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The volume “Com-
petition. What it 
is and why it hap-
pens,” edited by 
Stefan Arora-Jons-
son, Nils Bruns-
son, Raimund Has-
se, and Katarina 

Lagerström, is an inspiring contri-
bution to the conceptual discus-
sion of competition in the social 

sciences and beyond. Drawing 
from contributions to two con-
ferences, dating back to 2017 and 
2019, it unites a wide range of 
empirical studies from disciplines 
such as sociology, anthropology, 
management and organization 
studies, accounting, educational 
studies, and philosophy, which 
are framed by a strong theoretical 
introduction and conclusion cen-
tred around the question of how 
precisely competition emerges. 
This constructivist approach, 
which, instead of taking compe-
tition for granted, directs its at-
tention towards the elements and 
processes leading to the establish-
ment and maintenance of compe-
tition in specific contexts, intro-
duces an interesting shift of focus 
in the current literature on com-
petition which is, in wide parts, 
dominated by discussions regard-
ing the effects of competition and 
competitization. In social science 
literature on competition, a con-
structivist approach is, of course, 
not entirely new. However, this 
volume adds a very precise con-
ceptualization of competition to 
the debate and illustrates how 
this can be studied empirically.

The theoretical foundation 
of the volume is laid by Stefan 
Arora-Jonsson, Nils Brunsson, 
and Raimund Hasse in their in-
troduction, but their constructiv-
ist conceptualization of competi-
tion is further expanded through 
other empirical-theoretical con-
tributions in the book. In an at-
tempt to develop an alternative 
to existing theoretical approaches 
from economics, management, 
and sociology that tend to neglect 
the origins of competition, the 
editors put emphasis on the con-
structed nature of competition 
and propose understanding com-
petition as a particular relation-
ship in which “a focal actor desires 
something that this actor perceives 
as scarce, because of a belief that 
other actors have the same desire” 

(p.  12, original emphasis). The 
question of how actors, their re-
lationship, scarcity, and desire as 
the key elements of competition 
may or may not connect is taken 
up in the next chapter in which 
Daniel Sands, Gino Cattani, Jo-
seph Porac, and Jason Greenberg 
discuss how market boundaries 
are “continuously defined, con-
tested, and redefined” (p.  26). 
Complementing analytical per-
spectives from economic as well 
as organizational literature with 
a sense-making approach in the 
analysis of competition between 
restaurants in New York City, they 
show that there are considerable 
differences between the compet-
itive relationships perceived and 
constructed by the competitors 
themselves and descriptions of 
competitive relationships in the 
field based on the other factors 
such as formal overlap of menus 
and prices. This points to the 
constructed nature of competi-
tion that cannot be described in a 
single objective manner.

The following two chap-
ters develop theoretical ideas 
on how precisely competition 
arises. Using the examples of 
Christmas decorations and fash-
ion, Patrik Aspers analyses cases 
in which competition emerges 
spontaneously and unintendedly 
through a process which he calls 
“mutual adjustment of actors” 
(p.  49). Although he describes 
this kind of competition in op-
position to organized forms of 
competition, he also shows how 
competition by mutual adjust-
ment can become intertwined 
with these. The aspect of organi-
zation is further developed in an-
other chapter by Arora-Jonsson, 
Brunsson, and Hasse who state 
that specific modern institutions, 
such as a globalised economic or-
der, a social order characterized 
by options for social mobility, 
or the evocation of new desires 
in consumption, promote the key 
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elements of competition. How-
ever, for competition to emerge, 
the authors argue, organizational 
efforts may be needed. Extending 
Simmel’s classic triad of two com-
peting parties and a third adjudi-
cating party, they bring into play 
a so-called fourth party that is re-
sponsible for decisions regarding 
membership, rules, monitoring, 
and sanctions, but in some cases 
also needs to establish some of the 
missing elements of competition. 
This process is, however, far from 
straightforward: Sometimes com-
petition arises from organization 
as a side-effect and very often dif-
ferent actors involved in the con-
struction of competition, e.g. com-
petitors, third parties and fourth 
parties, do not agree on whether a 
situation is competitive or not.

