
it may be hard to believe in the 
midst of another contentious elec-
tion cycle, but the next quarter cen-
tury in the United States promises to 
be a period of increasing moderation 
and stability—at least according to a 

little-known but compelling theory about 
how the ratio of available men to available 
women alters our lives.

Harvard social psychologist Marcia Gut-
tentag began formulating her theory in 
1975, after watching Mozart’s The Magic 
Flute with her second husband, psycholo-
gist Paul Secord, and her two children, Lisa, 
16, and Michael, 14. “Nothing is more noble 
than wife and man, man and wife, and wife 
and man … [reaching] to the height of God-
liness,” sang Papageno and Pamina onstage. 
Hearing them extoll the virtues of marriage 
so extravagantly put Guttentag into a kind 
of “cultural shock,” she later wrote. These 
were the 1970s, after all, when millions of 
marriages—including both Guttentag’s and 
Secord’s first marriages—had collapsed 
in the chaos of the free love movement 
spawned during the previous decade.

When Guttentag returned home, she and 
her daughter listened to songs that were 
popular at the time, all of which had a “love 
’em and leave ’em” theme. Why were views 
on marriage in these two eras—Mozart’s 
1790s and America’s 1970s—so very different? 
Maybe, she conjectured, women were in short 
supply in Mozart’s day, and perhaps now, in 
the 1970s, there were just too many women.

That became the title of a book Guttentag 
began writing soon after she had her insight, 
which she knew was the most important 
of her career. For the first time in U.S. his-
tory, she soon learned, the “availability sex 
ratio”—the ratio of adult men to adult women 
who are available to marry—had dropped 
well below 1.0, to perhaps 0.7 by 1970. 
This meant that there were now 10 avail-
able women for every 7 available men, an 
excess of millions of women of marrying age. 
What had caused the sex ratio to drop so  
dramatically, Guttentag wondered, and what 

impact did this change have on society?
While busy directing two research cen-

ters at Harvard University, Guttentag began 
Too Many Women as a true labor of love. She 
examined imbalances in the ratio of men to 
women in various cultures and at various 
times throughout history and the effects 
they had on social systems. Among other 
things, she found that where the sex ratio 
was high, marriage was stable and women 
tended to stay home, but where the sex 
ratio was low (too many women, that is),  
marriage was unstable and women moved 
into the workplace.

sex and the society
women controlled 40 percent of the land 
and property in Sparta; Athenian women 
controlled no property at all.

But Guttentag’s book was not to be, at 
least not the way she planned it. On Novem-
ber 4, 1977, just five days short of her 45th 
birthday, she died from a heart attack while 
alone in a hotel room in New York City. Her 
husband, Paul, completed her manuscript, 
but the book that finally came out in 1983 
was academic in nature, not the main-
stream “big think” book she intended. With 
her death, the book deal she had made with 
a major publisher disappeared, and sex ratio 
theory stayed mainly in the obscure recesses 
of various academic specialties.

biologists have looked at the sex ratio 
in animal populations for generations, typi-
cally just by counting the males and females 
in a pack or herd. The natural sex ratio for 
the American alligator, for example, is about 
0.2, or one male for every five females. That 
kind of ratio makes sense when males fight 
a lot and female fertility is low.

To study the sex ratio in humans is more 
challenging, especially if your goal is to 
determine how the sex ratio affects social 
systems. Nigel Barber, an evolutionary psy-
chologist based in Birmingham, Alabama, 
has tested its power more than any other 
scholar. Among his recent findings: When 
the sex ratio is low (too many women), 
women are more slender ; when women 
are in short supply, as was the case in the 
United States in the 1950s, women are more 
curvaceous, perhaps because they are try-
ing to look the part of traditional wife and 
mother. Barber’s studies, which often look 
at patterns in 40 countries or more, have 
shown the power of the sex ratio in predict-
ing such things as the rate of nonmarital 
births, the practice of polygyny, and even 
the likelihood that men will grow facial 
hair. The more men there are, he found, the 
more hair they grow to attract mates.

