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I assess whether intermarriage between Protestants and Catholics has increased over the
course of the twentieth century and, if it has, whether the declining salience of religious
boundaries has been accompanied by a rising importance of educational boundaries in spouse
selection. By analyzing a set of national surveys that were conducted between 1955 and
1989 and using a research design that separates the effects of period and duration of mar-
riage, I examine changes over a longer period of time than any previous study has done.
Multivariate loglinear analyses show that intermarriage between Protestants and Catholics
has increased dramatically since the 1920s, while intermarriage between different educa-
tional groups has decreased: Currently, the social boundaries that separate educational
groups seem to be stronger than the boundaries that separate Protestants and Catholics. In
addition, there is some evidence that interfaith marriages have become increasingly homog-
amous with respect to education, suggesting that education has replaced religion as a factor

in spouse selection.

f the various sociological and psychologi-

cal factors that determine who marries
whom, religion has long been considered to have
special sociological significance. In the past five
decades, more than 11 major studies have exam-
ined religious homogamy in the United States
(Burgess and Wallin 1943; Hollingshead 1950;
Locke, Sabagh, and Thomes 1957; Glick 1960;
Burchinal and Chancellor 1962; Reiss 1965;
Bumpass 1970; Monahan 1973; Kobrin and Gold-
scheider 1978; Johnson 1980; Glenn 1982). Be-
cause these studies span a number of years, one
would think they are useful for analyzing trends
in the extent of religious intermarriage. Such
trends are important in their own right, but they
also help us understand major social processes
directly relevant for sociological theory, such as
secularization, the loss of community, the rise of
individualism, and the declining importance of
primary socialization.

Unfortunately, these studies tell us little about
change. While endogamy rates seem to be lower
in more recent studies, it is difficult for method-
ological reasons to attribute these differences to
an historical trend. First, most studies use local

* Direct all correspondence to Matthijs Kalmijn,
Department of Sociology, Princeton University, Prin-
ceton, NJ 08544. I thank the editor and two anony-
mous reviewers for valuable suggestions. Valerie K.
Oppenheimer and Donald J. Treiman provided useful
comments on an earlier draft.

data. Since there are large regional differences in
the religious composition of the population, op-
portunities to marry endogamously vary widely
and absolute endogamy rates consequently dif-
fer as well (Locke, Sabagh, and Thomes 1957).
Second, studies have measured religion at differ-
ent points in the life-cycle. Because people tend
to switch faiths when they marry someone from
another religion (Newport 1979), endogamy rates
will be lower when religious upbringing rather
than current religious affiliation is used. Despite
these differences, the studies also make clear that
religious endogamy in American society is strong.
In national data, the percentage of Protestant
marriages that are endogamous varies from 80 to
90. For Catholics, the percentages are somewhat
lower, varying from 64 to 85, and for Jews, they
are generally higher, about 90.

The endogamous closure of the three main re-
ligious communities has often been related to the
history of European immigrants in the United
States. In his classic treatise on the role of reli-
gion in American society, Herberg ([1955] 1960)
argued that when third-generation European
Americans were faced with declining opportuni-
ties to identify with their national origin group,
they began seeking new “ways of belonging.”
Based on intermarriage statistics in New Haven
in the first half of this century (Kennedy 1944),
Herberg concluded that religion had replaced
national origin as “the primary context of self-
identification and social location” for the Ameri-
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can people (p. 31). Like others at that time (e.g.,
Lenski 1961), Herberg regarded the high degrees
of religious endogamy as evidence that religion
defines social groups whose members share a
sense of group identity while maintaining a dis-
tance from others in primary relationships. He
even used the now classic term “triple melting
pot” to characterize the social differentiation of
American society into Protestants, Catholics, and
Jews.

While Herberg’s influential essay implies that
the three religious communities have maintained
their social boundaries, there are several reasons
to believe that the “triple melting pot” has disap-
peared. Secularization, the rise of individualism,
the diminishing influence of parents on children,
the suburbanization of Catholics, and a declining
status gap between major religious groups, all
suggest that traditional religious boundaries have
lost their impact on patterns of social interaction.

