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Luc Boltanski is one of the most important contemporary social theorists.
Whether and how his sociology matters for International Relations (IR) the-
ory has, so far, not been explored. Boltanski’s work, as this article demon-
strates, can greatly advance international political sociology by further devel-
oping a practice theoretical account which reconciles Bruno Latour’s Actor-
Network Theory and Pierre Bourdieu’s praxeology. Boltanski’s pragmatic
sociology is mainly inspired by pragmatism and ethnomethodology, but it is
still concerned with sociology as a critical project of emancipation. He aims
to renew critical sociology by focusing on the ‘critical capacities’ ordinary ac-
tors use in disputes and controversies of political life. Practices of justifica-
tion and critique as triggers of conflicts and sources of agreements are con-
sequently the subjects of analysis. This implies, furthermore, a strong
notion of normativity in practice, which reveals a blind spot in current de-
bates in IR. Justification becomes a social practice through which diverging
legitimacy claims are tested under conditions of uncertainty. Such a view is
conceptually and methodologically relevant for IR scholars interested in
contested norms, moral ambiguity, and the fragile character of political re-
ality. Considering Boltanski’s work broadens the empirical scope of practice
theory and provides promising new directions for IR theory.

Recent debates on the practice turn in IR (Adler and Pouliot 2011a; Jackson 2015)
have demonstrated that the conversation between new conceptual vocabularies and
the empirical studies they have inspired led to a promising research program.
Although the call for a practice turn (Neumann 2002) was at first misleadingly un-
derstood as an attempt to establish a new “-ism” following the logic of competing
paradigms, the objective of scholars who understand practice as the core unit of
analysis is becoming clearer. Their interest lies in developing socially grounded un-
derstandings of the international and overcoming dualisms such as agency/struc-
ture, micro/macro, or material/ideational. This program is best described as a
“trading zone,” which brings together different IR scholars to exchange ideas on
how to conduct intelligible IR research that relies on concepts of practice (Bueger
and Gadinger 2014, 12). Within this trading zone, the praxeology of Pierre
Bourdieu, on one end of the spectrum, has drawn most attention in IR (Bigo 2011;
Adler-Nissen 2013). On the other end of the spectrum, Bruno Latour’s Actor-
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Network Theory (ANT) has gained acclaim as an alternative, promising way to de-
scribe international phenomena as relational networks or assemblages (Best and
Walters 2013). In these studies (e.g., Bueger and Bethke 2014), the concept of prac-
tice is understood as fragile and is described in terms of associations or translations.

The sociological work of Luc Boltanski reconciles these two poles. He shares
Latour’s aversion to structuralism in sociology and a fascination with uncertainty in
action and controversies by following pragmatism in a distinct French style. Both soci-
ologists reject the claim that analysts hold superior knowledge necessary to discover
the “hidden” inner workings of society and politics, leading some to label them “sym-
metrical twins” (Guggenheim and Potthast 2011). However, Boltanski is more con-
cerned with sociology as a critical project and attempts to reconnect his pragmatic ap-
proach with the critical sociology of Bourdieu, his former mentor, collaborator, and
reference point for his intellectual emancipation. Put simply, Boltanski’s sociology
aims to expand critical theory by “making actors part of it” (Bogusz 2014, 130). The
confusion regarding the labeling of his approach (here dubbed as pragmatic sociol-
ogy) as pragmatic sociology of critique, sociology of critical capacities, sociology of
critical practices, or moral sociology still highlights this reconciling position. Despite
attempts to present Boltanski’s work to a wider audience (Blokker 2011; Browne
2014; Susen and Turner 2014b), the relevance of his approach for IR theory remains
unexplored. This article introduces the work of Boltanski to an IR audience by
mainly referring to his works on justification and critique (Boltanski and Thévenot
2006; Boltanski 2011). I see the major promise of Boltanski’s pragmatic sociology in
its potential to provide a conceptual framework and research methodology to study
the normative dimension of international practices in disputes and controversies of
political life. This argument is revealed in two steps.

First, Boltanski’s writings hold the key for translating pragmatist thought into an
empirical approach for studying practices. The rediscovery of pragmatism in IR fo-
cuses on questions of epistemology and research methodology (e.g., Franke and
Weber 2012), but scholars are still hesitant to use it for empirical purposes. In con-
trast, Boltanski’s work is deeply empirically grounded. Like Latour, Boltanski uses
ethnomethodology’s insights of “following the actors” and takes disputes and contro-
versies as a methodological entry point for his research. He links pragmatism’s analyt-
ical interests in actions, situations, and contingency on the micro level with a consid-
eration of macro-structural elements of normative orders and moral principles. His
interest in ordering elements in social interaction is, however, stronger than in
Latour’s relationalism. The analytical separation between micro (situation) and
macro (orders) is transcended through a focus on changing practices of justification
and critique. The strong emphasis on the interpretive work of observing actors en sit-
uation renews the possibility of critical sociology by taking seriously the critical capaci-
ties of ordinary actors. While this perspective aims to become an active “sociology of
emancipation,” it still addresses core concerns in the tradition of Bourdieu such as
complex domination, the ambivalent role of institutions, and resource inequality.

Second, Boltanski’s conceptualization of practice as a process of social ordering
occurring between justification and critique involves a strong notion of normativity,
a rather downplayed conceptual challenge in debates on the practice turn
(Kratochwil 2011). While Bourdieu’s less well-known concept of nomos still addresses
the underlying normative order structuring the field of interactions (Epstein 2013),
Latour (2013) sees a normative dimension in “modes of existence”: a plurality of
equally real worlds that order our lives. Boltanski’s notion of different worlds is simi-
lar to Latour’s interpretation. However, normativity plays a key role neither in
Bourdieu’s main conceptual vocabulary nor in Latour’s perspective, which is more
interested in the complex ties and flows between these modes than empirically
studying them. Boltanski’s approach fills this “normative gap” by understanding jus-
tification as a social practice through which different moral claims are tested in
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legitimacy struggles. Practices of justification and critique as triggers of conflicts and
sources of agreements are consequently the subjects of analysis. This pragmatic view
on normativity has been the source of growing interest in IR (Hanrieder 2011;
Kornprobst 2014; Niemann 2015). Thus, Boltanski contributes to practice-oriented
and constructivist research in IR around norms, legitimation, and moral judgments
(e.g., Reus-Smit 2007; Wiener 2008) while broadening the empirical scope of prac-
tice theory (Leander 2011, 295).

The article proceeds as follows: I first contextualize Boltanski’s pragmatic sociology
by discussing three conceptual and methodological premises as a reconciliation of
Bourdieu and Latour. Second, I explain the significance of normativity in pragmatic
sociology and how it contributes to recent practice-oriented debates in IR. Third, I
present an illustration around the Abu Ghraib controversy to provide insight on how
to complete Boltanski-inspired studies in IR. The article concludes with the promises
and weaknesses of using Boltanski in IR and potential research avenues.

