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Symposium on The Racial Order   (by Mustafa Emirbayer & Matthew Desmond, 

University of Chicago Press) 

 

Tｴｷゲ ｷゲ ゲ┌ヴWﾉ┞ ﾗﾐW ﾗa デｴW HﾗﾉSWゲデ ;ﾐS ﾏﾗゲデ ;ﾏHｷデｷﾗ┌ゲ ┘ﾗヴﾆゲ ﾗﾐ けヴ;IWげ ｷﾐ デｴW ﾉ;ゲデ 

several decades. In one of their first salvoes, the authors contend that there has never 

HWWﾐ け; デヴ┌ﾉ┞ IﾗﾏヮヴWｴWﾐゲｷ┗W ;ﾐS ゲ┞ゲデWﾏ;デｷI デｴWﾗヴ┞ ﾗa ヴ;IWげく Their main thesis is that: 

けぐ ヴ;IW ゲデ┌SｷWゲ ｴ;┗W ﾏﾗ┗WS aヴﾗﾏ ;ﾐ;ﾉ┞ゲWゲ ﾗa ｴﾗ┘ ヴ;IW ┘ﾗヴﾆゲ ふ;ゲ ｷﾐ Bﾉ;Iﾆ MWデヴﾗヮﾗﾉｷゲぶ 

デﾗ SWﾏﾗﾐゲデヴ;デｷﾗﾐゲ デｴ;デ ヴ;Iｷ;ﾉ ｷﾐWケ┌;ﾉｷデ┞ ﾗヴ SｷゲIヴｷﾏｷﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ Iﾗﾐデｷﾐ┌W デﾗ W┝ｷゲデぐ M┌Iｴ ﾗa 

our best work no longer tells us how to understand or reconstruct racial dynamics but 

ゲｷﾏヮﾉ┞ ｪｷ┗Wゲ ┌ゲ IﾗﾐIヴWデW ヮヴﾗﾗa ﾗa デｴWｷヴ Iﾗﾐデｷﾐ┌ｷﾐｪ ゲｷｪﾐｷaｷI;ﾐIWげ ふンぶく While there is 

acknowledgement that theorizing about the history of race in the US cannot simply be 

foisted upon the analysis of other societies, the authors insist (rightly, in my view) that 

けぐｷデ ｷゲ ｷﾐIﾗﾐデヴﾗ┗WヴデｷHﾉW デｴ;デ ヴ;IW デﾗS;┞ ｴ;ゲ IWヴデ;ｷﾐ ｪﾉﾗH;ﾉ ゲ┞ゲデWﾏｷI aW;デ┌ヴWゲが ┘ｷデｴ Aﾐｪﾉﾗ-

European whiteness at its dominant pole and peoples of color in its dominated 

ゲWIデﾗヴぐくげ ふヵΑぶく 

The ambitious sweep of this book, and its engagement with a foundational 

sociology, is inspiring. In their conclusion, the authors remind us that while the racial 

order in the United States is the object of their study, their aim is to understand how 

race works more generally in a variety of modern societies. Mustafa Emirbayer and 

Matthew Desmond succeed in this aim, and they have written a thoughtful and 

impressive book. 

When the authors declare in this rather hefty book that theorizing on race has 

been stunted, in the plethora of empirical studies about the many ways in which race 

is implicated in our lives, I was immediately worried that I would have to wade through 

a staid, one-damn-thing-after-another review of how race has been theorized. 

However, the way in which the book unfolds is novel; and rather than being staid, it is 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01419870.2016.1202425


quite passionate and lively. The authors draw most heavily on Bourdieu, Dewey, and 

Durkheim, in their elaboration of the racial order. Unlike some theorizing on race and 

racial structures, which can be highly abstract, I was struck by the painstakingly careful 

and precise writing in this book, and their references to a variety of empirical studies, 

in the construction of their multi-layered argument.  

As Emirbayer and Desmond suggest, it is important that we do not conceive of 

the racial order (whether in the US, or globally) in a polite, yet anemic manner in which 

all ethnic minority groups are deemed to have suffered from forms of racial 

denigration and domination in rougｴﾉ┞ ゲｷﾏｷﾉ;ヴ ┘;┞ゲ ふゲWW HﾗﾉﾉｷﾐｪWヴげゲ Iヴｷデｷケ┌W 2005 of 

such a view). At the same time, the authors recognize the importance of breaking free 

of orthodoxies of thought, which are largely maintained by political considerations and 

stake-holders, and not academics and intellectuals who wish to advance both debate 

and understanding of how racial dynamics may persist.  

