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JUSTICE AS A COMPETENCE. 
THE NORMATIVE RELEVANCE OF EMPIRICAL RESEARCH 

ON JUDGMENTS OF 'GREATNESS,l 

Geert Demuijnck 

1. Positive. and normative approaches to justice 

This paper deals with two questions. The first one is the more general 
one: is empirical research on distributive justice in any way related to the 
normative, i. e. ethical debate about that topic? The second question is 
more specific: is an account of justice in terms of 'competence', a con
cept borrowed from linguistics, relevant to the normative debate? Rather 
than giving the ultimate answer to these questions, I will try to clarify 
them and advance some arguments which, in my opinion, should be part 
of the answer. In order to do so, I will give a short description of one 
particular approach, namely the method of Boltanski and Thevenot 
(1991). It should be clear, though, that my paper is not about the results 
of this particular research, nor about its possible applicability to, e.g. 
social policy. As the questions suggest, I will focus on what may roughly 
be called the link between the normative and the positive approach to 
justice. 

Two recent and, in fact, parallel developments in philosophy as well 
as in the social sciences urge for a general reflection on this link. On the 
one hand, a recent tendency of the still ongoing post-rawlsian revival of 
political philosophy is characterized by a growing awareness of a weak
ness of theories aimed at reducing justice to a limited set of general 
principles: justice is context-specific. It is not only the case that judg-

1 I am grateful to Bart Capeau, Ilse Depraetere and Freddy Mortier for their comments 
on an earlier version. 
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ments based on the sense of justice are to some extent determined by the 
particular context in which they are formed. Less obviously, Walzer 
(1984) has argued that different distributive criteria should be applied to 
different goods2

• On the other hand, justice has become an object of 
study of some importance· in social psychology, sociology, and even 
economics3

• It is obvious that the aim of social scientific research is not 
to clarify the concept of justice, but rather to give a description or an 
explanation of empirical social phenomena related to justice. 

Given these tendencies, one could at least expect philosophers to 
have a look across the boundaries of their discipline. According to David 
Miller, the mere suggestion "that philosophers might have to learn from 
empirical studies of justice goes against their self-image as rational and 
critical thinkers, rising above the swamp of mere opinion" (Miller 1994: 
169). Although Miller may well be right, there is more at stake than a 
flattery self-image: it is not quite clear what philosophers could learn 
from empirical findings. Ethics is concerned with how things ought to be 
and do not occupy the same logical space as theories about how things 
are. In other words, if one respects a clear distinction between facts and 
values, data about what people think ought to be the case are facts. 

The social scientist is in general sceptical about normative research. 
Social scientists are not only impatient with respect to normative ques
tions (Cf. Bell & Schokkaert 1992: 246); their awareness of the complex
ity and context-specificity has lead them to think that the project to find 
an underlying normative unity on an abstract level is as such ques
tionable4

• Therefore, social scientists often identify justice with what 
people think it is (Swift 1993). In the model I will describe below, justice 
is equated with judgments of 'greatness' about which people reach a 
mutual agreement. 

However, even if one avoids the naturalistic fallacy carefully, the 
relation between empirical research and normative theory is much more 
complex than these consi~erations suggest at first sight. The following 

2 Cf. Walzer (1984) and the many comments it provoked, and more recently, Soltan 
(1987), Elster (1992) and Young (1994). 

3 In Scherer (1992) and Miller (1992), a survey is given. 

4 Swift has pointed out that the relation between philosophy, unity and simplicity is a 
contingent one. In principle, a normative theory could be very complex (Swift 1993: 8-9). 
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two arguments may demonstrate their possible mutual dependency. 
A first argument depends on the role of intuitions in moral epis

temology. Moral theories may differ strongly in their answers to the 
question whether or not a moral theory should match our intuitiongS. 
Insofar as it is assumed that it should be possible for a moral theory to 
give a justification of our intuitions, theories that are blind to research on 
what people's actual intuitions are, as well as on the contextuality of these 
intuitions, are seriously flawed. The second argument relates to the 
opposite relation. In fact, social scientists depend on normative theories 
to get their research project off the ground. It is not possible to interpret 
behaviour in terms of justice if you have no clear concepts of justice; 
otherwise the research is likely to lack focus. For one thing, people's 
judgments about what ought to be done do not always match their prin
ciples of justice (they may match other principles, e.g. charity). For 
another, if people do refer to justice, then social scientists need, in order 
to capture carefully the principles of justice which underlie the distrib
utive judgments, sharp distinctions between e.g. entitlements, fairness, or 
different kinds of desert (based on effort, talent, etc.). These distinctions 
are to be found in the philosophical literature (cf. Swift 1993: 12f.). 

