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Recent scholarship on `̀ race'' has rejected the view that race is a
natural, biological division among human beings, emphasizing instead
its socially constructed, and hence historically variable, meanings.1

This insight has informed important research into particular cases of
`̀ racialization.''2 It has also contributed to a renewed emphasis on the
importance of studying ``race'' in comparative and historical perspec-
tive. However, despite calls for comparative analysis of the social con-
struction of ``race,'' there is still a paucity of serious comparative work
among recent contributions to the ¢eld.

An important and welcome exception is AnthonyMarx'sMaking Race
and Nation. In this ambitious book, Marx explores the relationship
between `̀ race-making'' and the consolidation of modern nation-states
in South Africa, the United States, and Brazil. Armed with a sophis-
ticated arsenal of conceptual tools and theoretical insights, he seeks
to account for why states in South Africa and the United States
established formal rules of racial exclusion and domination, while the
Brazilian state did not. Further, he explores the consequences of these
state policies for the subsequent development of black identity and
mobilization in each country.

Marx argues that where signi¢cant intra-white con£ict threatened
political stability and hence nation-state consolidation, legal racial
domination was used to unify whites by excluding blacks.3 State elites,
concerned in the ¢rst instance with political stability ^ which would
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allow for economic stability and growth ^ sacri¢ced liberal ideals to
attenuate violent con£icts between whites.4 Faced with the emergence
and reemergence of internal con£ict, state elites in South Africa and
the United States found `̀ the crutch of exclusion was too handy to
ignore.''5 While in South Africa and the United States racial exclusion
served ``strategic purposes of coalition building by those in power,''6 in
Brazil, state elites did not face signi¢cant intra-white con£ict and thus
did not need to resort to formal racial exclusion to ensure political
stability.

The presence or absence of institutionalized racial domination during
the period of nation-state consolidation shaped the prospects for black
resistance to o¤cial discrimination in the decades that followed. Marx
argues that ``where and when states enacted formal rules of domina-
tion according to racial distinctions, racism was reinforced, whites
were uni¢ed as whites, challenges from those subordinated eventually
emerged, and major racial con£ict ensued. Where racial domination
was not encoded by the state, issues and con£icts over race were
diluted.''7 Marx sees the relationship between state policy and black
protest as dialectical; o¤cial racial domination `̀ consolidates'' racial
identity among blacks, making it possible for them to respond to
political opportunities and possibly force political change. Paradoxi-
cally, in Marx's view, formal racial domination in South Africa and the
United States consolidated black identity, making signi¢cant black
protest and the dismantling of formal exclusion possible; in contrast,
the absence of legal exclusion in Brazil has made it di¤cult for blacks
there to combat pervasive racial discrimination and inequality.

Marx thus tackles important and largely neglected questions. Of crucial
importance, his work highlights the intimate relationship between his-
torical dynamics of nation-state building and the contextually variable
meaning of `̀ race.'' Understanding the imperatives and strategies of
nation-state building thus becomes central to understanding historical
variations in the social construction of `̀ race.'' The way in which
`̀ race'' was codi¢ed and institutionalized by consolidating states, in
turn, can help account for subsequent dynamics between state policy
and ``race''-based social protest. The central questions addressed by
Marx promise to yield important insights into variations in the forms
and consequences of racial domination in di¡erent contexts.

Yet despite the book's up-to-date constructivist language and impres-
sive historical scope, this promise is only partially ful¢lled. The core
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problem is that the historical narratives and comparative analysis fail
to take seriously the theoretical claims laid out in the beginning of
the book. In place of a theoretically informed comparative analysis
that takes seriously the idea that ``race'' is a social construction, the
historical narratives and analysis fall prey to the type of essentialist
reasoning and reductionist interpretation that Marx criticizes in the
opening pages. Contrary to his stated intentions (and the title of his
book), Marx does not o¡er an explanation of `̀ making race and nation,''
but rather a descriptive account of the strategic manipulation of ``race''
by `̀ whites'' concerned with ensuring political stability and white racial
domination.

This essay explores the disjuncture between the theoretical insights
outlined in the preface and ¢rst chapter of Making Race and Nation,
and the presentation of the historical narratives and comparative anal-
ysis in the rest of the book. By critically examining (1) the analysis of
`̀ race''; (2) the rationale for case selection; (3) the comparative logic;
and, (4) the conceptualization of ``nation'' and `̀ state,'' I suggest how
the argument would be strengthened by a theoretical perspective that
takes seriously the making of `̀ race'' and `̀ nation.''

Analysis of ``race''

Marx's analysis points to the problems that can arise from adopting
everyday, practical language and uncritically employing it as analytical
language. Speci¢cally, the comparative analysis of `̀ race'' as an essen-
tializing category of practice is undermined by insu¤ciently critical use
of `̀ race'' as a category of analysis.8 To explain how ``di¡erent meanings
and uses of race emerged''9 historically in di¡erent contexts requires
an analytical vocabulary that avoids reproducing the vision of the
social world that is the declared object of study.

