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Getting Respect is a sociological tour de 

force that takes readers on a journey 

to three different continents to unpack 

the complexities of “ethnoracial exclu-

sion,” described as stigmatization and 

discrimination based on racial appear-

ance, ethnic/national background, or 

other ascribed characteristics (p. 7). This 

expansive, multi-national study is based 

on in-depth interviews conducted from 

2007-2008 of five highly stigmatized 

groups in three countries: 150 African 

Americans (New York City), 160 Black 

Brazilians (Rio de Janeiro), and 137 peo-

ple from three stigmatized groups who 

live in and around Tel Aviv in Israel: Arab 

Palestinians, Ethiopian Jews, and Mizrahi. 

The inclusion of Brazil and the U.S. in this 

study is most obviously connected to their 

shared history of slavery and the racial 

stigmatization of African-descended 

people. Israel, however, presents an 

unlikely comparative case, because it 

seemingly falls outside the purview of 

race-based stigmatization. Specifi cally, in 

Israel, Arab Palestinians are stigmatized 

based on the historical Israel-Palestine 

conflict and the Zionism movement, 

Ethiopian Jews are stigmatized based on 

race and immigrant status, and Mizrahi 

are stigmatized based on class status. 

According to Lamont and colleagues, 

these considerable cross-national and 

intra-national differences are not barriers 

to analysis, but opportunities to recon-

sider taken-for-granted assumptions 

about experiences of stigmatization that 

so often privilege race while underesti-

mating the interplay of ethnicity, class, 

gender, and sense of national belonging 

in people’s day-to-day lives. Ultimately, 

Getting Respect reveals how highly stig-

matized groups experience and inter-

pret their stigmatization in diverse ways; 

and, most importantly, it offers a multi-

level explanatory model illustrating that 

responses to stigmatization “are neither 

haphazard nor idiosyncratic, but rather 

empowered and constrained by [a] range 

of cultural and contextual elements” 

(p. 115). The authors make a compelling 

argument that specifi c considerations, 

including historical/national context, 

group identifi cation, boundary-making 

processes, and cultural repertoires are 

central to understanding why groups 

respond to stigmatization in certain ways.

Given the scope and sheer complex-

ity of the data presented in this book, the 

authors present an impressively simpli-

fi ed, overarching conceptual model in a 

tightly written introduction chapter. This 

provides clarity for researchers who may 

not be familiar with these specifi c case 

studies. Methodologically, the research 

emerges from the authors’ inductive con-

tent analysis of respondents’ in-depth 

interviews. One of their main initial fi nd-

ings is that stigmatization was reported 

significantly more than discrimination 

for all respondents. They operational-

ize stigmatization as “incidents in which 

respondents experienced disrespect and 

their dignity, honor, relative status, or 

sense of self as challenged” (p. 6), then 

introduce the term “assaults on worth” 

to capture microaggressions, blatant ste-

reotyping, and other instances of being 

ignored or rendered invisible. “Ethnora-

cial exclusion” is deployed as a useful 

conceptual tool highlighting the coexis-

tence of discrimination, stigmatization, 

and “assaults on worth”, and the term 

is used throughout the book.

Each major chapter presents empiri-

cal data on interpretations of ethnoracial 

exclusion and groups’ responses to their 

experiences of stigmatization (includ-

ing their actual and ideal responses). 

Stigmatized group members’ responses 

are organized into fi ve main categories: 

“confronting the stigmatizer (including 

taking legal recourse), management of 

the self, not responding, a focus on hard 

work and demonstrating competency, 

and self-isolation/autonomy” (p. 10).  

Beyond categorizing their responses, the 

authors’ most signifi cant contribution is 

their examination of the “dimensions of 

enabling and constraining narratives,” 

explaining why certain group strategies 

and responses emerge (p. 20). 

In Chapter 2, the authors present 

data from interviews with African-Amer-

ican respondents who reported more 
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experiences of ethnoracial exclusion than 

all other groups in the study. A significant 

proportion of these experiences were 

blatant. They also reported experienc-

ing racial discrimination more than any 

other form of discrimination (such as 

class and gender). Though middle-class 

African-Americans expressed frustration 

over their “misrecognition” as a member 

of lower socio-economic status, there 

were minimal other differences between 

the experiences reported by lower and 

high-income African Americans. Afri-

can Americans’ responses to ethnoracial 

exclusion most often involved confronta-

tion, though middle-class African Ameri-

cans tended to use this response most 

often and in more diverse contexts. 