2~ The sense of justice as a 'competence' 

Although the comparison between moral and linguistic rules goes back to 
at least Adam Smith6

, it is John Rawls who related the method of des-

5 Utilitarians like Richard Hare defend a very radical position with respect to intuitions: 
"It is a mistake, and weakens our political and moral thought, to rely on intuition" (Hare, 
1984: 4). It should be added that utilitarians nevertheless make a lot of effort to justify 
our intuitions in terms of utility. Cf. Hare (1981: 142). 

6 Smith compares rules of justice to' grammatical rules which are characterized by a high 
degree of precision, whereas moral rules related to other virtues are to be compared with 
the less precise- stylistic rules. With respect to the topic to be discussed below, it is 
remarkable that the reason why Smith relates grammatical rules to rules of justice (their 
absolute precision) is exactly the opposite of the reason why philosophers nowadays refer 
to grammatical rules, namely because of their being fIxed in a rather loose way as a 
particular socially shared set of rules of speech. Cf.: "A man may learn to write gram
matically by rule, with the most absolute infallibility; and so, perhaps, he may be taught 
to act justly" (Smith 1759: 176). 
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criptive linguistics? to the methodology of ethical argumentation that he 
proposed, in which the concept of a reflective equilibrium is the keys
tone. 

Rawls8 starts from the idea that normal adults, educated in normal 
social circumstances, will have developed a sense of justice. This sense 
is an acquired skill which is very complex and enables them to judge an 
infinite number of different situations. According to Rawls, moral philos
ophy may be considered as an attempt to describe our sense of justice. 
Such a description is not to be understood as a (infinite) list of judgments, 
but rather as the formulation of a set of principles which, if they were 
consciously followed, would lead to our judgments. Consequently, the set 
of principles is a conception of justice: "A conception of justice charac
terizes our moral sensibility when the everyday judgments we do make 
are in accordance with its principles" (Rawls 1971: 46). However, not all 
the moral judgments should be accounted for by the set of principles. 
Only the 'considered' judgments, i.e. judgments in which we are very 
confident, and which are not formed in unfavourable circumstances, e.g. 
when one is upset, should be taken into account. According to·Rawls, we 
cannot expect a conception of justice to immediately fit in with our 
considered convictions. Sometimes, judgments which we thought to be 
well-considered may be at odds with the principles. In this case, we have 
to 'work back and forth' (Rawls 1971: 20), that is, we have to modify the 
principles or some of our moral judgments until principles and judgments 
match. 

Ronald Dworkin has argued that this procedure does not treat in
tuitions of justice as clues to principles which have an independent ratio-

7 The term descriptive is used in a non-technical way, i.e. in Chomsky's sense that 
descriptive linguistics aim at a correct description of the intrinsic competence of the 
idealized native speaker (Chomsky 1965: 24), and has no prescriptive aim whatsoever. 
It is not supposed to reflect Chomsky's ulterior qualified use of this term. 

8 I do not claim that the following concise remarks reflect the complexity of the metho
dological background of Rawls' Theory of Justice. My aim is only the clarify the com
parison he makes with the method of descriptive linguistics. Rawls' theory is ultimately 
founded on normative concepts such as the idea of a society as a fair system of coopera
tion, the conception of the citizen as a free and equal person, etc. As a consequence, it 
cannot be fully judged on the basis of the rather ambiguous references to linguistics or, 
similarly, to rational choice theory. 
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nale, but rather as given elements of the theory to be constructed: "as if 
a sculptor set himself to carve the animal that best fit a pile of bones he 
happened to find together". Rawls' constructive model "does not assume
that the animal it matches to the bones actually exists (Dworkin 1975: 
28). However, Raz has pointed out that Dworkin's picture is slightly 
misleading. Dworkin did not say that some bones could be discarded (Raz 
1982: 120-121). Moreover, in Rawls's model, the final sculpture need 
!lot be 'richer' than the intuitions it started from. A reflective equilibrium 
is above all characterized by coherence, at least in the quoted sections of 
A Theory of Justice (cf. note 8). 

