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Marriage and Social Class

Daniel Schneider of the University of
California, Berkeley, has been investigating
the decline in marriage rates that has been
occurring since the 1970s in the United States.
Not only are the unmarried growing, but
marriage rates for those with lower education
levels and those who lack wealth have undergone a dramatic plunge. Schneider
worries that anything that makes disadvantaged people less likely to tie the
knot also makes them less able to reap the social and economic benefits
marriage has been shown to provide and that they will face ever-increasing
obstacles in their struggle to break the cycle of poverty. Data from the United
States Census Bureau suggest that such concerns are valid. Adults with a
doctorate or master’s degree are almost four times as likely to marry another
college graduate. Moreover, marriage rates for male high school dropouts are
less than half those of male college graduates. In short, low-income individuals
with lower education levels are marrying less, and there has been a decline in
marriage across educational and class lines.

The latter trend has created new opportunities for college-educated
people from lower-class backgrounds. Research from Cornell University
sociologist Kelly Musick who examined long-term data on 3,200 Americans
from widely varying social backgrounds, indicates that college is advantageous
in terms of raising individual’s earning potential, regardless of their
socioeconomic background. There was also a high correlation between college
attendance and heightened odds of getting married for people from the middle
and upper classes. Statistics on individuals from lower-class backgrounds,
however, indicated that college was an impediment to marriage, diminishing
men’s odds by 38 percent and women’s by 22 percent. Musick attributes this to
what she calls the “marriage market mismatch.” On the one hand, people from
lower-class backgrounds may be reluctant to “marry down” to a less educated
partner from the same background, but on the other hand, their ability to find
a partner with a similar level of education from a more privileged background
may be impeded. According to Musick, therefore, although education can
overcome income disparity among socioeconomic classes, other differences
“may continue to fade as time goes on.”

1. Do you think education level is important in a marriage?

2. Could you marry someone who had a higher or lower education than you?
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