Marx is aware of this problem, yet his analytical vocabulary leads him
directly into the trap he wishes to avoid. `̀ It is imperative,'' he writes in
the preface, `̀ not to reify what is meant by race. To do so would be to
fall into the trap of essentialism. Assumptions of primordial di¡erence
and pervasive race prejudice did emerge, but from distinct histories,
and informing varying practices.''10

Here two distinct phenomena are blurred ^ rei¢cation of `̀ race'' by
the analyst and rei¢cation of `̀ race'' in practice in everyday life. The
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sentences quoted above are not logically linked; the ¢rst two warn
the analyst of the ``trap of essentialism,'' while the last describes the
essentialism that characterizes understandings of `̀ race'' in practice in
speci¢c historical cases. This blurring is carried into the historical
narratives. The narratives rely on the categories `̀ black'' and ``white''
without distinguishing between their analytical use by Marx himself as
tools of study and their practical use by the actors that are Marx's
object of study.

In profound tension with his theoretical stance against the rei¢cation
of `̀ race,'' essentialist assumptions are built into Marx's central argu-
ment. The core of Marx's `̀ theory of race making'' is that `̀ . . . elites
strike bargains and deploy state authority to unify a core constituency
of whites within the nation-state by excluding blacks.'' `̀ Racial domi-
nation'' thus serves `̀ strategic purposes of coalition building by those
in power.''11 As a theory of race making, this argument is fundamen-
tally £awed. It relies upon the division between `̀ blacks'' and `̀ whites''
pre-existing the `̀ making of race'' by the state. `̀ Racial domination''
refers to the formal codi¢cation of exclusion along racial lines that are
already drawn and understood as such by `̀ white'' elites. The logic of
the argument requires readers to `̀ ¢ll in'' with commonsense under-
standings (everyone knows a `̀ black'' person from a `̀ white'' person)
what should be the contingent outcome of a theory of race making: the
boundary that simultaneously divides populations into categorical
groups and constitutes the meaning of categories such as `̀ black'' and
`̀ white.''

In Marx's theory of `̀ race making,'' ``black'' and ``white'' are rei¢ed
`̀ identities'' that exist prior to the outcome he seeks to explain: the
presence or absence of formal exclusion of `̀ blacks'' by `̀ whites.''
Marx would most likely object to this characterization. At any rate, he
seems to anticipate such a critique: ` .̀ . . the terms `black' and `white'
remain unfortunate shorthand for socially constructed and varying
identities. Indeed, the process by which who is signi¢ed by these terms
was established remains a central concern, logically prior to the more
conventional political question of who gets what, when, and how.''12

Yet this insight is not incorporated into Marx's `̀ theory of race making.''
Processes of signi¢cation and the politics of categorization are almost
entirely absent from the analysis. `̀ Race'' is not made by states in his
account, but rather ``institutionalized'' and `̀ enforced.''
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Marx's work suggests that an awareness of the potential for rei¢cation
in analysis of ``race'' is not su¤cient to avoid reproducing substantialist
assumptions.13 To analyze and understand the origins and consequences
of essentializing categorization schemes such as `̀ race'' requires an
analytical vocabulary that avoids the very essentialism that should be
the focus of analysis.14 It is di¤cult to avoid the `̀ essentialist trap,'' as
Marx refers to it, while employing essentializing categories of practice
as categories of analysis.

Marx argues that `̀ states made race: amid pervasive discrimination,
o¤cial actions enforced racial distinctions or did not, with profound
consequences.''15 But what can Marx mean when he argues that ``states
made race?'' Since his argument depends upon the prior existence of
clear, dichotomous racial distinctions, it is not clear in what sense, if
any, ``states made race.''

This critique may seem inconsequential in the grand scheme of his
argument. After all, ``racial'' distinctions between ``blacks'' and ``whites''
were being made and discussed prior to the putative `̀ making'' of `̀ race''
by state elites in the United States, South Africa, and Brazil in this
period. This fact does not undermine the main thrust of Marx's his-
torical argument. His explanatory task is to account for why `̀ racial''
divisions were legally encoded or not by consolidating nation-states.
Does it really matter that he labels this `̀ making race?''

I suggest that it does matter ^ and that this is more than a mere quibble
over wording. The use of `̀ race'' as an analytical category to study the
operation and consequences of `̀ race'' as a practical category leads
to the rei¢cation of `̀ race'' throughout Making Race and Nation,
largely undermining the potential for rigorous comparative analysis
of `̀ race-making.'' Further, and even more problematic, the `̀ uncon-
trolled con£ation of social and sociological understandings of `race' '' 16

has profound consequences for the way the project is conceptualized
in the ¢rst instance ^ for the selection of cases and the logic of
comparison.

Case selection

The uncritical adoption of everyday categories of practice as categories
of analysis leads Marx to set up a comparative argument among cases
selected by criteria informed by everyday understandings of ``race.'' In
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particular, the view of ``race relations'' as relations between `̀ blacks''
and `̀ whites'' is central to the comparative framework employed. Ac-
cording to Marx, the `̀ initial driving force'' of his study is to explore
`̀ what accounts for twentieth-century race relations.''17 A close con-
sideration of the rationale for case selection reveals that what is meant
by `̀ race relations'' is based on a particular understanding of the
phenomenon of racialization, informed by everyday conceptions of
`̀ race'' in the United States context.18

Marx writes that ``the common history of racial dynamics . . . makes the
comparison of South Africa, the United States and Brazil obvious.''19

Three distinct reasons are o¡ered to account for this choice of cases.
Each is problematic as an analytical rationale for case selection given
the aim of accounting for twentieth-century ``race relations.''

