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Specifications and differences

Considering that economical and social worlds are made up of a plurality of modes of coordination, the "Convention school" (CS) research program concentrates on the conventional forms which support the coordination of action (Dupuy & alii 1989). It first pays attention to the plurality of the most legitimate constitutive conventions – market competition being only one among others – with the aim of decomposing organizations*. It also explores a second plurality of conventions which differ according to their scope and offer a range of conventional formats of action supporting coordination, from publicized to localized and personalized formats (Eymard-Duvernay & alii 2003a). CS accounts for a great variety of tensions between the plurality of modes of coordination and not only between social groups or strategic individuals. It leads to unorthodox views on politics (Eymard-Duvernay & alii 2003b). 

The CS program differs from two already existing and contrasting views on coordination. The first was mainly developed in sociology and assumes that powerful collective forces determine coordination, either externally through fixed constraints, or internally through stable dispositions. The second view is more favored by economists and opposes the collective thrust of the first approach. Building on Hume's legacy, it aims at reducing conventions to individual preferences, as exemplified by David Lewis' philosophical study of conventions (Lewis 1969). This view is in keeping with methodological individualism but rests on a disputed notion of “common knowledge” assumed as an infinite regress of cross-expectations (Dupuy in Dupuy et alii 1989). By contrast to the first view, CS is primarily concerned with the uncertain, pluralist and dynamical production of coordination. By contrast to the second, CS pays much attention to the common forms of cognition and evaluation which support conventions of coordination and cannot be reduced to individual preferences.

Within a context of pervasive uncertainty with respect to the interpretation of actions and expectation of actors, conventions merely channel uncertainty* through a conventional formatting of events. The idea is that the kind of cognitive relevance which channels uncertainty is specified by a form of evaluation. When persons grasp events as human actions in the perspective of coordination, they relate behaviors to some relevant good, the format of the good being highly variable. Constitutive conventions of great legitimacy involve forms of evaluation which rely on grammars of the public or of the common good. Instead of downplaying values to individual tastes* or preferences, CS connects with political philosophy and the theories of justice, fairness and the common good. However, by contrast to these constructions, CS considers the sense of injustice in situation and action. It thus investigates lower-level conventions which rest on more limited formats of the good, as do rule-like guidelines for normal actions. Interest is an example of a good with restricted scope, which still allows relatively distant coordination. By contrast, local and personal conveniences demand closer relationship i.e. familiar use*, and govern a kind of near at hand coordination which is not rule-governed. 

When they are properly formatted, persons and things qualify for a certain mode of coordination. Whereas information economics* states that unequal or asymmetric information about the quality of goods is the factor which jeopardizes competitive market*, CS acknowledges the plurality of conventional qualifications of people and things and offers a more balanced and complex view on the composition of markets, firms and other organizational devices. In order to qualify for market competition, an object or a person's conventional quality differs from the standardized competence supporting the industrial convention of coordination, or from the dedicated format which upholds trust coordination and is involved in informal economy, of from the concern for solidarity and inequality in the economy* which sustains the civic convention of coordination and is found in work ethics*, altruism and egalitarianism. 

From the previous distinctions, one can guess the realist thrust of CS, in the sense that material arrangement of qualified objects largely contribute to coordination. The qualification which upholds anticipation is neither subjective nor idealist. It is put to the test of effective coordination, and leads to the dynamics of critical revision, innovation and creativity. Although cognition and evaluation are key issues for CS, conventional forms differ from collective representations – or framing – since they rely on the actual shaping of the material environment of action. In contrast to many sociologists who rely on an over-socialized and over-symbolized reality, or to economists who naturalize goods/commodities, CS investigates the various ways agents engage in a material environment, and display a sense of relevant reality which depends on the convention of coordination. The shape of marketable commodities, or that of efficient technologies which are engaged in technical arrangements, are different from the shape of objects formatted as signs and which support, on the ground of their conspicuity, a third convention of coordination based on signaling and the worth of common opinion. This last shaping of objects plays a significant role in the economy, in brand and corporate images, fashion, conspicuous consumption* and speculation.
Cross-fertilization between sociology, economics and politics

In the same way as American Institutionalism* was linked to philosophical and sociological pragmatism, CS has developed from intense and enduring interaction between economists and sociologists who shared a common concern in returning to the core issues of both disciplines, such as coordination, action, cognition, evaluation (Salais et Thévenot 1986). They do not aim at reducing all human interactions to as extended system of market coordination, nor at reducing the specificity of market exchange and industrial production to other social ties. The resultant research program looks for possibilities of integration rather than mutual critical reduction from on discipline or the other (Dupuy et alii. 1989, Orléan 1994).

On the sociological side, there is a long tradition of research on cognitive forms which contribute to the coordination of social action* and produce Verstehen* without directly determining collective behaviors. An influential lineage begins with Durkheim and Mauss’ views on classifications and subsequent research by Mary Douglas, Bourdieu and Boltanski. After studies were conducted on statistical categories by Desrosières, Salais and Thévenot, a further step led to relating categorization to evaluation (Boltanski and Thévenot 1983) and to its material support. Conventional forms and cognitive formats which sustain economic and social coordination are supported by equipment which result from various types of investments in forms (Thévenot 1984). Such orientations are convergent with the cognitive turn which new institutionalism took for granted when insisting on classifications, representations, scripts and schemas. However, this last trend of research is more inclined to oppose, rather than to relate, cognition and evaluation. Regarding legitimate evaluation, Weber’s legitimate orders of domination* offer a seminal answer, although purely relativist.

