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chapter nine

Theories of Race and State

David R. James and Kent Redding

Popular notions of race have putative biologi-
cal origins, but the mechanisms through which
certain human characteristics come to repre-
sent categorical identities and differences have
always been created by social, historical, and po-
litical processes. In the latter instance, we simply
mean that racial signification is necessarily about
power and, we might add, not simply the power
of one group over another, but the power of any
such group to collectively form a racial identity
and organize in defense of it. In spite of this
intimate connection between race and politics,
the literature on race and the social construc-
tion of race on the one hand, and the litera-
ture on political sociology on the other, have
largely developed independently and with little
dialogue between them. This chapter explores
the implicit and increasingly explicit connec-
tions between the two literatures with an eye to
how race theory and state theory can inform one
another.

First, we examine current constructivist theo-
ries of race and ethnicity, with special attention
to issues concerning the political construction
of race. Next, we argue that current research in
the political sociology of race tends to ignore
or deemphasize how states create and main-
tain racial identities. Race identities are typi-
cally viewed as the source of state-enforced racial
policies, but are rarely seen as their effect. An
examination of the social and political deter-
minants of racial categories used by the U.S.
Census provides a convenient illustration of how
race identities are both causes and effects of state

policies. We then examine the definition of the
racial state proposed by Omi and Winant (1994)
and argue that it has limited analytical power
to explain the different ways that states create
and/or maintain racial inequalities and identi-
ties. Racial states, according to Omi and Winant
(1994) and the closely related work of Goldberg
(2002), define racial states by their effects. Be-
cause all states have effects on racial inequalities,
all states are racial states. We argue that a fo-
cus on the internal structure, rather than the
effects, of states provides a stronger theoretical
explanation of how states produce and maintain
race inequalities and identities. In the last sec-
tion, we develop a conceptual contrast between
racial states, which enforce race-conscious poli-
cies, and liberal democratic states, which en-
force equal citizenship rights for all regardless of
membership in racial or other status groups. We
review recent typological work on the variation
in the extent to which race-conscious distinc-
tions are institutionalized within state structures
to illustrate how variation in state structures af-
fects racial inequalities and identities.

theories of race and ethnicity

Most sociologists agree that political processes
and institutions shape race inequalities and iden-
tities and vice versa. Groups mobilize on the
basis of race for the purpose of transforming po-
litical institutions, electing candidates who rep-
resent their interests, and shaping policies that
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188 David R. James and Kent Redding

affect the social distribution of symbolic and
material goods. At the same time, policies are
enforced by state agents within the context es-
tablished by existing political institutions that
assign race identities to citizens, influence the
mobilization opportunities available to existing
and potential groups, and distribute resources
to citizens and groups in ways that have racial
effects. Hence, political processes and institu-
tions are dynamically linked to racial inequalities
and identities in a process of mutual causation.
The definition of race that we adopt here allows
for the possibility that racial identities and in-
equalities can be politically constructed and can
provide the motivation and resources to shape
political outcomes.

All sociological definitions of race include
some reference to the phenotypical character-
istics of individuals that are thought to be de-
cisive in assigning individuals to racial groups.
For example, Cornell and Hartmann (1998:24)
defined race as “a human group defined by it-
self or others as distinct by virtue of perceived
common physical characteristics that are held to
be inherent.” The physical characteristics that
serve as markers to distinguish races are selected
by social processes and are in no way essen-
tially determined by genetics or other biolog-
ical processes. According to Omi and Winant
(1994:55), racial categories are “created, inhab-
ited, transformed and destroyed” through so-
cial and historical processes. Some of the most
important of those processes are political. For
example, the United States has assigned indi-
viduals to racial categories since its inception
and enforced the assignments through political
institutions at the state and federal level. The
strength of the assignment process and the na-
ture of the categories defining races varied dra-
matically over the past 200 years, of which more
will be said below (Anderson, 2002; Lee, 1993;
Rodriguez, 2000).

The transformation of race categories over
time is shaped not only by the politically domi-
nant race that assigns others to subordinate racial
categories, but also by the resistance and agency
of those who are so assigned. Constructivist the-
ory claims that racial identities and inequalities
emerge from the dynamic between assignment

of individuals to categories and the assertion of
group identities by members of racial groups.
The identities of subordinate racial group mem-
bers are shaped by their own actions as well as the
actions of those who discriminate against them.

Omi’s and Winant’s (1994) influential theory
calls this process “racial formation” and argues
that it constitutes a process of “racial projects.”
A racial project, which may be produced by an
individual or a group, is an “interpretation” of
racial dynamics and an attempt to “reorganize
and redistribute resources along particular racial
lines” (Omi and Winant, 1994:56). In other
words, a racial project contains both a theory of
how race inequalities are created and maintained
and a set of actions or policies that are designed
to affect those inequalities in a manner consis-
tent with the theory. A white supremacist racial
project, for example, might be motivated by the
theory that blacks are members of an inferior
race and designed to disfranchise black voters for
that reason. Resistance to the white supremacist
racial project by blacks would constitute a rival
racial project. The hierarchical structure of race
inequalities and identities flows directly from the
clash of racial projects. Omi and Winant located
the motor of racial transformation in the purpo-
sive social actions of individuals who are divided
into racial groups and act on the basis of group
identities.

