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What kinds of normative theories do we need? Ideal
and non-ideal theories in communication research

Kari Karppinen

Abstract

This chapter discusses different types of normative theories and their uses in media
and communication research. In particular, the chapter introduces the distinction
between ideal and non-ideal theories in political theory and discusses its impli-
cations for different kinds of research aims in media and communication studies.
Arguing that communication research cannot escape normative and political con-
siderations, the question is not whether we need normative theory, but what kinds
normative approaches and what kinds of engagements with normative theory are
most useful for media and communication research and for what purposes. Ulti-
mately, the chapter argues that the usefulness of theoretical approaches is not an
either/or choice, or even a matter of which theories are normatively justified or
true. Instead, different types of ideal and non-ideal theories are better understood in
terms of a scale where different theories have different uses for different purposes.
As Kwame Anthony Appiah (2017) argues, the appropriateness of different theo-
ries and normative frameworks for specific research projects can then be evaluated
also more pragmatically, from the perspective of what they enable us to do.

Keywords: normative theory, ideal theory, non-ideal theory, normative reconstruc-
tion, capabilities approach
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1. Introduction

Media and communication research is never far removed from political and nor-
mative questions. In some areas of research this is more obvious than others: re-
search on media policies, critical political economy and political communication,
for example, routinely refer to normative concepts and values, such as freedom,
democracy and social justice. Researchers study the values and goals that underlie
debates on the role of media in society, evaluate different policy and organizational
alternatives and their consequences, seek to identify problems that require atten-
tion, and sometimes make ethical or policy suggestions themselves.

Even in less obviously normative areas of research, like studies on media
use, professional practices, media economy, or media cultures, researchers often
make implicit or explicit reference to normative conceptions of how things ought
to be. So, whenever we deal with values, normative conceptions of what the me-
dia landscape should look like, we encounter normative theory — understood here
as more or less systematic theorizing or critique concerning what is desirable or
undesirable, how communication and media should be organized. We refer to nor-
mative theories for various purposes: to justify the social relevance of our research
topics, to evaluate existing conditions against some ideals, or to produce practical
suggestions for promoting the public interest or other ethical goals through media
production, regulation or media use.

Although our research is not always explicitly normative or political, it often
departs from some underlying normative assumptions. These can be derived from
normative theories of the public sphere, democracy or the public interest, or from
more indeterminate values, such as effective communication, social responsibility,
mutual understanding, or aesthetic appreciation.

This is not to say that research should always be normative, only that we
should seek to recognize and engage with the normative frameworks and assump-
tions that underlie our work. One important reason for grounding our research in
normative theory is to avoid “crypto-normativity” — positions that make a norma-
tive statement without acknowledging them as such or without making clear the
basis of their claims (Hesmondhalgh & Toynbee, 2008: 9).

Assuming that communication research cannot escape normative consider-
ations, the question in this paper is not whether we need normative theory, but
what kinds of normative theories are the most useful for media and communication
research, and for what purpose do we employ normative theory. In this chapter, I
discuss different types of normative theories, drawing particularly on the distinc-
tion between ideal and non-ideal theories, and consider their uses in media and
communication research.
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2. Ideal theory vs non-ideal theory

The perceived usefulness or appropriateness of different types of normative the-
ories and approaches have been a subject of lively debate in political theory and
philosophy. One of the main divisions in this debate includes the distinction be-
tween ideal vs. non-ideal theory. Ideal theory refers to theories that seek to de-
scribe what political or social arrangements would look like under conditions, or
in a hypothetical perfect society. Non-ideal theory, on the other hand, refers to
theories that aim to guide practical political action and focus more on how values
and ideals translate into actual social mechanisms, institutions and practices. The
question is therefore whether normative theories should primarily aim to identify
the hypothetical end-state or focus more on gradual improvements or comparisons
that can guide practical choices in real-life contexts (e.g. Stemplowska & Swift,
2012; Valentini, 2012).

A separate, but related, distinction has been drawn between moralist and real-
ist political theories. According to Bernard Williams (2009: 2), political moralism
refers to theories and arguments that “make the moral prior to the political”, or
think of politics in terms of the application of abstract ethical or moral principles,
while political realism refers to “an approach that gives a greater autonomy to dis-
tinctively political thought” (p. 3), including “a more realistic view of the powers,
opportunities, and limitations of political actors” (p. 12).

