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I. INTRODUCTION 

John Rawls’s political liberalism sparked much research investigating how disagreement 

about issues spanning from religion and the good life to justice can be reconciled with the 

justice, legitimacy and stability of liberal institutions. This paper aims to tackle a difficult 

second-order question political liberals also wrestle with – that of what political liberal 

theory is for.  

A prominent family of responses to this second-order question, labelled the 

‘internal view’ of political liberalism, started emerging in contrast to early interpreters of 

Rawls’s political liberalism. Such interpreters see Rawls as suggesting that liberal 

political principles are the solution to the disagreement about religion and the good life 

characterising modern societies because they can be made compatible with and therefore 

justified to all or at least most specific ‘comprehensive doctrines’, covering systematically 

philosophical, religious and moral matters, that actually populate real-world societies.1 

On the internal view, the task of political liberalism is more modest. Anthony Laden 

stresses that Rawls’s political liberalism simply assumes the superiority of liberal 

democratic regimes, placing outside its scope the task of justifying liberalism to the 

unconvinced.2 Similarly, Paul Weithman proposes a division of labour where political 

 
1 Gerald Gaus, Justificatory Liberalism: An Essay on Epistemology and Political Theory  (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1996), pp. 130-136; Jürgen Habermas, ‘Reconciliation Through the Public Use of Reason: 
Remarks on John Rawls’s Political Liberalism’, Journal of Philosophy 92 (1995): 109-131; Jean Hampton, 
‘Should Political Philosophy Be Done Without Metaphysics?’, Ethics 99 (1989): 791-814; Joseph Raz, ‘Facing 
Diversity: The Case of Epistemic Abstinence’, Philosophy & Public Affairs 19 (1990): 3-46; Richard Rorty, 
‘The Priority of Democracy to Philosophy’, in Objectivity, Relativism and Truth (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1991), pp. 175-196.  
2 Anthony Laden, ‘The House that Jack Built: Thirty Years of Reading Rawls’, Ethics 113 (2003): 367-390, at 
p. 380. 
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liberal theorists leave to other intellectuals, ready to immerse themselves into this or that 

specific comprehensive doctrine, the task of convincing the believers of that doctrine that 

they should embrace liberalism.3 Burton Dreben even suggests that that task is pointless 

because ‘reason has no bearing on that question’.4 

What is the point of political liberalism then? It is one of defending liberalism’s 

internal coherence.5 Combined with our unavoidably burdened reasoning powers, liberal 

arrangements like freedom of thought and speech necessarily spread ‘reasonable 

disagreement’ about the good life and religious matters. Such disagreement threatens the 

very possibility of interpersonal justification of key liberal laws even among ‘reasonable 

citizens’ – i.e., citizens already endorsing the broadly liberal basic ideas i) of society as 

fair system of cooperation among free and equal persons and ii) that the free exercise of 

human reason leads to disagreement. Reasonable persons interpret fairness as a matter 

of reciprocity. In other words, reasonable persons are themselves willing to propose and 

abide by mutually acceptable terms of cooperation, but only if others will do the same.6  

As explained by Jonathan Quong, political liberals’ task is to show that public 

reasoning among reasonable citizens in support of key liberal laws is still possible despite 

the reasonable disagreement characterising any ‘ideal liberal society’ governed by liberal 

justice.7 In brief, their solution is to demonstrate that political ideas like i) and ii) suffice 

to ground justifications for those laws, eliminating the need to stray into the domain of 

comprehensive doctrines. That ideal society can therefore achieve liberal legitimacy, 

stemming from justifiability to reasonable persons itself, and maintain its following 

among reasonable persons, securing the right sort of stability. 

Quong is a uniquely important ‘internalist’ political liberal. He identifies and 

systematises the very divide between the internal and external views of political 

liberalism. Moreover, he convincingly argues for the former over the latter, leading 

 
3 Paul Weithman, ‘Liberalism and the Political Character of Political Philosophy’, in The Liberalism-
Communitarianism Debate: Liberty and Community Values, ed. Cornelius F. Delany (Maryland: Roman & 
Littlefield, 1994), pp. 189-212. See also Larry Krasnoff, ‘Consensus, Stability, and Normativity in Rawls’s 
Political Liberalism’, Journal of Philosophy 95 (1998): 269-292.   
4 Burton Dreben, ‘On Rawls and Political Liberalism’, in The Cambridge Companion to Rawls, ed. Samuel 
Freeman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp. 316-346, at p. 329. 
5 Dreben, ‘On Rawls and Political Liberalism’, p. 322; Laden, ‘The House that Jack Built’, p. 384. 
6 For reasonable disagreement and reasonable persons, see John Rawls, Political Liberalism, expanded 
edition (New York: Columbia, 2005), pp. 36-37 and 48-58, respectively. For reciprocity, see ibid., pp. 16-17.  
7 Jonathan Quong, Liberalism without Perfection (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), p. 144. 
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several authors to subsequently explicitly embrace the internal conception as he defines 

it in developing their own approach to political liberalism.8 

This paper’s main aim is to suggest that there really are two internal views, or two 

broad ways of interpreting political liberalism as a matter of establishing liberalism’s 

internal coherence – political liberalism ‘as internal to ideal liberal theory’, which we 

associate to Quong, and ‘as internal to at least minimally liberal societies’, which we 

provide a brand-new account of. We argue that the conception internal to at least 

minimally liberal societies is superior and political liberals should endorse it as the view 

explaining what they should aim to achieve. Specifically, such conception is more 

coherent with the correct understanding of a notion, i.e., reasonable pluralism, that 

provides the starting point for political liberal theory itself. Moreover, it retains all the 

strengths that make internal conceptions preferable over their external counterparts. 

In brief, our internal conception rests on the argument that reasonable pluralism is 

not exclusive to ideal liberal societies, created as it is by more minimal protections of civil 

and political liberties. Therefore, the problem of the possibility of justifying key liberal 

laws, be them in place or yet to be instituted, to reasonable persons already arises in some 

non-ideal conditions. Moreover, especially in those non-ideal conditions, the same liberal 

protections fostering reasonable disagreement might create the space for unreasonable 

views, inimical to liberal principles, to proliferate. This creates another crucial challenge 

for political liberals – a challenge that, springing ultimately from the protection of basic 

rights, still concerns liberalism’s internal coherence; do we have reason to hope that such 

non-ideal minimally liberal societies might nonetheless move progressively closer to 

liberal justice? 

An important contribution of our view internal to at least minimally liberal societies 

is its novel methodological stance concerning the relationship political liberals should 

establish between ideal and non-ideal theory. While remaining an internal view, our 

approach not only conceives of a range of non-ideal scenarios as integral to the focus of 

 
8 Andrew Lister, Public Reason and Political Community (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), p. 204; Thomas 
Porter, ‘Rawls, Reasonableness, and International Toleration’, Politics, Philosophy & Economics 11 (2012): 
382–414; Rebecca Reilly-Cooper, ‘The Importance of What Citizens Care About’, Social Theory & Practice 
40 (2014): 461-482; Lory Watson and Christie Hartley, Equal Citizenship and Public Reason: A Feminist 
Political Liberalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), pp. 15-39. For an attempt to adapt Quong’s 
definition to develop an internal conception of liberal perfectionism, see Paul Billingham, ‘Liberal 
Perfectionism and Quong’s Internal Conception of Political Liberalism’, Social Theory & Practice 43 (2017): 
79-106.  
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political liberalism but also understands non-ideal theory as largely independent from 

ideal theory. In turn, this suggests that political liberalism’s future research agenda 

should be re-oriented so as to deprioritise public reason in favour of forms of speech and 

action more salient in non-ideal minimally liberal scenarios. 

