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Abstract

In this paper, we develop a new approach for studying historical remarital fertility
differentials with individual-level, cross-sectional data and use it to investigate
hypotheses related to racial differences in remarital fertility. Data come from the 1910
IPUMS. Our methodology provides a means to evaluate differentials in remarital fertility
net of the influences of mortality and fostering/aging out/home leaving, as well as other
contextual influences. Consistent with “traditional” interpretations of historical African
American fertility patterns, which emphasize involuntary influences on fecundity and
fertility (e.g., venereal disease, poor health, complications from childbirth), we find that
African Americans are less likely than European Americans to have had a remarital birth.
However, conditional on having at least one remarital birth (i.e., among those with
proven fecundity), there is no significant difference between European and African
Americans with respect to the number of remarital births they had. Supplemental
analyses indicate that these results are robust.



There has been little research on historical patterns of remarriage in the United
States at least in part because of data constraints (for recent exceptions, see London and
Elman 2001; Elman and London 2002). For the same reason and because there are
methodological issues that must be resolved there has been almost no historical research
on remarital fertility. In order to estimate remarital fertility at the individual level, it is
necessary to know how many children each woman in a higher-order marriage has given
birth to since her higher-order marriage was contracted. Using census data, the
researcher could identify remarital births by comparing the ages of biological children
enumerated in the household with the duration of the woman’s current marriage;
biological children who are younger than the duration of the marriage can reasonably be
presumed to be the result of remarital births. However, because of mortality, fostering,
and aging out/home leaving, some children who were born in the context of a remarriage
will not be present in the households of their parents. Thus, any method that seeks to
examine variation in remarital fertility using individual-level, cross-sectional data must
be able to account for these “missing” children in some manner. In this paper, we
develop a new approach for studying historical remarital fertility differentials with
individual-level, cross-sectional data and use it to investigate hypotheses related to racial
differences in remarital fertility.

For our analyses, we use data from the 1910 Integrated Public Use Microdata
Series (IPUMS) (Ruggles and Sobek 1997). The 1910 census of population was the first
to document whether married persons were in first or higher-order marriages, and
enumerators also collected data on the duration of the current marriage. For women,
census enumerators collected data on the number of children ever born and the number of
children surviving; the age and relationship to the head of household of each child
resident in the household at the time of enumeration were also collected. Using these
data, it is possible to identify all marriages in which at least one spouse was in a higher-
order marriage and to link biological children in the household to their mothers.
Furthermore, for children in the household, it is possible to compare their ages with the
duration of their mother’s marriage to determine if they were born prior to the current
union or since it was contracted. Finally, it is possible to estimate the number of children
missing from the household due to mortality (the difference between children ever born
and children surviving) and due to fostering or aging out/home leaving combined (the
difference between children surviving and the number of children enumerated in the
household).

The analytic approach we take helps more with understanding differentials in
remarital fertility than it does with estimating overall levels of remarital fertility because
it is not possible to know if “missing” children (due to death or fostering/aging out/home
leaving) were from a first or higher-order marriages. For those women for whom both of
these terms are zero, we can conclude that all of their biological children are enumerated
in the household and thus we can be reasonably sure we are getting a good measure of
their remarital fertility. By controlling statistically for these two terms in regression
models, we can partial out the influence of mortality, fostering, and aging out/home
leaving; if other differentials in remarital fertility exist once these factors are accounted
for statistically, then some other factor or factors besides mortality, fostering, and aging
out/home leaving must account for them.



We use this methodological approach and data from the 1910 IPUMS to study
race differences in remarital fertility around the turn of the twentieth century. Between
1880 and 1940, the total fertility rate of African Americans dropped from 7.5 to
approximately 3 children per woman (Coale and Rives 1973, p. 27). According to
Tolnay (1987), two schools of thought have developed to account for the African
American fertility transition; “more traditional interpretations” focus on involuntary
influences on African American fertility (such as venereal disease and infecundability
arising from poor health or complications due to childbirth), while “revisionist
interpretations” suggest a larger role for voluntary fertility limitation. Tolnay’s (1987)
own analysis using the Coale-Trussell method (1974; 1978) for indirectly estimating the
degree of deliberate fertility control in a population indicates a potentially “modest” role
for voluntary fertility limitation among non-farm African Americans in the period from
1905-10 and “only very weak evidence of voluntary fertility control among rural
blacks...the m-value of .338 for farm women is very close to the range typically associate
with natural fertility populations” (p. 213). Given this evidence of limited voluntary
fertility control among rural African Americans around 1910, especially in rural areas
where most African Americans lived, and that rates of venereal disease, substandard
medical care, and poor health were higher among African Americans than European
Americans (Brandt 1985; Cutright and Shorter 1979; Engerman 1977; Farley 1970;
McFalls and McFalls 1984; Pagnini 1992; Tolnay 1987), the “traditional” interpretation
(i.e., infecundability) becomes the most likely alternate hypothesis regarding racial
differences in remarital fertility once the known racial differences in mortality (Ewbank
1987) and fostering (McDaniel 1994), and possible racial differences in aging out/home
leaving, on differential remarital fertility are accounted for statistically.

