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Introduction

How should political theory be conducted? We are currently seeing something of an upsurge in ‘realism’ in political philosophy, which offers a distinctive way to think about this question. ‘Realism’ is a label that has been applied to the work of a number of authors with related but distinct concerns about what they see as the failings of political philosophy in its ‘ideal’ mode, and in particular as it is practiced in the Anglo-American tradition by the likes of John Rawls, Ronald Dworkin, Robert Nozick, and their followers. Leading scholars associated with the realist trend, such as Raymond Geuss, Charles Mills, Colin Farrelly, and the late Bernard Williams, berate ideal theory for its severe abstraction, misguided idealisations, impracticality, acontextuality, utopian aspirations, and embodiment of a kind of ethical imperialism, as moral philosophy seeks to conquer the distinctive terrain of the political.
 I propose, in this paper, to map the idealist/realist disagreement from the perspective of the analysis of ideology, and to suggest that the fundamental point that is common to all forms of realism, that context matters, allows realists to hold two apparently contradictory critiques of ideal theory simultaneously and coherently.
The Dimensions of the Critique of Ideal Theory
There is no neatly defined school of political theorists who self-describe as ‘realists’ and engage in debate with another well-defined set of ‘idealists’. What we see emerging in recent years is rather a set of debates about how political theory should be undertaken, what its purpose is, and what the most appropriate role of the political theorist consists in. In these debates those who are critical of what they see as unjustified levels of abstraction and idealisation in much analytical political theory attract the label (or sometimes self-describe as) ‘realist’. This does not necessarily entail an ontological or epistemological realism, so much as a commitment to some form of contextualism in political theory. Below I will focus on three important areas of the realist critique of ideal political theory. Firstly the lack of awareness of historical and locational contingency; secondly, the failure to appreciate the autonomy of the political realm, and the resulting inapplicability of moral philosophy to questions of politics; and thirdly, the unacknowledged ways in which ideal theory operates as a form of ideology. 

Historical Contingency
It would be odd to deny that our thoughts and writings are intimately connected with the historical epoch in which we live, and indeed the thought that they are so connected has spawned a sub-discipline of the ‘sociology of knowledge’
. However, a common complaint against ‘ideal’ political theory is that it is written as a timeless and rootless philosophy, dispensing principles of justice or obligation with a startling lack of historical awareness. There are at least two elements to this objection which need to be kept distinct. Firstly we have the degree to which political philosophers either wilfully or unreflectively ignore the historical and social context in which they have developed their own views and for which they write. This relates, obviously enough, to the degree of abstraction from context that their work manifests, and how that abstraction is justified. Another objection is to the results of this abstraction, the extent to which political philosophers take the principles they develop to be timeless and/or universal in their application. They are principles, that is, that are true for many times and many places
, even if they were not recognised as valid principles in the past, or are not recognised as valid principles now, by the wider society. Abstraction would seem to be a necessary condition for theorizing at all, but it is not the case that abstraction from current context has to lead to the development of universal principles. Wrapped up in this complaint about acontextuality is an observation about contingency in politics. For those theorists to whom history and context are crucially important factors in defining parameters of possibility, we must recognise the historical and locational contingency of any principles or institutions that we develop. The possibilities of politics are always subject to chance, and this does not just entail that there may be circumstances where we cannot apply certain principles (this would not necessarily motivate objections to the idealist approach), but more profoundly that contingent circumstance inflects what we are able to think and our very capacity to develop political principles in the first place. If we recognise the fragility and transient nature of the circumstances that allow us to think politically in the way we do, then we will appreciate the importance of maintaining these conditions. This in turn may bring us to the view that the maintenance of the very circumstances that allow us to both think and act politically (in Williams’s sense that we act in a way that satisfies a basic demand for legitimation) is the prime question of politics.
 
Let us try to understand the exact nature of the objection to abstraction. Geuss has this to say: ‘The reasons why we have most of the political and moral concepts we have…are contingent, historical reasons, and only a historical account will give us the beginnings of understanding of them and allow us to reflect critically on them rather than simply taking them for granted.’
 For Williams, philosophers cannot ignore history if they are to understand our concepts at all, and ‘one reason for this is that in many cases the content of our concepts is a contingent historical phenomenon’
 This objection is taken to strike at the foundations of ideal theory, as on both views political philosophers will fail to understand the concepts that are the very building-blocks of their theories if they are not sensitive to the contingent history of their actual use. As Williams says our conceptions of concepts such as freedom consist in a ‘historical deposit’.