Section II reconstructs the view internal to ideal liberal theory before challenging 

its consistency with its own main premise properly understood. In contrast, we present 

our alternative internal view as capable of securing consistency and being more inclusive 

towards existing political liberal literature while remaining preferable over external 

approaches. Section III develops but ultimately rejects a first possible reply to our 

position, which argues from a new angle that political liberals should only focus on ideal 

theory. Next, section IV investigates whether proponents of the view internal to ideal 

liberal theory could find a way to agree that part of the task of political liberalism is to 

discuss some non-ideal scenarios. We explore whether their ideal liberal theories could 

be presented as a first particularly important step, essential to guiding any normative 

analysis of non-ideal circumstances, in a broader project. Criticising this possible reply 

gives us the opportunity to i) re-define in a ‘non-derivative’ way the relationship between 

ideal and non-ideal theory in political liberalism and ii) identify a distinctive future 

research agenda.  

 

II. A TALE OF TWO INTERNAL VIEWS  

Quong defines what he identifies as the ‘internal conception’ of political liberalism in 

contrast to its external counterpart. He gives the external conception its name because it 

treats pluralism about religion and the good life as an external challenge to liberalism – a 

fact about the world liberalism must accommodate itself to. On this conception, 

liberalism’s principles ‘lack an adequate grounding if they cannot be justified to the 

diverse constituency of persons that currently inhabit modern liberal societies’.9 

Therefore, ‘liberalism must be justifiable to persons who cannot be assumed to endorse 

any basic liberal norms of values’.10 To explain how the internal conception differs from 

this, Quong claims that it provides a unique set of answers to four questions: 

 

 

 
9 Quong, Liberalism without Perfection, p. 128. 
10 Ibid., p. 140. 
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1) The nature of reasonable pluralism; 

2) What societies are the relevant focus of political liberalism; 

3) The constituency of public reason; 

4) How public reason and therefore the legitimacy test work. 

 

II.A reconstructs Quong’s answers to 1)-4), which we call the view ‘internal to ideal liberal 

theory’ (hereafter ‘internal to ILT’), and his case against the external view. II.B 

demonstrates that a different set of answers identifies a different internal view, which is 

better consistent with the idea of reasonable pluralism while remaining free of the flaws 

of the external approach. II.C summarises the strengths of this view ‘internal to at least 

minimally liberal societies’ (‘internal to MLSs’).    

 

II.A. Political liberalism as internal to ILT 

Quong reconstructs the internal conception’s answers to 1)-4) in order, starting with 

reasonable disagreement and then picturing every other answer as largely implied by the 

previous one. This strategy gives special importance to Quong’s answer about the nature 

of reasonable pluralism, which seems appropriate given that on both the external and the 

internal views, political liberalism is primarily meant to solve difficulties created by 

reasonable pluralism. Quong explains that on the internal view, reasonable pluralism 

about religion and the good life becomes ‘a fact about the exercise of rationality under 

liberal conditions’.11 As explained by Rawls’s theory of the ‘burdens of judgement’, any 

discussion about complex matters is hindered by factors such as conflicting and difficult 

evidence; unavoidably vague concepts; the problem of arbitrating between 

considerations holding on different sides of an issue; and the way in which our total life 

experience colours how we evaluate evidence and trade off values. Consequently, even 

intelligent and well-informed persons sincerely committed to discover the truth about an 

issue are likely to keep disagreeing about it.12  

Liberalism’s protection of individual rights makes the free exercise of burdened 

human reason possible and is therefore necessary for reasonable pluralism to emerge. 

According to Quong, such pluralism will then ‘be produced under the best foreseeable 

liberal conditions’ or, borrowing another Rawlsian notion, in the well-ordered society 

 
11 Ibid., p. 142 (emphasis added). 
12 Rawls, Political Liberalism, pp. 54-58. 
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(WOS).13 Although Rawls’s original definition of WOS is that of a society publicly 

regulated by his preferred liberal conception of justice as fairness (JaF), Quong is ready 

to tweak such definition to account for Rawls’s later realisation that the burdens of 

judgement also affect discussions about justice. In WOS, every citizen is assumed to be 

reasonable and therefore generally motivated by their sense of justice. However, the 

fundamental idea of fair cooperation among free and equal persons that, as defined in I, 

all reasonable persons share is compatible with multiple conceptions of justice. That idea 

merely constrains the range of conceptions reasonable persons come to hold, so that all 

of them include i) a list of equal basic rights and opportunities; ii) a special priority 

assigned to them; and iii) universal provision of adequate all-purpose means to make use 

of them. WOS’s basic structure is organised according to one or a mix of those ‘reasonable’ 

conceptions of justice.14 Also, every citizen of WOS knows that everyone in society 

endorses a reasonable conception of justice and that society’s basic structure is 

reasonably just.15 

Next, Quong explains that on the internal conception, given that reasonable 

pluralism is a product of WOS, the relevant focus of political liberal theory should be 

limited to WOS, excluding all the real-world societies normally identified as liberal 

democracies that the external conception concentrates on.16 He then turns to public 

reason, starting with the constituency public reasons are addressed to. Since political 

liberals should focus on WOS, reasons count as public when they are acceptable to WOS’s 

inhabitants, i.e., reasonable citizens.17 

In turn, such constituency clarifies how public reason works and, therefore, how the 

legitimacy of WOS is created. Legitimate laws are supported by arguments that can be 

constructed from the basic political ideas of society and persons that reasonable persons 

by definition accept and subsequently from any of the reasonable conceptions of justice 

that plausibly specify them, avoiding any appeal to comprehensive notions that we know 

reasonable people in WOS would disagree about.18 Citizens are under a ‘duty of civility’ 

 
13 Quong, Liberalism without Perfection, p. 143. 
14 For the features shared by all reasonable conceptions of justice, see Rawls, ‘The Idea of Public Reason 
Revisited’, The University of Chicago Law Review 64 (1997): 765–807, at pp. 583-584.  
15 Quong, Liberalism without Perfection, p. 139 including n. 2. For more on WOS under reasonable pluralism 
about justice, see Blain Neufeld and Lory Watson, ‘The Tyranny – or the Democracy – of the Ideal?’, Cosmos 
+ Taxis 5 (2018): 47-61, pp. 50-54.  
16 Quong, Liberalism without Perfection, p. 143. 
17 Ibid, pp. 143-144. 
18 Ibid., p. 144. 
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simply to propose at least one such public reason when contributing to making political 

decisions.19 This differs starkly from the external conception, according to which a 

legitimate liberal order must ‘pass the rigorous test of being compatible with the different 

comprehensive doctrine that citizens do in fact adhere to in current liberal societies’.20  

Quong proposes numerous arguments explaining the superiority of the internal 

conception. For him, one serious shortcoming of the external conception is that the huge 

range of views actually populating our societies do not agree on anything and, in 

particular, on any liberal principles; liberal conclusions are only justifiable to a 

constituency already endorsing broadly liberal reasonable commitments.21 Moreover, 

the very project of taking what real citizens share as authoritative is ‘political in the 

wrong way’.22 Given that they might well be biased, seriously mistaken or blinded by self-

interest, their agreement lacks any normative value. In contrast, the internal view only 

takes as authoritative perspectives that already endorse ideas of freedom, equality and 

pluralism that are assumed to have an independent normative value. Without such 

normative constraints, the external view’s empirical search for agreement is also 

problematically relativistic. For example, if we lived in a society divided over equal rights 

for women, those rights would simply be not publicly justified.23 

Quong notes that the supporters of the external view could solve all their difficulties 

by ‘abandoning the aim that liberal conceptions of justice must be justified to actual 

citizens as we find them’ – in other words, by directing justifications for liberal laws only 

to actual citizens who are also reasonable.24 At that point, however, the whole 

justificatory work would be done by justification to reasonableness, and the appeal to 

actual citizens so central to the external view would become a mere ‘spare wheel’. 