First, Marx points out that South Africa, the United States, and Brazil
are the three most prominent instances of European domination of
populations of African origin. The comparison of South Africa, the
United States, and Brazil is intuitively an interesting comparison for
a broad range of empirical and theoretical questions related to the
patterns and consequences of historical and contemporary interactions
between African-origin and European-origin populations. There are
certainly a number of good historical and theoretical reasons to com-
pare historical processes of racialization in South Africa, the United
States, and Brazil. However, it is not analytically ``obvious'' why these
three cases are selected to account for twentieth-century `̀ race rela-
tions'' unless racialization is understood by de¢nition to be a process
exclusively a¡ecting African-origin populations.20 Such a narrow de¢-
nition of racialization is untenable given the historical record. Popula-
tions other than those of African origin have been ``racialized.''21 That
Marx presents these cases as ``obvious'' choices to account for twentieth-
century ``race relations,'' given his stated project, reveals his assumption
that ``race'' is about ``the color line'' between `̀ black'' and ``white.''22

Second, Marx notes that modern indicators reveal signi¢cant social
and economic inequality between those classi¢ed as `̀ black'' and
`̀ white'' by such indicators. Contemporary inequality between those
classi¢ed as `̀ black'' and `̀ white'' on surveys that try to measure social
and economic status in each country may be a good reason for choos-
ing to compare these three countries to explore a certain range of
theoretical and empirical concerns. As rough indicators of the much
more complex and subtle social processes that produce them, such
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survey results can provide a useful starting point for investigation into
systematic processes of di¡erentiation and discrimination in various
arenas of social life. However, the results of contemporary surveys are
not a suitable starting point for a study explicitly focused on the com-
parison of `̀ race making'' in South Africa, Brazil, and the United
States. Surveys take and present as `̀ given'' what a `̀ theory of race
making'' should attempt to explain, such as: how the categories of
`̀ black'' and ``white'' are understood by the respondents to surveys;
how the resulting statistics come to be seen as indicators of ``race
relations'' (or not) in each country; whether statistics comparing the
categories of `̀ black'' and `̀ white'' can be compared across nation-state
contexts without quali¢cation or consideration of the contextually
speci¢c meaning of these categories in each country.

Third, Marx suggests that historical legacies of slavery (in the United
States and Brazil) and conquest (in South Africa) ``established a com-
mon pattern of discrimination'' in each country. This third rationale
is vague and somewhat curious. Whether each country exhibits a
`̀ common pattern of discrimination'' is an empirical question that
hinges on what is meant by `̀ discrimination.'' Yet regardless of the
precise de¢nition of ``discrimination,'' Marx's analysis of di¡erent
forms of `̀ racial domination'' in each case seems to undermine the
claim that these countries shared a common pattern of discrimination.
Indeed, it seems that a central task of the book is to explain di¡erences in
the patterns and forms of discrimination across cases. Again, common-
sense ``knowledge'' that ``blacks'' are historical and contemporary
victims of discrimination by ``whites'' in each of these countries makes
`̀ apparent'' the basis for comparison in the absence of a rigorous
analytical justi¢cation.

In a sense, then, the decision to compare the United States, South
Africa, and Brazil to explore what Marx refers to as `̀ race relations''
in the twentieth century is indeed `̀ obvious.'' But this simply reveals
how case selection is driven by a particular, and particularly arbitrary,23

`̀ folk'' understanding of `̀ race relations'' as relations between two
clearly de¢ned and recognizable ``racial'' groups: ``blacks'' and `̀ whites.''
Di¡erent folk understandings of ``race'' are a legitimate ``dependent
variable'' for a comparative analysis of `̀ race making.'' They should
not, however, be made central to the conceptual apparatus used to
explore such di¡erences.

909



By no means do I wish to suggest that it makes no sense to compare
these three countries in an e¡ort to explore the relationship between
the building of nation-states and the `̀ making of race.'' But the rationale
for doing so should be historically and theoretically informed, rather
than an artifact of the way `̀ we'' have come to think about race in
everyday life, which itself is a consequence of the very processes that
are the object of study ^ the relationship between the making of ``race''
and `̀ nation'' in the process of consolidating modern nation-states.

Logic of comparison

Allowing commonsense understandings of `̀ race'' to drive the case
selection for a study whose object is to explain how such commonsense
understandings have shaped social relations di¡erently in di¡erent
contexts is more than just ironic. It has profound consequences for the
logic of the comparative argument, and hence for the conclusions
drawn from comparative analysis.

To summarize, Marx's analysis centers on two basic comparative ques-
tions: Given similar legacies of European domination of African origin
populations, why did state elites in South Africa and the United States
institutionalize racial exclusion while state elites in Brazil did not?
Given pervasive discrimination and inequality between ``whites'' and
`̀ blacks'' in all three countries, why has organization and mobilization
of ``blacks'' in South Africa and the United States been so much more
successful in recent decades than in Brazil?

