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Abstract

In this article, US and UK census data are used to compare the propensity
for matches between blacks and native born whites in England and the US.
Blacks are disaggregated into three ethnic groups: Black Caribbeans,
Residual Blacks and, in the US, African Americans. The �rst group receives
the most theoretical attention. Both raw percentages and parameters that
control for several covariates – such as age, education and city of residence
– are examined. The results indicate that, with or without controls and
irrespective of ethnicity, blacks in Britain are signi�cantly more likely to
have a native born white partner than their US counterparts. These �ndings
accord with assimilation theory, but the article’s conclusion suggests that, in
both countries, the assimilation of people of African descent operates
differently from the assimilation of whites.

Keywords: Black Caribbeans; interracial; intermarriage; exogamy; cross-
national.

During the latter half of the twentieth century, record numbers of Asian,
African and Latin American immigrants settled in Europe, North
America and Australasia. Not surprisingly, some long-time residents of
these regions have expressed concern that their non-white immigrants
will never ‘assimilate’. Yet, a century ago, similar misgivings were
expressed when large numbers of white immigrants were establishing
homes within and without Europe. Their descendants eventually
blended into their host societies. Now residents of Eurocentric receiving
countries are asking: is this scenario likely to be repeated, or are the
phenotypical distinctions associated with non-European backgrounds so
great that future generations of non-whites are unlikely to blend in?
Similarly, social scientists are asking: will the barriers to assimilation
prove equally insurmountable everywhere or will some Eurocentric
nations prove more hospitable to non-white assimilation than others?

One way of answering these questions is to study intermarriage. ‘A
high rate of intermarriage signals that individuals of putatively different
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ethnic backgrounds no longer perceive social and cultural differences
signi�cant enough to create a barrier to a long term union’ (Alba 1995,
p. 13). Moreover, the likelihood is strong that the offspring of exogamous
unions experience a further dilution in ethnic af�liation, perceiving their
identity as socially constructed and situationally malleable (Waters
1990).

With respect to cross-national differences in intermarriage between
blacks and whites, arguably ‘the litmus test’ of intergroup tolerance,
recent �gures show that partnerships between Black Caribbeans and
whites in Britain are more common than partnerships between blacks
and whites in the US (Berrington 1994, 1996; Modood et al. 1997).
However, most US blacks are African American, not Black Caribbean.
Whether or not unions between Black Caribbeans and whites in Britain
are more common than unions between Black Caribbeans and whites in
the US has never been explored.

We take up this question below. In seeking an answer, we attempt not
only to quantify the cross-national difference but also to explain it. If US-
UK disparities in the rate of Black Caribbean-white partnerships obtain,
they may be due to cross-national differences in the characteristics of the
participants, cross-national differences in the characteristics of the two
societies or both. We concede that social context, especially the nature of
race relations in the two societies, excites our curiosity more than the
characteristics of the participants. As a result, following the presentation
of some descriptive statistics, we employ a multi-variate strategy to
calculate the rates of interracial partnership in the two nations after con-
trolling for as many characteristics of the participants as our data allow.

To preview our results, the outcome of both these exercises is the
same. With or without controls, the propensity for unions between Black
Caribbeans and native whites is signi�cantly higher in Britain than in the
US. In our concluding section, we discuss the implications of this �nding
for race relations in the two societies.

Theory

Theoreticians emphasize three factors as central to the propensity for
exogamy: attitudes, opportunity and exchange (Lieberson and Waters
1988). Attitudes encompass both group members’ views towards
endogamy in general and towards exogamy with a particular outgroup.
Outgroups, in turn, are perceived as arranged in a hierarchy re�ecting
their desirability as mates. These generalizations about attitudes,
however, are subject to quali�cations. For instance, dominant groups and
minority groups may rank outsiders differently (Spickard 1989). Finally,
attitudes are malleable. Factors such as youth, education, and urban resi-
dence heighten tolerance towards intermarriage, as have historical
events like the Civil Rights Movement.
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A second critical determinant is opportunity or the chance that men
and women of different backgrounds will become acquainted. Oppor-
tunity is primarily a structural phenomenon, driven by such factors as
sex ratios, group size, and segregation. Ceteris paribus, large groups will
be more endogamous than small groups because large groups have more
compatriots to choose from (Blau et al. 1982). Similarly, highly segre-
gated groups will be more endogamous than less segregated groups
because the former have little chance to interact with outsiders.
Moreover, group size and segregation are not independent. Members of
large groups can construct segregated lives more easily than members of
small groups because large groups have the numbers to dominate neigh-
bourhoods, schools, workplaces and the like. Again, certain individual
traits increase opportunity; for instance, education.

A third factor associated with intermarriage is status hypergamy. A
disproportionate number of intermarriages involve pairings between
minority males and white females. This disjuncture is most typical of
black-white intermarriage, but has also been noted in other pairings
(Schoen 1995). The most plausible account, the ‘exchange’ explanation,
was �rst formulated by Robert Merton (1941). Building on the general
observation that men exchange their breadwinning capacity for the
reproductive and nurturing capacities of women, he hypothesized that
intermarrying husbands use their economic potential to compensate for
their minority status. Since men’s average earnings are superior to
women’s, in the typical intermarriage, a minority male with relatively
good earnings prospects pairs with a dominant group female of more
modest circumstances.

Of course, the operation of exchange presupposes favourable attitudes
and opportunity for contact. In this sense, exchange is more a catalyst
than a precondition for interracial attraction. Still, all three factors are
associated with the propensity for inter-marriage. Furthermore, in both
the US and the UK, some of these factors are changing in ways com-
patible with an increase in marriages between blacks and whites. That is,
in recent decades, sentiments about black-white marriage have become
more favourable and both residential and occupational segregation have
declined (Jowell et al. 1992; Farley 1996; Peach 1996a; Modood et al.
1997). Furthermore, if the analysis is extended to include cohabiting
couples (as in this article), then an even higher rate of interracial union
can be expected because, compared to intraracial couples, interracial
couples are more likely to cohabit. Cohabitation, of course, is also on the
rise on both sides of the Atlantic (Bumpass and Sweet 1989).

