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Week 3: Realism 

 
1. Intro 
 
- Recall Jacob T. Levy: politics is about friction, and the idea of starting from a moral 
ideal where friction is imagined away, and then attempting to apply or move towards that 
ideal, is to misunderstand the subject supposedly under discussion. 
 
- Another way of putting the point: political theory and moral theory are importantly 
distinct. The ideal/non-ideal theory debate tends to assume that politics is about 
attempting to realise prior moral goals, and hence political theory is in some central sense 
applied moral theory, or is a particular sub-branch of moral theory.  
 
- But is this right? Or is politics something else? Realism is the revival of an approach 
that says, amongst other things, that politics is not simply applied ethics, and so political 
theory ought not simply to be regarded as a branch of moral theory. It needs to be 
understood differently. 
 
2. Geuss: i) Against ‘ethics first’ approaches 
 
- Raymond Geuss takes issue with what he sees as the prevailing ‘ethics first’, or ‘applied 
ethics’, view of political theory. 
 
- No problem with an ‘anodyne’ understanding of the claim that politics involves the 
application of ethics. In the real world of course people are trying to apply their ethical 
views via political means, at least some of the time. (Note that they may also be trying to 
do other things, also: accrue power, further self-interest, promote security, advance 
artistic conceptions, realise a divine plan, etc.) Geuss is not saying that politics is, or ought 
to be, a value-free zone. This is a common, but very silly, accusation made against 
realists; it’s just wrong. 
 
- Geuss takes issue with the philosophical view that we start with an ideal understood 
independent of any context; work out the conditions for its application in some non-
ideal circumstances by adding historical and empirical data at a second stage of analysis, 
and then finally think about how to introduce change through certain political means.  
 
- Against this, Geuss denies that politics is, or can be, applied ethics, and thus also denies 
that political theory ought to be a sub-branch of ethical theory (at least, where ethical 
theory is understood as offering some pre-determined, prior-to-the-political, ideal). 
 
- Instead, Guess thinks that a properly conceived political theory – one that treats politics 
as a distinct realm of human activity that encompasses ethical concerns but is not simply 
an attempted vehicle for their instantiation – ought to exhibit four key components 

 
i) ‘Realism’. By this Geuss means, in particular, that the theory being offered 
takes account of what actually does motivate people to act in a given time and 
place. It is of no political interest, he thinks, to speculate about how they ought to 
act, or might act if they were nicer, or more rational, or whatever, when we know 
that they won’t so act. We need to proceed on assumptions that are likely to be 
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realised in the world we are trying to make sense of, if indeed we want to make 
sense of politics, which is allegedly what we are trying to do. Certainly, people 
will be motivated by ethical concerns. But it doesn’t follow from that that they 
will all be motivated by the same ethical concerns, or even that they are motivated 
by ethical reasons we have good reason to think are either true or worth 
endorsing (think of the Christian who shoots abortion doctors). Nonetheless, we 
need to take actual motivations into account if we are to analyze what is, 
platudinously speaking, politics.  
 
ii) Action and the contexts of action: it’s no good simply describing what people 
do or might do. We have to know what their actions mean, and that requires 
interpreting them in relevant (political) contexts. E.g. when Truman tells Stalin 
that the USA has successfully tested a nuclear, bomb, he’s not simply relaying the 
results of a physics experiment: he is threatening Stalin and trying to intimidate 
him. The analysis of politics irreducibly involves judgements of interpretation 
about intentions and their relevant contexts. This means we can’t just rely on an 
ethical theory, one we’re somehow setting out to ‘apply’. 
 
iii) History: in order to know contexts, we need to know relevant historical 
circumstances. These provide the scope and limits for things that people can 
actually do, and just as importantly, for things that people think (rightly or 
wrongly) that they can do. There are no ‘eternal questions’ in politics, or in 
political philosophy, except at a level of unhelpful generality (“people need to 
eat” – but what do they eat, how is it made, how is it distributed, who controls 
that, what about those who refuse to eat certain foods, or at all [hunger strikers]? 
etc.) Thinking about politics only makes sense when thinking about it in a 
specific time and place. An abstract, purportedly universal moral value, is of no 
use – and it cannot be ‘applied’ mechanically because… 
 
iv) Politics is more like a craft or art than what is usually understood in terms of 
the application of theory. The geometer can ‘apply’ Euclid’s principles, but the 
political actor must use judgement and experience to engage a situation in a way 
that necessarily goes beyond what theory can deliver (this is especially true when 
contexts change). The Greek concepts of technê and phronesis are at the heart of 
politics – but they are, virtually by definition, outside of the realm of theory (the 
gap between theory and practice is judgement – and that’s what politics is all 
about). 

