Americans, Preston et al. (1992:12) stated:
“[A]pparently marriage among blacks was more fluid and more ambiguous
than the [census] categories suggested.…Marital turnover was faster than
implied even by the high percentage of women reported as remarried.” In
line with this perspective, a recent study of remarriage using the 1910
IPUMS found that African Americans were overrepresented in all remar-
riage configurations: African Americans represented 10.2% of the popula-
tion but accounted for 20.1% of women remarried to single men, for 17.6%
of men remarried to single women, and for 22.4% of marriages in which
both partners were remarried (Elman and London forthcoming).
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be more able to select spouses with the qualities they pre-
ferred, including (but not limited to) the types of spouses that
were most socially acceptable. Assuming that never-married
women were preferable as spouses, we therefore hypothesize
that men who were younger at (re)marriage would be less
likely to (re)marry previously married women.

In addition to controlling for men’s ages at (re)marriage,
we control for men’s chronological ages. Accounting for
chronological age, net of the effect of age at marriage, locates
men in time. This step is important because in 1910, men who
had remarried at age 25 might have been anywhere from age
25 to age 64 (the oldest persons in our sample). Chronologi-
cal age, as opposed to age at marriage, provides information
about cohort membership: that is, when men were born
(Ryder 1965). Because of the increasing importance of com-
panionship in marriage (Degler 1980), we hypothesize that
men born into younger cohorts would be less likely to marry
previously married women, particularly those with children.

African American men not only married at younger ages
than did Euro-American men, but also started having chil-
dren earlier in the life course (Tolnay 1999). A pattern of
early childbearing is important because quantitative and
qualitative reports suggest that men who experienced mari-
tal dissolution early in the life course and had children gen-
erally needed to remarry, and to remarry quickly. New
spouses provided necessary assistance in child care, house-
hold management, and economic supports because biologi-
cal children who were at home were often too young to do
the work done by the former spouse (Kleinberg 1989; Laslett
1971; Schlissel 1992; van Poppel 1995). Remarriage also
augmented the number of economically active coresident kin
when household dependency ratios were high (Elman and
London forthcoming). In addition, the presence of children
from a previous marriage likely shaped spousal matching and
the pool of potential mates. Men with children may not have
been able to attract women who had not yet started their own
families; conversely, they may have been particularly able to
attract women with a corresponding need to take care of their
own children. There may have been strong practical and nor-
mative pressures for homogamy along this dimension of fam-
ily life. Thus we hypothesize that men who had children from
a previous marriage would be more likely to remarry previ-
ously married women, particularly those with children.

Socioeconomic status shaped remarriage probabilities
as well as the pool of potential mates (van Poppel 1995). In
the recent past, remarriage was a strategy that reflected
economic need (Coombs 1993; Schlissel 1992) because the
economic functioning of families—especially families that
had experienced marital dissolution and lived on the mar-
gins of economic sufficiency—was based on the allocation
of multiple relatives, including children and more distant
kin, into paid and nonpaid household tasks for the purpose
of gathering resources (Hareven 1982; Moen and
Wethington 1992).7 Remarriage improved the economic

both the characteristics of the men who were (re)marrying
and the social contexts in which they lived as they relate to
partner selection. Remarriage, as a strategy, reflects the pro-
pensity and the need to remarry, which are affected by indi-
vidual circumstances, as well as the opportunity to remarry,
which is affected by contextual conditions (Coombs 1993;
Grigg 1977; Thornton 1977; Uhlenberg and Chew 1986; van
Poppel 1995). We extend this conceptualization by suggest-
ing that men’s (re)marital partner choices reflect (1) their
personal characteristics, such as age, prior family structure,
and socioeconomic standing; and (2) local surroundings, in-
cluding local marriage markets (Cready, Fosset, and Kiecolt
1997; Lichter et al. 1997; South and Lloyd 1995) and the
availability of women with particular characteristics.

Personal characteristics. Age at first marriage is one
of the most robust predictors of remarriage (Grigg 1977; van
Poppel 1995). Men’s ages at (re)marriage shaped remarriage
risks differentially, and likely influenced the size and the
composition of the pool of potential mates they could attract.
African American men entered first marriages at significantly
younger ages5 than Euro-American men (Tolnay 1999) and
were at greater risk of remarriage (Elman and London forth-
coming; Gutman 1976; Preston and McDonald 1979;
Ruggles 1997b). Although data on racial differences in the
incidence of remarriage are rare for this period, the risk of
experiencing marital dissolution, via divorce or widowhood,
was higher among African American men than among Euro-
American men at every age over the life course.6 Yet because
of early marriage and higher maternal mortality (Preston and
Haines 1991), their risk would be especially high at younger
ages. Fluidity in marriage patterns reflects processes of mari-
tal dissolution and reconstitution. If couples’ timing of sepa-
ration and divorce in 1910 was similar to that of couples to-
day, young African American men would be more likely to
be divorced than their Euro-American age peers. With regard
to mortality, Euro-American sex differences in life expect-
ancy widened just after the turn of the twentieth century (i.e.,
Euro-American women began to live longer), whereas this
effect of the epidemiologic transition was delayed for Afri-
can Americans (Ewbank 1987). As a result, young African
American men in 1910 also would be more likely to be wid-
owed than their Euro-American age peers.

Men’s ages at (re)marriage shaped spousal matching be-
cause persons at different stages of the life course could dif-
ferentially attract mates with particular qualities from the pool
of eligibles. Around the turn of the twentieth century, men
experienced declines in health and functional status from age
20 on (Elman and Myers 1997), as well as in other hard-to-
measure personal qualities. Thus we expect to find that, net
of other factors, men with younger ages at (re)marriage would

5. The singulate mean age at first marriage at the turn of the twentieth
century was about 23.8 for Euro-Americans and about 22.5 for African Ameri-
cans (U.S. Census of 1902, as cited in Preston and Haines 1991: table 2.4).