Therefore, a reflective equilibrium is attained if our principles fit as 
well as possible the considered judgments. Rawls compares this procedure 
with Chomsky'S (1965) method of descriptive linguistics9

• According to 
Chomsky, it is not the task of a linguist to formulate prescriptively what 
well-formed expressions are. Nor is it his job to merely register people's 
linguistic behaviour. His aim is to characterize a native speaker's 'com
petence', that is, his ability to recognize well-formed sentences. The 
principles the linguist advances should lead to the same distinctions as 
those the native speaker makes. Such principles are theoretical construc
tions which the native speaker is largely unaware of. Therefore, a linguis
tic theory is not a model of the speaker, but only a characterization of 
"the knowledge of the language, that provides the basis for actual use of 
language by speaker-hearer" (Chomsky 1965: 9). Similarly, according to 
Rawls, "a correct account of moral capacities will certainly involve 
principles and theoretical construction which go much beyond the norms 
and standards cited in everyday life" (Rawls 1971: 47). 

Another parallel with Chomsky's theory is Rawls's aim to learn 
something about a general theory of justice: "if we can describe one 
person's sense of grammar we shall surely know many things about the 
general structure of language. Similarly, if we should be able to charac
terize one (educated) person's sense of justice, we should have a good 
beginning toward a theory of justice" (Rawls 1971: 50Yo. 

9 The comparison between the method of the descriptive linguist and the philosopher has 
been used to clarify'the nature ofthe philosopher's approach to other realms, e.g. to the 
social sciences. Cf. Van Parijs 1982, 1984. 

10 Chomsky (1965: 2) assumes homogeneity in the linguistic group, an assumption which 
Rawls does not explicitly make. 
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The discussion. about the relevance of this comparison is obsolete in 
two respects. Firstly, the method of reflective equilibrium and its diver
gence with Chomsky's method have been discussed at length in the 
extensive literature on Rawls. Moreover, references to Chomsky have 
disappeared altogether in Rawls' restatement of the notion of reflective 
equilibrium (Rawls 1990, 1993). Nevertheless, I will briefly summarize 
a few points from the debate about the validity of. reflective equilibrium, 
because they exemplify very well particular important aspects about the 
tension between the empirical and the normative approach to justice, and 
moreover, they will make for a better understanding of some of the 
implications of Boltanski and Thevenot's. model. 

It has been pointed out that there are considerable differences bet
ween linguistics and theories of justice such as Rawls's. These differences 
are related to the tension between moral and scientific theories. 

First of all, in Rawls' concept of a reflective equilibrium, there is the 
explicit possibility to change initial moral judgments. This does not seem 
possible to the same extent in a scientific theory. Even if there is some 
truth in RawlS's remark that the sense of grammaticality may be influ
enced by the familiarity with the theory (Rawls 1971: 49), changes in the 
degree of acquired knowledge, unlike changes in moral judgments, will 
be unintended by-products of the research· procedure. However, the 
greater likelihood of changes in moral judgments under the influence of 
the explicitation of principles should not be surprising, since, in the 
process toward a reflective equilibrium, such adjustments are part of the 
objectivell

• 

A related view on the explicitation of moral rules has been advanced 
by Lawrence Kohlberg. Although his empirical research on moral judg
ments.was deeply influenced by Chomsky, when comparing his theory of 
moral development with the theory of a Kantian intuitionist,he remarks: 
"Kantian moral intuitionists see their task as like that of Chomsky, who 
attempts to delimit the principles [ ... ] which define competent syntax in 

11 Boltanski remarks that unconsciousness has in neither case, i.e. neither in the case of 
grammaticality nor in that of justice, a Freudian connotation in the sense that there would 
be a taboo on the explicitation of the rules or some resistance on the side of the people 
who have to justify themselves (Boltanski 1990: 69). Obviously, a difference in the 
degree of unconsciousness does not seem a plausible explanation for the effect of the 
explicitation of moral rules. 
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any language. In grammar, the codification of these principles does not, 
however, transform syntax itself. [ ... J In contrast, I am arguing that the 
codification of principles is an active reconstruction of morality" (Kohl
berg 1981: 181). 

