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A Black Community

Ruth B. McKay An American community in which 80 per-
cent of women are college educated, work    
in the professions, delay marriage and 

childbearing until their late twenties, and return 
to work within a few years of childbirth would 
not seem remarkable in 2007. By contrast, a com-
munity with these characteristics in 1960 would 
have appeared “off the charts” to sociologists and 
labor economists alike. Yet, these demograph-
ic characteristics were observed in an upper mid-
dle-class African-American community in Balti-
more, Maryland, in 1960. 

Information on this community was collect-
ed as part of a large-scale University of Maryland 
Medical School study of social class, socialization 
patterns, and personality development in Balti-
more’s African-American community between 
September 1960 and June 1962.1  Detailed anal-
yses of the social, cultural, and child-rearing pat-
terns of the community have appeared in previ-
ous publications.2,3,4

This article focuses on the distinctive labor 
force characteristics of the women in the aforesaid 
community. Using statistical data from a number 
of governmental and academic sources, the article 
compares the changes in education, employment, 
occupation, and earnings of U.S. women—espe-
cially middle-class white women—over the past 
four decades with the 1960 profile of the Balti-
more women. The effects of the changing labor 
force characteristics of mainstream women on 
their household roles, fertility patterns, and chil-
dren’s gender role socialization also will be con-
sidered in light of the Baltimore findings.

Research methods 

The 1960 study collected demographic infor-
mation from 169 families in the Baltimore chapter 
of Lads and Lassies,5 a prestigious national black 
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family and children’s organization. Twenty-five 
of these families that had 5-year-old children 
were recruited for an Intensive Study Sample. 
Information on the children’s socialization with-
in the family setting came from standardized 
observations of the children in the home, as well 
as from the children’s autobiographical stories 
and drawings. Information on the mothers’ 
child-rearing practices came from parent 
interviews using the Sears, Maccoby, and Levin 
(SML) questionnaire developed for a Harvard 
study of white Massachusetts mothers in the 
1950s.6 The two sets of information allowed for 
a comparison of socialization practices within the 
two communities.

Working mothers

Recruiting Lads and Lassies families with a 5-
year-old child whose mother stayed home full 
time proved very difficult. In 1960, 82 percent 
of the Lads and Lassies mothers of 5-year-olds 
were in the labor force. This percentage was in 
marked contrast to that of white Massachusetts 
mothers of 5-year-olds, only 17 percent of whom 
worked at least part time after the birth of the 
child. White-collar and blue-collar Massachu-
setts mothers showed no significant difference in 
this trait.7 In the United States, fewer than 1 in 
5 mothers with children under 6 years (18.6 per-
cent) were in the labor force in 1960.8

A high number of the Lads and Lassies moth-
ers were employed in professional occupations. 
These mothers reported returning to work within 
months or a year or two of giving birth, because 
of the importance of their incomes in maintain-
ing an upper middle-class family lifestyle.9 In ad-
dition, the Baltimore black mothers reported that 
there was an expectation in their community that 
a woman with professional training would wish to 
work.
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As the following data from the Current Population Sur-
vey show, the decades between 1960 and 2000 saw a steady in-
crease in the labor force participation rate of married women 
with children under 6 years:

  Labor force participation 
  rate of married women
Year  with children under 6 years
1960 ........................................................  18.6
1970  .......................................................  30.3
1980 ........................................................  45.1
1990  .......................................................  58.2
2000  .......................................................  65.3

By 2000, 65.3 percent of married women with children under 6 
years were in the labor force, coming closer to the rate observed 
for the Lads and Lassies mothers in 1960.10

Writing in 2000, Mahshid Jalivand, a professor of economics 
at the University of Wisconsin, attributed the increase in 
employment to “women’s increasing perception of market work 
and careers as sources of rewards (psychic as well as financial) 
that can be complementary to rather than substitutable for 
careers in the home.”11 Among the factors contributing to the 
rise in American women’s labor force participation, Jalivand lists 
“an increase in the amount of the wives’ education, an increasing 
wage rate, the changing economic position of women, declines 
in the male-female earnings gap, lower fertility, [and] a larger 
interval between marriage and the birth of the first child.”12 

Many of these factors were already operating for the Lads and 
Lassies families in 1960 and will be explored in what follows.

