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I have always wanted to be a detective and have finally succeeded.  As a small child I was determined to become an archeologist and learn the secrets of the mummies at the Museum of Natural History.  But when I read Paul de Kruif's The Microbe Hunters (1927) in junior high school, I realized that my true calling was not in archeology but in bacteriology.  Microscopic mummies were more challenging and held secrets of greater consequence.  I was no fickle child, however.  The archeologist urge remained for six years; the bacteriologist aspiration stayed with me for another five.  Until my college years they were the only careers I considered.  I had the good fortune to attend the Bronx High School of Science where I studied the subject that had, long before, brought fame to Koch, Pasteur, Lister, and others.  But it wasn’t fame I craved; it was the thrill of discovery.  Truths were hidden under the microscope and I was going to find them.

Whatever truths were hidden under the microscope would remain unknown to me after my first year at Cornell University.  I entered college to study microbiology but soon discovered that there were other subjects – the humanities, history, social sciences – about which I knew little.  Knowledge was deeper and broader than I had been led to believe at Bronx Science.  So little time, so many truths.  The microscope was abandoned and I moved on to libraries and dusty archives where I have remained ever since.
I advise my students today to take courses from the best minds at their universities, independent of subject matter.  I followed that dictum when I was an undergraduate.  Among the best departments at Cornell were government and history.  But my mind did not function best in those fields.  The truths were murkier; the detective could rarely frame the case, let alone solve it.  In my sophomore year I encountered Alfred (Fred) Kahn, whose utter delight in using economics to uncover hidden truths did for economics what Paul de Kruif's stories had done for microbiology.  I didn't know what I would do with economics and that took many years to resolve.  But I was assured that I would eventually resume being a detective aided by both theory and evidence.

After earning my B.A. in economics at Cornell, I entered graduate work at the University of Chicago.  I was ill-prepared for study in a top-ranked department having taken almost as many credits in government and history as I had in economics.  I hadn’t realized that detectives needed math and statistics; guidance for graduate school was non-existent in my undergraduate days.  I went to Chicago because I wanted to continue my study of industrial organization and regulation, begun at Cornell with Fred Kahn.

It was almost pure luck to have chosen Chicago and I still don't know what led me to believe that it would have been a good place to study and live.  It wasn't a good place to live; it was lousy.  But it was the very best place to begin graduate work in 1967.  The greatest minds were in Chicago – Friedman, Stigler, Becker, Harberger, Fogel, Telser, McCloskey, Griliches, Coase, Gregg Lewis, Harry Johnson, among others – and they taught with religious zeal.  All of economics became exhilarating; I became a true disciple.

I did exams in both industrial organization and labor economics.  But their methodology and questions seemed too narrow and I ultimately returned to the study of history, government, and the social sciences in general.  With the framework of economics the real detective work could begin.

I must underscore several admissions before continuing.  First is that I was easily led, although not misled, by others – great minds, powerful personalities, all men.  Fred Kahn was a guiding light in my undergraduate days.  Gary Becker took his place in my second year in graduate school.  And Robert Fogel was the mentor who directed my dissertation and much of my early career.  Detectives question authority.  That would come later.  Second is that I had no clear vision of my future.  I was, and continue to be, gleeful to research and learn about a wide range of subjects.  That may seem overly solipsistic, perhaps a bit naive.  But I now realize that much of my work concerns the origins of current policy issues (e.g., economic inequality, education, role of women in the labor force, impact of social insurance, immigration restriction).  The subconscious plays a major role in one's research agenda.  As one of my teachers, Ronald Coase, noted: “I came to realize where I had been going only after I arrived.  The emergence of my ideas at each stage was not part of some grand scheme.”
  Third is that I find it hard to describe what I do as work because it gives me the same joy as did my two previous and fanciful careers, existing entirely in the mind of a child.  I am the same person, delighting in the discovery of something I believe to be a fact through detective work.

Finally is that I look back on my years as an economist with no sense that there have been watersheds related to appointments, promotions, fellowships, honors, acceptances.  I do, however, remember the precise moment that I found the slave bills of sale at the Mormon Genealogical Society; documents at the National Archives containing information on whether firms hired married women; and surveys covering the labor market histories of women during World War II, oddly enough squirreled away in the building in which I worked.  I remember the “eurekas” I quietly exclaimed when my model or framework took life and began to “talk back” to me.