6. Recent analyses of the 1910 Census indicate that male remarriage
prevalence rates increased dramatically with age in the United States in
1910, and more steeply for African American males than for Euro-
American males (Elman and London forthcoming)

7. There is evidence that African American children, as a group, con-
tributed less to families than did Euro-American children, but this is due
more to early home leaving than to lack of productivity (Goldin 1980).
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functioning of families of both Euro- and African American
remarried men, although this was not the case for remarried
Euro- or African American women (Elman and London
forthcoming). The economic advantages associated with re-
marriage for men and the relatively high prevalence of re-
marriage among men (especially African American men) in
1910 suggest that, for all men, being remarried was prefer-
able to remaining widowed or divorced. Yet it is likely that
economic need also shaped the matching process. Persons
with higher socioeconomic status and greater human capi-
tal probably were able to attract larger pools of potential
mates and to select spouses with the qualities they pre-
ferred. Also, higher socioeconomic status allowed men the
time to wait for an optimum match by affording them the
means to hire household service (van Poppel 1995). Thus
we hypothesize that men of higher socioeconomic status
were less likely to remarry previously married women, with
or without children.

Contextual factors. Contextual conditions influenced
the social organization of families, the strategies they used
to cope with their environment, including remarriage, and
men’s likelihood of finding partners for remarriage. This lat-
ter point is not trivial; just as the availability of potential
spouses is a matter of concern in African American commu-
nities today (Patterson 1998; Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan
1995), it was a concern in the past (Tolnay 1997).

One mechanism by which local communities shaped re-
marriage was by providing incentives for men to marry
early (Tolnay 1999). An early age of first marriage was cor-
related highly with rural residence and the strategy of gen-
erating a large pool of economically active kin, especially
in the rural South and Midwest (Coombs 1993; Patterson
1998; Riley 1991; Tolnay 1999). Larger families meant
greater work productivity and higher living standards.
Young persons in local communities with relatively high ru-
ral land costs and/or blocked opportunity for landownership
tended to make transitions into early marriage (Easterlin,
Alter, and Condran 1978; Landale 1989; Landale and
Tolnay 1991; Tolnay 1999); they supported their families by
resorting to cash or noncash tenancy (especially in the Mid-
west) and/or by sharecropping (primarily in the South)
(Moneyhon 1997; Tolnay 1999; Wright 1978). Both kinds
of tenancy, and the economic benefits of large families, ap-
parently were associated with high rates of remarriage in the
Midwest and in the South (Coombs 1993; Elman and Lon-
don forthcoming; Manfra and Dysktra 1985; Schlissel
1992).

In urban areas as well, however, family reconstitution
was necessary to maintain household earnings. Multiple
earners rather than single working individuals determined
urban families’ socioeconomic status at the turn of the twen-
tieth century; urban men rarely earned a “living wage,” even
in their prime working years (McClymer 1986). This was es-
pecially the case for urban African American males: their
wages were kept artificially low, they were last in line in la-
bor queues, and so their families needed more than one
earner, including wives (Goldin 1980; Patterson 1998).

To capture these contextual effects we use variables de-
noting region of residence, urban, town, or rural residence,
and farm tenancy, all measured at the household level. We
hypothesize that persons living in the West, Midwest, and
South, as well as farm tenants, would be less concerned
about a woman’s prior marital status and would be more
likely to remarry previously married women. This outcome
is due to the indirect effects of early age at marriage in these
contexts and, more directly, to the economic benefits of hav-
ing more potential workers or wage earners, including step-
children. We also expect to find that rural men had higher
likelihoods of (re)marrying women who had been married
previously because of their greater need for assistance with
farming and household duties.

Local marriage markets also shaped marital opportunity
structures. Although we know of no historical studies that
examine the direct effects of local marriage markets on re-
marriage, there is strong evidence that when many potential
partners are available for (re)marriage, the opportunity costs
of remaining unmarried increase, while the costs of search-
ing for a new spouse decrease (Lichter et al. 1997; South
and Lloyd 1995). Therefore we expect that the more poten-
tial marriage partners exist in a local market, the more likely
it is that remarriage takes place. Beyond this, we expect that
when a large number of potential partners for men exists, the
men would be less likely to (re)marry a previously married
woman, especially one with children. Probabilities of
(re)marriage, however, may have been shaped not only by
the relative availability of potential partners, but also by the
perceived eligibility of partners with prior marital and child-
bearing histories. We expect that in markets containing a
greater proportion of previously married women to eligible
women (i.e., both never-married and previously married),
men will be more likely to marry previously married women.

DATA AND METHODS

Analytic Sample

Data for this study were obtained from the 1910 Integrated
Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) (Ruggles and Sobek
1997). The 1910 IPUMS is a self-weighting 1-in-250 sample
of households in the United States drawn from microfilm
copies of original census documents. Our analytic sample in-
cludes currently (re)married 20- to 64-year-old Euro-Ameri-
can and African American (including mulatto) men (N =
57,827).8 We truncated the age distribution because prelimi-
nary analyses indicated that remarriage before age 20 was
rare, and underreporting of remarriage for those over age 65
is known to be substantial (Kramarow 1995). Kramarow

8. In some cases we could not determine whether the person was in a
first or a higher-order marriage (Kramarow 1995). Census enumerators were
instructed to record “S” for single or unmarried persons, “Wd” for wid-
owed, “D” for divorced, “M1” for persons in first marriages, and “M2” for
persons in second or subsequent marriages (U.S. Bureau of the Census
1910:29); however, approximately 4% of married respondents were re-
corded as “M” without a number attached. For additional analysis of who
was missing on remarital status, see Elman and London (forthcoming).
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(1995) estimated that underreporting of remarriage for males
at all ages between 20 and 64 was less than 7%.9

We also used data from the thirteenth Decennial Census
of the United States (1910) to construct marriage market and
eligibility indicators at the county level. (Below we provide
details about the methods used to construct these indicators
and our assessment of their quality.) We linked macro- and
micro-level data sets by sorting and merging by state and
county codes.