The answers to the two central empirical questions of the book both
hinge on the interpretation of the Brazilian case.24 With respect to the
¢rst question ^ what accounts for the presence or absence of legal
racial exclusion ^ Marx writes, `̀ Including Brazil is pivotal, remind-
ing us that legal racial domination was not inevitable.'' The absence
of formal racial exclusion in Brazil is approached as an anomalous
outcome that requires explanation: ``the lack of any o¤cial policy
comparable to either apartheid or Jim Crow remains remarkable.''25

Yet in a broader comparative perspective, what is remarkable is the
idea that Brazil is exceptional in this regard and not the other two
cases. As discussed above, the conceptualization of the problem, and
hence the determination of the set of relevant cases, is informed by a
black-and-white understanding of `̀ race.'' Within the narrow realm of
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cases delimited by this a priori conceptual understanding of `̀ race,''
Brazil appears anomalous. However, a theoretical understanding of
`̀ race'' as the contingent (as opposed to necessary) product of processes
of `̀ racialization'' ^ processes that are not restricted historically to any
particular population or social group ^ opens up the universe of relevant
cases. At a minimum, for the time period Marx considers, it would
include the full range of places and societies subject to European impe-
rialism. And among the nation-states that eventually emerged from
within this broader ¢eld of cases, the absence of formal racial exclusion
is closer to the historical norm.26

As but one example, the Latin American republics raise problems for
Marx's basic argument, that the absence of signi¢cant `̀ intra-white''
con£ict explains the absence of formal racial exclusion. Following
violent upheavals prior to and after independence throughout the
region, formal exclusion was not imposed by any of the Latin Ameri-
can republics. This was the case despite serious `̀ intra-white'' con£icts
surrounding independence wars that certainly threatened the stability
^ in some cases the existence ^ of new nation-states.

Marx mentions the Mexican Revolution of 1910 as a case of violent
internal con£ict that did not result in legal exclusion of `̀ others.'' He
notes that ``In a sense, Mexico's inclusionary corporatism is similar to
that of Brazil, but unlike Brazil was founded amid bloody con£ict that
elsewhere produced more exclusion.'' But rather than treat this as a
serious challenge to his theory, he asks whether Mexico suggests `̀ some
Latin American exceptionalism.''27 Marx's brief comments on Mexico
appear at the end of the book ^ almost as an afterthought. It seems he
does not see Mexico, or the other countries of Latin America, as
challenges to his theory because his de¢nition of ``race relations'' does
not include them within the realm of relevant cases.

Marx's attempt to account for the ``remarkable'' absence of formal
exclusion in Brazil is telling. He correctly (and in line with current
thinking on the topic by area specialists) rejects the argument that
Brazilian `̀ racial tolerance'' from the late nineteenth century to the
present is the direct result of a more tolerant history (the supposed
tolerance intrinsic to Portuguese national character, putatively more
benign slavery, etc.). He also correctly notes that the reconstruction of
Brazilian history in these terms was part of a conscious project by
intellectuals and politicians to interpret (and in the process construct)
their `̀ national'' history. He is not too far o¡ the mark when he argues
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that `̀ Brazil's distinctiveness did not . . . rest upon less historical dis-
crimination, but rather in the country's purposeful denial of that
legacy.''28

The problem arises in his interpretation of this `̀ purposeful denial.'' He
attributes it to the designs of ``whites'' to ensure the quiescence of
`̀ blacks'' (presumably, to satisfy their strategic interest in maintaining
peace and stability in order to stay in power). However, the works of
historians who have reconstructed the ideas of elites in this period and
considered their consequences for social policy suggest a di¡erent
interpretation.29 Within the context of avid `̀ nation-building'' that
surrounded the ¢rst republic in Brazil (1889), the ``purposeful denial''
of the legacy of discrimination provides evidence less of denial than of
recognition ^ recognition that, like it or not, African origin peoples
had been and would continue be a major ingredient in the making of
`̀ Brazilians.'' It is precisely the recognition, and in most cases fatalistic
acceptance, of the extent to which `̀ mixing'' had already occurred prior
to abolition (1888) and the formation of the ¢rst republic ^ and the
winning out of this view of the Brazilian nation in concrete political
struggles ^ that foreclosed the possibility of instituting formal legal
exclusion in Brazil.30

Thus, when Marx quotes the conservative nineteenth-century Brazilian
thinker, Nina Rodrigues, to illustrate that `̀ the historical record con-
tradicts the thesis of early tolerance,'' he does not acknowledge the
deeper implications of Rodrigues's comment that Africans `̀ would
forever constitute one of the causes of our inferiority as a people.''31

The statement does indeed reveal a negative attitude towards Africans.
But more signi¢cantly for Marx's analytical task, it also reveals that
their inclusion in the Brazilian nation was not perceived as a choice,
because it was already experienced as a social fact.

Marx's analytical framework leads to an interpretation of Brazil's
history through a black-and-white lens. Such an interpretation over-
looks the grayness (or, more appropriately, the ``brown-ness'') that the
nineteenth-century Brazilian elite saw, more or less fatalistically, and
with more or less regret, as the fate of their `̀ nation.'' In the words of
nineteenth-century liberal reformer S|̈lvio Romero: `̀ The Aryan race,
combining here with two totally di¡erent races, has contributed to the
creation of a mestic° o and creole sub-race distinct from the Euro-
pean .. . . It helps little to discuss whether this is good or bad. It's a fact
and that's enough.''32
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The limitations of a black-and-white lens for interpreting the relation-
ship between `̀ making race and nation'' in Brazil are further revealed
in the analysis of Brazil's (in)famous ideology of `̀ whitening.'' Marx
correctly points out how the goal of gradually ``shifting the color
balance toward lighter shades'' had important consequences for state
policy and cultural norms and preferences.33 He notes how the deci-
sion to encourage European immigration following abolition instead
of encouraging the hiring of ex-slaves was closely tied to the perceived
desirability of bringing more `̀ white blood'' into the country. He points
out that miscegenation was encouraged, as was identi¢cation with the
category of ``mulatto'' instead of black to give the appearance, and the
belief, that whitening was indeed happening.