Education

In education, slightly more of the Lads and Lassies mothers 
(91 percent) than fathers (79 percent) had completed 4 years of 
college.13 The following tabulation based on data from the Na-
tional Center for Education Statistics lists the percentages of 
persons aged 25 years and older with 4 or more years of college, 
by race and sex, in 1960 and 2000:

Demographic category  1960 2000
Lads and Lassies fathers (n = 169)  ................... 79.0 …
Lads and Lassies mothers (n = 169) .................. 91.0 …
White non-Hispanic men ................................. 10.3 30.8
White non-Hispanic women .............................  6.0 25.5
Black non-Hispanic men ...................................  3.5 16.4
Black non-Hispanic women  .............................  3.6 16.8

In 1960, among U.S. whites with a college education, men out-
numbered women by close to 2 to 1 (10.3 percent, compared 
with 6.0 percent). By 2000, the gender gap in college comple-
tion rates for whites had closed considerably: white men had 
a college completion rate of 30.8 percent, compared with 25.5 
percent for white women. For blacks, the national rates of col-
lege completion by sex were almost identical in 1960 and 2000: 
3.6 percent for women and 3.5 percent for men in 1960, and 

16.8 percent and 16.4 percent, respectively, in 2000.14 
Overall, the percentage of the women’s labor force composed 

of women with 4 or more years of college nearly tripled from 
1970 to 2004, from 11.2 percent to 32.6 percent.15 The increase 
may reflect not only higher levels of educational achievement 
for women during that period, but an increasing willingness on 
the part of college-educated women to join the labor force. In 
1970, the labor force participation rate for women aged 25 to 64 
years with 4 or more years of college was 60.9 percent. By 1987, 
that figure had climbed to 80.3 percent, which approaches the 
82 percent employment rate for the Lads and Lassies moth-
ers in 1960. The labor force participation rate for men with 4 or 
more years of college declined slightly between 1970 and 1987, 
from 96.1 percent to 94.2 percent.16

Occupation

In 1960, 52,123 whites and 7,760 blacks in Baltimore were 
employed in professional and technical, and managerial and 
proprietary, occupations. Of the whites, men held 71 percent 
and women 29 percent of these positions. For the blacks in 
those occupations, the gender distribution was almost equal: 
47 percent were men, 53 percent women.17 Occupational 
information, available only for the Lads and Lassies Intensive 
Study Sample, shows that 22 (88 percent) of the 25 employed 
fathers and 19 (90 percent) of the 21 employed mothers worked 
in positions in the aforementioned occupational categories.

It took decades for the general female population in the 
United States to attain the gender parity seen in profession-
al, technical, and managerial occupations among blacks in Bal-
timore in 1960. Between 1972 and 2002, U.S. women’s share of 
total employment in the managerial, professional, and techni-
cal occupations increased substantially. The proportion of wom-
en employed in executive, administrative, and managerial po-
sitions more than doubled over that period, from 19.7 percent 
to 45.9 percent. In professional specialties, women’s share rose 
from 44.0 percent to 54.7 percent. The percentage of wom-
en employed in technical and sales positions rose from 40.1 to 
50.1 percent.18 Combining women’s shares of employment in 
these occupational categories for 2002 reveals that women con-
stituted 50.23 percent of those employed in these occupations, 
a figure similar to the 53-percent share of the managerial, pro-
fessional, and technical jobs held by this group of black Balti-
morean women in 1960. (See chart 1.)

Economic position of women

In 1960, 19 percent of white families and 6 percent of black 
families in Baltimore reported incomes of $10,000 or more on 
the decennial census.19 For the Lads and Lassies families in the 
Intensive Study Sample, the combined household income was 
slightly more than $10,000 when the husband worked full time 
and the wife part time and was in the $13,000–$17,000 range 
when both spouses worked full time.20 (Incomes over $50,000 
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were reported for some households with a physician husband 
and a professionally employed wife. ) 

Between 1963 and 1992, the percentage of marriages in 
which the husband provided 70 percent or more of the couple’s 
income declined from 78 percent to 46 percent among whites 
and from 71 percent to 33 percent among African-Americans.21 
Wives’ earnings rose from 26 percent to 35 percent of their fam-
ilies’ earnings between 1973 and 2003. Between 1967 and 2003, 
the percentage of married couples in which both wife and hus-
band had earnings from work rose from 44 percent to 58 per-
cent.22 Among working-age married couples, the percentage in 
which only the husband was employed dropped from 51.4 per-
cent in 1970 to 26 percent in 1987.23 The proportion of wives 
earning more than their husbands grew from 18 percent in 1987 
to 25 percent in 2003.24