Dependent Variable

To examine whether and how race influenced (re)marital
partner choice, we used multinomial logistic regression. For
this analysis, we constructed a trichotomous dependent vari-
able to reflect women’s statuses at the time of contracting
their current marriages to the men in our sample: (1) enter-
ing a first marriage; (2) previously married with no child
from a previous marriage; and (3) previously married with
children from a prior marriage.

To create this dependent variable, we had to link the data
records of coresident biological children to those of their
mothers, and then link information about women and their
children to the data records of their coresident husbands. This
procedure allowed us to determine whether a woman’s
coresident biological children were the product of her cur-
rent marriage or a previous marriage.10 For each mother, we
created a separate count variable to indicate the number of
coresiding biological children, and the exact age of each
child. We then compared the coresident children’s ages with
the duration, in years, of their mother’s present marriage.
Mothers with at least one biological child older than the du-
ration of their current marriage were coded as having had a
child from a previous marriage at the time of contracting
their current marriage.11

We then used the IPUMS variables denoting marital sta-
tus and marriage number to identify men in first and higher-
order marriages, and used the IPUMS variable SPLOC to lo-
cate spousal records for linkage. Variables denoting spouse’s
marriage number and the presence of children from a previ-
ous marriage were attached to the records of married and re-
married men.

Primary Independent Variables

The primary independent variable of interest in our analyses
is race, which we measure with a dummy variable (African
American = 1, Euro-American = 0). Mulattos were included
with African Americans. In addition, we distinguished men
in first marriages from those in second or higher-order mar-
riages (higher-order = 1, in first marriage = 0), and deter-
mined whether men had a child from a prior marriage at the
time of contracting the current union (previous child = 1; no
previous child = 0).12 Because these two latter variables are
empirically interrelated, and because the effects of both on
(re)marital partner choice potentially differ by race, we ex-
amined the two- and three-way interactions among these
variables in our analyses.

Other Social and Contextual Control Variables

In the model, we included a set of variables to control for
potentially confounding social and contextual effects. The
model includes age at (re)marriage, a continuous variable
calculated as current age minus current marital duration, in
years,13 and age in 1910, measured as a continuous variable

9. Results from Preston et al. (1992) suggest that African Americans
sometimes reported themselves as married to mask nonmarital childbear-
ing. These reported marriages were sometimes “unions” rather than legal
marriages. This differential overreporting of marriage also should be kept
in mind in assessing racial differences in marriage patterns and the preva-
lence of mother-only families.

10. We identified women’s biological children by using the MOMLOC
variable, which signifies the mother’s line number on the record of each
child (defined in social terms). We then used the STEPMOM variable (an
indicator of biological versus social parentage) to limit our analysis to in-
clude only biological children. One limitation of these data is that some
women who had children from a previous marriage at the time of contract-
ing their current (re)marriage appear to have no child from a previous mar-
riage because the child aged out of the household, died, or was fostered
before the census.

11. It is possible that some small proportion of these women’s children
were born outside of marriage (for a discussion of racial differences in non-
marital childbearing, see Pagnini and Morgan 1996). Cross-tabulation of
(re)marital status by the presence of a child from a previous marriage indi-
cated that 2.1% of women who were in their first marriage had a child at the
time of contracting the current marriage. By contrast, 42.5% of remarried
women had at least one child from a previous marriage at the initiation of
the current union. This is not a major concern, however, for the purposes of
this paper. We wish to learn only whether they had a child from a prior
union at the time of contracting their current marriage, not whether that
child was born in or outside of marriage. It is also possible that women
(re)married fathers of their biological children. Again, this is not a major

concern because any (re)marriage of a woman with children would decrease
the proportion of mother-only families, and we are concerned here with the
racial difference in the proportion of mother-only families. 

12. To link men to their coresiding biological children, we followed
the same procedure as outlined above for women; however, we used the
POPLOC and STEPPOP variables. We determined whether a man’s biologi-
cal children were from the current marriage or a prior marriage by compar-
ing his biological children’s ages with his current marital duration. Prelimi-
nary analyses indicated that approximately 1,300 men had missing values
for the variable indicating presence of a biological child. A comparison of
missing and nonmissing cases revealed that those who were missing data
were significantly older (above age 50). In the analyses presented in this
paper, we coded these men as not having a coresiding child at the time of
contracting the current marriage. We did this for several reasons. First, it is
a conservative approach; if our assumption that most of these men did not
have a coresiding child is incorrect for some proportion of these cases, then
adoption of this coding strategy would bias toward the null hypothesis. In
addition, we reasoned that if the assumption underlying this decision was
incorrect in some cases, these older men would tend to have older children,
who would exert less influence on remarital decisions and partner choices.
Finally, in preliminary analyses, we determined that our key findings and
conclusions did not change when we adopted alternate methods for han-
dling these missing cases.

13. Many men (14,005) had missing values for marital duration (1,915
who were married previously; 12,316 who were in first marriages). Men
who were under 30, previously married, African American, literate, rural,
and living in the West were more likely to have missing values. We ran two
types of models: (1) models with missing persons excluded, and (2) models
in which the mean age-specific years of marital duration were assigned, by
age, to all respondents with missing values (imputation). We report the mod-
els where imputation was used, but note here that the results were similar in
the two analyses. Our primary substantive conclusions would be the same
even if we presented the other set of results.
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ranging from 20 to 64 years. We also included a dummy vari-
able for literacy (literate = 1, no = 0), a robust indicator of
socioeconomic status that tends to occur early in the life
course before marriage or remarriage. The 1910 IPUMS does
not provide information about the level of educational attain-
ment or income. It furnishes information about occupation;
in that period, however, men’s occupations varied relatively
little, especially in the West, Midwest, and South, where ag-
riculture and farming predominated.