On the economist’s side, limited cognition became more recently a debated issue and drew attention on modes of transaction which depart from market exchange. Transaction costs* economics singles out different types of transactions, while maintaining the doubtful general equivalence of cost which allows for the agent’s optimal choice of a particular transaction mode. Agency theory* concentrates on the optimal design of contracts in order to cope with asymmetrical information, but still assumes a common format of information and unbounded capacities to optimize the contract ex ante, while bounded rationality hypothesis is more open to the various limitation of human cognition. By differentiating risk and uncertainty* Knight drew attention on the distinction between radical uncertainty and measurable probability, and Keynes’ research on probability pointed to the unequal relevance and weight of probable arguments depending on orders of similarity (Favereau 1988). CS paid much attention to the necessity that agents tame radical uncertainty with the help of conventional formats of information on which they rely in their disputes. Conventions of quality are thus needed to coordinate actions through goods (Eymard-Duvernay in Dupuy et alii 1989, and in Orléan 1994) and to account for the variety of forms of evaluation on labour markets. In the case of financial markets, Keynes had pointed to the role played by the convention on the average opinion about the present state of the economy (Orléan in Dupuy et alii 1989, and in Orléan 1994). 

Analytical tools and domains of research

The exploration of a plurality of legitimate conventions of coordination extends Albert Hirschman’s analysis of shifting involvement, since each of them implies a specific kind of commitment and expression of disagreement. A first line of CS research related them to systematic constructions which philosophers modeled as political grammars to govern action in reference to the common good. Each constitutive conventions specifies the ways people and things qualify for coordination as worthy, according to different specification of the common good: market competition, industrial efficiency, public opinion, trust and reputation based on customs and traditions, civic solidarity and equality, creative inspiration (Boltanski and Thévenot 1991). But each qualification downplays the other and raises critical tensions with it. All of them satisfy a set of common requirements which captures the grounding of critiques and justifications on an everyday sense of justice, and can be paralleled to Rawls’ second principle, or Walzer’s notion inherited from Pascal of the tyrannical overlapping of one spheres of justice by another (Boltanski Thévenot 2000). This line of research penetrates political economy, moral economy, and the relation between democracy and economy. It is not limited to deliberation but also pays much attention to the way material environments contribute to the coordination of actions, and allows to "compromise" and build hybrids between conflicting worlds. It offers a dynamical picture of the composition of markets, organizations*, institutions*, and such transversal coordination devices as participative forum, intermediary institutions*, standardization committees or authorities of regulation.

Differentiating conventions of coordination contributes to the organization theory and to the analysis of the firm by contrasting forms of authority* and hierarchy* (industrial/domestic). Eymard-Duvernay identified three models of firms, each of them based on a predominant convention of qualification: standard goods qualifying for an industrial worth and following a logic of scale economics; branded goods qualifying for domestic worth and following a logic of tradition and reputation; renewable market goods qualifying for market competition worth and strongly oriented towards the customer (Eymard-Duvernay in Dupuy et alii 1989). Apart from an outweighing convention of coordination, the firm is a complex organization of compromise between a plurality of conventions (Thévenot 2001). In a comparable perspective, Salais and Storper’s analysis of possible ‘worlds of production’ is based on different combinations of conventions concerning market relations, on the one hand, and technology and organization on the other (Storper and Salais 1997). The distinction between several quality conventions allows to differentiates types of markets (Favereau, Biencourt and Eymard-Duvernay, 2002), in particular those which are far from being reducible to market competition, such as labour markets and financial markets. Mimetic processes which are involved in speculation lead to a convention of opinion which departs both from strict market competition and from the industrial qualification of the firm (Orléan 1994). An interpretative view on rules makes the link between conventions and organizational learning in the economy (Favereau in Orléan 1994). The analysis of the plurality of conventions of variable scope, and the concern with material arrangements which support them, brings new light on the dynamics of an "equipped humanity" (Thévenot 2002).

CS offers a fresh and critical view on politics and policies, while allowing a micro to macro link. At a macro-level, it brings light on the emergence of new legitimate conventions, in terms of a connectionist order of worth indicating a new spirit of capitalism* (Boltanski and Chiapello 1999), or an order of information worth. It offers tools to analyze and criticize different types of power abuse, in particular the tyranny of an overwhelming worth. It helps to disclose the conventional forms of evaluation which are concealed under governance* procedures and indicators pretending to value neutrality. This critical investigation addresses European Community politics and the relation between State and the economy. Considering the interplay between different levels of convention, CS macro-micro flexible tools brings light on policies which get closer to persons in terms of manpower, welfare and reintegration policies. The needed formatting for the public and for the law enforcement creates tensions with care and close engagements. The analysis of such pressures leads to extend the critical notion of domination.
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