Contextualizing Boltanski’s Pragmatic Sociology in IR between
Bourdieu and Latour

The low level of attention given to Boltanski’s pragmatic sociology in IR is surpris-
ing given the popularity of Bourdieu’s praxeology and Boltanski’s prolific cri-
tiques of it. As Bourdieu’s former research collaborator, he began his studies of
social classes of business leaders and managers in French society and started to
criticize Bourdieu’s concept of habitus (Boltanski 1987). Later, he began to reor-
ient sociology around the concept of justification (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006)
and the analysis of social conflict in modern societies. Gradually, he became
known as one of Bourdieu’s most recognized critics and a leading part of a
broader countermovement in French sociology to Bourdieu’s praxeology. This
movement, known as the “pragmatic turn,” includes other sociologists such as
Laurent Thévenot, �Eve Chiapello, Nicolas Dodier, Michèle Lamont, and Michel
de Certeau and shares many of the same concepts and methodologies used by
Actor-Network theorists Bruno Latour and Michel Callon (see Boltanski and
Thévenot 2006, 20). In IR, Latour’s ANT has been primarily read as a provocative
move toward a new materialism and the inclusion of non-humans and objects.
Boltanski (2013, 45) and Latour’s (2005, 8, 184) regular praise for their mutual
influence is sometimes picked up in IR (Bigo 2011, 230), but is seldom used for a
deeper conceptual discussion (Leander 2011). While scarce references in IR are
mainly focused on On Justification, it makes sense to have a closer look at French
sociology to contextualize Boltanski’s work and how it relates to practice turn de-
bates in IR.

After Boltanski’s publication of On Critique (2011), an attempt to reconcile
pragmatic sociology with Bourdieu’s critical sociology, a break between Boltanski
and some of his followers occurred. The latter claim a need to newly outline and
reestablish the central tenants of pragmatic sociology by rejecting an understand-
ing of practices as deterministic or rationalist action and abandoning classic
notions such as power, interest, and resource domination (Barthe et al. 2013,
176–77, 203–4). For Boltanski, however, it is not enough to understand pragmatic
sociology as a research endeavor standing “very close to what people say and do,”
which “can never be an end in itself” (Fabiani 2011, 405). He has never re-
nounced the capacity of critique on situated grounds. This could explain why he
revisits his early work (Boltanski 1987) and complements his pragmatic view with
issues of resource inequalities, institutions, and complex forms of domination.
The theoretical strengthening of critique through the prism of an active “sociol-
ogy of emancipation” is less dramatic for IR scholars interested in the plurality of
practice theory and its applicability than for many protagonists of French
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sociology still disputing the boundaries between pragmatic and critical sociology
in public debates.1

In order to utilize pragmatic sociology for specific IR research purposes, I first
suggest leaving this current debate and focusing instead on some core premises
in Boltanski’s work in relation to Bourdieu and Latour. Even though this overview
may at times simplify Bourdieu’s sociology as a target of criticism as pushed by
Boltanski and other pragmatic scholars, it clarifies the differences and similarities
between all three approaches. Pragmatic scholars mostly do not self-identify as
“practice theorists”; they adhere to the basic premises of practice theory while pre-
senting their approach as an alternative to Bourdieu’s “genetic structuralism.”
The objective of Boltanski’s pragmatic sociology is, however, not to improve
Bourdieu’s social theory in conceptual terms, although he criticizes Bourdieusian
vocabulary, such as habitus and field, as falling victim to structural determinism
(Boltanski 2011, 18–22). Like Bourdieu, Boltanski seeks to overcome dualisms
such as individual and society or agency and structure and rejects methodological
individualism and collectivism (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006, 25–32). Yet, his
main focus is not on how societies cohere through underlying hierarchical struc-
tures and the reproduction of practices, but rather on the contrary: how societies
are disrupted by “frankly critical” actors (Boltanski 2011, 26). He is fascinated by
the fragility, uncertainty, and disorder of the social and the material, as well as
how actors are nevertheless able to coordinate their lives. This is characterized by
“critical moments” (Boltanski and Thévenot 1999) and “tests” (épreuves), which
people must constantly pass in their everyday life to deal with conflicting legiti-
macy claims. In a nutshell, Boltanski explores how normative claims emerge,
stabilize, and change, and accordingly how this fragile societal consensus is (re-)
produced despite the plurality of interpretations of social reality.

Rejecting the Divide between “Ordinary Actors” and “Professional Analysts”

Three conceptual and methodological premises are particularly relevant for the
study of international practices. First, pragmatic sociology adopts ANT’s reformu-
lated ethnomethodological dictum of “follow the actors” (Boltanski and Thévenot
2006, 11–12; Latour 2005, 23–25) by rejecting the split between “ordinary actors”
and “professional analysts.” For pragmatic sociologists, “social practices cannot be
understood from an objective standpoint alone, because they are internally re-
lated to the interpretations and self-images of their participants that can only be
grasped if one takes their perspective as fundamental” (Celikates 2006, 21).
According to Boltanski, the imperative to follow the actors first of all means that
actors’ critical reflexivity enables them to possess relevant knowledge about the
world. Thus, an adequate theory of practice must integrate their interpretations
of the world as a main element of theory construction. In order to study the social
world through the prism of its most ordinary situations, Boltanski (2012, 28) sug-
gests giving up “the idea that we can have the last word by producing—and impos-
ing on the actors—more powerful reports than the ones they themselves are able
to produce.” Furthermore, he argues (2011, 20) that the reflective capacities of
actors are underestimated or ignored in objectivist approaches that treat actors as
“judgmental dopes” (Garfinkel 1984, 68). In contrast to the widely assumed divide
between science and common sense or sociology and ordinary actors, pragmatic
sociology subscribes to the principle of symmetry. While in ANT the generalized
symmetry between humans and non-humans in a relational network is fore-
grounded, Boltanski’s interest is more focused on the intersubjective relationship.

1The heated nature of this debate on French pragmatism can be observed in the recent public exchange be-
tween Esquerre and Boltanski and his former follower Cyril Lemieux on the controversial death of Remi Fraisse, a
young environmental activist killed by French gendarmes.
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He assumes that a symmetrical relationship exists between all actors in that both
social scientists and ordinary actors possess critical and reflexive capabilities. He
therefore rejects the privileged position of social scientists as objective analysts in
a static, predictable world and seeks to inspire social theorists and scientists to
phenomenologically “return to things themselves” (Boltanski 2011, 24).