Because we are interested partly in determining the ef-
fects of contextual factors on family reconstitution, it is ap-
propriate to control for whether men were tenant farmers or
sharecroppers because these occupations strongly influence
family formation processes (Tolnay 1999). We estimate this
effect by including a dummy variable that measures whether
the household was a non-owned farm (tenant farmer, cash or
noncash = 1, no = 0).14 We also include a set of dummy vari-
ables for region (North, Midwest, and West respectively ver-
sus South = 0), and location type (city and town respectively
versus rural = 0).

(Re)marriage market conditions are indicated in our
model as county-level sex ratios. As noted by South and
Lloyd (1995), two issues arise in examining marriage mar-
kets: (1) how to delimit the relevant market area, and (2) how
to estimate the number of partners in each area that might be
“suitable” for remarriage.

With regard to delimiting markets, we used counties as
macro-level units of analysis in this study because their
boundaries are clear and because they are the smallest geo-
political units available in the census. Yet in determining the
number of females available for remarriage in a particular
county, we faced a constraint: county-level information about
subgroups of men or women demarcated by marital status or
age (except for African American and Euro-American men
of voting age) are not available in the 1910 census data. Thus
we cannot know the number of currently “available women”
(i.e., unmarried women) or “age-appropriate women” avail-
able for (re)marriage in each county by using county-level
data. An alternative option is to aggregate data in each
county, using the IPUMS, by sex, age, and race. We did not
opt for this approach because the sampling fraction in the
1910 IPUMS is 1 in 250 and may provide less robust sex
ratios than the county-level measures. Another alternative
strategy would have been to focus on selected cities or large
counties and to aggregate upward. Yet because most African
Americans lived in the rural South, this strategy would not
have been helpful. For these reasons we decided to employ
race-specific sex ratios at the county level in direct form as
our measure of (re)marriage markets.15

This leads to a second problem in constructing this indi-
cator. As noted above, the census provides information about
the total number of Euro- and African American males of
voting age (21),16 but does not provide comparable measures
for females because women did not vote at that time. Thus,
to compute the county-level sex ratio, we had to estimate the
number of females 21 and over, by race. The sex ratio used
for Euro-American men was calculated as follows:

  

estimated number of Euro - American females 21 and over

total number of Euro - American  males 21 and over
.

The number of Euro-American females age 21 and over
(EF21i ) in each county was estimated as follows:

ÊF21i = EPi × EFi ,

where i = subscripts for counties

    
EP =

number of Euro - American males 21 and over

total number of Euro - American males

    EF = total number of females.

The sex ratio for African Americans was calculated in
an analogous manner.

To evaluate this constructed sex ratio, we correlated
county-level estimates of the number of females of voting
age, by race, with the actual numbers of females of voting
age (ages 21–64), by race, aggregated to the county level
from sample data. In the sample of counties from the IPUMS
with 300+ persons (representing 34.0% of the total sample),
the correlations were approximately .99 for Euro-American
white females and .98 for African American females. These
high correlations suggest that it is reasonable to use the frac-
tion of males age 21 and above to estimate the race-specific
proportions of females age 21 and above, as we did in con-
structing the sex ratio.17

The sex ratio represents potential mate availability, but
the issue of relative eligibility is also a matter of interest.
Previously married women, with or without children from
that union, may not have had the same eligibility for
(re)marriage as previously unmarried women. Moreover, be-
cause eligibility reflects both supply and social desirability,
there may have been racial differences in eligibility (Pagnini
and Morgan 1996). Men might have been more likely to
marry previously married women, with or without children,
if previously married women constituted a relatively large
portion of the local pool of women available for marriage.

14. The ownership variable available in the 1910 IPUMS is measured
at the household level, not the individual level, and measures ownership of
the dwelling, not the farm. Most farmers who rented their dwellings would
also rent their farms, and vice versa; this would not always be the case,
however. Therefore this measure should be considered an approximation of
individual-level farm tenancy.

15. We estimated the sex ratio separately by race, and then combined
these into a single sex ratio indicator.

16. We estimated total Euro-American males over 21 in each county
by subtracting total African American males over 21 in each county from
the total population in each county. As a result, in some counties the Euro-
American category contains a residual population of Asians and other non-
Euro-Americans.

17. As an additional check on the quality of the sex ratio indicator we
employ in this study, we correlated the sex ratio estimate obtained through
our methodology with the sex ratio obtained by aggregating up from the
individual-level data. The results of this sensitivity analysis provided addi-
tional evidence that it was reasonable to construct the sex ratio as we did.
These results are available from the authors.
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Examination of this possibility requires modeling the
proportion of previously married women, with or without
children, relative to the proportion of all women available
for (re)marriage. We do this by using all Euro- and African
American persons age 21–64 in the 1910 IPUMS with
STATEICP codes ≤ 73, and flagging women who were mar-
ried previously (i.e., the widowed and divorced) and women
who were available for marriage (i.e., the single, widowed,
and divorced), by race. We formed county proportions (eli-
gibility ratios) by aggregation, with the numbers of previ-
ously married women in the numerator and the numbers of
available women in the denominator.18 Eligibility ratios were
estimated separately by race. If no previously married
women in our sample lived in a county, the eligibility ratio
for that county was set to 0.

RESULTS

Sample Description

Table 1 describes the characteristics of the 20- to 64-year-
old currently married men in our analytic sample. Overall,
8.0% were African American, 9.5% were remarried, and al-
most all were literate.19 These men, on average, were 40.2
years old in 1910, and had entered their current marriages
when they were approximately 26 years old. When they en-
tered their current marriages, 4.7% had coresiding children
from a previous marriage. More than half lived in rural ar-
eas, and 19.3% were tenant farmers. Approximately one-
third of the sample each lived in the North, the Midwest, and
the South; only 7.2% lived in the West. Overall, 93.2% of
currently married men had married women who were enter-
ing their first marriages, 3.9% had married women who were
previously married without children from a previous mar-
riage, and 2.9% had married previously married women with
children from a previous marriage.