How I became an economist says much about how I work as an economist.  There has often been no agenda or program, no particular theory that must be followed, no one econometric technique to be used, and no agency or foundation to pay for a bottom line.  Yet the subconscious produces nagging questions.  Mine concern the evolving human condition and the material conditions of life, the long-run issues of economic development.  It doesn't seem to matter what I work on, I return to these issues.  I also am dedicated to seeking the “truth” through fact-finding detective work.  It is frequently a highly descriptive “truth” (e.g., what percentage of women were in the labor force in 1890? what proportion of their lifetimes did they work full-time?) but is also an analytical one (e.g., what fraction of the increase in female labor force participation between 1940 and 1950 was due to World War II?).

My first project as an economic historian was my dissertation.  It began as a term-paper on the role of slavery in the urban and industrial development of the antebellum South.  Robert Fogel strongly encouraged me to expand it into my dissertation, although it was only later that I would discover his broader interests in the subject of slavery.  In those days I thought of myself as an industrial organization- or labor- or even urban-economist.  Although I had taken much history as an undergraduate, I was reluctant to write in a field about which I knew so little.  At the same time, however, I was excited by the prospect of working on broader questions.

Anyone who has argued with Robert Fogel knows that battles are not easily won.  I didn't try and, for that, I'm grateful.  Had I won, and the odds were against it, I would actually have lost.  (Another case in which my lack of questioning authority paid off.)  I was persuaded to write in economic history and to call myself an economic historian (although for long after I was convinced I did not know the subject well enough to teach it).

After graduate school I continued to work on the economic history of the South: the Civil War, emancipation, the post-bellum era, and the role of slavery in the labor force participation of black women.  It was a heady period in the field of economic history (see Goldin 1995) ‑- a great time to be doing economic history and to be studying the economics of the American South and the history of African-Americans.  But although the topics were of interest and I argued with force for one side or another, it is clear, looking back, that I was sniffing around for something of deeper personal interest.  I had stumbled upon it when thinking about black married women after emancipation, but I was not to know that for a few more years.  I meandered for a while, becoming involved in another area gaining strength in the late 1970s -- quantitative social history and the economics of the family.

The economics of the family was then in vogue in both economics and history.  My work focused on family decisions in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries about who worked and went to school, when children left home, where the family resided, and so on.  The work sustained me for some time, but around 1980 I realized that something was missing.  I was slighting the family member who would undergo the most profound change over the long run – the wife and mother.  I neglected her because the sources had.  Women were in the data when young and single and often when widowed.  But their stories were faintly heard after they married, for they were often not producing goods and services in sectors that were, or would be, part of GNP.

I recall the precise moment when I switched my attention to the evolution of the female labor force.  I had few ideas about the location of evidence; fewer still on what the evolution was.  But I knew it would be a story of importance, relevant to the current period, and a project for which my detective work would pay off.  I also knew that I was the one to do it.

Women’s role in the American labor force appeared to be unfolding before me, and I had personally experienced many of the changes I would be studying.  Yet I would come to realize that change was not as precipitous nor as recent as most thought.  No matter how much change there appeared to be, vestiges of the past remained.  And the voices of the history told similar stories.  Each generation would lay claim to being the first to experience truly meaningful change in the economic role of women.  If change were continuous, how could so many generations, such as my own, consider theirs to have lived through the pivotal era?  Questions led to answers; answers led to more questions.  I became consumed by the history of women in the labor force.

Whatever you research, choose a subject (in theory or reality) about which you feel passionately.  You will go to sleep with it and you will wake up with it.  You’d better love it or you will hate yourself.  I cannot emphasize this more.  I know that there will be times when you will work on subjects because they are au courant, because they fill a niche, and because they will appear to guarantee publication.  But your brain will never last long if you only “play the game.”  You must simply crave the answers to the questions you pose.