 

II.B. Political liberalism as internal to MLSs 

In defining our alternative internal view, we, like Quong, start with the nature of 

reasonable pluralism and accept that it is the product of liberal conditions allowing the 

burdens of judgement to operate. However, Quong rushes from this to the point that 

 
19 For Rawls’s original idea of the duty of civility, see Political Liberalism, p. 217. 
20 Quong, Liberalism without Perfection, p. 141. 
21 Ibid., p. 147. 
22 Ibid., p. 146, quoting Rawls, Political Liberalism, pp. 39-40. 
23 Quong, Liberalism without Perfection, p. 151. 
24 Ibid., p. 153. 
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reasonable pluralism is the product of WOS, while we aim to provide a more accurate 

account of its (broader) sufficient conditions.25 

As explained by Rawls where he discusses ‘the fact of oppression’, the only way to 

ensure stable society-wide agreement over comprehensive matters is to suppress 

divergent beliefs; anything short of suppression leaves sufficient room for the burdens of 

judgement to lead persons to different positions.26 The protection of civil liberties such 

as freedom of conscience, speech and association is therefore sufficient for reasonable 

pluralism to proliferate, at least if they have been guaranteed for long enough. At most, a 

lasting commitment against the suppression of political views, resulting in freedom of 

political speech, political association and vote, will also be necessary. Indeed, Larry 

Krasnoff’s notes that ‘[s]ince comprehensive doctrines are exercises of reason, we need 

only to be concerned here with the freedom to engage in rational activity’.27 In Rawls’s 

words, ‘the basic rights and liberties of free institutions’ constitute the factor behind any 

persisting ‘diversity of conflicting and irreconcilable – and what’s more, reasonable – 

comprehensive doctrines’.28 

We call ‘minimally liberal’ those societies that have generally guaranteed enduring 

protection of civil and political liberties but fall short of WOS. Interestingly, unlike WOS, 

they appear to include some real-world countries, e.g. in Europe and North America. 

Their minimally liberal character lies in their safeguarding basic liberties that any 

reasonable person would give high priority to. At the same time, they are not ideal. We 

have seen that liberal legitimacy is given by power exercised in accordance with public 

reason, which requires acceptance of a conception of justice that endorses features i)-iii) 

from II.A. Minimally liberal societies might well fail to provide any equality of opportunity 

or sufficient material all-purpose means to some of its citizens, falling short of liberal 

legitimacy. 

Having better defined the sufficient conditions for reasonable pluralism, the 

relevant focus of political liberal theory shifts so as to include both well-ordered and 

minimally liberal societies. Both kinds of societies are affected by reasonable 

 
25 Among those drawing on him, Lory Watson and Christie Hartley echo Quong’s leap to a rushed conclusion 
particularly clearly; ‘the fact of reasonable pluralism and the problem it raises for thinking about public 
justification arises (sic) only in the context of an ideal, liberal polity’ (Watson and Hartley, Equal Citizenship 
and Public Reason, p. 6, emphasis in the original).  
26 Rawls, Political Liberalism, p. 37. 
27 Krasnoff, ‘Consensus, Stability, and Normativity’, p. 279. 
28 Rawls, Political Liberalism, p. 36. 
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disagreement, which then poses a problem of internal coherence for liberalism to be 

addressed across the two of them. 

As a result, the basic question of political liberalism becomes considerably richer. 

Such question is one of possibility – the possibility that ‘there may exist over time a stable 

and just society of free and equal citizens profoundly divided by reasonable though 

incompatible religious, philosophical, and moral doctrines’.29 One important dimension 

of this question remains what Quong’s original internal view concentrates on. Once WOS 

is in place, can the liberal order be justified to reasonable citizens despite reasonable 

pluralism, therefore securing WOS’s legitimacy and stability? However, according to the 

view internal to MLSs, there is also the crucial dimension of whether, where WOS is not 

in place, there is reason to hope that society can progress closer and closer to it despite 

the difficulties produced by minimally liberal conditions. Such difficulties spring from the 

fact that basic civil and political liberties constitute engines of disagreement, multiplying 

divisions in society. Given that progress towards WOS involves progressively more 

citizens becoming reasonable and therefore agreeing on basic political ideas, can we hope 

that such progress is possible under those conditions? 

Rawls captures both dimensions where he stresses the importance of dispelling the 

apparently utopian character of a society governed by an overlapping consensus over a 

family of reasonable conceptions of justice. For him, political liberals must remove the 

doubt that ‘there are not sufficient political, social, or psychological forces either to bring 

about an overlapping consensus (when one does not exist) or to render one stable 

(should one exist)’.30 The existence of those forces that can bring about an overlapping 

consensus starting from minimally liberal conditions is one crucial issue that, excluded by 

the view internal to ILT, is placed centre stage on our account. Moreover, political liberals 

must now demonstrate that reasonable actors may indeed tap into those forces for the 

sake of moving towards a reasonably just order without violating the constraints of 

reasonableness or other basic commitments of political liberalism.  

For us, political liberalism’s focus includes minimally liberal scenarios and, 

therefore, some real-world societies. Some might think that at least when political liberals 

discuss those societies, actual citizens as we find them will have to provide the 

constituency of public reason. This is not the case. We accept Quong’s internalist insight 

 
29 Ibid., p. xx. 
30 Ibid., p. 158. 



10 
 

that justification to real persons is political in the wrong way. Therefore, the constituency 

of public reason must still be an idealised group of reasonable citizens. Quong 

understands idealisation in a very specific way, i.e., as provided by the hypothetical 

citizenry of WOS. However, political liberals investigating minimally liberal societies can 

well arrive at their idealised constituency in a different way, either by excluding from it 

any unreasonable person who might exist or by imagining to ‘update’ them so that all 

citizens are reasonable.31 

This non-hypothetical idealisation is similar to what Quong presents as the solution 

to all the problems of the external view – a solution that, however, turns the externalist 

concern with acceptance to actual citizens into a ‘spare wheel’ because it makes 

justification to reasonableness do all the justificatory work. Importantly, the spare wheel 

argument is no objection against us. Looking at how public reason works, it is no problem 

for us to say that laws are legitimate when an argument for them can be constructed, 

without any reference to comprehensive beliefs, from the basic political ideas of society 

and persons that define reasonableness. At a general level, we still endorse the internal 

approach to political liberalism, so we are not committed to an idea of public reason as 

compatibility with the specific comprehensive doctrines that citizens in real-world 

societies actually hold.  