Yet Marx fails to examine critically the motivation behind the `̀ whiten-
ing'' ideal. His interpretation reduces it to the fact that it served to
`̀ dilute'' black solidarity and potential mobilization.34 Such an interpre-
tation implies that in the absence of whitening ideology, the `̀ natural''
tendency would have been toward ``black'' solidarity. This reveals how
`̀ black'' is treated analytically as a natural, rather than a socially
constructed, category of identity and potential basis of collective ac-
tion. Further, explaining whitening ideology in terms of its putative
function ^ to dilute ``black'' solidarity ^ ignores the complexity and
contingency of the motivations driving policies aimed at the long-term
`̀ whitening'' of the population. Indeed, Marx basically ignores the
broader picture of which the ideology of ``whitening'' was a part: the
construction of Brazilian national identity and the building of the na-
tional state. In so doing, he avoids consideration of how the meaning
of ``race'' and ``nation'' were mutually constituted during the period of
nation-state consolidation in Brazil.35

Marx's interpretation of the causes and signi¢cance of `̀ whitening'' for
understanding the relationship between nation-state building and
`̀ race'' in Brazil is incomplete. He fails to recognize that the assump-
tions upon which, and in response to which, the ideology was con-
structed ^ that the `̀ impurity'' of the Brazilian was a social fact ^ most
likely already ruled out the possibility of seriously considering the
institutionalization of formal `̀ racial'' exclusion. It is not a question of
whether the ``actual'' levels of miscegenation, in comparison with the
United States or South Africa, ruled out the possibility of formal
imposition of a dichotomous racial division. It is rather a question of
how `̀ miscegenation'' was understood by those in the position to make
social policy. Given the ``racial image'' that Brazilian elites had of their
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country at the turn of the century, it is not at all surprising that no legal
racial exclusion emerged in this period.36 The problem these intellec-
tuals faced, as they understood it, was how Brazil could become a
nation among other progressive, civilized nations, given its ``raw mate-
rials'' of a ``mongrel'' population that according to prevailing European
race theories would condemn Brazil to backwardness and degeneracy.
The outcome of no legal segregation in Brazil only appears as surpris-
ing from within an analytical framework that interprets through a
black-and-white lens a reality that contemporaries did not experience
in these terms.

This problematic analytical framework creates problems for the way
Marx poses and answers the second central question as well. In ac-
counting for divergences in racial mobilization, Brazil is again pre-
sented as the curious exception. `̀ Given South African and American
experiences, it seemed surprising that comparable racial inequalities in
Brazil were not more fully challenged.''37 Again, the Brazilian case is
framed as an anomaly. However, this framing relies on a common-
sense, rather than a theoretical, understanding of what ``race'' means:
Brazil only seems exceptional in this regard compared to the United
States and South Africa because `̀ we see'' that there are so many
`̀ blacks'' in Brazil and that `̀ they'' are concentrated at the bottom of
the socioeconomic scale. Based on the current social de¢nition of
`̀ black'' in the United States ^ governed by the one drop rule38 ^ the
fact that there was a large African origin population at the beginning
of the century in Brazil means that there must currently be a large
`̀ black'' population. The relative lack of mobilization, then, must be
explained in terms of ``lack of consciousness'' of racial identity and
interests.39

If we accept that social cleavages and political mobilization in modern
nation-states tend to emerge along divisions and social categories
institutionalized by the state,40 and given Marx's own analysis of the
lack of institutionalized divisions along ``racial'' lines in Brazil, why
should the low salience of ``black'' identity and relative absence of
mobilization by ``blacks'' be a puzzle? Why should we expect mobiliza-
tion along lines that are not ¢xed or institutionalized in any way, but
are blurry, ambiguous, and contextually variable?41 Only through an
analytical lens that naturalizes the division between `̀ white'' and
`̀ black,'' and thus implicitly rejects the view that `̀ race'' is a social
construction, does the correlation of skin color and various dimen-
sions of disadvantage42 necessarily imply that ``blacks'' should be ex-
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pected to mobilize. The logic of this comparative argument rests on the
unstated assumption that `̀ the color line'' that is so central in the
history of the United States is central to Brazilian history as well,
regardless of the fact that no color line ^ as such ^ was ever drawn.

Marx's own analysis of the relatively weak and small mobilizations by
`̀ blacks'' in Brazil seems to lead toward a very di¡erent conclusion than
the one he draws. According to Marx, ``racial democracy deprived
Afro-Brazilians of any legally explicit cause for their subordination
against which they might mobilize. Even contemporary Afro-Brazilian
activists have been forced to conclude that purported absorption long
worked to discourage blacks from identifying themselves in terms of
race, thereby avoiding racial con£ict.''43 Marx argues that the myth
of racial democracy has diluted racial consciousness, and that the
power of this `̀ myth'' largely explains the absence of mobilization by
`̀ blacks.''