Critical scholars working in the tradition of Bourdieu and Foucault have criti-
cized Latour and Boltanski’s symmetrical position in claiming a loss of scientific
autonomy. Most relevantly, Ole Jacob Sending (2015) finds that “it is problematic
since it makes it all the more likely that academics simply end up reproducing
conventional understandings and participants’ self-description.” Yet, for
Boltanski, pragmatic sociology is not simply about regurgitating ordinary actors’
understandings and self-description. To the contrary, he sees it as a way to renew
the possibility of a critical sociology by “focusing on the critical capacities of ordi-
nary actors and by taking as the subject of empirical research those situations,
abounding in ordinary life, in which actors put into play these capacities, espe-
cially in the course of disputes” (Boltanski 2013, 44). The underlying objective in
pragmatic sociology is that in examining how ordinary actors make moral judg-
ments and interpret reality, the discrepancies between their “moral expectations”
and the actual social world will be exposed. Most essentially, pragmatic sociology
establishes an unprecedented “compromise” between social theory and social cri-
tique practiced by non-academics (Nachi 2014, 308). Boltanski is aware that such
a symmetrical position cannot take the totality of these effects of actors’ actions
into account. Yet, the focus on analyzing situations as the “social world in the pro-
cess of being made” provides a framework that makes action “itself visible”
(Boltanski 2011, 44).

Pragmatist Roots: Situations, Uncertainty, and the Fragility of Social Life

The pragmatist tradition links the concepts of practice with action, thereby shed-
ding structural connotations from the notion of practice. Boltanski (2011, 60)
sees practice as a “certain register of action.” Practice is formed in a continuous
stream of acts and has “neither a definite beginning nor a definite end” (Franke
and Weber 2012, 675). To conceive of practice as sequences of acts means under-
standing situations as open spaces between routines (performing established prac-
tices) and crises (creating new practices) in an uninterrupted stream of everyday
actions (Franke and Weber 2012, 675–77). At its core, the pragmatist tradition re-
gards practice in terms of change and reconsiders agency in a more substantial
manner. Simply put, pragmatic sociology submits that actors’ dispositions are
replaced by actors who are “active, not passive” (Boltanski 2011, 26). The premise
of certain competences by actors is fundamental because they are equipped with
capacities enabling them to reflect and interpret situations as critical moments in
everyday life. Thus, for Boltanski, actors’ reflexivity is not separated from action; it
is enmeshed within it. The conceptual reinterpretation of action in terms of crea-
tivity also departs from a static understanding of actors. He understands “action”
in its broadest sense; it takes place within a multiplicity of orders, in a combina-
tion of common worlds, and in hybrid relations between subjects and objects,
humans and non-humans (Bénatouı̈l 1999, 382–83).

Therefore, “situation” is one of Boltanski’s main concepts, yet it is not under-
stood as just an enabling or constraining context of action. Instead, as famously
stated by Erving Goffman (1967, 3), Boltanski is not just interested in “men and
their moments,” but rather in “moments and their men.” In situations, action oc-
curs and relatively undefined goals and means are formulated, modified, and
reformulated (Joas 1996, 154–61). Thus, human action is deeply implicated in sit-
uations or controversies that are always fragile and in need of interpretation by
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disputing actors (Blokker 2011, 252). The influence of pragmatist authors, espe-
cially Dewey, is obvious, despite being rarely referenced. The pragmatist notion of
“test,” borrowed from Latour (1988), is one of Boltanski’s key concepts and sheds
light on how actors resolve uncertainty expressed in controversies. Tests in a gen-
eral sense “refer to the way reality is shaped” (Bogusz 2014, 135). In such ambigu-
ous moments (situations troubles), during which feelings of awkwardness and anxi-
ety by involved participants arise (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006, 226), moments
of justification need to be clarified: What is the situation at hand, who is involved,
and who is allowed to articulate claims? The imperative of justification and the
uncertainty of the situation can be much stronger than the rationalist premise of
justification as a mere rhetorical action by powerful actors.

The strong emphasis on uncertainty and change by pragmatic scholars is differ-
ent than Bourdieu’s notion of practice, which is better at explaining reproduction
than change (Bueger and Gadinger 2015). That is, pragmatic sociology places
much more emphasis on the possibility of change in practices and the impact of
uncertainty than Bourdieu does. Recent criticism by Sebastian Schindler and
Tobias Wille (2015) of Vincent Pouliot’s pioneering work (2010) on diplomatic
practices in NATO-Russia relations after the Cold War illustrates this difference. For
Pouliot, diplomacy has become a normal, though not self-evident, practice between
the two former enemies. Bourdieu’s concept of habitus is, for him, essential for the
explanation of the dynamic, yet still fragile, relationship of “limited pacification,”
the result of ongoing symbolic power struggles. Using a Boltanski-inspired perspec-
tive, Schindler and Wille, on the contrary, claim that Pouliot’s analysis underesti-
mates the moment of uncertainty after the end of the Cold War. In a rereading of
Pouliot’s study, they show that “practices were unstable not because one set of
dispositions was objectively outdated, but because there was a fundamental uncer-
tainty whether the Cold War was really over or whether its logic of bipolar
confrontation still applied” (Schindler and Wille 2015, 333). This is only one exam-
ple, but it demonstrates that the question of change and stability of practice is an-
swered by pragmatic scholars differently. They are more fascinated by a micro-
oriented view on politics and take into account the insights of ethnomethodology
much more strongly. Such a pragmatic stance submits that complex societies fea-
ture a plurality of modes of action not only between different groups, but even in a
particular human action in which different values are arranged and combined
(Dodier 1993). The aim of pragmatic sociology is therefore not to resolve the epi-
stemic instability of justificatory situations, but rather to shed light on registers of
action;2 that is, actors mobilize to coordinate their actions, test different claims
against one another, and effect social change (Susen 2014, 651).

The Imperative of Justification and the Pragmatic Notion of Legitimacy

Third, Boltanski’s pragmatic actor model replaces Bourdieusian power struggles
of positioning in fields with competences, critical capacities, and an “ordinary
sense of justice” (sens de la justice) used by actors when reaching agreements in
daily struggles (Boltanski 2011, 27–29). However, a pragmatic point of view does
not consider the world harmonious. Instead, life in complex societies is
entrapped in various sorts of disputes and controversies about what has gone awry
and how this can be resolved. Power relations and interests also play a role in
Boltanski’s model, although for him the world is far more complex than indefi-
nite dynamics of hierarchy and domination. While totalitarian regimes can try to

2According to Boltanski (2011, 67–73), two registers of action exist. On the one hand, the “metapragmatic regis-
ter” is used to explicitly critique or justify a particular action while, on the other hand, the “practical register” im-
plicitly agrees or passively accepts the conditions of a specific action. The dialectic between these registers is a
major focus of Boltanski’s work on critique and justification.
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suppress an imperative of justification, democratic societies can only preserve
their values by enabling public discourses of justification. That is, ordinary actors
continually implement critique and justification and rise up against domination
by constructing new interpretations of reality. When actors invoke justice de-
mands, they see each other in a world of common humanity and are principally
able to agree to a compromise. For Boltanski (2012, 28), moral activity is a pre-
dominantly critical activity that can be observed everywhere, whether in the “insti-
tutions of political representation” or common “public places, workshops and
offices, corridors and dining halls.”