The central question I posed was “why did the female labor force expand at certain times and for certain cohorts.”  What had caused married women to increase their market participation rate from around 5% to 70% across this century?  I first had to track the expansion in every possible way.  I began by assembling as much data as I could find in easily accessible sources.  In the absence of spreadsheet programs, I recall a nightmare of matrices.  I pushed the project forward in time (almost to the present) and backward (to the 1790s), and tackled various topics in turn, producing series or estimates on the labor force by age, marital status, race, and ethnicity.  I also produced series on earnings, work experience, “wage discrimination,” among others.  When I began the project I thought I could find all the data I needed in published census documents.  I soon discovered that even recent data were not as I wanted, and, strangely enough, data from the more distant past were often better than those nearer to the present.

I quickly realized that because labor force participation tells one nothing about who participates and for how long, such data were insufficient for my project.  To understand how the expansion of the female labor force affected the work experience of women I had to know something about the distribution of work.  I had to know whether a 20% labor force participation rate meant that 20% of all women participated for the entire year or whether all women participated for just 20% of the year.  I needed work histories, either longitudinal or retrospective, for the period prior to 1960.  But longitudinal surveys, such as the National Longitudinal Survey, begin in the late 1960s.  Too late for my work

I soon discovered, as well, that today's labor force construct was not used prior to 1940.  Rather, individuals were asked about their “gainful employment.”  If a woman worked 25 weeks out of the year, would she answer that she didn't have an occupation?  If she worked 27 weeks, would she then have put down an occupation?  I became more aware of the fact that the bounds of market work omitted many women who labored in their homes as family-business workers, boardinghouse keepers, family-farm laborers, and piece-rate workers.  There was also the nagging question of whether the social norms of the day meant that married women gave census-takers the socially-accepted answer rather than the factually correct one.

Before I could answer the original question about the expansion of the female labor force, I needed to describe it more meaningfully and factually.  And for that I needed retrospective work histories predating modern collections, data on how much time women spent in the labor force over the year, and information on the “hidden market work” of married women, among other facts.  I needed to know the truth about the female labor force from 1790 to the present.  What would a great detective do?

I am an incurable optimist, some may say naive.  I was convinced that I would find enough clues to piece together the history of the female labor force.  My detective work began with some obvious sources (“round up the usual suspects”) -- the published documents of federal and state agencies.  They were insufficient, and off I went to the National Archives, Washington, D.C., in search of surveys I believe existed.

The National Archives today is a tightly controlled place.  No one is allowed into the stacks except the official “searchers;” nothing can be taken into the reading room except a lap-top and a pencil (not even a pad of paper).  But when I went to the National Archives in 1981 and requested information about the Women’s Bureau records, I discovered that the “finding aid” for the documents was vastly incomplete.  The “searcher” invited me into the stacks – “minimize transport costs by taking the researcher to the documents” was his motto, apparently.  What I uncovered would not have been possible without his kindness, intelligence, and trust.  I would have had to request hundreds of boxes without knowing their contents.  Not knowing their call numbers would have further complicated the task.  But I was fortunate to have been at the right place at the right time.  I was able to sit in the stacks for hours, riffling through the boxes, taking copious notes on my own pad of paper.  I eventually figured out what was in most of the boxes and wrote my own “finding aid” for the Women's Bureau Record Group (an aid which they couldn't officially use because it wasn't done “in house”).  I had found a “gold mine” of original surveys.

After that visit to the National Archives I knew I had found something special, but I wasn't certain exactly what I had found.  The surveys were not designed with my questions in mind.  Many were executed to make a particular political point about the role of women in the two world wars or during the Depression.  Some concerned immigrant women.  Others were about clerical workers, those in particular industries, and those in certain cities.  Without examining them in detail I didn't know whether the surveys were complete enough or contained sufficient observations to be useful.

One of the surveys concerned office workers and covered a host of industries across many cities in 1939.  The information was contained on individual cards for both men and women and included data on education, earnings, and work experience, among other variables.  Several years later I discovered that the firms employing these office workers were also surveyed (these surveys eluded my initial and hurried search).  Managers were asked mundane questions about how many office workers they hired, what type of machinery they used (the survey was intended to reveal the impact of “new” office technology), and what worker benefits were.  The second page of the survey contained the more remarkable questions -- whether the firm “discriminated on the basis of race,” if “there were any jobs for which you would not hire a woman (a man),” whether “married women were not hired and single women were fired when they married,” and if “married men were paid more than single men.”  Without any anti-discrimination legislation, managers answered the questions candidly.