The reason why the theory modifies the judgments, and why conse
quently judgments cannot be independent tests of theories12

, is, of 
course, that ethics is a normative theory. This is a serious flaw of the 
comparison with linguistics. The most fundamental criticism on Rawls' 
method of reflective equilibrium is related to this point: his approach 
leads to circularity. Finding the principles which lead to the best 'fit' of 
the judgments is radically different from validating them. In other words, 
no matter whether it is assumed that a moral theory should conform to 
empirical intuitions or not, it should in any case be independently plau
sible (Cf. Elster 1992: 191). 

To put it in·a language which is closer to the linguistic analogy: there 
is a fundamental· difference between acceptability and justification. Show
ing that particular beliefs are widely shared does, strictly speaking, not 
contribute at all to showing that they are justified. (Cf. Miller 1994: 177) 
Moreover, even if a particular judgment was widely shared and justifi
able, people might hold the judgment for the wrong reasons. The point 
of a normative theory is to show why a particular judgment is justified. 

The problem of circularity appears indirectly when one tries to see 
how ill-considered judgments are distinguished from well-considered 
judgments. Rawls could have reasoned as follows: we accept the prin
ciples that fit the largest number of judgments. The judgments that do not 
fit are by definition ill-considered and we try to account for them by 
means of causes which are ranked lower on the stipulated hierarchy, e.g. 
distortion by emotions (Cf. Soltan 1987: 36-37). However, Rawls distin
guishes ill-considered judgments on independent grounds, thereby break
ing through the circularity. Still, the circular view on morality as the 
internal constitution of our moral sense lacks the independent resources 
needed to support this distinction. References to emotions lack moral 
power. As Raz remarks: "We do not normally assume that music written 
in a rage is any the worse than music written in tranquil recollection" 

12 This as such breaks down the analogy between moral theory and scientific theory (cf. 
Soltan 1987:61). 
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(Raz 1982: 124). 
The accusation of circularity has been refuted by the distinction 

between a narrow and a wide reflective equilibrium. The reflective e
quilibrium I have described is a narrow reflective equilibrium. It is 
analogous with descriptive linguistics, and thus leaves little space for 
evaluation and revision (Haslett 1987: 137). A wide reflective equi
librium, no longer analogous with linguistics, is reached after a careful 
consideration of alternative conceptions of justice and after weighing the 
different underlying philosophical and other reasons (Rawls 1990: 25). 
It may be argued that wide reflective equilibria are still circular. How
ever, the circularity· of a wide reflective equilibrium is no longer objec
tionable (Haslett 1987, Ricoeur 1988)13. The concept may even be said 
to be already implicitly present in Rawls (1971): "A conception of justice 
cannot be deduced from self-evident premises or conditions on principles; 
instead, its justification is a matter of the mutual support of many con
siderations, of everything fitting into one coherent view" (Rawls 1971: 
21). The conception of a wide reflective equilibrium is the most typical 
of Rawls' theory. Actually, in Rawls' recent work, it is no longer pos
sible to interpret the concept of a reflective equilibrium· in the narrow 
sense (cf. note 8). 

3. The grammar of greatness of Boltanski and Thevenot 

We will now turn to a model of empirical justice research which is also 
adapted from Chomsky's concept of competence. This model (of Bol
tanski & Thevenot 1991) is straightforwardly descriptive, and will there
fore not be subject to the flaws of Rawls' methodology. However, the 
model is related to the normative approach of justice in a particular 
manner. Following Chomsky's remark that traditional grammars of 
particular languages provide examples and hints concerning the regular 
syntactic processes (Chomsky 1965: 5), Boltanski & Thevenot use clas
sical texts of political philosophy as 'grammars', that is, as heuristic 
devices. In this section, I will give a brief description of the model. In 

13 Ricoeur goes further and argues that circularity is a characteristic of all great philo
sophy (Cf. Ricoeur 1988: 129). He could have added, in order to exclude the unphilo
sophical narrow reflective equilibrium, "provided the circles are wide enough." 



