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Week 2: Ideal Theory – The Moralists Respond 

 
1. Recap: 
 
Rawls had two key points:  
 
a) Ideal theory holds human psychology roughly constant, and imagines people in the 
‘circumstances of justice’. However we idealize by imagining ‘full compliance’ in a closed 
system, designing institutions accordingly using the procedure of the veil of ignorance, 
maximin, etc., to select the two principles of justice. 
 
b) We need ideal theory because if we don’t know what is normatively the best, in non-
ideal theory we will lack certainty and adequate direction when attempting to a more just 
world. (“The reason for beginning with ideal theory is that it provides, I believe, the only 
basis for the systematic grasp of these more pressing problems.” [Theory of Justice, p. 8.]) 
 
Critics objected: 
Sen: What we need is to make comparative judgements; knowing the ideal best is 
irrelevant for what we need a theory of justice for, which is to achieve improvements in 
justice here and now in the non-ideal world. 
 
Farrelly: Rawls thinks rights are costless, but they aren’t. His theory either fails internally 
(behind the veil of ignorance, maximin agents would pick some kind of utilitarianism, 
not ‘justice as fairness’) or else is revealed as an unrealistic utopia, because it has to 
assume an impossible level of material abundance such that the equal basic liberties 
protect themselves and thus rights are considered costless (which is too unrealistic).  
 
Mills: Ideal theory offers us no guidance for how to act in our world, because it 
postulates our doing the impossible. But ought implies can. Therefore ideal theory fails as 
an ethical theory. Why is it then so prevalent? Because it is an ideology, that both 
legitimates and perpetuates the privilege of white well-off academics who are enabled 
thereby to ignore the gross injustices of modern American society with which they are 
complicit.  
 
2. Estlund: Compliance and Aspiration 
 
- David Estlund’s book Democratic Authority suggests that we need to be more careful 
when it comes to the issue of ‘full compliance’, and that being so allows us to see the 
range of possible kinds of ideal theory – and why we might defend one or several of 
them. 
 
- ‘Full compliance’ = pretty much everybody does what the theory imagines they ought 
to do. An ideal theory typically assumed full compliance; non-ideal theory, significantly 
less than that. 
 
- But can also bring in a distinction between ‘hopeful’ and ‘hopeless’ theory. ‘Hopeful’ 
posits that people will actually conform to the standards that the theory asks of them, 
even if they do not at present. ‘Hopeless’ posits that they mostly will continue not to. 
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- But this means we can also introduce a further distinction, between ‘Aspirational’ and 
‘Concessive’ theories. This distinction tracks whether the theory is adjusted in the light of 
estimations about whether subjects are likely to adapt their behaviours. So ‘Aspirational’ 
theory at the limit makes no concessions as to whether people are likely to change, 
whereas ‘Concessive’ theories operate on a continuum of adjusting the content of the 
theory in light of estimations about what people are likely to do (potentially making a huge 
number of concessions, in turn moving away from anything resembling an ideal goal). 
 
- These distinctions cut across each other. The idea is that theories aren’t static when it 
comes to considering their attitudes towards ‘full’ or ‘partial’ compliance – they respond 
to assumptions/hopes/estimations about how people can or might or should act.   
 
- Estlund isn’t simply mapping the conceptual possibilities: he believes that the danger 
with hopeless-plus-concessive theories is that they capitulate to the normative failures of 
the world, and thus compromise the purpose and integrity of the theory itself. This 
opens up two risks: 
a) adaptive preferences on behalf of agents, falsely legitimating e.g. injustice. 
b) failure of theory to do what theory ought to do: point us towards what justice requires. 
 
- So Estlund ultimately argues for ideal theory, as a way of putting the brakes on a) and b), 
which he sees as inherent risks attending an abandonment of the ideal.  
[N.B. this is closely connected to Rawls’s original point about how we need the ideal to 
work out what is normatively required in the non-ideal.] 
 
3. Simmons i) The Priority of the Ideal in Justice Strategy  
 
- Simmons sets out to defend Rawls’s distinction between ideal and non-ideal theory and 
the priority of the former, but not necessarily the specific content of Rawls’s theory of 
justice. 
 
- Simmons emphasises that ideal theory (a-la-Rawls) is not simply a deduction from a 
posited ideal, supplemented with social scientific data, issuing in straightforward 
directives. In practice, non-ideal theory will be fraught with uncertainty and the need for 
judgement. We cannot expect conclusive direction from a political/ethical theory – but 
nor should we. That’s not the point of theory. 
 
