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In 1965 the United States rewrote its immigration
laws, and immigration increased sharply as a re-
sult. The immigrants and the children of immi-
grants from the post-1965 period are slowly be-
coming more influential in U.S. life; the largest of
these groups are the Mexican immigrants and the
Mexican Americans. The rapid growth of Hispan-
ic and Asian populations in the United States has
led to a renewed interest in the question of assim-
ilation; that is, will the new groups assimilate, and
if so how long will it take? Will they become part
of White America? Will some groups assimilate
into the Black-dominated urban underclass (a
process Portes called segmented assimilation)?
Will some groups remain permanently separate
and socially isolated? In this article, I examine
the behavior of Mexican Americans and Mexican
immigrants in the U.S. marriage market, using
census data from 1970, 1980, and 1990. The find-
ings are that Mexican Americans are assimilating
with non-Hispanic Whites over time, and the evi-
dence tends to reject the segmented assimilation
hypothesis. The interplay between intermarriage
and endogamy is studied with log linear models;
some variations by geography and U.S. nativity
are noted.

Intermarriage is a fundamental part of the sociolog-
ical understanding of assimilation. Theorists such as
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Davis (1941), Merton (1941), Kennedy (1944,
1952), Gordon (1964) and Lieberson and Waters
(1988) have used measures of intermarriage as the
most basic measuring stick for the social distance
between groups, and with good reason. Not only
does intermarriage represent the acceptance of an
outsider into a group that is more intimate and sa-
cred than the workplace or the neighborhood, but
marriage itself is the unique institution socially and
legally sanctioned for procreation and childrearing.
Because racial and ethnic identities and distinctions
are recreated and reproduced or reinvented in the
childrearing process, the presence of intermarried
couples can represent a unique challenge to the so-
cial boundaries between the parents’ social groups,
whereas the absence of intermarriage between two
groups can represent and reproduce an insurmount-
able social barrier between the groups.

In Gordon’s (1964) classic Assimilation in Amer-
ican Life, he argued that when a new group began
to intermarry ‘‘fully and freely’’ with the dominant
native social group, all other forms of social and
cultural assimilation would necessarily follow. Even-
tually the old ethnic and social divisions between
the groups would disappear. Gordon’s view of as-
similation is self-consciously ideal-typical. We
know, for instance, that the oldest national origin
groups in the United States (the English, Irish, and
Germans) still show a tendency to marry endoga-
mously. In the 1990 census the odds of marrying a
German American man were still about 4 times
higher for German American women than for other
women. Even though Gordon (and Park and Bur-
gess, 1921, before him) implied that assimilation
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TABLE 1. MARTIAL CHOICES FOR U.S. MEXICAN

AMERICAN WOMEN, AGED 20–29, 1970–1990 (%)

1970 1980 1990

Husband’s ethnicity
Non-Hispanic Black
Mexican American
Other Hispanic
All others
Non-Hispanic White
Total

0.5
77.2
2.5
0.7

19.2
100.0

1.3
73.8
1.4
1.0

22.5
100.0

1.4
66.4
1.6
1.4

29.2
100.0

would erase the social boundaries of national origin,
in practice few of these social boundaries ever dis-
appear completely. The continued salience of en-
dogamy among groups that are widely viewed as
fully assimilated (such as German Americans)
means that the study of assimilation needs new,
more practical guidelines for what constitutes assim-
ilation in the marriage market.

The immigration policy of the United States was
fundamentally opened to Latin America and Asia in
1965; the U.S.-born children of those immigrants are
now beginning to come of age and beginning to
influence the political, economic, and social fabric
of the United States. The largest among these sec-
ond-generation groups are the Mexican Americans,
and all demographic predictions point to a sharp in-
crease in the U.S.-born Mexican American popula-
tion over the next few decades (Smith & Edmon-
ston, 1997). The increasing importance of Mexican
Americans in U.S. society raises a number of classic
sociological questions. Are Mexican Americans as-
similating, and if so with whom? To what extent are
Mexican Americans already assimilated? And what
are the appropriate methods and benchmarks for
evaluating assimilation using evidence from the mar-
riage market? In this article, ‘‘Mexican American’’
will mean U.S.-born persons of Mexican descent.
The marriage patterns of Mexican Americans will
be distinguished from the marriage patterns of the
Mexican immigrants, so that both assimilation over
time and over generations can be examined.