Altogether, the contribu-
tions to the volume examine com-
petition in a variety of empirical 
fields, reflecting the book’s basic 
approach that competition cannot 
be reduced to economic markets. 
The thematic focus is on competi-
tion in the field of education, both 
between schools (chapter 5) and 
between students (chapters 6 and 
10), on the role of competition 
within organizations such as mul-
tinational corporations (chapters 
11 and 12), and between organiza-
tions and companies in the fields 
of gastronomy (chapter 2), food 
waste (chapter 7), and auditing 
(chapter 8). Other areas in which 
competition is studied include top-
ics as diverse as Christmas decora-
tions (chapter 3), fashion (chap-
ter 3), sports (chapter 6), financial 
journalism (chapter 9), and a DIY 
(do-it-yourself) biology communi-
ty project participating in a contest 
(chapter 9). While the chapters all 
follow the book’s pivotal idea that 
competition must be constructed 
through a variety of efforts and 
even then does not necessarily 
work, some chapters apply this 
approach more convincingly than 
others. Although the emphasis on 

the construction of competition 
reasonably leads to empirical cases 
where competition is not yet or no 
longer established, in some cases it 
remains unclear why the situations 
described should be understood as 
competition at all. 

We want to single out just 
one chapter that applies the basic 
concept of the volume in an excel-
lent way and thus illustrates the 
usefulness of the approach – Søren 
Christensen and Hanne Knudsen’s 
contribution on The organization 
of competition and non-competition 
in schools. The authors are interest-
ed in competition in the classroom 
and how teachers try to enforce but 
also to reduce competition. While 
competition is one of the oldest 
techniques for reinforcing learn-
ing in schools and played an essen-
tial role throughout the history of 
(Western) education, the purpose 
of teaching was reconceived after 
WWII. Students should be ed-
ucated into democratic citizens 
capable of cooperation, dialogue, 
and mutual understanding and no 
longer compete against each other. 
Today the situation is again differ-
ent: While the primary concern of 
education is to maximize learning, 
the role of competition in achiev-
ing this goal is somewhat unclear. 
Christensen and Knudsen pursue 
this question based on a study in 
a contemporary Danish classroom. 
Using the example of an education-
al computer game, they show how 
competition could be strengthened 
by introducing a class wide rank-
ing system, which made the for-
mer individual playing for rewards 
of the game (stars and trophies) 
a social concern. Nevertheless, 
the ranking system did not result 
in full-fledged competition since 
the teacher did not reward higher 
ranking with more recognition. 
Instead, students could decide if 
they wanted to compete or con-
centrate on their individual learn-
ing. By recognizing these different 
ways of relating to a concrete form 

of competition, the chapter shows 
exemplarily how competition is 
constructed and how this process 
is characterized by ambivalence 
and unpredictability and is embed-
ded in a historical context.

At the end of the volume, 
the editors synthesize the results of 
the empirically oriented chapters 
in a very useful way. They discuss 
how competition is constructed 
in the cases presented and point 
out that competition often re-
lies on (already) institutionalized 
foundations such as modern no-
tions of actorhood. While in many 
cases competition is the result of 
organizational efforts, in others 
competition is an unintended out-
come. Sometimes it might even 
be difficult to avoid competition. 
The editors also emphasize that 
there might be multiple types of 
competition for different kinds of 
goods simultaneously, an “ecology 
of competitions” (p. 224), and that 
there might be trade-offs between 
them. As in the introduction, they 
point to asymmetries in construc-
tion of competition between the 
actors involved, be they compet-
itors, third parties, or fourth par-
ties. Moreover, they address possi-
ble consequences of competition, 
such as the attraction of attention 
as a social drama, the neglect of 
goals other than winning the com-
petition, the loss of autonomy or 
the weakening, but also the rein-
forcement, of conflicts. Finally, the 
authors emphasize that it seems 
more difficult to eliminate compe-
tition than to introduce it.