Early on, the authors make a number of points worth noting, before they get to 

the heart of their thesis. While it is now almost drearily de rigeur to declare the 

ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐIW ﾗa HWｷﾐｪ けヴWaﾉW┝ｷ┗Wげ ｷﾐ ﾗ┌ヴ ゲIｴﾗﾉ;ヴゲｴｷヮが EﾏｷヴH;┞Wヴ and Desmond are 

;S;ﾏ;ﾐデ ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴW ﾐWWS デﾗ IヴｷデｷI;ﾉﾉ┞ W┝;ﾏｷﾐW ﾗﾐWげゲ けヮヴWﾐﾗデｷﾗﾐゲげ デｴ;デ I;ﾐ Sｷゲデﾗヴデ ﾗ┌ヴ 

thinking about race. For instance, they laud the interventions by Brubaker and 

WｷﾏﾏWヴ ﾗﾐ けｪヴﾗ┌ヮｷゲﾏげ に though they also think that some revisionist scholars have 

gone too far in querying the lived realities of race and racial inequalities. Another 

important point with which I agree is that some authors or works have become 

convenient foils に but that the dismissal of certain authors or theories more often 

reveals a political agenda, as opposed to a genuine attempt to understand and 

W┗;ﾉ┌;デW ｷデく Iデ ｷゲ デヴ┌W デｴ;デ ﾗﾐW ヮﾗヮ┌ﾉ;ヴ デ;ヴｪWデ ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ Mｷﾉデﾗﾐ GﾗヴSﾗﾐげゲ Hﾗﾗﾆが 

Assimilation in American Life (1964), in which he is often (unfairly) attributed a rather 

simplistic elaboration of assimilation and of racial barriers. 

To what extent does The Racial Order theoretically advance existing theorizing of 

race? One important advance is the emphasis upon the processual and dynamic nature 

of what the authors (and other scholars ﾗa ヴ;IWぶ I;ﾉﾉ デｴW けヴ;Iｷ;ﾉ ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴWげく AﾐﾗデｴWヴ 

important contribution に and a central plank in the book に is the way in which a wide 

variety of cultural and social phenomena is discussed and interwoven into the analysis. 

While it is not uncommon for ethnographers of race to devote a great deal of attention 



to cultural processes and artifacts, it has been much less common in works theorizing 

デｴW Hヴﾗ;SWヴ ヴ;Iｷ;ﾉ ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴWが ﾗヴ ┘ｴ;デ デｴW ;┌デｴﾗヴゲ I;ﾉﾉ けデｴW ヴ;Iｷ;ﾉ aｷWﾉSげく TｴW Iｴ;ヮデWヴ ﾗﾐ 

the social psychology of the racial order (one which engages with a psychoanalytical 

perspective on symbolic violence) is welcome, as this is not often examined by 

ゲﾗIｷﾗﾉﾗｪｷゲデゲ ﾗa ヴ;IWく F┌ヴデｴWヴﾏﾗヴWが デｴW SｷゲI┌ゲゲｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa デｴW けｷﾐデWﾉﾉｷｪWﾐIW ﾗa ;ﾐｪWヴげ ;ﾐS デｴW 

けｷﾐデWﾉﾉｷｪWﾐIW ﾗa Iﾗﾏヮ;ゲゲｷﾗﾐげ ;re stirring and bring a fresh perspective to the table. 

According to the authors, especially in relation to the US, no key work on race 

has surpassed the influence of Michael Omi and Howard Wｷﾐ;ﾐデげゲ (1994) theorizing on 

racial formation and racial projects. But to allege a けデｴｷﾐﾐWゲゲげ ﾗa デｴWﾗヴｷ┣ｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐ race by 

US scholars more generally may be a bit ungenerous. There has been considerable 

theoretical debate among US scholars about race and racism に much of which is not in 

the form of a major opus. For instance, in 2013, there was a special issue of Ethnic and 

Racial Studies SW┗ﾗデWS デﾗ ; ゲ┞ﾏヮﾗゲｷ┌ﾏ ﾗﾐ け‘Wデｴｷﾐﾆｷﾐｪ ‘;Iｷ;ﾉ Fﾗヴﾏ;デｷﾗﾐ TｴWﾗヴ┞げ WSｷデWS 

by Joe Feagin and Sean Elias, in which Feagin and Elias engage in what they call a 