 
- For Geuss there is no sense in talking of a realm of ‘pure normative theory’ when it 
comes to political theory. This is because a) he denies that there is any such thing as pure 
normative theory anyway, but b) even if there were, it wouldn’t give us what we need when it 
comes to political theorizing.  
[N.B He is thus not trying to argue his opponents into agreeing with him. He is offering 
a polemic designed to appeal to those, like him, who are dissatisfied with the dominant 
Anglo-Analytic approach to political philosophy.]  
 
3. Geuss: ii) The shape of a realist theory 
 
- Geuss thinks that any adequate political theory needs to start from a basically 
Hobbesian position: what kind of authority structures do we have, ordering human lives 
in particular ways in this time and place, so as to coordinate as best we can the 
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competing interests and values (etc.) of multiple agents who disagree? 
 
Once we’ve got that starting place right, a properly political theory will then be centrally 
preoccupied with three sorts of questions: 
 
i) Lenin’s Question: Who whom? Or, when properly unpacked:  
“‘Who <does> what to whom for whose benefit?” with four distinct variables to be 
filled in, i.e. 1) Who?, 2) What?, 3) To whom?, 4) For whose benefit?” (Geuss, Philosophy 
and Real Politics, p. 25). 
 
ii) Nietzsche’s Question: How do we choose between priorities, preferences, and timing? 
These decisions matter in politics, not least because they shut down some possibilities, 
and open others (“opportunity cost”, in the language of economics – not a term Geuss 
himself uses!). Think of e.g. the U.S.A.’s willingness and ability to invade Iraq at a certain 
point after 9/11, and what it enabled and disabled by doing that when and how it did. 
These are – or ought to be – bread-and-butter questions in political theory. 
 
iii) Weber’s Question: who – or what – is considered as having legitimacy in this 
particular historical context, and what does that mean in terms of what political actions 
can be conceived of, will be acquiesced to, and so forth. Concepts like “the state” will 
come bound up with questions of authority, and that means understanding a range of 
reasons why people willingly (and less willingly) submit themselves to power. 
 
- In turn, Guess thinks that there are (at least) five tasks – or roles – that a properly 
realist political theory can play: 
 
a) Understanding 
b) Evaluation 
c) Orientation 
d) Conceptual innovation (but must be coupled with real world capacities; thought 
creates nothing alone) 
e) Ideological critique or ideological legitimation 
  
4. Williams: i) The priority of legitimacy 
 
- Williams, like Guess, resists dominant tendency to see politics as a realm of applied 
morality. Recall his division between the ‘enactment’ and ‘structural’ models that we 
encountered last week, which he subsumes under the heading ‘political moralism’. 
Against these, Williams wanted to put forward an approach that ‘gives greater autonomy 
to distinctively political thought’ (Bernard Williams, ‘Realism and Moralism in Political 
Theory’, in In the Beginning was the Deed, ed. G. Hawthorn (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 2005), p. 3.) 
 
-  To do so, Williams starts with what he calls ‘the first political question’: ‘the securing of 
order, safety, trust, and the conditions of cooperation’. It is ‘first’ because it needs to be 
answered before any other questions can be dealt with. But it is ongoing; it needs to be 
answered all of the time. The first political question is basically Hobbesian, in that it is 
necessary to solve it so as to have politics, or something approximating politics, rather 
than war. 
 
- In terms of the legitimacy of any attempted political order it is necessary that some 
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attempt be made to solve ‘the first political question’. But it is not sufficient: an 
attempted solution that generates more violence and terror than the lack of a solution 
itself fails as a solution. (Arguably, Hobbes’s own solution of the absolutist state fell at this 
hurdle.) 
 
- Some, and only some, attempts at solving the first political question will count as 
legitimate. This will vary according to time and place. Historical situation matters for how 
agents understand the legitimacy of attempts at solutions. 
 
- The ‘Basic Legitimation Demand’ (BLD) is Williams’s term for an attempted solution 
to the ‘first political question’. If an attempt at answering the first political question is 
accepted by those it is directed at – i.e. if the BLD is met – then the attempt is legitimate. 
If the answer is generally rejected by those whom it is directed at, then the attempt is 
illegitimate.  
 