The Women's Bureau boxes yielded five data sets for my project.  One allowed me to produce work histories for women before 1940 (Goldin 1989), another exposed much about the extent of and reasons for “marriage bars” in the 1920s and 1930s (Goldin 1991b), and one enabled estimates of “wage discrimination” in 1939.  I had, indeed, located much of what I had gone to the National Archives to find.  But what was I to do about the nineteenth century, when the sources were far less abundant and less quantitative?

Once again, I first tapped the obvious -- the census of manufactures.  That revealed the extent of employment in just one sector.  How was I going to find evidence of “hidden market work” of married women during a period when family businesses were significant to the economy?  I discovered that all major and many minor cities had extensive city and business directories dating back to the late eighteenth century.  (One can think of these as phone books before the telephone.)  I used them to find out husbands' occupations just before they died (there were many untimely deaths during yellow-fever epidemics) and what their widows were doing just a year later.  If an innkeeper's widow was also an innkeeper, a reasonable presumption is that she did the same the previous year, when her husband was alive.4
I have many stories of successful detective work, but none that makes me gloat as much as finding the surveys on World War II.  Much of my research for the project was completed by 1987, and I had a full and rich story to tell about the evolution of the female labor force.  But I was still lacking evidence on the role of World War II.  What did happen to Rosie and her compatriots?  I wasn't certain, but I knew that I couldn't delay my book on American women to find the answer.  There will always be someone who will find new evidence, a better econometric technique, or a more appropriate framework.  I spent the academic year of 1987/1988 writing my book (Goldin 1990).  But I wasn't pleased that I came up short in finding a retrospective data set covering the 1940s and so I continued to pursue further data leads even though the book was written.

I was aware that the economist Gladys Palmer had worked at the University of Pennsylvania (my employer at the time) on surveys concerning unemployment and labor force mobility beginning in the 1930s.  My colleagues in the sociology department believed that many of the original surveys were in boxes in the McNeil Building where I worked.  When we finally located the boxes, I discovered the treasure for which I had been searching.  The boxes contained thousands of surveys of working women (and men) in 1951 and their complete work histories back to 1940.  The data had been, literally, right under my nose.  Combined with other information, that serendipitously showed up, I was able to piece together a more complete history of the female labor force during and just after World War II, although I wasn't able to include the findings in my book (see Goldin 1991a).

How did I collect all of these data?  Much of it was collected the old-fashioned way -- by hand and by me.  Until recently I didn't trust data collection to a team of research assistants.  I always insisted on doing much of it myself (I call it “dirty work” because it is -- dusty).  But as the data collection activities became larger and as I encountered surveys that were more systematic, I learned to trust my research assistants.  I still do a large chunk of the coding myself before I train the assistants.  I learn while collecting data.  The forms tell stories and I listen.

I am currently involved in a data collection from the 1915 Iowa State Census, the first and only U.S. census to inquire about education, earnings, religion, ethnicity, and property values.  Only by entering hundreds of observations myself did I discover important details about education on the eve of the great expansion of U.S. high schools.  The latent demand for high schools is revealed in the excessive number of years youths were spending in common schools in rural areas.  I might not have discovered this important point had I not read the schedules myself.  You must get to know your data.

The same advice can be given for data that are already in machine-readable form.  I'm not suggesting that you obtain the original census documents and stare at them, although it might be a humbling experience.  I am suggesting that you scan your data for outliers and that you look at some of their other properties before you subject them to more heavy-duty statistical procedures.

Although I eventually wrote Understanding the Gender Gap: An Economic History of American Women (1990), I wasn't certain, until the year of its writing, that a book would emerge.  A book requires that the author find a “voice” and my “voice” kept changing.  Analytically, I began by working within the accepted framework of female labor supply, pioneered by Jacob Mincer and Gary Becker.  The framework, however, had to be bent to fit the historical reality.  We economists still don't know how to incorporate changing norms and I was researching a subject in which norms played a major role.  As I wrote the book I began to “question authority” much more.  The book still bears the strong imprint of a neoclassical economist, but it is also a considerably more nuanced piece of work than I had originally intended.

I'm asked frequently when I'll write a more popular version of Understanding.  I wish I had the time to do it.  I should.  But I'm happiest being a detective.  To write a popular version of a book I've already written would be like writing a text book.  There isn't much discovery involved.  Rather, there is packaging and communicating.  I should want a larger audience and perhaps I will someday.

