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ABSTRACT
The literature suggested that marriage provides

alternative occupational achievement for women who opt by choice or
by circumstance to attain socioeconomic position through their
husbands' occupations, and that an advantageous social contact
setting is crucial for access to promising mates so that a woman's
personal attributes can be beneficial for marriage mobility. This
study examined the experience of 34 women from a typically rural area
(characterized by overall depression and a strong outmigration by the
youth of the areas) to understand why, faced with limited
opportunities, some achieved advancement through marriage while
otters remained nonmobile. The present study concerns a cohort of 134
females, first studied in 1957, who married during the post high
school decade. It was found that women who met their husbands after
moving to an urban social context were more likely to be mobile than
women who met their husbands in a rural setting. When personal
attributes were considered, it was found that most women who met
their spouses in an urban setting achieved status advancement through
marriage irrespective of personal characteristics. In contrast,
positive personal attributes were strongly related to an advantageous
marriage among the women who met their husbands in a rural context.
The only personal attribute that appeared to relate strongly to
marriage mobility was intelligence. (KM)
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ABSTRACT

The literature suggests that marriage provides alternative occupatiOnal

achievement for wmen who opt by choice or by circumstance to attain socio-

economic position by virture of the occupations of their husbands. It further

suggests that an advantageous social contact setting is crucial for access

to promising mates so that a woman's personal attributes can be beneficial

for marriage mobility. This study examines the experience of women from a

rural area to understand why, faced with limited opportunities, some achieved

advancement through marriage while others remained nonmobile.

We found that women who met their husband after moving to an urban social

context were more likely to be mobile than women who met their husband in a,

rural setting. When personal attributes were considered, we found that most

women who met their spouse in an urban contact setting achieved status advance-

ment through marriage irrespective of personal characteristics. In contrast,

positive personal attributes were strongly related to an advantageous marriage

among the women who met their husband in a rural social context.

1 Paper prepared for presentation at the annual meeting o? the Rural
Sociological Society, Montreal, August, 1974. This is one of a series of
papers, articles, and research reports generated from the Ontonagon County
Project, under the direction of J. Allan Beegle.



STATUS ATTAINMENT THROUGH MARRIAGE: THE EXPERIENCE OF RURAL WONIEN1

Young people growing up in contemporary American society are confronted

with many pressures to become upwardly mobile. Parents often attempt to

influence career decisions, the school system instills the value of educa-

tion as a tool for advancement, and the media constantly besiege young

people with the temptations of material possessions that accompany "success."

Men traditionally have been expected to achieve status through occupa-

tional attainment, but women as yet have not received just treatment in the

employment market despite their many advances toward social equality. They

have typically been limited to a narrow choice of occupations such as

clerical, teaching, and lower status white-collar positions. Hence Tyree

and Treas (1974) have observed that marriage provides a second kind of

occupational achievement for women who may opt by choice or by circumstance

to achieve their socioeconomic position by virtue of the occupations of

their husbands.

The most important of these circumstances are the changing social and

historical contexts through which women pass in the course of their lives.

In his consideration of the experienccs of cohorts through time, Ryder

(1965) has noted that marriage is responsive to the oressure'of restric-

tions or demands of the moment, such as the presence or absence of viable

alternatives. Thus he states that "members of a cohort are influenced in

the age at which they marry, the persons they choose to marry, and even

their eventual likelihood of marriage by the particular set of circumstances

prevailing at the time they reach marriage age." (Ryder, 1965:846)

This study deals with the importance of social context in mobility

chances. We examine the marriage experience of a cohort of rural women
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during the ten years following their high school graduation in 1957, a

period in which marriage was often a less risky and more exoedient route to

rewards than striving for success in the job market. The objective is to

understand why, faced with initially limited opportunities, some of the

young women achieved social mobility through marriage while others remained

virtually nonmobile. Later, in another paper, we intend to compare the

findings arrived at here with the experiences of a second cohort of young

women from the same area who graduated in 1968 and who are growing into

adulthood in a more egalitarian social and historical milieu.