JUSTICE AS A COMPETENCE 47 

the concluding section, I will return to its relevance to the normative 
approach. 

a. Legitimate agreements in a theory of action 

Part of people's behaviour can be interpreted as guided by a desire of 
justice. Sometimes, people are driven by other motives and their referen
ces to justice may in fact be mere manipulations. Boltanski and Thevenot 
nevertheless take it for granted that people's behaviour with respect to 
justice is not reducible to a form of manipulation. People often genuinely 
agree. When people agree, little is expressed about the underlying legiti
mation of the agreement. Therefore, the tactic Boltanski & Thevenot 
propose to analyse agreements is the following: they concentrate on 
justifications referred to in disputes or in situations in which agreements 
are difficult. In the case of disagreement, the underlying motives clearly 
come to the fore. People claim that they have been treated unjustly and 
back their claims with what they think should justify a different treat
ment. 

Boltanski & Thevenot start from empirical research. Their sources 
are among others: an empirical study of how people classify each other 
(Boltanski & Thevenot 1983), and a study of a corpus of letters of com
plaint written to the newspaper Le Monde (cf. Boltanski 1990). 

The focus of their research is to find out what elements people 
spontaneously use to measure relative 'greatness', and which elements 
and arguments seem to be crucial in a corpus of arguments and disputes. 
This very unusual way of analysing the issue is supposed to lay bare the 
sense of justice at work (Cf Boltanski & Thevenot 1991: 19). 

b. Why greatness? 

Distributive justice is related to the distribution of benefits and burdens, 
be it ()n an institutional level, i.e. a macro level, or on a micro leveP4. 
Since Aristotle we have known that a just distribution is an equal distribu
tion if it is not understood bluntly as an equal part for everyone, but, 

14 Cf. Eell and Schokkaert 1992. Elster (1992) defines his 'local justice' not with respect 
to the institutional level, but as justice which is related to distribution in kind (and not in 
money). 
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more generally and more formally, that equals are treated equally. In 
order to compensate for a morally arbitrary characteristic, or simply to 
reflect a morally non-arbitrary characteristic, an unequal treatment is to 
be supported by reasons. Equality, then, is a neutral baseline with respect 
to just distributions. The burden of proof is on the side of inequality. 
This, however, supposes that it is possible to weigh up correctly the 
different legitimate claims of persons, or in other words, to judge the 
respective 'greatness' of the values they refer to. More fundamentally, it 
has to be assumed that there is a consensus about the kind of reasons that 
can be advanced to support a particular judgment. 

Therefore,a judgment about the fairness of a particular distribution 
is logically preceded by a judgment which qualifies different persons and 
situations, and which establishes, on the basis of this qualification, a 
ranking. 

Behaviour, and especially opinions, have been the focus of inves
tigation in research into social justice (Cf. Miller 1992). Boltanski and 
Thevenot (1991) concentrate on a level beyond that of the opinions on 
justice. The issue at stake in their discussion is, as they say, 'upstream' 
of arguments in terms of justice, since they focus on the level of the act 
of qualifying the greatness: "We concentrate not on the act of distribution 
posterior to factual differentiations, but in the first place on the qualifica
tions which seem prior and particularly litigious" (Thevenot 1992: 234). 