Of the three factors listed above, attitudes are the most theoretically
intriguing, especially in the context of a cross-national comparison. The
literature suggests that the intermarriage rate obtained after the intro-
duction of controls for demographic factors, opportunity and exchange
can be interpreted as an indicator of attitudes towards interracial unions.
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If the ‘net rate’ of interracial partnership is signi�cantly higher in country
A than in country B, then blacks and whites in country A have a more
favourable attitude towards such unions than do blacks and whites in
country B. This, at least, is the assumption that motivates the analysis
below.

Black Caribbeans in the US

Black Caribbeans, the great majority from the British West Indies, began
arriving in the US soon after the turn of the last century. Between 1900
and 1924, when immigration restrictions barred their entry, slightly more
than 100,000 Black Caribbeans entered the US (Reid 1939). Between
1925 and 1965, the number of immigrants from the West Indies dropped
to a trickle, as did curiosity about them (Kasinitz 1992). With the passage
of the liberal 1965 Hart-Celler Act, however, numbers and interest
picked up. By 1990 about 4 per cent of black adults, 0.5 per cent of the
US population age sixteen or over, were either born in the British West
Indies or acknowledged some British West Indian ancestry (Kalmijn
1996).

While there are no studies either of Black Caribbean attitudes towards
white partners or of white attitudes towards Black Caribbean partners,
the proportion of US whites expressing tolerance for black-white inter-
marriage has steadily increased (Jaynes and Williams 1989). As for
blacks, in the 1997 Gallup poll, 77 per cent of them expressed approval
of interracial marriage compared to 61 per cent of non-Hispanic whites
(Patterson 1997).

In Model and Fisher (2001), we compared the propensity for marriage
or cohabitation between Black Caribbean Americans and native born
white Americans with the propensity for marriage or cohabitation
between African Americans and native born white Americans. Dis-
aggregating by generation and gender, we found that, for most sub-
groups, unions between Black Caribbeans and native whites were more
common than unions between African Americans and native whites.
However, when we added controls for the characteristics of the partici-
pants, unions between Black Caribbeans and native whites were usually
not more likely than unions between African Americans and native
whites. There were exceptions, however. These involved later generation
Black Caribbean females, who were signi�cantly more likely to have
native white partners than their African American counterparts. At the
same time, for all subgroups, black male-white female pairs were more
common than black female-white male pairs.

The discovery that, compared to African Americans, exogamy was
signi�cantly higher only among later generation Black Caribbean
women was a surprise. Most Black Caribbean Americans feel that whites
prefer them to African Americans. But the main characteristic that white
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Americans use to distinguish the two groups of blacks is speech. As an
interviewee told ethnographer Faye Arnold, white Americans are
charmed by ‘. . . hearing that rich English accent coming from a black
face’ (Arnold 1996, p.18). As a result, we had hypothesized that,
compared to African Americans, exogamy would be signi�cantly higher
among foreign born Black Caribbeans, especially those who arrived in
their teen years. We chose teen arrivals because they were too old to lose
their distinctive accent but too young to have arrived with a partner.

This expectation proved incorrect, however. Evidently, among blacks,
as among whites, people prefer to enter into partnerships with indi-
viduals who share their nativity (Pagnini and Morgan 1990). Thus, we
found a higher rate of unions with native born whites for the accentless
Black Caribbeans than for the accented.

In order to explain why later generation Black Caribbean females are
more exogamous than African American females, we turn to another
ethnographic �nding. According to Mary Waters, ‘the comfort factor’
explains why Black Caribbeans have more cordial relations with whites
than African Americans do. By this phrase, Waters (1999) means that
Black Caribbeans are less angry at whites, that they don’t feel that
American society ‘owes’ them something, that they don’t come across as
having a ‘chip on their shoulders’. If this assessment is accurate, then
relationships between Black Caribbeans and whites may proceed more
cordially than relationships between African Americans and whites,
even in the absence of a British West Indian accent. Recall, however,
that Black Caribbeans had higher rates of interracial partnership only
when they were later generation females. Interestingly, parts of Waters’
perspective are consonant with such a gender interaction. In particular,
her research indicates that Black Caribbean male adolescents are more
likely to express anger at whites and white institutions than are Black
Caribbean female teens. Such differences could translate into more
white partners among later generation Black Caribbean females than
among African American females.

In sum, our analysis suggests that attitudes towards partnerships
between native whites and native born Black Caribbeans are more
favourable than attitudes toward partnerships between native whites and
foreign born Black Caribbeans. Similarly, attitudes are more favourable
when the man is black and the woman is white than the converse.
However, these gender interactions are weaker for Black Caribbean-
white unions than for African American-white unions. Finally, given the
cross-national focus of the present article, we stress that these variations
by ethnicity, generation and gender, while statistically signi�cant, are
small in magnitude. Our most important �nding is that, irrespective of
the characteristics of the participants, black-white unions in America are
rare.
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Black Caribbeans in the UK

The context of Britain’s Black Caribbean immigration differs substan-
tially from the context in ‘the States’. Although small numbers of
Africans lived in London at the time of Queen Elizabeth I, a visible black
community emerged only after World War II (Tizard and Phoenix 1993).
Black Caribbean immigration was a consequence of Island poverty and
postwar labour demand, particularly for workers in the low-paying jobs
that natives no longer wanted or needed to �ll. Males and females came
in about equal numbers (Peach 1996b); they planned to make their
fortunes and then return home.

By the early sixties, anti-immigration sentiment was suf�ciently wide-
spread that Parliament passed the �rst of several pieces of restrictive
legislation, the fruits of which slowly reduced non-white entry (Mason
1995). After 1971, births, not immigration, sustained the British
Caribbean population. According to the 1991 UK Census, Britain
housed 499,964 Black Caribbeans and 178,401 ‘Black Others’, a group
composed primarily of persons with some Caribbean heritage (Dale and
Holdsworth 1997). Together, these two groups comprise about 1.5 per
cent of the population of England.

These remarks suggest that the percentage of the British population
that is Black Caribbean is three times the percentage of the American
population that is Black Caribbean. Theoretically, these numbers imply
greater Caribbean endogamy in Britain. At the same time, the percent-
age of the British population that is white is also larger (94.4 per cent)
than the percentage of the American population that is non-Hispanic
white (75.7 per cent). These numbers imply greater black-white exogamy
in Britain. In short, if group size alone determines mate choice, Black
Caribbeans in Britain should effect both more black-black unions and
more black-white unions than their American counterparts.

