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Week 4: Realism (Williams) Defended 

 
1. Williams: Re-cap 
 
- Start with ‘first political question’, the securing of order, safety, trust, and conditions of 
co-operation  
 
-Answer to first political question needs to be better than the problem it is supposed to 
solve 
 
-When one person or group claims a right or authority to settle the first political question, 
and then subsequent other political questions that become possible, they are making a 
claim in legitimacy.  
 
- This leads to the idea of the ‘Basic Legitimation Demand’ (BLD). As might does not 
make right, any claim to political authority must provide reasons, and those must extend 
beyond simply reporting a fact of superior power. 
 
- If the BLD is satisfied, i.e. those subject to power accept the reasons they are given, then 
the political grouping claiming legitimacy is successful. Imagine it’s a state: a state that 
successfully answers the BLD is legitimate. If the BLD is not satisfied, then the grouping, 
e.g. the state, is illegitimate. 
 
- Note, however, that in both cases politics as oppose to mere warfare is taking place. 
 
- ‘Now and around here’, the BLD has a high threshold for satisfaction: we demand 
more than just answering the first political question. We want (e.g.) respect for 
fundamental human rights, the rule of law, some form of democratic government, etc. 
This means that our local standards of legitimation are (historically speaking) very high – 
and this will not be the same in all times and places (historically and geographically). 
 
- This is a unique outcome of our collective history. The result is that for us (‘now and 
around here’) the only answer that satisfied the BLD is some form of liberalism. 
Schematically: Modernity + Legitimacy = Liberalism. 
 
- But the liberalism we should therefore endorse is ‘the liberalism of fear’. This is focused 
on damage control, and is a historical judgement, not a deduction from prior moral 
principles, or the expression of a morality that is prior to politics. 
  
 
2. Why Liberalism? 
 
Objections:  
i) Many people ‘now and around here’ are not liberals  
ii) Liberalism really doesn’t seem that great, e.g. especially what it does to non-liberal 
societies (colonial histories etc.) 
iii) An ‘end of history’, or ‘Whig history’ fairy tale? 
 
Replies: 
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Reply to i): 
 
- ‘Liberalism’ for Williams is a very expansive category, that can be filled in variously. At 
base it means nothing more specific than a form of society that ‘aims to combine the rule 
of law with a liberty more extensive than in most earlier societies, a disposition to 
toleration, and a commitment to some kinds of equality’ (Williams, Truth and Truthfulness 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002, p. 264). 
 
- Important idea for Williams is that liberalism ‘makes sense’. This is a technical term: it 
refers to our ability to comprehend our lives and our situations, and to sees some 
answers/solutions as viable and others as simply incomprehensible, or at least misguided 
and impractical. 
 
- For the most part we do not pick and choose political viewpoints from some external 
perspective, as autonomous intellects. We come to the point of political reflections 
having already imbibed both political views and a structuring worldview of what ‘makes 
sense’. Most of us already are liberals, it’s not something we choose, but something that 
we are, given what ‘makes sense’ ‘now and around here’. 
 
- One reason liberalism ‘makes sense’ to us is the massive historical failure of its rivals 
(esp. socialism and fascism). But in many times and places liberalism did not ‘make sense’ 
– and it may cease to ‘make sense’ for us in the future, too. 
 
- Of course, some may deny that liberalism ‘makes sense’, or similarly, they may claim that 
liberalism ought not to make sense, and hence we should change our ideas about the 
societies we live in, and their putative legitimacy. Socialists, republican theorists, 
anarchists, communists, maybe even intelligent fascists, may propose that their political 
outlook makes more sense than liberalism. 
 
- But these groups are at a massive disadvantage given a) the historical record, b) the 
expectations attaching to legitimacy for most citizens of western states c) articulating 
some plausible account of how to successfully replace liberalism with something better.  
 
Reply to ii)  
 
- It is true that liberalism has many failings, domestically. But the relevant contrast is not 
with an imagined utopian ideal we will never attain, but with the very real political 
catastrophes that very often do obtain. (‘Liberalism of fear’) 
 
- It is (even more) true that liberalism has many failings, internationally. Liberal states 
may do a comparatively good job of looking after their own populations – but their track 
record with regards to neighbours (especially non-liberal neighbours) is appalling. But 
what human political association in history has a good track record in international 
relations? Liberalism here is no worse off – and indeed perhaps better off (think 
communism, fascism) – than its rivals. 
 
Reply to iii) 
 
- This is not an ‘end of history’ or ‘Whig’ thesis. We got here by accident, and liberalism 
not the pinnacle or end-sate of all human development. It’s just the best we seem to have 
been able to do given what ‘makes sense’ to us, ‘now and around here’. 12th Century 
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Saxons, and many in contemporary China, will simply disagree. Liberalism doesn’t make 
sense to them. But why should it? And why should we need it to? 
 