However, the evidence suggests that the absence of mobilization is
better explained by the absence of a clear division between `̀ blacks''
and others in Brazil, and hence the absence of clearly and discretely
bounded `̀ racial'' groups. `̀ Blacks'' are deprived not just of explicit
causes against which `̀ they'' might mobilize, but of policies that would
constitute `̀ black'' as a meaningful category, and from there possibly a
meaningful group, in the ¢rst place. The challenge confronting Afro-
Brazilian activists (self-named) is not simply mobilization of a given
constituency the boundaries of which are known and unproblemati-
cally recognized by all concerned; it is to create a constituency by
actively drawing `̀ racial'' boundaries.44 Indeed, while analysts of the
movimento negro often miss this fact, activists themselves are keenly
aware of it. Central to their attempts to mobilize during the mid to late
1970s, and more recently in the campaign to get people to `̀ darken''
their response to the color question in the 1990 census,45 are e¡orts to
make the category `̀ black'' meaningful to Brazilians of African origin
and hence to create a constituency by the very act of appealing to one
as if it already, ``naturally,'' exists.46

Marx interprets the absence of o¤cial racial divisions by the state
and Brazil's explicitly nonracial national identity as evidence of an
informal racial order. Through informal means, including the es-
pousing of nonracialism as a tenant of national identity, Brazil
achieves the same result as South Africa and the United States, only
much more peacefully. And, in Marx's analysis, Brazil's is a more
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insidious form of racial domination because it deprives `̀ blacks'' (by
not clearly demarcating the boundaries of `̀ blackness?'') of a target
against which they can mobilize and ¢ght for ``racial'' justice.

The problem with this framework is that it circumvents the question of
what it means to talk about ``blacks'' in Brazil, historically and con-
temporarily. Who are the `̀ blacks'' that are deprived of a target in the
¢ght for `̀ racial justice'' in Brazil? Are they those who self-identify as
`̀ black'' in response to surveys, those identi¢ed as `̀ black'' by their
neighbors or co-workers, those whom a Brazilian census-taker would
identify as `̀ black,'' or those whom a North American census-taker
would identify as ``black?'' To what extent and in what sense can the
aggregate of `̀ blacks'' identi¢ed by any of these methods be considered
a self-conscious social group (as opposed to a statistical category?)
These complicated issues are avoided by Marx, for whom `̀ blacks'' in
Brazil are analytically equivalent to `̀ blacks'' in the United States and
`̀ blacks'' in South Africa. There is no explicit place in his comparative
framework, or in the logic of comparison underlying his two central
questions, for serious consideration of the contextually variable mean-
ing of ``race.''

Marx's framework thus avoids altogether what ought to be central to
comparative analysis of `̀ race making'' ^ the contextually speci¢c
meanings and contingent social consequences of racialization across
time and the borders of nation-states. To theorize common patterns
of causal relations across distinct cases of racialization, the idiosyn-
crasies of each case must be explicitly acknowledged. Recognizing
theoretically consequential similarities across cases requires taking
seriously historical di¡erences. In particular, for the purpose of Marx's
argument, it is necessary to examine the historically speci¢c ^ and
often contested ^ meanings of both `̀ race'' and ``nation'' during the
period of nation-state consolidation across cases in order to theorize
`̀ making race and nation'' in comparative perspective. This leads to a
¢nal weakness that unnecessarily restricts the potential of Marx's
work: the failure to incorporate insightful theoretical approaches to
`̀ nation'' and `̀ state'' that are mentioned in the ¢rst chapter into the
conceptualization and analysis of the three empirical cases.
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Conceptualizing nation and state

Nation

Contrary to the title of the book, there is no systematic theorization or
empirical treatment of `̀ making nation'' in these three countries.
Rather, Marx equates `̀ nation'' and nation-state conceptually in the
historical narratives. As a consequence, the analysis privileges a two-
way relationship (state consolidation/race-making) instead of a three-
way relationship (state-consolidation/race-making/nation-building).
This results in the neglect of questions and relationships crucial to
understanding the making of race and the making of nation in the
context of state consolidation. A theoretical framework that considers
the tripartite relationship among competing visions of the `̀ nation,''
ideas about `̀ race,'' and political projects and social policy related to
state building would greatly enhance our understanding of making
race and making nation in the context of nation-state building.

Such a framework requires a clear analytical distinction between nation-
state and `̀ nation,'' and the maintenance of this distinction throughout
the comparative historical analysis. Marx brie£y discusses ``nation'' in
the introductory chapter, basically adopting Charles Tilly's de¢nition
of nation as ``the central identity encouraged by states'' to ensure
popular loyalty and allegiance.47 However, in the historical narratives,
`̀ nation'' ^ as something analytically distinct from nation-state ^ all
but disappears.

Marx's recapitulation in the introductory chapter of Rogers Brubaker's
analysis of Citizenship and Nationhood in France and Germany in
relation to his own argument is telling in what it leaves out of Brubaker's
original thesis:

Divisions within the potential German nation were purposefully overcome
by state policies of ethnically exclusive citizenship aimed at unifying those
included. By contrast, an earlier uni¢ed French state adopted formal rules of
`̀ civic,'' inclusive citizenship. Already achieved French unity did not require
reinforcement with o¤cial `̀ ethnic'' exclusion, though informal discrimina-
tion is increasingly evident. In South Africa, the United States, and Brazil,
colonialism, slavery, and geography had left a substantial and historically
di¡erentiated black population. `̀ Bounded citizenship'' according to race was
constructed in South Africa and to a lesser extent in the United States to
bolster nation building, much as German unity was reinforced by excluding
ethnic groups de¢ned as not German. In the relative absence of regional or
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any ethnic division, race was not so used in Brazil, akin to the French
example of long avoiding o¤cial ethnic exclusion.48

In drawing these analogies, Marx basically ignores the core of Bru-
baker's argument ^ that di¡erences in citizenship policy in France and
Germany are intimately related to the di¡erent ways in which the
`̀ nation'' has been conceived or `̀ imagined,'' with historical under-
standings having a continued in£uence on contemporary understand-
ings of the meaning of nationhood in each country, and hence on
citizenship policy. Such an argument is very di¡erent from one that
posits that di¡erences in citizenship policy are explained by the presence
or absence of the need to unify the state.