  Failure to appreciate this leads political philosophers to ask the wrong questions, or to insist on the prioritisation of a local and contextual understanding of a concept as if it were truly universal.
 Thus for Geuss both Nozick and Rawls are engaged in the ‘wrong’ kind of analysis in investing the logical consequences of the assertion of the primacy of rights (in Nozick’s case), or the assertion of the primacy of a conception of justice (in Rawls’). Rawls may have an ‘intuitive conviction of the primacy of justice’, but there ‘is no account of where these intuitions come from, whether they may be in any way historically or sociologically variable, or what role they play in society.’
 Such forms of enquiry into the intuitive predispositions of the political philosopher are designed to be ‘disjoined from real politics’
 and cannot tell us anything politically useful as they commence from the wrong starting point. There are however ‘some historically more specific questions [that] are good starting points’ for political philosophy.
 If we want to understand the limits of the politically possible, we have to understand the meanings these concepts have in the actual political discourse of our society, and that entails understanding their history. 
This  concern about the acontextuality of Anglo-American political philosophy also comes through very clearly in the conceptual-morphological work of ideology analysis undertaken by Michael Freeden, and in particular the way in which he sees ideal theorists as seeking to ‘freeze’ historical time such that their chosen principles will appear universally valid. Ideal theorists seek to ‘depoliticise’ their political theory, as politics provides a historically rooted and spatially-located context from which they seek to set their theories free. Thus Freeden quotes Rawls where the latter states in Political Liberalism that ‘liberal principles meet the urgent political requirement to fix, once and for all, the content of certain political basic rights and liberties, and to assign them special priority. Doing this takes those guarantees off the political agenda and puts them beyond the calculus of social interests.’
 Thus philosophical liberalism embraces the ‘ahistoricity of arrested time’, ‘depoliticisation’ and ‘justice through individual rights’ as specific ideological features
. The  liberal projects of thinkers such as Rawls and Dworkin ‘prioritise rules as stasis, equilibrium and consensus over rules of change’, as they seek to see their preferred principles ‘removed from the ravages of social time’ 
 and ‘exalted above all historical and empirical contingency’.
 This view is shared by Bernard Williams, who argues that ‘many liberals’ proceed ‘as though liberalism were timeless’. Such liberals are reproached for not asking ‘why their most basic convictions should seem to be…simply there. It is part and parcel of a philosophical attitude that makes them equally uninterested in how those convictions got there.’
 For Freeden, even if this is not an inherently misguided way of doing political philosophy, as Geuss suggests it is, we should at least recognise it as a particular manifestation of ideological liberalism, itself located in a particular social and historical context, even as it seeks itself to escape the limitations of that context. That said, there is no doubt that Freeden believes Anglo-American political philosophy drives itself towards political irrelevance when ‘the disciplinary constraints that apply to producing good philosophy have all too often distanced its practitioners from that actual stuff of politics’.
 When this occurs the result is a curiously apolitical form of liberal politics.
The Autonomy of the Political
That observation regarding the ‘apolitical’ nature of contemporary political philosophy brings us to another common dimension of both realism and conceptual morphology, they see ‘the political’ as a sphere of human activity that requires modes of intellectual enquiry that are specific to it, rather than ones that draws almost exclusively on the external discipline of philosophy.
 Political philosophers are not directly ‘students of politics’, as Freeden puts it,
 they are philosophers, who use the tools of one particular area of intellectual enquiry in order to illuminate another, but what if politics requires a light of its own? What is lost in the translation from philosophy, and in particular moral philosophy, to politics?   In seeking to answer this question, both Freeden and the realists focus on what they take a moral-philosophical approach to politics to miss. That is, they delineate certain elements or questions which they take to be central to politics, and which they think that contemporary political philosophers either ignore or at best treat superficially as a direct result of the application of moral philosophy to politics. In particular the professional philosopher’s drive to meet the standards of logic, consistency, and coherence required by her peers at best bear no relation to, and at worst positively divorce the philosopher from, an understanding of politics in its ‘concrete’ forms. 
Of these thinkers it is Williams who offers a relatively well-specified account of what he takes the political to consist in. Whilst he will not be giving a ‘general characterization’ of the political, he does highlight the following. The political is ‘to an important degree focused in the idea of political disagreement; and political disagreement is significantly different from moral disagreement’.