In a study of divorces in the U.S. from 1896 
to 1992, Barber reports that the divorce rate S
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The dramatic differences between Sparta  
and Athens during the fourth century 
b.c. drove the point home for Guttentag. 
Ancient Athens most likely had a sex ratio 
between 1.43 and 1.74 (based on a histori-
cal analysis) because of rampant female 
infanticide and neglect. With three men 
for every two women, women were kept 
uneducated and at home. Sparta, in con-
trast, was a military state in which males 
were removed from their families early 
on to be trained as soldiers. With an 
extreme shortage of men in Spartan soci-
ety, girls received educations and even 
physical training similar to that of boys, 
and women controlled and inherited 
property. Fourth century b.c. Spartan 

56
dIsCOVeR



society In the 1970s, a Harvard psychologist proposed a radical theory 

that the ratio of men to women shapes culture and politics. Her 

theory predicts trends for the next 25 years.  by robert epstein

could be predicted remarkably well from 
the sex ratio. The success or failure of mar-
riage, in turn, ripples though social systems, 
affecting prevailing values. When there is 
an excess of available men—as was true 
during most of U.S. history because most 
immigrants are male—marriage is generally 
revered and values are conservative. When 
available women outnumber available men, 
women are set free of the home, and values 
shift toward liberalism. But a low sex ratio 
also lowers the living standards of women 
and causes turmoil in relationships, mainly 
because men typically have more power in 
society, which they tend to exercise crudely 
when there are extra women around.

The chaos associated with low sex ratios 

has been confirmed by several other studies, 
including a 2010 college-campus investigation 
by sociologists Jeremy Uecker of Baylor Uni-
versity and Mark Regnerus of the University 
of Texas at Austin. In a survey of about 1,000 
college women, the researchers found that on 
campuses where women outnumber men, 
women date less, criticize men more, and are 
less likely to have a college boyfriend, even 
though they are also more active sexually.

One kind of chaos that seems to flow from 
a low sex ratio is counterintuitive. In mul-
tiple studies that examine this issue both 
across countries and over time, Barber has 
shown that a shortage of men is associated 
with higher rates of rape, violent crime, and 
assault. When women are in short supply, 

men compete for resources like good jobs and 
fancy cars that make them more attractive to 
potential mates. But when there are too many 
women, factors such as an absence of fathers 
from the home and conflict between the sexes 
act to raise the level of violence.

the sex ratio is pushed up or down by 
many factors, including environmental 
influences in the womb. A 2010 study con-
ducted in the U.K. found that babies born 
to two nonsmokers were more likely to 
be male (birth sex ratio of 1.14), whereas 
babies born to two smokers were much 
more likely to be female (birth sex ratio of 
0.77). Worldwide, the birth sex ratio is gen-
erally above one, about 1.07—nature’s way, 

Females 23 & Males 26 Females 20 & Males 23 Females 26 & Males 29 (modern marriage pattern)

ups and downs of america’s sex ratio
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Birth patterns in recent 
decades portend social and 
political moderation over 
the next 25 years.

Too many men: 
A shortage of 
female babies  
in the 1970s  
led to the rise  
of conservatism  
in the 1990s.

Too many women: Post–World 
War II births led to a shortage of 
men and the rise of feminism in 
the 1960s and 1970s.{
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Robert Epstein, senior research psychologist at 
the American Institute for Behavioral Research and 
Technology, provided original research for this piece.

perhaps, of compensating for the higher 
mortality rate of males throughout life. By 
the time people are in their eighties, how-
ever, the sex ratio drops to 0.7 or less. Men 
are in short supply among the elderly.