The literature on assimilation generally assumes
that assimilation means specifically assimilation with
non-Hispanic Whites. Recent work by Portes and
others on segmented assimilation (Portes & Rum-
baut, 1996; Portes & Zhou, 1993; Waters, 1996) ar-
gues that assimilation with Whites is no longer the
only, or even the modal type of assimilation that
may occur. The literature on segmented assimilation
notes that although integration into middle-class
White America is still a viable option for some im-
migrant groups, for other groups (especially those
perceived as (‘‘non-White’’), ‘‘Americanization’’
usually means joining the inner-city underclass.
Portes and Rumbaut noted that Mexican Americans
frequently work in the most menial jobs, live in the
heart of central cities, and go to school and work
with Black Americans who have learned to reject
what they see as the values and ideals of middle-
class White America. Poverty and blocked mobility
can lead to an oppositional subculture, and Portes
and Rumbaut argued that this is precisely what
‘‘Chicano’’ and ‘‘Cholo’’ identities have become. It
is important, therefore, not to assume that assimila-

tion with Whites is the only kind of assimilation that
can take place. Theory and ethnographic evidence
have suggested that Mexican Americans may be as-
similating into the underclass of the United States,
and this alternate kind of assimilation can be tested
by examining the pattern of Mexican American in-
termarriage with Blacks. Throughout this article, ref-
erences to ‘‘Whites’’ will mean non-Hispanic
Whites, and references to ‘‘Blacks’’ will mean non-
Hispanic Blacks.

The frequency of intermarriage between Mex-
ican Americans and non-Hispanic Whites has in-
creased substantially from about 19% in 1970 to
29% in 1990 (see Table 1). At the same time, the
percentage of Mexican Americans marrying other
Mexican Americans has declined from 77% to
66%. These two trends are clearly related; the
question is how. One possible interpretation of the
trends is that Mexican American endogamy is de-
creasing, leading to increased intermarriage with
all other groups including non-Hispanic Whites; I
will refer to this as ‘‘generalized assimilation’’. A
second possible interpretation is that there has
been assimilation specifically between Mexican
Americans and non-Hispanic Whites.

This paper will offer tests of the following
kinds of assimilation:

1. Specific assimilation of Mexican Americans
(and Mexican immigrants) with non-Hispanic
Whites

2. Specific assimilation of Mexican Americans
(and Mexican immigrants) with non-Hispanic
Blacks

3. Generalized assimilation of Mexican Ameri-
cans

Specific assimilation between Mexican Amer-
icans and non-Hispanic Whites corresponds most
closely to what the literature in the past has usu-
ally meant by assimilation (Anderson & Saenz,



154 Journal of Marriage and Family

1994; Gurak & Fitzpatrick, 1982; Kalmijn, 1993;
Qian, 1997). Specific assimilation with Blacks
represents the alternate kind of assimilation that
Portes and Rumbaut (1996) referred to as seg-
mented assimilation. The third kind of assimila-
tion, generalized assimilation, follows Lieberson
and Waters (1988) and can be defined simply as
the reduction in national origin endogamy over
time. With the passage of time and generations
there is a natural reduction in the identification
with the ancestral culture and language, and a cor-
responding reduction in in-group solidarity that is
reflected in the slow decline of the odds of en-
dogamy for almost all national origin groups in
the United States. An immigrant group may, for
its own internal reasons, slowly deemphasize the
customs associated with their ancestry, but this
doesn’t mean that established White or Black na-
tive groups will necessarily accept the new arriv-
als as equals. Alternatively, either one or both of
the native groups could be willing to treat the im-
migrant group on an equal basis long before the
immigrant group gives up its customs and culture
and its tendency to endogamy.

As the data will show, non-Hispanic Whites
seem to be quite willing to marry Mexican Amer-
icans (men and women), and given the context of
the marriage market in which these unions take
place, I will argue that the marriage market re-
veals no evidence of specific social distance be-
tween Mexican Americans and non-Hispanic
Whites. Mexican Americans are, in other words,
already specifically assimilated with non-Hispanic
Whites. Mexican American endogamy is quite
high, however, meaning that generalized assimi-
lation is far from complete, and Mexican Ameri-
cans are far from the kind of ‘‘optional’’ White
ethnicity that Polish Americans or Irish Americans
have (Waters, 1990). Mexican immigrants have
extremely high levels of national origin endogamy
(as do immigrants from most other parts of the
world), but Mexican immigrants also face sub-
stantial social barriers in their interactions with
native Whites. Mexican immigrants are far from
generalized assimilation or specific assimilation
with any native group.

The evidence for segmented assimilation (i.e.
intermarriage specifically between Mexican
Americans and Blacks) is quite negative. By most
measures the Mexican American–Black schism in
the marriage market is almost as strong as the his-
torically rooted and powerful Black–White
schism.