 

II.C. The strengths of the new internal view 

Both internal views rest on the appreciation that reasonable pluralism is a product of 

liberal conditions, but only the view internal to MLSs is consistent with this basic premise 

properly understood. Such view retains the modesty characteristic of the internal 

approach in that it rejects that liberal justice can be justified to illiberal persons and 

understands the task of political liberalism as one of internal coherence. Relatedly, due to 

its commitment to the idealisation of the constituency of public reason, it remains free of 

the difficulties plaguing the external view.  

 
31 Idealisation by constructing an improved version of actual citizens is typical of ‘convergence’ approaches 
to public reason, which provide a prominent alternative to the ‘consensus’ approaches this paper 
exclusively concentrates on. However, we differ from them because convergence theorists typically insist 
that idealisation must be moderate, stopping short of representing citizens as fully reasonable. For them, it 
must be possible to imagine that all actual citizens might come to hold the reasons that are acceptable to 
their idealised counterparts simply after a ‘respectable amount’ of good reflection (Gerald Gaus, The Order 
of Public Reason, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011, p. 250; see also Kevin Vallier, ‘On Jonathan 
Quong’s Sectarian Political Liberalism’, Criminal Law and Philosophy 11, 2017: 175-194). 
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However, due to its enlarged focus including minimally liberal societies, the view 

internal to MLSs is more ambitious that the view internal to ILTs and has a more 

immediate relevance for the real world. It not only includes but requires research 

projects that Quong’s view disqualifies as inconsistent with political liberalism. Such 

projects are well exemplified by existing analyses that explore how to tackle cases of 

unreasonable groups borrowed from real-world societies, be them Christian 

fundamentalists,32 Islamic extremists,33 supporters of the populist radical right,34 left-

wing populists,35 and conspiracy theorists.36 Specifically, such analyses often investigate 

how to discursively engage with unreasonable fellow citizens to persuade them to move 

closer to reasonableness. 

They employ and further develop ideas from political liberalism, including the 

‘containment’ of unreasonable views when they grow too widespread,37 ‘reasoning from 

conjecture’ in exploring the consistency between the comprehensive doctrine of one’s 

interlocutors and reasonable political principles,38 and the particular amenability of 

‘partially comprehensive’ doctrines to morphing in a progressively more reasonable 

direction.39 Still, because of their focus on cases borrowed from non-ideal societies and 

their interest in how to speak with the unreasonable in defence of basic liberal 

commitments, all these interesting analyses should be automatically thrown out of 

political liberalism based on the view internal to ILT. 

Our view internal to MLSs is much more inclusive towards them. For us, the 

attempts at persuasion they focus on can have nothing to do with the justification of 

liberal justice. However, they provide much-needed case studies to establish the general 

 
32 See e.g. the discussion of the Westboro Baptist Church in Corey Brettschneider, When the State Speaks, 
What Should It Say? (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012), pp. 109-167. 
33 Gabriele Badano and Alasia Nuti, ‘The Limits of Conjecture: Political Liberalism, Counter-Radicalisation, 
and Unreasonable Religious Views’, Ethnicities 20 (2019): 293-311; Matthew Clayton and David Stevens, 
‘When God Commands Disobedience: Political Liberalism and Unreasonable Religions’, Res Publica 20 
(2014): 65–84; Andrew F. March, Islam and Liberal Citizenship: The Search for an Overlapping Consensus 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2009). 
34 Gabriele Badano and Alasia Nuti, ‘Under Pressure: Political Liberalism, the Rise of Unreasonableness, and 
the Complexity of Containment’, Journal of Political Philosophy 26 (2018): 145–168; Alessandro Ferrara, 
‘Can Political Liberalism Help Us Rescue “the People” from Populism?’, Philosophy & Social Criticism 44 
(2018): 463–477. 
35 Andrew Reid, ‘How Can Political Liberalism Respond to Contemporary Populism?’, European Journal of 
Political Theory, forthcoming.  
36 Matej Cıbik and Pavol Hardos, ‘Conspiracy Theories and Reasonable Pluralism’, European Journal of 
Political Theory, forthcoming.   
37 Rawls, Political Liberalism, p. 64 n. 19. 
38 Rawls, ‘The Idea of Public Reason Revisited’, pp. 786-787. 
39 Rawls, Political Liberalism, pp. 159-160. 
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points that i) there can be forces in minimally liberal societies that might spread 

reasonableness further in the face of a variety of unreasonable persons; and ii) tapping 

into them does not necessarily contradict the basic normative commitments of 

reasonableness and political liberalism more in general. 

 

III. SHOULD POLITICAL LIBERALS REALLY LOOK BEYOND WOS? 

The rest of the paper discusses two possible attempts that supporters of the view internal 

to ILT could make to develop it beyond Quong in order to better defend it. The first one, 

discussed in this section, sticks to the idea that political liberals must focus exclusively on 

WOS because reasonable pluralism can only occur in it. To develop such an attempt, our 

critics could draw on an interesting revisionary account of reasonable pluralism 

proposed by Weithman, according to which ‘the pluralism of the WOS has its origins in 

the view of themselves that members of that society would be encouraged to adopt’ by 

WOS itself.40 

Weithman’s overarching goal is to provide a novel interpretation of the problems 

created by reasonable pluralism that Rawls identifies as fatal to A Theory of Justice. Such 

problems concern the stability of A Theory’s WOS, i.e., a society publicly regulated by JaF 

where everyone endorses and is universally known to endorse it. Across his work, Rawls 

hopes that the institutions of WOS i) constantly advertising the justice they do by their 

citizens and ii) providing public justifications for the conception of justice they embed 

would suffice to guarantee WOS’s stability over time. According to Weithman, before 

Rawls’s turn to political liberalism, that public justification would rest on what he would 

later consider a comprehensive idea of free and equal persons; freedom would be 

depicted in terms of a broadly Kantian notion of autonomy, understood as the will to put 

everything into question before it is integrated into one’s life plan. 

Now, for Weithman, reasonable pluralism exists in WOS only because the public 

display of institutions governed by JaF and their public justification would succeed in 

creating citizens who embrace that notion of autonomy as their idea of the good life and 

consequently ‘want to follow their practical reason where it leads them’.41 Basic rights 

and the burdens of judgement are insufficient to generate a pluralism of comprehensive 

 
40 Paul Weithman, Why Political Liberalism? On John Rawls’s Political Turn (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2010), p. 249. 
41 Ibid., p. 248. 
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doctrines in society unless citizens are motivated to scrutinise all sorts of issues for 

themselves – a motivation that, incidentally, will ultimately lead many citizens to disagree 

with Kantian autonomy as the understanding of freedom they should aspire to, 

undermining WOS’s stability. Importantly, Weithman suggests that the internalisation of 

the idea of the person employed by one’s institutions when publicly justifying themselves 

is necessary for reasonable pluralism also after the turn to political liberalism, where the 

idea of persons is spelled out in political, not comprehensive terms.42 

Weithman does not wish to suggest that reasonable pluralism is only possible in 

WOS. However, if citizens only embrace the view of themselves as free and equal 

necessary for reasonable pluralism when it is implied by the treatment they publicly 

receive from their institutions, and that view is only fully implied by institutions governed 

by liberal justice, it seems that reasonable pluralism cannot occur in non-ideal 

circumstances. If correct, this would undermine our view internal to MLSs. 