Although much work has been done on reli-
gious change in American society, little is known
about the historical trend in interfaith marriage.
My first aim is to examine how intermarriage
between Protestants and Catholics has changed.
By pooling a series of cross-sectional nationwide
surveys I investigate a longer time period than
has been considered before — from the 1920s to
the 1980s. The second aim is to examine whether
new social boundaries have emerged. While Her-
berg contended that there had been a shift from
national to religious boundaries, I examine wheth-
er a declining importance of religion has been
accompanied by an increase in the importance of
education in assortative mating. Recent studies
have shown that educational homogamy has in-
creased over time (Mare 1991; Kalmijn 1991a),
but how this change interacts with trends in reli-
gious homogamy is not yet known. Using multi-
variate loglinear models that consider the roles
of education and religion in marriage selection
simultaneously, I examine trends in the relative
and independent importance of these two selec-
tion criteria and assess how the relationship be-
tween the two forms of marriage selection has
changed over time.

PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON TRENDS

Most research on religious homogamy is limited
to describing the prevalence or incidence of reli-
gious intermarriage at a single point in time. The
lack of knowledge on trends can be attributed in
part to the constitutional separation of church and
state, which precludes the American government

from including questions on religion in the de-
cennial censuses.! Trends in other modern indus-
trialized countries are documented more exten-
sively, e.g., Heer (1962) and Travis (1973) for
Canada, and Hendrickx, Lammers, and Ultee
(1989) for the Netherlands. Although in these
countries, intermarriage between Protestants and
Catholics has increased, it cannot be assumed that
the same trend has occurred in an immigrant so-
ciety like the United States where religion has
played a different historical role.

The few American trend studies provide limit-
ed evidence. A comparison of marriage cohorts
in a single cross-section showed that intermar-
riage among Protestants, Catholics, and Jews,
increased from 1935 to 1965 (Bumpass 1970). A
possible drawback of this approach, as Bumpass
pointed out, is that the trend may be affected by
selective attrition. In a synthetic cohort design,
marriage cohorts vary in the time they have been
exposed to the risk of marital dissolution. This is
a problem because exogamous marriages are
more likely to dissolve than endogamous mar-
riages (Glenn 1982). Older marriage cohorts may
be more homogamous, either because these mar-
riages were formed at a time when society was
more “closed” (i.e., a period effect), or because
most interfaith marriages were already dissolved
at the time the cohort was interviewed (i.e., a
duration effect). Because time and length of mar-
riage are perfectly (inversely) correlated in a syn-
thetic cohort design, it is not possible to separate
period and duration effects empirically.

To study how intermarriage has changed, one
needs to compare the actual marriage choices
that were made in different historical periods.
One way of doing this is to examine time-series
of incidence data such as marriage certificates.
Although this has been done for other countries,
marriage records that include religion are. not
available for the United States as a whole. Some
authors have examined marriage records of the
annual Catholic Directory to get an idea of the
national trend (Reiss 1965), but such data are
suspect because they do not include marriages
that were not sanctioned by the Catholic church.
Other authors have compared recently married
couples in surveys conducted at different points
in time. Johnson (1980), for instance, compared
couples married for less than 15 years in the 1960
Growth of American Families survey with cou-

' The only exception was the Current Population
Survey of 1957 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1958;
Goldstein 1969).
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ples married for less than 15 years in the General
Social Surveys around 1975, and found that reli-
gious endogamy declined. Because Johnson com-
pares marriages of similar, short duration, his
study is not confounded by duration bias.> An-
other advantage of his study is that he uses the
religion in which the spouses were raised (i.e.,
religion before marriage), so that the trend is not
affected by changes in the extent to which people
switch faiths when entering a mixed marriage.
Despite the progress that Johnson made, from an
historical point of view his work is limited by the
short time-span studied.