The distinction between specific and general

assimilation is an important distinction that Mit-
telbach and Moore (1968) emphasized, but most
of the rest of the literature has examined either
general or specific assimilation, but not both. In a
multiethnic context, both general and specific as-
similation (separately with Blacks and Whites)
can be tested jointly, along with other forces in
the marriage market (such as the endogamy of
other groups and the social distance between
Blacks and Whites) that account for the context
of marital choices and options for all groups. The
natural interrelationships between generalized and
specific assimilation make it all the more impor-
tant to distinguish between them theoretically and
to test them jointly.

MEXICAN AMERICAN INTERMARRIAGE

IN THE LITERATURE

The literature on Mexican American assimilation
and intermarriage dates back to the broad research
agenda of Grebler, Moore, and Guzman (1970).
Mittelbach and Moore (1968) showed that as
Mexican Americans advanced in the U.S. occu-
pational hierarchy, they were less and less likely
to marry other Mexican Americans, and they in-
terpreted this decline as assimilation. Schoen and
Cohen (1980) reanalyzed the Mittelbach and
Moore data, using logistic regression (in an ap-
plication very similar to log linear models), and
found that although Mexican Americans did seem
to be assimilating, it was the passage of genera-
tions and not occupational advancement that was
the cause. Although Mittelbach and Moore’s anal-
ysis had some technical limitations, their theoret-
ical analysis was ahead of its time. They noted
that intermarriage between two groups can be de-
termined either by the attraction between the
groups (i.e. specific assimilation) or by the endog-
amous tendencies of either group (i.e. general as-
similation).

Other research on Mexican American inter-
marriage and assimilation has come to a variety
of divergent conclusions. Schoen, Nelson, and
Collins (1978) found that the percentage of Span-
ish-surnamed persons in California who outmar-
ried declined from 1962 to 1974. This result
would seem to run counter to the assimilation hy-
pothesis, although the inability of the raw per-
centages to control for group size, educational dis-
tributions, or ethnic endogamy makes the results
a bit difficult to interpret. Schoen (1986) revisited
the question of exogamy among Spanish-sur-
named persons, using an approach based on life
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tables and attraction scores; he concluded that
compositional changes could have been the reason
for declining exogamy among Spanish-surnamed
persons. Mittelbach and Moore (1968) found that
the percentage of Mexican Americans who mar-
ried exogamously (especially to non-Hispanic
Whites) was increasing over time.

Although Mittelbach and Moore’s methodolo-
gy was unable to test the important theoretical dis-
tinction between specific and general assimilation,
recent advances in the application of log linear
models to multiethnic data sets (Qian, 1997; San-
defur & McKinnell, 1986) allow for tests of this
important distinction.

THE DATA

The data for this article include all married cores-
ident couples from the 1980 and 1990 Public Use
Microdata Samples A files, and from the 1970
public use files of the 5% questionnaire, where
both spouses are between ages 20 and 29 at the
time of the census (following Qian, 1997). Cou-
ples consisting of two foreign-born spouses are
excluded from the multivariate analysis (because
of the difficulty especially in the 1990 census of
determining whether the couple was married in
the United States or abroad), but marriages be-
tween U.S.-born and foreign-born persons are in-
cluded. The use of couples aged 20 to 29 is meant
to restrict the sample to couples recently married
at the time of each census and also to create syn-
thetic, non-overlapping cohorts. The 1990 census
did not contain a question about time at marriage,
but analysis from the 1980 census (available from
the author) shows that as far as ethnic intermar-
riage is concerned, the young married couples
(aged 20 to 29) are fully representative of all re-
cently married couples. Married couples who are
separated or who live in different households are
not included because the census only records in-
formation on spouses who live in the same house-
hold. Census data is prevalence data rather than
incidence data. If intermarried couples were more
likely to divorce, a prevalence sample would be a
biased approximation of the real incidence of in-
termarriages. The inclusion of only young couples
in the data set is intended to limit the potential
bias caused by different divorce rates.

In the log linear analyses I introduce another
covariate, residence in the Southwestern United
States, which is meant to distinguish between the
area of the country where Mexican Americans
have historically been a sizeable part of the pop-

ulation from the rest of the country where (with
few exceptions such as Illinois) Mexican Ameri-
cans are a tiny minority. One might hypothesize
that Mexican American assimilation should be
less apparent in the Southwest because of the rich
variety of historically rooted Mexican American
communities and institutions there; in fact I will
show that the process of Mexican American mar-
ital assimilation is similar inside and outside of
the Southwestern United States, although inter-
marriage between all groups is more common in
the Southwest. Another covariate, formal educa-
tion, is much analyzed in the literature (Kalmijn,
1991, 1993; Qian, 1997) but had little effect on
the results here, so in the interests of allowing
other covariates into the model (geography and
nativity) I have left out the analyses with educa-
tion (these may be obtained from the author).