What did I do after writing Understanding?  I ambled around researching subjects about which I was curious (and some that I had simply promised for essay collections) and searched for the new project about which I would feel passionately.  I was lucky and found both subject and coauthor, although not necessarily in that order.  My most recent project is a joint venture with Lawrence F. Katz, about whom I feel even more passionately than I do about the subject matter.

After working on historical aspects of unemployment, seasonality, savings, immigration restriction, and earnings inequality, I decided to study the history of education in the twentieth century.  When I was a graduate student at Chicago, Gary Becker told us that even though the returns to education were high, they must have been higher still before 1940 when educational attainment was rising rapidly.  But not until 1940 did the U.S. census of population request information on either education or earnings.  Evidence for the pre-1940 period was almost entirely lacking.  I was finally in the position to attack this important issue and I heard the clarion call for the economist detective.

Educational change in the United States occurred during three transformations defined by the schooling levels common (or grade), secondary, and higher.  The transformation that occurred in secondary education, from 1910 to 1940, was considerably more rapid than in the other two levels.  I set out to track the expansion at the state level and to uncover the forces that set the extraordinary change in motion.  I also set out to study the impacts of these changes on the economy in the immediate period and for the rest of the twentieth century.

The project was begun just three years ago when I was on leave at The Brookings Institution.  By scouring various educational data sources at the federal and state levels, I pieced together the state-level data on the expansion of secondary schools.  I soon discovered that the expansion by state from 1910 to 1940 was far more rapid than the national data suggested.  The leading states geographically formed an “educational belt,” running from parts of New England to the central portion of the Plains states to the Mountain states and on to the Pacific.  These were rich, relatively homogeneous, primarily non-manufacturing, and non-southern states.  The proportion of their youths graduating from high schools in 1925 was almost double what it was in the rest of the nation.

I then studied the impacts of these large and sudden shifts in the supply of educated labor on the wage structure.  There was, as Becker and others had conjectured, a collapse in the premium to ordinary white-collar office workers by the early 1920s.  Relative to production workers, the clerk, stenographer, typist, secretary, and bookkeeper saw their wages fall as the supply of high school graduates expanded.  Various high-technology industries were introduced in that period, including electrical machinery, aircraft, non-ferrous metals, chemicals, and paints.  I turned my attention to whether these industries were hiring disproportionate numbers of high school graduates as blue-collar workers.  The answer was that they were.  Education endowed workers with valuable cognitive skills and firms in particular industries prized these abilities.  The industries that were more willing to pay for the higher priced blue-collar workers were more capital intensive, newer, and higher-tech.

The education project, even more so than that on the evolution of the female labor force, is connected to the policy issues of our day such as rising inequality.  We wonder today whether certain types of technological advances are expanding the wage distribution and whether educational increases can ameliorate widening inequality.  Studying the history of education, technology, and the wage structure has shown that major technological changes of the past also increased the relative demand for skills but that educational advances prevented the wage structure from widening (Goldin and Katz 1996).

What is it like to be a woman and work in a field still dominated by men?  When I was an undergraduate at Cornell there must have been a mere handful of women in my economics classes.  But I don't recall.  When I went to graduate school there were three other women in my first year class (one left in the first year to go to Columbia) out of about 55 in total.  But I don't remember anything peculiar about that either.  I have been the first female economist to be offered or to achieve tenure at the University of Pennsylvania, Harvard University, and Princeton University.  But I don't find that odd or distinctive.  Why?  In part because I know history.  I'm simply much too young to be a pioneer.  Many women, more brilliant and accomplished than I, came before me.  I did nothing to open doors for women other than to provide an example and be a teacher.  I also don't feel that I have been disparately treated by my teachers in graduate school or by most of my colleagues (there are exceptions).  I am occasionally bothered that I wasn't encouraged by anyone to continue my studies in microbiology and that no one (not even my family) questioned my giving up a goal that had once seemed so important.  Would anyone have done so had I been male?  Perhaps.