Weithman provides a thought-provoking account of the conditions of reasonable 

pluralism. However, even granting for the moment that he is correct about those 

conditions, we believe that they can already be satisfied in minimally liberal societies. To 

support this answer, we can draw on a leitmotif of Weithman’s own work. Although he 

appears to suggest that only the public justification of institutions transparently 

practising JaF (or, at least, any reasonable conception of justice) would uniformly 

encourage in their citizens a fully-developed view of themselves as free and equal, he 

observes that ‘[w]e who live in liberal democratic societies think of ourselves as being, in 

some way, free and equal citizens’ too.43 Some real-world societies have established and 

sustained over time key liberal institutions. This partial institutionalisation of liberal 

justice and its concurrent justification have started spreading the view of persons as free 

and equal that is implied by it, although citizens are likely to only partially internalise it, 

perhaps with some groups interiorising it even less because at the receiving end of 

serious injustices. For Weithman, this (partial and uneven) acceptance of basic liberal 

ideas of oneself and one’s society is the reason why Rawls’s work, including A Theory’s 

 
42 Ibid., p. 38 n. 17.  
43 Ibid., p. 360 (our emphasis).  
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arguments for JaF, can speak to present readers at all.44 This acceptance, we add, seems 

sufficient to produce at least some reasonable pluralism in minimally liberal societies.  

Additionally, Weithman’s revisionary account of reasonable pluralism leads to 

paradoxical conclusions about political liberalism’s WOS that Weithman fails to notice. 

This further suggests that it cannot be used to rescue the view internal to ILT. Based on 

Weithman’s reconstruction, to obviate A Theory’s mistakes, Rawls sets to re-define in 

strictly political terms the idea of persons as free and equal that is instilled in WOS’s 

citizens by WOS’s transparent exercise of liberal justice and its public justification.45 The 

idea of freedom WOS’s citizens then aspire to is restricted to the freedom to be a fully 

cooperating member of a fair social system given by one’s capacity for a sense of justice, 

one’s capacity to form, revise and pursue one’s conception of the good, and other 

necessary intellectual powers.46 Importantly, thinking of yourself as free in this way is 

perfectly compatible with passively accepting (although within certain limits of justice) 

religious beliefs and norms of personal conduct from, say, one’s family, therefore 

violating comprehensive autonomy. 

To be sure, Rawls believes that WOS’s citizens still think of themselves as 

autonomous. However, this becomes a political conception of autonomy – not regulating 

their whole existence, but only ‘their public lives’.47 They now aspire to be autonomous 

in the narrow sense that they want to have their basic rights respected and participate in 

society’s political affairs according with public reason. 

For Weithman, citizens who are encouraged by their institutions to see themselves 

as free in the sense of being motivated to follow their reason wherever it leads them are 

necessary for reasonable pluralism to emerge. If so, what happens to reasonable 

pluralism about comprehensive matters in political liberalism’s WOS, where citizens are 

encouraged to see themselves as free in the political but not in any comprehensive 

domain? Given citizens’ institution-induced commitment to public reason, reasonable 

persons are bound to disagree about justice. However, reasonable disagreement about 

comprehensive matters might or might not happen. In absence of the encouragement of 

 
44 Ibid., p. 12. For a critique of the idea that reasonable basic ideas of society and persons are already part 
of the public culture of actual societies, see Rainer Forst, ‘Political Liberalism: A Kantian View’, Ethics 128 
(2017): 123-144, pp. 131-133. 
45 Weithman, Why Political Liberalism?, pp. 270-300. 
46 Rawls, Political Liberalism, pp. 18-22.  
47 Ibid., p. 77. For the difference between political and comprehensive autonomy, see also Rawls, ‘The Idea 
of Public Reason Revisited’, p. 778 and Weithman, Why Political Liberalism?, p. 289. 
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institutions, citizens are unlikely to have what Weithman identifies as the necessary 

motivation to question those matters for themselves; in a WOS that started with a broadly 

shared comprehensive doctrine, e.g. Catholicism, that doctrine might well maintain all its 

following over time. 

The possibility of having reasonable pluralism only about political matters 

transforms Rawlsian political liberalism beyond recognition, suggesting that Weithman’s 

account should be discarded. Even where they acknowledge reasonable pluralism about 

justice, political liberals tend to see comprehensive issues as particularly worrying 

because more, not less amenable to reasonable disagreement. Indeed, it is reasonable 

pluralism about comprehensive doctrines that they normally picture as the source of the 

main problems they are meant to tackle.48 Moreover, if political liberalism’s theory of 

reasonable pluralism made a stable society-wide agreement over a comprehensive 

doctrine perfectly compatible with any liberal society, a defining feature of Rawlsian 

political liberalism would lose its justification. If political liberals stopped believing that 

reasonable disagreement about comprehensive doctrines is a fact of life of at least well-

ordered liberal societies, it would become unclear why they should stick to their general 

recommendation that public reasons must rest on the agreed-upon basic political ideas 

of reasonableness and never draw on deeper comprehensive resources. 

 

IV. SHOULD NOT THE ANALYSIS OF NON-IDEAL SCENARIOS BE AT MOST DERIVATIVE? 

At this point, proponents of the view internal to ILT might decide to concede that the 

focus of political liberalism should include minimally liberal societies. This would be a 

large concession on their part. However, they might still insist that ideal theory is 

uniquely important within political liberalism. Specifically, they might suggest that a 

theory explaining how WOS can be legitimate and stable despite reasonable pluralism 

should be produced before any analysis of minimally liberal societies. This is because that 

ideal theory of WOS is necessary to shape any normative guidance political liberals will 

want to issue about non-ideal scenarios. 

Adapting a term from internalist political liberals Lory Watson and Christie Hartley, 

we label ‘derivative non-ideal theory’ this relationship between the analysis of WOS and 

that of minimally liberal societies.49 To provide support for it, the proponents of the now 

 
48 For example, see Rawls, Political Liberalism, p. 4. 
49 Watson and Hartley, Equal Citizenship and Public Reason, p. 27. 
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revised view internal to ILT could draw on Rawls’s two main considerations explaining 

why ideal theory is essential to non-ideal theory. Using Zofia Stemplowska and Adam 

Swift’s language, the first consideration stresses the ‘target role’ of WOS, i.e., how WOS 

provides the ultimate target politically active citizens in non-ideal circumstances should 

strive to move towards. The second consideration focuses on the ‘urgency role’ of WOS; 

the principles of justice regulating WOS are ordered according to priority rules that are 

needed in non-ideal circumstances to settle trade-offs between valuable objectives, 

identify the most urgent changes and specify the sequence in which reforms should be 

executed.50 

Quong very briefly discusses the practical uses of his internal view of political 

liberalism in a way that anticipates a derivative role for non-ideal theory.51 Also, Watson 

and Hartley claim that normative analyses of non-ideal scenarios are perfectly legitimate 

but require (with one important caveat) an ideal theory of WOS.52 These accommodating 

moves towards the analysis of minimally liberal societies are surprising, given that as we 

have seen, both Quong and Watson and Hartley state that reasonable pluralism and, 

therefore, the very question of political liberalism only arise in WOS. At a minimum, 

accepting the possibility of any political liberal non-ideal theory therefore requires an 

explicit re-definition of the general task of political liberalism that neither Quong nor 

Watson and Hartley provide. More substantively, we believe that any such re-definition 

in a derivative direction would be unsatisfactory. 