MEASURES OF GENERAL ASSIMILATION

The most basic measure of general assimilation is
the percentage endogamy. The percentage of
Mexican American wives in this data set who are
married to Mexican American husbands declined
from 77% in 1970 to 66% in 1990 (see Table 1).
The declining percentage of Mexican Americans
who marry other Mexican Americans is consistent
with a pattern of general assimilation, because
such a pattern implies an increase in the percent-
age of Mexican Americans married to all other
groups (including non-Hispanic Whites and non-
Hispanic Blacks).

Despite its popularity in the past (see Murguı́a,
1982), the simple ‘‘percent endogamy’’ statistic
has many limitations. The chief limitation of the
‘‘percent endogamy’’ statistic is its inability to ac-
count for group size. It is well known that smaller
groups tend to outmarry more, but this is merely
a function of opportunity and exposure rather than
a particularly assimilative trait of small groups
(Blau, 1977). Kalmijn (1993) showed that in some
states with very small Black populations, more
than 50% of Blacks married non-Blacks, whereas
in states with large Black populations the outmar-
riage rate for Blacks was closer to 1%. The dis-
crepancy in Black outmarriage was simply due to
the availability of Black spouses, rather than to
any fundamental difference in Black–White rela-
tions across the states.

Table 2 shows that the Asian ancestry groups
are somewhat more endogamous than the Mexi-
can and Puerto Rican ancestry groups. This find-
ing might seem to be in conflict with much-pub-
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TABLE 2. ETHNIC ENDOGAMY FOR U.S.-BORN COUPLES, AGED 20–29, BY CENSUS YEAR

1970

Endog-
amy
Odds
Ratio

Log
(Odds
Ratio)

1980

Endog-
amy
Odds
Ratio

Log
(Odds
Ratio)

1990

Endog-
amy
Odds
Ratio

Log
(Odds
Ratio)

1970–1990
Change in
Log Odds
Ratio for

Endogamy

1980–1990
Change in
Log Odds
Ratio for

Endogamy

Black (Non-Hispanic)
Chinese Americans
Cuban Americans
Japanese Americans
Filipino Americans

51901.00
12207.69

b

3829.60
3896.33

10.86****
9.41****

8.25****
8.27****

15792.46
1544.36

503.3
1004.11
460.75

9.67****
7.34****
6.22****
6.91****
6.13****

5533.24
923.00
571.61
473.97
420.83

8.62****
6.83****
6.35****
6.16****
6.04****

22.24****
22.58****

22.09****
22.23****

21.05****
20.51

0.13
20.75****
20.09

Puerto Ricansa

Mexican Americans
Native Americans
English Americans

2032.40
819.60

b

c

7.62****
6.71****

725.00
307.86
195.01
10.38

6.59****
5.73****
5.27****
2.34****

387.08
167.34
116.94
12.52

5.96****
5.12****
4.76****
2.53****

21.66****
21.59****

20.63****
20.61****
20.51****

0.19****
Italian Americans
Polish Americans
German Americans
Irish Americans

c

c

c

c

8.85
8.69
4.34
4.19

2.18****
2.16****
1.47****
1.43****

7.06
6.88
4.31
4.03

1.95****
1.93****
1.46****
1.39****

20.23****
20.23****
20.01
20.04

Note: From the 1980 and 1990 Public Use Microdata Samples A file; 1970 Census 5% questionnaire microdata.
aU.S.-born Puerto Ricans refers here to Puerto Ricans born on the U.S. mainland. bInsufficient data. cThe 1970 Census

did not include a question on ‘‘ancestry,’’ so White ethnics cannot be disaggregated.
**p , .05. ****p , .001.

licized rates of exogamy among the Asian groups
that exceed 50%. In fact the two findings are con-
sistent. Asian groups do have a higher percentage
of outmarriage: 47% of Japanese women in my
1980 census sample married endogamously, com-
pared with 73.8% of Mexican American women
(see Table 1). The reason Japanese Americans
have a higher odds ratio of endogamy is that their
group is so small (less than 0.1% of the marriage
market) and the odds ratio takes into account not
only the odds of marrying within the group, but
also the odds of marrying a Japanese spouse for
non-Japanese persons. By controlling for group
size, the odds ratio shows that the Asian groups
are remarkably endogamous.