けゲ┞ゲデWﾏｷI ヴ;Iｷゲﾏげ Iヴｷデｷケ┌W ﾗa デｴWﾗヴｷzing on racial formation. And while Feaｪｷﾐげゲ ┘ﾗヴﾆ 

may not constitute a comprehensive theory of race, as such, his studies have 

illuminated the processes and workings of so-called color blind racism に as has the 

work of David Wellman (1999) and Eduardo Bonilla-Silva (2003) (whose theorizing is 

discussed mostly in the ヮWﾐ┌ﾉデｷﾏ;デW Iｴ;ヮデWヴ ﾗﾐ け‘;IW ;ﾐS ‘WIﾗﾐゲデヴ┌Iデｷﾗﾐげぶく 

TｴW ;┌デｴﾗヴゲげ ヮヴｷ┗ｷﾉWｪｷﾐｪ ﾗa けデｴW aｷWﾉS ﾗa Hﾉ;IﾆﾐWゲゲげ ふΓヰぶ ;ゲ デｴW ヮ;ヴ;Sｷｪﾏ;デｷI I;ゲW 

for understanding the racial order, while not unjustified, limits their aim to flesh out a 

more nuanced understanding of the so-called racial order. It would have been 

interesting to consider some theoretical interventions about the workings of a racial 

hierarchy, for instance Cﾉ;ｷヴW JW;ﾐ Kｷﾏげゲ ふヱΓΓΓぶ SｷゲI┌ゲゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ｴﾗ┘ Aゲｷ;ﾐ AﾏWヴｷI;ﾐゲ ;ヴW 

ヴ;Iｷ;ﾉﾉ┞ けデヴｷ;ﾐｪ┌ﾉ;デWSげ ｷﾐ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ デﾗ WｴｷデW AﾏWヴｷI;ﾐゲ ;ﾐS AaヴｷI;ﾐ AﾏWヴｷI;ﾐゲく  

In addition to their evident enthusiasm for social theory (some of which has 

probably not been discussed on the page in some years), another way in which this 

book stands out is that it is quite literary throughout, with references to a variety of 

artistic phenomena, including literatures, music, art, etc. (for instance see the 

discussion of the structure of collective emotions). However, some of the rich 

discussion in The Racial Order will be lost on those readers who are not well versed in 

ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ デｴWﾗヴ┞く I I;ﾐげデ ヴWI;ﾉﾉ ;ﾐ┞ Hﾗﾗﾆゲ ;Hﾗ┌デ けヴ;IWげ ┘ｴｷIｴ SｷゲI┌ゲゲ ゲ┌Iｴ ; ┘ｷSW ヴ;ﾐｪW ﾗa 



works which span the social science/humanities divide - Bakhtin, the novels of 

Faulkner and Baldwin, not to mention Aristotle.  

 

 

But because the authors attempt to cover so much ground, and with so many 

layers of discussion, I sometimes lost the forest for the trees. There is a delicate 

balance in how the amount of detail can either enhance or detract from the 

elucidation of an argument. For instance, in the conclusion of chapter 4 (けThe Dynamics 

of the Racial Orderげぶが デｴW SｷゲI┌ゲゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa PWｷヴIWげゲ デｴWﾗヴ┞ ﾗa ゲｷｪﾐゲ ふ┘ｷデｴ デｴW Sｷ;ｪヴ;ﾏ ﾗﾐ ヮく 

181) and what the authors c;ﾉﾉ ; けヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ヮヴ;ｪﾏ;デｷIゲげ,  does not illuminate the 

broader argument at hand, and feels like a bit of an indulgent digression. And while 

the book is fluidly written, there are times when the nth reference to Bourdieu 

(typically a quote) to bolster a point the authors are making, feels like an unnecessary 

interruption に especially since they able to explicate their points perfectly clearly, 

without recourse to Bourdieu. 

One gets the sense that, in comparison with their book Racial Domination, Racial 

Progress (2009), which was clearly aimed at a student readership, the authors were 

finally able to pack in all of the more abstruse theoretical discussions in this book, 

which they were unable to include in their prior book! Not being a social theorist, this 

wide-ranging discussion left me with the sense that I had better go back and read (or 

re-read) many of the scholars they discuss. Given the centrality of theoretical 

discussions and framing in this book, I wonder if their stated ;ｷﾏ デﾗ SW┗Wﾉﾗヮ け; 

theoretical approach that is universalizing but not grand theoreticalげ ふンンヴぶ ｷゲ ; Hｷデ 

disingenuous! 