Omi and Winant viewed race and ethnicity
as distinct concepts and argued that existing eth-
nicity theory – namely, U.S.-based explanations
of the upward social mobility of Southern and
Eastern European immigrants (and their descen-
dents) as a consequence of cultural assimilation –
cannot explain patterns of black–white dispari-
ties in the United States. Cornell and Hartmann
agreed with Omi and Winant that theories of
ethnicity and race are distinct, but argued that
they are not mutually exclusive. They (1994:19)
adopted Schermerhorn’s definition of ethnic-
ity, which is typical of most current definitions:
“An ethnic group is a collectivity within a larger
society having real or putative common ances-
try, memories of a shared historical past, and a
cultural focus on one or more symbolic el-
ements defined as the epitome of their peo-
plehood” (Schermerhorn, 1978:12). Hence, an
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Theories of Race and State 189

ethnic group is self-consciously ethnic; in-group
members identify others as coethnics if they
share the three general social claims specified
in the definition regardless of whether the indi-
viduals are known personally or not.

Race identities are distinguished from eth-
nic identities by four factors (Cornell and Hart-
mann, 1998:25–35):

1. Race identities are based on perceived
physical differences; ethnic identities are
based on the three claims specified by the
definition.

2. Race identities typically originate in the
assignment of group members to the
group by powerful outsiders; ethnic iden-
tities may originate in assertion by in-
group members as well as assignment by
others.

3. Race identities typically reflect power
relations; ethnic identities may not.

4. Race identities are accorded different lev-
els of social worth; ethnic identities may
not be.

These four distinctions disappear under careful
consideration. First, Schermerhorn (1978:12)
included phenotypical characteristics explicitly
among the possible symbolic elements that de-
fine ethnic groups. Somatic differences have of-
ten been used to distinguish groups typically
identified as ethnic rather than racial or who
were once considered racial and later regarded
as ethnic (Collins, 2001; Isaacs, 1989). Consis-
tent application of the definition of an ethnic
group requires that racial groups be included if
they are self-consciously ethnic. Second, Cor-
nell and Hartmann noted that factor 2 does not
apply to the dominant racial group that initially
assigns others to subordinate race categories.
For example, the white race in the United
States is implicitly defined by the assignment of
nonwhites to subordinate racial groups. Hence,
some race definitions emerge through the asser-
tion of dominant groups of their perception of
inherent differences from other groups.

Third, factors 3 and 4 are conditional dif-
ferences that may or may not apply in certain
historical contexts and cannot be considered es-
sential differences in defining the two concepts.

Finally, Cornell and Hartmann (1998) argued
that racial groups become ethnic groups when
members of racial groups become self-con-
sciously ethnic by thinking of themselves as
members of racial groups. But when does this
moment of self-conscious racialized identifica-
tion occur? Evidence on this point is scant, but it
makes little sense sociologically to view a racial
group as a distinct race if most individuals as-
signed to the race do not view themselves that
way. Treating individuals differently on the ba-
sis of perceived physical characteristics was the
first step historically in the creation of new racial
groups. But the process of racial group forma-
tion cannot be considered complete until those
who are the objects of an assignment process
recognize that fact and begin to push back.
Once racial groups begin to resist the assign-
ment process, they make the same three claims
that define ethnic groups. Members of racial
groups see themselves as sharing kinship ties,
albeit often fictional ones, and may use famil-
ial terms (e.g., brother, sister) when speaking to
others of their group. They claim a common
history of discrimination and prejudice at the
hands of the most powerful racial group, and
they view certain physical characteristics (e.g.,
skin color) as the key symbolic elements that
define membership in their racial group. Their
view of themselves almost surely differs from
that of out-group members, but that is char-
acteristic of all ethnic groups. No substantive
difference exists between the definitive claims
of ethnic groups and those of racial groups.

The problems with Cornell’s and Hartmann’s
treatment that led them to posit exceptions to
the second factor for the dominant racial group
are solved by Omi’s and Winant’s (1994) concept
of the racial project. The idea of contending
racial projects, which focuses the same theo-
retical lens on both dominant and subordinate
groups, introduces a more powerful dynamic
into the process of assignment and assertion
of identities posited by current constructivist
race and ethnicity theory. Claiming that race
identities and inequalities emerge from a field
of conflict and struggle over the meaning of
race and/or the causes of racial inequalities re-
moves the need to view identity formation of
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the dominant race as an exception to the theory
of race making. Instead, white racial identities in
the United States flow directly from the racial
projects animated by the actions of whites as
they clash with the racial projects of other races.

There is no fundamental obstacle to using
the theory of racial formation to explain ethnic
group formation. The major difference between
ethnic projects and racial projects is the content
of the symbolic elements selected to capture the
core of group identity and the rhetorical differ-
ences among the sociologists who analyze those
processes. We disagree with Cornell and Hart-
mann (1998) and Omi and Winant (1994) that
racial categories and identities differ from eth-
nic ones in some fundamental way and share
Collins’s (2001) view that there is no “analyt-
ically important” difference between race and
ethnicity.

political institutions and race

Most sociological research on the links between
political institutions and process on the one hand
and racial identities and inequalities on the other
do not explicitly employ the constructivist the-
ory of race discussed above. Instead, research
typically takes one of three approaches. One
is to take race inequalities as a given and view
race identities and motivations as causal agents
and determinants of political processes, political
policy formation and implementation, and the
like (e.g., Bensel, 1984; Blalock, 1967; James,
1988; McAdam, 1982; Valelly, 1995; van den
Berghe, 1967, 1987; Wilson, 1978). A second
approach examines the effects of state policies,
social movements, and political institutional ar-
rangements on race inequalities and ignores any
impacts on race identities (e.g., Burstein, 1985;
Kousser, 1999; Smith, 1997). A more common
approach is to combine the second and the first
with the causal path flowing from racial iden-
tities and motivations through state policies to
impact race inequalities (Cell, 1982; Kousser,
1974; Massey and Denton, 1993; Quadagno,
1994).