- No reason to suppose liberalism will necessarily continue a) as a successful mode of 
political organization now and around here, b) as what will make most sense to us. 
Climate change? Economic collapse due to massive resource depletion? New 
technologies making democratic functioning impossible? Real-world historical 
developments could mean that liberalism ceases to make sense – and will in turn fail to 
meet the BLD. There is also no necessary motor of upward progress embedded in 
history. (Williams is no Hegelian!) 
 
3. Satisfying the BLD the Right Way 
 
Objection: Williams makes legitimacy simply a function of whatever is in people’s heads. 
But that can’t be right: it makes legitimacy hostage to the a) prejudices and potentially 
immoral outlooks of individuals, b) situations in which people only believe a regime 
form, or state, is legitimate because the power that is seeking legitimation has made them think 
that. ‘False consciousness’ is surely not genuine legitimacy!  
 
Leave a) for now, concentrate on b): 
 
- Williams agrees that when it comes to satisfying the BLD, it is not enough that people 
simply accept the answer that some power structure, e.g. the state, offers them. This is 
because the answer may be accepted for the wrong reasons and in the wrong ways, in 
particular as a function of the very power seeking legitimation. Such ‘legitimation’ is 
ideological, and we should agree it does not represent a genuine instance of legitimacy. 
 
- Imagine a group of slaves who believe their master is legitimate (he satisfies the BLD) 
only because their master has power over them, and has brought the belief in his own 
legitimacy about. This is unacceptable; we should deny that this is genuine legitimacy. 
 
- So Williams introduces the idea of a ‘critical theory test’: legitimations only count if they 
are independent (in the right ways) from the power that is seeking legitimation. 
 
- One way to think of this is to imagine that relevant subjects had all relevant available 
information about i) why they believe what they believe, and ii) whose interests are being 
served by the present power structure. When informed of i) and ii), if those subject to 
and also wielding power can truthfully go on both to affirm and accept the legitimating 
reasons presently offered, then the solution to the BLD passes the critical theory test. If 
it does not, then we have a case of spurious, or false, or ideological, legitimation – and 
should say that the BLD is in fact not met, even if people subject to it think that it is. 
 
- Notice that we may perform this as a judgement about other groups, whilst 
acknowledging that they themselves lack the information and ability to truthfully reflect 
on their situation (this is especially likely to be so if the dominant power denies them 
access to the facts and the means of truthful reflection). But groups may quickly end up 
doing this for themselves, without outside assistance (e.g. early feminists in patriarchy) 
 
- But what if – as in objection a) above – a group truthfully, and in possession of the 
facts, endorses as legitimate some morally heinous regime? Example: let’s imagine 
(fancifully) that all the German citizens of the Third Reich fully endorsed Hitler’s 
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extermination policies. Would the Nazi regime then be legitimate? 
 
- Reply: If (a very big ‘if’) it really were the case that citizens truthfully and honestly 
endorsed such a regime, from Williams’s perspective it would have to be said that to those 
people, the Nazi regime was indeed legitimate.  
 
- HOWEVER, it does not follow that we have to say that it was legitimate to us. On the 
contrary, we can take a position of external judgement and condemn such a regime. 
There may in turn then be a variety of responses, ranging from quiet indignation, 
ignoring it, condemning it loudly but only vocally, threatening it with future hostility, 
imploring it to stop, organizing international economic sanctions, or opting for outright 
war to put an end to it – or a range of choices in between. 
 
- Given our conditions of legitimation, Nazism fails the BLD on very basic grounds 
before we even get to genocide. But when we add genocide to the mix, we have powerful 
reasons to want to end such a regime – we certainly oppose it at a fundamental moral 
level. We may well talk in terms of its ‘illegitimacy’ – but really, we are talking to 
ourselves, not to its (putative) happy consenting subjects. That’s OK, though – 
legitimacy is only one aspect of our political, and crucially also our moral, values. Political 
legitimacy will be relative to historical and psychological circumstances, but it does not 
follow that we have to adopt any form of normative, or ethical relativism in our judgements 
about how things ought to be done, not just around here, but over there as well. No 
crude relativism falls out of Williams’s account – quite the opposite. 
 
4. A Prior Moral Value, Assuming Unrealistic Consensus?  
 
Two related objections:  
i) Williams’s view isn’t realist, because the BLD relies upon a prior moral assumption. It 
is moralism through the back door.  
 
ii) Satisfying the BLD requires an unrealistic assumption of universal consensus amongst 
those subject to it, so Williams’s theory is just as utopian and hopelessly abstracted as 
those he claims to be moving away from.  
 
Reply to i): 
 
- This, in my view, is just a misunderstanding. Williams never denies that answers to the 
BLD will be normative, and made in normative terms, to those who are expected to 
accept them. That’s how they are supposed to get a grip. The point is that it is internal to the 
political process, not somehow prior to it, or laying down authoritative conditions which 
constrain or specify what counts as a genuine legitimation. Realism on Williams’s view 
never sought to exclude all moral concerns, or appeals, or ideas – that would be a very 
unrealistic understanding of politics! It just seeks to put them in a more realistic place 
vis-à-vis politics. 
 