Fertility and the childbearing interval

Recruiting Lads and Lassies families with at least one child of 
each sex for the Baltimore study proved difficult. An examination 
of the 1960 Lads and Lassies membership roster showed 
that, for the 162 native Baltimorean natural mothers, 102 (63 
percent) had one child, 39 (24 percent) had two children, and 
21 (13 percent) had three or more children.25 For most of the 
mothers, childbearing did not begin until their middle to late 
twenties or early thirties, after they completed their education 
and professional training. The majority of the Lads and Lassies 

women interrupted their professional careers just once, in order 
to bear a child, and then resumed their careers.26

In 1960, the fertility rate (the number of live births per 
1,000 women) of white women aged 30 to 34 years with 16 
or more years of education was 67.9. By 1990, it had fallen 
to 48.6, approaching the 1960 fertility rate of 45.6 for black 
women of similar age and education. (The rate for black wom-
en dropped marginally, to 42.8, in 1990.)27

Increased education had a marked effect on childbearing 
patterns of all U.S. women over the 1960–94 period. In 1969, 
10.2 percent of women with college degrees bore their first 
child at age 30 or older. In 1994, the same was true for 45 per-
cent of such women. This change was not observed in women 
with less than 12 years of education.28 Between 1975 and 1986, 
the proportion of college graduate first-time mothers aged 30 
to 34 years increased from 40 percent to 48 percent, and the 
proportion of first-time mothers aged 35–39 years rose from 
32 percent to 53 percent.29 From 1980 to 1985, the first-birth 
rate for women in their early twenties with college degrees fell 
27 percent.30  The mothers of the 5-year-olds included in the 
Lads and Lassies Intensive Study Sample ranged in age from 
their mid-thirties to mid-forties.31

Household roles

The similarities between the Lads and Lassies families in 1960 
and contemporary families in mainstream American society 
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extend well beyond labor force characteristics to family and 
household organization and the gender socialization of chil-
dren. Information on household organization and family rou-
tines in the Lads and Lassies families was collected through 
ethnographic observations conducted between 1960 and 
1962.32 Household observations on each family, conducted for 
15 days, entailed arriving at the family’s home in the morning 
when the child awoke and remaining “on location” through the 
child’s waking hours until bedtime. The description that fol-
lows is written in the “ethnographic present.”33

Typically, the family’s weekday routine is organized around 
the work schedules of the parent or parents who are employed 
outside the home. Depending upon which parent must leave 
the house earliest in the morning, one or the other parent will 
carry out one or more of the morning activities necessary to 
launch the family members on their day’s trajectories. The fa-
thers were observed to perform some or all of the following 
household or childcare tasks:

Prepare lunches to be taken to school or the work-
place.
Cook breakfast for the child or the entire family.
Help the child to dress.
Help the child to comb his or her hair. 
Drive one or more family members to school or the 
workplace.
Prepare afternoon snacks for the child.
Vacuum floors.
Shop for the week’s groceries.

The participation of the Lads and Lassies fathers in household 
duties and childcare was uncommon, compared with the 
societal norms of the 1960s. It was not until the 1990s that 
sociological studies documented an attitude shift toward more 
egalitarian gender roles within U.S. households. One example 
of this shift is the change in response to an item in the General 
Social Survey, a U.S. household interview survey conducted by 
the National Opinion Research Center: “It is much better for 
everyone involved if the man is the achiever outside the home 
and the woman takes care of the home and the family.” In 1977, 
only 34 percent of women and 29 percent of men disagreed 
with that statement. By the late 1990s, the percentages had 
risen to 67 percent and 60 percent, respectively.34 Time-use 
studies reveal that married men’s time spent doing housework 
more than doubled between 1965 and 1995, from 4.7 to 10.4 
hours per week. Married women’s time in housework over the 
same period declined from 34 to 19.4 hours per week.35 There 
also has been an increase in the number of fathers expressing 
an interest in being involved in the care and nurturing of their 
children.36

Gender role socialization 

One of the areas of greatest difference in child-rearing patterns 
between the Lads and Lassies mothers and the white Massa-

•

•
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•
•
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•
•

chusetts mothers was that of gender role differentiation. The in-
formation obtained was drawn from the mothers’ responses to 
the following survey questions on gender role socialization of 
their 5-year-old children:

How important do you think it is for a boy of X’s age 
to act like a real boy (or, for a girl of X’s age to be la-
dylike?)
(For boys) How about playing with dolls and that sort 
of thing?
(For girls) How about playing rough games and that 
sort of thing? 
Do you feel there is any difference in the way boys and 
girls ought to act at X’s age?