Taking race identities and motivations linked
to those identities as givens is an appropriate

methodological strategy if it is reasonable to as-
sume that the identities are stable during the
period under investigation. The assumption of
stable racial identities is usually valid if the data
analyzed span a short period, but caution is re-
quired if race identities are transformed during
the target period. Sometimes identities change
rapidly. For example, the name preferred by
blacks changed during the late 1960s as a re-
sult of the influence of the black power wing
of the civil rights movement. The rapidity of
change caught the U.S. Census Bureau by sur-
prise, forcing it to scramble to allow “black” as
one option for indicating race identity for the
1970 census tabulation.1 Whether one preferred
to think of one’s race identity as “black” or “Ne-
gro” often indicated the person’s position on
the civil rights policies and practices advocated.
Those who thought of themselves as “black”
typically advocated more radical strategies. On
the other hand, race identities are sometimes
stable over long periods (Davis, 2001; Lee,
1993).

If constructivist theory is correct, race in-
equalities often reinforce the race identities that
power the dynamic of racial politics ( James,
1994). As Lieberman (1998:232) argued, “Race
identity, constructed in and by politics, reshapes
politics through institutions, which in turn re-
construct race.” Increasingly researchers study
how political institutions, processes, and conflict
shape and influence racial identities. Scholars
also utilize constructivist race theories to make
sense of the dynamics of social movements, par-
ticularly with respect to the interactions be-
tween movements and political processes (Blee,
2002; Cornell, 1988; Redding, 2003; Williams,
1990). Nagel (1997), for example, identified

1 The Census question for race in 1970, 1980, and
1990 treated “Negro” and “black” as two alternative
but interchangeable choices for the same race category.
In 2000, the option of choosing “African American”
was allowed as an additional option as that label became
increasingly popular (Farley, 2002; Snipp, 2003). Cur-
rently, “African American” and “black” are the two most
popular names chosen for purposes of self-identification.
“African American” tends to emphasize American eth-
nic status more than “black” does, but the political dif-
ferences between those who prefer different race names
has declined.
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state policies as direct causes of changing identi-
ties of Native American groups. She found that
the United States engaged in a variety of poli-
cies between 1880 and 1933 intended to force
Native Americans to assimilate and to remove
their access to Indian lands. As a result, Na-
tive Americans who migrated to urban areas
began to form pan-Indian organizations. The
U.S. policies shifted from the individual back
to the tribes between 1933 and 1946, which
spurred the growth of tribal identities, but as the
tribe became more important as a link between
individual Indians and the federal government,
pan-tribal organization followed with a result-
ing weakening of tribal boundaries. Between
1946 and 1960, the United States again pro-
moted the termination of tribal status and again
pan-Indian identification and organization grew
in urban areas. After 1960, different federal poli-
cies spurred all three forms of Indian identity
formation and organization: tribal, pan-Indian,
and pan-tribal (Nagel, 1982, 1995, 1997).

The formation of political parties within
the context of electoral competition can have
a marked effect on the institutionalization or
deinstitutionalization of race categories within
state institutions. Aminzade (2000) showed that
competition between political parties was de-
cisive in institutionalizing citizenship in Tan-
ganyika on the basis of its national terri-
tory rather than the tripartite racial hierarchy
(Europeans, Asians, and Africans) that it inher-
ited from the colonial policy makers who gov-
erned the country before independence. A racial
nationalism similar to that which triumphed
in South Africa and the United States (Marx,
1998) was defeated by the party that champi-
oned a distinction between citizens and for-
eigners. In the more recent period, the ruling
party in Tanzania2 was able to win an ideolog-
ical struggle with opposition parties to trans-
form the meaning of “indigenous” to refer to
the boundary between citizens and foreigners
rather than the racially charged boundary be-
tween black Africans and Asians (Aminzade,
2003).

2 Tanganyika joined with Zanzibar to form Tanzania
in 1964.

an illustration of the political
construction of race:

census categories

The creation of official race categories recog-
nized by the state and used by the state for census
tabulations and policy formulation and enforce-
ment are the archetypal examples of the polit-
ical institutionalization of race. As Starr (1992)
pointed out, the state must create a multitude of
categories among all kinds of people for all sorts
of purposes ranging from tax collection to mili-
tary service. Once created, official classifications
become, over time, “impersonal cognitive com-
mitments” for those who use them; the pop-
ulation counts based on them inform “count-
less decisions, private as well as governmental”
(Starr, 1992). The creation of official race cate-
gories is a powerful force in the assignment of in-
dividuals to racial groups that increases the prob-
ability that some citizens will come to see them-
selves as members of that group (Cornell and
Hartmann, 1998; Nagel, 1986; Nobles, 2000).

Race categories tend to persist over time,
but the permanence of the classification sys-
tem depends on the outcomes of the contin-
uing clash of racial projects. The history of
the creation of official race categories in the
United States clearly illustrates the mutability
of race categories and their link to competing
racial projects. The United States recognized
seven nonwhite races in 1890, and four of those
(black, mulatto, quadroon, and octoroon) be-
longed to groups that were soon merged (Lee,
1993). Southern political influence at the fed-
eral level coupled with the concern of South-
ern whites to suppress black political power
defeated the attempts of mulattoes to maintain
an intermediate social status between whites and
Negroes (Anderson, 1988; Davis, 2001; Starr,
1992). By 1930, the one-drop rule was adopted
by both whites and blacks as the definition of
“who is black” (Davis, 2001) and persisted for
sixty years. Then, in the space of less than a
decade, the rules for race classification in the
United States changed.