Hypergamy and Settiiigof Social Contact

The prevalence of hypergamy, that is, that women marry up, has long

been assumed by sociologists concerned with intergenerational mobility. In

an early article Popenoe (1937) described the phenomenon as the "mating

gradient," while Anderson (1938) noted that although it varied in intensity

at different levels of class, hypergamy was quite common. However, this

conclusion has been both substantiated by later studies (Centers, 1949;

Hollingshead, 1950; Sundal and McCormick, 1951), and challenged by the evi-

dence from others (Hunt, 1940; Laumann, 1966; Blau and Duncan, 1967; Rubin,

1968). Taken in sum the literature indicates that although marriage within

the same social class is the general pattern, females tend to marry males

of higher social status more often than males marry females of higher social

rank (Burchinal, 1964; Zelditch, 1964).

The relatively narrow range of occupational roles in rural areas is

restrictive to both young men and young women. Therefore, for those women

who opt for marriage, whether or not it is by choice or by circumstance,

the availability of upwardly mobile or high status mates would seem to be
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especially difficult. Nany aspiring young men leave their local community

to attend college or to seek the greater occupational possibilities which

a city or metropolitan area offers. In addition, until recently those

young men who did not go to college were frequently called upon for military

service very soon after high school graduation. Thus, the pool of eligible

husbands in rural communities would appear to be relatively small, and it

is doubtful that those who remain there could provide much mobility poten-

tial for their future spouses.

A woman's personal attributes are obviously of crucial importance in

finding a promising husband. If such mates are not available in the local

area these attributes are of no potential mobility value. Therefore, it

appears, that other factors may be more fundamental to successful marital

mobility for young women from rural areas. In a longitudinal study which

has implications for this situation, Elder (1969) observed a sample of

young girls continuously from the time they were in the fifth and sixth

grade through high school graduation to assess their mental, physical, and

social development. Occupational, educational, and marital status infor-

mation was available for all the women in the sample for nineteen years

after their graduation.

Elder found a strong relationship between high adolescent status

aspiration and future social mobility through marriage. Intelligence and

academic ability were shown to influence college attendance, which was

also predictive of marriage mobility. This finding supports evidence that

women who marry upward tend to have higher IQ scores than those who marry

at their own level or down (Illsley, 1955). Elder concludes that a woman's

chances for social ascent through marriage are dependent on her access to
2/

men of higher status before the exchange value of her personal
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characteristics can be most effective. In other words, the social contact

setting (in this instance a college campus) appears to be more basic than

the woman's personal attributes. Without access to promising mates, per-
3/

sonal qualities cannot be translated into mobility.

In the case of rural women, an urban community would also be a

promising contact setting due to the greater likelihood of meeting high

status or upwardly mobile men in such a social context. The same personal

attributes that Elder found to be predictive of marriage mobility in the

college setting would appear to be beneficial in the heterogeneous milieu

of the city as well. In addition, certain other factors should be important

to success in either setting. We noted very early in our discussion the

importance of parental encouragement for young people. Also, mobility

through marriage would seem to demand deferred marriage to allow sufficient

time for selectivity to take place.

The present study investigates the incidence of marriage mobility

among young women from a rural area of Michigan. Based on the literature

cited and our discussion, we hypothesize, first, that meeting the future

husband in an urban social context will be associated with subsequent social

mobility through marriage. Second, we predict that personal attributes of

the young women which have positive exchange value in the marriage market

will be more strongly related to future marriage mobility in an urban

social context than in a rural social context. Such attributes are seen

to be: a) above average intelligence, b) high academic ability, c) positive

parental encouragement for status improvement, d) deferred marriage, and

e) high future status aspirations.
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METHOD OF STUDY

Data for the present study were taken from a longitudinal study of

young people from Ontonagon County, a remote rural area located on the shore

of Lake Superior in the western portion of Michigan's Unper Peninsula. The

Village of Ontonagon, whose 1970 population was 2,432, is the largest com-

munity in the county. Seven smaller hamlets are scattered about the area,

but many of the county's approximately 10,500 inhabitants live in open

country.

Due to the poor soil, a short growing season, and the remoteness of

the area from potential markets agriculture occupies only a small fraction

of the work force. Lumbering was an important activity around the turn of

the century when the region was first cut over, but it is relatively insig-

nificant now. The most important economic enterprise in the area is copper

mining. However, the several episodes of vigorous mining activity in the

past were typically followed by gradual exhaustion of the denosits and

closure of the mines. Hence the county's long history of population loss

may be attributed in large part to its economic instability.