But geography mediates the effect of numbers. And, although slightly
over half of Black Caribbeans in Britain live in the greater London area,
they experience far less residential segregation than their American
counterparts. Indeed, Peach (1996a) �nds black-white segregation levels
are falling more rapidly in Britain than in the US. Thus, whites are not
only a greater proportion of the British than of the American population,
but Black Caribbeans have a greater chance of associating with whites
than do their counterparts in the US.

Furthermore, British attitudes towards black-white unions are more
favourable than American. On several similarly worded Gallup polls,
about 20 per cent more Americans than Britons disapproved of such
relationships (Tizard and Phoenix 1993). British Caribbean blacks also
communicate stronger support for interracial marriage than African
Americans do. In 1994, only 12 per cent reported that they would ‘mind
a little or a lot’ if a white were to marry a close relative (Modood et al.
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1997). The analogous �gure for African Americans is 23 per cent (Patter-
son 1997).

In short, a cross-national comparison of the factors that facilitate
unions between whites and Caribbean Blacks leads us to hypothesize
that such relationships will be more common in Britain than in the US.
Group size contributes to this expectation; yet, we anticipate that con-
trolling for group size, as well as for other measurable factors, will not
eliminate the higher prevalence of such unions in Britain.

Data and methods

Our cases come from the 1990 US Census (5 percent Public Use Micro-
data Samples) and the 1991 UK Census, Household Sample (1 percent
Sample of Anonymised Records). The �rst step in creating both data
sets was to identify the partnered population. We then matched partners,
both married and cohabiting, whether or not one was the householder.
Persons under sixteen, same sex pairs and those without partners were
excluded. Cohabiting couples were easy to identify in Britain because
the UK Census questionnaire inquired about this kind of union. The US
Census did not, forcing us to rely on the code ‘unmarried partner of
household head’ to identify cohabiting pairs. This strategy doubtless
underestimates the US cohabiting population. The data have a few other
shortcomings. They are cross-sectional; they provide no information
about previous unions; in Britain they offer no information on immi-
grants’ date of arrival and they measure education poorly. Finally, our
results generalize only to the partnered population; however, as Pullum
and Peri (1999) have shown, this restriction does not distort those results

The large size of the PUMs motivated us to sample, but �rst we had
to de�ne the groups of interest. The whites in this study self-described
as white, non-Hispanic and native born. Although an analysis of the
partnership patterns of foreign born non-Hispanic whites is theoreti-
cally of interest, there are not enough foreign born whites in the British
data to produce reliable results.1 Following Kalmijn (1996) persons
black on race, born in the US, non-Hispanic, and reporting no ancestry
other than black, African or American were de�ned as African
American. Black Caribbeans were black on race, non-Hispanic and
either born in one of thirty-nine British West Indian countries or were
native born and reported at least one British West Indian ancestor.
Persons black on race but classi�ed neither as African American nor as
Black Caribbean were labelled Residual Black. The largest subgroups
within the foreign born Residual Black category were Haitian (27 per
cent), African (23 per cent) and Hispanic (30 per cent), while the largest
subgroups within the native born were Hispanic (15 per cent) and
Native American (15 per cent).2 Individuals who were neither black on
race nor non-Hispanic white were classi�ed as Other. Following the
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development of these de�nitions, we sampled 1 in 7 endogamous
African American pairs, 1 in 100 endogamous non-Hispanic White pairs
and 1 in 10 endogamous Other pairs. All other combinations were
included in their entirety.

Before moving on, it is necessary to point out that qualitative research
suggests native born Black Caribbeans of lower socio-economic status
may be more likely to identify as African American than as West Indian
(Waters 1999). Since Black Caribbeans of higher socio-economic status
are probably more exogamous with whites than Black Caribbeans of
lower socio-economic status, this bias in reporting could in�ate estimates
of out-marriage among native born Black Caribbeans. The results of
Model and Fisher (2001) assuage concerns on this point, however. We
found that Black Caribbeans who arrived in the US as children enter
into interracial unions at about the same rate as native born Black
Caribbeans. Thus, even though we do not use date of arrival in this study
– because the British census does not inquire about it – we are reason-
ably con�dent that we do not overestimate out-marriage among native
born Black Caribbeans.

For the British side of the study, we restricted the analysis to England,
where 99 per cent of Black Caribbeans reside (Peach 1996b). Again we
included all couples save those of the same sex and those in which one
party was under age sixteen. Native white couples were so numerous that
we sampled them at 6 per cent. All others were included in toto. In
developing de�nitions of group membership, we drew upon birth place
and the following ethnic responses to the 1991 UK Census questionnaire:
White, Black Caribbean, Black African and Black Other. The most
problematic of these is Black Other. Persons choosing this option were
encouraged to ‘please describe’ in an open-ended way (Bulmer 1996). A
third of persons coded as Black Other self-described as Black British; 14
per cent self-described as Black/White, the remainder used a plethora of
terms to describe themselves. Dale and Holdsworth (1997) traced indi-
viduals from the 1991 Census to the 1971 Census and found that 79 per
cent of the 1991 Black British were coded Black Caribbean in 1971, a
time when the Black Other category did not exist.

In response to these complexities, we developed the following group
de�nitions. First, in order to maximize comparability with US census
de�nitions, we de�ned the foreign born Black Caribbean category as all
those born in the Commonwealth Caribbean who identi�ed either as
Black Caribbean or as Black Other. Second, our native born Black
Caribbean category encompasses all those born in the UK who identi�ed
as Black Caribbean. Third, we created a foreign born Residual Black
category consisting of all foreigners born outside the Commonwealth
Caribbean who identi�ed with any black ethnic group. Eighty-�ve per
cent listed Africa as their birthplace. Fourth, we created a native born
Residual Black category consisting of all native borns who identi�ed as
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Black Other (66 per cent) or Black African (34 per cent). We would have
preferred to retain the distinction between these two identities because
persons identifying as Black Other are probably more assimilated than
those identifying as Black African. Unfortunately, the numbers in both
groups were too small to justify separating them. Finally, all persons who
did not �t into the above mentioned categories were relegated to an
Other category.