Individuals involved in such situations are subjected to the imperative of justifi-
cation; actors prove their competence in these moments of conflict and use
higher normative principles—what Boltanski calls “orders of worth”—to defend
their cause using justification and critique. The justification and critique pro-
duced by actors in situations are not random (Celikates 2006, 31). Instead, argu-
ments must follow rules of acceptability based on different orders of worth, while
contributing to the common good (bien commun) in society (such as the volonté
generale in the civic world or profit in the world of the market). While the term
“orders of worth” remains vaguely defined, it intends to grasp the culturally em-
bedded central grammars—that is, the “cultural, political, economic, demo-
graphic, linguistic, and ideological” underpinnings of society—providing legiti-
mate social bonds in democratic societies within regimes of justification
(Boltanski and Thévenot 2006, 13; Susen 2014, 687).3 The relation to a shared or-
der of worth, culturally understood as contributing to the common good, makes
it easier to accept defeat in a “test” situation. Labor unions, for instance, can
more easily accept zero salary increases in wage negotiations when employers
guarantee job safety in exchange for the cessation of negotiations. According to
Boltanski (2011, 25, emphasis in original) the social world becomes fragmented
in such moments and should therefore be described “as the scene of trial, in the
course of which actors in a situation of uncertainty proceed to investigations, record
their interpretations of what happens in reports, establish qualifications and submit to
tests.” This core feature of everyday legitimacy can be observed, for instance, when
employees discuss job performance with their boss, in sports contests, political ne-
gotiations, or even simple everyday disputes. In other words, legitimate and illegit-
imate forms of justification are defined by involved actors according to their con-
tribution to “economies of worth” (Guggenheim and Potthast 2011, 162).
Boltanski’s notion of practice becomes visible in the reflexive competences of ac-
tors when employing different forms of justifications within a plurality of potential
orders of worth. A key feature of such tests is their inherent character of conten-
tion (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006, 133), as disagreeing actors are often uncer-
tain over the worths of people in the situation at hand. Boltanski turns the notion
of legitimacy to a pragmatic omnipresent feature of our everyday life with justifica-
tion at its core. Justification, hence, becomes a social practice founded on an in-
tersubjectively and normatively based process of ordering.

Such a normative understanding of practice is different to Bourdieu’s view on
practice, which foregrounds the notion of domination as the main driver of social

3Boltanski and Thévenot (1999, 2006) identify six orders of worth (or regimes of justification) that form in com-
bination with cognitive and material devices “common worlds” in social life. They describe justifications performed
in the majority of ordinary situations: in the world of inspiration, worth belongs to the saint who achieves a state of
grace or the artist who achieves the highest creativity; in the domestic world, worth depends on a person’s hierarchi-
cal position in a chain of personal dependencies; in the world of renown, worth depends on the opinion of others,
on the number of people who extend their credit and esteem; in the civic world, the “great one” is the representa-
tive of a collective (common interest) whose general will he/she expresses; in the commercial world, the “great one”
is he/she who becomes rich by offering highly desirable commodities in a competitive market (the highest price);
in the industrial world, worth is based on effectiveness and determines a scale of professional capacities (see
Boltanski 2011, 167).
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relations. A comparison of two research examples around multilateral decisions
on international interventions makes this point clearer. By using pragmatic sociol-
ogy, Holger Niemann (2015) argues that the UN Security Council is narrowly in-
terpreted in terms of great power politics that neglect its role as a site of social in-
teraction. The Council’s legitimacy heavily relies on practices of justification and
critique by involving actors. That is, a pragmatic view shifts from “legitimacy as a
quality of the Council to legitimacy as a practice of claiming moral rightness in
the Council” (Niemann 2015, 1). Following Boltanski, even the veto, the
Council’s most distinctive feature, is not a simple tool of genuine power politics,
but rather understood as a “test” between competing legitimacy claims based on a
plurality of moral standards. The veto is public and needs to follow the imperative
of justification. By using the 2011/2012 vetoes on Syria as a case study, Niemann
shows that the veto marks a crucial moment for pragmatic analysis as legitimacy
claims are mutually tested, and different orders of worth such as “appropriate
means,” “rule-following,” and “responsibility” are translated into practical reason-
ing. The different references to responsibility exemplarily show the “normative
weight of being a responsible member of the international community construc-
tively cooperating with other UN members” (Niemann 2015, 21). Such practices
of justification enable opponents of the draft resolutions to stress their continuing
membership in the community despite the veto and being part of a fragile norma-
tive agreement. While such a study is not blind to power, its main emphasis is on
a pragmatic notion of legitimacy as an unexplored dimension that succeeds to an-
alytically grasp the simultaneity of moral dissent and consensus as part of social
ordering in a powerful organization.

Adler-Nissen and Pouliot (2014), on the other hand, analyze the negotiations
around the international intervention in Libya from a Bourdieu-inspired perspec-
tive and come to completely different results on the main drivers of such
decisions. By introducing the notion of “emergent power,” they follow a practice-
based understanding of endogenous resources in terms of social skills and compe-
tences. In their detailed account of diplomatic negotiations at the UN, NATO,
and the EU, they show how, in practice, state representatives translate their skills
into actual influence in seemingly trivial power struggles. Unlike Niemann, they
submit that the hidden workings of the negotiating game, and not public negotia-
tions at the Council, should be the analytical focus. Legitimacy is therefore no
longer at the core, but rather power in practice through struggles for competence
and influence. In doing so, Adler-Nissen and Pouliot’s rich narrative is read like a
chess game featuring players of varying competence, all struggling for influence
in the pecking order. Thus, moral claims only exist in an instrumental sense. The
Americans provocatively asking, “Do you want another Srebrenica?” is, for in-
stance, a “skillful framing of the crisis” used to determine voting patterns and
make use of the presence of Bosnia and Herzegovina in the Security Council
(Adler-Nissen and Pouliot 2014a, 901). Germany’s surprising abstention is simi-
larly explained by strategic mistakes, since the “German UN mission did not fully
grasp the course of negotiations and, in particular, the American change of mind
that occurred late on 15 March” (Adler-Nissen and Pouliot 2014a, 903). The dis-
agreement between the German chancellery and foreign ministry is not regarded
as a serious conflict. It is crucial for Adler-Nissen and Pouliot that Germany lost
its diplomatic standing as a competent player and needed to make up for this
through various steps to regain its former status. The aim of comparing these
Boltanski- and Bourdieu-inspired studies is not to discredit Adler-Nissen and
Pouliot’s account, which importantly complements the conceptual challenge on
power in practice turn debates. Nonetheless, it is important to note that a
Bourdieusian perspective is interested in the social dimension of power in and
through practice, and rather neglects the notion of normativity in such
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negotiations. Unlike Bourdieu’s account, which focuses on the hidden side of pol-
itics, a Boltanski-inspired approach innovatively highlights the public side of com-
peting legitimacy claims rooted in practices of justification.

