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Ideal and Nonideal Theory: A Conceptual Overview

Abstract The article gives conceptual clarification on a distinction between 
ideal and nonideal theory by analyzing John Rawls´ theory as presented in 
his books “A Theory of Justice” and ”The Law of Peoples.“ The article tries to 
show the importance of ideal theory, while at the same time pointing out 
that the distinction, ideal and nonideal, needs further qualification. Further, 
the article also introduces the distinction of normative and descriptive into 
ideal and consequently nonideal theory. Through this four-fold distinction it 
is easier to establish the function of each theory and the separation of work-
fields between philosophers, politicians and lawyers.
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1.2. Idealization
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NONIDEAL IDEAL

Descriptive State of undeserved inequalities (TJ: 
§2)/ War and atrocities (LP: 7)

Well-ordered society with its two 
principles of justice (TJ: Ch II) /Society 
of well-ordered peoples with the 
principles they abide by (LP: 35-44)

Normative Civil disobedience; conscientious 
refusal (TJ: §55-56), coercive 
instruments of state (TJ: 241) / War; 
Intervention; Assistance (LP: 89-113)

Property owning democracy with 
its institutions (JF: 89) / Institutions 
similar to UN, WB, centre for public 
reason (LP: 44)

2. Ideal Theory in Rawls

2.1. Ideal Theory for an Individual Society
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2.1.1. Descriptive Ideal Theory for an Individual Society
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2.1.2. Normative Ideal Theory for an Individual Society
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2.2. Global Ideal Theory
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2.2.1. Global Descriptive Ideal Theory
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2.2.2. Global Normative Ideal Theory

-

-

-

-

-



IDEAL AND NONIDEAL THEORY: A CONCEPTUAL OVERVIEWMILICA TRIFUNOVIĆ

164

-

2.3. Problems with Ideal Theory
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3. Nonideal Theory in Rawls
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3.1. Normative Nonideal Theory for an Individual Case

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-



STUDIJE I ČLANCI

167

-

-

-

-

-



IDEAL AND NONIDEAL THEORY: A CONCEPTUAL OVERVIEWMILICA TRIFUNOVIĆ

168

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

3.2. Normative Nonideal Theory for International Relations
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NORMATIVE 
NONIDEAL THEORY

DOMESTIC JUSTICE INTERNATIONAL JUSTICE

Unfavorable  
conditions

INDIVIDUAL: paternalism SOCIETY: duty of assistance

INSTITUTIONS: institutional 
limitation of liberties

INSTITUTIONS: /

Noncompliance INDIVIDUAL: legal punishment SOCIETY: public critique; 
sanctions; just war

INSTITUTIONS: civil disobedience/ 
conscientious refusal

INSTITUTIONS: /

3.3. Problems with Nonideal Theory
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4. Conclusion
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