- Ideal theory nonetheless plays an essential role because it is (or ought to be) part of a 
long-term strategy for the fulfillment of perfect justice – or at least our attempts to move in 
that direction. 
 
- Thus for Simmons, ideal theory ought to be conceived of as strongly transitional, and not 
simply comparative, and not simply piecemeal. He thinks this is the mistake of e.g. Sen 
(but also Robeyns, Mills): they lack a guiding sense of overall strategy for how to move 
beyond local injustices and towards a more complete reform, better approximating the 
ideal that we ought always to be aiming for. 
 
- One way to see this is to realise that sometimes we need to take steps backwards in the 
short-term in order to achieve long-term goals. Plumbing for an immediate gain in 
comparative justice might actually send us down a cul-de-sac, preventing the long-term 
attainment of a more just society overall. Merely comparative case-by-case judgements 
risk precisely this. They may compromise, or even negate, the advancement of justice tout 
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court. We need the ideal – the big picture, setting the overall strategy – to ensure that we 
are really advancing justice, not thinking we are doing so, but actually retarding it. 
 
- An example: it is true that slavery is worse than emancipation. But imagine a situation 
in which the present norm is to kill prisoners of war. Justice may actually require that in 
the short term we institute legal slavery so as to end the practice of prisoner massacre – 
with the long-term goal being that once we’ve moved to this legal slavery world, then we 
can abolish slavery in turn, eventually getting to a more just outcome. If we didn’t have 
this long-term goal, we would stay stuck in the kill-the-prisoners situation. So we need an 
overarching regulative ideal in order to make progress towards overall justice. 
 
- Committing ourselves only to ‘partial’ justice, i.e. making only local comparative 
judgements, risks our failing to stay committed to the advancement of overall justice. But 
that is what we want from a theory of justice: a sense of where we ultimately need to go. 
Certainly, there will be limits to what the ideal theory can do for us; it cannot eliminate 
judgement in the realm of the non-ideal. But that’s an inherent limitation of all theories, 
and no reason for scepticism about (Rawlsian) ideal theory specifically. 
 
4. Simmons: ii) The Priority of the Ideal in Normative Enquiry 
 
- Simmons also seeks to reply to the more specific objections of Sen, Farrelly, and Mills 
regarding their frequent claim that ideal theory is useless because it abstracts so far from 
our actual circumstances that it offers us no guidance. 
 
- Simmons argues that the whole point of ideal theory is to abstract from our present 
circumstances whilst holding constant our rough psychologies and the circumstances of 
justice (‘men as they are, laws as they might be’), precisely because our world is so far 
removed from what justice requires. We need to get away from the present world so as to 
work out what is normatively required of us. In other words, the abstraction of ideal 
theory is a feature not a bug. To attack it on these grounds is to simply misunderstand 
what it’s aiming to do.  
 
- So, what is ideal theory aiming to do? To ‘measure the distance’ between where we are 
now, and where we ought to try and get to. To complain that ideal theory isn’t action-
guiding here and now is to make a category error about what it is for. It is, in essence, to 
accuse of it not being non-ideal theory. But the whole point is that it’s ideal theory, a 
different thin.g 
 
- Thus, Simmons thinks that the accusation (e.g. by Mills and Farrelly) that Rawlsian ideal 
theory posits ‘significant falsehoods’ basically misses the point. These ‘significant 
falsehoods’ are postulated so that we can delineate the ultimate moral ideal, to which we 
ought to aspire.  
 
- In turn, what appear to be ‘facts’ about our present world may turn out not be ‘facts’ 
about how the world might be – and night in turn cease to be facts, if we identify the 
right ideal and make a concerted effort to move towards that ideal.  
 
- There remains plenty of room for non-ideal theory, but it is secondary. It is not, however, 
in competition with ideal theory, and ought not to be expected to replace it. 
 
- Farrelly and Mills in particular might have good objections to the precise content of 
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Rawls’s theory of justice – but those are irrelevant when it comes to the question of 
assessing ideal theory as a normative and philosophical endeavour. They conflate the two, and are 
mistaken in doing so. 
 