We do not have a direct measure of fecundability available in the census.
However, we can examine whether a woman ever had a remarital birth and determine
whether there is a race difference in the odds of ever having a remarital birth net of other
contextual factors and the methodological controls we developed to account for children
who had died and children who were fostered or aged out/left home respectively.
Because African Americans had higher mortality than European Americans, had higher
rates of fostering, and their children were potentially more likely to leave home at earlier
ages than European American children, our methodology should yield a negative
coefficient for the African American — European American contrast when we do not
control for “missing” children. If differential mortality, fostering, and aging out/home
leaving account for this race difference, then the negative coefficient should be reduced
substantially, and could even become positive, when these controls are included in the
model. If the negative coefficient remains net of other factors in the model, we will
interpret this as evidence of a racial difference in impaired fecundability in keeping with
the “traditional” interpretation outlined above. Since impaired fecundability may also
emerge over the course of a woman'’s childbearing career, even after one or more
remarital births, we also examine racial differences in the number of remarital births
among those who have had at least one remarital birth (i.e., those with proven remarital
fecundity).

Preliminary Results

Table 1 presents a multivariate logistic regression analysis of ever having a

remarital birth among women in remarital unions who were 15-49 years old at



(re)marriage, which is the first stage of the two part model we estimate. Model 1 in
Table 1 does not include the two control variables we developed to account for children
missing from the household due to death and fostering/aging out/home leaving
respectively; Model 2 includes these two control variables. As indicated at the bottom of
Table 1, these models fit the data well; Somers’ D is 0.597 for Model 1 and 0.612 for
Model 2.

As seen in Model 1, net of other factors, the odds of ever having a remarital birth
are significantly lower among African Americans than European Americans, and the
effect is large. African Americans are almost 60 percent less likely than European
Americans to have had at least one remarital birth. Controlling for missing children in
Model 2 slightly increases the magnitude of this effect; with these two variables
controlled, African Americans are 63 percent less likely than Euro-Americans to have
had a re-marital birth. This increase occurs due to an apparent paradox: African
Americans are more likely than European Americans to have missing children, but
having missing children increases the odds of ever having a remarital birth.

Why might this be the case? It is well-documented in the literature on developing
country mortality and mortality in natural fertility populations that approximately 50
percent of dead children are “replaced”. The significant, positive coefficient on children
missing from the household due to death suggests that remarriage provides a context
within which such replacement fertility is manifested. That the effect of having children
who are fostered or have aged out of the family is also significant and increases the odds
of a remarital birth is a little harder to explain. This effect may reflect a family strategy
for the support of high fertility; older children may leave the household early to increase
available resources for younger siblings and, possibly, to provide remittances that help
their parents support additional younger children. Alternatively, some women may not
bring all of their children from prior unions into their remarriages because their husbands
don’t want to be responsible for children that are not “his,” and such husbands may be
particularly likely to select women from the marriage market who can bear him children.

The addition of the control variables does not alter substantially the effects of
other variables; almost all of the variables that were significant in Model 1 remained
significant in Model 2. : Age at (re)marriage and duration of marriage strongly affected
the odds of having a remarital birth. Women who were older at (re)marriage were
significantly less likely than women who were younger at (re)marriage to have had a
remarital birth; each additional year of age at (re)marriage reduced the odds of having a
remarital birth by 13 percent. The relationship between duration of marriage and the
odds of having a remarital birth was non-linear. Remarital configuration, the number of
children the woman had from her own prior union, and whether the woman’s husband

' In Model 1, the coefficient on West is statistically significant at the p < 0.05 level. I
Model 2, the coefficient drops to marginal significance (p<0.10). Additionally, the
coefficients on highest occupational prestige and literacy are marginally significant in
Model 1 and become non-significant in Model 2. Given that these latter two variables are
indicative of socioeconomic status, which is in turn associated with the likelihood of
infant and child mortality (Preston and Haines 1991), it is not surprising that the effects
of these two variables are attenuated in the presence of a control for the number of
children missing from the household due to mortality.