Helpfully, in each chapter, the authors 

explain group members’ responses using 

a model including three dimensions: his-

torical/national context, groupness, and 

cultural repertoire. Bringing all of these 

dimensions together for African Ameri-

cans, the authors suggests that the ten-

dency for this group to use confrontation 

as a response to stigmatization reflects 

their familiarity with the history of Ameri-

can slavery, the legacy of Jim Crow, and 

ongoing racial inequalities which provide 

evidence for the centrality of race in the 

U.S. Moreover, African Americans display a 

high level of what the authors conceptual-

ize as “groupness” which, when is paired 

with “readily available scripts about the 

racist character of American society as well 

as feeling empowered by the legal gains 

made by the Civil Rights Movement,” 

allows confrontation to be considered 

both an ideal and legitimate response to 

racism (p. 83). 

In Chapter 3, we learn that Black 

Brazilians reported less experiences of 

stigmatization than African Americans 

and often “interpret incidents of assaults 

on worth as being about negative ste-

reotypes about being poor, having low 

status, or being uneducated,” rather than 

about race (p. 28). They were also more 

likely than other groups to dismiss insults 

as jokes. Middle-class Brazilians, however, 

were more likely to provide racialized 

explanations of ethnoracial exclusion. The 

authors explain these trends by examin-

ing Black Brazilians groupness: though 

many embrace a Black identity, they do 

not see the group as having a distinct 

culture. This focus on class-related expla-

nations over race-based explanations of 

stigmatization reflects, the authors write, 

“the greater availability of repertoires of 

class disadvantage and scripts of socio-

economic exclusion” (p. 188). Moreover, 

these individuals’ investment in the Brazil-

ian myth of racial democracy and access 

to repertoires about class disadvantage 

lead them toward responses to inequality 

that focus on interventions addressing 

socioeconomic inequality rather than 

reforms supporting institutionalized race-

based actions.

Chapter 4 presents the complex 

cases of Arab Palestinians, Ethiopian 

Jews, and Mizrahi whose interpretation 

of and responses to stigmatization in Tel 

Aviv were all connected to their “differ-

ent positions with regard to the Zionist 

national narrative” (p. 192). Arab Pales-

tinians experience frequent stigmatiza-

tion, and readily attribute these negative 

experiences to the longstanding Israeli-

Palestinian conflict. Their groupness and 

sense of group identity is “defined pri-

marily through their alienation from the 

Israeli Jewish state,” further reinforced 

by the institutionalized boundaries lim-

iting their rights (p. 229).  Their most 

common responses to incidents of eth-

noracial exclusion were non-responses. 

The authors’ explanatory model suggests 

that Arab-Palestinian’s strong group iden-

tity and collective memory of the 1948 

war, along with the availability of “a 

collective historical narrative of national 

dispossession and the ongoing sense of 

exclusion from the Israeli polity,” leads 

them to believe that confrontation is 

futile (p. 214). This group has no cultural 

repertoires or precedents for successfully 

using legal mechanisms to achieve equal-

ity in Israel; therefore, there is no reason 

for them to believe that their grievances 

will be heard or considered legitimate. 

Arab-Palestinian cynicism must be under-

stood in this context, and it stands in 

direct contrast to Ethiopian Jews and 

Mizrahi who, because of their unique 

cultural repertoires and sense of national 

belonging to the Jewish state, respond 

in ways that suggest that inclusion is a 

goal, even if it is considered a distant one. 

Getting Respect charts new territory 

by decentering contemporary debates 

on inequality toward the subjectivity of 

stigmatized groups. The major strengths 

of this book rest in how it seamlessly 

illustrates “how macropolitical and 

meso-level explanations help account for 

microlevel experiences” of stigmatization 

and encourages sociologists to prioritize 

the development of structurally based 

explanations of behavior (p. 4). The book 

makes substantial contributions to the 

field with only a few minor limitations. 