 We have to recognise that disagreement is the norm for political life, it is something we have to learn to live with and accommodate, not something we should be seeking to expunge. Attempts to foster consensus (overlapping or otherwise) amongst groups of human beings are doomed to failure and always carry the risk of coercive imposition when they (inevitably) fail to materialise spontaneously. Political philosophy, when done adequately, will recognise the distinctive nature of its subject matter, and more importantly the fact that this distinctive subject matter (to do which the exercise of power, the development of authoritative institutions, the need to reach a moment of collective rather than individual decision) may require a method or an approach to philosophical questions about politics which is distinct from that applied to moral philosophy.
It is because Williams believes the political has these particular characteristics that he is able to characterise a certain conception of liberty as ‘thoroughly political’
 as it acknowledges in its construction (not definition) the ongoing inevitability of political disagreement. He contrasts this version with Ronald Dworkin’s account of liberty, which Dworkin hives off to a constitutional realm, in an attempt to insulate it from inevitable disagreement. Williams thus shows a clear preference for the ‘liberalism of fear’ over what Freeden would call ‘philosophical liberalism’, because the liberalism of fear accepts certain realities of politics, as a distinct sphere of human activity, that the ‘strongly moralised’
 version of liberalism, dominant in contemporary political theory, fails to understand - precisely because it treats politics as merely a subject ripe for the application of moral philosophy. The liberalism of fear is sensitive to the ‘first question’ of politics, the Hobbesian requirement for order, and the avoidance of ‘suffering and disaster’, without which nothing else of political value can be achieved. Because the liberalism of fear takes such threats to order seriously, it is a ‘more sceptical, historically alert, politically direct conception’ of liberty that offers ‘the best hope for humanly acceptable legitimate government’.
  By contrast philosophical liberalism appears a rather frivolous and trivial form of liberalism, taking for granted a whole series of substantive preconditions which in fact can only be provided by conscious human effort. In the language of an earlier set of critics of liberalism, it is a philosophy for an age of plenty, but would not withstand a politics for hard times.
 For Williams ethical considerations form a part of political judgement, but only a part, and some of the wrong-headedness of philosophical liberalism is to mistake this part for the whole. 
Geuss also suggests that philosophical liberalism lacks political relevance due to its transposition of moral philosophy to a realm sufficiently distinct to make that transposition highly problematic. Liberalism (what we might call ‘really political liberalism’, as opposed to the Rawlsian variety) has grown out of real political struggles, and is historically located. Questions of logical consistency are ‘not the most relevant’ ones to ask in politics, and it is ‘highly unlikely that the analysis of a concept like ‘justice’…could give one any real grasp of the central phenomena of politics’.
 Rawlsian deliberators have been idealised in such a way as to ‘nullify any political relations that might be thought to exist between them’
. There is an Oakeshottian tone to Geuss’ declaration that politics is more akin to an art of craft than the application of a theory or philosophy to a set of problems,
 a view that is reinforced in Philp’s claim of the primary importance of the contextual art of political judgement.
  As for what characterises politics, Geuss indicates a similar concern to Williams in thinking both that questions of security and order important,
 and that politics is first and foremost about power,
 a concept with which philosophical liberalism is often said to be uncomfortable. 

In terms of ideology analysis Freeden tends to contrast philosophical liberalism with what he calls ‘concrete political thinking’ although this is clearly related to politics more generally and the question of what may be practically possible. His concern is with the subject matter of political theory, and this is (or should be) political thought, in all of its various manifestations, rather than ethics or history. Political theory should be the study of ‘actual political thinking’,
 but Anglo-American political philosophers have turned away from this realm, ‘in a manner that few past political theorists had contemplated, thus condemning most of their efforts to sterility and to public invisibility.’
 With Geuss, Freeden believes that analytical political philosophers have problems with the contingency and indeterminacy of politics, and so ‘endorsed the retreat into the safety of modelling utopian worlds, or persevered in conducting philosophical laboratory experiments, or reassumed the mantle of ethicists (though, really, of ideologists) in fighting the good fight’
 for moral certainty. This account of a retreat or withdrawal from the political realm in political philosophy is a theme to which Freeden frequently returns. Anglo-American political philosophers lose touch with the ‘real-world arena of policy-making’,
 they ‘removed themselves from the practice and language of politics and engaged in private discourses’,
  or engaged in a ‘flight from the political’.