IV.A and IV.B highlight the risks integral to examining minimally liberal societies in 

a derivative way, unearthing several research priorities for political liberals that are kept 

from view by derivative non-ideal theory. IV.C concludes our argument that political 

liberals must recast the relationship between ideal and non-ideal theory in a non-

derivative way by showing that the defining features of political liberalism’s WOS 

severely diminish its ability to play the target and urgency roles.  

 

 

 

 
50 Zofia Stemplowska and Adam Swift, ‘Rawls on Ideal and Nonideal Theory’, in A Companion to Rawls, eds. 
Jon Mandle and David Reidy (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2014), pp. 112-126, at p. 117. 
51 Quong, Liberalism Without Perfection, pp. 158-160. 
52 Their caveat is that as exemplified by slavery, theorists can denounce and suggest piecemeal fixes for 
particularly extreme injustices without employing ideal theory (Watson and Hartley, Equal Citizenship and 
Public Reason, pp. 21-27). 
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IV.A. The obfuscation of suitable means of persuasion 

Given that the focus of political liberalism now includes non-ideal minimally liberal 

societies, one key priority is to demonstrate that those societies may contain forces that, 

if tapped, promise to attract more and more persons into reasonableness, creating 

progressively more persons willing to establish and support a reasonably just basic 

structure. However, if we attempt to develop a derivative account of those forces, the 

resources for persuasion that are immediately made available to us through our ideal 

theory of WOS are those that would work with an audience characterised by a highly 

idealised psychological make-up, paradoxically including reasonableness itself. 

Specifically, the ideal theory we start with will tend to direct us to public reason, which is 

the main form of speech that as reasonable persons, WOS’s citizens employ to justify 

themselves and also hoping to convince each other about their political views. In sum, the 

risk is that a derivative non-ideal approach will mislead political liberals into focusing on 

utterly unsuitable means of persuasion, distracting them from promising strategies. 

This echoes a classic criticism of the general approach to political philosophy that 

depicts ideal theory as essential to non-ideal theory. As stressed by Elizabeth Anderson, 

ideal theory is unable to explain how to change the beliefs and behaviour of the persons 

whose beliefs and behaviour we need to change, i.e., real-world persons with all their 

cognitive and moral shortcomings; ‘[a] system of principles that would produce a just 

world if they regulated the conduct of perfectly rational and just persons will not do so 

when we ask human beings, with all our limitations and flaws, to follow them’.53 

The obfuscation of suitable means of persuasion is well exemplified by Quong 

where he briefly discusses how his ideal theory of WOS can provide ‘practical political 

guidance here and now’ as to how ‘we can strive to bring our own political behaviour and 

institutions closer to those ideal conditions’.54 His first and main example of such 

guidance is that real-world citizens should abide by public reason. However, given that 

public reasons are justifications tailored to reasonable persons, it is hard to see how the 

provision of such justifications could move any of the real-world unreasonable persons 

we need to move. 

 
53 Elizabeth Anderson, The Imperative of Integration (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010), p. 4. See 
also Raymond Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008), pp. 9-11. 
54 Quong, Liberalism without Perfection, pp. 158-159. 
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In this area, Quong and political liberals more in general would do better to start by 

focusing on present non-ideal circumstances, where reasonableness and other flaws are 

still prevalent. This starting point makes it easier to identify forms of speech that play a 

relatively marginal (if any) role in WOS but hold a much better promise than public 

reason of attracting unreasonable persons into reasonableness. For example, there is a 

small literature attempting to carve out a role for rhetoric in political liberalism. Much of 

it focuses on Rawls’s account of ‘reasoning from conjecture’, interpreted as a means to 

convince others to firmly embrace reasonable liberal justice; in Rawls’s words, as 

conjecturers, we can ‘argue from what we believe, or conjecture, are other people’s basic 

doctrines, religious or secular, and try to show them that, despite what they might think, 

they can still endorse a reasonable political conception’.55 Others have started looking 

beyond conjecture, proposing rhetorical strategies that are especially suitable to move 

closer to reasonableness interlocutors who hold doctrines that are only partially 

comprehensive.56 

Given that minimally liberal societies are part of the focus of political liberalism, it 

is crucial that political liberals further explore all forms of rhetorical engagement that 

might promise to move unreasonable persons. A key part of this research agenda should 

be to investigate in detail which of those forms can be made consistent with the basic 

value commitments animating political liberalism. As encapsulated in Rawls’s brief 

sceptical remarks about rhetoric, some rhetorical speech, e.g. the exploitation of false 

beliefs and biases, is in tension with the treatment of other persons as free and equal and 

must therefore be carefully distinguished from the rhetorical speech that political liberals 

should advocate.57 

 

IV.B. The obfuscation of grave injustices 

As noted by Charles Mills in his critique of ideal theory in political philosophy, injustices 

individuals suffer as members of groups, which in real-world societies are generally 

 
55 Rawls, ‘The Idea of Public Reason Revisited’, p. 786. For the use of conjecture as persuasive speech, see 
Clayton and Stevens, ‘When God Commands Disobedience’; Brian Garsten, Saving Persuasion: A Defense of 
Rhetoric and Judgment (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006), p. 186; March, Islam and Liberal 
Citizenship, pp. 23-33. 
56 Badano and Nuti, ‘Under Pressure’, pp. 159-162. 
57 Rawls, Political Liberalism, p. 220. For more on the tension between Rawls’s theory and rhetoric, see John 
O’Neill, ‘The Rhetoric of Deliberation: Some Problems in Kantian Theories of Deliberative Democracy’, Res 
Publica 8 (2002): 249-268, at pp. 253-254.  
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linked to a history of oppression, are by design absent from Rawls’s WOS and other ideal 

societies. Consequently, the project of using ideal theory to evaluate and issue normative 

guidance about non-ideal scenarios is likely to ‘obscure’ the reality of grave structural 

injustices, diverting scholars’ attention from them.58 

When political liberals embark in derivative non-ideal theory, this risk of 

overlooking grave structural injustices interferes with the now key task of understanding 

under what conditions the duty of public reason applies outside WOS. As explained in I, 

this duty is conditional on reciprocity; it is reasonable to comply with public reason only 

if one can see that others are willing to return the favour. Especially if long-standing, 

grave injustices members of a group suffer from provide them with evidence that the rest 

of society has been treating them as less than free and equal members, failing to establish 

fair cooperative terms. Specifically, all plausible interpretations of the reasonable idea of 

fair cooperation agree on i) a list of equal basic rights and opportunities; ii) a special 

priority enjoyed by them; and iii) universal provision of adequate all-purpose means to 

use them. Therefore, any society that denies any of i)-iii) to any group gives its members 

reason to believe that the rest of society is not committed to a process of public reasoning 

where a sincere effort is made to justify society’s basic structure to them. Under such 

circumstances, there is certainly room to argue that members of that group are relieved 

of the duty of public reason. 