It should be added that not all distribution procedures are based on 
some kind of greatness. A lot of distribution criteria, e.g. based on 
queuing, lottery, etc., are purely procedural and do not involve any 
estimation of greatness at all. Therefore, Boltanski & Thevenot's theory 
seems rather related to accounts of justice in terms of desert (Cf. The
venot 1992: 230). However, I leave this and related topics aside, since 
my attention is geared at the specificity of the method and the possible 
relevance of their research to normative questions. 

c. Political philosophy as grammar 

The measurement of the relative greatness of people is an activity which 
they all continuously put into practice, and which can never stop, since 
former estimations have to be revised all the time. These corrections use 
objective reference points in the environment. When others disagree or 
underrate their value, people are indignant and want justification which 
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proves that their position in the hierarchical order of greatness is too low, 
or they give justifications themselves. However, the main aim of Bol
tanski & Thevenot's work is to prove that there are different kinds of 
greatness. In other words, someone can be great in very different (and 
obviously to some extent incommensurable) ways. It is not the same thing 
to be holy or famous as it is to be rich. Boltanski and Thevenot classify 
the different ways we can be great in six 'realms' 15. 

Why six realms and why these particular ones? The construction of 
the six realms is influenced by the empirical research Boltanski & 
Thevenot started from, and, as a consequence, there is some arbritrani
ness in this choice. Anyway, the set of six realms is not an a priori 
construction. Boltanski points out that, although all references to justice 
have an implicit claim the scope of which is larger than the particular 
situation in which it is made, the model by no means pretends to be a 
transcendental framework; it is not even normative in the sense of claim
ing universality (Boltanski 1990: 67). The construction of the six realms 
is a model of competence, "that is, a presentation of the competence the 
actors use when they refer to justice and of the circumstances, in reality, 
which support and reinforce this competence and guarantee it to be ef
ficient" (ibid.). 

In order to articulate the particularity of the different realms of 
greatness, Boltanski & Thevenot have analyzed some classical philosoph
ical texts, not for their content as theories of justice but as 'grammars' 
that make the structure, that is, the underlying principles of greatness of 
one particular realm, explicit. Apart from finding out how the order of 
greatness is structured in this realm, the aim of this exercise is also to 
answer the question whether or not all realms have some common charac
teristics: "We treat the chosen works as grammars which make explicit 
and fix the rules of agreements, that is, inseparably, as sets of prescrip
tive rules which allow to construct a realm of harmony, and as models of 
common competence, requir~ on the level of the persons for the agree
ment to be possible" (Boltanski & Thevenot 1991: 86). The terms 'fix' 
and 'prescriptive' obviously refer to the classical character of the 'gram
mars', whereas 'explicit' and 'competence' fit Chomsky's idea that clas
sicalgrammars may -provide hints. The reason why Boltanski and 

IS I think this word has some of the connotations of the French word 'cite'. 
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Thevenot analyze the legitimacy of qualifications 'Of persons in this in
direct manner, i.e. by philosophical texts, is that political philosophers 
have typically structured the different realms of greatness in a thorough 
and formal way, always starting from a general principle of the 'common 
good'. 

Though I will leave aside the question of the descriptive appropriate
ness of the model, that is the question whether or not the model is suc
cessfulas an approach to the sense of justice, I will briefly mention the 
realms, their common good and the authors who are supposed to have 
expressed them in an exemplary way: 
(1) The realm a/inspiration contains those forms of greatness which do 
not depend on recognition by others, such as h9liness, authenticity, 
artistic expression, etc. Augustine's City 0/ God is said to be a typical 
exploration of this particular kind of greatness. 
(2) The realm 0/ domesticity, in which the greatness of people depends 
on the place in a hierarchy which is structured in terms of personal 
attachments. These attachments value tradition and proximity. The il
lustrative text is Bossuet's reactionary La politique tiree des propres 
paroles de I 'ecriture sainte. 
(3) In the realm offame, greatness depends on the number of people who 
have a positive opinion about you. The chapter on honour from Hobbes' 
Leviathan is judged to express this kind of greatness very well. 
(4) The greatness in the realm of civics for which Rousseau's Du contrat 
social is the 'grammar', is defined in contrast with the greatness of fame 
and the greatness of domesticity. Greatness depends on the extent to 
which one is the incarnation of the public good and the extent to which 
one disregards one's particularity. 
(5) The realm 0/ business, for which Adam Smith's The Wealth of Na
tions was chosen, has wealth as its 'common good' . 
(6) Finally, efficiency is the basic principle of the realm of industry. The 
greatness of this realm has been explored in the works of Saint Simon. 

