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Workshop 

FRENCH PRAGMATISM AND THE RENEWAL OF CONTEMPORARY 

SOCIOLOGY 

 

Date: 15 & 16 December 2016 

Place:  15 December, 16.30-18.30: Room 212, FSV UK, Hollar Building, Prague 

16 December, 8.330-14.30: Room CEFRES, Na Florenci, Prague 

Language: English 

 

 

 

Organizers: Paul Blokker/Jean Monnet Chair in European Political Sociology (FSV UK) and Nicolas 

Maslowski (Warsaw University), with CEFRES 

 

French pragmatic sociology will be the main theme in the workshop on “French pragmatism and the 

renewal of contemporary sociology”, held on 15 and 16 December, and organized by the Institute 

of Sociological Studies (Faculty of Social Sciences)/Jean Monnet Chair in European Political 

Sociology, the Department of Historical Sociology (Faculty of Humanities), Charles University and 

the French Research Center in Humanities and Social Sciences (CEFRES).  

Pragmatic sociology – as a distinct, new type of French social science – probably became most well-

known in the global academic community because of the publication in English of the landmark 

publication by Luc Boltanski and Laurent Thévenot, On Justification. Economies of Worth, in 2006 

(original: 1991, Editions Gallimard).  On Justification is, however, probably best understood as a 

'travail d'étape' , an intermediate stage in a much larger and highly original social-theoretical 

enterprise, to which evermore scholars in a variety of disciplines contribute (e.g. historians, 

anthropologists, economists) in a range of research endeavours. The workshop will explore the 

fundamentals of this approach and the insights it has brought, and still brings, to contemporary 
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sociological and interdisciplinary research. The upshot is to explore the rich potentialities of 

pragmatic sociology and to discuss its relevance and usage in Czech sociology.  

Prof. Laurent Thévenot will open the workshop with a lecture on the recent and current further 

developments in his work. Much of prof. Thévenot’s work since On Justification draws on earlier 

insights while developing an innovative and rich perspective on the analysis of social life. Prof. 

Thévenot explores the dimensions of social life 'under the public' as a condition to enlarge the scope 

of public critique to oppressions, and to understand the required transformations and obstacles to 

their exposition in common, to the discord of the political community.  

 

 

 

Programme (provisional) 

 

Thursday 15 December 

Time: 16.30 – 18.30 

Venue: Room 212, Hollar Building 

Opening, keynote lecture 

"CRITICALLY DIFFERING IN A COMMON CITY. Arts of human cohabitation and urban composition in 

a comparative perspective" 

Laurent Thévenot 

 

Friday 16 December 

Time: 8.30-14.30 

Venue: CEFRES, Na Florenci 

 

9:00 – 10:30   Panel 1 

Chair: Clara Royer 

Pavel Barša – “Sociology of Emancipation between unmasking and 

modelling 

Paul Blokker – “Justifications for Law in the Plural” 

Yuliya Moskvina - “Legality and legitimacy in the civil polity. Example of 

urban movements” 
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Petra Beránková - “Justifying political activism in the Czech Republic: A 

battle over the right activism” 

 

10:30-11:00   Coffee break 

 

11:00-12:30  Panel 2 

   Chair: Paul Blokker 

Nicolas Maslowski – “Love and justice in international relations” 

Simon Smith - “In search of argumentatively strong moments in 

newspaper-hosted online discussion” 

Olga Gherghiev, Charles University – “Exploring the sociological dimension 

of the World Trade Organization: how the norms are created” 

Csaba Szaló – “The role of aesthetics in the critical moment: From speech 

and concern to commitment” 

  

12:30 – 13:30  Lunch break 

 

13:30 – 15:00  Panel 3 

Chair: Nicolas Maslowski 

Dino Numerato - “Critical actors and criticized institutions: the case of 

football fan activism” 

Tereza Stöckelová 

Jakub Mlynář - “Ethnomethodological roots of French pragmatic sociology 

(and their coalescent sprigs)” 

Ivana Rapošová (co-authored with Adam Gajdoš) – “Juggling Grammars, 

Translating Common-place: Justifying an Anti-Liberal Referendum to a 

Liberal Public” 

Adam Gajdoš  - “Common-place lost or regained? Urban remembering of 

ethnic cleansing and the different ways it is made common and good” 

 

 

Workshop participants: 
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Laurent Thévenot, Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales, Paris 