Reply to ii): 
 
- Williams is not assuming either a universal consensus model of legitimacy, or that each 
individual is individually asked whether they consent. The argument is more subtle than 
that. 
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- On the one hand there are likely to be sections of a society for whom the BLD is not 
met. Think of e.g. blacks in the South of the USA prior to 1965 (indeed, arguably still 
today), or disenfranchised former working class industrial poor in (say) the Paris 
banlieue, or those who took part in the London riots of 2011. The existence of these 
groups does not, however, make the state illegitimate tout court, even if it is failing these 
subgroups. This is because for Williams legitimacy is scalar, and not a black/white 
distinction. Legitimacy can be said to exist even when not all people in fact accept it. 
 
- On the other, the BLD does not operate by each individual being asked individually 
whether they consent. Rather, the BLD is satisfied when most people, for the most part 
unquestioningly and without noticing it, accept the prevailing legitimations of their 
society. We usually only notice the BLD when it is not being successfully met (e.g. Iraqis in 
2004, asking of US troops: what authority do you have over us?). Again, assuming 
universal consensus is just to misunderstand what is going on in Williams’s argument.  
 
- Finally, the BLD doesn’t depend on universal consensus because not all rejections of an 
answer to the BLD are ones that ought to be respected. For example, some individual or 
group that rejects (say) the liberal answer to the BLD may do so because they are 
irrational, or unreasonable, or declared enemies of the system, or simply bandits who are 
uninterested in recognising any form of legitimate authority. These people refuse to 
accept the BLD – but it doesn’t therefore follow that e.g. the state is illegitimate. What 
follows is that these people are not willing to be in the circumstances of politics –and 
must be treated as such (i.e. war). Legitimacy thus does not depend on consensus, but on 
more nuanced judgements of what politics is about, and is trying to achieve. 
 
5. Reflection and Confidence 
 
- Williams ultimately wants to move us away from a vision of philosophy as attempting 
to justify liberalism (or any other form of politics). 
 
- His aim is to give us a historically-sensitive self-understanding, from which we can reflect 
upon how we do things, now and around here. 
 
- Good reflection will be truthful, it will examine the facts as they are, the facts as they 
might preferably be, the facts as we might want to change them, the facts as they’ve been 
hidden from us, the facts as they relate to who we think we are and what we want to be, 
etc. Truthful reflection should lead us to either have confidence or scepticism about what 
‘makes sense’ to us, and what we ought therefore to go on endorsing or deciding we now 
need to reject.  
 
- Liberalism has a special advantage in that it is fundamentally friendly to truthful self-
interrogation. This means there may be a special connection between liberalism and 
confidence. If we can have confidence in liberalism, then we have all that we need. 
Moralistic justifications of liberalism are simply surplus to requirements – which is good, 
because they can make no sense of their own historical location, and cannot truthfully 
account for their pretentions of authority over real political events. By contrast, the 
liberalism of fear can. 
 
 
Bibliography of useful things to read 
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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), pp. 1-17. 
- ‘In the Beginning was the Deed’, , in In the Beginning was the Deed, pp. 18-28. 

 
- ‘The Liberalism of Fear’, in In the Beginning was the Deed, pp. 52-61. 
- Truth and Truthfulness: An Essay in Genealogy (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 2002), chapter 9. 
 

Critical of Williams: 

- Michael Freeden ‘Interpretative Realism and Prescriptive Realism’, Journal of 
Political Ideologies 2012 (17), pp. 1-11.  

- Bavister-Gould, Alex (2013) ‘Bernard Williams: Political Realism and the Limits 
of Legitimacy’, European Journal of Philosophy, 21 (4), 593-610.  

- Matt Sleat (2010) ‘Bernard Williams and the Possibility of a Realist Political 
Theory’, European Journal of Political Theory, 9 (4), 485-503.  

- Larmore, Charles (2013) ‘What is Political Philosophy?’, The Journal of Moral 
Philosophy, 10 (3), 276-306.  

Defences of Williams 

- Edward Hall, ‘Bernard Williams and the Basic Legitimation Demand: A 
Defence’, Political Studies 2015 (63), pp. 466-80. 

- Edward Hall, ‘Contingency, Confidence, and Liberalism in the Political Thought 
of Bernard Williams’, Social Theory and Practice 2014 (40), pp. 545-69. 

- Paul Sagar, ‘From Scepticism to Liberalism? Bernard Williams, Political Realism, 
and the Foundations of Liberalism’, Political Studies 2016 (64), pp. 368-84 

Trying to take the Williams approach further: 

- Robert Jubb, ‘The Real Value of Equality’, Journal of Politics 2015 (77) pp. 679-91. 

- Edward Hall, ‘How to do Realistic Political Theory (and why you might want 
to’), European Journal of Political Theory (forthcoming, available on website). 

- Paul Sagar, ‘Legitimacy and Domination’, in Politics Recovered: Essays in Realist 
Political Thought ed. Matt Sleat (New York: Columbia Univeristy Press, 
forthcoming), available on my website under ‘academic publications’) 