Research on educational homogamy has dem-
onstrated that in all modern industrial societies,
education plays a critical role in the choice of a
spouse (Ultee and Luijkx 1990). In American
society, about half of the marriages are educa-
tionally endogamous (Rockwell 1976), and the
Pearsonian correlation between spouses’ educa-
tional levels is about .60 (Jacobs and Furstenberg
1986). Trends in educational homogamy have
been analyzed by Rockwell (1976) and by Mare
(1991). Mare used loglinear models to compare
young marriage cohorts in the censuses from 1940
to 1980 and found evidence for increasing dis-
tances between major educational groups, espe-
cially for those at the higher end of the educa-
tional hierarchy. Because of the design and the
methods used, Mare’s finding that educational
homogamy has increased is clearly more believ-
able than the finding of stability since the 1940s
in Rockwell’s comparison of marriage cohorts in
a single cross-section (i.e., the 1970 census).

No studies have analyzed education and reli-
gious background simultaneously. Given the sta-
tistical relationship between education and reli-
gion, religious homogamy may be in part the
result of people’s tendency to match on educa-
tion. Similarly, educational homogamy may be
partly caused by the fact that people marry with-
in their faith. Because people choose a spouse on
the basis of a range of correlated attributes, mul-
tivariate analysis is needed to assess the indepen-
dent importance of alternative selection criteria.
Although this has long been recognized in the

2This design does not rule out other forms of bias,
but there is little reason to believe they would affect
Johnson’s conclusion. For instance, because the di-
vorce rate increased in this period, more recent co-
horts have higher rates of attrition and may appear
more homogamous. Because Johnson observes less
homogamy among recent cohorts, this source of bias
does not alter the conclusion that intermarriage has
increased.

study of marriage patterns, multivariate analyses
of homogamy are rare. In a previous study, I
used multivariate loglinear models to compare
the roles of education and social class background
in marriage selection (Kalmijn 1991a). The anal-
ysis showed that education is a more important
selection criterion than social class origin, and
that, over time, educational homogamy has in-
creased while homogamy based on social class
background has decreased.

The current study follows the line of my earli-
er study by comparing education with religious
upbringing, another characteristic of the family
of origin. Although there are clear differences
between the two factors — for instance, homog-
amy of religious background is directly related
to the religious climate in society, whereas ho-
mogamy of social class origin obviously is not
— there are also commonalities. Marrying with-
in one’s religion of origin, like making a match
on social class background, connects the family
networks of the spouses and not just the marriage
partners themselves. In general, these types of
homogamy help preserve the intergenerational
stability and homogeneity of ascriptive groups in
modern American society. My aim here is to
explore whether religious groups have become
more “open” over time and, if so, whether the
traditional religious boundaries in patterns of
marriage selection have been replaced by educa-
tional boundaries.?

THEORIES ABOUT CHANGE IN
INTERMARRIAGE

Secularization

Theories of secularization posit that in the pro-
cess of industrialization and urbanization, reli-
gious practices and beliefs become less impor-
tant in governing people’s lives (Wilson 1966).
When the members of different religious groups
become less devoted to their religion, it can be
expected that the social boundaries between them
gradually decline in strength. Although the num-
ber of people who claim that religion is “very
important” in their lives has decreased since the
1950s (Gallup and Castelli 1989, p. 36), overall,
there is little evidence for a long-term decay of
religiosity in American society. In part, this stems

31t would be interesting to examine trends in social
class background, religious origin, and education si-
multaneously, but there are no recent data that pro-
vide all three variables for both spouses.
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from the fact that there are few reliable time-se-
ries that go back far enough to facilitate a truthful
test of the secularization thesis. Nonetheless, the
data that are available have led most contempo-
rary sociologists to conclude that the dominant
feature of American religion is stability rather than
decline (Greeley 1989; Gallup and Castelli 1989).
For example, Americans continue to score high
on doctrinal religious belief, and apart from a
short-lived — though substantial — decline in
church attendance among Catholics during the
1960s, weekly church attendance has remained
high and stable (Hout and Greeley 1987).

