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1 Introduction and Argument

salitical p!mlu*:'-urrht'rs offer no single answer to the question of what
dlitics is. This is not very surprising, since they do not agree about
+hat philosophy 15 either. [Efertnt kinds of philosopher trear issues
1 quite different ways, seeking ditterent kinds ot answer to different
Tds of question, Some ‘I-’ETITI:’: analytical precision, absolute clarity of
‘Eipression, and logical rigour. Others regard such virtues as inappro-
m?iientiﬁcm more literary or artistic approach. Some
it the history of philosophy ar e centre of the discipline. Others
fink that the important questions can be addressed without any
historical input. This variety means that any attempt to explain how
‘palitical philosophy’ conceptualizes politics is bound to be bfa’.‘td‘
eflecting the particular views of the person doing the explaining.
";'Ih.!t EH'HB-WE, thﬂl‘k, is not tj:h':? answer o the quESIiﬂII of hl‘.'l-‘i'i" Fﬂll._l'.l.call
philosophy thinks about politics, it is just @n answer: quite a mdcl; iR
shared answer, to be sure, and an answer thar_has come ‘jm'fm
“nsiderable influence over the way political P}u[ﬂsﬂphiuluild take a
many parts of the world. But, still, there 4 ma0y
?EE diﬁ?runr line. . e copcerned gpcciﬁfau'}’wi!h
the ¢re, in summary, is the view: politics ﬁ;?]ﬂhﬂ chere should e
: tate. And political |:|nhi|l|::r!\3*‘-?'F"h!Ir asfﬂﬁ_ ‘:esihﬂ“ld E““m#“ﬁ
| lt:, hm.lv it should act, what mm“ﬂl prmcll? ot it:shﬂi!ﬁ ¥
E'f;ats its citizens and what kind c_:-f soeial fes moral PO
iﬂtei,:; As Fh[_:.gﬂ ‘rﬁhﬂll.! ds’ E-g]ﬁlstg s;:s:ﬁw ;I.:- d ou
o, £ed in justification, in What € Lo chin
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whether they hike it or nor, whether they

specific sub-set of Mmoral
fecisions, | sitwcal plulosophy, then, 15 a very spi I.|| wrly hagh. It is net
oni | one where the stakes are particulari :
A ERT ]

;‘!'-'I"-”""'P'III"' . ji !l-nlﬂ ".'l,-h.:l Jt|-1i'|‘.-4| Ny -

ust about what people ought o do, 1l I g uired, to make each

mot __|iII |"|'l|'|'|||['--|-:.| .||11| LOMMELITeS rIILII'.IJ ¥ o .

other do. | lern way of thinking abour
”1“ Can seem a r.1||'1l-'|: NArroww and rrdecid .

v Jew: only to Ihl'ﬂ:::
politics. It suggests thar political philosophy 15 relev f|m | .H el
socienes that I!'; tve states. What about communities that manage their

: . any coercive apparatus? And i
collective attairs withour resort to any coer App

_ : e R T tfitistob
assumes that, where there is a state, it must be democratic if i 15 1o he

legiimate. What about all those states throughout ergr}' rimf have
clearly not been collective agents of those subject to their laws>
Good questions. My answer to the first js tha_{ one of the funda-
mental issues political philosophersTaise 15 precisely whether states
are indeed legitimare, [t is open to the anarchist to argue thar we can
get along perfectly well without them, and her case ma y well appeal
to examples of societies that have done 50. And political philosophy
EVEN in my narrow sense, js relevant to such socieries. Anyone who
argued, in a stateless society, that certain desirable goals might berrer
be achieved by means of 3 state, and that this would justify establish-
ing one, would be doing political philosophy. And anyone who dis-
puted that claim would pe doing it too, Bur if there is no state, or no
discussion about whether there should he 4 state or what it should or

could ilcfgiriman:ly do, then there is no politics, a¢ least not on the
conception of politics | advance here.,

The second question accuses me of sim
should be democraric, (That is the bit

agent of the citizens who decide wha
I-:nm:!' of puliric:&_il Philosopher works

ply Assuming thar stares
2bout stares being the collective
tits laws are.) It is true that my
with thar conception of the state,
We simply assyme it. We work on
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porality, on what principles Hhﬂu!da modd, The emphagi;

one another, and what kinds of seare agiiiauh_“ CHizens! degfing, gt

ior them to support. The central ca“Eﬂ?i:;::I:lzﬁgl“““"m; "

moral "l"{ihj‘:ﬁ or fdﬂﬂlﬁ, such as righ'-ls}jlliﬁcr;' il-Ec-—-!P[-"_mlE are
mitimity, democracy. The oddity comes from the 10 equalty, cogy.

Emal\y different from morality, Politics, ri?;ﬂﬁfl:ﬁ :,L:

of the pﬂﬂ.ﬁ.blc' It1s about finding the middle ground, abo: BEROEL-
ing a solution that 1s acceptable to people with different inrerests.
shout keeping people happy - and getting them to vote for you -
rather than giving them, or telling them, what they ought to want.
The BBC has a radio programme called The Moral Maze whic

discusses the moral issues that lie behind topical political debates.