had children from a prior union each had significant, positive effects on the odds of ever
having a remarital birth. Compared to unions where both spouses were remarried,
women who remarried a previously-never married man were 60 percent more likely to
have ever had a remarital birth and women who married a previously-married man were
30 percent more likely to ever have a remarital birth. Women who had more children
from their previous union in the household were more likely to have had a remarital birth;
each additional prior child increased the odds of a remarital birth by 30 percent. Women
whose spouses had at least one child from a prior union in the household were 18 percent
more likely to have had a remarital birth than women whose spouses did not have prior
children in the household.?

Contextual factors other than marital configuration and the presence of other
children in the household also influence the odds of ever having a remarital birth.
Women living in the South have higher remarital fertility than women living in other
regions. The odds of having a remarital birth are 23 percent lower in the North and 17
percent lower in the Midwest than they are in the South. Women living in cities and
towns are respectively 31 percent and 19 percent less likely to have had a remarital birth
than are women living in rural areas, which may reflect greater access to abortions and
contraception, as well as preferences for smaller family sizes. Tenant farmers are 32
percent more likely to have had a remarital birth, which is consistent with Tolnay’s
(1999) arguments about the effects of tenancy on fertility.

Table 2 presents the second stage of our two part model by presenting an OLS
regression analysis of the number of remarital births among women with at least one
remarital birth (i.e., women with proven fecundity). Here again, we estimate models
without and with controls for the number of children missing from the household due to
death and fostering/aging out’/home leaving respectively in order to ascertain if and how
missing children affect the conclusions we draw about racial differences in remarital
fertility. The models fit the data reasonably well; the adjusted R* for Model 1 and 2 is
0.27

As seen in Table 2, the coefficient on African American is non-significant in both
Model 1 and Model 2. Given proven fecundity, African and European Americans have
an equivalent number of remarital births, even after accounting for children missing from
the household due to death or fostering/aging out/home leaving. The coefficients on the
two variables that account for the number of missing children are also non-significant.
When considered in relation to the findings for the first part of the model, these results
suggest that some factor other than children missing as a consequence of mortality,
fostering, or aging out/home leaving substantially lowers the odds that African

? The fact that these coefficients are all positive could reflect structural and potentially
attitudinal orientations to larger family sizes. Women, who were in the first union, even
though married to a previously-married man, would face normative pressure to bear a
child in that union and become a mother for the first time. Remarried women who are
married to men in their first union would face similar pressures (at least from their
partners who had not fathered any of their own children within marriage). That both the
coefficients on having other children in the household increase the odds of having a
remarital birth net of the other factors in the model may be indicative of indirectly
measured preferences for large families and pronatalist attitudes.



Americans will experience a remarital birth, and that there is no racial difference in the
number of remarital births among women with proven remarital fecundity.

Controlling for missing children does not appear to substantially affect the
magnitude or significance of most of the other variables in the model. Moreover, most of
the other variables affected the number of births in the same way they affected the odds
of having at least one remarital birth in the first part of the model. As was the case in the
first part of the model, women with older ages at (re)marriage have fewer remarital
births, while the relationship between duration of marriage and the number of births is
non-linear. The number of remarital births was higher among remarried women who
married previously never-married men and women who were in first marriages with men
who remarried respectively (relative to women in unions where both partners were
remarried). The number of births was also higher among women who had more children
from their prior union in their household had more remarital births.?

Contextual factors also operated in the same ways that they did in the first part of
the model. Women living outside the South had fewer remarital births. Women living
in cities and towns had fewer remarital births than women living in rural areas, and
women residing on tenant farms had more remarital births.

Finally, and in contrast to what we observed in the first part of the model,
socioeconomic status, as measured by the highest prestige score of any worker in the
family is significantly associated with the number of remarital births. Women in higher
prestige households had fewer remarital births, which may reflect greater access to
contraception and abortion, or different preferences for quality of children that are
reflected in smaller family size preferences that allow for greater investments in
children.’

