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The Impact of Intermarriage on Ethnic and Racial Stratification  

 

ABSTRACT 

We investigate macro-level implications of ethnic/racial intermarriage on ethnic/racial inequality in 

subsequent generations.   In our model, the effects of  ethnic intermarriage on ethnic stratification operate 

through the intergenerational transmission of socioeconomic status and the intergenerational transmission 

of ethnicity.  If ethnic intermarriage is selective on the basis of socioeconomic status of the spouses, then 

intermarriage may  increase socioeconomic gaps among primary ethnic groups. Thus, the model's 

predictions temper those of assimilation and melting pot theories, which suggest that ethnic intermarriage 

unequivocally reduces ethnic inequality.  

 

We illustrate the effects of intermarriage on ethnic inequality using record-linkage data on young Jewish 

adults from Israeli Censuses. We investigate educational gaps that might have arisen in a variety of 

counterfactual scenarios in which ethnic intermarriage in the past had not occurred.  Analyses suggest that 

10-15% of actual ethnic gaps in educational attainment is attributable to past ethnic intermarriage. 

Moreover, in the absence of intermarriage, intergenerational decreases in inequality would have been 

substantially more pronounced.   



 

 

The Impact of Intermarriage on Ethnic and Racial Stratification 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Assimilation theories predict that high rates of ethnic and racial intermarriage reduce the social distance 

between groups.
1
 Through intermarriage, kinship groups become more ethnically heterogeneous, and 

stereotypes are weakened through personal and familial interactions (Goldstein 1999; Kalmijn 1998).  

More broadly, ethnic intermarriage may contribute to changes in the meaning and salience of ethnicity.  

One example of this experience can be seen in the transition among White Americans to increasingly 

broad categories of ethnicity: from particular country-specific groups, such as Polish-Americans or 

Italian-Americans, to that of European-Americans, to what has recently been referred to as "American" 

ethnicity (Alba 1990; Lieberson and Waters 1988). The broadening of White American ethnicity over the 

last several generations, along with widespread intermarriage across country-specific ethnic groups,  is 

thought to have gone hand in hand with the near elimination of country-specific ethnic differences in all 

types of structural and cultural characteristics that may affect life chances (Alba 1990). 

 

We propose a model whose implications temper those of assimilation theories.  Under certain conditions, 

ethnic intermarriage could lead to increases in some forms of ethnic inequality in subsequent generations.   

In particular, ethnic intermarriage could increase disparities among primary ethnic groups.  The model 

builds on theoretical and empirical findings which show that ethnic and racial intermarriage is often 

selective on socioeconomic status; in particular, the more educated members of disadvantaged ethnic 

groups outmarry at higher rates than their less educated counterparts.  As a result, ethnic intermarriage is 

likely to affect ethnic stratification through the processes of intergenerational transmission of 

socioeconomic status and ethnicity.   As far as we know, we are the first to examine and attempt to 

quantify the impact of ethnic intermarriage on ethnic inequality. Our central research question is: What 

might ethnic inequality among primary ethnic groups have looked like in the absence of ethnic 
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intermarriage in the past?  In the remainder of the paper, we present the theoretical model and illustrate 

the quantitative effects of ethnic intermarriage on ethnic inequality using data on educational attainment 

in the Jewish population of Israel.  

 

Our focus in this paper is on the implications of ethnic intermarriage for inequality among primary ethnic 

groups. We distinguish between primary ethnic groups and multiethnic groups in the sense that 

multiethnic groups are comprised of individuals whose parents or grandparents are members of different 

primary ethnic groups.  We do not address here the implications of ethnic intermarriage and educational 

assortative mating for overall inequality (that is, the sum of “between group” ethnic inequality and 

“within group” inequality), but leave that for future research.  

 

Our focus here is solely on “between group” inequality across primary ethnic groups, for the following 

reasons. While measures of overall inequality are interesting and important, we feel that often what is of 

greatest interest to researchers, as well as to the general public, are between-group ethnic or racial 

differences. Moreover, between-group inequality across primary ethnic groups remains the major focus, 

despite a growing group of multiethnics. In many contexts, with the clear exception of that characterized 

by the ‘one-drop’ rule for Blacks in the U.S., multiethnics or multiracials are considered as comprising 

separate and distinct groups from those of the primary ethnic or racial groups.  Their presence does not 

detract, at least in the short to medium term,  from the overriding attention paid to inequality between 

primary ethnic groups. Between-group inequality across primary ettnic groups is viewed as especially 

problematic, as it aggravates ethnic strife and may smack of discrimination.  

 

The particular social significance of between-group inequality in the Israeli context is discussed below. 

We add here that between-group inequality between primary ethnic groups is the focus in other 

multicultural societies such as the U.S., where research often examines gaps between minority groups and 

Whites (se Kao and Thompson 2003 for a review).  Although in the very long-term, increasing rates of 
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ethnic intermarriage will result in small proportions of the population who are members of primary ethnic 

groups, in the short- to medium-term, primary ethnic groups comprise the majority of the population.  The 

changes in ethnic composition that bring about a minority in the primary ethnic groups may take 

generations to unfold, and inequality between primary ethnic groups will remain of sociological 

significance throughout that period.  We demonstrate in this paper that patterns of ethnic intermarriage 

may substantially affect our conclusions about trends in between-group inequality.   

 

Previous studies have discussed the macro-level implications of marriage patterns on inequality in 

subsequent generations (Fernández and Rogerson 2001; Kremer 1997; Mare 1991, 1995, 2000).  The 

common insight of these papers is that positive educational assortative mating, whereby more educated 

parents tend to marry each other and less educated parents marry each other, concentrates cultural capital 

and socioeconomic resources in some families, and leaves others relatively impoverished. The process of 

intergenerational transmission of socioeconomic status may in turn increase inequality among the 

children’s generation to a level greater than that which would have occurred in the absence of educational 

assortative mating. The extent to which educational assortative mating affects stratification in subsequent 

generations depends in part on the extent to which there is intergenerational transmission of 

socioeconomic status. For example, if there is perfect mobility, whereby there is no association between 

parents’ and children’s educational attainments, then educational assortative mating will have no impact 

on stratification in children’s generation. On the other hand, if there is some inheritability, whereby 

children’s education is partly determined by parents’ education, then stratification will be affected by 

patterns of educational assortative mating.   

  

Mare (2000) attempts to quantify the effects of increasing educational homogamy on inequality in 

children's educational attainment in the U.S., and concludes that the impact of the growing association 

between husband’s and wife’s educational attainment during the second half of the 20
th
 Century has had 

only an extremely small impact on educational inequality. His simulations show that current levels of 
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educational mobility are high enough to render trivial the effects of increasing educational homogamy on 

educational inequality.   

 

We build on and extend  previous research by focusing on a consideration of ethnic intermarriage and its 

subsequent impact on inequality in educational attainment in the children's generation.  In particular, we 

call attention to the interaction between ethnic intermarriage and educational assortative mating. The 

processes of ethnic intermarriage and educational assortative mating are interrelated because ethnic and 

racial intermarriage is often selective on socioeconomic status (Fu 2001; Kalmijn 1998; Okun 2001; Qian 

1997). Thus, through the process of intergenerational transmission of socioeconomic status, ethnic 

intermarriage is likely to affect (ethnic) stratification.  While Mare (2000) and others suggest that 

increases in ethnic intermarriage may potentially reduce ethnic inequality in socioeconomic status, our 

model predicts that, under certain conditions, increases in ethnic intermarriage may actually increase 

ethnic inequality. 

 

Ethnic intermarriage in the parents’ generation will also affect ethnic stratification through its impact on 

the distribution of ethnicity in the children’s generation. In particular, ethnic intermarriage may change 

the relative sizes of different ethnic groups, as well as create new ethnic groups, such as those that are of 

mixed ethnic origins (multiethnics).   In addition, there may also be an interrelationship between the 

intergenerational transmission  of ethnicity and the intergenerational transmission of socioeconomic 

status. For example, research has suggested that ethnic or racial subjective self-identity is interrelated with 

educational attainment and with parental socioeconomic status (Duncan and Trejo 2005; Eschbach and 

Gόmez 1998; Xie and Goyette 1997). While this is a fascinating issue in itself, it is beyond the scope of 

this study. As will be discussed below, our definitions of ethnicity are objective measures derived from 

information on place of birth of parents and grandparents, rather than on subjective self-identity. The 

availability of objective measures of countries of birth simplifies greatly the matter of interpreting the 

meaning of our measure of ethnicity.  Indeed, the conceptual difficulties surrounding the changing 
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meaning of subjective race and ethnicity in the context of high intermarriage rates have made it very 

difficult in previous research to attempt to address the impact of ethnic intermarriage on ethnic 

stratificaiton (Mare 2000). 