Although the definition of and number of
racial categories shifted over time, the view that
individuals could be assigned to one unique race
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category (e.g., white, black, quadroon, etc.) per-
sisted. This constant of race classification the-
ory ended with the 2000 census. For the first
time, the U.S. Census allowed individuals to se-
lect more than one race category to describe
their race identity, a change that Farley labeled
the “greatest change in the measurement of race
in the history of the United States” (2002:33).
Nearly 5 percent of those previously identified
as black claimed more than one race, a figure
twice as large as predicted, and the numbers se-
lecting multiple races are likely to grow in the
future (Hochschild, 2002:341).

The change in race classification was a bu-
reaucratic response to an emerging movement
for a multiracial category. The increasing rate
of intermarriage between members of different
racial groups since the civil rights victories of the
1960s produced a critical mass of citizens who
felt that the existing system did not provide a
place for them. State officials opposed chang-
ing the race classification system, but for rea-
sons unrelated to the racist policies of the early
twentieth century that used race classification
as a basis for discrimination against nonwhites.
State officials in the 1990s preferred adminis-
trative simplicity and cited the need to collect
high-quality data for civil rights enforcement
and the provision of social services (Robbin,
2000). The pressure for change was too great
to resist, but the advocates for a multiracial race
category did not get what they wanted. Power-
ful civil rights lobbyists representing the inter-
ests of African Americans supported the Office
of Management and Budget’s (OMB) sugges-
tion that respondents be allowed to choose more
than one race category in lieu of creating a new
multiracial category. The clash of racial projects
between those of the OMB, black civil rights
organizations, and the new multiracial move-
ment was resolved for the time being in favor of
multiple race options rather than a multiracial
category (Farley, 2002; Robbin, 2000).3

3 The political basis for the change in classifying peo-
ple of mixed race was reflected in other changes as
well. Native Hawaiians pressed OMB to be reclassified
as “Native Americans” and were opposed by American
Indians, who mounted a national campaign claiming
that they were sovereign nations and that indigenous

The number of racial groups recognized by
the United States has expanded with each cen-
sus between 1970 and 1990 (Lee, 1993). The
new 2000 census multiple race options expand
the number of officially recognized single and
multiple race combinations to sixty three, which
points to further proliferation of race categories;
“there is no natural limit” to the number of races
given this logic (Hochschild, 2002:356; Prewitt,
2002; Snipp, 2003). A consequence of the race
classification system changes may be to delegit-
imize race classification altogether, a result that
is consistent with the preference for color-blind
policies by most whites, but that result is not im-
minent given the ardent support for major racial
groups that continues to exist (see Perlmann and
Waters, 2002 for other implications).

This brief account of the trends in the U.S.
race classification system is consistent with a po-
litical constructivist theory of race. The mu-
latto category disappeared when the mixed-race
racial project was defeated and disappeared at
the beginning of the twentieth century (Starr,
1992). New multiple race options appeared in
2000 as a result of the clash of competing racial
projects and especially with the emergence of
mixed-race individuals and their advocates, who
mounted a powerful challenge to the existing
race classification system.4

Hawaiians did not have that relationship to the United
States although they had suffered many of the same in-
justices. In an attempt to please as many interest groups
as possible, OMB removed Native Hawaiians from the
“Asian or Pacific Islander” category, but placed them in
a new category – Hawaiian or Pacific Islanders – rather
than including them with Native Americans (Robbin,
2000). Other changes proposed by identity advocates in-
cluded the addition of a special category for Middle East-
erners and Arab Americans and including “Hispanic” as
a race rather than an ethnic category. Both were rejected
by OMB (Rodriguez, 2000:153–76). Hispanics, a supra-
national category that includes many Spanish language
cultural groups, remain the only ethnic group officially
recognized by the United States (Rodriguez, 2000).

4 Sometimes states shape race identities for reasons
having little to do with the pressure from social move-
ments, political parties, or other factors typically asso-
ciated with race, class, or interest group politics. In a
study of state-level race policies, Williams (2003) found
that a number of states adopted or seriously considered
adopting multiracial category classification schemes for
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theories of the racial state

Most research in the political sociology of race
does not attempt to develop a theory of the
state, even though understanding how varia-
tion in the political institutionalization of racial
practices affects race inequalities and identities
is a pressing practical and theoretical problem.
Just as the heated debate on theories of the
state subsided in favor of mid-level theories ad-
dressing issues of policy formation and imple-
mentation, few attempts to develop a theory
of the incorporation of race into state institu-
tions have been attempted. In fact, all of the
classic works in the state theory debates es-
sentially ignored the causes and effects of state
enforced race discrimination (e.g., Barrow,
1993; Carnoy, 1984; Evans, Rueschemeyer, and
Skocpol, 1985; Jessop, 1990; King, 1986;
Laumann and Knoke, 1987; Miliband, 1969;
Poulantzas, 1973; Skocpol, 1985).