While the debate on secularization continues
(Wallis and Bruce 1991), it is widely recognized
that religious change is a multidimensional pro-
cess and that different dimensions of this process
can change in different directions. In the present
context, I focus on what Glock (1959) has called
the “consequential” dimension of religion, which
is defined as the cultural values and beliefs that
people hold as a result of their membership in a
religious community. The issue here is not so
much the intensity of religious experience, but
rather the strength of cultural differences between
religious groups. Empirical evidence on this as-
pect of religion seems to favor the secularization
thesis. For example, differences between Protes-
tants and Catholics with respect to family-size
preferences (Blake 1966), marital fertility (West-
off and Jones 1979), and birth control practices
(Westoff and Jones 1977) have largely disap-
peared over time. In addition, the attitudes that
Protestants and Catholics have about child rear-
ing, as well as the qualities they value in chil-
dren, have become more similar over time (Al-
win 1986). When religious differences in family
values disappear, the chances of marital conflict
in an interfaith marriage are lower and the men
and women who enter a mixed marriage will
have to make fewer compromises. Because peo-
ple tend to look for spouses with whom they can
share tastes and values in the intimate family
environment, this cultural convergence of reli-
gious groups has probably encouraged interfaith
marriage.

There have also been changes in the link be-
tween religion and socioeconomic achievement.
One of the traditional arguments in the sociology
of religion is that Protestants have a distinct eco-
nomic ethic that fosters upward economic mo-
bility. In line with this position, Lenski’s (1961)
landmark study of religious differentiation in the
1950s showed that Catholics experienced less
upward intergenerational mobility than Protes-

tants. Later studies, however, suggest that the
gap between Catholics and Protestants has nar-
rowed. The original educational disadvantage of
Catholics has largely disappeared over the course
of this century (Greeley 1976) and the occupa-
tional composition of Protestants and Catholics
has become more alike over time (Mueller 1971).
As Catholics and Protestants become more simi-
lar in their cultural values and their socioeco-
nomic status, the social barriers that traditionally
separated them will begin to fade (Bumpass 1970;
Wuthnow 1988).

In contrast to the cultural and socioeconomic
convergence of religious groups, educational
groups remain remarkably distinct. First, educa-
tional attainment has become increasingly im-
portant in determining people’s future earnings
and occupational status (Featherman and Hauser
1978; Grusky and DiPrete 1990). Second, edu-
cational attainment strongly affects the values
people hold about marriage and the family. Inde-
pendent of the effects of class background, bet-
ter-educated Americans are more likely to have
liberal sex-role attitudes, they want — and have
— fewer children, they consider it less important
for their children to be obedient, and they are
more permissive about sexual matters (Davis
1982; Kohn 1977). Education also affects peo-
ple’s moral and political views (Hyman and
Wright 1979), and the way they spend their lei-
sure time (Robinson 1977). The crucial role of
education in the cultural domain suggests that
making a match on education enables spouses to
develop a common life style in marriage that
enhances mutual understanding and social con-
firmation (Kalmijn 1991a). The importance of
education for the distribution of economic re-
wards in society suggests that education plays an
increasingly salient role in the competition for
economically attractive spouses in the marriage
market (Mare 1991).