 

THEORETICAL MODEL 

Educational Assortative Mating and Ethnic Intermarriage 

Two major theories have been suggested to explain the relationship between education and interethnic 

marriage. Both of these theories predict that there is selective outmarriage of more educated members of 

disadvantaged ethnic groups. The theories differ with regard to their predictions regarding the positive or 

negative selection into outmarriage of more educated members of advantaged ethnic groups (Gullickson 

2006). 

 

The first theory is that of exchange (Davis 1941; Merton 1941; see Rosenfeld (2005) for a recent critical 

review). According to exchange theory, individual members of ethnic groups that have low social prestige 

are more likely to marry members of ethnic groups with high social prestige, if they offer high 

socioeconomic in return. Thus exchange theory predicts selective outmarriage of the more educated 

members of the disadvantaged ethnic group, as well as selective outmarriage of the less educated 

members of the advantaged ethnic group (Fu 2001).  

 

The second major theory of interethnic marriage is that of structural assimilation or  universalism. 

Because higher education is associated with more universalistic values, the ethnicity of potential spouses 

matters less to more educated persons than to less educated persons. Also, more educated members of 

disadvantaged ethnic groups will be likely to meet members of advantaged ethnic groups in places of 

higher learning (Kalmijn 1998; Qian 1997).   Thus, in the case of universalism, the prediction is that there 

will be selective outmarriage of the more educated members of both the disadvantaged and the 

advantaged ethnic groups.
2
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Intergenerational Transmission of Ethnicity 

How is ethnicity of offspring a function of their parents’ ethnicity?  This is a very complex question when 

ethnicity (or race) are subjective self-identifications, as is the case for U.S. Census and other official data.  

There need not be any simple consistency between parents’ reported ethnicity or race and their children’s 

ethnicity or race.  Research has shown that there is often a lack of consistency in self-reported ethnicity or 

race across different instruments, in different contexts and at different times (Harris and Sim 2002).  This 

point is particularly relevant for the growing groups of individuals who are multiracial or multiethnic.   

 

In the empirical part of this paper, discussed below, we take a very simple and deterministic approach to 

the intergenerational transmission of ethnicity. Therefore, we are able to abstract from very complex 

issues that arise from subjective, self-identification issues, in order to focus on the issues of transmission 

of socioeconomic status and ethnic intermarriage.  As we will see later, our measure of ethnicity is a 

function of objective information on the places of birth of parents and grandparents. Individuals are 

defined as having the same ethnicity as their parents, except in the case where parents are of different 

ethnicities, in which case children are defined as multiethnic. 

 

Intergenerational Transmission of Socioeconomic Status 

A long line of research has pointed to the importance of parents’ socioeconomic status, and particularly, 

their educational attainment as primary determinants of children’s educational attainment. This research 

suggests strongly that ethnic gaps in parental socioeconomic status are important factors in understanding 

ethnic gaps in their children’s generation (Mare and Winship 1988).  It is important to note that both 

parents’ educational attainment have independent impact on the children’s outcomes, and the effect is not 

limited to just the father or just the mother (Mare 1995).  The implication is that marriage patterns can 

make a difference.  
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Model Implications 

If we put together the different elements of the model, they lead to several predictions concerning the 

relative socioeconomic status of multiethnics, marriage market dynamics and ethnic gaps among primary 

ethnic groups. Multiethnics are expected to have better educational outcomes than children from 

disadvantaged ethnic groups, because, according to both theories of ethnic intermarriage,  multiethnics 

will have at least one relatively educated parent (that of the disadvantaged ethnic group).  In contrast, 

multiethnics are expected to have outcomes that are worse than – according to exchange – or as good as – 

according to universalism – those of offspring of the advantaged ethnic groups.  Thus, the exchange 

hypothesis implies that multiethnics have outcomes that are intermediate to those of the primary ethnic 

groups, while the universalism hypothesis implies that multiethnics have outcomes that are very close to 

or better than the advantaged ethnic group.  

 

What are the marriage market implications of ethnic intermarriage for ethnically endogamous couples? 

Among disadvantaged ethnic groups, there will be fewer relatively educated members available to marry 

endogamously, according to both theories of interethnic marriage.  Among advantaged ethnic groups, 

there will be fewer less educated members available to marry endogamously, according to the exchange 

hypothesis; there will be fewer more educated members available to marry endogamously, according to 

universalism.   

 

These marriage market implications, in turn, will affect the ethnic gap in educational attainment among 

the children in primary ethnic groups.  In the case of exchange, gaps across primary ethnic groups will be 

larger as a result of intermarriage because the number of highly educated parents who marry 

endogamously within the disadvantaged ethnic group will be diminished, while the number of less 

educated parents who marry endogamously within the advantaged ethnic group will be diminished.   
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In the case of universalism, the direction of the effect of ethnic intermarriage is unclear; the effect on the 

ethnic gap depends on whether the negative impact on the pool of educated members of the disadvantaged 

ethnic group is greater or smaller in magnitude than the negative impact on the pool of educated members 

of the advantaged ethnic group.  The relative magnitudes of the effects depend, in part, on the relative 

sizes of the ethnic groups.  For example, if the disadvantaged ethnic group is much smaller in size than 

the advantaged group, it is likely that the the negative impact on its pool of educated members will be 

relatively large. This is the case, for example, for ethnic groups that are minority populations. 

 

Figure 1 summarizes the model described above and the relationships between its different components.  

Below, we will investigate empirically the size of the effects of ethnic intermarriage on ethnic gaps in 

education among primary ethnic groups, in the context of the Jewish population of Israel.  Before doing 

so, we provide some background information on Israel, which also clarifies the motivation for our 

research question.  

 

Figure 1 About Here. 

 

BACKGROUND  

Selected aspects of immigration history 

The Jewish population of Israel totaled 5.2 million in 2004, growing 3.8% annually on average since 

1948, the year the State was founded.
3
  Net migration accounted for 46.5% of the total population growth 

during the period 1948-2004.  A brief review of Israeli immigration history highlights the period of mass 

migration between 1948 and 1951, during which about 700,000 immigrants arrived and doubled the 

previous Jewish population.   Substantially lower, but still significant levels of immigration in the 1960s 

and 1970s continued to contribute to the diversity of Israeli society.  Differences in culture, language, and 

demographic regimes were dramatic between Jews from Eastern and Central Europe,  Muslim North 
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Africa, and the Muslim Middle East (Friedlander and Goldscheider 1979).  Following a lull during the 

1980s, the early 1990s brought another substantial wave of immigration - from the Former Soviet Union. 

 

Despite immigration of Jews from diverse origins, Israeli society has always been dominated by 

Ashkenazim (immigrants from Europe and their descendants).  Some of these Jews were the first to 

immigrate to preindependence Israel and were the founders of most political, economic, and cultural 

institutions.  In general, most Jewish immigrants from Muslim countries in North Africa and the Middle 

East were characterized by lower levels of socioeconomic status, as well as  higher levels of fertility and 

mortality.  For a variety of reasons, including differential placement of newly-arrived immigrants in 

geographically and economically peripheral regions, as well as differential veteranship in Israel, Jews of 

North African and Middle Eastern ancestry have been disadvantaged socioeconomically (Cohen and 

Haberfeld 1998; Friedlander et al. 2002; Khazzoom 2005). 