Not surprisingly, there is acknowledgement that the racial order they elaborate 

undeniably intersects with many other fields of power and domination. At the same 

time, they note (early on in the book) that it is not possible to distinguish analytically in 

a neat fashion between race, ethnicity, and nationality. One could also add that the 

┘;┞ゲ ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ ヴWﾉｷｪｷﾗ┌ゲ ｷSWﾐデｷaｷI;デｷﾗﾐゲ ;ﾐS ;デデ;IｴﾏWﾐデゲ IﾗﾏHｷﾐW ┘ｷデｴ けWデｴﾐｷIげ ﾗヴ 

けヴ;Iｷ;ﾉげ SｷﾏWﾐゲｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIW ｷﾐIヴW;ゲｷﾐｪﾉ┞ ﾏW;ﾐゲ デｴ;デ ｷデ ｷゲ ｴ;ヴSWヴ デﾗ ｷゲﾗﾉ;デW ふ;ﾐS デﾗ 

distinguish) any one field, such as the racial field, in relation to others with which they 

meld.  



 

One significant way in which The Racial Order does not translate well to the 

analysis of many European societies is that there is no discussion of Muslims, or of 

forms of what some would call Islamophobia, or even of religious intolerance. There is 

ﾗﾐW ヴWaWヴWﾐIW デﾗ けIゲﾉ;ﾏげ ﾗﾐ ヮく ヱヲヴく Oﾐ デｴW ﾗﾐW ｴ;ﾐSが デｴｷゲ ﾗﾏｷゲゲｷﾗﾐ ｷゲ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐS;HﾉW 

because the majority of Muslims in the US are relatively privileged and highly 

WS┌I;デWSが ;ﾐS ﾏ┌Iｴ ﾏﾗヴW けｷﾐデWｪヴ;デWSげ デｴ;ﾐ ;ヴWが ゲ;y, the vast majority of working class 

Pakistani or Bangladeshi Muslims in Britain, or Turkish Muslims in Germany or the 

Netherlands. Nevertheless, it is surprising that a book with such ambitions as The 

Racial Order (which purports to be of relevance to countries other than the US) does 

ﾐﾗデ ;デ ﾉW;ゲデ ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSW ; ゲｴﾗヴデ SｷゲI┌ゲゲｷﾗﾐ ふゲﾗﾏW┘ｴWヴWぶ ﾗa ｴﾗ┘ ｴﾗゲデｷﾉｷデ┞ デﾗ┘;ヴS けA-ヴ;Hゲげ ふｷﾐ 

US parlance) or Muslims more generally, which is manifest in various forms of 

racialized discourses, interactions, and policy deliberations, fits in relation to their 

overall argument. Scholars of migration, such as Nancy Foner (2015), have recently 

questioned whether Islam in Western Europe is like race in the US, and concludes that 

the Black/White racial divide in the US is less likely to blur or fade than the religious 

and cultural divide that marks out Muslims in many European societies (though a 

number of European scholars may disagree に see the work of Tariq Modood 2005, for 

one). 

I recognize that no one book can cover every point worth debating, especially 

IﾗﾐIWヴﾐｷﾐｪ ; IﾗﾐIWヮデ ;ゲ aヴ;┌ｪｴデ ;ゲ けヴ;IWげく Hﾗ┘W┗Wヴが ゲﾗﾏW ﾏﾗヴW SｷゲI┌ゲゲｷﾗﾐ ;Hﾗ┌デ ┘ｴ;デが 

W┝;Iデﾉ┞が ｷゲ ﾏW;ﾐデ H┞ けヴ;Iｷゲﾏげが ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS ｴ;┗W HWWﾐ ┘WﾉIﾗﾏWが ;ゲ デｴｷゲ デWヴﾏ ｷゲ ┌ゲWS 

throughout in a taken-for-granted fashion. The authors note that the importance of 

ヴWaﾉW┝ｷ┗ｷデ┞ けぐく Iゲ デﾗ ┌ﾐIﾗ┗Wヴ ┌ﾐIﾗﾐゲIｷﾗ┌ゲ ;ゲゲ┌ﾏヮデｷﾗﾐゲ デｴ;デ ヮヴﾗS┌IW HﾉｷﾐS ゲヮﾗデゲ ｷﾐ ﾗ┌ヴ 

デｴｷﾐﾆｷﾐｪ ;Hﾗ┌デ ヴ;IWぐくげ ふヲンぶく In Britain (as in the US, and elsewhere), the indiscriminate 

use of the teヴﾏ けヴ;Iｷゲﾏげが ┘ｷデｴﾗ┌デ ゲヮWIｷa┞ｷﾐｪ ┘ｴ┞ ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴ ｷﾐデWヴ;Iデｷﾗﾐゲ ;ﾐSっﾗヴ 