Thirty-six percent of the black mothers, compared with 14 
percent of the white mothers, believed that little or no difference 
existed between boys and girls at age 5, with little or no valuing 
of “masculine” or “feminine” behavior at that age. Conversely, 43 
percent of the white mothers, compared with only 18 percent of 
the black mothers, emphasized, and trained their children for, 
“some” to “wide” differentiation in a number of behavioral ar-
eas.37 Ethnographic observations of the Lads and Lassies chil-
dren included instances of girls climbing trees and a boy playing 
with a doll, without incurring parental disapproval. The white 
Massachusetts mothers were not atypical for their time. Stud-
ies of socialization practices in North America into the 1980s 
showed a significant sex difference in parents’ “encouragement 
of sex-typed activities and perceptions of sex-typed characteris-
tics” in their children.38

By the 1970s, however, a shift was beginning in gender role 
socialization in the United States, moving in the direction of 
the Lads and Lassies mothers’ attitudes. In 1953, 65 percent 
of mothers interviewed in the Detroit area said that only boys 
should be asked to shovel snow and wash the car. In 1971, moth-
ers restricting these tasks to boys had dropped to 50 percent 
and 31 percent respectively. In 1953, 52 percent of the Detroit 
area mothers said that only girls should make beds; by 1971, 
the figure dropped to 29 percent.39 By the late 1970s, women’s 
increased participation in employment and decreased preoccu-
pation with mothering had resulted in a shift in socialization 
toward more independence training and toward occupational 
orientation for girls.40

LABOR FORCE CHARACTERISTICS ASSOCIATED WITH WHITE 
WOMEN in the late 20th century were observed in women in a 
middle-class black community in Baltimore in 1960. The rel-
ative economic equality of men and women in the Baltimore 
community stemmed from a segregated occupational structure 
in which black men did not receive the same financial compen-
sation as white men with similar educational training. For the 
black middle-class family to enjoy a comfortable standard of liv-
ing, it was necessary for the wife to return to work soon after 
the birth of a child and to continue to work for most of her life. 
In addition to economic pressures, there was a cultural value in 
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the community holding that professional careers provide ful-
fillment for college-educated individuals of either gender.41

This picture was in marked contrast to the family pattern of 
the more highly paid white male college graduate, whose single 
salary was sufficient to provide his family a middle-class stan-
dard of living. Even the college-educated wives of white pro-
fessionals in the 1960s tended to begin child bearing in their 
early to midtwenties. These women then devoted most of their 
young and middle adult years to the home and childcare. As 
late as 1977, the majority of U.S. men and women subscribed to 
the belief that “it is better for everyone if the man is the achiev-
er outside the home and the woman takes care of the home and 
the family.” 

In 1960, similar occupational roles for both spouses in the 
black families were found to be associated with egalitarian 
household and childcare responsibilities. The egalitarian social 

roles of the Lads and Lassies mothers, compared with the roles 
of the white Massachusetts mothers, were reflected in child so-
cialization patterns. Significantly more of the white mothers ex-
pected their children to exhibit native sex differences in behav-
ior, and significantly more trained their daughters and sons to 
exhibit such differences. The middle-class black Baltimorean 
parents tended to perceive the behavioral repertoires of their 5-
year-old sons and daughters as essentially similar, to regard any 
sex differences that did exist as relatively unimportant, and to 
postpone any conscious patterning of gender-appropriate be-
havior until adolescence.

As white women achieved greater educational, occupational, 
and economic parity with men over the last decades of the 20th 
century, their social and household roles, fertility patterns, and 
child socialization practices came to resemble those observed in 
the black Lads and Lassies mothers in Baltimore in 1960.
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