- Finally, Simmons defends as correct Rawls’s key claim that if we do not know the ideal, 
we will lack certainty in making decision in the non-ideal. “We can hardly claim to know 
whether we are on the path to the ideal of justice until we can specify in what that ideal 
consists…the shape of our political ideal must be reasonably precisely specified before 
nonideal policies can be endorsed by a theory of justice” (A. John Simmons, ‘Ideal and 
Non-Ideal Theory, Philosophy and Public Affairs, 38 (2010), p. 34) 
 
- More precisely: in order to know that our non-ideal policies are a success, we need to 
know what ‘success’ means. And we can only do that in relation to an overarching, 
ultimate, measure: “and that measure makes essential reference to the ultimate target, the 
ideal of perfect justice”. Recall arguments above regarding long-term strategy, etc. 
Simmons thinks this necessitates that ideal theory have priority over non-ideal theory. “To 
dive into nonideal theory without an ideal theory in hand is simply to dive blind, to allow 
irrational free rein to the mere conviction of injustice and to eagerness for change of any 
sort”. (Simmons, ‘Ideal and Non-Ideal’, p. 34.) 
 
- Sen fails to realise this, and his mountain analogy fails accordingly. Our goal is not 
simply to know whether Kilimanjaro is higher than Mont Blanc; we want to know what 
the highest mountain of them all is, so that we can get to the top of the highest mountain. 
Knowing all the facts about the mountains can help make sure we don’t go off-route, 
and end up down a crevasse with a broken leg.  
 

“In other words, which of two smaller ‘peaks’ of justice is the higher (or more just) is a 
judgement that matters conclusively only if they are both on equally feasible paths to the 
highest peak of perfect justice. And in order to endorse a route to that highest peak we 
certainly do need to know which one that highest peak is.” (Simmons, ‘Ideal and Non-
Ideal Theory’, p. 35.) 

 
- But can this possibly be the right way to think about politics? I am sceptical of Simmons’ 
AND Sen’s talk of mountains: 
 

i) Politics isn’t just there, like a mountain, waiting for us to discover and then 
climb. We create it. Mountains just aren’t like that. [Lurking here are some BIG 
questions about objectivity vs. subjectivity in ethics, too.] 
ii) Conceptions of justice, and of politics in general, are in competition with each 
other. When we choose to climb K2, we don’t degrade or displace or reduce the 
size of Everest. But selecting forms of society does mean excluding competitor 
conceptions. 
iii) Who says that we want to get to the top of the mountain in the first place? 
Why do we want to get up there? Just for the view? And how do we get there? 
With professional guides (philosophers!?)? By ourselves? Do we bring the weak 
and sick along, even though they may die on route? There are questions about 
means as well as ends here, that the mountain analogy at best invites, but does 
nothing to help settle. 
iv) A mountain has a single, final, peak. But does politics? Is there a universal 
final end-point where everything is in order and all conflict and competition and 



From	Ideal	Theory	to	Realism,	MT	2016	//	prs49@cam.ac.uk	//	prsagar.wordpress.com/teaching	

	 5	

trading-off ends? If so, we’ll need some argument that this is so – we can’t just 
assume that it is.  

 
And that’s just to get you going… 
 
 
5. Jubb: It’s a plot! 
 
- Takes from Bernard Williams the distinction between ‘structural’ and ‘enactment’ 
models of political theory.  
A ‘structural’ model is one that delineates a set of constraints, that e.g. a properly just 
society must conform to.  
An ‘enactment’ model specifies some evaluative goods that political society is supposed 
to bring about, or put into place.  
A paradigm case of the former is Rawls’s ‘Justice as Fairness’; of the latter, act 
utilitarianism. 
 
- Jubb argues that Sen, Mills, and Farrelly are all wrong to claim that if a theory isn’t 
immediately action guiding, it therefore fails as an ethical theory. Jubb contends that this 
would be so if the only permissible sense of normativity in politics were the enactment 
model. If our ethical goals were only ever to bring about certain evaluative goods or 
states of affairs, a theory that inherently could not help us do that must ipso facto fail as an 
ethical theory.  
 
- But Jubb thinks it is a mistake to believe that properly normative ethical theory must 
take the form of the enactment model. There are good reasons to believe in the 
credibility of the structural model. We have compelling normative reasons relating to the 
way we treat others, the way we relate to them as agents, and in turn the things we are 
and are not permitted to do to them, in particular as a matter of justice.  
A paradigm case of this would be Rawls’s insistence of ‘the priority of the right over the 
good’: that we respect other people’s basic rights regardless of the cost in aggregate utility 
this may require. The ‘structural’ model constrains what we may permissibly do. But this 
is manifestly normative, Jubb thinks. 
 
- So, it’s false to say that if a theory isn’t specifically action-guiding, it fails as a normative 
theory. If Sen, Mills, Farrelly, etc, don’t realise this, they have an impoverished 
understanding of moral philosophy. If they do realise this possibility, but simply deny its 
truth, theirs is a piece of intellectual imperialism that we are entitled to resist as such. 
 