Having read this list, one may wonder why Boltanski & Thevenot do 
not use the more common term 'value' instead of 'greatness'. One reason 
is that values are traditionally associated with groups, whereas Boltanski 
& Thevenot consider greatness to be linked with a particular situation 
(Boltanski 1990: 81). As has already been mentioned, the competence to 
judge greatness is not merely linguistic. It is a competence to construct 
arguments that are acceptable and to construct 'objects' that justify. (Bo-



JUSTICE AS A COMPETENCE 51 

ltanski 1990: 67). The next step in the analysis of Boltanski and Thevenot 
is to find out whether the different realms of greatness have an empirical 
side in the forma particular world of objects. In order to see how the 
different realms of greatness are related and interact, also on the objective 
side, Boltanski & Thevenot analyze some practical guides for managers. 
At first sight, one might think that literature for managers belongs. to the 
realm of business, but Boltanski & Thevenot show how other forms of 
.greatness are represented by, for instance, the role of personal relations, 
creativity, etc. 

At this stage, it may be useful to point out an important difference 
between Walzer's concept of 'sphere' (Walzer 1984) and the idea ofa 
realm of greatness. Walzer's theory of complex equality argues that there 
are different 'spheres' in society (constituted among others by specific 
institutions, which are based on shared understandings) in which egalitari
anism gets a particular meaning, e.g. in the sphere of health care equality 
means 'according to need' whereas need is not the criterion in, say, the 
sphere of politics. Boltanski & Thevenot's pluralism recognizes different 
specifications of justice, but they are not related to institutions. The 
different realms of greatness may interact in one particular social sphere. 
This becomes clear, for example, when people criticize each other's 
position or behaviour by mixing the different 'worlds' or their underlying 
realms of greatness. For instance, a worker who is fired may point to a 
photograph on the manager's desk of the latter's children, saying that he 
has got children too. This gesture criticizes the relevance of economic 
arguments the manager might give. Another example is that people often 
'unmask' behaviour by pointing to hidden motives which belong to a 
realm other than the legitimate one, e.g. when politicians are said to be 
motivated by money. Apart from reciprocal criticism, Boitanski & 
Thevenot mention several other ways in which realms interact or conflict 
with one another. 

d. The universals of the sense of justice 

On the basis of the descriptions of the realms of greatness, Boltanski & 
Thevenot try to find out whether there is a fundamental structure which 
underlies the different dimensions of greatness. If such a general model 
of a 'legitimate order' of greatness can be found, it should be interpreted 
as a theory of justice. This theory would, in fact, be a representation of 
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a· basic· structure of the individuals' competence. 
The question whether or not the general model Boltanski and 

Thevenot have derived is plausible will not be discussed here. Instead, I 
will only mention some of the principles which seem to be essential to all 
realms. In general, the realms are structured by two principles which are 
in tension with each other. On the one hand, there is always a principle 
of fundamental equality in a relevant respect: all people are equal as 
human beings in a particular respect. On the other hand, the realm es
tablishes an order. This double and contradictory constraint is appeased 
by further principles which are also omnipresent, such as the principle 
that high ranking always has a price, i.e. greatness has to be compensated 
by a sacrifice of which the lower ranked should benefit. The realms are 
also governed by some principle of harmony: in all realms it is assumed 
that the greatness of the great is beneficial to the common good16

• 

4. From critical sociology to sociology of criticism 

Boltanski and Thevenot's way of analyzing the sense of justice is original, 
and even frivolous to some extent17

• Ultimately, a descriptive theory has 
to be judged on its descriptive merits. It has been argued that the model 
clarifies the network of arguments of complex disputes by laying bare 
underlying ambiguities (Astier 1991) Others have raised doubts about the 
applicability of the model and think it to be useless (Treanton 1993). 