Because group size is a major determinant of the propensity for inter-
group partnership, we use log linear analysis – a technique that implic-
itly controls for group size. The technique also supports a measure of
gender asymmetry; that is, of the difference between the rate of white
male-black female unions and the rate of black male-white female
unions (Smits et al. 1998). As mentioned previously, in African
American-white pairings, such an asymmetry has long been observed.
Before investigating this possibility, however, we introduce controls for
�ve determinants of interracial partnership: age, education, hypergamy,
cohabitation and place of residence. All these are dichotomized because
our sample does not contain enough interracial unions to support
division into a very large number of categories. For the same reason, we
employ only the man’s age and education instead of the age and edu-
cation of each partner. Below we brie�y justify our choice of control vari-
ables and their coding schemes.

To begin with age, since the passage of time is associated with toler-
ance for exogamy, younger people are expected to exhibit higher rates
(Patterson 1997). Moreover, in the US, the mean age for both gener-
ations of Caribbean blacks is mid-thirties; in England, the mean for
foreign born Caribbean blacks is mid-forties, for the native born, mid-
twenties. To control for these differences, we dichotomized age at thirty-
two years. Educational attainment is also an in�uence, partly because
educational institutions provide opportunities for otherwise segregated
groups to intermingle and partly because higher education promotes uni-
versalistic attitudes (Kalmijn 1998). In the US, education is divided at
the median, those with more than a high school diploma and those with
the diploma or less. In Britain, those with post-secondary educational
quali�cations are distinguished from those with none. This categoriz-
ation probably underestimates the contribution of education to inter-
marriage in Britain because fewer British than American Caribbeans
have post-secondary schooling. Next is the variable that identi�es hyper-
gamous couples, that is, couples in which the man’s education is greater
than the woman’s. In creating this measure, we used the full range of
available values on education in each country. All couples in which the
male’s code was higher than the female’s were de�ned as hypergamous.
Then, we have a dummy variable distinguishing cohabiting from married
couples. Research in Britain shows that black-white couples are more
likely to cohabit than intraracial couples (Berrington 1996). Moreover,
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in the US, ‘. . . inclusion of both cohabitation and marriage as union types
reduces by nearly one-half the race difference in the proportion of
women forming a union by age 25’ (Manning and Smock 1995,
pp. 509–10). Finally, we include a dummy variable identifying residents
of New York or London, in each nation the metropolis with the largest
number of Caribbean blacks. Residence in these two cities should foster
Black Caribbean endogamy.3

These �ve covariates are used in two ways. First, we control for differ-
ences in the distribution of the subgroups on the covariates. For instance,
the mean schooling of African Americans is lower than that of native
born Black Caribbeans. Our estimates need to adjust for this difference.
Second, we construct interactions between each covariate and each type
of interracial union. This step is needed because, to continue the
example, in addition to making African Americans and native born
Black Caribbeans statistically the same on schooling, we expect that
persons with more education will be more receptive to interracial
partnership than persons with less education.

We estimate a series of hierarchical log linear, quasi-symmetry models
(Bishop et al.1974). The parameter of theoretical interest in these models
is the exogamy preference coef�cient, which is the logarithm of the odds
that two individuals choose an exogamous union to the odds that these
same individuals choose an endogamous union (Pullum and Peri 1999).
For ease of interpretation, these log-odds are transformed into exogamy
rates per 1000 endogamous unions. This is done by multiplying the
antilog of the exogamy preference coef�cient by 1000. For further
methodological details, see the appendix.

Four models are estimated. The �rst controls only for the subgroup
marginals; the second adds the covariates; the third adds both the bivari-
ate associations among the covariates and the bivariate associations
between the covariates and men’s and women’s subgroup; the fourth
adds both the interactions of the covariates with the exogamy preference
coef�cients and the gender asymmetry parameters. 

Results

For the US, the basic cross classi�cation of women and men by partner’s
race/ethnicity and nativity appears as Table 1a. The diagonal cells
contain wholly endogamous persons; that is, those whose partners share
their race/ethnicity and nativity. Percentaging the diagonals (not shown)
indicates that native whites have the highest endogamy rate (96 per cent
for women, 95 per cent for men), followed closely by African Americans
(95 per cent for women, 92 per cent for men). Controlling for ethnicity
and nativity, women are more endogamous than men and, as expected,
all the black foreign borns are more endogamous than their native born
compatriots. For instance, among Black Caribbean women, 20 per cent
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of the native born and 73 per cent of the foreign born are endogamous.
Controlling for ethnicity and nativity reveals large differences in sex
ratios. While there are 99 native born white partnered women per 100
such men, this ratio falls to 0.96 for African Americans, 0.90 for foreign
born Black Caribbeans, and 0.82 for native born Black Caribbeans. Yet,
according to the 1990 U.S. Census, the sex ratio for the entire population
of black adults is 1.23 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1995). In other words,
black females are far less likely to report a union than are their white
sisters.

Table 1b presents the analogous English cross-classi�cation. Note that
the number of black cases in the native subgroups is small. Within
genders, there are fewer than a hundred native born Residual Blacks
even though this category con�ates Black Africans and Black Others.
These small numbers re�ect England’s small population, the smaller
sampling fraction associated with the SARs, and the modest size of the
native born non-white British population. Percentaging the diagonals
reveals native whites are again most endogamous (96 per cent for men
and for women), and, as in the US, endogamy is high within all the black
foreign born categories but low within the white. An intriguing trend is
that, within nativity and gender categories, all Black Caribbeans in
Britain are more endogamous than their American counterparts. For
example, among Black Caribbean women, 45 per cent of the native born
and 83 per cent of the foreign born are endogamous. Attention to British
sex ratios again reveals a surfeit of black females, though less so than in
the US. One reason is that the sex ratio for black adults, as captured in
the UK 1991 census, is 1.13 (Ballard and Kalra 1994). In 1991, there were
99.7 partnered native born white men per 100 such women. The ratio
drops to 0.84 for foreign born Black Caribbeans and rises to 0.87 for
native born Black Caribbeans.