- Typically (but not necessarily universally) the attempt to answer the first political 
question is undertaken by entities that we now call states. States that meet the BLD are 
legitimate; states that don’t are illegitimate. 
 
- Meeting the BLD implies that each citizen is offered some reason why they ought to 
recognise and obey the authority structures of the state that is claiming legitimacy. This 
reason, however, cannot simply be an account of successful domination: it has to be 
given in terms other than simply reporting that (say) one group has power, and the other 
must ‘therefore’ submit. For Williams, it is an axiom that might cannot make right. 
 
- If the state offers reasons – whatever they may be – for its authority to a subject 
population, and that population broadly accepts those reasons, then the BLD is met, and 
the state is legitimate. If the reasons are broadly rejected, then the state is illegitimate. But 
note: in both cases an attempt at politics, as oppose to warfare or bare domination, is happening. In 
the first case, the attempt is successful; in the latter, not. But the attempt is what matters 
when trying to get clear on the foundations of what counts as politics. 
 
- When there is no attempt to give reasons for accepting the legitimacy of the state – e.g. 
the Spartans declaring war on the Helots, their internal slave population – then we have 
not yet reached the threshold of the political. We are stuck in a situation of war. When 
some attempt is made to satisfy the BLD, then we have politics – or at least the attempt 
at such 
 
- How the BLD gets satisfied will a) vary across historical locations, and b) make appeal 
to ethical principles. 
a) in the past, legitimations in terms of natural aristocracy, or divine rule, or patriarchy, or 
racial superiority, were accepted (perhaps) by subject populations. But those legitimations 
no longer ‘make sense’ to us, ‘now and around here’, because they are all either false or 
irrelevant. Such justifications used to be reasons for some people, but are no longer 
reasons for us. Legitimacy is thus a historically variable criterion 
b) From within the practice of satisfying the BLD, appeals will be made on ethical, 
normative, grounds to agents who are being told that they ought to accept as legitimate 
the authority being claimed over them. (‘You ought to obey because we have protected 
you in the past’; ‘You ought to obey in future because I conquered you through the 
mission given to me by God, whom you recognise as the supreme being’, etc.) But this is 
not ‘a morality which is prior to politics. It is a claim that is inherent in there being such a 
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thing as politics’ (Williams, ‘Realism and Moralism’, p. 5)  
 
- In Williams’s phrase, ‘now and around here’, however, the circumstances of modernity 
mean that only liberalism is widely recognised and accepted by populations of western 
states as satisfying the BLD. Thus, our local threshold of legitimacy is relatively high: we 
demand not just a solution to the ‘first political question’, but the provision of things like 
a respect for fundamental individual rights; meaningful participation in politics (i.e. some 
form of democracy); the existence of a codified legal system ordering our affairs (the 
Rechtsstaat); the endorsement of some form of regulated market economy, etc. 
 
- Rendered schematically, Williams’s claim is that ‘Modernity + Legitimacy = Liberalism’. 
This, however, is a specific claim about the failure of alternative ways of ordering the 
state in recent historical memory. Only liberal states ‘make sense’ to modern western 
citizens. This does not mean that only liberal states have ever been legitimate. In the past 
(and maybe in some parts of the world today), non-liberal states have been (and maybe 
are) legitimate. But to us, legitimacy now = liberalism. 
 
- Why is this a form of ‘realism’? Because Williams thinks: 
i) Politics is determined by contestations of what rulers and ruled will accept as 
conditions of legitimacy, and that is not simply given by a prior moral theory or value, 
but is fundamentally itself a political process. 
ii) What kinds of answers people will find acceptable to the BLD (what ‘makes sense’) 
varies according to historical and cultural context, and whilst it will be internally 
normative it is not given, or later trumped, by some independent moral 
claim/value/reason/constraint etc. 
iii) The philosophers’ proper job is more about observing how politics actually functions, 
and offering tools for questioning or improving or reevaluating some of the processes 
that go on – but not to pronounce, a priori, what is and is not legitimate. 
iv) Legitimacy comes first when making sense of politics, but legitimacy is determined by 
what people, in practice, actually think it is. It is not determined in reference to some 
prior moral principle or value or constraint (e.g. justice) that the philosopher identifies. 
Thus, a state could be genuinely legitimate whilst falling short of our desired conception 
of justice – the latter does not provide the conditions of meaning or applicability to the 
former. 
 