 In so doing the exchange political influence for peer endorsement, as the ‘specialised language of late-twentieth-century liberal philosophers [is] directed mainly at their colleagues rather than at the thinking public’,
 and intellectual ideological producers (post-Marxist as well as Rawlsian) have exchanged public meaning for ‘professional acclaim.’
 This means that there is overriding concern with logical validity and argumentative coherence, but, along with Geuss and Williams, Freeden is not convinced that these are the most important attributes of political thought. Normative theorists cannot escape contingency and indeterminacy through linguistic precision, although they appear to desire this. ‘Normative theorists always operate under the general limitations of language and conceptual morphology, and should acknowledge the contestability of their normative positions. In addition, their ideal-type solutions should not stray too far from the plausible contexts in which they would be located, nor ignore the experience of the impact of various political theories that has built up over time.’
 In this regard Freeden distinguishes two levels of political thought, ‘thinking politically’ as a first order activity, and ‘thinking about politics’ as a second order one. Normative theorists are ‘thinking politically’ in that they are making a contribution, albeit an idiosyncratic one, to political discourse (although they also dress monologue up as dialogue, suggesting a rather one-way conversation).
 When engaging in the second-order activity of ‘studying political thought’ however (including political philosophy), there is ‘no direct conversation between the researcher and the researched’.
 What is contrasted with political philosophy here then, is not so much ‘politics’ per se, understood as an arena of disagreement, in which a fragile order is always subject to potential breakdown (although it may be this as well) as ‘ordinary’ political thought, which is redolent with emotion, rhetorical appeals, faulty logic, cultural constraints, and dogmatic (if always temporary) closures of meaning. As we shall see in the next section, despite this contrast, and the real differences of method and content it refers to, for Freeden political philosophy does not escape the plane of ‘ordinary’ political thought (it merely becomes an idiosyncratic version of it). Both are forms of ideology, although philosophical liberalism is ideology of a particularly ineffectual sort. 
Political Philosophy as Ideology
For Michael Freeden it is important that we see contemporary Anglo-American political philosophy as neither a ‘neutral’ set of observations and judgement about politics, nor as a superior form of substantive political belief (due to its logical rigour, for example). Insofar as it is ‘liberal’ in terms of its assumptions, methods, conceptual structure and/or substantive propositions, it is an example of liberal ideology, albeit, as noted, a somewhat unusual version by comparison with earlier (not to mention earthier) forms of liberal political thought. Liberal political philosophy (insofar as it lacks methodological self-reflexivity) is a first-order contribution to ‘thinking politically’, rather than a second-order contribution to ‘thinking about politics’. That many normative theorists are ‘relatively disengaged from methodological reflections’
 reinforces this view of the activity.

Some realists also see analytical political philosophy as a form of ideology, although for them this observation is suffused with a different meaning. Key here is the work of Charles Mills, who argues that contemporary normative theory is ideological, and that this ideological nature prevents normative theorists from engaging with the ‘real’ inequalities and forms of discrimination in society. Instead, philosophical liberals embark on the utopian projects that Freeden objected to above, but utopian projects that become inflected with the power differentials that already exist in western societies. For him ideal theory is ‘really an ideology, a distortional complex of ideas, values, norms, and beliefs that reflects the non-representative interests and experiences of a small minority of the national population – middle-to-upper-class white males – who are hugely over-represented in the professional philosophical population.’
  Here a ‘nonrepresentative phenomenological lifeworld [is] (mis)taken for the world’, and although not as a result of a conscious, manipulative act, ‘ideal theory can only serve the interests of the privileged’.
  On this understanding of political philosophy as ideology, then, ideal theory has to be unmasked in order to reveal its true, if subconscious, motivations and make clear whose interests it serves. That ideal theory is ideological is in and of itself the problem.
Freeden also holds that philosophical liberalism is a form of ideology, but this does not entail that a process of unmasking the ‘real’ interests served by ideal theory is necessary. Rather, philosophical liberalism can be ‘decoded’ as an ideology in the same way that less sophisticated forms of political thought can also be. Although philosophical liberalism places huge emphasis on rationality, clarity of argument, logical coherence, and consistency, it still displays features common to other ideological forms – such as an appeal to unexamined value assumptions, and the investment of emotional attachment to particular points of view. Thus ‘from the perspective of analysing ideologies, philosophical texts are selective decontestations of political concepts like any other’.