Moving Forward with Boltanski

Boltanski’s pragmatic sociology is a unique addition to practice approaches in
that it presents a reconciling position between Bourdieu’s praxeology and the re-
search interests of ANT, which are often seen as contradictory. While Boltanski’s
pragmatist notion of practice, along with his objective to “follow the actors,” is
similar to ANT interests, there are some differences. Boltanski’s focus is on justifi-
cation as a social practice. He is mainly interested in what happens in the inter-
play between justification and critique, and thus reveals the intersubjective dimen-
sion of giving reasons in disputes under fragile conditions of uncertainty. Objects,
artefacts, and materiality can play a role, but remain a marginalized issue in com-
parison to ANT. Furthermore, he still considers sociology a critical project, but in
a different vein than Bourdieu. Boltanski (2013, 45) is fascinated by ordinary ac-
tors who are “openly critical, almost in the style of critical sociologists.” In doing
so, he presents a practice account most strongly emphasizing the normative and
moral dimensions of social life. His notion of justification as a legitimacy claim
that is tested and evaluated in controversies makes this pragmatic approach a valu-
able tool for IR researchers who treat legitimacy similarly in a processual under-
standing as a result of intersubjective negotiations (Reus-Smit 2007, 159).

More generally, pragmatic sociology provides us, as Anders Blok (2013, 495)
rightly notes, with an original theoretical matrix for “registering the grammars of
moral evaluation, as actors search for the common good in everyday situations of
conflict and coordination.” In Boltanski’s words, his framework was developed “as
a research instrument to make a pragmatic study of empirical conflicts possible”
(Basaure 2011, 362). However, it is far from easy to adopt Boltanski’s pragmatic
sociology. In comparison to Bourdieu’s coherent conceptual apparatus of field,
habitus, and capital, which seems to fit well into IR’s analytical categories of
power, strategy, and culture (Adler-Nissen 2013), Boltanski’s vocabulary of justifi-
cation, tests, and orders of worth is somewhat alien in terms of IR theory. The
pragmatic view on practice moves away from the world of practice theorists such
as Bourdieu and Foucault. It is perceived by pragmatic scholars as an insufficiently
complex world, primarily governed by power and the reproduction of stable hier-
archies. However, as Peter Wagner (1999, 349) rightly remarks, “the world of
Boltanski became one of an equally unlivable world, since it appeared as if people
were constantly engaged in justice and that they are always in action.”
Furthermore, due to it being an anthropological constant, the emphasis on an ac-
tor’s “critical capacity” could replace Bourdieu’s widely criticized habitus concept
as a similar structuralist phenomenon (Bogusz 2014, 137). Yet, as I will show in
the following sections, the insights of pragmatic sociology speak to debates in IR
and could lead to a promising dialogue between practice-oriented scholars
around the normativity of international practices.

The Normativity of International Practice

An exploration of general philosophical debates on the role of normativity in the
study of practice is necessary to grasp Boltanski’s unique contribution to interna-
tional practice theory. The normativity of practice does not lie at the heart of
practice turn debates. A reason for this missing link is that normativity is usually
related to constructivist norm research that investigates how norms emerge, how
they disseminate, and if and how people follow them. Many of these approaches,
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however, follow the idea of the homo sociologicus. They work from methodological
individualism and assume that norms, rules, and values are rather static entities
independent from activities and situations. From a practice theoretical view, obey-
ing a rule is a social practice rooted in everyday activities, mutual practical under-
standings, and interpretations of the demand of a situation. This understanding
goes back historically to a line of reasoning established in the work of
Wittgenstein. This philosopher prioritized practice and argued that meaning and
language must be understood in use. Practice theories share Wittgenstein’s (2009,
202) core assumption that “following a rule is a practice.” Therefore, following
rules and using language requires a close connection between background knowl-
edge, practical understandings, routinization, and the situated learning of how to
use language in practice. Recent constructivist accounts, however, stress that
norms and rules should be understood from below and that attention needs to be
paid to the practical reasoning of actors in situations. This implies a form of con-
tingency, as Antje Wiener (2008, 178) puts it: “actors operate within a context
that is structured by the interplay between structures of meaning-in-use and in-
dividuals enacting of that meaning.” Norms, then, become a social activity, and
normativity implies a continuous re-enacting of the normative structure of
meaning-in-use at all times by a multiplicity of agents.

Such a practice-based understanding of normativity is highly relevant for prac-
tice approaches in IR. Yet, the distinct emphasis of practice-oriented research on
the micro level in everyday routines and bodily activities has misleadingly led to
the neglect of norms and moral principles, located for some on a higher level.
However, Adler and Pouliot’s (2011b, 6) widely used definition of practices as
“competent performances” involves a strong normative dimension. As they argue,
“the structured dimension of practice stems not only from repetition but also,
and in fact primarily, from groups of individuals’ tendency to interpret their per-
formance along similar standards,” which can be “done correctly or incorrectly”
(Adler and Pouliot 2011b, 7–8). That is, practices are performances that “implic-
itly make the claim that ‘this is how things are’” (Adler and Pouliot 2011b, 8).
Tanja Pritzlaff-Scheele (2016) rightly points out that practices function in two
ways. On the one hand, practices are performed as normative claims expressed
through the practice and are directed toward an audience who perceives the com-
petence of the enacted practice. On the other hand, a “person practices a ‘way of
doing things’ as an exercise; that is, as a rehearsal that contributes to the incorpo-
ration and embodiment of the claim that ‘this is the way I do things,’ ‘this is how
things are’ and ‘this is how things should be done’” (Pritzlaff-Scheele 2016).

What makes the normativity of practice a conceptual challenge is that typical di-
mensions of practice theorizing, such as background knowledge, practical reason-
ing, and rule-following, overlap each other. Following Wittgenstein (2009, 217,
219), obeying a rule is a practice that is not rationally chosen, but rather is done
blindly. Human agents do not decide before they act. They are active and en-
gaged beings who use language as a fundamental resource in their interactive re-
lationship with the world. These practical experiences of actions and reactions
constitute the background and practical knowledge that enable sense-making
through everyday activities. At this point, it is important to note the difference be-
tween the conceptions of praxis in an Aristotelian, and practice as language-games
in a Wittgensteinian, tradition. Mervyn Frost and Silviya Lechner (2016) clarify
the confusion in practice turn debates between these different notions of norma-
tivity. For Aristotle, practical reasoning involves judgment and reflection optimally
leading to the achievement of virtue or practical wisdom (phronesis), which serves
as a link to the notion of prudential judgement in classical realism (Brown 2012).
As Frost and Lechner (2016, 8–9) explain, this conception of praxis assumes, on
the one hand, that the unit of analysis is action in the restricted sense of

196 On Justification and Critique

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ips/article/10/3/187/1750188 by guest on 22 M

ay 2023

Deleted Text: &hx00A7;
Deleted Text: -
Deleted Text: -
Deleted Text: s
Deleted Text: &hx201C;
Deleted Text: &hx201D;
Deleted Text: &hx00A7;
Deleted Text: which 
Deleted Text: s
Deleted Text:  
Deleted Text: Mervyn 
Deleted Text: e


performance on one particular occasion, indexed to a particular segment in time
and space; on the other hand, typical action is an individual-level action, carried
out by a single designated agent. Wittgenstein’s conception of practice, on the
contrary, interprets following a rule as a social activity through learning how to
participate in a language-game and differentiate between successful performances
and mistakes. This implies the presence of meaningful social standards—rules—
that govern the actions of a number of individuals and transform these individ-
uals into participants in a shared practice (Frost and Lechner 2016, 11). As such,
for Wittgenstein, normativity is the result of social practices.