The Retreat of “Third Parties”

Patterns of marriage selection depend not only
on the preferences of the marriage candidates
themselves, but are also affected by “third par-
ties.” Third parties are individuals who are not
directly involved in the marriage but who inter-
fere in the search process because they are con-
nected to one of the two candidates. One of the
traditional explanations of religious endogamy is
that there are social norms against interfaith mar-
riages. These norms exist, it is believed, because
intermarriage threatens the stability and homo-
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geneity of the religious community. The parents
of the marriage candidates are important in main-
taining these norms. They voice the opinions they
have about their children’s marriage candidates,
they sometimes act as matchmakers, and when
children marry against their will, they may threat-
en to withhold support in the early years of the
child’s marriage. As societies modernize, chil-
dren gain economic independence, which reduc-
es parental control over children’s marriage de-
cisions. In addition, the emerging norm of indi-
vidualism in modern society conflicts with the
notion that third parties should interfere in indi-
vidual marriage decisions. Hence, even when
parents could influence their children’s choice of
a spouse, they may now simply be less willing to
interfere in the search process. While parents also
evaluate the candidate’s achieved characteristics,
such as educational success and financial pros-
pects, they are believed to pay special attention
to the social and cultural origins of these candi-
dates. As a result, the retreat of third parties has
probably fostered intermarriage across ascriptive
group boundaries like religion, and may have in-
creased people’s tendency to match on achieved
characteristics like educational attainment (Goode
[1963] 1970, p. 30).

Religious institutions are another example of
third parties that affect intermarriage. The Ro-
man Catholic church and various Protestant de-
nominations have denounced interfaith marriag-
es for centuries, although the strength and nature
of their disapproval have changed over time.
Under most conditions, religious institutions have
good reasons to sanction the norm of endogamy
— it is one way of maintaining a loyal member-
ship. Their role becomes more complex, howev-
er, when other changes in society make inter-
marriage more acceptable. Because denomina-
tional switching often occurs in connection with
marriage (Newport 1979), strong institutional
opposition to exogamy entails the risk of losing
members, and possibly a new generation, to com-
peting religious institutions. Under these condi-
tions, religious institutions have an incentive to
be more lenient than others in their denunciation
of exogamy. The Roman Catholic church, for
example, has typically accepted interfaith mar-
riages on the condition that the children be raised
as Catholics. Although there have been no recent
sociological studies on this topic, denomination-
al competition, in combination with a social cli-
mate that favors intermarriage, has probably made
religious institutions somewhat mildet in their
sanctions.

There are also signs that lay acceptance of in-
stitutional control has changed. Most authors have
argued that despite the stable and high levels of
religious belief, Americans have become increas-
ingly independent of the religious institutions to
which they belong. Among Catholics, for exam-
ple, conformity to church doctrines on birth con-
trol has declined rapidly (Westoff and Jones
1977). In addition, survey research in the 1980s
showed that an overwhelming majority of Amer-
icans, especially the young, want the laity to have
greater influence than the clergy in deciding the
future of religion (Gallup and Castelli 1989, p.
254). Hence, even when religious institutions still
desire to influence the choice of a spouse, Amer-
icans have become less willing to accept their
interference.

Shifting Opportunities

Marriage patterns also depend on the opportuni-
ties to meet individuals within or outside the
group. While marrying within one’s faith of ori-
gin is fostered by the religious and ethnic homo-
geneity of the parental neighborheod, education-
al homogamy is directly related to the fact that
people are embedded in settings like the school
and the workplace. In comparison to the parental
community, these settings are homogeneous with
respect to people’s current and expected socio-
economic status. The processes of urbanization
and suburbanization have moved people out of
small homogeneous communities and, in doing
s0, have enhanced social interaction between dif-
ferent religious groups. Related to the process of
suburbanization is the decline of Catholic school
enrollment (Greeley 1979), which has increased
opportunities for the young to socialize with peo-
ple from different religious backgrounds.

Opportunities for making a match on educa-
tion, in contrast, have increased. Not only do
people spend more time in school, the time inter-
val between leaving school and marriage has nar-
rowed between the 1940s and 1970s (Mare 1991).
As aresult, it is now more likely that unmarried
people, especially the college educated, meet their
spouses in school (Mare 1991). The increase in
college enrollment has not only moved an in-
creasing number of youngsters into educational-
ly homogeneous settings, it has also removed
many of them from residential marriage markets
that are often religiously more homogeneous than
the school environment.

To sum up, there are three reasons to believe
there has been a shift from religious background
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