 Rawlsian political liberalism is ‘undoubtedly a reflection of American ideological conceptions of the constitution as a facilitator of a common, yet neutral, good that is within reach of a diverse society’.
 If the implication of this ideological status is not, as it is for Mills, that contemporary analytical political philosophy allows the interests and perspective of a particular social group (middle-class white professional academics) to wear the mask of disinterested analysis, what does ride on the identification of philosophy with ideology for Freeden? 
There are three implications that are important for our understanding of what kind of activity political philosophizing is. The first of these takes us back to our opening concern - it identifies philosophical liberalism as a time- and culture-bound political phenomenon. At one level this may seem trivially true, all political thought is produced somewhere, at some time. But of course this point is taken to tell, not against a view about where philosophical liberalism is produced, but rather against its universalistic and idealising aspirations. One point of strong commonality between Freeden and the realist critics of ideal theory that we have looked at here lies in a refusal to accept any claim to ethical universalism, by which they mean a view such that, to take an apposite example, a conceptual analysis of the nature of ‘justice’ can define principles of justice that reveal a ‘truth’ about the concept or which have general applicability.
 Such claims may well ‘relate to myths concerning the rationality of foundational values such as…the neutrality of democratic constitutions’. Indeed Freeden appears to have philosophical liberalism in his sights when he claims that ‘using universalist language unintentionally is to indicate a belief in the overriding validity of intuitions and to make assumptions about human similarity’ that may not be warranted.
 A more conscious awareness of the time- and culture-bound nature of their intellectual efforts would help political philosophers to avoid some of their more egregious errors. Ideology analysis can be a ‘tool’, and a welcoming ‘limiting framework’ for work in political philosophy, the potential value of the latter being somewhat undercut by this divorce from ‘concrete’ political thought. There are several points at which Freeden suggests that political philosophy would gain from closer engagement with less intellectualised forms of ideology and from more contextual awareness. Philosophers can learn form ‘the techniques and political nous of ideologists, from what actually takes place when political ideas flow through a society’,
 although ethicists will find ‘the inclusion of the ordinary as a focus of study difficult to digest’.
 The effort should, however be made, as a more contextually aware political philosophy would also be better political philosophy: ‘The usefulness, efficiency, and relevance of normative prescription would be considerably enhanced if conducted within an understanding of the nature, and the limitations, of its subject matter – political thought itself. Normative theorists – political philosophers and ideologists – need to know what can and cannot be done with political thought, and consequently to what political theory can aspire.’
 
Freeden’s position on this aspect of philosophical liberalism appears reasonably clear, then. Ideal theory may have its place, but only within a recognition of contextual boundaries and an awareness of the limits of the domain of the political itself, and what political thought can achieve. We can learn something about these limits through the study of ideology and methodological reflection, and in this regard ideology analysis can be a useful tool for normative political philosophy. All of this assumes of course, that the political philosopher is (a) willing to recognise herself as an ideological producer, and (b) wishes to attain some sort of relevance in terms of the ongoing conversations about policy and political practice that take place in her society. If philosophical liberals have absolutely no desire to go influence policy then they might rest content with highly abstract discussion within a closed-circle of like-minded souls, although clearly for Freeden this would be a very strange form of ‘political’ activity. 

This relates to the second and third points, which to some extent overlap with the first and can be dealt with more briefly. Political philosophy is ideology, on this view, a structured arrangement of decontested political concepts that its protagonists hope will provide a frame through which people believe they can understand and criticise current political arrangements, and possibly also provide the vision of a better political future. The problem for political philosophy is that as an ideology it is pretty hopeless. This is because for Freeden the measures of success and failure that apply to ideology are different to those that apply to philosophy. Here Freeden is with Geuss in thinking that, as noted earlier, ‘questions of definition and of purely theoretical consistency are often not the most relevant ones to ask in politics’.