Its remoteness from urban areas imposes considerable hardship on

Ontonagon County's inhabitants. The county lacks many essential services

and facilities. There is a shortage of doctors and other professionals,

and no form of public transportation operates in the area. The overall

atmosphere is one of widespread depression and, particularly, out-migration

of the young. In this respect the county exhibits a pattern similar to

that of many rural areas in the North Central Region of the United States.

For this reason, Ontonagon County serves as an ideal site for exploring

the problems and experiences of rural youth.



All 269 high school juniors and seniors in the county (142 females

and 127 males) were first studied in 1957 (Goldsmith and Beegle, 1962) and

extensively restudied eleven years later (Rieger et. al., 1973). Infor-

mation was obtained about their occupational and educational experiences,

marital and residential histories, and feelings about what had taken place

during ten years after graduation. The present study concerns the cohort

of 134 females from the original group who married during the post high

school decade (PHSD).

The dependent variable, social mobility through marriage, was measured

by comparing the Duncan Socioeconomic Index (Reiss, 1961) score for each

woman's father's occupation at the time of her high school graduation and
4/

her husband's score at the end of the PHSD. When the two scores for each

subject were compared, a positive, negative, or zero mobility score was

arrived at. The average mobility score for the cohort was found to be +16.

Since our intention here is to ascertain relative movement, that is, members
5/

of the cohort relative to other members of the cohort, women whose score

was above the norm for the cohort (+17 or greater) were then classified as

upwardly mobile, while women whose mobility score was +16 or below were

grouped as nonmobile.

The independent variable social contact setting was dichotomized from

questionnaire responses indicating the place where each girl first net her

husband. An urban place (2,500 or more population) was categorized as an
6/

urban social context, and rural localities (less than 2,500 population)

were classified as rural social contexts for possible marriage mobility.

Other independent variables were dichotomized in the following manner:

Intelligence for each subject was based on the most recent IQ score

recorded in school records from standardized tests. A score of 100 or



above was defined as above average and scores less than 100 were defined

as below average.

Academic ability was measured using percentile scores based on high

school graduation ranks. Emphasis in the dichotomy was placed on superior

ability. Attainment of the sixty-sixth percentile or above was defined

as high, and scores below that percentile were defined as low.

Timing of marriage was dichotomized as deferred (more than one year

after high school graduation) and early (within the first year after

graduation).

Parental encouragement for status improvement was ascertained from

each subject's response to a question asking the course of action her

parents encouraged her to take after high school graduation. Parental

preferences stressing the freedom to leave the local community for advance-

ment were defined as positive encouragement, and preferences that stressed

the daughter remaining near home after graduation were defined as negative

encouragement.

Status aspiration before marriage was ascertained from a question-

naire response eliciting the one most important quality from a given list

of eleven which the subjects felt an ideal future occupation should provide.

Positive response to qualities stressing high status ("money," "power and

authority," "prestige," etc.) was considered an expression of high status

aspiration, while positive response to qualities not implying high status

("time to enjoy myself,' "friendship with fellow employees," "freedom of

behavior," etc.) was considered to express low status aspiration.

The data were first analyzed by cross-classifying the independent

variable social contact setting with marriage mobility. Then, each of the

other independent variables was cross-classified with marriage mobility,



controlling social contact setting, to discover the influence of the vari-

ables in the two contrasting settings.

A chi square test of difference was employed as a convenient criterion

to indicate the existence of concomitant variation between variables.

Because the chi square value is sensitive to the size of U in the Contin-

gency table, if N is small it requires a much more striking relationship
7/

in order to clearly indicate significance. In fact, in such cases we

nay be saying a lot if we achieve a chi square value where p <.10 or better.

Therefore, since we expect relatively small N's in our analysis, we will

report all chi square values to aid in interpretation. Yule's 0 was also

used in each case to ascertain the strength of association between variables.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
The moderate association (0.32, p.(.10) between social contact setting

and marriage mobility shown in Table 1 is in the direction of our hypothesis.

Fifty-five percent of the women who net their husbands in an urban social

context were later socially mobile through marriage, while of those who met

their husbands in a rural context, only 33 percent were mobile.

(Table 1 about here)

Table 2 presents the relationship between the women's personal charac-

teristics and marriage mobility, controlling for contact setting, to assess

the importance of each attribute in an urban versus a rural social context.