The odds ratio for endogamy (popularized by
Lieberson & Waters, 1988) is a better measure of
general assimilation than the percent exogamy:
The odds ratio controls for relative group sizes,
its distribution is known, and the odds ratio is the
basic unit of log linear analysis. Table 2 lists the
basic odds ratios for endogamy for selected racial
and ethnic groups, for 1970, 1980, and 1990 in
order from the most endogamous (non-Hispanic
Blacks) to the least (non-Hispanic Whites of Irish
ancestry). The odds ratio for endogamy is calcu-
lated as follows: (N1/N2) / (N3/N4),where (using
the example of Black endogamy) N1 is the num-
ber of Black men married to Black women, N2 is
the number of Black men married to non-Black
women, N3 is the number of non-Black men mar-

ried to Black women, and N4 is the number of
non-Black men married to non-Black women. So
N1/N2 is the odds of being married to a Black
woman for married Black men, and N3/N4 is the
odds of being married to a Black woman for mar-
ried men who are not Black. The natural logarithm
of the odds ratio is asymptotically normal (Agres-
ti, 1990), with a variance of (1/N1) 1 (1/N2) 1
(1/N3) 1 (1/N4).

Table 2 reveals a hierarchy of generalized as-
similation: The White ethnics are the most assim-
ilated, the Blacks are the least assimilated, and the
Hispanic and Asian groups all reside on the en-
dogamy scale somewhere between the assimilated
ethnic Whites and the isolated non-Hispanic
Blacks. The odds of marrying a Mexican Ameri-
can man are 170 times higher for Mexican Amer-
ican women than for other women in 1990; this
compares with an odds ratio for endogamy of
more than 5,000 for Blacks, and an odds ratio of
4.3 for German Americans in 1990. Simply hav-
ing a level of endogamy that is intermediate (be-
tween the endogamy of Whites and the endogamy
of Blacks) does not by itself mean that the His-
panics, Asians, and Native Americans are assim-
ilating. Assimilation implies a lowering of social
barriers over time, so if the Hispanics, Asians, and
Native Americans are assimilating, we would ex-
pect to see their levels of ethnic endogamy decline
significantly from 1970 to 1990.

Mexican American endogamy does decline
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significantly from 1970 to 1980, from a log odds
ratio of 6.71 to 5.73, further decreasing to 5.12 in
1990. Along with the decline in Mexican Ameri-
can endogamy, the rate of endogamy of almost
every other ethnic and racial and national origin
group also declines. The data reveal a sharp de-
cline in endogamy for Blacks from 1970 (log odds
ratio of 10.86) to 1990 (log odds ratio of 8.62),
and a decline over time in the rate of ethnic en-
dogamy for all the White ethnic groups except for
English Americans (for German Americans and
Irish Americans, the declines are not significant).
There is, in other words, a powerful trend of de-
creasing endogamy in the United States over a
wide range of ethnic, racial, and national origin
groups. The question is whether the widespread
trend of declining endogamy across many groups
(including Mexican Americans and non-Hispanic
Whites) is enough, by itself, to explain the in-
creasing intermarriage between Mexican Ameri-
cans and non-Hispanic Whites or whether some
other, more specific process is required to explain
trends in Mexican American–White intermarriage.

LOG LINEAR MODELS

The log linear models use the same data as Table
2, with a more limited set of five ethnic groups:
non-Hispanic Blacks, non-Hispanic Whites, Mex-
ican Americans, other Hispanics, and All Others
(a residual category that includes Asians and Na-
tive Americans). Some of the ethnic categories in
Table 2 must be aggregated together to make a
log linear analysis possible; the reduced set of five
categories in use here allow for an examination of
the interactions between Mexican Americans and
the other groups. The log linear models have a
nativity dimension with three values: both spouses
U.S. born, U.S.-born wife married to foreign-born
husband, and U.S.-born husband married to for-
eign born wife. The data includes a time dimen-
sion (census year 1970, 1980, or 1990), and a di-
mension for residence in the Southwestern United
States; the full data set has 5 3 5 3 3 3 3 3 2
5 450 cells.

Table 3 presents summary statistics and log lin-
ear coefficients for five models. Model 5 starts
with the same full set of controls as Model 4 and
eliminates intergroup associations that become in-
significant as other more statistically significant
terms are added (full model available from the
author).