Similar concerns also underlie the distinction between high and low theory
in social sciences. High theory refers to “thin”, topic-neutral, principles, which
operate at a high level of abstraction and are designed by thinkers “from above”. In
contrast, low theory refers to a discussion of particular moral or political problems
in specific contexts, involving “thick” theorizing that draws on the practical expe-
riences of participants and the context-specific factors related to particular real-life
cases (Kamm, 1995).

Often considered a typical representative of abstract and ideal theory, John Raw-
Is (1971/1999) has argued that ideal theory represents the first step of normative the-
ory. It constitutes a kind of necessary precursor that serves as a normative reference
point for the kind of non-ideal theory that can subsequently guide action in the real
world, under actually existing and imperfect circumstances. As Rawls (1971/1999:
89-90) argues, “until the ideal is identified, at least in outline [ ... ] non-ideal theory
lacks an objective, an aim, by reference to which its queries can be answered”.

However, the dominant paradigm of liberal political philosophy that focuses
on highly idealized and abstract principles has received much criticism in recent
years. Theorizations of ideal notions, such as freedom, justice, or democracy, in
particular, have been widely criticized for being too abstract and detached from
actually existing empirical conditions to be useful for analyzing real-world circum-
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stances. Instead, critics from multiple directions have argued that there is a need
for non-ideal, or more realistic, normative theoretical frameworks that can better
address actual problems and guide political choices here and now (Mills, 2005;
Schwartzman, 2006; Stemplowska & Swift, 2012).

Axel Honneth (2014: 1), for example, has argued that “one of the major weak-
nesses of contemporary political philosophy is that is has been decoupled from an
analysis of society and has thus become fixated on purely normative principles
[...] drawn up in isolation from the norms that prevail in given practices and in-
stitutions”. Amartya Sen (2009) claims that the characterization of spotless justice
or knowing what an identifiably perfect alternative would look like in principle, is
simply not necessary or even helpful for the purpose of judging what is required
here and now. Instead, Sen calls for a comparative approach, which allows the eval-
uation of the relative merits of different options, rather than a “transcendental ap-
proach”, which assesses these in the light of certain ideal principles, conceived
under idealized assumptions. Bernard Williams (2009: 10) argues that political
moralism of Rawls and others “has a universalistic tendency which encourages
it to inform past societies about their failings. It is not that these judgements are,
exactly, meaningless— one can imagine oneself as Kant at the court of King Arthur
if one wants to—but they are useless and do not help one to understand anything”.

These critics thus perceive ideal theories and their abstract normative princi-
ples as insensitive to empirical realities and analyses of how cultural, economic,
and political institutions actually work. Even worse, it has been argued that ideal
theories can be ideological and counter-productive. As Charles Mills (2005: 168,
172) argues, ideal theory can be seen as “a distortional complex of ideas, values,
norms and belief” that reflects non-representative interests and experiences of a
small minority” and “abstracts away relations of structural domination, exploita-
tion, coercion, and oppression”. By focusing on abstract ideals and omitting, for ex-
ample, race and gender-based structures of subordination, ideal theories are seen to
distract attention away and effectively blinding us from actually existing injustices
and forms of oppression (see Appiah, 2017: 118; Stemplowska & Swift, 2012: 377).

What these criticisms often converge on is the argument that non-ideal nor-
mative theory cannot be relegated to second-order questions of how to “apply”
ideals to practice. Instead, they argue that normative theory should begin from the
existing conditions and problems and draw more on the existing empirical research
documenting these problems — instead of building abstract normative principles
“from above”. In the context of media and communication, for example, this would
involve starting from specific circumstances of contemporary media systems and
their institutional and cultural contexts, and developing normative arguments
based on existing practical problems rather than superimposing some universal
and abstract ideals on these contexts.
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The distinctions between ideal or non-ideal, or moralist or realist theories, are
necessarily stylized, and, in practice, many researchers and approaches combine
features of both (e.g., Appiah, 2017; Jubb, 2012; Stemplowska, 2008). Regardless,
the distinction and the criticism discussed above provide one way for approaching
the uses of normative theories — and their relative merits and problems — in media
and communication studies.