The Case for Boltanski

These Wittgensteinian insights lead us back to Boltanski’s pragmatic sociology
and his notion of normativity in practices of justification and critique. Boltanski’s
understanding of justification is rooted in the tradition of Wittgenstein, as he is
not interested in justification on an individual level. It is important to note that
Boltanski does not aim to develop a normative theory of justice, as the crucial no-
tion of justification or “situated judgement” is sometimes misunderstood.
Although, according to pragmatic sociology, actors are capable of independent
reflexive judgments and have a moral sense of justice, these premises only serve
as preconditions for his practice approach. In pragmatic sociology, justification
takes place in an intersubjective exchange of giving reasons in situations of dis-
pute. Justification is always related to critique; in Boltanski’s view, it cannot exist
alone. In such “critical operations that people carry out when they want to show
their disagreement without resorting to violence and the ways they construct, dis-
play, and conclude more or less lasting agreements” (Boltanski and Thévenot
2006, 25), the normative duality of practices as potential triggers of conflicts and
sources of agreements is revealed. As this starting definition in On Justification
implies, justification is a moral activity, as people involved in such situations are
testing competing legitimacy claims. That is, the interplay between justification
and critique is driven by claims of moral rightness. The disputing actors, however,
can never be sure if a given justification or a critical demand is mutually accepted,
leading to the significance of rules and shared understandings in practices.

Joseph Rouse, one of the main philosophical advocates for a normativity-based
practice approach, explains that many approaches such as Bourdieu’s praxeology
put too much emphasis on regularity to grasp the inherent normativity of prac-
tice. Bourdieu, influenced by Aristotelian thought, developed the concept of habi-
tus based on the notion of regularity, largely negating actors’ ability to reflect and
change outside the deterministic “imperatives of their habitus” (Susen and
Turner 2014a, xxvii). Normativity for them lies “in a regularity exhibited by what
practitioners do, rather than in a rule followed by them.” Rouse (2006, 529) criti-
cizes such an understanding and suggests an alternative account that is based on
mutual accountability. Human agents never definitely know if the use of a term
or a rule in a situation is right or wrong; they always need to arrange mutual ac-
countability in and through practice. In this conception of normativity, “a practice
is not a regularity underlying its constituent performances but a pattern of inter-
action among them that expresses their mutual normative accountability” (Rouse
2006, 529). Rouse’s conception of practices points to the temporality and situated-
ness of practices and their normative grounding; practices are themselves
contestable.

This conception is similar to Boltanski’s contested nature of tests, in which dis-
puting actors are uncertain about the criteria to assess the mutual legitimacy
claims. Rouse’s social philosophical conception of mutual accountability becomes,
in Boltanski’s sociological language, the concept of justification as a process of
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social ordering and testing competing claims. The pragmatist notion of uncer-
tainty or unease in such situations is then opposed to justifications as regular per-
formances. Rouse’s suggestion (2006, 532) that a performance’s accountability to
norms is dependent on its ability to inspire an interpretation of it being done for
the sake of something at stake in both the interaction and its corresponding con-
sequences is answered by Boltanski through his framework of different orders of
worth. According to the framework, arguments must relate to a higher level of
Wittgensteinian general rules that will change the fragile nature of actors’ rela-
tionship to a potential agreement: “from an amorphous juxtaposition of incom-
mensurable persons, they become an organized unit and establish the reference
of the parts to the whole” (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006, 67). Actors test these
statements with higher normative principles in terms of “orders of worth” while
taking into account whether it serves the common good in their respective society.
Effectively, this means that actors possess a sense of reality by not demanding the
impossible. By using criteria of equivalence, they assess the relative value—great-
ness (grandeur) in Boltanski’s vocabulary—of beings engaged in a specific dispute
in terms of worth. The typical legitimacy struggle is a “reality test,” in which differ-
ent interpretations of reality, objects, environments, and devices must be incorpo-
rated in practices of justification and critique.

Agreements involving disputing actors that result in a compromise between dif-
ferent orders are not an inherent component of how orders of worth emerge. “It
happens in action,” as Peter Wagner (1999, 343) explains, “in the dispute over
which criteria to mobilize for the evaluation of a situation.” The imperative of jus-
tification is not an end in itself; actors consciously decide when it is most appro-
priate to engage in justification (opening one’s eyes) and when it is best to not
distract themselves (closing one’s eyes) in unproductive struggles (Boltanski and
Thévenot 2006, 232–36). Yet, while Boltanski (2011, 38) admits that in many cases
“it is always the same people who pass all or most tests,” which brings Bourdieu
back in, the result of such uncertain moments is nevertheless unpredictable.
Thus, for pragmatic sociologists, the social world is too fluid and complex to be
captured by stable, structural notions such as the field in Bourdieu’s vocabulary.
Boltanski rejects an objective view on the social world by making the “distinction
between a ‘reality’ we can depict and a ‘world’ comprising the full complexity of
life and which remains inaccessible” (Leander 2011, 297).

Studying Practices of Justification and Critique in International Politics

Pragmatic sociology takes controversies as a research starting point. In doing so,
Boltanski’s research methodology is quite similar to Latour’s (2005, 23) solution
“to trace connections between the controversies themselves rather than to try to
decide how to settle any given controversy.” For Boltanski (2011, 25), the princi-
pal task is “to explain, clarify and, where possible, model the methods employed
in the social world to make and break bonds.” The aim is related to Markus
Kornprobst’s suggestion (2014) to study how communities produce legitimacy
through the craft of justification in dynamic communicative processes between
political judgments and public justifications. In the more concrete terms of fields
of investigation, the program of pragmatic sociology has focused first on the ex-
ploration of disputes through ethnographic fieldwork studies in different do-
mains such as firms, media, schools, town councils, or political commissions,
implementing methods of direct observation borrowed from ethnomethodology
and other methods of textual analysis. A second major focus is on the study of “af-
fairs” or “scandals” that trigger fundamental questions of justice and normative
claims in a public debate. In such moments, a local conflict can spread and gain a
general significance of normative grounds.
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This research objective requires an ethnomethodological gaze through a micro-
oriented perspective and an acknowledgment of actors’ creativity and critical ca-
pacities. What do actors mobilize in these situations of conflict? How do they in-
vent or re-enact existing orders of meaning and regimes of justification? How do
disputing actors manage or settle controversies through practices of justification
and critique? The overall aim is to explore the “justification work” (Jagd 2011,
346) through legitimacy claims implemented by actors in situations of dispute.
Such a perspective draws elements from pragmatic linguistics aimed at analyzing
indexicality and the process of sense-making through language within situations
in the tradition of Wittgenstein. This allows analysts to trace hidden normative
backgrounds in ordinary language. But pragmatic sociology also draws upon gen-
erative linguistics by borrowing the notion of competence. This refers to underly-
ing cognitive schemes displayed in the capacity of actors to produce critiques and
justifications as well as their ability to discriminate between those that were, and
were not, appropriate in the situation (Boltanski 2013, 46). In the following, I fur-
ther illustrate pragmatic sociology’s research methodology by applying it to an ep-
isode from the Abu Ghraib controversy in the United States around the systematic
abuse of prisoners during the war on terror. In public hearings before the Senate
Armed Services Committee, the interplay between justification and critique re-
veals the normativity of practice and the fragile nature of political reality. The il-
lustration is used to explain some of Boltanski’s concepts, such as the adoption of
tests as types of legitimacy struggles.