 

Over time, ethnic flux in Israel has led to the evolution of new ethnic groups (Goldscheider 1996; Shavit 

and Stier 1997).  For example, a broadening of the basis of ethnicity has resulted in the creation of a 

panethnic identity - Israelis of Middle Eastern or North African descent - known in Hebrew as Mizrahim 

(persons of Eastern origin).  Consistent with a framework outlined by Lopez and Espiritu (1990), it is 

likely that the creation of the panethnic identity came about, despite cultural and socioeconomic diversity 

among Israelis of Middle Eastern and North African descent, because of broad differences between these 

groups and the Ashkenazi group in terms of socioeconomic status, residential location, cultural and 

religious practices, and a generally darker skin phenotype of the Mizrahim. Khazzoom (2003) emphasizes 

Ashkenazi exclusion of Mizrahim in the context of the Ashkenazi “identity project”, which aimed at 

emphasizing the western character of their new State of Israel, and in distancing themselves from Oriental 

cultures thought inferior to the modern West.  
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The split between Mizrahim and Ashkenazim has become dominant in contemporary Israeli Jewish 

society, especially because it is understood largely in terms of class inequality (Ben-Rafael 1982; Smooha 

1993).  There is an on-going debate in academic and lay circles over the extent to which ethnic gaps in 

socioeconomic status between Mizrahim and Ashkenazim have narrowed over time (e.g. Ayalon and 

Shavit 2004; Bolotin-Chachashvili, Shavit, and Ayalon 2002;  Cohen, Haberfeld and Kristal 

Forthcoming; Dahan, et al. 2003; Friedlander et al. 2002; Friedlander et al. 2006).  What has become clear 

is that a large part, but not all, of the extant ethnic gaps in educational attainment among young Israelis 

can be undertood in terms of ethnic differences in parents’ characteristics, particularly their educational 

attainment (Friedlander et al. 2002).  

 

Ethnic inequality has become one of Israel’s prime domestic concerns today, especially because it 

confounds national ideology and government policy, which have historically been actively directed 

towards the complete assimilation of Jews from diverse countries of origin within three generations 

(Goldscheider 1996). In particular, Zionist ideology largely denies the importance of ethnicity that 

reflects Jewish experience in the Diaspora;  rather, Zionism has idealized a ‘melting pot’ of Jewish 

culture, a new national Israeli Jewish identity.  Ethnic intermarriage has been seen as a primary means of 

achieving these goals (Rosen 1982).   

 

A brief review of marriage patterns 

Previous research has documented changes in marriage patterns among Jews from the 1950s to the 1990s.  

Ethnic intermarriage rates between Mizrahim and Ashkenazim have increased over time and across 

immigrant generations (Okun 2001; Gshur and Okun 2003).  Okun (2001) has also shown that Jewish 

ethnic intermarriage in Israel during the late 1950s, 1960s and 1970s was characterized by exchange 

whereby a Mizrahi spouse was more likely to marry “up” in ethnic prestige to an Ashkenazi spouse, if the 

former spouse had higher socioeconomic status than the latter.   Over time, as ethnic intermarriage 

became more widespread, it became less characterized by exchange, reflecting instead increasing 
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educational homogamy among ethnically intermarried couples (Okun 2001). In recent periods, ethnic 

intermarriage is usually more common among more educated spouses than less educated spouses (Okun 

2004).  These latter patterns are more consistent with the universalism hypothesis. 

 

The changing ethnic composition of Jewish Israelis 

Increasing rates of ethnic intermarriage over the past several decades have contributed to the formation of 

a relatively new and growing group of multiethnics, who have both Mizrahi and Ashkenazi parents or 

grandparents.  Recent research documents that among native-born Israelis aged 10-11 in 1995, 

approximately 25% can be characterized as multiethnic, as compared with only about 5% among their 

counterparts aged 40-43 (self reference).   The question arises as to whether and how the growing group 

of multiethnics has affected popular and academic views  of the bifurcated nature of Jewish ethnic 

identity in Israel.  We argue that despite the recent development of a new group of adult multiethnics, the 

overriding attention in the press and in academic literature is on ethnic inequality between the two 

primary ethnic groups – Mizrahim and Ashkenazim.  This point is illustrated well by headlines in popular 

print and internet news sources which address ethnic gaps in a variety of areas such as educational 

attainment and income, as well as academic research which aims to assess trends and levels of ethnic 

inequality between Mizrahim and Ashkenazim (e.g. Eshet 2002; Tarabellsi-Hadad 2005; Cohen et al. 

Forthcoming; Dahan 2003; Friedlander et al 2002, 2006; Zarchin 2000).   

 

Moreover, we argue that within the overarching framework defined by juxtaposition of Mizrahim and 

Ashkenazim, Jewish ethnicity has many subplots and more nuanced points. Attention, for example, is 

often paid to the welfare and status of recent immigrants from the Former Soviet Union and from 

Ethiopia, and how these groups fit into the social hierarchy.  More relevant for this study, Jewish 

multiethnics, who are native-born, second- or third-generation Israelis with parents or grandparents of 

differing ethnic backgrounds, are also recognized as a distinct group, both in popular as well as academic 

understandings of Israeli society (e.g. Cohen et al. Forthcoming; Dahan 2003; Shai et al. 2005).
4
  In 
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addition, recent research has documented the distinctive socioeconomic profiles of multiethnics, which 

differ significantly from those of Mizrahim and Ashkenazim, thus supporting the notion that multiethnics 

may be conceived of as a distinct group (self-reference).   

 

We thus argue that unlike other racial contexts such as the United States of the past, where a “one-drop” 

rule specified that individuals of mixed racial ancestry who had even partial Black ancestry were 

automatically ruled as Black, Israeli society does not deem individuals of mixed ancestry as either 

Mizrahi or Ashkenazi, but rather, they may be viewed as “mixed”.  While it is possible that some 

multiethnics may be seen by others as either Mizrahi or Ashkenazi, depending on external factors such as 

skin color, there is no immediate classification of persons of mixed ethnicity as members of one group or 

the other; rather they are generally considered separately, and their presence does not take away from the 

overriding interest in ethnic inequality between the two primary groups.  

 

DATA, VARIABLES, AND MEASURES OF INEQUALITY 

We use a data file prepared by the Israeli Central Bureau of Statistics (ICBS), which contains linked 

census records from the 1995 20% Public Use Sample and the 1983 20% Public Use Sample.  The core of 

the sample includes individuals who were located both in the 20% Public Use Sample of the 1983 Census 

and in the 20% Public Use Sample of the 1995 Census. Thus, the core sample provides an approximate 

4% (.20*.20) sample of the population represented in both of the census years.  In addition, the data file 

contains information on all individuals who lived in the same households as those in the core sample at 

each of the two census dates. Thus, the data allow us to construct households of the core sample; in 

particular, we exploit this data to harvest information about the households of origin (in 1983) of 

respondents who are young adults in 1995.  Data quality for Israeli Censuses is generally considered 

good, and the linkage procedure was carried out by the ICBS by exploiting confidential  and unique 

personal identification numbers assigned to all Israeli citizens and recorded in Census information.  

Where possible, comparisons were made between the marginal distributions by ethnicity, generation, and 
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educational level in the linked sample and those in the 20% 1995 sample. Results were similar, thus 

suggesting that there are few important selection biases introduced by the linkage process.   

 

We study native-born women and men aged 18-21 and 25-31 in 1995.  We focus exclusively on the 

native-born because these individuals were fully exposed to Israeli society, in general, as well as the 

Israeli educational system in particular.  These young persons were aged approximately 6-9 and 13-19 in 

1983.  We limit our samples to young adults in 1995 whom we identified as living with both biological 

parents in 1983.  The sample restriction is necessary in order to identify correctly critical background 

information on parents from information collected in 1983 for each household member.  It should be 

noted that the sample restriction eliminates respondents whose biological parents had divorced, separated 

or been widowed by 1983, so our results can be generalized only to those individuals who grew up in 

intact families.  Since overall divorce and mortality rates were fairly low during these periods and 

relevant age ranges of parents, we do not expect important effects of differential divorce or mortality by 

ethnicity of parents to affect our results in any significant way (Khait-Marelly 2004).    

 

The linked records are necessary in part in order to define ethnicity of respondents and their parents.  

Census data from 1995 contain information on respondents' country of birth as well as information on 

country of birth of both of the respondents' parents. However, the 1995 data do not contain information on 

grandparental place of birth – this lack of information poses a problem for defining ethnicity among 

Israelis whose parent(s) were born in Israel. In the data file that we use, persons in the 1995 Census are 

linked to the 1983 Census records of their parents.  In the 1983 census records, the parents of the 

individuals in the 1995 sample responded to questions on their fathers’ country of birth (that is, country of 

birth of the grandfathers of the respondents of interest in 1995).  