: ything vaguely pracuical,
As soon as contributors start to talk about an nporﬂ'ta:r 1o factor 0

to worry about the feasibility of {Fﬂlﬁ'c"l”gm to stick 10 the
electoral considerartions, the chmm::l ufls’l“lirlﬂi'mﬁ-_
moral questions, F;lging iﬂs!d: ﬁ’ g 2 m:ﬁus
Sometimes, indeed, polinics B & . ioled,

Fﬂmﬁ" ﬂ'F mﬂra]il'f. u;ﬁas that dcﬂilﬂnrpl'ln":lp oot af ‘ﬂlﬂ :d]'ll’.il
moral values, by reference ,m {a:iwhirhﬂ*dupmmﬂw eems, e
beliefs?* ‘No, it was pﬂliﬂfﬂl de{:‘i:l'-l dishones®  hile the W;
cipled, strategic, and P"’fha?; one direetion Lo -

moral course of action ]1‘5 HHW
the situation requires On¢ -t{i‘iricls is that
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It 1 true thar, dehoned my way, polincal philosophy JI;]h 0 tell yg
hivw |1-i|:t|..-|| wisiunons oueht 1o T ,|‘-=,|||-.n| o, what poticies "rh'll:hi
be enacted, why individual citizens are justibied in voting for one law
rather than another. And it is true that much that the state does, ang
much that individual cinizens do to try to get the state to do things, i
not usually thought of in such moral terms. But it 15 not true that my
approach mnpl»l misunderstands the nature of politics. On the con.
trary, it clams to dennify what is really happening when the state
makes and enforces laws. *Think about whart is actually going on’
when we do politics’, it says. ‘You may see politics as a !-.t.rug;;!q_- lar
power between elites, or as a means by which one class maintaine s
domination over another, or as a beauty contest between more or Jess
charismatic leaders. Doubtless it can. and often does, take those
torms. But whar politics really is, beneath all that, is a process by
which some people get the state to back up, with its coercive appar-
arus, their preferred ways of doing things - to compel obedience from
those who might not want to do things thar way.’

The philosophical issues, then. concern whart principles should
govern the state’s activities given this analysis of what the state -
and hence politics - actually is. Should all those coerced into com ply-
ing with the state’s directives have a say in derermining all those
directives, or is there a place for non-democratic decision-making?
Within democracies, can the majority of citizens simply gang up on
the rest and, through sheer force of numbers, vote through legislarion
that compels the minonty to comply with irs will3 Do laws, to be
legitimate and nor the mere exercise of force, have to be justifiable w
all those who are subject to them? Do individuals haye rights — such as
f;eednriq f:'f Il'f'llgiﬁl't or of sexualiry — that should rake certain issues off
moral questions g vel o reach of state action? Thet &
an undjrsvmd?rl;: T}T w;‘;l?l]:j':-ilf?ulf ones, but they are derived
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3 Political Philosophy v. Pelitical Science

The fact that it asks — and answers - moral questions

shilosophy different kind of enterprise frﬂ?n pn]iﬂu?;?;cfil:zfi
al scientists tell us what happens and why it does. Political phifose-
g&—r?r_cﬁis whm?: n and Why it should.

~Much of what gets studied as “politics’ in schools or universities is
decriptive and explanatory. The aim is, first, to describe what act-
dlly happens — or happened — and then to explain it. Sometumes the
&scribing is much easier than the explaining. It is not difficult to say

that Party A got x per cent of the vote while Party B got y per cent, hu:

K & bt a 1“':-';'
iy explaining that fact. Sometimes even Eﬁﬁruﬁlywﬂﬁ“

wmenon is a difficult and complicated busins Wall? Some-
“quence of events that preceded the fall DI$ rﬂﬂ:: b-:?:unﬂ'ﬂﬁf‘
tmes things that look like mere descrptions (8. © "o orly always
'al: was the Cold War really a "war: = |
difficult. Explaining why things happen © . the important 21
: : rk, iden which theor
ome kln'd ﬂf &]ml‘ﬂnﬂﬂ[ fra_[['[ﬂ'ﬂfﬂ W about ; .mh'
Processes thar generate them, and Ffﬂ]::;dt and despi® ﬁ:;] sience
% are most accurate or uﬁf;‘-‘l'_;h;tis as AT - polio
‘ons, the aim of political SCEF™" ~ _ on in
5 to describe and explain what B0 o