 5. Shklar and Williams: The Liberalism of Fear 
 
- Williams thinks that modern political theory has to be some form of liberalism. But it is 
not a liberalism based on (e.g.) the rational autonomy of individuals, or respect for pre-
political moral rights, etc. It is rather that as a historical lesson, we have learned that 
liberalism is the least-worst form of organizing politics in large-scale modern commercial 
societies. 
 
- He thus endorses what Shklar called ‘the Liberalism of Fear’. This is motivated 
principally by damage control.  
 
- Liberalism of fear makes no aspirations to be timelessly correct for all peoples, in all 
contexts and historical locations. It is a narrow claim about why we, here and now, have 
reasons to endorse liberal politics. Shklar put heavy emphasis on the avoidance of cruelty 
as the primary aim of politics. Rather than maximizing the good, we seek first to prevent 
and minimize the bad (and then see what we can do regarding the good).  
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- An advantage of the liberalism of fear, thinks Williams, is that it has an honest story to 
tell about its own origins, and does not need to supply an ‘error theory’ for why the 
alleged truths of liberalism only became apparent to westerners around the end of the 
17th century. More moralistic forms of liberalism cannot explain their own history, or else 
must implausibly posit that the vast majority of humans, over the vast majority of 
history, have simply been wrong about what is the best form of politics.  
 
- Liberalism’s lack of universal application ought not, however, to imply anything about 
how we regard it, ‘now and around here’. We don’t need universal moral validity – we 
need confidence in our own ways of doing things, bolstered by appropriate reflection and 
truthfulness. 
 
- But note: Geuss is certainly not a liberal. No necessary connection for other realists (e.g. 
Enzo Rossi, Glen Newey) between a realist approach and endorsement of liberal politics. 
Williams is controversial on both sides of the aisle.  
 
6. Sleat: Realism is not Non-Ideal Theory 

- Some commentators (e.g. Valentini) have suggested that realism is a sub-set of non-
ideal theory; basically, insisting that we take account of the facts of feasibility and 
implementation when striving towards moral goals via political means. 
 
- Sleat: For realists, politics is not simply the application of an ideal in imperfect 
circumstances; it is a different way of thinking about what politics is, that denies that the 
appropriate approach is to theorize an ideal first, then consider issues of feasibility, 
preferable second-best, etc. 
 
- We simply cannot appeal to reason or moral consensus when making sense of politics, 
because ‘politics is not a realm dominated by reason or populated by fully rational actors. 
The institution of a political authority that can provide commonly binding decisions 
through law, with the legitimate right to employ coercion to ensure obedience with those 
decisions where necessary, is thus of paramount concern.’ (Matt Sleat, ‘Realism, 
Liberalism, and Non-Ideal Theory: Or, Are There Two Ways to do Realistic Political 
Theory?’, Political Studies 64 (2016), pp. 32.) 
In other words, both ideal and non-ideal theory start from the priority of morality over 
the political – but realism’s first move is to deny that morality can have any sort of 
decisive or authoritative priority in politics, and therefore in adequate political theory. 
 
- The primary concerns of a realist political theory are concepts like power, legitimacy, 
and authority. This means recognising that to some extent politics is an ‘autonomous’ 
realm of human activity, connected to ethical ambitions, but not simple a subset of them. 
Politics needs to be understood as politics – with its own values, mores, practices, features, 
traditions, justifications, goals, etc.  
 
- Circumstances of disagreement and conflict are what gives rise to politics as a distinct 
form of human activity. Non-ideal theory starts by wishing those circumstances away (at 
the ideal theory level), and then asks how to try to approximate the ideal in our non-ideal 
circumstances. Realism effectively starts from what ideal and non-ideal theory both want 
to move away from: a full-blooded acceptance and recognition of circumstances of 
disagreement and conflict. 
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- Thus realism is not just an alternative to, but a rejection of ideal/non-ideal theory. It 
claims that such approaches are a) conceptually confused and misunderstand their own 
purpose, and b) useless in practice, because no matter how many ‘facts’ the non-ideal 
theorist adds to the ideal analysis, insofar as they don’t understand what politics actually 
is, the normative guidance non-ideal theorists hanker after is illusory. 

- In a nutshell: ‘Non-ideal theory remains tied to a conception of politics that stands in 
stark contrast to the realist understanding of the political and relies upon a set of 
assumptions about the ambitions of politics and political theory that realism rejects.’ 
(Sleat, ‘Realism’, p. 39). 
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