 As seen in Table 2, panel A, a substantially higher per-
centage of Euro-American men than of African American
men married women who were entering first marriages, re-
gardless of whether the men were in their first marriages,
were remarrying with no children from a prior marriage, or
were remarrying with children from a prior marriage. Corre-
spondingly, as shown in panels B and C, African American
men were substantially more likely than Euro-American
men to have married previously married women, many of
whom brought children from a previous marriage into their

current union. The only exception is seen in panel C: among
remarried men with no children from a previous marriage,
African American men were somewhat less likely than
Euro-American men to have remarried previously married
women with children (13.15% versus 15.46%). Despite this
one exception to the overall pattern, African American men
were more than twice as likely as Euro-American men to
have (re)married women with children from a previous mar-
riage (7.36% versus 2.52%). These estimates provide evi-
dence that racial differences in (re)marital partner choices,
particularly the reintegration of previously married women
with children into nuclear families, apparently made the ra-
cial difference in the prevalence of mother-only families
less than it would have been in the absence of such racial
differences in (re)marriage.

To further investigate the influence of race on (re)marital
partner choices, and to determine whether racial differences
in (re)marriage choices could be explained by men’s other
characteristics or by their social contexts, we estimated a
multinomial logistic regression model that included both in-

TABLE 1. INDIVIDUAL-LEVEL CHARACTERISTICS OF

CURRENTLY MARRIED MEN AGE 20–64 YEARS:

1910 IPUMS

Currently Married Men
Variable  (N = 57,827)

% African American (Euro-American = 0) 8.0

% Previously Married (No = 0) 9.5

Mean Age (Range = 20–64 Years) 40.2
(11.1)

Age at Marriage (Range = 10–64 Years) 25.7
(5.5)

% Child From Previous Marriage (No) 4.7

% Literate (Not = 0) 91.8

Region (%)

North 29.2

Midwest 34.0

West 7.2

South 29.7

Location Type (%)

City 31.5

Town 15.8

Rural 52.7

% Tenant Farmer (No = 0) 19.3

Spouse Characteristics

% not previously married 93.2

% previously married, no children
from previous marriage 3.9

% previously married, children from
previous marriage 2.9

Note: Numbers in parentheses are standard deviations.

18. Because of the small number of cases in many counties, we con-
ducted a sensitivity analysis that examined the proportion of available pre-
viously married women by county size. Although we found racial differ-
ences in these proportions, these were not extreme: approximately one-third
of available Euro-American women were previously married, as were about
one-half of African American women. More fully detailed results are avail-
able from the authors.

19. Persons in first marriages in 1910 had relatively high social status:
one-fifth of their households included at least one member in a high-pres-
tige occupation. Their high levels of literacy and occupational attainment
were associated with safer jobs and better health status, which (as today)
reduced the risks of mortality and obviated a survivor’s need to remarry
(Elman and London forthcoming).
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dividual and contextual variables as controls. Among cur-
rently married 20- to 64-year-old men, the model provides
estimates of the odds of being married to a previously mar-
ried woman without children from a previous marriage or to
a previously married woman with children from a previous
marriage, relative to the odds of being married to a woman
who was currently in her first marriage.20 As seen in Table 3,
in both equations, men’s race, previous marital status, and
whether they had a child from a previous marriage at the time
of contracting the current marriage were all statistically sig-
nificant, as were the two- and three-way interactions among
these variables. In addition, all of the control variables were
significantly associated with (re)marital partner choices;
these effects, however, were slightly less consistent in mag-
nitude, direction, and statistical significance across the two
equations. In short, the effects of most of the variables in the
model were similarly large and in the same direction across
the two equations; this fact suggests that these factors distin-
guished men who married previously married women (re-
gardless of whether they did or did not have children from a

previous marriage) from those who married women who
were entering their first marriages.21

Using the estimated coefficients from the model pre-
sented in Table 3, we computed the relative odds that men
(re)married previously married women with and without
children from a previous marriage, by race, men’s (re)marital
status, and whether men had children from previous mar-
riages. As seen in Table 4, after adjusting for other factors,
the odds of (re)marrying previously married women were
consistently higher for African Americans than for Euro-
Americans across all contrasts presented in panels A and B.

Especially relevant here, however, are the results pre-
sented in panel B. These findings indicate that African
American men, whether they were in their first or a higher-
order marriage, and whether or not they had a child from a
previous marriage, were more likely than Euro-American
men with the same statuses to have married previously mar-
ried women with children. The effect of race persisted in the
presence of controls for a broad array of individual and con-
textual conditions; this fact provides compelling evidence
that the racial difference in the prevalence of mother-only
families in 1910 would have been larger than is currently rec-
ognized, in the absence of these patterns of partner choice.
Moreover, the persistence of a strong race effect indicates
that theoretical models of (re)marriage processes at the turn
of the century must account for race differences in terms
other than those measured in this model.