The Normativity of Justification and Critique: The Pressure to “Do the Right Thing”

Thanks to their high degree of uncertainty for involved actors, the Senate Armed
Services Committee’s public hearings (on May 7, 11, 19; July 22; and September
9, 2004) are a good object of investigation for pragmatic sociology. While the
Bush administration and military officials were confronted with the first substan-
tial situation of conflict in which they had to justify themselves, Democratic (and
Republican) senators were able to use this moment to criticize the political course
of action in the war on terror. The following dispute between Senator Dayton and
General Myers/Secretary Rumsfeld serves as a typical example of the interplay be-
tween critique and justification in the everyday practices of politicians. The actors
fundamentally disagree on the question of what is the most significant common
good for the American people. The object of conflict is the fact that the
Department of Defense on the one hand tried to delay the report on Abu Ghraib
by calling CBS before the broadcast and, on the other hand, did not inform the
US Congress about the explosive information in the military inquiry “Taguba re-
port,” which documented the systematic abuse of prisoners. While Senator
Dayton employs orders of worth of the civic world and interprets the behavior of
the Department of Defense as “antithetical to a democracy” and “against our prin-
ciples,” General Myers and Secretary Rumsfeld as members of the US military are
more strongly bound to practices of justification by using criteria of effectiveness,
control, and security. The core problem is that the conflict is based on contradict-
ing orders of worth, thereby impeding their ability to reach a justified agreement
(US Congress 2005, 70, May 7, 2004):

Senator DAYTON. Did you discuss calling CBS to ask them to delay their report with
the Secretary of Defense or the Vice President or the President?

General MYERS. Of course not.

Senator DAYTON. None of those. All right.

General MYERS. Of course not.
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Senator DAYTON. I would just say, General, that I agree with your assessment of the
consequences of this on our troops. That is the great tragedy of this. But attempts to
suppress news reports, to withhold the truth from Congress and from the American
people, is antithetical to a democracy.

General MYERS. You bet it is, and that’s not what we’ve been doing.

Senator DAYTON. Whatever the intentions may be, sir, the result is always the same.
It is, I think, terribly tragic that the President, who wants to expand democracy
around the world, by actions of his own administration is undermining that democ-
racy in the United States. As is always the result when people try to control informa-
tion, delay it, manage it, and suppress it, it has that result. It’s antithetical to a
democracy.

Secretary RUMSFELD. Senator, throughout the history of this country, there have
been instances where military situations have existed that have led governments to
talk to members of the media and make an editorial request of them that they delay,
for some period, disclosing some piece of information. It is not against our history.
It is not against our principles. It is not suppression of the news. It’s a misunder-
standing of the situation to say it is.

Senator DAYTON. It is against our principles. It’s against our principles when you
come before 40 to 45 Members of the Senate 3 hours before that news report is go-
ing to occur, and don’t mention one word about it, sir. That is antithetical to de-
mocracy and the Constitution, which gives the Senate and the House coequal re-
sponsibility for this country.

This quote also demonstrates how disputing actors use distinct and, in this case,
incommensurable principles of equivalence based in different orders of worth.
That is, different criteria of judgment on definitions about the good, the just, or
the morally right thing to do, which includes distinct culturally rooted grammars
of legitimate behavior. It is a typical “reality test,” as actors disagree on the reality
as it is (“It’s a misunderstanding of the situation,” in Rumsfeld’s words). In doing
so, actors use different measuring instruments, proofs, and objects established in
each order of worth. Statistics are used to strengthen legitimacy claims, when, for
instance, the number of “seven bad apples” in Abu Ghraib is permanently com-
pared by justifying actors with the total number of American troops to relativize
the scandal as an “isolated incident.” On the contrary, criticizing actors use inves-
tigation reports as external expertise, such as the report by the International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) on systematic abuse in US prisons, to
strengthen their moral claims. While critics’ main argument generally was that
the war on terror undermined core democratic principles and contradicted in the
long term the objective of defending the national security of the United States,
justifications by members of the Bush administration were primarily based on ra-
tionalist and technocratic orders of worth by using short-term objectives (state of
emergency, “we are at war”) and historical comparisons of earlier war experiences.
At this moment the normative contestation cannot be resolved as different ratio-
nalities in modern democratic governance are revealed. The moral concern of
the critics of a breach of the torture norm and the undermining of civil liberties
as more significant common good contradicts the overall emphasis on national se-
curity measures, meaning that democratic and legal standards need to be down-
played during wartime to guarantee the safety of “our troops.”

The analysis of legitimacy claims in the Abu Ghraib torture scandal supports
pragmatic sociology’s core insights on legitimacy struggles. Furthermore, the pub-
lic hearings illustrate that actors are equipped with critical capacities that unmask
the misuse of institutional power by the US military. Such disputes reveal the frag-
ile nature of institutions as “bodiless beings” in that they struggle with a certain
tension to renew their credibility (Boltanski 2011, 84–86). Although there is a so-
cial need for institutions to guarantee a minimum semantic stability in defining
reality, this should not lead us to overlook the importance of taking a critical
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stance toward these institutions, including denunciations of their power and their
manifestation of symbolic violence. The repetitive, routinized remarks by nearly
all senators to honor the merits of the US military can be interpreted as a “truth
test” in Boltanski’s terminology. Such statements are nevertheless tests because
they fail on occasion. A key feature of this kind of test is many actors’ “maniacal
quest for coherence” and their attempt to deploy a certain pre-established state of
the relationship between symbolic forms and state of affairs, in such a way as to
constantly reconfirm that relationship (Boltanski 2011, 118). Since nobody ques-
tions the need to fight and win the war against terror, the controversy is domi-
nated by tests, in which disputing actors primarily struggle with the rules and for-
mats used for their legitimacy claims.