 

Respondents were defined as Mizrahi, Ashkenazi, or multiethnic, according to parental and grandparental 

places of birth, in a two-stage process. First, each parent’s ethnicity was defined as either Mizrahi or 
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Ashkenazi, as follows.  For parents who were born abroad, ethnicity was defined according to his/her 

place of birth (in Asia/Africe or Europe).  For parents who were born in Israel, ethnicity was defined by 

their own fathers’ place of birth (in Asia/Africa or Europe).
5,6

 Following definition of parents’ ethnicity, 

ethnicity of the sample respondents was defined as Mizrahi or Ashkenazi, if both parents were defined in 

the first stage as Mizrahi, or if both were defined as Ashkenazi.  If one parent was defined as Ashkenazi, 

and the other Mizrahi, the respondent was defined as multiethnic.  Among native-born Jews aged 18-21 in 

1995, 17.4% are defined as multiethnic, 36.3% are Ashkenazim, and 46.3% are Mizrahim.   

 

Our focus is on the educational attainment of young persons aged 18-21 and 25-31 in 1995, and on 

differences across the primary ethnic groups of Ashkenazim and Mizrahim.   We examine men and 

women separately because patterns of ethnic inequality differ by gender. Persons aged 18-21 have had the 

opportunity to complete high school and be examined for the matriculation diploma. The matriculation 

diploma is an important educational achievement for Israelis, because it sets the stage for later post-

secondary schooling. Most forms of post-secondary schooling, such as universities and colleges, require 

the completion of a matriculation diploma, which is more demanding than simply earning a high school 

diploma. The matriculation diploma requires achievement of passing grades in nationwide standardized 

examinations on a variety of subject areas including mathematics and English.  

 

 Therefore, our primary measure of educational attainment at the individual level is a dichotomous 

variable which captures whether or not the respondent holds a matriculation diploma. We feel this is a 

much more sensitive measure of educational attainment than alternatives such as total years of education, 

which cannot distinguish between high school graduates who do and do not hold matriculation diplomas.  

At the group level, we look at the proportions of each ethnic group who hold a matriculation diploma.  

Our reliance on proportions matriculating makes for intuitive understandings of between-group 

inequality, which can be measured in terms of absolute differences in the proportions, or as odds ratios; 

we present the former here, although results with the latter are very similar.  For the reasons discussed 
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above, our emphasis is on inequality between Mizrahim and Ashkenazim.  Our dichotomous measure of 

educational attainment does not allow for a meaningful analysis of total inequality (between and within 

group inequality) because the variance of a dichotomous variable is not independent of its mean.   

 

Persons aged 18-21 are generally too young to have completed postsecondary schooling because most 

Jewish Israelis perform two to three years of mandatory  military service starting from age 18, thereby 

postponing the entrance into postsecondary schooling until the early 20s. We therefore looked at an older 

age group 25-31 in order to examine postsecondary school completion.  In the interests of space 

constraints, we will present results only for the first subsample, of those aged 18-21. Results for the older 

age group are similar, although effects are somewhat less pronounced.  These differences will be 

discussed below. 

 

Table 1 presents the percents of persons aged 18-21 who hold a matriculation diploma in 1995, by 

ethnicity and sex.  We note the large ethnic gaps between Mizrahim and Ashkenazim, particularly among 

men.  For example, while only 41.6% of male Mizrahim hold a matriculation diploma, 69.9% of their 

Ashkenazi counterparts do so. Multiethnics have outcomes that are intermediate to those of the two major 

ethnic groups; for example, 58.2% of male multiethnics hold a matriculation diploma. Previous research 

has documented that, with regards to educational attainment, multiethnics hold a consistently intermediate 

and statistically different position relative to primary ethnic group members (self reference).   

 

Table 1 About Here. 

 

The main point which becomes clear from Table 1 is that the relative position of multiethnics is consistent 

with that predicted by  exchange theory.  The “in-between” status of multiethnics, together with their 

growing proportions in the population raise the intriguing question: how does ethnic intermarriage and the 

consequent presence of multiethnics affect ethnic gaps in educational attainment between Mizrahim and 
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Ashkenazim?  In other words, our central research question is: What might ethnic inequality among 

primary ethnic groups have looked like in the absence of ethnic intermarriage?   

 

METHODS  

In the empirical section of the paper, we explore a few different ways of answering the above questions.  

Our strategy is to consider the size of ethnic gaps in a variety of counterfactual scenarios, which might 

have arisen in the absence of ethnic intermarriage in the past.  While we do not believe that any one 

particular result among the set of the answers we outline here is the final word on this research question, 

the consistency of results do hint at the potentially significant impact of ethnic intermariage on ethnic 

inequality.  We explore each scenario in turn.  

 

Most previous research that has examined equilibrium effects of demographic behavior (marital sorting or 

differential fertility) on inequality in the long run has used aggregate demographic models of population 

renewal (e.g. Matras 1961; Preston 1974; Preston and Campbell 1993; Musick and Mare 2004).  We take 

a different approach here, as our focus is not on the long-run effects of ethnic intermarriage on 

equilibrium levels of ethnic inequality in the future. Rather, we aim to go back one generation and create 

counterfactual scenarios in which ethnic intermarriage in the past had not occurred. We then see how 

these counterfactual scenarios might have played out in the current generation. The advantage of our 

approach, discussed below, is its relative simplicity. The technique we use has the flavor of the simulation 

model, based on regression analyses, presented by Mare and Maralani (2006). 

 

Reassignment of Multiethnics to One of the Two Primary Ethnic Groups 

Multiethnics are the offspring of interethnic marriage, and thus offer us a first, very simple avenue of 

investigation. Under the counterfactual scenario that multiethnics did not exist, and were instead members 

of either of the primary ethnic groups, the average educational attainments in the primary ethnic groups 

would change.  We perform a straightforward exercise in which we hold the educational outcomes of 
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multiethnics at their observed values, but “reassign” all multiethnics alternatively to one or the other of 

the two primary groups.  We thus perform different exercises, the first in which multiethnics are 

reassigned to the Mizrahi ethnicity, and the second in which they are reassigned to Ashkenazi ethnicity.  

The naïve assumption underlying these exercises is that the educational outcomes observed among 

multiethnics would have been the same if their parents had married endogamously rather than 

exogamously. Below we relax this assumption.  

 

Reassignment of Parents of Multiethnics to Marry Endogamously 

A second, more realistic approach to answering our research question may be found by reassigning 

parents of multiethnics to marry endogamously.  The idea here is that Mizrahim and Ashkenazim who 

intermarried contributed to the creation of a group of multiethnics. If these parents had not intermarried, 

they could have either remained single and borne no children
7
, or they could have married endogamously.  

We do not consider here the hypothetical scenario in which spouses who intermarried remain single 

instead.  In the context of Israel of the 1960s and 1970s, marriage was nearly universal. For example, 

among Jews aged 45-49 in 1995 (who would have married primarily during the 1970s), only 4.9% of 

women and 3.0% of men were never-married (ICBS 1998). It thus seems unlikely that a large proportion 

of exogamously married spouses would have remained unmarried if they hadn’t married exogamously.   

 

In the second case, in which exogamously married spouses would instead have married endogamously, 

they would have had offspring who were members of the primary ethnic groups. The average educational 

attainments of the primary ethnic groups might have thus been affected. We therefore create a set of 

counterfactual scenarios in which parents who actually intermarried are “reassigned” to marry 

endogamously and then have children who are members of the primary ethnic groups.
8
  

 

We first identify Mizrahi men and Ashkenazi women who intermarried with each other, as well as 

Ashkenazi men and Mizrahi women who intermarried with each other, and then trade spouses, in order to 
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form ethnically endogamous unions.  Thus, Mizrahi men who intermarried will have simulated marriages 

with Mizrahi women who intermarried.  Similarly, Ashkenazi men who intermarried will have simulated 

marriages with Ashkenazi women.  Following reassignment to ethnically endogamous unions, we 

consider the offspring of these simulated couples, both in terms of their numbers and predicted 

educational attainment.   

 

We find it plausible to consider counterfactual scenarios in which previously exogamously married 

couples are reassigned with each other to marry endogamously.  We view the decision to ethnically 

intermarry as the end product of assimilation factors that affect opportunity and preferences for exogamy.  

Thus, persons who intermarry are a select group, especially during the period of the 1960s and 1970s 

when ethnic exogamy was not normative.  It seems reasonable to consider that ethnically exogamously 

married Mizrahi spouses may share attitudes and local marriage markets that would make endogamous 

marriage between them likely.  The same can be said of ethnically exogamously married Ashkenazi 

spouses.
9
 

 

A first step in thinking about the possible outcomes of this prediction strategy involves a consideration of  

the educational characteristics of ethnically intermarried parents.  In particular, how do they compare to 

characteristics of ethnically endogamous parents?  Recall that we are considering respondents who were 

aged 18-21 (and 25-31) in 1995. Therefore, their parents probably married during the late 1950s, the 

1960s, and the early 1970s, when ethnic intermarriage patterns were characterized by exchange (Okun 

2001).   