All of the control variables included in the model pre-
sented in Table 3 were associated with (re)marital partner
choices, although not always as hypothesized. Except for age
and region, the effects of these variables were in the same
direction and of approximately the same magnitude across
the two equations. The odds of (re)marrying previously mar-
ried women with and without children from a previous mar-
riage respectively were significantly greater for men who
were older at marriage, men living in cities (relative to men
in rural areas), and Euro-American men living in counties
with higher eligibility ratios (i.e., a greater supply of previ-

TABLE 2. MEN’S (RE)MARRIAGE CHOICES, BY RACE,

(RE)MARITAL STATUS, AND CORESIDING CHIL-

DREN FROM A PREVIOUS MARRIAGE, CUR-

RENTLY MARRIED MEN AGE 20–64: 1910 IPUMS

Euro- African
American (%) American (%)

A: Women Entering First Marriages

Men in first marriages 96.85 88.81

Remarried men with no children
from previous marriages 58.66 55.68

Remarried men with children
from previous marriages 87.73 75.47

B: Previously Married Women With
 No Children From Previous Marriages

Men in first marriages 1.77 6.26

Remarried men with no children
from previous marriages 25.88 31.16

Remarried men with children
from previous marriages 1.01 2.26

C: Previously Married Women With
Children From Previous Marriages

Men in first marriages 1.37 4.92

Remarried men with no children
from previous marriages 15.46 13.15

Remarried men with children
from previous marriages 11.26 22.26

20. Cross-sectional data hide life course effects (i.e, the aging of chil-
dren and departure from the home), fertility effects (longer spans of child-
bearing), and contextual change over time. Because of these problems, we
reran the analyses in Table 3 using men who had (re)married within five
years of the 1910 census (N = 22,639). Results were essentially unchanged
from those reported here; tables are available on request.

21. These results suggest a supplemental question: What differentiates
men whose previously married spouses did and did not have children? To
answer this question, we estimated a multivariate logistic regression model
where the dependent variable was defined as 1 = married previously mar-
ried woman with children and 0 = married previously married woman with-
out children. We excluded men who (re)married women who had not been
previously married. We examined models with main effects only, as well as
two- and three-way interactions between race, men’s (re)marital status, and
whether the men had coresiding children from a prior marriage. We report
results from the model that included the three two-way interactions because
that model fit the data best. This analysis indicated that for both Euro-
American and African American men, being previously married with
coresiding children from a previous marriage substantially increased the
odds of remarrying a previously married woman with children (adjusted
odds ratios equal 12.99 for Euro-Americans; 13.82 for African Americans).
In addition to this high degree of homogamy along the dimension of having
children from prior marriages, we found countervailing effects of age and
age at marriage. The odds of (re)marrying a previously married woman with
children were significantly lower among older men and higher among men
who were older at marriage. None of the other coefficients in the model
were statistically significant. Tables are available on request.
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ously married women). The African American eligibility ra-
tio was not significant in either equation. The odds were de-
creased significantly for men who were literate, were occu-
pied in tenant farming, and lived in areas with higher sex
ratios (i.e., more women than men). Age was significant in
both models, but had a positive effect on the odds of
(re)marrying previously married women without children
and a negative effect on the odds of (re)marrying previously
married women with children. Living in the Midwest and the
West increased the odds of (re)marrying previously married
women without children from a previous marriage (relative
to living in the South), but had no effect on the odds of
(re)marrying previously married women with children from
a previous marriage.

In a supplemental analysis, we stratified the sample by
race to examine how strongly these individual and contextual
effects on partner choice exerted similar influences among
Euro- and African Americans. We reestimated the same model
presented above minus the dummy variable for race and three
of the four interaction terms (all of which included race as
one of the components). As seen in Table 5, except for region
and tenancy, the effects of the individual and contextual vari-
ables on (re)marital partner choices were remarkably similar
among Euro- and African Americans. For both groups, we
found a consistent pattern of (re)marital partner choices by
(re)marital status and the presence of children from a prior
marriage. Being previously married and having children from
a prior marriage increased the odds of remarrying a previ-

TABLE 3. MULTINOMIAL LOGISTIC REGRESSION ANALYSIS OF MEN’S (RE)MARRIAGE CHOICES, CURRENTLY

MARRIED MEN: 1910 IPUMS

Previously Married Previously Married
Women, No Children Women With Children
vs. Women Entering vs. Women Entering

First Marriages    First Marriages_______________________ ______________________

Variable beta SE beta  SE

African American (Euro-American) 1.789*** 0.094 1.575*** 0.135

Previously Married (No) 3.124*** 0.058 3.498*** 0.077

Child From Previous Marriage (No) 2.647*** 0.108 3.908*** 0.099

African American × Previously Married –1.192*** 0.128 –1.529*** 0.183

African American × Child From Previous Marriage –2.101*** 0.240 –1.330*** 0.189

Previously Married × Child From Previous Marriage –6.488*** 0.322 –5.255*** 0.143

African American × Previously Married × Child
From Previous Marriage  2.868*** 0.578  2.366*** 0.298

Age (Range = 20–64 Years)  0.038*** 0.003 –0.030*** 0.004

Age at Marriage (Range = 10–64 Years)  0.029*** 0.004  0.087*** 0.005

Literate (No) –0.155* 0.076 –0.173* 0.088

Region (South)

North –0.061 0.079 –0.082 0.092

Midwest 0.157* 0.070 0.084 0.081

West 0.225* 0.114 0.052 0.131

Location Type (Rural)

City 0.221** 0.068 0.227** 0.081

Town –0.004 0.075 0.105 0.087

Tenant Farmer (No) –0.197** 0.069 –0.183* 0.082

Sex Ratio (Range = 0.21–1.35) –1.226*** 0.323 –1.541*** 0.374

Euro-American Eligibility Ratio (Range = 0–1.00) 0.227* 0.098 0.234* 0.111

African American Eligibility Ratio (Range = 0–1.00) 0.010 0.077 –0.149 0.090

Intercept –5.421*** 0.340 –4.557*** 0.386

N  57,505 57,505

Note: Reference categories are listed in parentheses.

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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ously married woman with children from a previous marriage,
but decreased the odds of remarrying a previously married
woman without children from a previous marriage.