In sum, the volume is a valu-
able addition to competition re-
search. It is not only a collection of 
contributions on a widely defined 
common issue, but rather a fruitful 
discussion of a phenomenon and a 
theoretical approach to this topic 
from different perspectives that are 
well linked to each other and de-
velop the approach further. In par-
ticular, the distinction of a fourth 
actor should be emphasized, which 
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is a helpful contribution that allows 
for greater accuracy in the analysis 
of competitive constellations. The 
downside of the volume’s coher-
ence is that it leaves little room for 
a critical discussion of the theoret-
ical foundation and most contri-
butions adopt it as a common base 
that is partly expanded, but not 
really challenged in itself. For ex-
ample, it should be noted that the 
volume takes a specific approach 
to the constructedness of competi-
tion that pays little attention to the 
material aspects of construction, 
as do, for example, the authors of 
the performativity approach, who 
analyse the materiality of mar-
ket competition. Interestingly, the 
book’s claim that the discussion of 
competition beyond the economic 
realm is a novel approach can be 
questioned when looking at a num-
ber of recent publications from the 
fields of cultural anthropology, his-
tory, or sociology, e.g. in the Ger-
man-speaking context (Bürkert et 
al. 2019; Jessen 2014), which deal 
with competition in a wide range 
of non-economic contexts. In any 
case, the volume is an interesting 
step towards a well-founded theo-
retical discussion of an important 
phenomenon.
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Reading the intro
duction of Charles 
Camic’s Veblen may 
leave an aftertaste 
of label fraud. To 
many sociologists 
– and particularly 
many economic 

sociologists – Thorstein Veblen is 
one of the canonized classics of the 
discipline. While written by a so-
ciologist, Veblen deals with Veblen 
as a research subject, not with Ve-
blen’s output as part of sociology’s 
theoretical toolkit. A second obvi-
ous classification – that this must 
be a biography, then, written by a 
sociologist – is also slightly mis-
leading. After all, the book leaves 
out the genre-typical deep detours 
into the influential thinker’s pri-
vate and romantic life as well as his 
last twenty-five years. 

Veblen: The Making of an 
Economist Who Unmade Econom-
ics instead is a masterful piece 
in the sociologies of knowledge, 
ideas, and science. Camic’s aim is 
to provide a historical reconstruc-
tion of the social constitution of 
Thorstein Veblen as a resourceful 
knowledge maker and innovator, 
embedded in his social environ-
ment, time, and place. 

The theoretical argument 
underlying this historical account 
relies heavily on what the book 
calls knowledge-making practices. 
By tracing him through the emerg-
ing American research university 

system and economics field, Cam-
ic demonstrates how Thorstein 
Veblen acquired the intellectual 
tools to materialize as the icon-
oclastic scholar and social critic 
that became canonized in the 
20th century. The mechanism of 
practice acquisition is called rep-
etition-with-variation. In different 
contexts, knowledge domains, in-
stitutions and academic relation-
ships, Veblen was confronted with 
a core set of intellectual practices, 
incrementally solidifying into 
what Camic calls an “academic 
second nature, which the budding 
knowledge maker increasingly 
takes for granted as the right way 
to construct knowledge, regardless 
of the problem at hand” (p. 41, em-
phasis added.)

The major opponent of Cam-
ic’s account is the long-standing 
theory of Veblen’s scholarly style 
as emerging from his outsider po-
sition in turn-of-century academia 
and U.S. society more broadly. The 
portrayal of the outcast Norwegian 
immigrant, developing a sharp eye 
for the idiocy of his “host society’s” 
mores, has emerged in the 1930s 
and rarely been fact-checked. 
Camic calls this type of explana-
tion overhang narrative and finds 
it in a range of important biogra-
phies. He challenges it by demon-
strating how much of an academ-
ic “insider” Veblen was, working 
with many of the most influential 
thinkers of the time, and by tracing 
how core styles of Veblen’s thought 
were omnipresent in his environ-
ment.

The book consists of six 
major empirical chapters, sand-
wiched by a programmatic intro-
duction and theoretical chapter 
and a brief conclusion mainly 
dealing with Veblen’s later years 
and legacy. The empirical chap-
ters seamlessly switch between 
representations of Veblen’s per-
sonal life, educational and pro-
fessional journey, and the devel-
opment of American society and 
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thought. The ease of presentation 
and breadth of information alone 
makes Veblen a joy to read. Espe-
cially the reconstructions of edu-
cational experiences is of impres-
sive depth and detail, down to 
individual syllabi and class notes.

Chapter 3 sketches the histo-
ry of the Veblens’ immigration to 
the U.S. and family life as North-
western farmers. It quickly moves 
on to Thorstein Veblen’s years in 
school and at the just-established 
nearby Carleton College, where 
Veblen studied extensively with 
Germany-trained economist John 
Bates Clark. Camic outlines how 
studying the classics brought stu-
dents into contact with confron-
tational intellectual styles as well 
as historical thinking. Moreover, 
Carleton brought Veblen, an ex-
ceptionally good student, to study 
the professionalizing natural sci-
ences and emerging evolutionary 
thinking. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 trace 
Veblen’s educational trajectory 
through Carleton, a brief teaching 
stay in Madison, Johns Hopkins, 
and Yale University.