 A successful ideology will need some measure of theoretical consistency,
 although given both the availability of cultural and emotional cues with which to truncate the logical chain of argument, and the need to bring matters to a decision-point, consistency and coherence are not of the same importance in ideological discourse as they are for philosophers, Instead ideologies need to reach out and mobilise elements of the population if they are to seize control of the public policy agenda – this being the measure of success on their own terms. One is reminded here of Gramsci’s distinction between ‘abstract’ and ‘organic’ ideologies, in that an ideology with no active followers in society, concocted by ‘traditional’ intellectuals is a rather pointless beast. Philosophical liberalism might be seen as a archetypical abstract ideology, circulated in complex texts around university departments, but never becoming consolidated in a ‘historical bloc’ even if certain individual philosophers have some influence, from time to time, over government policy. The measure of philosophical success is publication in Ethics or Philosophy & Public Affairs. In contrast the ‘ultimate success of an ideology is in its mobilization of significant groups who compete ideationally in order to impact on acts of collective decision-making’,
 and on this measure philosophical liberalism fails. 
Finally, as an example of ideology political philosophy is itself amenable to ideology analysis, and whilst this was mentioned above it is worth contemplating the implications of this claim in a little more detail, as I believe it is here above all that strong disagreement lies between Freeden and analytical political philosophers. The main implication of the claim is that political philosophy and ideology analysis lie on different sides of the ‘thinking politically/thinking about politics’ divide. For all that this divide is not ‘hard and fast’ and for all that practitioners of both arts will at times occupy the territory of the other,
 philosophical liberalism is a form of liberal ideology, and so constitutes an example of thinking politically, whilst forms of ideology analysis such as conceptual morphology are examples of thinking about politics and lie on the other. There is, remember, ‘no direct conversation between the researcher and the researched’. Rather like the scientist contemplating natural phenomena, the ideologist (on an understanding of ‘ideologist’ not a million miles from de Tracy’s original conception of ideologist-as-scientist, although here analysing patterns of ideas rather than the human brain) decodes the ideological texts, and the political philosopher, unwittingly or no, provides the raw material for analysis. This understanding of the relationship between ideology and philosophy breaks down the barriers constructed by thinkers such as Leo Strauss and Michael Oakeshott, for whom there was a ‘distinction between opinion and knowledge’ to which ‘political thought’ was indifferent but political philosophy was not
, and for whom philosophy had to maintain ‘its independence from all extraneous interests, and in particular from practical interest’.
 On Freeden’s view political philosophy may pursue the truth, but it also engages in the practical exercise of seeking to persuade others of its truth, up to the point of seeing its preferred principles enacted in the public domain, and this is a practical interest from which any genuinely ‘political’ philosophy cannot be separated. 
The Implications of Taking Context Seriously
There are several points of commonality, then, between the realist critique of ‘ideal’ analytical political philosophy and the critique that views it is a rather ineffectual form of liberal ideology. There are divergences too, of course – most importantly in terms of the distinction between first-order (‘thinking politically’) and second-order (‘thinking about politics’) forms of argument. Realism operates on the same plane as ideal theory, setting out an alternative modus operandus for arriving at a view of what should be done. Ideology analysis stakes out a claim to second-order analysis, analysing ‘philosophical liberalism’ as one ideological manifestation of liberalism, and it could just as easily apply the same set of analytical tools to realism, under the view of which the assertion of ‘order’, or ‘power’ as the ‘first problem’ of politics may seem just as acontextual and abstract as any assertion of justice on the part of Rawlsians. 
That complaint about acontextuality brings us, however, to a point of commonality across all of these mode of criticism. For ideology analysts and realists alike, context matters profoundly. This view of context had consequences that have not always been fully appreciated in the existing literature on idealism and realism in political theory. To take one example, realists have recently been accused of trading on an ambiguity in their argument for an implied plausibility, but I want to suggest that if the consequences of cleaving to a contextual form of normative political theory are taken seriously, such ambiguity is unavoidable and, rather than showing realism to be self-contradictory, demonstrates the over-riding importance of political judgement of the sort that Philp attests to. Thus, if realist arguments have any purchase, what we need above all is a political theory of political judgement. 
The accusation of simultaneous contradictory arguments being used in realist political theory is made clearly by Baderin. She points to ‘two forms of realism’ in political theory. One form accuses ideal theory of being irrelevant, as it is fundamentally detached from the realities of political life. The other accusation is that ideal political theory seeks to ‘displace’ real politics, by deciding political outcomes on the basis of moral philosophy and this predetermining any concrete political process. Realists who deploy both forms of argument are cleaving to an inherently contradictory position, where they are holding both that ideal political theory is irrelevant to real politics, and that it is a danger to real politics, but something can’t be both irrelevant and dangerous, and so realists are in danger of gaining ‘plausibility by trading on ambiguities about what it means to be realistic’.