In addition, for both Euro- and African American men,
the odds of (re)marrying previously married women without
children from a previous marriage (versus women entering
their first marriages) were significantly higher among older
men, men with older ages at marriage, men living in cities
(as opposed to rural areas), and men living in counties with
higher race-specific eligibility ratios; the odds were signifi-
cantly lower among those living in counties with higher sex
ratios. Similarly, the odds of (re)marrying previously mar-
ried women with children from a prior marriage were sig-
nificantly higher among those who were older at marriage
and those living in cities; the odds were significantly lower
among older men and men living in counties with higher sex
ratios. Yet despite the remarkable consistency of these ef-
fects across race, we must repeat that these factors do not
account for race differences in (re)marital choices.

In a final supplemental analysis, we estimated the preva-
lence of mother-only families observed in 1910, by race, and
compared those estimates with adjusted prevalence estimates
computed by including in the numerators remarried women
with children from a prior marriage. Among the 60,955 Euro-
American women with children observed in our sample, 4,589
(7.53%) were heads of mother-only families. In contrast,
12.07% (595/4,928) of the African American women with
children headed mother-only families. When we added the
number of remarried women with children from a prior mar-
riage to the numerators, by race, the adjusted prevalence of
mother-only families increased to 9.98% of Euro-Americans
and 19.36% of African Americans. Thus, in the absence of
remarriage for women with children from previous marriages,
the racial difference in mother-only families would have been
double the observed difference.

DISCUSSION

In a paper on the origins of African American family struc-
ture, Ruggles (1994) states:

Race differences in family structure have expanded
throughout the twentieth century, especially over the past
three decades. But the fundamental differences in the per-
centage of children residing without parents began well
over a century ago. The critical question remains: What is
the source of this distinctive African American pattern of
single parenthood? Recent economic changes can be in-
voked to explain the growing differential between black
family structure and white family structure, but they can-
not explain why blacks started from a higher base. (p. 147)

Our results indicate that the racial difference in African
American family structure at the turn of the century would
have been even larger without the countervailing influence
of remarriage. We find no evidence that racial differences in
remarriage choices contributed positively to the racial dif-
ference in mother-only families. Instead we find that African
American males in both first and higher-order marriages
were more likely than their Euro-American counterparts to
have (re)married previously married women generally, and
those with children specifically. The persistence of this large
racial difference, net of a wide array of social and contextual
factors, is compelling evidence that (re)marriage in that pe-
riod was influenced strongly by other, unmeasured factors
associated with racial background.

This conclusion is consistent with the qualitative evi-
dence provided by Pagnini and Morgan (1996), who argue
that the institution of marriage was different for Euro-
Americans than for African Americans. For example, al-
though this comment is not related explicitly to remarriage,
they quote one African American respondent as follows:

TABLE 4. ODDS OF HAVING A REMARRIED WIFE WITHOUT AND WITH CHILDREN FROM A PREVIOUS MAR-

RIAGE RELATIVE TO THE ODDS OF HAVING A WIFE IN HER FIRST MARRIAGE, CURRENTLY MAR-

RIED MEN AGE 20–64: 1910 IPUMSa

Euro-Americans African Americans_________________________ ________________________

Predicted Predicted
OR  Probability OR Probability

A: Previously Married Wife Without Child From Previous
Marriage Versus Wife in Her First Marriage

Men in first marriage 1.00 0.004 5.99 0.026

Remarried men without children from previous marriage 22.73 0.091 41.30 0.154

Remarried men with children from previous marriage 0.49 0.002 1.91 0.008

B: Previously Married Wife With Children From Previous
Marriage Versus Wife in Her First Marriage

Men in first marriage 1.00 0.010 4.83 0.048

Remarried men without children from previous marriage 33.06 0.258 34.65 0.266

Remarried men with children from previous marriage 8.60 0.083 25.38 0.210

aOdds ratios (OR) computed from multinomial logistic regression analysis presented in Table 3.
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You see, Mama didn’t want me to marry her because
she had a little boy when I married her. Mama wouldn’t
have nothing to do with her because she thought she was
common, and now Mama has come to live with us.…I
left and married her, in spite of all they could say about
it. I loved her and reckon I did a good day’s work when
I married her. Her folks was tickled, and I don’t see why
mine won’t because having the baby won’t against her
so far as other Negroes was concerned. My folks had to
try to be like white folks, though. (Pagnini and Morgan
1996:1,707)

Whatever the participants’ intent, the institution of re-
marriage was viable; it reintegrated vulnerable women and
children into dual-parent families, and provided men with a

means to sustain economic activity, their households, and
their connection to family life. Remarriage countered the dis-
parate demographic, economic, cultural, and social-
institutional forces that disproportionately destabilized Afri-
can American marriages, and contributed to the more fluid
marriage pattern among African Americans that has been
noted by others (Manfra and Dyskstra 1985; Pagnini and
Morgan 1996; Preston et al. 1992). In this period, remarriage
apparently operated as an adaptive response to the high lev-
els of marital disruption among African Americans.

These findings highlight two gaps in the literature on ra-
cial differences in family structure. First, remarriage rates
were higher for African Americans than for Euro-Americans
at the turn of the century, but now are lower. Therefore the
remarriage transition was greater for African Americans than

TABLE 5. MULTINOMIAL LOGISTIC REGRESSION ANALYSIS OF MEN’S (RE)MARRIAGE CHOICES, CURRENTLY MARRIED

MEN, BY RACE: 1910 IPUMS

Euro-Americans African Americans________________________________________________ ______________________________________________

Previously Married Previously Married Previously Married Previously Married
 Women, No Children,  Women With Children  Women, No Children,  Women With Children
 vs. Women Entering  vs. Women Entering  vs. Women Entering  vs. Women Entering

 First Marriage    First Marriage    First Marriage   First Marriage_____________________ _______________________ ______________________ _____________________

Variable beta SE beta SE beta SE beta SE

Previously Married (No) 3.127*** 0.058  3.498*** 0.077  1.929*** 0.118  1.971*** 0.168

Child From Previous
Marriage (No)  2.654*** 0.109  3.900*** 0.101  0.543* 0.240   2.636*** 0.185