While increasingly zero-
ing in on philosophy and political 
economy as intellectual foci, Ve-
blen came into extensive contact 
with some of the country’s most 
influential intellectuals. As Camic 
points out, many of the “Veblenite” 
features of Veblen the later think-
er were in circulation at these 
young institutions: the valuing of 
the creation of new knowledge, a 
historical mode of thinking about 
economy and society, evolutionary 
conceptions of institutional devel-
opment, a confrontational mode of 
thinking and arguing, and the rou-
tine distinction between socially 
productive and unproductive ac-
tivities.

Potentially the most infor-
mative of the book, chapter 7 trac-
es Veblen’s route through Cornell 
University, where he went for a 
second PhD, towards a teaching 
position at the newly established 

University of Chicago. Camic 
demonstrates how Veblen transi-
tioned to becoming a profession-
al knowledge producer at Chi-
cago, for the time being working 
between the factions of the early 
American economics profession’s 
infighting. Chapter 8 shows how 
Veblen put his acquired practic-
es to use to intervene in the field, 
produce “economic theory,” and 
launch attacks on received wis-
dom. Focusing Theory of the Lei-
sure Class and Theory of Business 
Enterprise, Camic argues that Ve-
blen’s capabilities for becoming a 
leading academic and social critic 
should be understood as the result 
of thousands of hours of layered 
practical experiences.

Veblen: The Making of an 
Economist Who Unmade Econom-
ics has been extensively reviewed 
as a biographical treatise. A casual 
survey of these reviews suggests a 
generally very favorable reception 
in this genre. As a piece of his-
torical sociology, Veblen has been 
praised as exemplary as it tells 
history “from the past” (Andrew 
Abbott): it traces the emergence 
of Veblen the influential econo-
mist through the contingencies of 
his upbringing, rather than select-
ing explanatory episodes from the 
vantage point of the final outcome. 
I would like to add a third element 
of praise that connects to general 
social theory and economic so-
ciology. In earlier work, Charles 
Camic has been among the major 
proponents of recovering the no-
tion of habit from the behaviorist 
notion of quasi-automatic routine. 
In Camic’s reconstruction, Veblen 
emerges as an entrepreneurial, 
innovative figure by creatively ap-
plying recombinations of acquired 
habits to new problems. Veblen 
may be of interest to scholars in 
economic sociology investigating 
innovation and entrepreneurship 
as it outlines a genuinely non-be-
haviorist way to think about the 
habitual bases of creativity.
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Does Brexit rep-
resent one of the 
first electoral vic-
tories of a new 
group of financial 
actors seeking to 
impose a libertar-
ian-authoritarian 

regime on a global scale? Marlène 
Benquet and Théo Bourgeron’s 
short book answers this question 
in the affirmative, using a three-
step approach.

In their first chapter, the au-
thors underline that two-thirds of 
the donations made by the finan-
cial sector during the Brexit refer-
endum campaign were directed to-
wards the Leave camp (p. 39). More 
precisely, the donations reveal a 
confrontation between two distinct 
groups of financial institutions 
(p.  44–45): the actors of the first 
financialization (banks, institu-
tional investors, insurance compa-
nies, etc.) and those of the second 
financialization (hedge funds, pri-
vate equity funds, etc.). While the 
first group of actors directed their 
donations to the Remain campaign 
(81  percent), the second group 
mainly financed the Leave cam-
paign (79 percent) (p. 48). Among 
the donors to the Leave campaign, 
a “handful of men” played a deci-
sive role: four hedge fund manag-
ers alone made 55 percent of the 
payments to Vote Leave Ltd (p. 50).
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The second chapter of the 
book carries out a socio-historical 
analysis of the shift between the 
two regimes of financialization. 
The actors of the first regime gained 
a prominent position during the 
wave of financial deregulation in 
the 1980s, driven in particular by 
the Delors Commission. However, 
this “political regime of financial 
accumulation” (p.  13) was quick-
ly weakened by the emergence of 
new financial practices in the US 
and competition from tax havens. 
These pressures pushed the actors 
of the City of London to find new 
ways to increase their profits, lead-
ing to the development of a “sec-
ond finance,” of which hedge funds 
are the emblematic representa-
tives. However, the growth of these 
new financial institutions suddenly 
slowed down from 2008 onwards, 
following the financial re-regula-
tion measures taken by the Euro-
pean authorities in response to the 
financial crisis. In reaction, the ac-
tors of the second financialization 
then sought to sever their ties with 
both the UK political authorities 
and the “neo-liberalism” of the Eu-
ropean Union, which had become 
too constraining (p. 72).