Our expectations with regard to intelligence appear to be confirmed. IQ

was found to be moderately associated with marriage mobility in the urban

setting (0=.42, p.20). Sixty-one percent of those women with a high

level of intelligence who met their husbands in an urban social context

were subsequently mobile through marriage. In contrast, intelligence had

8/

8
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only a negligible relationship in a rural social context (Q=-.09). Both

women with above and below average IQ's tended to be nonmobile. Overall,

women who met their husbands in an urban social context were more intelli-

gent (72 percent had above average IQ's) than those who net their husbands

in a rural context (51 percent w,2re above average) regardless of subse-

quent marriage mobility.

Contrary to prediction, we found no relationship between academic

ability and marriage mobility in the urban social context (Q = -.07). Women

who had evidenced either high or low ability in high school were nearly

equal in status advancement and tended to be mobile if they met their

husband in an urban setting. However, in a rural social context academic

ability was shown to be quite strongly related to mobility (9--,..52, p<.05).

Fifty-six percent of those women with high ability were socially mobile

through marriage, while only 29 percent of those with low ability were

similarly mobile. The majority of women in each setting did not achieve

exceptionally high academic standing in high school.

Women who met their husbands in an urban social context were more

likely to have deferred marriage (91 percent) than those who met their

husbands in a rural context (49 percent). Yet, in urban settings the data

indicate very little difference in marriage mobility outcomes for women

who took this course of action (Q-..-.15). Only 52 percent were mobile.

But in a rural social context, waiting to marry was much more closely

associated with future mobility (Q=.43, p4=.10). Forty-nine percent of

those women who deferred marriage and met their husbands in that contact

setting achieved status advancement, while only 27 percent who married

early were mobile.
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The entire cohort evidenced low future status aspiration at the time

of high school graduation regardless of the social context in which they

first met their husbands. Seventy-eight percent of those women who net

in urban settings and 7g percent of those who met in rural settings expressed

low aspirations. Contrary to expectations, women who met their husband in

an urban social context tended to be mobile through marriage regardless of

status aspiration, resulting in negligible covariation (0,-.0/). In that

setting, 58 percent of those who expressed high future aspiration and 55

percent of those who had low aspirations attained status advancement. But

in a rural social context, high status aspiration was more strongly related

to marriage mobility (Q=.44, pi=.10). Fifty-six percent of those with high

status aspiration were later mobile through marriage as opposed to only 33

percent of those with low aspirations.

(Table 2 about here)

These findings offer several conclusions. Women who net their husband

after moving to an urban setting were generally found to be more intelligent,

to have waited longer to marry, and to be more likely to have received posi-

tive parental encouragement for status improvement than was the case for

women who remained in rural areas. Nevertheless, only intelligence was found

to be strongly associated with marriage mobility. It would appear then that

all the above factors were characteristic of women of rural origin who net

their husband in an urban social context but that only intelligence was

particularly related to status advancement through marriage as well. The

highly intelligent rural woman may have been better able to adapt to and

benefit from the opportunities found in the milieu of the city.

Aside from intelligence, a woman's positive personal characteristics

were more important for marriage mobility in a rural social context than in
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an urban setting. Women who met their husband in a rural context most

readily achieved social mobility through marriage if they were high aca-

demic achievers, deferred marriage after high school, received positive

parental encouragement, and had high future status aspirations. In fact,

for each of these variables women with such positive traits who met their

husband in a rural social context were as successful or nearly as success-

ful in terms of marriage mobility as women with the same characteristics

who net their husband after moving to an urban contact setting. However,

the difference in structural contributions between social contexts becomes

obvious when women with low or negative attributes in each setting are

compared.

In the urban social context women with negative characteristics were

as likely to be mobile through marriage as those with positive character-

istics, but as we described above, in a rural setting this phenomenon

clearly did not occur. It thus seems apparent that for those women who

moved to an urban area before meeting their future husband, aside from

intelligence, the greater opportunity offered by the city itself made posi-

tive personal attributes unnecessary to achieve status advancement through

marriage. However, for women who remained in rural areas, there occurred

a process of selectivity on the basis of personal traits. At the simplest

level then, the findings suggest that young women from rural areas who may

opt to achieve socioeconomic position by virtue of the occupations of their

husbands stand a better chance of doing so if they leave their areaof origin

for the greater opportunity of an urban social context.

