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Intermarriage between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians is increasing as cultural and socio-

INTRODUCTION
To what extent do Indigenous Australians 
mix with non-Indigenous persons when 
forming partnerships? Intermarriage in 
this context may be viewed as a develop-
ment that is positive (part of the mixing of 
backgrounds and cultures that contributes 
towards a diverse and tolerant society) or 
negative (signifying the dilution of Ab-
original and Torres Strait Islander blood 
and cultures). Either way, it is important to 
examine the extent of its occurrence, since 

number of people identifying as Indigenous 
and thus alters the parameters of Indigenous 
affairs policy.

Using data from the 2006 census, this 
paper assesses the extent of intermarriage 

de facto marriage) by Indigenous status in 
Australian society. Where possible, trend 
data are used to assess the direction of 
change.1 The paper is part of a larger study 
of intermarriage in Australia that also exam-
ines intermarriage by birthplace, ancestry 
and religion.2

CULTURAL FACTORS
-

sion of boundaries between Australians of 
different cultural backgrounds (see article 
by Khoo et al. in this issue), the extent to 
which Indigenous and non-Indigenous Aus-
tralians are forming partnerships with each 

INTERMARRIAGE BETWEEN INDIGENOUS AND NON- INDIGENOUS 
AUSTRALIANS

other is an important indicator of whether 
past social or cultural divisions between the 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous communi-
ties have dissipated.

As late as the 1960s, only a small mi-
nority of non-Indigenous Australians were 
prepared to say that they would accept a 
full-blood or part-Aboriginal person as a 
relative by marriage into their family.3 To 
the extent that such prejudice still exists, it 
constitutes a formidable barrier to intermar-
riage, since marriage is the most intimate 
of social relationships. 

In some societies, longstanding racial 
divisions and accompanying negative 
stereotypes have led to negligible intermar-
riage. As an extreme example, less than ten 
per cent of African Americans partner with 
persons of a different race,4 despite a ‘re-
markable’ increase in interracial marriages 
in the United States.5

will show, rates of intermarriage between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous Austra-
lians suggest a more permeable divide. A 
better comparison may be with the native 
Americans of the United States. Studies 
of intermarriage within this community 
indicate that exogamy is relatively high 
(59 per cent of married native Americans 
were married to non-Indigenous partners by 
1990). The rate of exogamy was especially 
high amongst those who had moved to met-
ropolitan areas where they constituted only 
a small proportion of residents.6
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In Australia, the analysis of intermarriage 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
persons raises some unique measurement 

person is one who is of Aboriginal or Tor-

Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander and 
is accepted as such by the community in 
which he or she lives. The census question 

7 and census respondents are sim-
ply asked whether they or other members of 
their household are of Aboriginal or Torres 
Strait Islander origin.

Australian residents have shown an 
increased propensity to identify as Indig-
enous. The number identifying as such 
in recent censuses rose from 250,738 in 
1986 to 414,390 in 1996,8 and 455,028 in 
2006, which in 2006 represented 2.4 per 
cent of Australia’s population.9 Over and 
above natural increase among Indigenous 
Australians, more people have come to 
think of themselves as Indigenous and/or 
are inclined to declare themselves as such 
on the census returns over the past couple 
of decades.

It is likely that the growing propensity 
to identify as Indigenous has implications 
for intermarriage; however, it is not im-
mediately clear what these implications 

in one’s Indigenous identity may be ac-
companied by greater engagement with 
non-Indigenous Australians. If so this might 
increase opportunities to partner outside of 
the Indigenous community. Alternatively, 
the growth of ‘identity politics’10 or the 
‘politics of recognition’11 may imply a 
greater propensity to take pride in Indig-
enous identity, and a greater interest in its 
preservation through partnering within the 
Indigenous community.

SOCIO-ECONOMIC FACTORS
The level of intermarriage on the part of 
Indigenous Australians is inevitably linked 

to the issue of socio-economic mobility. 
Indeed, intermarriage can be interpreted 

Socio-economic factors are fundamental 
in shaping partnering decisions, since 
people tend to look for partners with simi-
lar educational and class backgrounds to 
themselves.12

It follows that circumstances that limit 
social mobility are likely to perpetuate bar-
riers to intermarriage. Where minority 
groups are socially or economically dis-
advantaged relative to the rest of society, 
exogamy is less likely, since prospective 
marriage partners are unlikely to bridge this 
gulf. Recent public discussion about Indig-
enous issues has concentrated on the gap 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
Australians in terms of health indicators, 
life expectancy and educational attainment. 
The pronounced socio-economic differenc-
es between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
communities in Australia might be expected 
to minimise intermarriage.