In any real-world minimally liberal society, there are groups that appear to suffer 

from failures of i)-iii), raising the important question of whether they should consider 

themselves bound by public reason or not. African Americans are an obvious case in 

point, suffering, to mention one among many structural injustices at play, from 

 
58 Charles Mills, ‘Ideal Theory as Ideology’, Hypatia 20 (2005): 165-184, p. 175. Watson and Hartley provide 
a stimulating discussion of this criticism of derivative non-ideal theory. They suggest that injustices 
suffered by women as women might still occur in WOS as a by-product of gender roles in ‘the family, private 
associations, or within religious institutions’ assigned by reasonable comprehensive doctrines (Watson 
and Hartley, Equal Citizenship and Public Reason, p. 37). Biases might spread across society, with women 
having reduced credibility also when interacting with political institutions. However, even if taken at face 
value, Watson and Hartley’s argument only points to a limited range of structural injustices against women 
potentially surviving in WOS, leaving intact the risk that derivative non-ideal theory might obscure many 
other structural injustices exclusively present in non-ideal circumstances. Moreover, where they detail how 
WOS works, Watson and Hartley depict a strongly feminist society where every comprehensive doctrine 
has been brought into alignment with a thick conception of free and equal persons, obviously including 
women. Everyone believes in ‘genuine equality for women along all dimensions of social life central to equal 
citizenship’ (Ibid., p. 143), including ‘the labour market, civil society, and the political sphere’ (p. 158). If 
these are WOS’s inhabitants, it is hard to see any room for beliefs about gender roles that might actually 
contribute to any gender injustice. 
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widespread institutional racism.59 For example, institutional racism means that law 

enforcement disproportionately impacts African Americans.60 These disproportionate 

impacts range from stop and search routines to imprisonment, fatal shootings and death 

in custody, arguably violating basic rights of bodily integrity and freedom from arbitrary 

police interference. 

In sum, derivative non-ideal theory puts political liberals at risk of rushing too 

quickly to the conclusion that in minimally liberal societies, public reason applies across 

the board, without even pausing to ask whether public reason is too much to ask of groups 

that, like African Americans, suffer from severe failures of reciprocity. This appears to be 

Quong’s very mistake where he answers the question of whether real-world citizens 

should comply with public reason based on the sole assumption that public reasons are 

addressed to a constituency sharing great values such as freedom and equality that we 

all should recognise. For him, this is enough to conclude that as real-world citizens, ‘we 

should care about what can be justified to the idealised constituency of reasonable 

persons, and act accordingly’.61 

Quong is not alone in failing to see the difficulties grave structural injustices pose to 

the applicability of public reason outside WOS. Indeed, such difficulties are barely 

discussed in the existing political liberal literature, with brief analyses by James 

Boettcher and R.J. Leland providing two noteworthy exceptions. Interestingly, they both 

circumscribe more narrowly than any violation of i)-iii) the circumstances where public 

reason does not bind the members of a social group. In brief, while Boettcher posits that 

a failure to provide ‘basic constitutional protections’ exhausts those circumstances,62 

Leland suggests that if widely known, a grave injustice is sufficient only if ‘there are not 

popular political movements taking significant steps to remedy the injustice’.63 

In this area, it is important that political liberals start by looking at the grave 

structural injustices we can find in non-ideal societies. In this way, they will be able to 

 
59 For a recent definition of institutional racism, see Tommie Shelby, Dark Ghettos: Injustice, Dissent, and 
Reform (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2016), pp. 22-29. 
60 See e.g. Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (New York: 
New York Press, 2012); Paul Butler, Chokehold: Policing Black Men (New York: New Press, 2017); Joshua 
Correll, Bernadette Park, Charles Judd, Bernd Wittenbrink, Melody Sadler and Tracie Keese, ‘Across the 
Thin Blue Line: Police Officers and Racial Bias in the Decision to Shoot’, Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology 92 (2007): 1006-1023. 
61 Quong, Liberalism without Perfection, p. 159. 
62 James Boettcher, ‘The Moral Status of Public Reason’, The Journal of Political Philosophy 20 (2012): 56–
177, at p. 174.  
63 R.J. Leland, ‘Civic Friendship, Public Reason’, Philosophy & Public Affairs 47 (2019): 73-103, at p. 99. 
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map all different possible failures of reciprocity. In turn, this will enable them to analyse 

in full detail whether those failures can indeed ever relieve their victims of the duty of 

public reason and if they can, settle what circumstances are necessary and sufficient for 

public reason not to be binding. 

An added element to this future research agenda is provided by the idea that being 

uncivil (and therefore violating public reason) might well be necessary for groups 

suffering from structural injustices to make progress towards redressing them. Among 

others, John Medearis discusses social movements fighting for marginalised groups, 

noting that they are not only relatively under-resourced but also bound to struggle to get 

their message across. This is because the frames structuring the dominant political 

discourse are largely shaped by other groups, which means that if marginalised groups 

obey the restrictions imposed by public reason, their grievances will remain effectively 

unheard. For Medearis, marginalised groups have to resort to more dramatic and 

sometimes violent means, such as blocking building entrances and destroying property, 

to get attention, re-orient dominant frames and convince the government to act.64 For 

example, the civil rights movement had to conduct highly disruptive action in order to 

arm-twist the Kennedy administration, which was sympathetic but reluctant to 

antagonise Southern whites, to pass favourable federal legislation.65 

What are the limits to be imposed on the political actions undertaken by African 

Americans and any other group that due to failures of reciprocity, political liberals might 

find to be free of the obligations of public reason? Does political liberalism contain the 

necessary resources to develop a framework of normative constraints telling admissible 

from inadmissible threats, disruption and violence they might have to resort to in their 

fight against injustice? These questions, which are still new to political liberalism, should 

be considered as crucial if political liberals aim to properly focus on minimally liberal 

societies. 

 

 

 
64 John Medearis, ‘Social Movements and Deliberative Democratic Theory’, British Journal of Political 
Science 35 (2005): 53-75. For similar arguments about the ineffectiveness of civility, see Archon Fung, 
‘Deliberation before the Revolution: Toward an Ethics of Deliberative Democracy in an Unjust World’, 
Political Theory 33 (2005): 397-419; Marc Stears, ‘Liberalism and the Politics of Compulsion’, British Journal 
of Political Science 37 (2007): 533-553; and Iris Young, ‘Activist Challenges to Deliberative Democracy’, 
Political Theory 29 (2001): 670-690.  
65 Medearis, ‘Social Movements’, pp. 66-68. 
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IV.C. A new account of ideal and non-ideal theory in political liberalism  

IV.A and IV.B demonstrated that derivative non-ideal theory retains at least some of its 

traditional problems when pursued from within political liberalism. This sub-section’s 

aim is to add that with the turn to political liberalism, the main positive roles played by 

ideal theory in guiding non-ideal theory disappear or are at least seriously diminished, 

concluding our argument that political liberals should understand ideal and non-ideal 

theory as two important yet largely independent enterprises. In turn, this specific 

understanding of the relation between ideal and non-ideal theory explains why the 

revised view internal to ILT discussed in this section must be rejected.  

The problems for the traditional roles played by ideal theory stem from Rawls’s 

acknowledgement that even under ideal circumstances, there will be only ‘partial 

compliance’ with liberal justice properly understood, i.e., JaF. Reasonable persons will 

always disagree about justice; the most we can ever hope for is that some of them endorse 

JaF while everyone else accepts conceptions that are merely reasonably just. 