ヮｴWﾐﾗﾏWﾐ; ;ヴW けヴ;Iｷゲデげが Hﾗデｴ ｷﾐ ;I;SWﾏｷI ┘ヴｷデｷﾐｪゲ ;ﾐS ｷﾐ ﾏWSｷ; SWH;デWゲが has resulted 

in what Miles (1989ぶ I;ﾉﾉWS デｴW けｷﾐaﾉ;デｷﾗﾐげ ;ﾐS ｴﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ out of this concept. Aゲ Iげ┗W 

recently argued, the imprecise and off-hand use of the term racism has led to what I 

call a culture of racial equivalence in which a multitude of quite disparate scenarios 

and interactions ;ヴW ヴWaWヴヴWS デﾗ ;ゲ けヴ;Iｷゲデげが ;ﾐS デｴ┌ゲ SWWﾏWS Wケ┌ｷ┗;ﾉWﾐデ ふSﾗﾐｪ ヲヰヱヴぶく  

 



This culture of racial equivalence has gradually emerged at a time when a more 

relativistic understanding of racism has been employed by some analysts to make 

ゲWﾐゲW ﾗa デｴW ﾗaデWﾐ けﾏWゲゲ┞げ ;ﾐS ﾉWゲゲ デｴ;ﾐ ゲデヴ;ｷghtforward nature of many contemporary 

societal interactions. For instance, some postmodern analysts of racism, such as 

‘;デデ;ﾐゲｷ ふヲヰヰΑぶ ｴ;┗W ;ヴｪ┌WS ;ｪ;ｷﾐゲデ デｴW Hｷﾐ;ヴ┞ ﾗa けヴ;Iｷゲデげ ┗く けﾐﾗﾐ-ヴ;Iｷゲデげが ;ﾐS ;ヴｪ┌WS aﾗヴ 

a more nuanced and complex understanding of racial incidents and people, especially 

ｷﾐ┗ﾗﾉ┗ｷﾐｪ ヮWﾗヮﾉWげゲ ふﾗaデWﾐ ambivalent and contradictory) beliefs and behaviors. 

According to this way of thinking, many people are neither racists or non-racists, but 

capable of a range of beliefs and behaviors. These are valuable insights, but this 

relativistic trend has made it increasingly difficulty to define racism (given its multiple 

ﾏ;ﾐｷaWゲデ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ;ﾐS ヮWヴヮWデヴ;デﾗヴゲぶが ;ﾐS デﾗ Iｴ;ﾉﾉWﾐｪW WヴヴﾗﾐWﾗ┌ゲ Iｴ;ヴｪWゲ ﾗa けヴW┗WヴゲW 

ヴ;Iｷゲﾏげく A recognition of the ambivalence (and even possibly confusion!) people may 

experience about their racial selves would have enhanced the chapter on the social 

psychology of the racial order. 

A critical appraisal of race scholarship in the early part of the 21st century is 

indeed crucial に ﾐﾗデ ﾉW;ゲデ HWI;┌ゲW ﾗa デｴW ヮヴW┗;ﾉWﾐIW ﾗa けIﾗﾉﾗヴ HﾉｷﾐSげ SｷゲIﾗ┌ヴゲWゲ H┞ 

seemingly well meaning, liberal, White people and the backlash against allegedly 

けヮﾗﾉｷデｷI;ﾉﾉ┞ IﾗヴヴWIデげ ヮﾗゲデ┌ヴｷﾐｪ ;Hﾗ┌デ WデｴﾐｷI ;ﾐS ヴ;Iｷ;ﾉ SｷaaWヴWﾐIWく What is to be done? 

Iﾐ デｴWｷヴ SｷゲI┌ゲゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ヴ;Iｷ;ﾉ ヴWIﾗﾐゲデヴ┌Iデｷﾗﾐが Iげﾏ ﾐﾗデ Iﾗﾐ┗ｷﾐIWS デｴ;デ ; IﾗﾏHｷﾐWS 

discussion of multiculturalism and cosmopolitanism does justice to the many variants 

of each に not least in terms of what scholars in the these two camps prescribe in 

addressing inequality and recognitｷﾗﾐく B┌デ デｴW ;┌デｴﾗヴゲげ ;S┗ﾗI;I┞ ﾗa けヴ;Iｷ;ﾉ SWﾏﾗIヴ;I┞げ 

is forceful and convincing. In closing, the authors will have come as close to writing a 

book which is a comprehensive and systematic theory of race as anyone has. But 

HWI;┌ゲW けヴ;IWげ ;ﾐS ｷデゲ ﾏ;ﾐ┞ ;デデWﾐS;ﾐデ ヮ;ヴデゲ ｷゲ ゲuch a moving target, such a project will 

always be partial and in process, and will spur on other scholarly undertakings on race, 

both big and small. 
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