Omi and Winant (1994) attempted to rem-
edy the blindness of state theory to problems
of race by devoting a chapter to the concept
of the “racial state.”5 How should states be
distinguished? Omi and Winant (1994) recog-
nized that the clash of competing racial projects
often transforms state institutions in ways that
favor certain racial groups at the expense of
others. The state is not a neutral, mediat-
ing body, but an institutional arrangement that
shapes racial inequalities. Because of its power
to distribute social resources unequally, the state
is “increasingly the pre-eminent site of racial

official purposes between 1992 and 1997. Surprisingly,
multiracial category adoption did not occur as a result
of pressure from a powerful movement; the multiracial
movement was very weak or absent in some states. Nor
did partisan party politics cause the new policy to be
adopted. The policies were adopted because of the ways
that some legislators perceived that the policies would be
considered by their broader constituencies. Because the
United States policy allowing individuals to have mul-
tiple race identities became official for all federal record
keeping in 2003, the states are under great pressure to
adjust their record keeping accordingly.

5 The notion of a racial state is not new, but was used
as a descriptive term for the explicitly racial policies of
Nazi Germany (e.g., Burleigh and Wippermann, 1991;
Jacoby, 1944) rather than a theoretical concept that could
distinguish types of states. See also James (1988).

conflict” (1994:82). As a consequence, Omi and
Winant argued that

The state is composed of institutions, the policies they
carry out, the conditions and rules which support and
justify them, and the social relations in which they are
imbedded. Every state institution is a racial institu-
tion. . . . (1994:83, emphasis in original)

Omi and Winant clarified the meaning of each
of the italicized terms. Importantly for our pur-
poses, they explained that state institutions or-
ganize and enforce the racial politics of every-
day life through policies “which are explicitly or
implicitly racial” (1994:83). What is meant by
“explicitly or implicitly racial” requires a little
digging. Omi and Winant argued that the civil
rights movement of the 1960s accomplished a
“great transformation”; voting rights drives, for
example, led to black enfranchisement and cre-
ated a new racial state in the process (1994:104–
6). Even if the state extends the right to vote
to all without regard for race, the state is still a
racial state because it still affects racial inequali-
ties. The overtly racist policies of the past have
been replaced with “color-blind” policies that
pay lip service to racial equality while preserving
white privilege.

The “great transformation” of the 1960s was
viewed in later decades by whites as enforcing
racial injustice by extending group rights (e.g.,
affirmative action policies) to racial minorities.
Whites came to view themselves as victims of
the new racial state even though race inequalities
and white advantages persisted (1994:117). En-
forcing color-blind policies masks a defense of
white advantage with the rhetoric of eliminat-
ing racist practices (Omi and Winant, 1994:104–
18). Hence, Omi and Winant argued that a
state is a racial state if it uses race as an explicit
criterion to enforce race discrimination (e.g.,
segregated public schools) or if it allows race in-
equalities to continue without intervention by
extending citizenship rights to all without re-
gard to race. The failure to define different types
of racial states makes it impossible to explain
how the state’s causal impact on racial inequali-
ties changes as a result of the “great transforma-
tion” produced by the civil rights movement.
If all states are racial states, knowing that a state
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is racial provides no analytical leverage to un-
derstand how it creates racial inequalities and
identities. Omi and Winant (1994:65–9) rec-
ognized this weakness implicitly by contrast-
ing the “racial dictatorship” that existed before
the “great transformation” to the “racial hege-
mony” that emerged afterward. How racial dic-
tatorship and racial hegemony are linked to the
racial state remains untheorized.

Goldberg (2002:195) implicitly adopted
Omi’s and Winant’s definition: Racial states are
“states that historically become engaged in the
constitution, maintenance, and management of
whiteness, whether in the form of European
domination, colonialism, segregation, white
supremacy, herrenvolk democracy, Aryanism,
or ultimately colorblind-(ness) or racelessness”
[sic]. Varieties of “raceless” states came into
being around the world in the late twentieth
century, and all mask white privilege and dom-
ination. Goldberg’s cross-national comparison
of race policies in Europe, the United States,
Brazil, and South Africa concluded that in
contrast to the racist policies of earlier periods,
“racelessness” now represents “state rationality
toward race” in modern states (2002:203). In the
United States, racelessness is promoted under
the banner of “color-blindness”; similar policies
are called “racial democracy” in Brazil, “nonra-
cialism” in South Africa, and “state multicult-
uralism” or “ethnic pluralism” in Europe (2002:
200–38). In all four cases, racelessness has racial
effects. All four “raceless” states are “racial”
states that protect white advantage, according to
Goldberg, a claim that reproduces the weakness
of Winant’s definition of the racial state. Nev-
ertheless, Goldberg’s analysis recognizes that all
racial states are not the same. Racial states differ
in important ways that cause them to affect race
inequalities in different ways. How racial states
differ is developed further in the next section.

Winant’s (2001) sweeping analysis of the role
of race in making modernity overlaps consid-
erably with that of Goldberg (2002), but con-
tains broader claims (see Steinberg, 2003 for a
review). Race is not just an epiphenomenon
of state-making, capitalist development, moder-
nity, or some other process. On the contrary,
racial formation was crucial during the past

500 years in creating new forms of empire and
nation, reorganizing new systems of capital and
labor, and articulating new concepts of cul-
ture and identity (Winant, 2001:20–1). Winant
claimed that he is not a racial determinist, but his
work elevates race to a position of prominence,
the most important cause among contenders.6

Omi and Winant (1994; Winant, 1994, 2001)
and Goldberg (2002) provided a great service by
presenting convincing accounts of how states
in racially divided societies produce racially un-
equal effects whether the state policy being en-
forced is explicitly racial or not. That color-
blind policies often create, maintain, or exacer-
bate racial inequalities is frequently overlooked
by scholars as well as dominant racial groups that
benefit from race-neutral policies ( James, 2000;
Kousser, 1999, 2000). Nevertheless, labeling all
states “racial” does not provide the conceptual
clarity needed to distinguish the racial impacts
of states that enforce overtly racist policies from
those that are ostensibly race-neutral.7 Omi and
Winant (1994; Winant, 1994, 2001) and Gold-
berg (2002) failed to conceptualize the state as
an organization that has a multilevel relationship
to status and class structures (Lehman, 1988).

the organizational structure of
liberal democratic and racial states

Defining the state on the basis of its orga-
nizational structure provides four advantages

6 Race is “a key causative factor in the creation of
the modern world. Imperialism’s creation of modern
nation-states, capitalism’s construction of an interna-
tional economy, and the Enlightenment’s articulation of
a unified world culture. . . were all deeply racialized pro-
cesses” (Winant, 2001:19).