In simplified hierarchical terms, Model 1 can
be written

Log(U) 5 Const 1 Heth * Nat * SW * Yr

1 Weth * Nat * SW * Yr 1 BW

1 MW 1 BM,

and Model 4 can be written

Log(U) 5 Const 1 Heth * Nat * SW * Yr

1 Weth * Nat * SW * Yr

1 Eendog * Yr 1 Eendog * SW

1 Eendog * Nat 1 BW * Yr

1 MW * Yr * Nat 1 BM * Yr

1 BW * SW 1 MW * SW

1 BM * SW,

where the only the highest order terms are listed,
and the lower order terms are assumed. Here U
are the predicted values of the model, Heth is hus-
band’s ethnic group, Weth is wife’s ethnic group,
Nat is U.S. nativity of the spouses, SW is resi-
dence in the Southwestern United States (Califor-
nia, Texas, Arizona, Colorado, and New Mexico),
Yr is census year, Eendog is ethnic endogamy, BW
is the (gender symmetric) Black–White associa-
tion, MW is the (gender symmetric) Mexican
American–White association, and BM is the (gen-
der symmetric) Black–Mexican American associ-
ation.

The first 4 models from Table 3 all include the
Black–White, Mexican–White, and Mexican–
Black associations. The Mexican American–non-
Hispanic White association tests for the classic
kind of what I refer to as specific assimilation. The
Black–White association is provided as a bench-
mark, because the literature has shown that the
Black–White division is one of the fundamental
features of the U.S. marriage market. The Black–
White benchmark is important because the social
significance of the Black–White divide is well
known (Lieberson & Waters 1988; Massey &
Denton 1993), and thus the measure of Black–
White distance in the marriage provides a useful
guide as to the potential social significance of oth-
er associations. In all five models, the Mexican
American–White distance is far less than the
Black–White distance in the marriage market, and
Mexican American–Black distance is comparable
to the distance between Blacks and Whites. The
Black–Mexican association is included because it
represents a test of segmented assimilation, that
is, the assimilation of Mexicans into a broader
‘‘people of color’’ coalition with Blacks.
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Model 1 shows that the each of the three kinds
of couples are substantially underrepresented in
the data, given the sizes of the groups and a null
hypothesis of mate selection that random with re-
spect to the ethnicity of the spouse. In the context
of log linear models, a negative log odds ratio
coefficient (such as the 24.72 coefficient for
Black–White marriages in Model 1) means that
there are fewer such couples than the model
would otherwise predict. More specifically, the
Black–White coefficient from Model One (24.72)
means that the odds of Black–White intermarriage
are about 0.0089 or 1/112 times as large as the
size of the groups alone would lead one to expect
(e24.72 5 0.0089 ø 1/112). A negative coefficient
for the marital association between two groups in-
dicates a smaller than expected number of cou-
ples, and the size of the negative coefficient is a
measure of the social distance between the two
groups. A zero log odds ratio coefficient indicates
no social distance between the two groups, given
the controls of the model. In model 1 the Mexican
association with non-Hispanic Whites is 22.30,
which means that in the pooled sample of data
from three censuses, the odds of Mexican–White
intermarriage are about one tenth of what they
should be (e22.30 ø 1/10) given the sizes of the
groups alone. The Mexican–White association in
Models 1 and 2 includes both Mexican immi-
grants and Mexican Americans. In Models 3, 4,
and 5, an additional term is added to treat the
Mexican immigrants separately.

Model 2 shows that the social distance, or un-
derrepresentation of marriages between each pair
of ethnic groups is declining over time. In Model
2 the association between Mexicans and non-His-
panic Whites is a log odds ratio of 22.89 in 1970,
22.54 in 1980 (22.89 1 .35), and a more modest
22.19 (22.89 1 [.35 * 2]) in 1990. The Black–
White and the Mexican–Black associations show
similar reduction in social distance over time, al-
though these social cleavages are much stronger
to begin with. There clearly is more intermarriage
between the groups over time, and this is not sur-
prising considering that Table 2 showed a reduc-
tion in the ethnic endogamy of many groups over
time, and Table 1 showed increasing outmarriage
of Mexican Americans over time; Model 2 simply
reiterates those findings. Increasing intermarriage
between groups over time could be a result of de-
clining ethnic endogamy across groups, it could
be the result of increasing social alliances between
particular groups, or it could be some complex
combination of these factors. Starting with Model

3 of Table 3, I test these different explanations
against each other in a multivariate context to try
to determine which set of underlying explanations
are the most likely cause for the observed changes
over time.