 

Table 2 presents the proportions of fathers and mothers with matriculation diplomas or higher, among 

parents of respondents aged 18-21 in 1995.  Mizrahi fathers who married endogamously have the lowest 

educational attainment, while Ashkenazi fathers who married endogamously have the highest educational 

attainment. The ethnic gaps between these two groups are very large. However, Mizrahi men who 
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outmarried had high educational levels, relative to their Mizrahi counterparts who inmarried.  In contrast, 

Ashkenazi men who outmarried had low educational attainment, compared to their Ashkenazi 

counterparts who inmarried. These patterns are broadly consistent with those predicted by exchange in 

marital unions, as found in previous literature.  The pattern of results are similar for mothers.
10

  The 

implication of these patterns is that, following reassignment to ethnically endogamous marriages, the 

simulated Mizrahi couples will be relatively more educated than actual Mizrahi couples.  In contrast, after 

reassignment to ethnically endogamous marriages, the simulated Ashkenazi couples will be relatively less 

educated than actual Askenazi couples.   

 

Table 2 About Here. 

 

Ramifications of these points for the hypothetical levels of educational attainment among offspring in 

each of the primary groups (including actual and simulated members of the group), as well as consequent 

ethnic gaps between the primary groups, may depend upon several factors: (1) the manner in which 

spousal reassignment to ethnically endogamous marriages is carried out; (2) the fertility of simulated 

endogamous couples; and (3) the way in which offspring’s educational outcomes are assumed to depend 

on their parents’ educational characteristics.  We consider each of these factors in turn.  

 

Methods of spousal reassignment  Spousal reassignment is performed in two different ways: (1) 

randomly and (2) in a pattern consistent with educational homogamy (Preston and Campbell 1993).  

Results that arise from each of these two methods of parental reassignment are compared.  In the case of 

random reassignment, reassignment is performed numerous times, and average results are reported.  In 

practice, differences in simulated ethnic gaps that arise in different random reassignment procedures are 

trivial.  In the case of reassignment by educational assortative mating, exogamously married Mizrahi 

mothers are sorted by educational attainment in descending order, and matched with exogamously 

married Mizrahi men, similarly sorted.  The resulting simulated couples have spouses with very similar 
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levels of educational attainment. The same procedure is applied in the case of Ashkenazim.  These two 

methods of spousal reassignment represent two extreme assumptions about the mating behavior of newly 

endogamous couples by educational status – complete disregard for educational status (random mating) 

and almost complete endogamy (whereby nearly everyone marries a spouse with an identical level of 

education to his or her own).    It is therefore reasonable to assume that the results that would be obtained 

from more moderate forms of educational homogamy, whereby spouses’ educational levels are positively 

associated, but not necessarily identical, would be bracketed by those obtained from the two extreme 

assumptions.  

 

The fertility of simulated endogamous marriages  Following spousal reassignment, we consider their 

simulated offspring, whom we define as belonging to one or the other primary ethnic group.  The 

consideration of simulated offspring requires assumptions concerning (1) the number of children born to 

parents in reassigned marriages and (2) the educational outcomes of these children.    Regarding the 

number of children born to reassigned marriages, we make three differing assumptions and compare the 

results that arise under each assumption.   

 

The first assumption we make regarding the number of simulated offspring of the newly endogamously 

married couples is that their fertility is equal to the observed fertility of the wives in their original, 

ethnically exogamous state. This assumption takes fertility of women as a function only of their own 

characteristics (e.g. ethnicity and education), and not of their spouses; thus, when they switch spouses, 

their fertility remains unchanged. We refer to this assumption as that of fertility invariance.   

 

To explore the possible ramifications of differential fertility by ethnicity of husbands and wives on ethnic 

gaps in the children’s generation, we consider an alternative assumption about the fertility of women in 

simulated endogamous marriages.   This assumption is referred to as variance by husband’s ethnicity.  

Under variance by husband’s ethnicity, we take the fertility of women in simulated endogamous Mizrahi 
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marriages as equal to that of women in actual endogamous Mizrahi marriages, and, analogously, the 

fertility of women in simulated endogamous Ashkenazi marriages as equal to that of women in actual 

endogamous Ashkenazi marriages.   

 

Empirically, fertility is differential by educational attainment of both spouses, as well as by their 

ethnicity.  Accordingly, we consider a third alternative assumption concerning the fertility of simulated 

endogamous couples, referred to as variance by ethnicity and education.  Under this assumption, we take 

the number of children born to simulated endogamous Mizrahi marriages with wive’s educational level i 

and husband’s educational level j as equal to that of women in actual endogamous Mizrahi marriages with 

wive’s educational level i and husband’s educational level j.  

 

The educational outcomes of simulated offspring  We follow the general regression strategy outlined in 

Mare and Maralani (2006) in order to make our predictions of the educational outcome of simulated 

children.  We estimate  four distinct logistic regression models, run separately for women and men in 

each of the two primary ethnic groups.  The explanatory variables are based on information about 

mothers’ and father’s educational attainment: (1) primary school (less than a high-school diploma); (2) 

high school diploma, with no matriculation certificate; (3) high school diploma with matriculation 

certificate; (4) post-secondary diploma, but no academic degree; (5) academic degree in the form of a 

B.A. or higher.  Because the proportion of parents with a B.A. degree or higher was small in some cases, 

and because large gaps in parental education are uncommon, we grouped together respondents who had at 

least one parent with a B.A. degree.   An examination of deviance chi-squared statistics from these 

models estimated on grouped data reveal that a fairly parsimonious model that considers both father’s and 

mothers’ education fits the data well.  Appendix Table 1 details the logistic regression models estimated.  

In general, we find that both parents’ educational attainment contribute significantly to explaining the 

odds of childrens’ matriculation.      
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Beyond educational attainment, the data file at our disposal contains information on parents, such as 

occupation or home ownership, which we attempted to incorporate into our models of predicted offspring 

educational attainment.  However, following consideration of these models, we did not find their 

predictive power to be signficantly greater than models based on parental education alone.  Moreover, 

incorporation of other factors opens the question of whether simulated endogamously married couples 

would have had the same characteristics, such as home ownership, that they did under actual conditions of 

exogamous marriage.  Home ownership or occupation, unlike education, is something usually acquired 

later in life, and may be related to spousal choice. Therefore, it did not seem reasonable to assume that 

these characteristics would necessarily be the same under different scenarios of spousal selection.  

 

RESULTS 

Reassignment of Multiethnics to One of the Two Primary Ethnic Groups 

Table 3 presents the percents of men and women with matriculation under actual and hypothetical 

scenarios where multiethnics are reassigned to one or the other of the primary ethnic groups.  The top row 

of the table presents actual percents and the observed ethnic gap, reproduced from Table 1.  The second 

row of the table presents percents and gaps under the counterfactual scenario that multiethnics are 

reassigned as Mizrahim; the third row presents the counterfactual scenario where multiethnics are 

reassigned as Ashkenazim.  Overall, we note that according these scenarios, ethnic gaps would have been 

12.7% to 16.4% smaller than they actually were, had ethnic intermarriage in the past not occurred.  We 

interpret these effects as modest, but not trivial.  We also note that the effects of reassignment to 

Mizrahim and Ashkenazim differ depending on two factors: (1) the relative size of the Mizrahi and 

Ashkenazi groups; and (2) the relative position of the multiethnics between the primary ethnic groups.  

 

Table 3 About Here. 
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Reassignment of Parents of Multiethnics to Marry Endogamously 

We now consider the counterfactual scenario in which ethnic intermarriage among parents had not 

occurred, and where ethnically exogamously married parents are reassigned to marry endogamously, as 

described above.  We begin with a consideration of the scenario in which we randomly reassign ethnically 

exogamously married spouses and assume fertility invariance. Table 4 presents percents with a 

matriculation diploma among men and women aged 18-21 under the actual and the hypothetical scenario.  