While log linear analysis relies on raw counts like those in Table 1, a
more meaningful way of presenting the numbers appears in Table 2,
which gives the percentage of partnered black individuals reporting a
native white partner by ethnicity, nativity, gender and nation. The table
supports several intriguing comparisons. Turning �rst to the motive for
this study, interracial unions, note that the British rates are consistently
higher than American, other things the same. For example, 24 per cent
of native born Black Caribbean women in Britain have native white
partners versus 8.58 per cent of native born Black Caribbean women in
the US. Second, the percentage of black men with white partners is
always higher than the percentage of black women with white partners.
Still there are differences by ethnicity, nativity and nation. For instance,
the ratio (not shown) obtained by dividing the number of black male-
white female pairs by the number of black female-white male pairs
within the same ethnicity, nativity and national category is highest for
African Americans (3.52). Moreover, for most ethnic-nativity-nation
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categories, the gender imbalance is greater in the US than in England.
Third, in six out of eight comparisons, Residual Blacks are more likely
to have native white partners than are Black Caribbeans. Finally, with
the exception of African Americans, native born blacks are more likely
to have native white partners than are foreign born blacks. Note though
that, among both men and women, African Americans are far less likely
to have a native born white partner than are either native born Black
Caribbeans or native born Residual Blacks.

Some of these patterns �t the expectations outlined earlier quite well;
for instance, that native born-native born pairs are more common than
foreign born-native born pairs or that black male-white female pairs are
more common than white male-black female pairs. The ethnic differ-
ences – that is, the relatively high rate for Residual Blacks and the rela-
tively low rate for African Americans – are more dif�cult to explain. In
both countries, Residual Blacks are a ‘catch-all category’; thus, their
demographic composition may be affecting the results in ways that are
not easy to discern. The most plausible explanation for their more
exogamous behaviour is that they contain a larger proportion of persons
with a ‘multicultural’ identity; for instance, in England, persons identi-
fying as ‘Black British’, in the US, persons identifying as both ‘black’ and
‘Hispanic’. The social distance between ethnically heterogeneous blacks
and native whites is likely to be smaller than the social distance between
ethnically homogenous blacks and native whites.

The substantially lower rate of African American-native white couples
relative to native born Black Caribbean-native white couples is con-
sonant with Waters’ (1999) hypothesis that a ‘comfort factor’ operates
between Black Caribbeans and whites but not between African Ameri-
cans and whites. However, before endorsing this interpretation, it is
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Table 2. Percent and number of partnered blacks with native white partners by
ethnicity, nativity and nation

Ethnicity/Nativity Men Women

US England US England

Foreign Born Black Caribbeans 3.27% 17.76% 2.04% 7.76%
(183) (114) (103) (42)

Native Born Black Caribbeans 11.94% 40.10% 8.58% 24.00%
(80) (81) (47) (42)

Foreign Born Residual Blacks 4.30 16.2% 3.04% 16.4% 
(320) (49) (200) (45)

Native Born Residual Blacks 17.7% 46.2% 8.60% 38.4% 
(997) (42) (446) (38)

African Americans 3.87% na 1.14% na
(6174) (1753)



necessary to determine whether the pattern remains stable after the
introduction of controls.

Table 3 presents the results of the model �tting exercise separately by
nation. A negative BIC statistic implies an adequate model; the higher
the pseudo R2, the better the �t. These statistics convey progressive
improvement as marginals, covariates, associations among covariates,
and �nally interactions of covariates with exogamy preference and the
asymmetry parameters are added. In both countries, Model III provides
the �rst acceptable �t. Model IV offers a modest gain. There were no
signi�cant gender asymmetries in the British data; thus, the �nal model
for that country does not include any. In the US case, one asymmetry
coef�cient was signi�cant and thus retained; it applies to unions between
African Americans and native whites.

Table 4 contains the exogamy preference coef�cients by ethnicity,
nativity and nation estimated by Model IV. Each coef�cient should be
interpreted as the number of unions between the two groups of interest
for every 1000 endogamous unions in a sample composed of these two
groups. For instance, the �rst entry says that there are 4.21 unions
between foreign born Black Caribbeans and native born white Ameri-
cans for every 1000 endogamous unions found in a sample of foreign
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Table 3. Fit Statistics of Models of Interracial Partnership for the US and England

Model Log Likelihood Ratio BIC Pseudo R2

Likelihood Chi-Square

United States
I

–9363.9 18236.9 17894.0 .983
(df = 28)

II
–40501.7 7468.15 56494.9 .945

(df = 1485)
III

–8574.1 10825.0 –6380.6 .988
(df = 1405)

IV
–7489.2 8655.1 –8207.6 .990

(df = 1377)
England
I –138.4 21.6 –186.8 .9998

(df = 21)
II –6498.1 11330.3 6993.2 .898

(df = 437)
III –1768.0 1870.1 –1792.1 .972

(df = 369)
IV –1725.2 1784.5 –1679.2 .973

(df = 349)



born Black Caribbeans and native born white Americans. The English
counterpart to the above coef�cient is 24.55, a substantially higher �gure.
The last column reports the Wald statistic associated with the American-
English difference. In this case, it is 15.93 and highly signi�cant, as indi-
cated by the number in parentheses under the statistic (0.000).

Indeed, for every ethnicity, nativity category, the English coef�cient is
greater than its American counterpart. The differences are substantial;
in the smallest case, the English rate is about 2.5 times the American
(native born Residual Blacks), in the largest case, the English rate is 5.8
times the American (foreign born Black Caribbeans). Thus, the intro-
duction of controls in no way diminishes the validity of our hypothesis
that exogamy is more common in England than in the US.