First, the project was ambitious in its 

scope and, ultimately, the two secondary 

groups in Israel (Ethiopian Jews and Miz-

rahi) did not receive consistent compara-

tive attention. The authors suggest that 

the inclusion of Ethiopian Jews provides 

a promising avenue to explore “three 

phenotypically black groups living in dif-

ferent national contexts” but that com-

parison is not fully realized (p. 5). Second, 

the authors reference theorists including 

Pierre Bourdieu and Erving Goffman, but 
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force that takes readers on a journey to three 
different continents to unpack “ethnoracial 
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the book would benefi t from an explicit 

theoretical framing. As a Brazilianist, I 

consistently felt that the inclusion of more 

recent sociological works that specifi cally 

address race and stigma among Black 

Brazilians could have contributed to and 

substantiated some of the arguments 

posed by the authors. Related to the Bra-

zil chapter, on two occasions the authors 

refer off-puttingly to Black Brazilians as 

“our” Black Brazilians. Finally, the authors 

endeavor to examine stigmatization in 

three different sites and though they con-

sidered numerous variables, the breadth 

of the study necessarily precluded the full 

consideration of all variables. It is laud-

able, for instance, that the authors note 

the signifi cance of gender to stigmatiza-

tion, yet there is little sustained engage-

ment with the ways gender shaped 

respondents’ experiences and responses 

to stigmatization.

Overall, Getting Respect serves as 

an exemplar for the way multinational 

and collaborative teams can harness 

their resources to advance comparative 

research. The volume is exceptional and 

groundbreaking because of its multidi-

mensional conceptual frameworks, atten-

tion to the subjectivities of stigmatized 

individuals, and ability to offer structural 

explanations for the diverse interpreta-

tions and responses to stigma and dis-

crimination in the U.S., Brazil, and Israel. 

For these reasons and many others, it 

will certainly take its place among the 

most significant books written about 

global perspectives on stigmatization and 

discrimination. 

Elizabeth Hordge-Freeman is in the sociology 

department at the University of South Florida. She 

is the author of The Color of Love: Racial Features, 

Stigma, and Socialization in Black Brazilian Families.

Before this book was written, sociologists 

knew a great deal about discrimination. 

Audit studies and employees’ self-reports 

show that employment discrimination 

remains widespread, and organizational 

studies of equal employment opportu-

nity practices fi nd many human resource 

(HR) practices designed to prevent 

discrimination do not—some even 

increase discrimination. We have also 

learned that most of African Americans’ 

and women’s progress in U.S. workplaces 

stalled decades ago. Simultaneously, we 

hear reports of employers committed to 

equal opportunity and the belief that 

diversity is good for their bottom line. 

Given that the evidence on discrimina-

tion, failed policies, and stalled progress 

are typically based on behavioral data 

while employer reports are simply talk, 

scholars have somewhat cynically evalu-

ated many employer commitments to 

diversity and equality as mere symbolic 

compliance with law. 

We have known little, however, 

about exactly how discrimination com-

plaints are processed. If compliance is 

merely symbolic, how does the legal sys-

tem allow guilty fi rms to escape justice? 

Berrey, Nelson, and Nielsen (hereafter 

BN&N) explore what happens when dis-

crimination leaves the workplace and 

enters the legal system. What they dis-

cover is that discrimination law, in prac-

tice, perpetuates the inequalities it was 

intended to redress. BN&N also reveal why 

employers deny the reality of discrimina-

tion: because under the law, discrimina-

tion is a fi nding of guilt, which almost 

never occurs in a legal system stacked 

in the employer’s favor and designed to 

dispose of charges long before a judge 

or jury examines the evidence.

Title VII of the Civil Rights Act (1964) 

made it illegal to discriminate or seg-

regate in employment based on race, 

national origin, religion, color, or sex. 

These protections were later extended to 

age and disability status, and the mean-

ing of sex extended to include pregnancy, 

sexual harassment, and sexual orientation 

and identity. Legal rights to non-discrimi-

nation in employment on these bases are 

guaranteed to everyone in the U.S. These 

rights are enforced through the legal sys-

tem—and herein, lay the problem. The 

discrimination legal system has evolved 

in an adversarial struggle between well 

resourced, repeat player employers and 

their representatives and aggrieved, but 

low-resourced individuals seeking moral 

and sometimes fi nancial compensation. 
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