Some interpret partial compliance with JaF as marking the end of the very idea of 

WOS, originally defined, among other things, as populated by citizens who all share JaF.66 

Others even suggest that given that political liberalism is in effect partial compliance 

theory, it is all non-ideal theory.67 To make our case against derivative non-ideal theory, 

we do not need to go this far. When political liberals investigate how to achieve legitimacy 

and stability in a society publicly regulated by a reasonable conception of justice and 

inhabited by individuals who are all known to accept one or another such conception, 

they still appear to fit the general description of ideal theory. Indeed, they still analyse 

society ‘under favourable circumstances’ – specifically, under the most favourable 

circumstances open to human beings.68 Their project is still distinct from the analysis of 

the ‘less happy conditions’ of minimally liberal societies, potentially including an unjust 

basic structure by any reasonable standard and widespread unreasonable views.69 

Similarly, as noted by Blain Neufeld and Lory Watson, under reasonable pluralism about 

justice, every conception of justice held by citizens and/or governing the basic structure 

 
66 Samuel Freeman, Justice and the Social Contract: Essays on Rawlsian Political Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2007), pp. 255-256; Gerald Gaus, The Tyranny of the Ideal: Justice in a Diverse Society 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016), pp. 150-154. 
67 Samuel Freeman, Rawls (New York: Routledge, 2007), pp. 379-380; Sebastiano Maffettone, Rawls: An 
Introduction (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2010), pp. 219-221. 
68 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, revised edition (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), p. 216. 
69 Ibid., p. 216. 
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is still acceptable to everyone in society in the diminished yet important sense that 

everyone can see it as a plausible interpretation of basic political ideas they accept.70 

Consequently, this society is not very far removed from Rawls’s original definition of WOS 

and should still be identified as such.71 

We also believe that political liberalism’s ideal theory is still a perfectly valuable 

enterprise if considered in its own right. Demonstrating that a reasonably just society can 

be legitimate and stable under the best possible circumstances is needed to support our 

hope, so often threatened by real-world events, that human nature is not utterly 

incompatible with justice.72 However, partial compliance takes away much if not all of the 

value of ideal theory as a normative guide for non-ideal theory. Indeed, the target and 

urgency roles are both undermined by it. Together with the previously highlighted 

traditional pitfalls of derivative non-ideal theory, this should lead political liberals to 

disentangle their non-ideal from their ideal theory.  

Regarding the target role, let us note that WOS is defined as governed by (and 

populated by citizens holding) any member of a family of reasonable conceptions of 

 
70 Neufeld and Watson, ‘The Tyranny – or the Democracy – of the Ideal?’, pp. 52-53. 
71 What should political liberals make of Rawls’s further point that we should always expect not only 
reasonable disagreement about justice but also unreasonable political views? In the best possible 
circumstances, the hope is simply that they will be a small innocuous minority – that ‘they may not be strong 
enough to undermine the substantive justice of the regime’ (Rawls, Political Liberalism, p. 65). Nothing in 
this section’s critique of the revised view internal to ILT hinges on accepting or rejecting this point. 
Therefore, we can limit ourselves to a tentative reply. Rawls’s comment strikes us as plausible despite all 
the convincing arguments in the literature highlighting mechanisms through which a society publicly 
governed by reasonable liberal justice would create and maintain its following of reasonable persons. 
Stressing the Hegelian character of political liberalism, Jeffrey Bercuson claims that human attitudes are 
highly malleable, tending to fit the political order we are born and raised in. Consequently, a reasonable 
liberal order will tend to produce reasonable citizens (Jeffrey Bercuson, John Rawls and the History of 
Political Thought: The Rousseauvian and Hegelian Roots of Justice as Fairness, New York: Routledge, 2014, 
pp. 30-61). Weithman underlines how liberal public justification never contradicts any doctrine on their 
comprehensive ground; it never denies, for example, that a certain action is sinful. Therefore, citizens can 
often comfortably hold on to the bulk of their comprehensive doctrines while being drawn to progressively 
change them so as to assign a place of honour to the basic political ideas of reasonableness (Weithman, Why 
Political Liberalism?, pp. 312-318). Relatedly, Laden argues that widespread restraint from using state 
power to impose any comprehensive identity on anyone else makes me ‘regard the political society in 
which I live a home. It is a society where I am given room to be who I am’ (Anthony Laden, Reasonably 
Radical: Deliberative Liberalism and the Politics of Identity, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2001, p. 
207). As insightful as these accounts might be, none of them provides any magic bullet justifying the 
extremely high hope that every single person living under reasonable justice would be reasonable. A society 
governed and publicly known to be governed by a reasonable conception of justice still represents 
‘favourable conditions’ if the overwhelming majority of citizens are reasonable and known to one another 
as such. Given the stark contrast with the ‘less happy conditions’ characterising real-world minimally 
liberal societies, it still appears meaningful to describe them as ideal and non-ideal theory, respectively. 
However, it remains an open question whether given the distance between this picture of the ideal society 
and Rawls’s original definition of WOS, a different label is required for the former.  
72 John Rawls, Justice as Fairness: A Restatement (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 2001), pp. 37-38; 
Weithman, Why Political Liberalism?, pp. 362-369.  
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justice sharing only the bare bones of liberal justice. No citizen in non-ideal circumstances 

will have those shared minimal commitments as ultimate target of their political action; 

their ultimate target can only be the scenario where their particular reasonable 

conception of full justice has come to regulate the basic structure. For instance, for a 

present-day activist falling towards the left of the political spectrum, their ultimate target 

might be JaF itself, while for a more moderate actor, it might be a political interpretation 

of ‘Catholic views of the common good and solidarity’.73 In any case, it will not just be the 

lowest common denominator, shared by these two and every other reasonable 

conception, that is guaranteed by WOS. 

Turning to urgency, the features that, common to all reasonable conceptions of 

justice, define WOS have a much-diminished ability to set priorities among real-world 

injustices compared to Rawls’s view of full justice, which he had in mind when sketching 

the urgency role of ideal theory. To be sure, those common features include a generic 

special priority assigned to basic liberties and opportunities. However, beyond this, 

reasonable ‘conceptions differ […] in how they order, or balance, political principles and 

values even when they specify the same ones’.74 Therefore, political liberalism’s WOS 

provides little guidance compared to JaF, which i) establishes a strictly lexical ordering of 

priorities and ii) clearly distinguishes, in terms of urgency, between basic liberties and 

opportunities. To navigate difficult trade-offs, actors in non-ideal settings are again likely 

to resort to the much richer resources provided by their own conception of full justice, 

not the general idea of WOS. 

 

V. CONCLUSION 

This paper has developed an original account of the task of political liberalism. While 

holding on to the modest idea that its question is ultimately one of internal coherence of 

liberalism, our account has broadened the focus of political liberalism so as to include 

non-ideal minimally liberal societies. Importantly, our account has turned out to have far-

reaching implications for how to do political liberal theory. Normative accounts of 

minimally liberal societies should not be derived from the ideal theory of WOS; political 

liberals must realise that the normative analyses of ideal and non-ideal theory are two 

important yet largely independent enterprises. In turn, this directs political liberals 

 
73 Rawls, ‘The Idea of Public Reason Revisited’, p. 775. 
74 Ibid., p. 774. 
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towards a changed research agenda. Traditional questions about the functioning of public 

reason are still important. However, we have argued that the much-needed accounts of 

how minimally liberal societies can become progressively more reasonable should be 

centred on different strategies of speech and action, which belong predominantly if not 

exclusively in non-ideal scenarios. Therefore, political liberals should re-direct much of 

their attention away from public reason and towards, among other things, conjecture, 

rhetoric and both the permissibility of and moral constraints limiting violent protest.  