Conversely, intermarriage between 
groups can mean that these groups are be-
coming more similar with regard to other 
social and demographic characteristics. 
The sociological literature suggests that 
intermarriage will be relatively high where 
the members of a minority group achieve 
upward social mobility. Relatively high 
levels of education, in particular, are often 
found to facilitate intermarriage.13

GEOGRAPHIC FACTORS
In addition to social mobility, geographic 
mobility is important to the likelihood 
of intermarriage. At the most basic level, 
intermarriage relies upon opportunities 
for members of different groups to meet.14 
Historically, much of the Indigenous 
community in Australia has lived in 
relative geographical isolation from the 
non-Indigenous community. For most of 
the 20th century this isolation has been ac-
companied by low levels of educational and 
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occupational mobility among Indigenous 
persons. Such circumstances might be 
expected to lead to marriage markets that 
are largely separate. 

The Indigenous population remains 
less urbanised than the non-Indigenous 
population. However, there has been a 
longstanding shift in the distribution of In-
digenous persons from the North and West 
of Australia to the East and the South and 
towards urban locations.15 By 2006, 34 per 
cent of Indigenous persons lived in major 
urban areas (compared with 67 per cent of 
non-Indigenous persons) and 42 per cent 
in other urban areas (compared with 21 per 
cent of non-Indigenous persons).16

EXTENT OF INTERMARRIAGE

small majority of both male (52 per cent) 
and female (55 per cent) Indigenous per-
sons who were partnered were married 
to non-Indigenous persons (see Table 1). 
Moreover, the trend is towards greater 
intermarriage. For both male and female 
partnered Indigenous persons there was 
an increase of three percentage points in 
the proportion who were married to non-

2001 to 2006.

INDIGENOUS INTERMARRIAGE 
BY LOCATION

which intermarriage between Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous Australians varies 
by location (Table 1). The vast majority 
of Indigenous men and women who are 
resident in Australia’s capital cities are 
exogamous. In Sydney, 82 per cent of part-
nered Indigenous men and 83 per cent of 
partnered Indigenous women were married 
to non-Indigenous persons. Similar levels 
of exogamy were recorded in Melbourne, 
Brisbane and Hobart.

This is significant because of the 
substantial and growing minority of In-

digenous persons living in metropolitan 
centres17—by 2006 some 29 per cent of all 
partnered Indigenous males and females 
were living in Australia’s metropolitan 
areas. Since net migration movements of 
Indigenous persons from non-metropolitan 
to metropolitan areas have been small in 
recent decades, the growth in the met-
ropolitan Indigenous populations seems 

a greater propensity to self-identify as 
Indigenous.18

The level of exogamy is lower amongst 
the generally much larger populations 
of Indigenous persons living outside the 
respective state capitals. In the case of 
Queensland, outside of Brisbane, 44 per 
cent of married Indigenous women had 
non-Indigenous partners as did 49 per 
cent of married Indigenous men. This rate 
was also fairly low in Western Australia, 
outside of Perth, where just 23 per cent 
of partnered Indigenous males were mar-
ried to non-Indigenous females and 27 
per cent of partnered Indigenous females 
were married to non-Indigenous males. In 
the Northern Territory, outside of Darwin, 
exogamy is rare: only four per cent of 
partnered Indigenous men and eight per 
cent of partnered Indigenous women were 
exogamous.

The relatively high level of intermar-
riage in capital cities is consistent with 
an explanation focusing on opportunity: 
the greater the opportunities for social 
interaction between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous Australians, the greater the 
extent of intermarriage. Less than one per 
cent of the population in most mainland 
capital cities is Indigenous (Table 1). In 
these cities, Indigenous people have many 
opportunities to meet non-Indigenous part-
ners, and the great majority are exogamous. 
By contrast, in non-metropolitan areas such 
as the Northern Territory (outside Dar-
win), where the proportion of Indigenous 
persons is relatively high (51 per cent), 
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the percentage of Indigenous persons in 
exogamous marriages is low (just eight 
per cent for partnered Indigenous females 
and four per cent for partnered Indigenous 
males). 