Model 3 includes not only the associations be-
tween groups (such as between Mexican Ameri-
cans and non-Hispanic Whites), but also a term
for the endogamy of each group. Once the endog-
amy of Whites, Blacks, Mexican Americans, and
others is taken into account, the social distance
between Mexican Americans and non-Hispanic
Whites nearly disappears. In Model 3 the associ-
ation between Mexican Americans and non-His-
panic Whites is a log odds ratio of 20.72, whereas
in Model 2 the distance between Mexican Amer-
icans and Whites was a much more severe 22.89;
this change indicates that most (though not all) of
the social distance in the marriage market between
Mexican Americans and non-Hispanic Whites is
actually due to the endogamy of each group rather
than to any specific social distance between the
groups. In Model 3 the Mexican American–White
social distance declines to zero (2.72 1 [2 * .36]
5 0) by 1990, which means that by 1990 there is
no longer any social distance between Mexican
Americans and non-Hispanic Whites. Model 3 ap-
pears to show, in other words, a process of spe-
cific assimilation between Mexican Americans
and non-Hispanic Whites from 1970 to 1990.
Mexican immigrants do not appear to participate
in the same kind of assimilation process. The as-
sociation between Mexican immigrants and Non-
Hispanic White natives is negative in 1970
(20.72 1 0.04 5 20.68) and hardly different in
1990 (20.72 1 0.04 1 [0.36 * 2] 2 [0.30 * 2]
5 20.56).

Although Model 3 controls for the endogamy
of each group, it does not control for the changes
in endogamy over time, and the prior results
should lead us to expect that the change in en-
dogamy over time could be influential. Model 4
includes each group’s change in tendency to en-
dogamy from 1970 to 1980 and from 1970 to
1990 (the latter values are included in the table).
Model 4 appears to show that the change in Mex-
ican American endogamy over time is not a fun-
damental force in the marriage market (it is a non-
significant 0.09), so Model 4 seems to favor
specific assimilation between Mexican Americans
and non-Hispanic Whites over generalized assim-
ilation because the specific Mexican–White inter-
action is changing significantly over time (a sig-
nificant change in the log odds ratio of 0.27 per
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decade). The fact that Mexican American endog-
amy decline over time is not significant in Models
4 (0.09) or Model 5 (20.04) of Table 3 does not
mean that Mexican American endogamy is not de-
clining—it is declining (see Table 2). What Table
3 shows is that this decline is simply the result of
other changes in the marriage market (declining
White endogamy, increasing Mexican American–
White intermarriage).

Model 4 fits the data poorly by the conserva-
tive likelihood ratio test. The goodness of fit chi-
square for Model 4 is 913.7 on 247 degrees of
freedom. Although this is substantially better than
Models 1, 2, and 3, there is still too much variance
left unexplained, and this residual variance ought
to be accounted for before any final conclusions
can be reached about Mexican American assimi-
lation in the marriage market. Model 5 is a good-
fitting model, and this goodness of fit is achieved
by dropping insignificant terms and adding other
terms that were found to be significant in explor-
atory stepwise modeling.

Model 5 is the best fitting of the models and
as such deserves special attention. Model 5 shows
a null association between Mexican Americans
and Whites in 1970, with increasing specific as-
similation over time. By 1990, the association be-
tween U.S.-born Mexican Americans and non-
Hispanic Whites is positive and significant (0.23
* 2 5 0.46), which indicates preferential mating
between the groups, which is strong evidence for
assimilation of Mexican Americans with non-His-
panic Whites, perhaps even strong enough to con-
sider whether Mexican Americans are ‘‘becoming
White’’ (Ignatiev, 1995). Of course Mexican
Americans still have much higher levels of en-
dogamy than the already-assimilated White eth-
nics (see Table 2), and at the current rate of de-
cline it might be 5 or 6 decades before Mexican
American endogamy is as low as White ethnic
endogamy is in 1990.

The southwestern United States is more per-
missive of intermarriage than the rest of the U.S.
Models 2 and 3 show that intermarriage of all
types (including Mexican American intermarriage
with non-Hispanic Whites) is more prevalent in
the Southwest than in other parts of the country,
and Model 5 suggests that the reason for the re-
gional increase in intermarriage is that both
Whites and Blacks have lower levels of endogamy
in the Southwest. Eighty-three percent of Mexican
Americans in the sample live in the Southwest,
and this percentage has changed little between
1970 and 1990. Mexican American intermarriage

with both Whites and Blacks is increased, in part,
by living in an area of the country where both
Whites and Blacks are more apt to intermarry.

CONCLUSION

The enormous growth of the Mexican American
population (and the growth that is predicted for
the future, e.g. Smith & Edmonston 1997) means
that the nature and timing of Mexican American
assimilation will have important consequences for
U.S. society. Gordon’s (1964) classic work viewed
Hispanics, Blacks, and Native Americans as es-
sentially inassimilable sectors of U.S. society.
More recent work on intermarriage has tended to
show that Black isolation is unique, but the ques-
tion of whether and how the other groups (includ-
ing Mexican Americans) have assimilated has
been insufficiently studied.