 

The top two rows of the table reproduce the figures noted earlier in Table 1 regarding actual proportions 

with a matriculation diploma in each of the three ethnic groups.  The second set of two rows presents 

predicted proportions with matriculation among simulated respondents whose parents were reassigned 

from ethnic intermarriage to ethnic inmarriage.  The predicted proprotions among the simulated male 

respondents differ dramatically from those of the actual Mizrahi and Ashkenazi men, and are quite close 

to those of the actual multiethnics. The gap between simulated Mizrahim and simulated Ashkenazim men 

is quite small at 6.4 percentage points and represents a 77.4% reduction from the actual gap between 

Ashkenazim and Mizrahim. 

 

Table 4 About Here. 

 

The third set of two rows presents the weighted average of the actual respondents in the primary ethnic 

groups, with the simulated respondents in the primary ethnic groups. The weighted averages lie closer to 

the actual figures than to the simulated figures, because the number of simulated respondents is smaller 

than that of the actual respondents. The relatively small number of simulated respondents is a function of 

the number of actual multiethnics in the sample, who are still a minority (17.3% of this age group).  The 

ethnic gaps between Mizrahi and Ashkenazi men in the third line is 24.9 percentage points, which is 

12.0% lower than the actual gap in the first row.  Turning to the results regarding ethnic gaps among 
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women, we note that the simulated gap in the third line stands at 18.4 percentage points, which is 14.0% 

lower than the actual gap of 21.4 percentage points in the first row.  

 

We consider now reassignment of parents based on positive educational assortative mating, applied under 

the assumption of fertility invariance, in order to test whether the alternative method of reassignment will 

substantively affect our findings.  The educational outcomes of offspring of simulated endogamous 

couples are predicted based on the same sets of regressions used in the previous simulation.  Our results 

show that the assumption of positive educational assortative mating has a trivial effect on simulated 

ethnic gaps. For example, among men aged 18-21 in 1995, the difference in the simulated ethnic gap 

under the assumption of random mating versus the assumption of educational assortative mating is less 

than 0.1 percentage point.  Full results are available from the authors. Thus, we conclude that our 

simulation results concerning the impact of ethnic intermarriage on ethnic inequality are robust to widely 

varying procedures in which simulated endogamous couples are formed. 

 

To explore the possible ramifications of different scenarios regarding the fertility of simulated 

endogamous couples, we apply the two alternative assumptions of variance by husband’s ethnicity and 

variance by ethnicity and education, described above. Both sets of fertility assumptions are applied in the 

context of random reassignment of ethnically exogamous spouses, because we showed above that the 

manner in which spousal reassignment is performed is immaterial to the results. 

 

The application of variance by husband’s ethnicity, as compared to the original assumption of fertility 

invariance, results in slight increases in average educational attainment among Mizrahim (for example, on 

the order of 0.4 percentage points in matriculation among men), and Ashkenazim (on the order of 0.1 

percentage points in matriculation among men).  These increases occur because, due to patterns of 

differential fertility by ethnicity of spouses, there are now a greater number of simulated Mizrahim 

(formerly multiethnics) – who have higher educational attainment than actual Mizrahim – and a slightly 
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smaller number of simulated Ashkenazim – who have lower educational attainment than actual 

Ashkenazim.  Thus, differences in the simulated effects on the Mizrahim and Ashkenazim are small, and 

the net effect on the ethnic gap is trivial – approximately 0.3 percentage points. That is, the simulated 

ethnic gap under the scenario of fertility variance by husband’s ethnicity is virtually identical to ethnic 

gap under the assumption of fertility invariance. 

 

Turning now to the application of the assumption of fertility variance by ethnicity and education, we 

report that, in comparison to simulated ethnic gaps that arise in the context of the original assumption of 

fertility invariance, simulated ethnic gaps remain virtually unchanged.  For example, among men aged 18-

21 in 1995, the difference between the simulated ethnic gap in matriculation which arises under variance 

by husband’s ethnicity and education and that which arises under fertility invariance, is about 0.2 

percentage points.   

 

Thus, results that arise under different fertility assumptions are nearly identical.  We conclude that the 

estimated impact of intermarriage on ethnic inequality is robust to widely varying alternative assumptions 

about the fertility of simulated endogamous couples.  In addition, as described above, the outcomes are 

insensitive to two very different procedures for simulating the  endogamous couples.  Perhaps most 

strikingly, simulations performed on the basis of reassignment of exogamously married parents to 

ethnically endogamous unions yield results that are quite close to those based on reassignment of 

multiethnics to one or the other of the primary ethnic groups (Table 3).  Thus, entirely different 

simulation strategies and the application of a broad range of assumptions lead to very similar conclusions.  

We take this overall consistency of results as an indicator of the robustness of our findings.  

 

Summarizing the results from all of the simulations described here, we conclude that on the order of 10-

15% of the ethnic gap in matriculation among young adults aged 18-21 in 1995 is attributable to ethnic 

intermarriage in the past.  In results not presented here, we find that analyses conducted on adults aged 
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25-31 yielded similar, although less pronounced findings.  In particular, on the order of 5-10% of the 

ethnic gap in postsecondary schooling among those aged 25-31 in 1995 is attributable to ethnic 

intermarriage in the past. The smaller magnitude of the findings reflects, in part, the smaller proportion of 

multiethnics (12.4%) of that birth cohort.   

 

Intergenerational Changes in the Ethnic Gap under Actual and Simulated Scenarios 

Another perspective on the magnitude of our results can be gained by comparing them to actual changes 

in ethnic gaps across generations of parents and their children. Indeed, one of the focus points of 

academic and popular discussion of ethnic inequality between the primary ethnic groups revolves around 

the extent to which ethnic inequality is decreasing over generations, time, and over birth cohorts.  Table 5  

presents actual ethnic gaps in educational attainment among respondents aged 18-21 and among their 

parents, as well as counterfactual ethnic gaps that could have risen in the absence of ethnic intermarriage 

in the past.  For example, among fathers, 14.4% of Mizrahim and 50.0% of Ashkenazim had obtained a 

matriculation diploma, and the ethnic gap stood at 35.7 percentage points.   Among sons, the ethnic gap 

stood at 28.3 percentage points.  Thus, the ethnic gap actually declined by 21% (1 – 28.3/35.7) between 

the generations.   

 

Table 5 About Here. 

 

Under the counterfactual scenarios in which multiethnic respondents are reassigned as Mizrahim 

(Ashkenazim), the ethnic gap among sons would have been 33.1% (30.8%) smaller than in the father’s 

generation.  Under the counterfactual scenario that the parents of multiethnics were reassigned to marry 

endogamously (under random reassignment and fertility invariance), the ethnic gap among sons would 

have been 30.3% (1 – 24.9/35.7) smaller than among fathers.  Thus, the intergenerational reduction in the 

ethnic gap would have been on the order of 50% larger than it actually was, had ethnic intermarriage in 

the past not occurred.  For mothers and their daughters, the conclusions are in the same direction, 
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although they are not as pronounced.  Compared to the large (49.8%) intergenerational reduction in the 

ethnic gap that actually occurred, the counterfactual intergenerational reduction in ethnic inequality would 

have been on the order of 15% larger in the absence of ethnic intermarriage.  

 

Turning to a consideration of intergenerational changes in postsecondary schooling among respondents 

aged 25-31, we note that in the comparison of fathers and son, as well as mothers and daughters, there 

were actual intergenerational increases in gaps between primary ethnic groups (results not presented 

here). In the case of fathers and their sons, our results indicate that the intergenerational increase in ethnic 

inequality would have been eliminated entirely had ethnic intermarriage in the past not occurred.  In the 

case of mothers and their daughters,  the intergenerational increase in ethnic inequality would have been 

reduced substantially in the absence of ethnic intermarriage. 

  

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 

We present a theoretical model of the macro-level impact of ethnic intermarriage on ethnic stratification 

in subsequent generations.  We call attention to the interaction between ethnic intermarriage and 

educational assortative mating.   Ethnic and racial intermarriage is often selective on socioeconomic 

status; in particular, the more educated members of disadvantaged ethnic groups outmarry at higher rates 

than their less educated counterparts.  Therefore, ethnic intermarriage is likely to affect ethnic 

stratification through the processes of intergenerational transmission of socioeconomic status and 

ethnicity.  We note that the likely impact on stratification in subsequent generations depends on the 

number and characteristics of spouses who intermarry, the relative sizes of the different ethnic groups, 

and the extent and ways in which socioeconomic status and ethnicity are inherited characteristics.   