 The apparent consequence of this is that realists have to decide which kind of criticism of ideal theory they are offering, and stick with it. 
However, as Philp reminds us, for political realism context matters, deeply:

We have to take into account the context in which the agent proposes to act since this will inevitably have an impact on what the agent can realistically take into account and at what cost. In making a judgement about what to do, the politician has to consider a range of contingent and non-ideal forces that constrain his or her choice. What is to be done here and now must be a subset of what can be done, and what can be done depends on economic, political, social, cultural, and dispositional preconditions that have to be recognized, managed, or negotiated by the agent’

If we build a recognition of these preconditions into our political theorising, then we can see that it is not so much trading on ambiguity, or holding to an inherently contradictory line, that may lead us to believe that ideal theory is both irrelevant and dangerous, but rather that, as a result of taking context seriously, we see that a form of ideal theory may have different consequences under different political circumstances. In other words whether the problem is detachment or displacement (or something else) will be subject to a test of contingent conditions. If we were to take, for example, the principle of a Rawlsian conception of justice, entrenched by a set of liberal values placed behind a ‘paywall’ of super-majoritarian voting requirements. One can easily imagine circumstances in which this is aspiration could be no more than utopian in the derogatory sense of that word, as bearing no relationship at all to political conditions on the ground – for example where we are looking at a society in which non-liberal values are deeply entrenched amongst almost the whole population. Here ideal theory appears detached from ‘real’ politics. However, one can also posit circumstances in which a debate about liberal rights could be a highly contentious and divisive one - in (say) a multi-cultural society in which liberal rights were themselves seen as hugely controversial. Here the attempt to follow the path of ideal prescription may be dangerous indeed, as we could posit a significant section of a society that sees no hope of overturning super-majority requirements even if its non-liberal beliefs comes to form a majority viewpoint in that society. This could lead to civil conflict, even civil war, the very kind of outcome that liberals tend to fear most.
 So, depending on context, the very same ideal theory may be detached, and it may threaten to displace ‘real’ politics in a counter-productive and dangerous manner.
There is a third possibility, of course, which is, if context matters this profoundly, that there may be moments when the context is itself ripe for the realisation of a Rawlsian theory of justice with entrenched liberal rights, and where this may being about the best outcome, according to a consequentialist test of what politicians actually do of the sort that Philp recommends. This just shows that if we place this much weight upon context then abstract judgements about the plausibility of particular political principles or modes of argument become moot. There may be times when they are irrelevant, times when they are dangerous, and times when they are, indeed, ideal. It seems to bring us to a point where what matters is some form of elective affinity and political judgement. 
This thought leads me to endorse Mark Philp’s view that we can argue about the values to which politicians should cleave, but ‘we cannot say in advance which ranges of facts in their context they should regard as normative for them, but we can make a judgement ex-post about what the effects were of their taking a particular set of facts as salient and responding accordingly.’
 So any judgement of political judgement has to rely on after-the-fact information. 

Conclusion
This paper has sought to clarify some of the issues at stake in the debate between ideal theory, realism, and ideology analysis. I have suggested that an important common element between the latter two lies in the importance placed upon political context. However, when context is given sufficient weight, abstract claims about whether or not whether or not ideal theory ‘displaces’ or is ‘detached’ from real politics, and of whether realism itself trades on an ambiguity between these two meanings, becomes moot. Whether the claims of an ideal theory are treated as irrelevant, dangerous, or in fact, ideal, becomes a question of political judgement, and so political virtue becomes the attribute to be prized above all others. If this points the way at all for the development of a research agenda for political theory, it would be to now leave the realist/idealist debate behind and move on to try to understand the implications of that debate for the nature of contextual political judgement. This opens up space for a form of political theory that is less rooted in normativity and philosophy, and more akin to social science as we seek to understand the ideational circumstances that provide the environment in which political agents make choices. This means trying to understand how ideologies embed themselves in the cultures and institutions of societies, and how they flow through societies at the emotional and intuitive level to form conceptions of identity and interest, how are ideas are both naturalised and de-naturalised in the contingencies of political argument. This would be difficult work, but it is work that I would suggest political theorists should embrace. 
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