- Jubb’s implicit suggestion is that Sen, Mills, Farrelly, etc, are ultimately agents of 
utilitarian, or consequentialist, theorizing (whether they realise it or not). Their attack on 
‘ideal theory’ is really a plot to attack Rawl’s deontological, ‘structural’, Kantian model. 
Insofar as we have good reason to think there is normative worth in the ‘structural’ 
model, insofar as constraints are importantly normative to us in politics and ethics, then 
delineating the ideal so as to work out what we can’t do, as well as what we ought to do, is 
vitally important.  
 
-[Don’t have time to discuss today, but Jubb also has a complex argument claiming that 
non-ideal theorists face the same problems as ideal theorists are supposed to be faced 
with when it comes to making comparisons and judgements in the real world – but that 
actually the ideal theorists are better off because they have a regulative ideal, an 
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independent moral standard, to make reference to when making difficult judgements. 
The paper is dense, but very much worth reading – see bibliography for details.] 
 
6. Levy: This is All Completely Wrong 
 
- Jacob T. Levy, however, suggests that the entire enterprise of ideal theory is 
fundamentally confused and incoherent, and the idea of a categorical distinction between 
(and then phase of procedure from) ideal to non-ideal theory is a mistake. That it is the 
equivalent of starting with the idea of ‘frictionless motion in a vacuum’ in physics, and 
then positing an ‘ideal’ theory of motion in the real world based on those assumptions. 
 
- First main argument: Rawls’s assumption of ‘strict compliance’ (what Simmons’ calls 
Rawls’s one unrealistic assumption in the delineation of a realistic utopia) simply disbars 
Rawls’s theory from being a normative theory about what is properly considered justice. 
The whole point about justice is that it’s about agents who don’t comply with what 
‘morality’ demands; it’s a ‘remedial’ virtue instituted to deal with conflict amongst 
individuals and groups in a world of limited resources. If everybody did what morality 
demands of them, then we would have no need for justice at all, let alone its enforcement 
or enactment by the state. (There is important reason as to why Hume called it an 
‘artificial’ virtue, downstream of the ‘natural’ ones.) 
 
- Second main argument: Rawls mistakes group-level procedures of fairness for society-
wide rules of how to coordinate disparate competing and conflicting agents. If deciding 
how to split a restaurant bill, it makes perfect sense to assume everyone is going to pay 
their fair share rather than slipping out of the back. But this doesn’t work when scaling 
up to the social level because the reason we have justice considerations is that people do try and ‘slip 
out of the back’ at a societal level. The existence of the ‘friction’ is the reason there is justice at 
all. Scaling-up from a ‘frictionless’ scenario means you abstract away the very 
circumstances that give rise for the need for justice in the first place.  
[To put words in Levy’s mouth: Rawls’s slogan ‘justice as fairness’ is something like a 
contradiction in terms, or a conflation of two highly distinct things.] 
 
- Third main argument: it is simply wrong to posit (as Rawls and Simmons and Estlund 
et. al. do) that we need to know the ideal to know what it is right for us to do.  
After all: 
a) Many people came up with (e.g.) ideas about freedom from thinking about its 
opposite, slavery – not by imagining perfect freedom in a perfect world. 
b) There is no logical priority here. It is simply not true that in order to know what is 
wrong and how to improve upon it, we need first know what the ideal best is. Knowing 
what we are trying to get away from can work just as well. 
c) Psychologically, however, there is good reason to believe that knowing the bad that is 
really taking place is more compelling and motivating to human agents than imagining an 
ideal good that will never actually exist. (Think of 19th century opposition to the slave 
trade, or more recent outcry over the migration crisis, vs. imagining Rawls’s realistic 
utopia.) 
 
- Levy ultimately dismisses the Rawls claim that we need the ideal to guide the non-ideal 
as a brute, unfounded assertion. We should simply deny it.  
 
- But notice that this means he also rejects non-ideal theory in its original Rawlsian manifestation. 
For if there is no such thing as ideal theory, we can’t first know the ideal, and then move 



From	Ideal	Theory	to	Realism,	MT	2016	//	prs49@cam.ac.uk	//	prsagar.wordpress.com/teaching	

	 7	

into the phase of attempted application in the non-ideal. His core point is that there 
simply is no reified realm of the ideal to first identity, and then try to approximate. We 
thus need another conception of how politics works, one that respects it as politics, not 
as applied morality. Which takes us towards ‘realism’ – the topic of the next two lectures.  
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