Nicolas Maslowski, Warsaw University 

Paul Blokker, Charles University 

Simon Smith, Slovak Academy of Sciences/Charles University 

Csaba Szaló, Masaryk University 

Pavel Barša, Charles University 

Petra Beránková, Charles University 

Yuliya Moskvina, Charles University 

Olga Gheorghiev, Charles University 

Dino Numerato, Charles University 

Jakub Mlynář, Charles University 

Tereza Stöckelová, CAS 

Adam Gajdoš , Masaryk University 

Ivana Rapošová, Masaryk University 

 

 

Abstracts 
 
"CRITICALLY DIFFERING IN A COMMON CITY. Arts 
of human cohabitation and urban composition in 
a comparative perspective" 
 
Laurent Thévenot 
 
While the city gave birth to detached polis and 
public, it is still built as a space of places which 
human beings are personally attached to by 
familiarly dwelling and inhabiting them. Instead of 
the reductive public/private opposition, we need 
to explore ways human being engage with their 
urban environment at various scales, working 
their way from close familiarity up to 
commonalities in the plural. 
Based on transcultural empirical research – in 
Europe, Russia and America – which argues for 
extended comparative categories, the lecture 
proposes an analytical framework to cope with 
arts of human cohabitation and urban 
composition. 

 

 
 
“The role of aesthetics in the critical moment: 
From speech and concern to commitment“ 
 
Csaba Szalo 
 
One of the most pressing question in the study of 
moral dimension of museums, exhibitions, and 
texts dealing with the past is how to connect 
judgments and their justifications to various 
actors’ commitments and their claims of 
recognition. Pragmatic sociology enables us to 
disclose the aesthetic forms which actors use to 
make moral claims. I will argue that this fusion 
between the moral and aesthetic competence 
enables both authors and their readers/audiences 
to form an interpretive community, to be engaged 
in the same world of moral assumptions and 
aesthetic repertoires. I will outline a particular 
interpretation of the “critical moment” with an 
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emphasis on pre-cognitive, aesthetic engagement 
with the world. 
 
 

 
 
 
“Justifying political activism in the Czech Republic: 
A battle over the right activism” 
 
Petra A. Berankova 
 
Twenty-seven years after the Velvet revolution in 
the Czech Republic, there is still a lack of civic 
participation. Despite the low mobilization, there 
are active social movements which regularly 
participate in public discourse. In my contribution, 
I focus on ways of justifying public engagement of 
Czech activists. Building on Boltanski and 
Thévenot’s theory of justification I have identified 
several modes of maintaining the legitimacy of 
public action. Through an analysis of arguments 
gathered from interviews with activists I show that 
different orders of worth can be used as tools for 
differentiating oneself from other activists, so 
symbolic boundaries are laid between different 
“guardians of public interest” who do not agree on 
the same definition of public interest because they 
do not share same moral values. I argue that there 
cannot be any effective dialog between different 
moral modes of activism, as activists are usually 
mobilized for action through the idea of one single 
common good, which they need to uphold. 
 

 
 
 
“Ethnomethodological roots of French pragmatic 
sociology (and their coalescent sprigs)” 
 
Jakub Mlynář  
 
Ethnomethodology (EM) is notorious for its 
radicalism and controversial position in the 
sociological discipline. Yet there have been 
attempts to reconcile EM’s principles with the 
more traditional perspectives. This is also the case 
of French pragmatic sociology (FP), which is based 
on „innovative combination of ethnomethodology 
in the tradition of Harold Garfinkel and pragmatist 
action theory“ (Bueger & Gadinger 2014: 51). My 
paper will start with the inspirations that FP draws 
from EM, and discussion of their general 

relationship. An important similarity lies in the 
methodological imperative of following the actors’ 
perspective. Nevertheless, FP is „still concerned 
with sociology as a critical project of 
emancipation“ (Gadinger 2016: 1) and maintains 
„strong interest in the macrostructural element“ 
(Guggenheim & Potthast 2012). Actors’ local 
practical reasoning is related to non-situational 
regimes of justification (Boltanski & Thévenot 
2006), which seems to be among the crucial 
differences between EM and FP. However, my 
proposition is that precisely this polarity is vividly 
present in the very recent debates – within EM 
itself – on epistemics (eg. Lynch & Wong 2016). I 
will show, to conclude, that in some varieties of 
current EM the affinities with FP are less 
discernible and conceivable than in others.  
 