Previously Married × Child
From Previous Marriage –6.490*** 0.322 –5.250*** 0.143 –3.626*** 0.482 –2.883*** 0.263

Age (Range = 20–64 Years) 0.037*** 0.003 –0.032*** 0.004  0.040*** 0.006 –0.021* 0.009

Age at Marriage
(Range = 10–64 Years) 0.028*** 0.005 0.088*** 0.006  0.030** 0.011 0.080*** 0.012

Literate (No) –0.074 0.108 –0.281* 0.117 –0.271* 0.115 –0.030 0.134

Region (South)

North –0.024 0.081 –0.038 0.093 –0.429 0.275 –0.074 0.319

Midwest 0.166* 0.072 0.127 0.082 0.113 0.238 –0.100 0.327

West 0.255* 0.115 0.118 0.135 –0.150 0.690 –0.718 0.951

Location Type (Rural)

City 0.166* 0.071 0.166* 0.084 0.549*** 0.171  0.465* 0.209

Town –0.052 0.083 0.149 0.095 0.205 0.174 –0.183 0.230

Tenant Farmer (No) –0.195** 0.075 –0.145 0.089 –0.281 0.185 –0.402 0.233

Sex Ratio (Range = 0.21–1.35) –1.092** 0.403 –1.477** 0.460 –1.839** 0.597 –1.926** 0.701

Euro-American Eligibility
Ratio (Range = 0–1.00) 0.261* 117 0.248 0.134 ..–– .–– .–– .––

African American Eligibility
Ratio (Range = 0–1.00) .–– .–– .–– .–– 0.337* 0.156 –0.119 0.180

Intercept –5.579*** 0.415 –4.547*** 0.465 –3.238*** 0.643 –2.777*** 0.735

N 52,916 52,916 4,589 4,589

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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for Euro-Americans, and may have been more consequential
for other aspects of family and community life. Potentially,
by understanding more fully what happened to remarriage
over the course of the twentieth century and how changes
varied by race, we could gain important insights into several
other domains of investigation, such as childbearing outside
marriage, utilization of welfare, and the feminization of pov-
erty. Although remarriage recently has declined for both
Euro- and African Americans (Patterson 1998),22 our evi-
dence suggests that, over the long course, it did so more for
African Americans than for Euro-Americans. We believe that
researchers need to focus more explicitly on the long course
of remarriage transitions in the United States and on explain-
ing how these transitions affected change in other domains.

Our research also exposes a second gap in the literature.
There is little research on the influences, if any, of remarital
partner choices on family structure today. Even though Afri-
can Americans are less likely than Euro-Americans to marry
and remarry, it may be that (re)marital partner choices either
increase or decrease the prevalence of mother-only families
relative to what would be found in the absence of such
choices. It is important to explore both of these gaps in the
literature because historical and contemporary differences in
remarriage choices may exert important but still largely un-
documented influences on racial diversity in family structure
in the twentieth century.

Similar factors led African American and Euro-
American men to remarry; this point is at least partly consis-
tent with an interpretation of cultural equivalence in family
structure. We believe, however, that the results presented here
provide stronger evidence in support of a cultural variation
perspective (see Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan 1995) and with
findings emerging from the “neo-revisionist” response to the
Moynihan (1965) report (e.g., Gordon and McLanahan 1991;
McDaniel 1994; Morgan et al. 1993). Our results are consis-
tent with evidence that African Americans had a more fluid
marriage pattern (Manfra and Dykstra 1985; Pagnini and
Morgan 1996; Preston et al. 1992; Stevenson 1995); at the
same time they are consistent with finding relatively high lev-
els of dual-parent families in cross-sectional data. The key
point is that Euro-American and African Americans achieved
dual-parent families by decidedly different mechanisms in the

early twentieth century. Although our research cannot address
the causes of this greater fluidity in marital arrangements
(which probably were multiple), it appears that remarriage
among African Americans in that period was not a sign of
social dysfunction. Rather, it was an important adaptive strat-
egy, which countered the effects of the forces that destabi-
lized African American communities and families at the turn
of the century.

Our results are not only consistent with a perspective
that acknowledges racial differences in family structure with-
out attaching a negative valence to those differences, or us-
ing a “deficit model” to interpret them. They also challenge
the arguments of Moynihan (1965), Patterson (1998), and
others who argue that slavery “destroyed” the African Ameri-
can family and undermined men’s commitment to family life.
Our evidence suggests that African Americans sought to re-
spond to the factors that contributed to marital instability and
to construct their own institutions (McDaniel 1994). Our
findings suggest that both previously single and previously
married African American men viewed remarriage as an ac-
ceptable and viable option to help meet their own needs,
those of their own children (whom they often had to care for
after the mother’s death), and those of previously married
women (with and without children) in their communities.
This evidence, we believe, lends itself to the conclusion that,
despite slavery, Jim Crow, and economic deprivation, Afri-
can American men at the turn of the century had strong com-
munal ties and commitments to families and marriage
(Litwack 1979).

Although our findings indicate that remarriage strategies
were adaptive in 1910, a single cross-sectional data set can-
not address the long-term change in the African American
remarriage pattern. Still to be explained is how and why this
adaptive strategy for family reconstitution declined so dras-
tically among African Americans. We do not accept the no-
tion that there was racial dysfunction or equivalence in mar-
riage patterns in 1910; instead we argue that racial differ-
ences in the prevalence of mother-only families increased
over time, at least in part because remarriage among African
Americans was undermined. Therefore we contend that a
fuller understanding of remarriage, specifically the factors
that contributed to the decline of remarriage among African
Americans, would provide valuable insights into many do-
mains of investigation. The results presented here suggest the
utility and importance of additional work to disaggregate re-
marriage from marriage in general in historical and contem-
porary research on racial differences in family structure and
other aspects of family functioning.
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