This reading of Brubaker's argument is indicative of the more general
neglect of the relevance of ``national imaginings'' to the social con-
struction of ``race'' by state actors motivated to consolidate nascent
nation-states. Without giving independent consideration to the politi-
cal and ideological con£icts attendant to ``nation-building'' or the con-
struction of national identity, Marx cannot explain why `̀ race'' comes
to be understood so di¡erently, and with such di¡erent consequences in
the three cases he examines. For instance, the self-conscious `̀ national
imaginings'' of Brazil's political and intellectual elite go a long way
toward explaining the peculiar combination of ideas about `̀ race''
adopted from prevailing European theories. Speci¢cally, the content
of such imaginings help explain why strains of racial thought already
in disrepute inWestern Europe were championed by Brazilian intellec-
tuals while more popular and `̀ legitimate'' theories were rejected.49

To improve understanding of individual cases and hence improve the
historical rigor of comparative research, it would be a great improve-
ment on Marx's framework to consider how the meanings of ``race''
and `̀ nation'' are mutually constituted in the process of consolidating
nation-states. To do so requires a conceptualization of `̀ nation'' inde-
pendent of nation-state; it also requires a conceptualization that avoids
rei¢cation. Fortunately, the foundations for a sophisticated theoretical
approach to an analysis of `̀ nation'' already exist. Several authors have
suggested ways to approach the study of `̀ nation'' and nationalism that
avoid reproducing the nationalist assumptions about the social world
that are the object of study.50 For example, Rogers Brubaker has
suggested how to avoid rei¢cation of ``nation'' by focusing on nation
`̀ not as substance but as institutionalized form; not as collectivity but
as practical category; not as entity but as contingent event.'' Craig
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Calhoun outlines an approach to ``nation'' as a discursive form. And
Katherine Verdery conceives of `̀ nation'' as a symbolic operator in a
system of social classi¢cation.51 Drawing on these analytical resources
to incorporate `̀ nation'' into the theoretical framework employed by
Marx would add a much-needed third dimension to his portrayal of
`̀ making race and nation.'' The potential to improve our understand-
ing of the social construction of `̀ race'' and ``nation'' in relation to
nation-state consolidation would be greatly enhanced by the addition
of this third dimension to the analysis.

In addition to improving the explanatory potential of his theoretical
framework, incorporating `̀ nation'' as a conceptually independent,
third dimension would help avoid the recurring tendency in Marx's
analysis to pit `̀ race'' against ``class'' explanations of the phenomenon
to be explained. Marx argues against a class-based reductionist ex-
planation of legal racial exclusion, but in turn he basically replaces
such an account with one premised on a race-based reductionism: it is
the interests of state elites as `̀ whites'' (as opposed to elite interests as
capitalists), to impose formal racial exclusion. By looking at how the
ideal interests in pursuing particular `̀ national imaginings'' in this
period intervened in and had consequences for ways of thinking about
both race and class, the pressure to reduce the outcome to either so-
called ``race'' or `̀ class'' interests would be removed.

Finally, this tripartite framework would focus analytical attention on
issues absolutely central to the questions posed by Marx, but almost
entirely neglected in his comparative analysis, involving the role of
symbolic politics in the social construction of `̀ race'' and `̀ nation.''
Consideration of the intersection of state building, race making, and
nation making in the process of nation-state consolidation points to
the centrality of symbolic politics to the outcomes Marx seeks to
explain. Incorporating `̀ nation'' into the theoretical framework using
the approaches mentioned above would help focus analytical attention
on the important dimension of symbolic politics.52 Additionally, how-
ever, analysis of this dimension of politics requires adoption of a con-
ceptualization of the ``state'' more attuned to the objectives Marx sets
for his analysis.
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State

For the purpose of explaining the making of `̀ race'' and `̀ nation'' by
state elites in their quest to consolidate states, theoretical considera-
tion of the symbolic power of modern nation-states is crucial. Marx
discusses this aspect of state power and activity at some length in the
introductory chapter; however, he does not incorporate these insights
into the conceptualization or analysis of the historical narratives.

Marx adopts a de¢nition of the state that is very close to the frequently
quoted de¢nition o¡ered by MaxWeber.53 In addition to this, he cites
the work of Theda Skocpol to highlight the idea that `̀ states matter not
simply because of the goal-oriented activities of state o¤cials. They
matter because their organizational con¢gurations, along with their
overall patterns of activity, a¡ect political culture, encourage some
kinds of group formation and collective political actions (but not
others), and make possible the raising of certain political issues (but
not others).''54 In connection with this, Marx also cites Paul Starr's
work on how classi¢cation works: ``social categories . . . are shaped,
manifested and entrenched through the state.''55 Marx thus demon-
strates an awareness of the power of the state to shape the `̀ visions
and divisions of the social world,''56 and of the relevance of this power
for the formation of collective identities, groups, or other potential
bases of political mobilization.

