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The Problems of Social Theory about Discrimination:
The Theories of Albert Memmi and Iris Young

YAMAMOTO Takanori

Abstract:

Referring to the theories of Memmi and Young, this paper points out three inadequacies in social theory about
discrimination. Memmi's definition of discrimination is often mentioned in sociology. Nevertheless, many
sociological arguments neglect Memmi's key insights into the structural processes in which discrimination is
generated. The arguments about discrimination by Young, who is widely regarded as a leading theorist of
radical democracy, are also often referenced in sociology, particularly in discussions of the theory of justice.
What is often overlooked, however, is that she replaces the concept of “discrimination” with that of “oppression”
and that she advocates collective action and social policy based on groups. She regards oppression as structural
exclusion that reinforces dominant institutions. Moreover, she thinks of social movements and affirmative
action as effective means to intervene in the social structure and institutions. Considering the above, the author
points out that social theory about discrimination is generally flawed because of (1) inattention to the relation
between discrimination and social structure, (2) misplaced emphasis on collective action for correcting
discrimination and (3) misconception of social policies as the cause and effect of interactions between social

movements and institutions.

Keywords: social discrimination, oppression, underclass, Albert Memmi, Iris Young
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