h my kind of pojiies
e




(i
pa’
h l‘iT‘
. 1 41t
ab
| 1k tha on
. v A o
X .
. " . i LTy il
g | th helps 1O Keep local 1
: . ctifve :
: vpendifure responsive o the democratic will? ct
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: x u-.l. u -.\\ :.,~.-.I And some of the exCitement COMES irom
e teeling that the answers o thest I‘h'|*“*”[‘|”* 1 queshions can make 5t
'L":.-: o what happens. What people do Lil-'I"""j"- in part, on T
what thev think is the _r:,-.::l:r chine to do. To be sure, it 15 far from clear k
IO wihat extent peopie ... .’hl.‘;[h-ﬁ actvity 15 p.uldt'll h‘_-' moral motv- d
stions rather than narrow self-interest. Do people vote for the party a
they think will be best for them, or the one that they think will be c
morally best, best for the society as a whole? Are political revolutions
best explained by looking at the economic interests of those involved, :
r are revolutionaries motivated by moral ideals? Those are empirical
guestions, to be answered by political scientists. But even those scep- )
rical about the explanarory significance of moral answers for what f

peopie do would be hard pressed to deny them any role in guiding =
people’s behaviour. And in that case changing people’s minds, moratly
speaking, can change what happens.

4 What Political Philosophers Do
[ think of [‘Fl'lfit.!_q_'a[ philosophy as proceeding in two stages. First, a lot
of time and effort are spent making sure it js absolutely clear what
claims are being made, what [ropositions are being asq;:ncd Some-
rimes this is c:iii:nj conceptual analysis’, which makes it lnn.k scary
a._-u:l rc:dml_u;- Don’t be pur off, IS 1S JUSE a fancy name for th}:
obviously importanr job of working out exactly wh} le mean
when they say things. (Asked ar 4 New York -cﬂfk?;irtp(;?‘t; I‘:'hat

philosophers actually do, one repj; d: -
;::-;u n;}ai:v: a few distincrions. :sf Iii.ﬁgvnu:hnhr 2 ten s
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lm:'ir“;:r;nh:.ul ;l:ql‘ II|!~.Il1t:*~- addressed by political philosophy are less
clear-cut than that. There 15 obten room for reasonable disagreement,
Intelligent and morally serious people can take difterent views about 2
whole range of questions that arise when we think abe . how we may
legitimately direct the state to act on our behalt, We can disagree
.;]I‘-uut wherher there should be a state at all. {Anarchists think not,)
We can disagree about whether the state should Serve merely as a
night watchman, enforcing respect tor property rights a::ud p-erh:a_ps
providing basic public goods such as defence and traffic lights. I:Ll_l'i-
ertarians think ir should do no more.) We can disagree abour social
justice: does the realization of thar ideal require distribution
according to need or desert (or a bit of both)? Is it unfair for people
to be berter or worse off than one another merely because they
happen to have been lucky or unlucky? If it is unfair, is it the state’s
job to rectify the unfairness? 1 could £l this chapter with similar
examples, and to do that would be to give a list of the jssues that
prtmupmﬁr@ﬂhﬂﬁ?up_hﬁzj_ < i

But the crucial point is this. When they disagree about these
matters, philosophers are disagreeing about whar is the right thing
to think about them, about which beliefs about them are true and
which false or mistaken. Perhaps the anarchists are right. Perhaps we
should not have a state at all. Perhaps the libertarian claim that only a
minimal state can be justified is true. Perhaps liberal egalitarians are
correct when they suggest that the stare may legitimately tax high
cenes 'o compensate those who, through no fault of their own, are
worst off. Working out which beliefs on these matters are true and
which false requires careful thought and FIGOrous argument. |
thinking and rigorous arguing are what poli; | phitosogk -
their time trying to do, B e POUICR Fh e
: ying ta do. But, whoever is right or
it must be the case that the dispute is abous b, .

simply about who prefers what. If it is L.
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5 Political Proceduyres and Politicq| Philosophy

ame people dislike the philosaphical 2PProach to politics becagse
think 1t 1s basically irrelevane, A scientific understanding of how
M works would reveal that moral considerations Ph}" nn_mlF in
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5 Some polincians may be clear aboyp

\deals guide their policy preferences,

and how important each 1s compared 1o the uthtrh.-Mﬂ“]"fW ﬂﬂf-
_ . necessarily help those whose
And even where they are, that does not ¥

iob it is to choose between them. To do that, we need to be aware of
the different interpretations of these ideals. We need to SEE_WhER’
claims presented in their terms conflict an‘dl, whenl they conflict, we

aeed to decide which is right. We need political philosophy.
Good political philosophy makes for good politics. It clarifies what
is at stakcmcm.ﬂlerhelping us to understand who is saying
_ what, what exactly it is that they are saying, and what we think about
2 it. And it raises deep questions about the nature of politics, forcing us
to keep in mind quite what politics involves — the coercive imposition
of some people’s views about how our collective affairs should be
managed on others who may disagree with them profoundly (and
who may even disagree about what should count as ‘our collective
affairs’). By sharpening understanding of the matters debated within
day-ro-day politics, by giving us the equipment we need to decide who
is right, and by reminding us of the fundamental moral issues that

L}ndcrpin the whole enterprise of politics in the first place, political

SP:;ETE:}- has a vital role to play in making politics what it can and
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