The different measures of assimilation pre-
sented in this article contribute to a complex pic-
ture of Mexican American assimilation. Every in-
dicator shows that the Mexican American
experience in the U.S. marriage market is different
from the Black experience. Unlike non-Hispanic
Blacks, Mexican Americans do intermarry with
non-Hispanic Whites in substantial numbers.
Whereas the log linear models show that Black–
White distance is a fundamental feature of the
marriage market, Mexican American–White dis-
tance can be explained away if endogamy of each
group is taken into account. Because Mexican
American–non-Hispanic White social distance in
the marriage market can be reduced to zero (and
replaced by a small though significant attraction)
if enough controls are added, the implication is
that the kind of social barriers that exist between
Whites and Blacks in the United States do not
exist between Whites and Mexican Americans.

The apparent lack of cultural or discriminatory
barriers between Mexican Americans and Whites
in the United States (inasmuch as these barriers
can be studied through marital data) has important
implications. Gordon’s (1964) classic account of
intermarriage and assimilation hypothesized that
the decline of discriminatory and prejudicial bar-
riers would be one of the last steps of an assimi-
lation process. Yet by 1990 Mexican Americans
seem to have reached a level of specific assimi-
lation with the dominant White society that con-
stitutes something like full acceptance. The his-
tory of discrimination that Mexicans have
experienced in the United States cannot be dis-
counted, of course. The group of Mexican Amer-
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icans that is most assimilated with Whites consists
of young U.S. natives who married in the 1980s;
this population of Mexican Americans seems to
intermarry with Whites in a way that reveals little
evidence of the influence of social isolation or
segregation from Whites. Earlier generations of
Mexican Americans clearly faced, and Mexican
immigrants continue to face a certain degree of
social isolation from non-Hispanic Whites.

Assimilation in the marriage market is not nec-
essarily a goal for minority groups, and the lead-
ership of some minority groups (Jews, for exam-
ple) actively opposes intermarriage. Assimilation
at the social level is neither inherently good nor
inherently bad. On the other hand, the kind of
social division that exists between Blacks and
Whites in the United States is clearly detrimental
to Blacks. Black isolation in the marriage market
is a central feature of a wider system of social
isolation and segregation and disadvantage. If
Blacks form a disadvantaged caste in U.S. society,
this castelike status is only possible because of the
social gulf that makes Blacks so clearly ‘‘the oth-
er’’ in White American society. All traditional
caste systems have intermarriage prohibitions at
their core. So the question is whether the social
distance between Mexican Americans and Whites
is great enough to create or reinforce a climate of
segregation or disadvantage for Mexican Ameri-
cans; the answer to this question appears to be no.
That doesn’t mean that Mexican Americans aren’t
a disadvantaged group in U.S. society; by some
socioeconomic status measures Mexican Ameri-
cans are among the most disadvantaged groups.
The marriage market analysis simply suggests that
the marital and social ties between Mexican
Americans and Whites will erode, rather than re-
inforce, the socioeconomic disadvantage of Mex-
ican Americans over time.

In every one of the log linear models, regard-
less of the nature of the controls, the social dis-
tance between Mexican Americans and non-His-
panic Blacks is greater than the social distance
between Mexican Americans and non-Hispanic
Whites. To the extent that a social distance be-
tween Mexican Americans and Blacks exists in
the marriage market, there are some interesting
implications. One implication is that solidarity be-
tween groups based on ‘‘persons of color’’ ethnic
identity seems not to be born out by the data, at
least as far as Mexican Americans and non-His-
panic Blacks are concerned.

Segmented assimilation is an important theo-
retical idea that has emerged in the past few years

in the work of Portes, Rumbaut, Zhou, and Wa-
ters. According to segmented assimilation theory,
Mexican Americans may face pressure to assimi-
late into the Black-dominated social underclass.
The results of this study show more evidence for
Mexican American assimilation with Whites (the
classic type of assimilation), and less evidence for
Mexican American assimilation with Blacks (the
alternative, or segmented type of assimilation).
Segmented assimilation theory has broadened the
perspective on what assimilation means in the
United States, and more empirical tests are need-
ed, for other immigrant groups and in other di-
mensions besides intermarriage, to put segmented
assimilation theory more fully to the test.

NOTE

Thanks are due to Kazuo Yamaguchi, Roger Gould,
Douglas Massey, Marta Tienda, Tony Paik, the Demog-
raphy Workshop of the University of Chicago and an
especially helpful set of anonymous reviews. A fellow-
ship from the National Institute for Child Health and
Human Development made this research possible.
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