In order to evaluate how robust our findings are, we did a number of supplemental
analyses. First, we re-estimated Model 2 from Tables 1 and 2 respectively on the sub-
sample residing in the South, where the majority of African Americans lived in 1910
(Tolnay 1999) (results not shown). As was the case with the models estimated on the
national sample, these models fit the data well; Somers’ D for the first equation is 0.640
and the R? for the second equation is 0.32. Our conclusions regarding racial differences
in remarital fertility are the same. In the first stage of the model, the coefficient on
African American is -0.899 (p < 0.001) and in the second stage it is -0.062 (non-
significant).® These coefficients are virtually identical to those presented in Table 1 and

* In contrast to the first part of the model that examined the odds of ever having a
remarital birth, whether the woman’s spouse had a child from a prior marriage in the
household did not have a significant effect on the number of remarital births the couple
had.

*In contrast to the first part of the model where the coefficient on West was marginally
significant, in the second stage of the model, the coefficient on West is statistically
significant.

> The coefficient on literacy is negative and marginally significant in Model 1, but
becomes non-significant in Model 2, when controls for missing children are added into
the model.

® Interestingly, the coefficients for the control variables are slightly different in the South-
only models, and they are the same as what we observe in the models run only on African



Table 2 for the same equations estimated on the national sample. Thus, our fundamental
conclusions about racial differences in remarital fertility derived from the national sample
are upheld when we focus on the South only.’

We conducted a second supplemental analysis to evaluate the sensitivity of our
findings and conclusions to unobserved children in the household. We begin by noting
that a 68.4 percent of remarital households had all of the children the woman had ever
born enumerated in the household at the time of the census. Moreover, there is little
racial difference in this proportion: 69.8 percent of European American households were
not missing any children and 64.6 percent of African American households were not
missing any children. In Tables 3 and 4, we present the results of our two-part model
estimated on the sub-sample of women who had all of their children ever born
enumerated in their households at the time of the Census and the sub-sample of women
who were missing one or more children respectively. We control for the number of
missing children due to death and fostering/aging out/leaving home in Table 4; we do not
do so in Table 3 because the number of missing children, by definition, is zero and
constant.®

Our results indicate that having missing children does reduce the race difference
in the odds of having a remarital birth compared to what we observe among women who

Americans (which we present later in this paper). In Model 1, the coefficient on number
of children missing due to death is positive and significant, as it was in the model
estimated on the national sample. However, the coefficient on number of children
missing due to fostering/aging out/home leaving is non-significant. The precise opposite
is found in the second stage, where the coefficient on number of children missing due to
death is non-significant (as it was in the equation estimated on the national sample) and
the coefficient on number of missing children due to fostering/aging out is negative and
significant. In the South, this does seem to have a dampening effect on our estimate of
remarital fertility.

7 Our findings regarding most other variables are robust. In Model 1, age at marriage,
duration of marriage, remarital configuration (except the coefficient on wife remarried to
a never previously married man), number of children from a prior union, whether the man
has at least one child from a prior union, residential location, and tenancy all operate in
the same way as in the model estimated on the national sample and are all significant
statistically. In Model 2, age at marriage, duration of marriage, number of children from
a prior union, residential location, tenancy, and occupational prestige operate the same as
they do in the model estimated on the national sample and all are significant statistically.
The only major difference between the models estimated on the Southern sub-sample and
the national sample is that, in the South, remarital configuration is not associated
significantly with the number of remarital births. As shown in Table #, both coefficients
are positive and statistically significant in the equation based on the national sample.

¥ As has been the case previously, the models fit the data well. For the equations based
on the sub-sample of women who have all of their children in their households, Somers’
D for the first equation is 0.599 and the R for the second equation is 0.31. For the
equations based on the sub-sample of women who were missing children, Somers’ D is
0.652 and R is 0.21.



had all of their children present in their households. However, in both cases, in Model 1
the coefficient on African American is large and significant statistically (-0.980 versus -
0.794; p <0.001 in both cases). Also, in both cases, the coefficient on African American
is non-significant in Model 2. Once again, we find evidence that our findings are robust.
These fundamental findings we report cannot be discounted because of concerns that our
measure of remarital fertility is based only on observed children and the likelihood of
having children missing from the household varies by race.
Preliminary Conclusion

Our methodology provides a means to evaluate racial differentials in remarital
fertility net of the influences of mortality and fostering/aging out/home leaving, as well as
other contextual influences. Consistent with “traditional” interpretations of historical
African American fertility patterns, which emphasize involuntary influences on fecundity
and fertility (e.g., venereal disease, poor health, complications from childbirth), we find
that African Americans are much less likely than European Americans to have had a
remarital birth. However, conditional on having at least one remarital birth (i.e., among
those with proven fecundity), there is no significant difference between European and
African Americans with respect to the number of remarital births they had. Supplemental
analyses suggest that these results are robust.
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