Several other trends in the table are worth remarking upon. For
instance, the greater attraction within nativity categories noted without
controls (e.g. Table 2) surfaces again here. All foreign-native pairings
have lower coef�cients than their corresponding native-native pairings.
One reason for this is the greater social distance between the foreign
born and the native born (Pagnini and Morgan 1990). Another is that a
substantial portion of the foreign born arrive already partnered, thus
they do not fully participate in a post-migration marriage market
(Hwang and Saenz 1990). Disaggregating immigrants by date of arrival,
a strategy that only the US data allow, indicates that the younger the age
of arrival, the greater the Black Caribbean exogamy rate (Model and
Fisher 2001). Note that the tendency in Table 2 for Residual Blacks to
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Table 4. Exogamy Preference Coef�cients from Model 4 of Interracial Partner-
ship in the US and England1

Unions Between Native Born Whites and US England Wald Test

FB Black Caribbeans 4.21 24.55 15.93
(0.51) (5.07) (0.000)

NB Black Caribbeans 10.17 46.85 17.52
(1.46) (8.64) (0.000)

FB Residual Blacks 4.46 20.62 23.39
(0.58) (3.29) (0.000)

NB Residual Blacks 16.51 40.73 7.07
(1.60) (8.97) (0.008)

African American Men and
Native Born White Women 14.92 na na

(1.53)
African American Women and

Native Born White Men 8.55 na na
(1.00)

1All coef�cients signi�cant at the .05 level, two tailed test. Standard error of coef�cients
and p value of Wald test in parentheses. Gender asymmetries are insigni�cant for Black
Caribbeans and Residual Blacks in both countries.



be more exogamous than Black Caribbeans no longer holds in Table 4.
For example, the exogamy preference coef�cients in England for native
born Black Caribbeans (46.85) and native born Residual Blacks (40.73)
are statistically indistinguishable from each other.4 Evidently, the main
cause of the differences in the exogamy rates of the two groups of blacks
is the characteristics of the participants, an issue we turn to shortly.

Before doing so, however, the gender asymmetry patterns deserve
attention. Note �rst that there are no asymmetries in England and that
the single signi�cant asymmetry in the US obtains for African Ameri-
cans. This �nding means that, controlling for the characteristics of the
participants, there is no gender imbalance for either country in unions
between Black Caribbeans and native born whites or unions between
Black Others and native born Whites. Astute readers will remember that
hypergamy is one of the controls; thus, controlling for this factor – and
especially controlling for its interaction with exogamy – might be the
reason that gender asymmetries are insigni�cant. As will become clear
when we move to a discussion of Table 5, nearly all the interactions
between hypergamy and exogamy are insigni�cant. This means that,
ceteris paribus, black-white couples are not more likely to be hy-
pergamous than intra-racial couples, a �nding recently also reported by
Qian (1999).

Another potentially useful approach is to contrast the US results in
Table 4 with those in Model and Fisher (2001). Using a slightly different
model, we found signi�cant asymmetries for both African American-
white pairs and Black Caribbean-white pairs. Both were in the expected
direction; that is, more unions between black males and white females
than the converse, but the African American coef�cient was larger in
magnitude than the Black Caribbean.5 This pattern meshes with the
descriptive statistics obtained in both the previous and the present
analysis (Table 2). The fact that the present results only partially repli-
cate the previous ones suggests that asymmetries are sensitive to model
speci�cation and should be interpreted with caution. Further evidence
for this claim comes from our attempts to interact the asymmetries with
some of the covariates. This line of inquiry looked fruitful, but the data
do not contain enough cases for the approach to yield reliable estimates.
Fortunately, in the present instance, the theoretical focus is on cross-
national differences in exogamy rates, not on gender asymmetry. Thus,
rather than labour this methodological point further, we leave it for
other scholars to elucidate.

There remains one set of results of potential interest: the effects of the
characteristics of the participants on their propensity for interracial
partnership. This information appears in Table 5, which contains the
interactions between the covariates and exogamy preference for each
ethnicity/nativity group by country. In interpreting these numbers, 1.000
is essentially ‘no effect’, a number larger than one means that the
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exogamy coef�cient increases as the covariate increases; a number
smaller than one means that the exogamy coef�cient decreases as the
covariate increases.

To begin with the man’s age, all values are less than one, indicating
that younger people are more likely to be exogamous than older people.
This effect is not signi�cant for two of the nine ethnic/nativity groups.
Men with more education have a higher propensity for exogamy, but this
�nding too is insigni�cant for two groups. As mentioned above, hyper-
gamy – de�ned as men who have more education than their partners –
is insigni�cant for all groups except foreign born Residual Blacks in
England. Interestingly, this effect is smaller than one, which means that
hypergamy depresses the likelihood that these blacks have white
partners. Cohabitation, on the other hand, is signi�cantly positive in
eight of the nine contrasts. Finally, residence in New York or London is
signi�cant about half the time. All numbers are larger than one, which
means that the odds of a black-white union are higher for residents of
these cities than for those residing elsewhere.

Most of these �ndings mesh with the theoretical predictions outlined
earlier. The two exceptions are hypergamy and residence in each
nation’s largest city. Hypergamy may be in retreat because women are
less economically dependent on men than they once were. As for resi-
dence in a global city, we hypothesized that the large pool of blacks in
New York and London would enhance racially endogamous unions. But
these cities also house a plethora of other groups, and they are extremely
cosmopolitan cities. This combination is probably responsible for the
effects in the last column of Table 5.

Discussion

The main purpose of this study was to examine unions between blacks
and whites in England and the US, controlling for ethnicity and nativity.
A review of the literature led us to expect more unions between Black
Caribbeans and whites in England than in America and that expectation
was supported. Britain offers a more hospitable environment for black-
white relationships whether the judgement is based on raw percentages
or multi-variate analysis. To illustrate using the partnership potentially
most relevant for assimilation theory, there are 10.10 native born white-
native born Black Caribbean couples in the US for every 1000 en-
dogamous native born whites and native born Black Caribbeans; there
are 46.85 such couples in England.

Before interpreting these �ndings, a caveat is in order. A key factor
for which we cannot adequately control is residential segregation. To be
sure, adding dummies for London or New York controls for the effect
of residing in a major area of black concentration. But Black Caribbean
New Yorkers are substantially more residentially segregated from
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whites than are Black Caribbean Londoners (Peach 1996a, 1999;
Crowder 1999). As Nancy Foner explains, London’s Caribbean blacks
interact with whites every day, whereas ‘New York’s Jamaicans live out
much of their lives apart from the presence of whites’ (Foner 1998,
p. 51). Thus, England’s Black Caribbeans have more opportunity to
develop relationships with whites than their US counterparts do. Of
course, the residential difference is part and parcel of a far more con-
sequential uncontrolled cross-national difference: the presence of
African Americans. Again, controlling for the size of each nation’s white
population captures some of this effect. But African Americans do not
merely reduce the proportion of whites in the US population, they also
constitute a more socially accepted pool of mates for black ethnics. We
know this because, in both countries, when blacks out-marry, they are
far less likely to choose white partners than black partners of a different
ethnicity. Thus, the nation with more black ethnicities, i.e. the US,
should report fewer unions between Black Caribbeans and native born
whites.