There may be other factors contribut-
ing to these differences in exogamy rates 
by location, including educational and in-
come differentials between the Indigenous 
populations in the cities and in regional 
and remote Australia. These issues are 
explored in the next sections. 

EDUCATION AND INCOME 
DIFFERENTIALS
Indigenous persons with relatively high 
levels of education are most likely to 
have mixed with their non-Indigenous 
counterparts in educational institutions and 
in employment. In doing so they have, in 
effect, bridged the socio-economic divide 
that has affected relations between Indig-
enous and non-Indigenous Australians in 
the past. Even more fundamentally, where 
Indigenous persons achieve educational 
credentials that are valued within the wider 
community, this should assist in the erosion 
of prejudice. Therefore, Indigenous edu-
cational attainment would be expected to 
diminish the social distance between mem-
bers of the Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
communities. If these hypotheses are cor-
rect, higher rates of intermarriage should 
be evident among the more educated of the 
Indigenous population. 

part of Indigenous persons is associated 
with higher educational attainment. In 
2006, 82 per cent of all married Indig-
enous males and 79 per cent of all married 
Indigenous females with degrees had non-
Indigenous partners. By contrast, among 
those who had completed Year 10 or fewer 

cent and 49 per cent respectively.
However, Table 2 also shows that when 

areas, high rates of exogamy are evident 
regardless of the education level of In-
digenous residents. For example, of the 
partnered Indigenous population living in 
Sydney in 2006, 90 per cent of both males 
and females with degree level or higher 
qualifications were exogamous. This 
proportion is only slightly lower among 
those with less education. In the case of 
Indigenous males living in Sydney, 88 per 
cent of those with a post school educational 

cent of those with year 11 or 12 high school 
education and 80 per cent of those with less 
than year 10 education were exogamous. 
The same pattern is evident across all the 
capital cities. Exogamy is highest amongst 

-
cations. But it is also high for the relatively 
large numbers of Indigenous persons who 
have much less education, including those 
with 10 years or less of primary and sec-
ondary schooling.

In non-metropolitan areas, the level of 
education of Indigenous persons appears to 
have a greater impact on rates of exogamy. 
In Queensland (outside of Brisbane), which 
has the largest population of Indigenous 
persons of all the localities listed, 67 per 
cent of partnered Indigenous females with a 
degree were exogamous in 2006, compared 
with 50 per cent of those with schooling to 
year 11 or 12 and 46 per cent of those with 
education up to year 10. A similar pattern 
applied in other states outside the capitals. 
In every case, partnered Indigenous per-
sons with degrees were much more likely 
to be in exogamous relationships than were 
those with less education. 

Analysis of exogamy rates by income 
produces similar results. In the metropoli-
tan areas the great majority of partnered 
Indigenous persons are in exogamous 
relationships, regardless of male or female 
income. This generalisation applies across 
all the income categories listed for Indig-
enous persons in Table 3.
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Nevertheless, those reporting incomes 
in the lowest category are the least likely 
to be in exogamous relationships. For 
example, in Brisbane, 67 per cent of part-
nered Indigenous men reporting a weekly 
income in the range of $399 or less were 
in exogamous marriages compared with 
81 per cent of those in the $400 to $799 
category and 86 to 87 per cent in the top 
two income brackets.

Outside of the capital cities there is 
a much stronger association between 
income of Indigenous persons and ex-
ogamous relationships, particularly for 
men. The higher the income, the more 
likely the partnered Indigenous person is 
to be living in an exogamous relationship. 
The proportion of men reporting $399 per 
week or less who were partnered with 
non-Indigenous persons is particularly 
low.19

These findings suggest that social 
divisions based on Indigenous status have 
relatively little impact on partner choice in 
metropolitan areas. Due to their relatively 
small numbers in the cities, Indigenous 
people mix with non-Indigenous people 
a great deal. Regardless of educational 
attainment or income, the majority choose 
non-Indigenous partners. Urban living 
therefore seems to be the main factor 
contributing to the high rate of Indigenous 
exogamy in the capital cities.

