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Abstract 

The debate between ideal and non-ideal approaches to political theory entered somewhat stagnant phase, 

but the difficulties stemming from it continue to shape up contemporary theories of society.  Between 

defenders of ideal theory (Rawls, 1999; Cohen, 2003; Simmons, 2009; Stemplowska, 2008; Valentini, 

2008), critics of the over-emphasis or even necessity of ideal theory (Goodin, 1995; Robeyns, 2008; Sen, 

2006), and critics of the whole ideal approach altogether (Geuss, 2008; Mills, 2005), there is a wide menu 

of methodological avenues available for the political theorist. 

Against the backdrop of a stabilized methodological partition, Valentini (2012) proposed a subset of three 

interpretations of the Rawlsian distinction, in an attempt to systematize the field: ideal theory alternatively 

understood as full-compliance, utopian or end-state theory; and non-ideal theory as partial-compliance, 

realist or transitional theory. Although this might be the most comprehensive breakdown, other theorists 

prefer to use alternative dichotomies: Sen (2011) prefers to use the pair transcendental/comparative to 

describe these opposite approaches, while explicitly acknowledging the Rawlsian influence; and Rainer 

Forst (2015) refers to the goal of overcoming the ‘opposition between ‘realistic’ and ‘ideal’ approaches in 

political philosophy’. This provides cursory evidence of widespread conceptual differences surpassing 

mere terminological problems. 

The purpose of this project is to contribute to the discussion on the limits and possibilities of the ideal 

and nonideal theory distinction in political philosophy, by looking into two moments in German 

philosophy that offer substantially different accounts of similar problems: first, the development of 

Hegel’s philosophy until Marx, inasmuch as it revealed the incompatible views between right and left 

Hegelians regarding the embodiment of values; and second, in the current split between the political 

theories of Habermas and Honneth, that originates in their different interpretations of the Kantian and 

the Hegelian projects. I will furthermore argue that the three competing interpretations identified by 

Valentini stem from varied concerns with the notions of stability, feasibility and strategy, and that these 

concerns have produced different outcomes in Habermas and Honneth.  

In this presentation I deal with a crucial step towards understanding the roots of the ideal/non-ideal 

distinction: Rawls’ interpretation and subsequent use of a Kant derived ‘moral constructivism’. Based on a 

close reading of Rawls’ lectures on Kant, Hegel and Marx, I will reconstruct his main arguments in 

defense of the Kantian approach and to compare it with his own interpretation of Hegel and Marx. I will 

pursue two main lines of argument: first, that his use of the Kantian variant of moral constructivism, once 

transposed from the metaphysical to the political arena, explains the specific interpretation he ascribed to 

the ideal and non-ideal theory distinction; and second, that Rawls’ particular reading of Hegel as a 

‘reform-minded liberal’ proposing a liberalism of freedom, hitherto mistakenly understood as a critic of 

liberalism, precluded him from realising how Hegel’s notion of ‘ethical life’ leaves little room for a 

fundamental division between ideal and non-ideal theory. 