All the same, we suspect that the exogamy preference coef�cients for
Black Caribbean-native white unions would be higher in England than
the US even if we could control for all unmeasured cross-national differ-
ences. The magnitude of the gap between the US and English results is
simply too large to disappear with additional controls.

We close with some implications of our results for the assimilation of
persons of African descent. We begin with the question: are black-white
unions suf�ciently common to promote the disappearance of group
boundaries? To answer this question we need to return to actual rates
of intermarriage, not rates imputed after controlling for the character-
istics of the participants. According to Alba and Nee, exogamy rates of
50 per cent or more are ‘rather high’ and rates of over 75 per cent are
‘extremely high’ (Alba and Nee 1997, pp. 89–90). Applying this standard
to the �gures in Table 2, even native born Black Caribbeans in Britain
are not yet experiencing boundary decline, though they are certainly far
closer than their US counterparts. As for the US, Alba and Nee would
rate as ‘rather low’ even the relatively favourable �gures reported by
Besharov and Sullivan (1996), who �nd that 9.5 per cent of black men
marrying in the year 1990 had white brides.

At the same time, our data indicate that black-white unions are on the
rise. It is not dif�cult to imagine that soon as many as half of native born
Black Caribbean males in Britain will have white partners. Thus, it is
appropriate to ask whether or not a further increase in black-white
unions can be expected to contribute to the erosion of the colour line.
Unfortunately, as Gordon (1964) pointed out, intermarriage is only one
dimension of assimilation. To determine if intermarriage promotes the
ultimate disappearance of salient group boundaries requires a consider-
ation of the identities open to the offspring. If the offspring of mixed
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race unions have a range of ethnic options; for instance, to take on the
identity of either parent or to take on a separate biracial identity, then
their parents’ union has facilitated the demise of ethnic boundaries. But
if the offspring of mixed race partnerships have little say in the matter;
if the dominant society automatically assigns them the heritage of the
parent who belongs to the more stigmatized group, then mixed race
unions do not facilitate the erosion of ethnic boundaries.

We suspect that the latter description applies both to the US and the
UK, though the meaning of having a parent of African origin is not the
same in the two societies. With respect to the US, research reveals that
Americans, black and white, still honour the one drop rule (Waters
1991). According to this convention, ‘. . . a black is any person with any
known African black ancestry . . .’ (Davis 1991, p. 5 italics in the
original), which means that, ‘For all persons of any known black lineage
. . . assimilation is blocked and is not promoted by miscegenation’ (Davis
1991, p. 14). To be sure, in the post Civil Rights era, Americans with one
white and one black parent increasingly identify as ‘mixed race’ or
‘biracial’ (Root 1996). But the more telling social fact is not how mixed
race people view themselves but how the larger society views them. And
as yet, there is simply no evidence that Americans, black or white,
classify the offspring of one black parent and one white parent as
anything but black (Byng 1999).

The British racial and ethnic hierarchy is different. In Anne Wilson’s
words ‘To be “black” in Britain means to be “non-white”. Whether a
person is Asian or West Indian, Negroid or Caucasian, light or dark-
skinned is irrelevant to the distinction between white and non-white;
everyone acknowledges this to be meaningful and signi�cant’ (Wilson
1987, p. 30). Evidence for this conclusion comes from a broad array of
research, from surveys to �eld experiments, which show that the British
public ranks South Asians and Black Caribbeans quite similarly (Jowell
et al. 1992; Brown and Gay 1994). This assessment has its roots in
colonialism but the efforts of British minorities to mount a political
strategy of unity may also have blurred British whites’ perceptions of the
differences among non-whites.

In recent years, this political unity has begun to unravel. Increasing
discrimination against Muslims has encouraged this group to emphasize
its uniqueness. Partly as a result, the term ‘black’ has begun to carry a
narrower sub-Saharan African connotation. But these developments do
not dilute the fact that, from the point of view of the dominant group,
the intractable boundary in Britain is between persons of non-European
and European origin, not of African and European origin. The British
may disagree about how to classify a few groups, Jews or Chinese for
instance, but the ‘. . . Caucasian British are sure that they are ‘white’ and
equally sure that people of Indian or African extraction are not’. Thus,
persons of mixed parentage in Britain, ‘unless they are extremely light
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and Caucasian in appearance . . . will be viewed as a member of the non-
white group’ (Wilson 1987, p. 36).

In sum, the US and the UK share social norms that assure the per-
petuation of a stigmatized subordinate group, even though the charac-
teristics associated with membership in that group are not the same. In
both Eurocentric societies, the operation of these norms prevents inter-
marriage from loosening group boundaries. Perhaps, as Alba and Nee
(1997) suggest, further increases in the proportion of unions between
whites and persons of African descent will lead to a successful challenge
of these norms. If numbers are the engine of social change, our �ndings
imply that Britain will turn hospitable to assimilation sooner than the
United States. If numbers are immaterial, then the phenotypical dis-
tinctions associated with some non-European backgrounds will continue
to impede assimilation no matter how popular intermarriage becomes. 
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Notes

1. A preliminary analysis of US census data indicates that foreign born whites enter
into unions with foreign born Black Caribbeans at about the same rate as do native born
whites, whereas foreign born whites enter into unions with native born Black Caribbeans
less often than do native born whites. Results available from the authors on request.
2. These categories re�ect codes for birthplace, ancestry and Hispanicity and can
therefore overlap.
3. Since the couples we study are already together, any co-temporaneous measure of
‘opportunity’ for social interaction is �awed. Ideally, the residential location predating the
partnership should be used. Better still would be measures of segregation, but these are
not available in the 5 per cent PUMs.
4. A table containing the results of signi�cance tests for differences among coef�cients
within each country is available from the authors on request.
5. Note that the substantive implications of the results here and in Model and Fisher
(2001) are essentially the same. The present analysis shows that native born Black
Caribbean women and native born white men have a higher exogamy preference (10.17)
than African American women and native born white men (8.55), but that native born
Black Caribbean men and native born white women have a lower exogamy preference
(10.17) than African American men and native born white women (14.91). With slightly
different numbers, the same pattern emerges in Model and Fisher (2001).
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Appendix

Let U = the man’s race/ethnicity (h = 1, . . . 7), V = the woman’s race/eth-
nicity (i = 1, . . . 7), W = the man’s education (j = 1,2), X = educational
hypergamy (k = 1, 2), Y = the man’s age (l = 1,2), S = the couple’s place
of residence (m = 1, . . . 2), T = whether they cohabit (n = 1,2). The
partnerships in our sample are cross-classi�ed by these seven variables.
The cross-classi�cation of the seven variables yields a 7 3 7 3 2 3 2 3
2 3 2 3 2 = 1,568 cell table. Fhijklmn, the expected cell frequency, denotes
the number of unions expected in cell hijklmn of the table.