Aside from observable conclusions, our findings must also be placed

in historical perspective. These women reached marriage age at a time

and ih a-social milieu when early marriage was normative behavior. A
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trend towards younger age at marriage which had begun after World War 11

culminated with the marriage cohort of 1955-1959 (Kiser, et. al., 1963).

Looked at in terms of birth cohorts, the median age at marriage for the

1935-1939 cohort, of which the women in our study are members, was a low

19.9 (Bureau of the Census, 1972a). Early marriage typically results in

early childbearing, further restricting the options available to the women.

In addition to the typical pattern of early marriage, career opportu-

nities for women were limited. Striving for success in the job market was

not the most viable alternative for the young women in the study. Only 77

percent of the women had been employed before they were married, and of

those, 74 percent held low-status clerical, service, and sales positions.

It is not surprising then, when the above circumstances are taken in sum,

that the women were more successful at social mobility through marriage

than through occupational achievement. This raises the question as to how

we expect the experiences of the 1968 graduates to differ from those of the

earlier group.

The 1968 cohort has been passing through the marriageable ages in a

different historical and social context. The median age at marriage for

females has been gradually rising, suggesting that a greater percentage of

women in the ages under 25 are remaining single longer, presumably to seek

a greater selectivity in career and/or marriage options. The proportion of

the female population that is employed is also rising, gradually increasing

from 31.4 percent in 1950 to 34.8 percent in 1960, and rising more sharply

to 42.6 percent in 1970 (Bureau of the Census, 1972b).

Hence, we expect that during their post high school decade the 1968

graduation cohort, in contrast to the 1957 group, will be more likely to

postpone marriage longer to pursue a career. It is unreasonable, however,
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to predict a high rate of rejection of the marriage option, but rather an

increase in the choices available so that regardless of marital status more

women are able to attain occupational position by choice rather than by

circumstance.
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FOOTNOTES

2. Elder (1969) notes that exchange theory has often been used to

explain mate selection and marriage. For examples, see the

following cited after Elder (1969:519): Davis (1941); Waller.

(1937); Winch (1958); and Goode (1966).

3. We have neglected to discuss the importance of physical attrac-

tiveness in mate selection because it was not able to be included

in the present study and because of its subjective nature. ilowover,

several studies have found appearance to be strongly related

marriageability (Waller, 1937; Smith, 1952; Blood, 1955; Smith and

Greenberg-tionane, 1953; Elder, 1969).

4. Inconsistencies in the literature have resulted from the use of

different measures of marriage mobility. Rates of hypergamy have

been ascertained by comparing: the social class of spouses based

on the residential area each lived in before marriage (Pollingshead,

1950); the husband's occupational status and the wife's status based

on her own occupation (Hunt, 1940; Sundal and McCormick, 1951); the

social status of each spouse's father (Rubin, 1968); and the husband's

occupational status versus that of his wife's father (Centers, 1949;

Elder, 1969; Tyree and Treas, 1974). We shall follow Elder's con-

clusion that measures of status relationship between families rather

than individuals exclude important information such as the relative

mobility potential of the husband.



5. If the mobility experience of the cohort were to be compared to that

of the nation as a whole, some account should be taken of the secular

trend in the intergenerational mobility of their husbands, i.e., the

general tendency for subsequent cohorts to achieve higher prestige

due to the relative decrease in lcmer-status jobs in the occupational

structure. However, the post high school decade for the husbands is

not comparable to the length of time the wives' fathers have had for

career achievement. In most cases the husbands may not have been in

the labor force for the full ten years. Thus, without comparing the

husbands with the fathers at similar points in their life cycles,

accounting for a secular trend would have little meaning.

6. Seven of the 134 subjects met their husband while in college.

Because in each instance the college was located in an urban area,

and given the social milieu which typifies a college campus, these

contact settings were categorized as urban social contexts.

7. For a thorough explanation of the properties and usage of coefficient

Q, see Davis (1971).

8. For a discussion of the effects of sample size on chi square values

see Blalock (1972:291-295).



Table 1. Social contact setting and marriage mobility

Nobility Group
Social Contact Setting

Nobile

Nonmobile

TOTAL

Urban Rural

Obb 0=779)

557, 38

45 62

100 100

(1-.32 X2=3.637 1 d.f. p <.10
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