7 Goldberg apparently recognized this problem be-
cause he distinguished “raceless” racial states from those
that explicitly enforce race discrimination by labeling
the latter “racist” (2002:112–5). He pointed to the at-
tack on affirmative action to illustrate the difficulty in
using a racial state for antiracist purposes. Hence, Gold-
berg implicitly defined three types of racial states: racist
states that use race explicitly to the disadvantage of sub-
ordinate races, antiracist states that use race explicitly to
the disadvantage of dominant racial groups, and raceless
states that do not use race explicitly to enforce racial state
policies.
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compared to the definition of the state preferred
by Winant and Goldberg (Alford, 1975; Alford
and Friedland, 1985; Lehman, 1988). First, the
organizational features of the state are the usual
targets of racially based social movements. Ef-
forts to institutionalize racial advantages or to
elide those advantages are a common goal (e.g.,
Jenkins and Brents, 1989). Second, focusing on
the “supraorganizational” features of the state
makes it possible to evaluate the effects of dif-
ferent organizational arrangements on race in-
equalities and identities. States are divided into
different branches that are fragmented hierar-
chically, making for important variation in the
racial impact on policy formation and imple-
mentation (James, 1988; Lehman, 1988; Omi
and Winant, 1994).

Third, institutional arrangements constitute
the practical context within which politicians
and other officials of the state perform the ac-
tions that ratify and implement state policies.
Understanding their impacts on racial inequal-
ities and identities is a prerequisite to creating
state institutions that make certain outcomes
more likely. Transformative pressures on states
are resisted by state officials, whose interests and
conceptualizations of “the possible” are shaped
by existing organizational features (Clemens,
2003; Skowronek, 1982).

Finally, the purposes of race-conscious poli-
cies enforced by racial states are apparent to those
who benefit and those who suffer from them.
Race-conscious policies have direct effects on
race identities and race inequalities regardless of
which races they are intended to favor. Liberal
democratic state policies, by contrast, must be
color-blind. Color-blind policies tend to protect
the advantages of favored racial groups and pre-
vent the state from taking direct action to redress
race inequalities. Hence, how liberal democra-
cies protect the race advantages of favored races
is less transparent than are the results of racial
state policies. We discuss how the ideological
power of liberal democratic state policies legit-
imates race inequalities elsewhere (see Redding,
James, and Klugman,Chapter 27 in this volume).

James’s (1988) definition of the racial state dis-
tinguishes racial from liberal democratic states.
Liberal states extend rights to citizens qua

individuals whereas racial states protect the
rights of citizens qua members of racial groups.
Hence, the liberal democratic state, with its fo-
cus on individual rights, grants citizenship rights
to each individual without regard to race, eth-
nicity, religion, social class, culture, language,
national origin, sex, education, wealth, or any
other group status.8 To the extent that a democ-
racy extends political, civil, or social rights to
one, it must extend them to all if it is a liberal
democracy. Racial states, by contrast, extend
different citizenship rights to individuals accord-
ing to their race status and therefore fall short of
liberal democracy as classically defined (Bendix,
1964; Marshall, 1992, 1950; Starr, 1992).

Racial states are not defined by the outcome
of state policies. The race nature of the state
is defined by the incorporation of race criteria
within the fabric of state institutions as the ba-
sis for enforcing state policies. For example, the
racial state in the southern United States segre-
gated public schools, public transportation, and
public accommodations by race, disenfranchised
black voters, and meted out more severe pun-
ishments to blacks than whites for equivalent
crimes ( James, 1988; Kousser, 1974; Lieberman,
1998; Perman, 1984, 2001; Quadagno, 1994).
For the purpose of distinguishing racial states
from liberal democracies, it matters not whether
the policies increase or decrease race inequalities
(Starr, 1992). Using race as a policy criterion to
reduce race inequalities, for example, is also a
racial state policy. Enforcing race advantage and
disadvantage is the business of racial states.

The increasing drumbeat of state-enforced
race and ethnic violence and discrimination

8 Race is not the only status advantage that may be
enshrined as official state policy and incorporated within
the fabric of state institutions although it is the only status
distinction considered here. We view race and ethnic-
ity as equivalent concepts, but distinct from other social
statuses that may form the basis of group identities. Any
state that guarantees group rights in opposition to indi-
vidual rights is a departure from the model of the liberal
democratic state. For example, patriarchal states protect
the group rights of men; theocracies defend particular
religious groups; etc. Officially sanctioned state discrim-
ination against women and religious minorities is more
common today around the world than is officially sanc-
tioned race discrimination (James and Heiliger, 2000).
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since the disintegration of the Soviet Union has
stimulated examinations of the various ways that
racial and ethnic group rights are embedded in
state institutions and how these arrangements af-
fect race and ethnic mobilization and violence.
Because we regard ethnic and race identity for-
mation as manifestations of the same process,
we view states that privilege ethnic groups as
examples of racial states.