Opportunities for social mixing are 
much fewer in many non-metropolitan 
communities. Up to a quarter of Indig-
enous persons live in remote or very 
remote areas where Indigenous residents 
make up a substantial proportion of 
the local population.20 However, those 
who have pursued higher education and 
those with relatively high incomes are 
perhaps more likely to have mixed with 
non-Indigenous persons in educational 
institutions and workplaces. This may 
explain the stronger effect of education 
and income in these areas.

ENDOGAMY AND 
DISADVANTAGE
A significant proportion of partnered 
Indigenous persons living in non-met-
ropolitan locations have low incomes. 
Almost all of these persons are living in 
endogamous relationships. For example, 
Table 3 shows that 53 per cent of male 
Indigenous persons who were partnered 
and living in Western Australia (outside 
of Perth) reported incomes of $399 or 
less. Of these males, only 10 per cent were 
living in exogamous relationships. Thus 
endogamy in the Indigenous community is 
closely associated with non-metropolitan 
residential location and low income.

Table 4 develops this point. It shows 
the income of the male partner in Indige-
nous, mixed, and non-Indigenous couples 
by location. In the metropolitan locations, 
there are relatively few couples where 
both partners are Indigenous. Neverthe-
less, the income levels of men in mixed 
couples are above those for the minority 
where both partners are Indigenous. For 
example, in Sydney, Melbourne, Bris-
bane, Adelaide and Perth, a third or more 
of Indigenous male partners married to 
Indigenous females reported incomes of 
$399 or less per week. By contrast only 
around 20 to 25 per cent of Indigenous 
males married to non-Indigenous part-
ners and non-Indigenous males married 
to Indigenous females reported such low 
incomes in these capital cities.

Outside the metropolitan areas, this 
pattern is much stronger, and the share 
of marriages that are exogamous (as 
shown earlier) is much lower. Outside the 
capitals of New South Wales, Victoria, 
Queensland, South Australia and Western 
Australia, half or more of the Indigenous 
males in endogamous relationships in-
dicated an income of $399 or less. By 
contrast around a quarter to a third of men 
in mixed couples reported an income of 
this level.
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Consistent with this pattern, a larger 
share of male partners in exogamous 
relationships earn $800 or more per week 
than do male partners in endogamous 
Indigenous partnerships. This is the case 
both within and outside of Australia’s 
capitals.

CONCLUSION
The great majority of partnered Indig-
enous persons living in Australia’s capitals 
are in exogamous married or de facto 
relationships. In relative terms, the rate 
of exogamy for these Indigenous persons 
is generally well above the level of most 
migrant groups in Australia (see article by 

indicate that Australia’s history of socio-
economic and cultural division between 
the Indigenous and non-Indigenous com-
munities does not inhibit intermarriage in 
settings where there is plenty of opportu-
nity for interaction between the two. In 
Australia’s capital cities, endogamy within 
the Indigenous population is largely non-
existent.

By contrast, fewer Indigenous persons 
living outside the capital cities (a minority 
in most states and in the Northern Territo-
ry) are living in exogamous relationships. 
The relatively low levels of exogamy in 
non-metropolitan communities may be ex-
plained by the more limited opportunities 
for social mixing in these communities. 
In these areas, education and income dif-
ferentials are more evident in partnering 
outcomes. Outside the capitals, exogamy 
is most likely to occur amongst male and 
female Indigenous partners with rela-

tively high levels of education, and among 
male Indigenous partners with relatively 
high incomes. In other words, in these 
locations, exogamy is associated with 
upward mobility. Conversely, endogamy 
is concentrated among Indigenous couples 
where the male partner’s income is low.

Just a few decades ago there was 
evidence of deep prejudice within the 
non-Indigenous community towards the 
Indigenous community. Yet by 2006 the 
great majority of partnered Indigenous 
persons living in Australia’s capital cities 
were in exogamous relationships. This 

education. Though socio-economic dif-
ferentials persist, the implication is that 
there are few impediments to marriages 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
persons from similar socio-economic 
backgrounds. For Indigenous persons 
who live outside Australia’s capital cities, 
levels of intermarriage are much lower. 
Even so, most Indigenous persons who 
have achieved relatively high levels of 
educational and income mobility are in 
exogamous relationships. This suggests 
that any remaining social divide between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous Austra-
lians is attributable to socio-economic 
divisions and to the relative isolation of 
many Indigenous communities.
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