Whether or not the general characteristics of all 'realms of great
ness', are judged to be illuminating, or too sketchy or bluntly trivial, 
Boltanski & Thevenot's 'linguistic' method does not share the ambiguity 
of the Rawlsian comparison with linguistics. First of all, their description 
of justice as a competence does by no means claim to be normative. 
Consequently, there is no independent criterion to distinguish 'ill-con
sidered judgments'. In Boltanski & Thevenot's framework, ill-considered 
judgments can be nothing else but judgments which lead to some form of 
disagreement. Moreover, it should be noted that, although their very 

16 For a detailed description of the general principles of the realms of good, cf. Boltanski 
& Thevenot 1991: 96-103 

17 Treanton 1993 argues that originality is pursued for its own sake. 
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particular use of classical texts from political philosophy does not have 
any normative aims either, it does not necessarily imply scepticism with 
respect to the intrinsic value of the normative approach to justice. 

This lack of normative pretension fits their rejection of what they call 
the tradition of critical sociology, that is, a line of sociological thought 
which pretends to 'disclose' the hidden and largely unconscious motives 
of the social actors (cf. Ernct 1992: 37). Boltanski & Thevenot reject this 
pretension because it does not make explicit the normative position on 
which the activity of unmasking is based. "[Sociology] pretends to recon
cile a positivist conception of scientific neutrality with a requirement of 
social criticism. [ ... ] However, it is then impossible for critical sociology 
to seize the necessary normative dimension which should support its 
contribution in the complaint of social injustice" (Boltanski & Thevenot 
1991: 24). Boltanski & Thevenot make clear that 'unmasking' is by no 
means the exclusive capacity of sociologists: people do it all the time. 
However, people's critical revelations are always based on a greatness for 
which they implicitly, and, if asked, explicitly, claim legitimacy. 

A consequence of the competence analysis is that the sociologist is 
no longer more competent than the people he observes. He has no longer 
a privileged position from which he observes what is happening. The 
only criticism he advances is the mutual criticism which people pass on 
one another. One contribution to the normative approach, be it a rather 
poor one, consists in bringing the arguments of this criticism to the fore. 

However, the analyses may possibly make a more substantive contri
bution to the normative debate. By means of illustration, we could try to 
relate Boltanski & Thevenot's theory to Walzer's normative theory. 
Although both conceptual frameworks do not fully match in the first 
place, and, although Walzer's theory does certainly not merit to be 
reduced to a vague argument in favour of autonomous spheres of distribu
tion, I will briefly indicate how an empirical theory (Boltanski & 
Thevenot's) and a normative theory (Walzer's) may be brought in line 
with each other. 

As the analysis of Boltanski & Thevenot does not apply to the same 
logical space as Walzer's theory of complex equality, the latter being 
normative, it is really not possible to derive a concluding argument from 
the former. Still, Boltanski & Thevenot's theory weakens the plausibility 
of Walzer's by showing how different judgments of greatness, and their 
corresponding judgments of justice interact all the time in particular 
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situations. As a consequence, Walzer's argument in favour of a separation 
of the norms of justice of the different spheres is to some extent futile. 
This argument may be interpreted in two ways. First of all, we could 
interpret Boltanski & Thevenot's description as a feasibility constraint on 
Walzer's theory. For instance, we could, in a Rawlsian way, ask whether 
a society based on Walzer's theory would be stable (cf. Rawls 1993: 140-
143). The description of the actual intertwining of the different realms 
raises doubts about the stability of the Walzerian conception. Of course, 
from a strong normative point of view, this observation is beside the 
point. However, from a weak naturalist point of view ('ought' implies 
'can'), it is a valid observation. To quote Rawls: "If a conception fails 
to be stable, it is futile to try to realize it" (Rawls 1993: 142). 

Secondly, the investigation into how the different realms interact 
shows how the interactions lie at the origin of reciprocal criticism, and 
may in this way have an indirectly relativizing or policing function. This 
interaction could be valued as such. We may appreciate a particular 
criticism based on the greatness of an 'inappropriate' realm (as in the 
case of the dismissed worker pointing at the photograph of. the boss' 
children). Accordingly, Walzer's argument in favour of strongly sep
arated spheres with a particular concept of justice seems less compelling. 
Of course, the latter point is not deduced from the theory because it does 
not imply that criticism is a good thing. The role of this argument with 
respect to the normative position is similar to the role of an intuition. 
However, insofar as strong intuitions are to be considered as fixed points 
for ethical theories (Rawls 1993), this is not a trivial finding. 
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