The sex ratio that is most important in 
influencing social systems is the one that 
applies to men and women of mating and 
child-rearing ages—the availability sex ratio. 
The fact that women usually prefer marry-
ing men who are slightly older can shift the 
availability sex ratio up or down almost over-
night. This is because the number of people 
born each year can change dramatically 
when a war ends or a recession begins. It is 
this phenomenon, which demographers call 
the “marriage squeeze,” that led to the enor-
mous excess of available women in the U.S. 
in the generally liberal 1960s and 1970s.

Because of sharp increases in the num-
ber of births in the years following World 
War II and the Korean War, women born 
two decades later were typically seeking 
older partners born in years when far fewer 
babies were born, hence the big drop in the 
availability sex ratio. So a woman born in 
1957, when births were numerous, would, in 
1977, be seeking a male born a few years ear-
lier than she—say, in 1954—when far fewer 
males were born. That’s the “squeeze.” Con-
versely, birth patterns in the 1970s created an 
excess of men in the 1990s. In other words, 
the nationwide shift toward conservatism, 
and even the election of George W. Bush in 
2000, was predictable from sex ratio data.

A host of effects produce differences in sex 
ratios around the world and between racial 
and ethnic groups. The highest sex ratio in the 

world right now—4.15—is in Qatar, where 
thousands of men have immigrated to work 
on construction and oil projects. The lowest 

sex ratio—about 0.79—is in Djibouti on the 
Horn of Africa, where an unemployment rate 
of 40 to 50 percent has forced men to emigrate.

Here in the U.S., African Americans have 
had a low sex ratio since the era of slavery, in 
part because they have a low birth sex ratio 
and in part because many black males are 
in the military or incarcerated. The absence 
of men keeps many black women living in 
poverty, bound to the welfare system. His-
panic Americans, on the other hand, have 
the highest sex ratio of any ethnic group 
in the country—over 1.5 for people in their 
twenties—mainly because far more men 
immigrate than women. The high sex ratio 

should make that community politically 
conservative, yet Hispanics generally sup-
port liberal politicians, perhaps because 
liberal politicians are perceived as more pro-
minority and pro-immigrant, overriding the 
sex ratio influence in this case.

In Asian countries, particularly China 
and India, the ratio of males to females has 
remained stubbornly and artificially high, 
causing concern among government offi-
cials. Because male offspring are preferred 
in many Asian cultures, sonograms are now 
being used to identify female fetuses, which 
are then aborted in large numbers. The birth 
sex ratio in China is now an alarming 1.13. 
The fear in some circles that an excess of men 
will lead to cultural chaos is actually inconsis-
tent, though, with the views of Secord, Gut-
tentag, and others. Barber’s research suggests, 
for example, that a high sex ratio generally 
leads to less violence toward women. But the 
excess of men in China and India has led to 
new kinds of abuse—women being abducted 
from Bangladesh, for example, to serve as 
brides for single males in India, as well as the 
trafficking of young women within India.

In relatively stable societies like the U.S., 
the most powerful factor determining the 
balance of men and women is that marriage 
squeeze, and birth patterns over the past 25 
years make it possible to estimate the avail-
ability sex ratio in the U.S. through the year 
2035. The trick here is to determine whether 
the different numbers of people born each 
year between 1986 and 2010 are likely to 
cause marriage squeezes in the future.

My computations suggest that we are 
unlikely in coming years to run into either 
the liberalism of the ’60s and ’70s (when there 
were too many women) or the conservatism 
of the late ’90s (when there were too many 
men). Instead, we will be trending toward a 
balance between men and women, and there-
fore, a prolonged period of moderation in all 
things political and social: a stable divorce 
rate, reasonable satisfaction in relationships, 
and greater gender equality.

Absent major natural or human-made 
disasters that are sex-selective or extreme 
changes in immigration patterns, the next 
quarter century should be a time of relative 
calm. Marcia Guttentag would be pleased. 

Even 
the election 

of George W. 
Bush in 2000 was 

predictable from sex 
ratio data.
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The number of people born in 
the U.S. changes, sometimes 

dramatically, from year to year. 
The post-war baby boom had 
especially great social impact.
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