3. Idealization in media and communication studies

The Rawlsian distinction between ideal and non-ideal theory has not been
something heavily discussed in media and communication studies as such. How-
ever, questions about the desired degree of idealism or practical relevance are still
very much present in discussions of the different conceptions of the key concepts
in the field, such as the public sphere, democracy or freedom of communication.

While Rawls’s theory of justice is often cited as a standard example of ideal
theory, in the context of media and communications, there are several other theoret-
ical traditions that fulfill the role of setting “a normative reference point” for public
and scholarly debates. Prominent ideal models include, for example, classical liberal
theories of free expression and the discovery of truth, informed citizenship, the met-
aphor of the “the marketplace of ideas”, or more contemporary theories of delibera-
tive democracy, discourse ethics, and the public sphere (see, e.g. Karppinen, 2018).

These abstract notions all involve idealization, i.e. contra-factual assump-
tions that agents or conditions have certain ideal qualities. According to Rawls
(1971/1999: 216) these idealizing assumptions can involve that, first, all actors are
generally willing to comply with whatever principles are chosen. This can involve,
for example, assumptions that individuals are generally truth seeking, rational and
well informed. Secondly, they can assume favorable social conditions: for exam-
ple, that there are no major economic, social, or educational inequalities, which in-
hibit people from voicing their opinions and taking part in public speech. Accord-
ing to Mills’ (2005: 168—169) critical reading, typical assumptions can also include
an idealized social ontology of equal and atomic individuals, unrealistic capacities
attributed to individuals, and silence on oppression and structural domination.

These are all assumptions that are relevant for contemporary normative dis-
cussions of communicative freedom, democracy and the public sphere. Traditional
conceptions of the free marketplace of ideas, for example, often assume that the
goals of free speech exist when the state does not directly restrict speech, typically
ignoring how journalism and media practices are linked to broader relations of
power and constraints, inevitably privileging certain voices and excluding others
(Karppinen, 2018; Kenyon, 2014). Similarly, the concepts of the public sphere
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and deliberative democracy have been extensively criticized for assumptions of
rationality and the “bracketing” of existing inequalities (e.g., Fraser, 1992). As a
concept premised on assumptions of a functioning democratic process, informed
voters, and rational deliberation, critics question if the public sphere ideal still
offers an appropriate normative guidance for analysing existing democracies that
clearly fall far short of these ideal assumptions (e.g. Fenton, 2018: 28).

Regardless, much of media and communication studies still fall back on these
familiar concepts, because, in the absence of better alternatives, they at least pro-
vide some normative grounding for discussing the role of media. These concepts
thus reflect the Rawlsian function of ideal theory in a sense that they provide not
only normative benchmarks for evaluating media systems, institutions, and prac-
tices, but also as an overarching framework that structures our thinking on the role
of media and communication institutions in society.

4. Toward non-ideal normative frameworks for media and com-
munication studies

The purpose of this chapter is not to review or criticize any particular theoretical
frameworks here. Theories of the public sphere, for example, range from historical
sociology to moral philosophy, and involve many different ways of constructing
and employing ideals. It would be reductive to label Habermas’s (1989) public
sphere theory, with its many variations, as “ideal theory” in a simplistic sense.
However, in contemporary research, theories are often removed from their original
contexts and deployed as ideal blueprints in ways that their original theorists may
not have intended, or by taking up only a single aspect of that work (Hesmondhal-
gh & Toynbee, 2008).

The invocation of familiar normative reference points, such as the public
sphere, might provide us some normative reassurance, but do they actually help us
critically analyze media practices and institutions? If not, then what do we need in-
stead? In debates on ideal and non-ideal theory in political philosophy, the criticisms
of ideal theory as detached from actual empirical circumstances is often translated
into a call for more focus on policies and institutions instead of abstract principles
(Stemplowska & Swift, 2012, p. 387). However, in media and communication stud-
ies, there is no shortage of practice-oriented research on media policy and regula-
tion, media use, journalistic institutions and technological changes, among other
areas, which involves little engagement with any kinds of theory in general.

The problem is thus not too much theorizing and too little focus on policies
and institutions. Instead, there is arguably a need for normative frameworks, which
function somewhere between “abstract idealism” and pure “empirical descriptiv-
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ism” and which could function as a more “realistic”” normative framework for eval-
uating contemporary mediated phenomena.