I haven't said much about how an entire project gets accomplished.  I begin, as I have already said, with a large subject or question, about which I feel passionately.  I then narrow the topic and form several sub-questions and sub-projects.  Three elements of research must then be tackled: (a) ideas; (b) theory; and (c) data and empirical methods.  I work best by tackling all three at once.  At my desk will be several books on the subject, often history books, sometimes sociology, occasionally fiction, rarely economics.  I will also have the accessible data close at hand.  I read and read until my mind begins to wander into economic theory and then I sketch simple models.5  At the same time, another part of me is searching for more data.  How do I know what is relevant before I have formulated hypotheses?  I have some suspicions and I'll be partly correct.  I'll fill in the rest later.  The ideas suggest theory which suggests the data; the data may lead to revisions of the ideas and the theory; and so on.  Each part informs the other.  Round and round I go until I believe I've come up with something that is a truth about a subject or question of importance.

As I work I pretend I'm my worst enemy and attack every idea, piece of theory, and empirical method.  Battles rage and often I lose.  But I really win, of course.  Out there lie sharp critics.  I might as well lose in the absence of an audience and without humiliation, to retreat into my office to revise the paper.

Presenting your ideas out loud (to a seminar, a friend, your dog) subjects them to a scrutiny that is different from the act of writing them down.  I'm not certain why that is the case.  It may be that writing allows one to disguise and obscure errors of logic, but that saying the words out loud (even to a dog) makes one painfully aware of the inconsistencies.  Students are important for just that reason.  They respond with basic, elementary questions, often the ones that your colleagues won't ask.  Even when they don't respond, they at least take the place of the dog (by the way, I love dogs).  Teaching and research have always gone hand and hand in my life.  I can't do one without the other.  I'd like more time to write, but I would never want to be without students, both undergraduate and graduate.  Some of my grandest ideas are expressed in my undergraduate course.  I don't know if I'll ever go to press with them, but they get my juices flowing with interest for the smaller subjects that nest within.

Certain pieces of economic research are so flawlessly executed and so elegantly written that we are lured into believing that their authors are simply better researchers and writers than we are.  That may be true.  But the person whose work we so admire has also worked very hard at both the substance and the writing.  Too many youthful writers believe that the perfect article is effortlessly conveyed from head to hands to printer.  When their first draft is imperfect (and that is guaranteed), they give up and merely submit it to a journal or as a working paper.  Nothing could be more stupid.  Critics abound like vultures on the Serengetti.  My teacher and friend Deirdre McCloskey taught me that no one whose writings we admire, wrote as admirable a first draft.  Write, rewrite, and then rewrite again.  I'll never write like McCloskey, and neither will you, but we will both write much better if we follow that advice.

I learned much about our craft when I was the co-editor of the Journal of Economic History, a post I held from 1984 to 1988 and for two of those years with McCloskey.  We do not instruct our students well in the art of crafting papers, possibly because there are so many idiosyncratic elements.  Editing or refereeing manuscripts teaches us what distinguishes a well-crafted paper from an ordinary one.  We should take on these chores not only because they are public services but also because they are the only means of learning how to write.  Reading your own papers or those that are published cannot teach you the craft of writing.  Unless you have put your paper away for several weeks, possibly months, you will read it with too friendly an eye and ear, for the same reason that parents are never adequate critics of their own children.  And the papers that get published are a selected group that have been through countless revisions.  Learn how to write from the errors of others.  They provide a limitless supply.

Summary:

(1) Most importantly, find a topic of substance about which you feel passionately.

(2) Then be the best detective you can be.  Don't just “round up the usual suspects”; don't simply look under the existing lamppost.  Locate new suspects.  Turn on lights where they have never shone before.  Follow Holmes's dictum that “There is nothing like first-hand evidence,” as well as his admonition that “Any truth is better than indefinite doubt.”

(3) Go back and forth among theory, empirics, and stories until you iterate on the very best truth you can tell.  Sherlock Holmes was known to remark that: “It is a capital mistake to theorize in advance of the facts.”  And Joe Friday always sought: “the facts, Ma'm, just the facts.”  They may have been great detectives, but they would have made lousy economists.

(4) And, because nothing of value is easy or simple, you must: plod, plod, plod; question, question, question; write, rewrite, and rewrite again.  Be your own worst enemy, so that no one else is.  Put the work away and read it with new eyes, not those of its creator.

(5) Find your own “voice.”

(6) And I hope that you will discover the importance of history and of long-term trends in the knowledge you create.
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