Actors do not disagree on the necessity to fight terror, but rather dispute the le-
gitimate measures to fight this war. In this context, military and legal terms such
as the interpretation of the Geneva conventions and standard operating proce-
dures were the main objects of conflict. Yet, in some moments, legitimacy claims
switching between routine procedures and fundamental forms of critique were ar-
ticulated. This demonstrates that the interplay between justification and critique
always entails a moment of uncertainty that cannot be suppressed by formaliza-
tion. A good example is Senator John McCain, who successfully cornered
Secretary Rumsfeld by repeatedly asking questions on the chain of command and
instructions given to the guards. After using a series of evasive rhetorical maneu-
vers, Rumsfeld concedes by providing a definitive (but commonly doubted) con-
firmation of the Geneva conventions and exhaustedly declaring “absolutely” (US
Congress 2005, May 7, 20–23). Such critical moments are analytically important,
as they signal potential norm change and show us the fragile nature of modern
democratic governance. Norms erode slowly in a permanent state of emergency,
as was the case during the first years of the first Bush administration after 9/11.
Yet, under the imperative of justification, institutional representatives always skate
on thin ice when unexpectedly coming under the pressure of legitimation. During
the six hours of testimony on May 7, Rumsfeld’s performance, depending on the
situated context, ranged from humble and contrite to combative and self-assured.
This reconstruction reveals that justification and critique cannot be simply reduced
to the rational logic of arguments, but need to be understood as a social practice
that can be performed competently, poorly, or somewhere in between.

However, in established democratic procedures, such as public hearings, radical
forms of critique are infrequent and difficult to articulate due to the high degree
of formalization. Therefore, such radical forms of critique, which Boltanski (2011,
108) describes as “existential tests,” are mainly articulated outside the parliamen-
tary routines by artists, intellectuals, or ordinary actors in questioning the very le-
gitimacy and existence of a particular institution or instrument therein. It was Joe
Darby, an ordinary sergeant, who took the first steps to alert the US military com-
mand after learning of the abuse, regarding his whistleblowing action as a moral
duty. Critique was clearly expressed as an existential test, as it became abundantly
clear through testimony and various accounts in the press that human rights viola-
tions were rampant and routine procedure had often been disregarded. Personal
accounts, such as those by Hyder Sabbar Abd, an Iraqi civilian interviewed on the
CBS news program 60 Minutes II, exposed deep-seated feelings of shame, suffer-
ing, and injustice, triggering an imperative of existential justification on behalf of
elected officials and their representatives. Unjustified detentions of innocent civil-
ians, torture practices, along with a plethora of other controversial revelations,
came to question the very core of the chosen policies in the war on terror and the
integrity of those who approved their application.

This brief reconstruction of an episode of the Abu Ghraib scandal through the
prism of pragmatic sociology shows that this is a controversy between politicians,
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military personnel, journalists, NGOs, and ordinary citizens. Of course, a prag-
matic sociological perspective would also actively take into account justificatory
claims made by disempowered ordinary actors. The case of Private Chelsea
Manning, and her communication with WikiLeaks, is an apt example that shows
how individuals interact outside power structures by utilizing their critical capaci-
ties and existentially testing the very institutions they are criticizing. Obviously,
the ramifications for such critique are often grave, but they nonetheless go to
show that individuals are willing to take risks regardless of the consequences
within the power structure, reminding us of the continuing relevance of
Bourdieu’s fields of power. Moreover, actors not only employ various orders of
justification of international law, human rights or military necessity, but also mate-
rial resources and rhetorical devices such as stories of historical evidence, to sup-
port their legitimacy claims. Politics here is the interplay of different forms of jus-
tification, distribution, constitution, and defiance (Blokker and Brigenthi 2011).
Contingency, uncertainty, conflict, and the lack of closure of politics are empha-
sized. A practice-based understanding of moral discourse allows researchers to
start with the premise of an irreducible and rationally irresolvable plurality of
moral standards, which integrates even the status of various objects as part of cog-
nitive and material devices in justificatory practices (Hanrieder 2011, 409). A seri-
ous view on material devices and objects such as the ICRC report on systematic
abuse, which lost its performativity during the hearings, would imply taking the
concepts of ANT more strongly into account in order to analyze through transla-
tions why “things never unfold quite as planned” (Best and Walters 2013, 333).

Conclusion

The inclusion of Boltanski’s pragmatic sociology in the thriving research program
of international practice theory broadens the conceptual vocabulary and empiri-
cal scope for analyzing international practices. Pragmatic sociology enables a bet-
ter understanding of justification and critique and hence allows a conceptualiza-
tion of the fragile, normative character of practice. In Boltanski’s pragmatic
sociology, the “social world does not appear as a place of domination suffered pas-
sively and unconsciously but more like a space intersected by a multitude of dis-
putes, critiques, disagreements and attempts to produce local agreements” (Jagd
2011, 345–46). Contestation, ambiguity, and contradictions that arise between
multitudes of legitimate claims in situations of conflict become clear in empirical
studies using pragmatic sociology. Agreements are always fragile and provide only
a minimal notion of stability in social life. Thus, the reproductive understanding
of practice in Bourdieu’s work is complemented by the creative effort of actors to
adapt, modify, and arrange their practices of justification and critique in relation
to the situation of conflict. For pragmatists, there is a high degree of uncertainty
that makes social reproduction and stable order nearly impossible. This does not
mean that practice theorists are tricked by powerful actors’ “cheap talk.” Boltanski
also manages to provide an emancipatory edge to pragmatism by equipping actors
with an inherent ability to interpret, analyze, and critique what is perceived as
dominating or unjust. The examples also demonstrate that institutions try their
very best to minimize the spectrum of interpretation by naturally addressing as
many perspectives as possible. However, since humans are inherently endowed
with interpretative abilities, there will always be a discrepancy between their inter-
pretation of reality and the actual world, thereby inevitably creating emancipatory
possibilities for critique. For Craig Browne (2014, 21), “it is critique, or the possi-
bility of critique, that discloses this core attribute of institutions, particularly be-
cause critique precipitates a shift in registers of justification.” The pragmatic study

202 On Justification and Critique

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ips/article/10/3/187/1750188 by guest on 22 M

ay 2023

Deleted Text: which 
Deleted Text: 4. 
Deleted Text: -34
Deleted Text: which 
Deleted Text: &hx201D;


of such shifts of registers of justification, as seen in the war on terror example, un-
veils norm change, a still rather unexplored issue in IR.

Boltanski’s suggestion (2011) to interpret legitimacy struggles through different
kinds of “tests” in both routinized and radical formats offers much new analytical
insight in terms of differentiating between stabilizing practices and forms of cri-
tique as mediums to renew social arrangements. His sociological approach, more-
over, provides other research avenues for IR, particularly in regard to the historic-
ity of practices. Boltanski’s work with Chiapello on the “new spirit of capitalism”
(2007), which identifies an emerging, historical order of project-based justifica-
tion in Western societies, can be used to describe transformations in modern gov-
ernance. By adding this temporal dimension, it addresses how practices’ “evolu-
tion over time may impact and shape their environment” (Sending 2015). The
relevance of pragmatic sociology for IR research moving forward is clear. Its in-
sights present valuable, groundbreaking tools for the analysis of political contro-
versies. This is because they allow for a detailed account of actors’ normative back-
ground, practices, and regimes of justification. The methodological decision to
focus on justificatory work by ordinary actors transcends separations between
agency and structure, or micro and macro, and develops a normative focus for
the empirical analysis of practice. This promising approach, then, opens new
doors to understanding and studying the ever-changing complexity of interna-
tional practice.
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