 

We explore the direction and magnitude of these effects in the context of ethnic intermarriage and 

inequality in the Jewish population of Israel.  We conclude that on the order of 10-15% of the ethnic gap 

in matriculation rates among young adults aged 18-21 in 1995 is attributable to ethnic intermarriage in the 
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past.  Moreover, in the absence of intermarriage in the past, intergenerational decreases in inequality 

would have been substantially more pronounced, and increases would have been moderated or eliminated.  

Compared to the intergenerational changes in inequality that actually occurred, the hypothetical effect of 

ethnic intermarriage is often quite significant.  Application of a wide variety of alternative assumptions in 

carrying out the simulations led to very similar results and are indicative of the robustness of our findings.   

   

We conclude that at the macro-level, there has been a modest and perhaps unanticipated by-product of 

intermarriage, in that its effect is to increase inequality between the primary Jewish ethnic groups in 

Israel. This conclusion contrasts strongly with intuitive understandings of melting pot and assimilationist 

theories. The findings complement recent research on the marriage behavior of multiethnic Jews in Israel, 

which also suggests that ethnic intermarriage itself should not necessarily be viewed as a vehicle for 

reducing group differences over time or for reducing the salience of ethnicity  (Goldscheider 1996; Okun 

2004).  Rather, empirical marriage patterns may actually serve to perpetuate the historically important 

association between Mizrahi ethnicity and low socioeconomic status.  

 

In the long term, it may be that with continued intermarriage, the contour of the debate about Jewish 

ethnic stratification will no longer focus on Mizrahi vs. Ashkenazi differentials. Projections suggest that 

roughly 25% of native-born adult Jewish Israelis will be multiethnic in the coming decades (self-

reference).  Perhaps in this context, Mizrahi vs. Ashkenazi ethnicity will lose its salience, and it will be 

less meaningful to discuss Mizrahi vs. Ashkenazi gaps in socioeconomic status.  However, this scenario 

has not yet unfolded.  While researchers are increasingly looking at ethnic inequality in three categories – 

Mizrahim, Ashkenazim, and multiethnics – their arguments are still sharply focused on 

Mizrahi/Ashkenazi differentials (Cohen et al. Forthcoming; Dahan 2003; Friedlander et al. 2006).  

Therefore, we feel that the substantive conclusions we make in this paper are relevant to the current 

academic debate about inequality and its evolution in Israel.  

 



 29

We want to be careful in the interpretation of our findings.  Overall, ethnic gaps between Mizrahim and 

Ashkenazim remain significant at many levels of education.  For example, recent research has pointed to 

the wide disparity between Mizrahi and Ashkenazi matriculators in the quality of the diplomas they earn, 

as measured by differential success in and emphasis on critical subject areas such as Mathematics and 

English (Friedlander et al. 2006).  Ethnic gaps in various measures of educational attainment and 

achievement are significant matters of social concern, important indicators of inequality, and sources of 

ethnic tension and polarization.  

 

We do not conclude that ethnic gaps between Mizrahim and Ashkenazim exist today because of past 

ethnic intermarriage. The gaps exist largely as a result of unequal educational opportunities and because 

of historical differences in the socioeconomic characteristics of Mizrahi and Ashkenazi families 

(Friedlander et al. 2002).   Even if ethnic intermarriage had not occurred, there would be large ethnic gaps 

today.  What we do conclude is that the evolution of ethnic inequality is a complex process, fueled not 

only by historical inequality, discrimination and opportunity, but also by changes in marriage patterns, 

and the creation of subsequent generations of ethnic groups through family formation. 

 

What are the implications of our model for other developed societies, such as the U.S.?  Most ethnic or 

racial intermarriage in the U.S. occurs between Whites and minority groups, such as American Indians, 

Asians, Hispanics, or African-Americans.  Thus, multiethnics are a tiny group compared to the White 

population, but may be of growing and significant size compared to small minorities with high 

intermarriage rates, such as American Indians, Asians and some Hispanic groups.  Selective outmarriage 

from small minority groups has the potential to significantly impact average socioeconomic levels in 

minority groups in subsequent generations. In contrast, the selective nature of outmarriage is unlikely to 

significantly affect the average socioeconomic levels of the White population, as this is a much larger 

group.  Thus, changes in ethnic gaps are likely to depend on the size and direction of the effects of 

intermarriage on minority groups, and not on the White goup. 
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Implications of interethnic marriage patterns for ethnic gaps in the U.S. are complicated by the subjective 

nature in which ethnicity is usually measured.  Research suggests, however, that education may reduce 

the strength of in-group attachments among disadvantaged minority group members (Demo and Hughes 

1990). Moreover, the relationships between socioeconomic status and ethnic identity appear to depend on 

the aggregate socioeconomic status of relevant groups, as well as on the extent to which ethnic identity is 

seen as a cultural resource (Eschbach, Supple and Snipp 1998; Qian 2003; Waters 1994).  For example, 

among Hispanics in the U.S., higher family status is associated with less consistent positive response to 

Hispanic ethnicity questions (Eschbach and Gomez 1998; Qian 2003).  In contrast, greater parental 

educational attainment is associated with Asian racial identification among third-generation biracial 

immigrants (Xie and Goyette 1997).  If highly educated multiethnics with ancestry in disadvantaged 

ethnic groups are less likely to identify with, or be identified with, the more disadvantaged ethnic groups, 

then this process will reinforce the effects of selective outmarriage on ethnic inequality across primary-

ethnic groups. 

 

Building on this argument, we suggest that upwardly mobile, educated members of disadvantaged 

minority groups who marry with Whites may leave a less select group of minorities who inmarry, thus 

hampering educational upgrading among minorities over time and generations. Moreover, if the more 

educated offspring of these interethnic marriages are less likely to identify with disadvataged ethnic 

groups, measured ethnic gaps will be even more pronounced. Duncan and Trejo (2005) have begun 

exploring these issues in the context of an examination of the intergenerational socioeconomic mobility 

among Mexican-Americans. Similar arguments can be made for other disadvantaged minority groups.  

The impact of increasing rates of intermarriage in developed country settings, characterized by substantial 

racial and ethnic gaps in socioeconomic status, should be further examined in future research.   
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NOTES 

1
 For the sake of brevity, we refer to ethnicity, rather than ethnicity/race, throughout the paper.  

2
 Gullickson (2006) also suggests that the social and geographic isolation of lower-class members of low-prestige 

ethnic groups hinders their chances of marrying members of high-prestige ethnic groups.   In the interests of space, 

the implications of this isolation theory for the relative status of multiethnics will not be explored here. 

3
  We focus here on the Jewish population of Israel, as the Arab minority is a very different and heterogeneous 

group, and there is little Jewish-Arab intermarriage.  

4
 A popular internet dating service among Jewish Israelis called “Jdate” (www.jdate.co.il), asks in its participant 

questionnaire about the ethnicity of participants and their desired partners, and lists 4 options: Ashkenazi, mixed, 

Sephardi, and other ethnicity.  Ashkenazi refers to Jews of European ancestry; Sephardi is a term sometimes used 

instead of Mizrahi, and refers largely to Jews whose ancestors stem from the Arab or Muslim countries of the 

Middle East or Asia; other ethnicity presumably refers to non-Jews (e.g. Arabs).  The explicit consideration of Jews 

of “mixed” ethnicity is illustrative of the recognition accorded to this distinct group of multiethnics.  

5
 Because of the relatively recent history of mass migration to Israel, only a small minority of native-born Israelis in 

the relevant age groups in 1995 have grandparents who were born in Israel.  In these cases, the respondents’ 

ethnicity was defined as Ashkenazi, as the large majority of very early immigrants to Israel were European 

(Friedlander and Goldscheider 1979).  

6
 Because the data do not contain information on grandmothers’ place of birth, we identify the ethnicity of native-

born parents only in terms of their own fathers’ place of birth.  However, since ethnic endogamy in marriage was the 

dominant pattern in the early decades of Statehood (Okun 2001), it is likely that grandmothers were of the same 

ethnicity as their husbands.  