As Nancy Fraser (2007: 8) notes in the context of the debates on the public
sphere, there is:

[...] a narrow line between two equally unsatisfactory approaches. On the one hand, one
should avoid an empiricist approach that simply adapts the theory to the existing realities, as
that approach risks sacrificing its normative force. On the other hand, one should also avoid
an externalist approach that invokes ideal theory to condemn social reality, as that approach

risks forfeiting critical traction.

Focusing on discussions on freedom of communication, I have previously ex-
amined three, arguably under-developed theoretical frameworks, which in differ-
ent ways could provide a basis for non-ideal theorizing of communicative freedom
(see Karppinen 2018).

One interesting normative perspective is what German philosopher Axel Hon-
neth (2014) calls “normative reconstruction”. According to Honneth, this means
developing normative theory by identifying and reworking the norms and ideals al-
ready inherent in modern institutions, and then evaluating them through normative
comparison. Instead of “free-standing constructions” derived from purely norma-
tive principles prior to immanent analysis, Honneth (2014: 4-6) argues that norma-
tive theory should derive its ideals from the normative claims that have developed
within actual social, economic, and political practices and institutions. Similarly,
Fraser (2007: 8) has called for “a critical-theoretical approach that seeks to locate
normative standards and emancipatory political possibilities precisely within the
historically unfolding constellation”.

The approach has a number of potentially attractive implications for thinking
about communication and media. Normative reconstruction implies that that the
institutional blueprint for media and communication systems cannot be generated
from abstract principles that precede social analysis. Instead, debates should start
from actually existing values developed within civil society and communicative
institutions, and proceed to evaluate their validity, mutual cohesion, and conditions
of realization. These values can involve, for example, existing legal norms, but
also professional ideals, the expectations of the public, and the demands of civil
society. The approach of normative reconstruction thus seems to avoid the problem
of superimposing abstract, “free-standing” principles on current institutions and
practices and evaluating how they measure up against these abstract ideals.

Another non-ideal normative framework, which has recently gained some
interest in media and communication studies, is provided by the “capabilities ap-
proach”, developed most prominently by Amartya Sen (2009) and Martha Nuss-
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baum (2011). The capabilities approach proposes functional freedoms, or central
human capabilities, as a normative starting point. As Sen (2009) argues, debates
on human freedom should shift their focus from transcendental, procedural, and
abstract ideals to expanding the effective, real freedoms that people enjoy, or what
people are actually able to do with the resources available. Instead of advocat-
ing any predefined ideals, however, Sen emphasizes the incremental and practical
achievements that expand people’s opportunities to pursue the objectives that they
themselves value. According to Sen (2009: 253) capabilities can thus be under-
stood as the actual opportunities people have to achieve the things that they have
good reason to value, and that are constitutive of their wellbeing.

In the context of communication, the approach can help focus on the dis-
tribution of social resources that enable or constrain individuals’ communicative
capabilities. The rise of digital platforms and intermediaries arguably make this
perspective even more significant. With digital intermediaries and platforms that
increasingly exert structural, algorithmic power that shapes the options and oppor-
tunities available to media users, the capabilities perspective provides a normative
lens through which various factors, such as technological affordances, economic,
social and cultural factors, can both enable or constrain communicative capabilities
(Hesmondhalgh, 2017: 213). Sen also emphasizes the need to evaluate different
options within the feasible set, rather than a “transcendental” approach, which
involves assessing those options in the light of an ideal theory. The capabilities
approach thus provides a potentially useful framework for comparative work on
how different media systems or policies promote people’s real communicative op-
portunities, or for studying communicative inequalities with regard to access or
voice between individuals or groups within societies.

Finally, a third, distinct normative-theoretical perspective is found in the radi-
cal or post-foundationalist political theories, promoted by theorists such as Chantal
Mouffe (2000; 2005). The central claim of this perspective is that not only the
liberal model of the marketplace of ideas, but also ideal conceptions of a rational
and deliberative public sphere fail to address the inevitable nature of power and ex-
isting forms of exclusion. Because of emphasizing the ineradicable nature of hege-
monic power relations, the aim from the radical-democratic perspective is not the
complete elimination of power relations but their continuing contestation. Instead
of imagining ideal models of perfection or harmony, the point is to make seem-
ingly neutral power structures and constraints visible so they can be challenged
and reformed. As Mouffe (2005: 51) argues, “without grasping the structure of
the current hegemonic order and the type of power relations through which it is
constituted, no real democratization can ever get off the ground”.