Smooha (2002a) distinguished five types of
democracies according to the extent that they
restrict individual rights in order to protect
group rights. He distinguished the classical
model of the liberal democratic state defined
above from existing republican democracies
(e.g., France) because they created a “nation”
by enforcing brutal policies of homogenization
and assimilation over a long period of time. Re-
publican democracies (nation-states) impose a
single language and culture and foster a com-
munity (nation) that shares a common identity.
Republican democracies provide no state sup-
port for different racial groups. Distinguishing
liberal democratic states from existing “repub-
lican democracies” provides no apparent con-
ceptual advantage other than to draw attention
to the historical processes that created modern
nations.

Consociational democracies, a long-recog-
nized third type (Lijphart, 1977), depart from
liberal and republican democracies by recog-
nizing ethnic differences; they provide state-
enforced mechanisms for ensuring proportional
allocation in resource allocation, power sharing,
and veto power to the ethnic groups recognized
by the state. Switzerland, Belgium, and Canada
are typical examples.

Smooha (2002a) argued that two new types of
democracies are emerging as a result of region-
alization (e.g., the formation of the European
Union) and globalization processes that weaken
the autonomy of the nation-state. Multicultural
democracies fall between liberal and consocia-
tional democracies because they recognize that
ethnic and racial differences exist in society, but
afford them no official recognition or special cit-
izenship rights. He claimed that postapartheid
South Africa and the Netherlands are exam-
ples of multicultural democracies (but note the

criticism of multiculturalism by Goldberg and
Winant discussed above).

Smooha’s last type is labeled “ethnic democ-
racy,” which he locates between consociational
democracy and nondemocracy. Ethnic democ-
racies are “second-rate” democracies that ex-
tend some citizenship rights to all but deny other
rights to nonprivileged ethnic groups. The level
of democracy extended to subordinate groups is
strongly conditioned by relationships with other
states and the conditions of the state’s found-
ing. Estonia, for example, which was founded
in the wake of the breakup of the Soviet Union,
discriminates against Russians, the previously
dominant group (Smooha, 2002a). Turkey’s dis-
crimination against Kurds is still strongly con-
ditioned by its relationship to other states as it
was during and after its emergence as a new
state with the breakup of the Ottoman Em-
pire (Saatci, 2002). Smooha (2002b) classified
Israel as an ethnic democracy, a Jewish state
that denies certain citizenship rights to non-
Jews, and predicted that its long-term stability
depends on its ability to move toward a more
liberal democratic form. Israel’s discrimination
against its Israeli-Arab citizens is directly linked
to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. Rouhana
and Bar-Tal (1998) showed that violence and
conflict reinforce and valorize Palestinian and
Israeli identities, thereby making peaceful rec-
onciliation extremely difficult. Recognition of
a Palestinian state, which would be a racial state
and perhaps an ethnic democracy, would tend
to legitimize Israel’s ethnic democracy status and
make transformation to more liberal democratic
forms difficult.

Van den Berghe (2002) argued that ethnic
democracies fall between consociational de-
mocracies and his concept of the “Herren-
volk democracy,” which constitutes a sixth type
(van den Berghe, 1967). Herrenvolk democra-
cies provide democratic institutions to the dom-
inant race or ethnicity but deny all citizenship
rights to subordinate groups; South Africa un-
der apartheid and the antebellum South in the
United States are examples. Israel today and
the postbellum South are examples of ethnic
democracies. Of course, nondemocratic forms
of racial or ethnic states have also existed. A
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common form of despotic regime that recog-
nized ethnic (racial) differences is the “multina-
tional” empire (Walzer, 1997). For example, the
Ottoman Empire privileged Islam, but tolerated
certain other religions under its millet system.
Millets were allowed a certain amount of orga-
nization autonomy and all non-Muslims were
required to belong to one. Group differences
(but not individual differences) were tolerated
so long as taxes were paid and the authority of
the Ottomans was not challenged.

Different types of racial states have different
impacts on the creation and maintenance of
racial identities, the mobilization of contend-
ing racial groups, racial and ethnic violence,
and the possibility of preserving state stabil-
ity (e.g., Maiz, 2003; Marx, 1998; McGarry,
2002; Smooha, 2002b). For example, van den
Berghe (2002) argued that multicultural democ-
racies promote identity formation and group
conflict by “unleashing a game of recognition-
seeking between communities.” Whereas van
den Berghe (2002:437) provided evidence that
consociational democracies are fragile, “clumsy
and inflexible states that mainly benefit rul-
ing elites” (see also Horowitz, 1985), McGarry
(2002) claimed that Ireland tried Herrenvolk,
liberal, consociational, ethnic, and multicultural
democratic forms at different times in its his-
tory and that consociational democracy offers
the greatest promise of peace and stability.