7
 Non-marital fertility rates in Israel are very low (ICBS 1998). 

 
8
 It is generally not the case that the number of couples comprising Mizrahi women/Ashkenazi men is equal to the 

number of couples comprising Ashkenazi women/Mizrahi men.  Therefore, in the counterfactual scenarios in which 

ethnically exogamously married spouses are reassigned to marry endogamously, some persons remain unmarried. In 

all cases, the persons who remain unmarried are selected at random.  
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9
  An alternative research strategy would be to consider the effects of returning exogamously married spouses to the 

overall marriage market, and simulating new endogamous marriages for all couples.  This strategy would entail 

reassigning all persons to new same-ethnicity spouses.  We felt that reassigning all persons to new spouses would 

introduce too much noise and detract attention from our central focus on the marriage patterns of exogamously 

married spouses. 

10
 The computations for educational attainment of fathers and mothers were based on information on parents’ 

education. Because our sample is representative of the offspring of parents, and not of parents themselves, parents of 

larger families are over-represented in our sample. Because parents of larger families tend to be less educated, our 

sample may underestimate educational attainment among parents.   To correct for this, we recomputed the 

educational outcomes of fathers and mothers by weighting observations by a factor equal to 1 divided by the number 

of children per family.  The weighted outcomes resulted in slightly higher educational attainment among parents of 

all ethnic groups, but the ethnic gaps among parents were virtually unaffected, because the proportions with higher 

educational diplomas increased by almost the same amount in each ethnic group.  
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Figure 1: A Model of the Effects of Educational Assortative Mating and Ethnic Intermarriage on Ethnic 

Stratification 
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Table 1. Percent of native-born Israeli Jews holding  

a matriculation diploma, by ethnicity and sex,   

persons aged 18-21 in 1995 

Ethnic group Males Females 

Mizrahim 

(n=3230) 

41.6% 58.6% 

Ashkenazim 

(n=2533) 

69.9% 80.0% 

Multiethnics 

(n=1212) 

58.2% 71.2% 

Source:  Intergenerational Data File. 
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Table 2. Percents of fathers and mothers with matriculation diplomas or higher,  

among parents of respondents aged 18-21 in 1995, by marital type 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Intergenerational File.  See endnote 6 to the text. 

 Fathers Mothers 

Mizrahi married endogamously 11.1% 11.7% 

Ashkenazi married endogamously 55.7% 62.4% 

Mizrahi married exogamously 29.7% 31.3% 

Ashkenazi married exogamously 27.4% 37.5% 
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Table 3. Percent of native-born Israeli Jews aged 18-21 in 1995 holding a matriculation diploma, 

by ethnicity and sex, under actual and simulated scenarios where multiethnics are reassigned to 

one or the other of the primary ethnic groups 

 

  Mizrahim Ashkenazim Gap in 

Percentage 

Points 

% Change in 

Gap 

Men 

 

41.6% 69.9% 28.3% -  

Actual 

Respondents Women 

 

58.6% 80.0% 21.4% - 

Men 

 

46.0% 69.9% 23.9% -15.6% With 

multiethnics 

reassigned as 

Mizrahim 
Women 62.1% 80.0% 17.9% -16.4% 

Men 

 

41.6% 66.3% 24.7% -12.7% With 

multiethnics 

reassigned as 
Ashkenazim 

Women 58.6% 77.0% 18.4% -14.0% 

Source: Intergenerational File. 
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Table 4. Percent of native-born Israeli Jews aged 18-21 in 1995 holding a matriculation diploma, 

by ethnicity and sex, under actual and simulated scenarios where ethnically exogamously 

married parents are reassigned to marry endogamously.  

 

  Mizrahim Ashkenazim Multiethnics Ashkenazi-

Mizrahi 

Gap in 

Percentage 

Points 

% 

Change in 

Gap 

Men 

 

 

41.6% 69.9% 58.2% 28.3% -  

Actual 

Respondents 

Women 

 

 

58.6% 80.0% 71.2% 21.4% - 

Men 

 

 

54.0% 60.4% - 6.4% -77.4%  

Simulated 

Respondents 

from 

Reassigned 

Parents
1 

Women 70.2% 74.0% - 3.8% -82.2% 

Men 

 

 

43.4% 68.3% - 24.9% -12.0%  

Weighted 

Average of 

Actual and 

Simulated 

Respondents 

Women 60.4% 78.8% - 18.4% -14.0% 

Notes: 
1
Parents are reassigned at random to marry endogamously, and we employ the fertility 

invariance assumption.  See text for details.  

Source: Intergenerational File. 
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Table 5. Actual and simulated intergenerational changes in ethnic gaps in educational attainment  

 Fathers/Sons Mothers/Daughters 

Ethnic Gap among Parents in 

percentage points 

35.7% 42.6% 

Ethnic Gap among Respondents in 

percentage points
1 

28.3% 21.4% 

% Change in Gap across 

Generations 

-20.7% -49.8% 

Simulated % Change in Gap across 

Generations if multiethnics 

reassigned as Mizrahim 

-33.1% -58.0% 

Simulated % Change in Gap across 

Generations if multiethnics 

reassigned as Askenazim 

-30.8% -56.8% 

Simulated % Change in Gap if 

parents of multiethnics reassigned 

to marry endogamously.
2 

-30.0% -56.8% 

Source: Intergenerational File. 

Notes: 
1
Respondents are sons and daughters, who are aged 18-21 in 1995. 

2
Parents are 

reassigned at random to marry endogamously, and we employ the fertility invariance 

assumption.  See text for details.  
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Appendix Table 1 

Logistic regression results from models of the odds of matriculation among respondents aged 18-

21, by sex and primary ethnic group.  Reported figures are unexponentiated coefficients, with 

standard errors in parentheses. 

 

A. Mizrahi men  

Explanatory factors  

Mother’s education  

High school diploma, but no matriculation 0.40** 

(0.12) 

Matriculation diploma 0.72** 

(0.25) 

Post-secondary diploma 0.86** 

(0.23) 

Father’s education  

High school diploma, but no matriculation 0.19 

(0.12) 

Matriculation diploma 0.14 

(0.26) 

Post-secondary diploma 0.55* 

(0.27) 

At least one parent with a B.A.  

Mother B.A. or higher and/or Father B.A. or higher 2.47** 

(0.41) 

Deviance Chi-Squared Statistic  

(degrees of freedom) 

6.2 

(9) 

N 1,671 
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Appendix Table 1 continued 

B. Ashkenazi men 

Explanatory factors  

Mother’s education  

High school diploma, but no matriculation 0.79** 

(0.21) 

Matriculation diploma 1.01** 

(0.25) 

Post-secondary diploma 1.06** 

(0.23) 

Father’s education  

High school diploma, but no matriculation 0.44* 

(0.19) 

Matriculation diploma 0.58* 

(0.25) 

Post-secondary diploma 0.63** 

(0.24) 

At least one parent with a B.A.  

Mother B.A. or higher and/or Father B.A. or higher 2.81** 

(0.23) 

Deviance Chi-Squared Statistic  

(degrees of freedom) 

12.4 

(9) 

N 1,335 
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Appendix Table 1 continued 

 

C. Mizrahi women 

Explanatory factors  

Mother’s education  

High school diploma, but no matriculation 0.46** 

(0.13) 

Matriculation diploma 0.52 

(0.29) 

Post-secondary diploma 1.28** 

(0.31) 

Father’s education  

High school diploma, but no matriculation 0.45** 

(0.13) 

Matriculation diploma 0.88** 

(0.30) 

Post-secondary diploma 1.01** 

(0.34) 

At least one parent with a B.A.  

Mother B.A. or higher and/or Father B.A. or higher 2.18** 

(0.48) 

Deviance Chi-Squared Statistic  

(degrees of freedom) 

8.1 

(9) 

N 1,559 

 



 51

 

Appendix Table 1 continued 

D. Ashkenazi women 

Explanatory factors  

Mother’s education  

High school diploma, but no matriculation 0.51* 

(0.24) 

Matriculation diploma 0.94** 

(0.30) 

Post-secondary diploma 0.95** 

(0.27) 

Father’s education  

High school diploma, but no matriculation 0.66** 

(0.21) 

Matriculation diploma 0.86** 

(0.29) 

Post-secondary diploma 1.40** 

(0.30) 

At least one parent with a B.A.  

Mother B.A. or higher and/or Father B.A. or higher 2.19** 

(0.26) 

Deviance Chi-Squared Statistic  

(degrees of freedom) 

10.9 

(9) 

N 1,198 

Notes: Reference categories for mothers’ and fathers’ education are mother primary school 

education, and father primary school education. Reference category for “Mother B.A. or higher 

and/or Father B.A. or higher”, is neither parent with B.A. or higher.  

* p<.05; ** p<.01.  
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