To predict the number of unions in each cell, we estimate a series of
hierarchical log-linear quasi-symmetry models (Bishop et al. 1989). The
�rst includes only the racial/ethnic marginals and the mean exogamy
preference coef�cients. No adjustment is made for the covariates, the
man’s education and age, hypergamy, residence, and cohabitation or for
asymmetry. The formula for this model is

Log Fhijklmn = l + l h
U + l i

V + d hi (I)

The second model adds the marginals of the covariates. Its formula is: 

Log Fhijklmn = l + l h
U + l i

V + l j
W + l k

X + l l
Y + l m

S + l n
T + d hi (II)

Next we add bivariate associations among the covariates and bivariate
associations among the covariates and the man’s and woman’s race/eth-
nicity: 

Log Fhijklmn = l + l h
U + l i

V + l j
W + l k

X + l l
Y + l m

S + l n
T +

l hj
UW + l hk

UX + l hl
UY + l hm

US + l hn
UT + l ij

VW + l ik
VX + 

(III)
l il

VY + l im
VS + l in

VT + l jk
WX + l jl

WY + l jm
WS + l jn

WT + 
l kl

XY + l km
XS + l kn

XT + l lm
YS + l ln

YT + l mn
ST + d hi

Then, we add interactions of the covariates with exogamy preference and
asymmetry coef�cients: 

Log Fhijklmn = l + l h
U + l i

V + l j
W + l k

X + l l
Y + l m

S + l n
T +

l hj
UW + l hk

UX + l hl
UY + l hm

US + l hn
UT + l ij

VW + l ik
VX + 

(IV)
l il

VY + l im
VS + l in

VT + l jk
WX + l jl

WY + l jm
WS + l jn

WT + l kl
XY

+ l km
XS + l kn

XT + l lm
YS + l ln

YT + l mn
ST + d hi + d hi

W + d hi
X +

d hi
Y + d hi

S + d hi
T + a hi

The terms of greatest theoretical interest are the associations between
the man’s and the woman’s race/ethnicity. Here called exogamy prefer-
ence coef�cients (Pullum and Peri 1997), these are the �nal terms in each
speci�cation. dhi, represents the mean exogamy preference for each
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interracial combination, e.g., non Hispanic whites with native born West
Indians (h = 1, i = 2 or h = 2, i = 1). d = 0 when i = j and d hi = d ih when
i ¹ j. Model IV contains this term as well as terms conveying the inter-
action between each of the covariates and exogamy preference, e.g. d hi

+ d hi
W + d hi

X + d hi
Y + d hi

S + d hi
T

The exogamy preference coef�cient represents the postulated
symmetry in the man’s ethnicity by woman’s ethnicity table and is
de�ned as 1/2{log(Fhi) + log(Fih) – log(Fhh) – log(Fii)}. In other words the
logarithms of the expected number of exogamous union (e.g., white man
– Black Caribbean woman and Black Caribbean man – white woman)
are averaged and then compared with the average logarithm of en-
dogamous unions (i.e., white man – white woman and Black Caribbean
man – Black Caribbean woman). The exogamy preference coef�cients
are typically reported in exponentiated form, i.e., as exp(d hi). In ex-
ponential form we de�ne exogamy preference as sqrt(FhiFih)/sqrt(FhhFii).
A ratio of 1.0 means that exogamous unions are as likely as endogamous
unions. A ratio less than 1.0 indicates a preference for endogamous
unions over exogamous unions. The exogamy preference ratio can also
be interpreted as the odds of an exogamous union to an endogamous
union. In reporting exogamy preference, we multiply this ratio by 1000
so that the coef�cient represents the rate of exogamous unions per 1000
endogamous unions.

The �nal parameters in the model, a hi, are asymmetry coef�cients
(Yamaguchi 1990, Smits et al. 1998). They have been introduced to
accommodate departures from the quasi-symmetry model that have
been found in interracial unions. Like the exogamy preference
coef�cient, d , the asymmetry coef�cient a = 0 when i = j, but unlike d ,
a hi = –a ih. The asymmetry coef�cient represents the extent to which the
off diagonal association, d , deviates from its average. For example,
suppose the average exogamy preference of African American – white
unions is 12 unions per thousand, such that d = –4.42. But African
American men are more often in unions with white women than the
reverse. Thus, the ‘true’ preference for African American men and white
women may be as high as 24 per thousand ( d = –3.73), while the prefer-
ence for white men and African American women may be as low as 6
per thousand ( d = –5.11). If this is the case, the value of a will be –.69.
In effect, the asymmetry coef�cient tells us to double or cut in half the
average exogamy preference rate of African American – white unions,
depending on the man’s race/ethnicity.

It should be noted that to simplify the notation, only the subscripts h
and i have been used in the de�nition. In actuality, the logarithm of the
hi, ih, hh, and ii expected cell frequencies are averaged over all the
combinations of the covariates, indexed by j,k,l,m, and n. Furthermore,
as stated above, in Model IV we add d ’s with superscripts W, X, Y, S,
and T to indicate deviations in the mean exogamy preference created by
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the covariates. That is, we hypothesize that the covariates are associated
with higher or lower levels of interracial/interethnic partnerships. These
coef�cients are reported in their exponentiated form, but are not multi-
plied by 1,000 because they are multipliers. They convey how much a
particular covariate, such as the man’s education, increases (exp(d hi

W) >
1) or decreases (exp(d hi

W) < 1) the mean exogamy preference indicated
by 1000*exp(d hi).
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