 
 
 
“Critical actors and criticized institutions: the case 
of football fan activism” 
 
Dino Numerato 
  
My recent research has been focused on ‘critical 
capacities’ of ordinary actors in the peculiar field 
of football. More specifically, I examined the role 
of football fan activists and their capacity to 
transform the contemporary football culture. I 
analysed the role of critique in disputes and 
controversies surrounding the political economy 
of football, notably its commodification and 
globalization. The research study explored not 
only justifications of actors – football fan activists 
– but also reactions of football authorities and 
surrounding institutions (mass media, sponsors) 
on this critique. This methodologically symmetric 
approach helped me to understand the impact of 
critique on institutional and cultural change. 
Furthermore, I explored the role of public 
intellectuals that commonly underpins the socio-
cultural critique expressed by fans. This research is 
part of a broader theoretical endeavour, in which 
I aim to explore the role of reflexivity in late 
modernity and its impact of the transformation of 
late modern institutions and cultures. Hence, in 
my previous research, I focused on critical 
capacities of media audiences and, in my 
upcoming research project, I would like to focus 
on the critical capacities of patients. 
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“Legality and legitimacy in the civil polity. Example 
of urban movements” 
 
Yuliya Moskvina  
 
Suggested contribution is based on the 
presentation of the PhD project and is followed by 
posing questions about the relations between 
legitimacy and legality in the civil polity 
theoretized by Luc Boltanski and Laurent 
Thevenot. In the presentation I would like to 
concentrate on particular practice of the urban 
space occupation, which is the practice of 
squatting. Different types of squats operating with 
distinct definition of the social grievances and are 
trying to fix social injustice in their own way; 
however, they all are acting in the civil polity. The 
letter refers to the second state of individuals and 
to the communality of the human beings. 
Demands of urban movements, economical or 
cultural ones, are justified by the claims for 
equality and solidarity. Another important shared 
characteristic is the relationship between their 
legitimacy and legality, as in many cases squatting 
is the violation of the property law (private and 
public). I would like to finish my presentation with 
posing the questions about the relations between 
the law and legitimacy in the civil order, structures 
of domination which are involves in the conflict 
and opportunities for the urban movements to get 
their demands met. 
 

 
 
 
“In search of argumentatively strong moments in 
newspaper-hosted online discussion” 
 
Simon Smith  
 
The title borrows a motto favoured by the Groupe 
de Sociologie Pragmatique et Réflexive at ÉHESS, 
whose work involves the longitudinal study of the 
emergence and development of public 
controversies. I adapt it for a different domain of 
study, but one where an argumentative 
constraint, enacted through practices of mutually 
testing the strength of arguments and mutually 
attributing/evaluating discursive competences, is 
equally central to dynamics of association, 

collective action and social conflict. In the context 
of my inquiry into participatory journalism in 
Slovakia, it points towards two complementary 
pragmatic maxims:  
- the (Latourian) injunction to follow the actors (in 
this case journalists and discussion participants 
striving to facilitate the emergence and circulation 
of strong arguments); 
- the parallel injunction to follow the arguments 
(Chateauraynaud), by paying close attention to 
the metadiscursive dimension of ordinary speech 
forms, the index that actors provide when they tell 
us (in telling each other) what counts as a good 
argument. 
I show how iteration between a register of 
enacted social practices and a rulemaking 
metadiscursive register, during the intermediate, 
exploratory, co-investigative phase of a three-year 
inquiry that combined ethnographic observation 
with discourse analysis, was crucial to my 
attempts to make sense of the stakes of 
newspaper-hosted online discussion as both 
transversal knowledge work and professional 
boundary work.  
 

 
 
 
“Juggling Grammars, Translating Common-place: 
Justifying an Anti-Liberal Referendum to a Liberal 
Public” 
 
Ivana Rapošová (with Adam Gajdoš) 
 
The recent rise of anti-liberal movements across 
Western democracies highlighted the need to 
better grasp the different ways agents of public 
controversies make their agendas intelligible, 
meaningful and justified. While the pragmatic 
notion of multiple distinct grammars of 
commonality (Thévenot 2014) is useful here, real 
life situations seem to be profoundly entangled 
and complex: conventional arguments endowed 
with civic or industrial worth often appear in 
symbiosis with aesthetic elements, emotional 
stimuli or with a liberal embrace of free choice. 
Based on the analysis of a high-profile TV debate 
preceding the 2015 Slovak referendum on same-
sex rights, we examine the interplay of different 
grammars employed by both proponents and 
opponents of the referendum and show how 
shared personal attachments are formatted for 
public dispute by a dynamic use of different 
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grammars of commonality. Discussing our 
difficulties in grasping religiously founded 
standpoints with the pragmatic conceptual toolkit, 
we argue that religion should be put on the 
agenda of pragmatic sociology in order for it to be 
better equipped for the challenges that liberal 
democracies are increasingly facing worldwide. 
 