Yet these insights are not fully exploited in developing the argument
or analyzing the cases. Marx focuses on whether or not states institu-
tionalized ``race'' through formal exclusion, but he neglects the ways in
which state policies and systems of classi¢cation themselves created
`̀ race'' or changed its meaning in fundamental ways. Even when such
processes enter into the historical narratives, they remain peripheral to
the analysis and theoretical conclusions drawn from them. The notion
that o¤cial categories may be constitutive of reality, as opposed to
mere re£ections of existing power relations and interests, is not seriously
entertained.57 The explicit suggestion in the ¢rst chapter that ``the
identi¢cation of racial, ethnic, or regional actors remained £uid,
shaped by ongoing con£ict and policy''58 is almost entirely absent
from the presentation or interpretation of the historical cases.

The framing of the central question ^ why states do or do not enforce a
racial cleavage59 ^ is indicative of this shortcoming. On this account,
the establishment of legal racial boundaries by states enforces racial
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cleavages; it does not itself constitute a cleavage understood as ``racial''
(whatever that may mean in a given context). Marx argues that ``coercive
powers have been used to de¢ne citizenship according to race ^ states
bind the nation they claim to represent by institutionalizing identities
of racial inclusion and exclusion.''60 This formulation demonstrates
how insights into the importance of the symbolic power of the state
are not put to good use. He sees states binding the nation, but does not
explore in the historical narratives how this process is simultaneously
one of de¢ning the nation. Likewise, coercive powers de¢ne citizenship
according to `̀ race,'' but there is no serious consideration of the fact
that this is also an act of de¢ning ``race'' itself. In Marx's argument, the
state (or `̀ state elite'') de¢nes the nation by institutionalizing ``racial
identities.'' This can be contrasted to a perspective that sees the de¢-
nition of `̀ race'' and `̀ nation'' both in £ux as they are de¢ned in
relation to each other by state actors who are oriented toward two
distinct, if related, goals: the construction of national identity and the
consolidation of the state.

The neglect of symbolic dimensions of state power is indicative of a
broader weakness in the operationalization of `̀ state'' throughout the
comparative analysis. The diverse dimensions and domains of state
activity are not even minimally disaggregated, nor is any distinction
drawn among di¡erent types, roles, and interests of `̀ state elites.'' Marx
is aware of the shortcomings of rei¢ed conceptualizations of the state
and emphasizes that the state is not a unitary actor.61 Nonetheless,
the way the state is treated in the historical narratives obscures the
historical complexity and contingency of the concrete political struggles
among competing, crosscutting sectors of elites in each country. The
state is conceptualized as composed of ``white'' state elites who strike
deals with other `̀ white'' elites to end `̀ intra-white'' con£icts that threaten
to undermine the consolidation of the central state. In addition to
taking `̀ whiteness'' as a self-evidently relevant basis of interests and
identities, this formulation is problematic because it conceives of state
elites' interests too narrowly. Focusing exclusively on their interests in
ending wars to ensure short-term political stability ^ to the neglect of
other ideal and material interests ^ the analytically relevant realm of
state activity is reduced to hard politics and peace-keeping. Although
these dimensions of state activity are certainly central to nation-state
consolidation,62 they only begin to encompass the relevant domains
for understanding the relationship of nation-state consolidation to the
social construction of ``race'' and ``nation.''

921



For the purpose of exploring the relations among the making of ``race,''
`̀ nation,'' and nation-states, it is necessary to disaggregate the state
analytically and operationally to make visible the diversity of ideal
and material interests at stake for ``elites'' occupying di¡erent positions
within the state apparatus. Theorists of the modern state have demon-
strated the importance of recognizing that di¡erent domains of state
activity and di¡erent state bureaucracies are involved in the ``actual
political struggles'' that determine policy outcome and implementation.
Increasingly, the bureaucracies of modern states are apparatuses of
infrastructural, rather than despotic, power.63 The symbolic powers of
the modern state are manifested in an array of o¤cial activities, such
as census-taking, map-making, and `̀ artefact''-collecting.64 The o¤cial
categories institutionalized by the bureaucracies in charge of these
activities structure the legitimate principles of vision and division of
the social world.65 The state is involved in ``world-making''66; it creates
`̀ kinds'' by institutionalizing certain distinctions and not others.67 For
the purpose of explaining the making of ``race'' and ``nation'' in relation-
ship to processes of nation-state building, `̀ state'' should be de¢ned
conceptually to include the symbolic dimensions of state power within
the rubric of analysis.

Conclusion

Making Race and Nation is a rich, valuable book that asks compelling
questions and points in several potentially fruitful directions for future
research. The introductory discussion gestures toward the types of
insightful theoretical approaches and conceptual tools that are adept
for the type of ambitious comparative historical analysis Marx under-
takes in this book. I have identi¢ed some gaps between the promising
approaches introduced by Marx and the implementation of the empirical
research. Additionally, I have pointed to some additional conceptual
resources not mentioned by Marx that also promise to provide a great
deal of analytical leverage for exploring these issues. The great weakness
of Marx's work, in my view, is the failure to take full advantage of
these theoretical resources. The ¢eld of comparative analysis opened
up by Making Race and Nation could be much more richly mined if
these theoretical resources were more fully exploited.
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