The attempt to develop taxonomies that de-
scribe how the organizational structure of the
state affects race inequalities and identities, and
therefore state stability, is an important step even
if current efforts produce mixed results. Conso-
ciational, ethnic, and Herrenvolk democracies
are all racial states by the definition that we pro-
pose because all depart from liberal democracy
by using race categories to differentially allocate
citizenship rights. No taxonomy can capture all
of the past or present variation in racial states, but
they illustrate the importance of analyzing how
internal state structures shape racial inequalities
and identities. But liberal democratic states have
racial effects, too. That liberal democratic states
protect existing race inequalities by putting
them beyond the reach of policies that might
ameliorate them has long been recognized

(see, for example, Marx, 1978, 1843). By con-
trast, the impact of liberal democratic state poli-
cies on race identity formation and mobilization
has rarely been examined, but is beginning to
receive more scrutiny than in the past.

conclusion

The emerging literature that links the construc-
tion of race identities and inequalities to political
processes is encouraging. No longer do politi-
cal sociologists take race categories and iden-
tities as givens, outside the domain of inquiry.
This chapter reviewed critically a selection of
important works from a huge and expanding
literature and makes no claims of comprehen-
siveness. Nevertheless, we issue both a caution
and a call based on our understanding of current
trends in the political sociology of race.

First the caution. Serious scholarly attention
to the role that race played and continues to
play in political processes, state formation, and
the institutionalization of citizenship rights is
long overdue. Politics is central to race catego-
rization and race identity formation and trans-
formation. Nevertheless, there is a tendency in
some strands of current research to view race as
the chief determinant of social inequalities be-
tween and within states. State making and race
making have been inextricably linked for 500
years and promise to continue their intimate as-
sociation for the foreseeable future. Race is an
important cause and effect of struggles for state
power, but despite its ubiquity, it is not the sole
cause or effect and may not be the most impor-
tant cause in most cases. Race may be the face
that class takes in shaping state making in many
historical contexts. Or, more likely, race and
class and gender may mutually constitute one
another in complex ways in the context of cap-
ital accumulation and/or state building (Reed,
2002).

On the other hand, it is just as problematic to
underplay the importance of race. The litera-
ture on the civil rights movement, for example,
has typically not taken the issue of race making
seriously as an object of analysis. Rather, race is
seen largely as one mobilization identity among
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others, not as a social phenomenon with dis-
tinct characteristics. Political sociology needs to
reconsider this omission. Just as race making and
state making are causally linked, social move-
ments are the engines of race and state making.

A political sociology of race that takes the
construction of race and ethnic identities seri-
ously may act as a corrective to a tendency to ei-
ther exaggerate the importance of race or to fail
to theorize its significance and distinctiveness.
Sophisticated new studies of the interaction
between state making and race making indi-
cate that institutional arrangements matter. State
structure must be theorized and linked to the
collision of racial projects within and between
states. Both racial states and liberal democratic
states affect race inequalities within their territo-
ries, but in different ways. It is widely recognized
that color-conscious policies vary dramatically
in their impact on race inequalities. That the
power of color-blind state policies to shape so-
cietal race inequalities varies with the organiza-
tional forms employed to implement them (e.g.,
Lieberman, 1998) is not widely recognized by
either scholars or nonscholars. Studies that em-
phasize race need to better analyze the specific
institutional and mobilization contexts in which
race is made and remade; variations in state and
organizational contexts of the sort discussed ear-
lier in this chapter certainly shape both the de-
gree as well as the kind of racializations that may
occur. Careful, theoretically informed studies of
the dynamic linkages between state making and
race making promise to identify the institutional
arrangements that emphasize the importance of
race and those that do not.

We do not know much about the contexts
that favor certain racial projects and make the
success of others less likely. Aminzade’s (2003)
work is interesting in this regard because it
shows that mobilization around racial divisions
sometimes fails. Are there other such failures,
and how do they compare to “successes”?
Recent work by Gerteis (2002) is intriguing
because it addresses the puzzle of why a move-
ment pursued one racial mobilization strategy
(including one racial group and excluding
another) over others (including or excluding
both groups) that seemed (at least in retrospect)

to have been more likely.9 We are beginning to
accumulate enough studies of the political con-
struction of race to allow fruitful comparisons,
but more are needed. We need to investigate
when and how racial identities become the
vehicle of mobilization for the transformation
of state institutions and why they are sometimes
the mobilization vehicle of choice as political
regimes crumble and decline (e.g., the rise of a
racially motivated conservatism after the decline
of the Great Society in the late 1960s/early
1970s, the Nazi takeover of the Weimar
Republic, the replacement of communism with
aggressive ethnonationalism in Yugoslavia and
parts of the former Soviet Union).

A number of scholars have documented a
trend away from color-conscious policies and
toward a greater acceptance of color-blind poli-
cies in the United States, Brazil, South Africa,
and the European Union. We characterize this
trend as a movement from racial to liberal demo-
cratic states, but the trend is far from monolithic.
Ethnic democracies, consociational democra-
cies, and despotic states that privilege certain
races or ethnic groups continue to emerge and
persist as a result of state-building efforts in re-
gions divided by race and ethnic conflict. In
many contexts, appeals to race and nation are
more powerful mobilization strategies than the
ideology of liberal democracy. Granting equal
citizenship rights to all without regard to race
and ethnicity may be possible only in states in
which no group is powerful enough to dom-
inate all others or in those wealthy countries
with long, albeit imperfect, liberal traditions. In
the second case, color-blind policies consolidate
the advantages of the privileged racial group by
deflecting or delegitimizing the race-conscious
appeals of those who suffer from the durable in-
equalities created by the color-conscious poli-
cies of the past.

9 Gerteis (2002) shows that the Knights of Labor
viewed Chinese workers, but not blacks, as lacking in
civic virtue and therefore unsuitable for membership.
Hence, Chinese workers were excluded, whereas blacks
were recruited as members. We find Gerteis’s analysis
convincing, but wonder how the Knights of Labor de-
veloped this view given the monolithic racially exclu-
sionary ideologies common among nineteenth-century
white Americans.
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