 
 
 
“Common-place lost or regained? Urban 
remembering of ethnic cleansing and the different 
ways it is made common and good” 
 
Adam Gajdoš 
 
Studies of memory politics typically approach the 
field as a space of discursive struggle and, 
consequently, of domination. Analyses tend to 
focus on identifying institutional agents and 
assessing their relative power to define forms as 
well as content of collective mnemonic practices. 
The alternative focus on counter-memories too 
often remains content with descriptive mapping of 
suppressed or isolated narratives that only prove 
hegemony of the nation state, of the core group, 
of men etc. Looking for a more symmetrical and 
integrated way to conceptualize (and understand) 
the ways people engage in the commemoration of 
cultural trauma in a city (Košice), I try to marry the 
cultural sociological interest in meaning-making 
with the pragmatic focus on differentiated 
engagements and their communication. In my 
presentation, I will discuss my adaptation of 
Laurent Thévenot’s pragmatic conceptual 
framework for the study of a subject related to 
both the intimate and emotional, as well as public 
and pluralistic aspects of democratic politics. The 
utility of such adaptation will be illustrated on 
selected examples of the different narratives, 
practices, organizational approaches and 
materialities involved in commemorating the 
flight and plight of Slovaks after 1938, the Shoah 
of 1944 and post-1945 persecution of Hungarians 
in Košice. 
 

 
 
 
“Justifications for Law in the Plural“ 
 
Paul Blokker 

The division in modern society between the 
democratic state and the citizenry has been 
sociologically often understood – think of Weber – 
as a fragile relation based on different forms of 
legitimacy. A crucial role in relations of legitimacy 
is played by the law. Sociological, political, as well 
as legal accounts of the law often understand this 
relation in somewhat reductive terms, as one of 
the rational-procedural quality of the law, the 
‘belief in the validity of legal statute and functional 
“competence” based on rationally created rules’ 
(Weber, Politics as a Vocation). The social 
imaginary most often related to law is one of 
rational mastery and neutral control. Here, in 
contrast, the argument is made that the legitimacy 
of, and produced through, law is only in part 
procedural-rational. The law and its constitutional 
foundations can be understood in a more complex 
manner, and the law can be related to a variety of 
forms of legitimacy. 
The paper draws on Boltanski and Thévenot’s 
pluralistic approach to, in a first step, explore a 
variety of justifications (Recht-fertigung) through 
law, outlining a socio-legal approach to the 
question of legitimacy. In a second step, the 
current debate on the reform of the Italian 
Constitution will serve as resource for exploring 
justifications of law and through law.  
 

 
 
 
“Sociology of Emancipation between unmasking 
and modelling” 
 
Pavel Barša 
Drawing on Boltanski’s On critique (2011) the 
paper will place pragmatic sociology at the 
intersection of three debates – methodological 
debate about “structure vs.  agency” and 
“explanation vs. understanding”, political debate 
about the possibility of social science geared to 
the project of social emancipation and historical 
debate about the emergence of post-critical social 
science in the wake of the end of revolutionary 
hopes in the so-called “long 1970s”. 
 

 
 
“Exploring the sociological dimension of the World 
Trade Organization: how the norms are created” 
 
Olga Gheorghiev 
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Relying on the premises that the WTO should not 
be defined as a mere set of contractual relations, 
but rather as a community, this paper aims at 
exploring the institution’s sociological dimension. 
It then explores the potential of the French 
pragmatic sociology, through its Economics of 
Conventions, to provide the research with a 
suitable set of methodological tools. In the spirit 
of EoC, the WTO would represent the “common 
world”, where member states come together and 
where they argue and defend their interests in the 
framework of a bargaining process. Parallels are 
furthermore found in the definitions the 
Economics of Conventions provides for language, 
discourse, action, institution, norms and so on. 
 

 
 
 
“Love and justice in international relations” 
 
Nicolas Maslowski 
 
In 1990, Luc Boltanski edited his book L'Amour et 
la justice comme compétences. Trois essais de 
sociologie de l'action. He proposes there a 
sociology of action regimes. Individuals have 
competences to understand the world, and their 
actions are discursively organized, according to 
different regimes. My questions will be to discuss 
in which extent it is possible to use this model in 
international relations, using a model 
anthropomorphizing the states. Are the state 
organizing discursively their action? 