In the third chapter, the 
authors build on these observa-
tions by arguing that the accu-
mulation regime of the neoliberal 
EU is gradually being replaced by 
an authoritarian libertarian re-
gime. Moreover, according to the 
authors, the elections of Donald 
Trump, Jair Bolsonaro, and Vik-
tor Orban are victories for these 
actors of the second financial-
ization, who seek to emancipate 
themselves from the institutional 
architecture of neoliberal regimes. 
The doctrine promoted within this 
new ecosystem is that of economic 
libertarianism, whose political side 
is authoritarian. This combina-
tion makes it possible to curb any 
democratic demands that would 

oppose pushing financialization 
further into economic sectors that 
do not yet follow such logics, such 
as the National Health Service or 
ecosystems. According to the au-
thors, these new dominant elites 
dare to emancipate themselves 
from democratic logics because 
there are no other credible elites 
competing with them for power 
(p. 125). In fact, the actors of this 
new political regime of accumula-
tion would no longer even bother 
with the democratic illusio to legit-
imize their domination. They are 
then supposed to follow a “kind of 
elite survivalist ideology or nihil-
istic hedonism” (p. 135), whereby 
they would enjoy the material life 
of this world before it collapses.

The paradox raised by the 
authors at the beginning of their 
book is stimulating and intrigu-
ing: Why are some City players 
committed to Brexit when it might 
weaken their financial profits? The 
analysis of the financing of the 
Leave campaign and its ecosys-
tem is clear and compelling, and 
provides stimulating insights into 
the struggles within UK financial 
capitalism. However, the explana-
tions put forward by the authors to 
address this paradox are not based 
on sufficiently robust empirical 
material and do not address many 
of the current debates in political 
economy. 

First, the distinction made 
between two groups of financial 
actors, supposedly representing 
two moments of financialization, is 
questionable. Indeed, since at least 
the beginning of the 1990s, finan-
cial innovation and deregulation 
have led to a growing interconnec-
tion between regular banking insti-
tutions and shadow banking (Ga-
bor and Ban, 2016, Tooze 2018). For 
example, the first signs of the 2007 
financial crisis materialized when 
one large universal bank, BNP Pa-
ribas, froze three of its associated 

hedge funds that were heavily ex-
posed to subprime. Furthermore, 
some of the choices made by the 
authors are questionable: “passive” 
investment funds, such as Black-
Rock or Vanguard, are classified 
among the losers of the first finan-
cialization, whereas many studies 
emphasize that they were the main 
winners of the post-crisis period 
(Fichtner et al., 2017).

Second, the authors lack 
coherence in their analysis of the 
effects of European economic in-
tegration, which initially led to 
the deregulation of the financial 
systems and then, after 2007, to 
the divorce of the City’s players be-
cause of re-regulatory initiatives. 
However, the sources of financial-
ization are as much national as su-
pranational (Lemoine, 2016) and 
financial re-regulation has been 
less intense on the European conti-
nent than in the UK (James, 2018). 

Third, the authors claim the 
existence of a causal link between 
the electoral victories of “libertar-
ian-authoritarian” actors and the 
desires of financial actors for a 
change of political regime, without 
much caution. In fact, the recip-
rocal influence of economic and 
non-economic factors on voting 
for far right-wing nativist par-
ties is not really addressed, even 
though these issues form the core 
of a growing and vibrant research 
agenda (Berman, 2021). Moreover, 
the authors do not provide data, 
nor do they refer to other empir-
ical work, on the possible links 
between the actors of the second 
financialization and the electoral 
campaigns of Trump, Bolsonaro, 
or Orban. 

In sum, while the book is 
convincing in the core of its anal-
ysis of the financing of the Brexit, 
the thesis of the replacement of the 
neoliberal regime by an authori-
tarian libertarian regime remain to 
be demonstrated.
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Endnote
1	 This review was originally published in 

French in the Revue française de science 
politique 71 (4), 627–628 (2021).
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