Radical-democratic theorists like Mouffe (2000: 33—34) also emphasize how
concepts such as democracy and freedom are always indeterminate and open to a
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multitude of interpretations, which then provide a basis for real political alterna-
tives. Applied to media and communications, the radical-democratic approach is a
call to recognize the aspects of power, exclusion, and control inherent in all com-
munication, rather than an attempt to defend any particular institutional arrange-
ments. Yet, making visible the operation of power relations and the constraints they
pose, and imagining political alternatives beyond the existing institutional settings,
can itself be a valuable normative contribution to contemporary debates on media.

These three perspectives represent only some of the options available when
searching for normative frameworks to think about media and communications.
Arguably, such “non-ideal” perspectives can offer, in some ways, a more realistic
basis for critical engagement with existing social conditions and distribution of
resources. While all three perspectives are normative, they imply different methods
and strategies: evaluating the validity of existing institutional promises, comparing
the capabilities afforded by different institutional settings, and making existing
constraints and structures of power visible.

However, all of these frameworks also involve their own problems, and their
full implications for thinking about media and communication needs more devel-
opment. The point here is therefore not to argue for the superiority of any these
perspectives per se, but to illustrate the existence of a variety of normative per-
spectives and theoretical frameworks, each with their strengths and weaknesses,
and possible areas of application.

5. Conclusion

The range of normative frameworks available for thinking about media and com-
munications is obviously not limited to theories mentioned here. Neither is the
purpose of this chapter to denounce the value of ideal theories as such. As Kwame
Anthony Appiah (2017) has illustrated, idealization and abstraction are to some
extent a central feature of all human thought including both natural and social
sciences’ attempts to understand the world and politics of imagining possible alter-
natives and visions. The perspectives of ideal and non-ideal approaches can also
complement as well as compete.

The distinction between ideal or non-ideal normative theory is therefore not
an either/or choice, but better understood in terms of a scale, where different the-
ories have different uses for different purposes. As Appiah (2017: 26) emphasizes,
idealization is necessary and sometimes ideals, even when they involve untruth,
can be understood as “useful fictions” that are helpful “for managing the world,
including, sometimes ourselves”. Too much idealization can lead to utopianism and
loss of practical relevance, but too little idealization can lead to cynicism, or taking
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too much as a given and assuming the status quo as the only possibility (Appiah,
2017: 156). For Appiah, the question is therefore about not only which theories are
true or untrue, or right or wrong, but also more pragmatically, “what they enable us
to do” (Appiah, 2017: 41).

In both empirical and theoretical research, media and communication schol-
ars employ normative theories and frameworks in a variety of different ways: as a
source of ideas, as a critical vantage point for evaluating practices and institutions,
as a yardstick for measuring empirical conditions, for making sense of the world,
for draw attention to social problems or research topics, or to generate discussion
on new political visions and alternatives. Normative theorization can also be a
goal in itself: purely abstract ideal theories can provide philosophical justifications,
analyses of the nature and properties of normative concepts, and and thus promote
better understanding of the world (e.g. Stemplowska & Swift, 2012). Ultimately,
the choice of appropriate normative frameworks and their uses depends on the
purpose of the research project and its needs.

References

Appiah, K. A. (2017) A4s if: Idealization and ideals. Harvard: Harvard University Press.

Fenton N. (2018) ‘Fake democracy: The limits of public sphere theory’, Javnost - The Pub-
lic, 25(1-2): 28-34.

Fraser, N. (1992) ‘Rethinking the public sphere: A contribution to the critique of actually existing
democracy’, pp. 108-142 in C. Calhoun (Ed.) Habermas and the Public Sphere. Cambridge:
MIT Press.

Fraser, N. (2007) ‘Transnationalizing the Public Sphere. On the Legitimacy and Efficacy of Public
Opinion in a Post-Westphalian World’, Theory, Culture & Society, 24(4): 7-30.

Habermas, J. (1989) The structural transformation of the public sphere. Cambridge: Polity Press.
(Original work published in 1962)

Hesmondhalgh, D. & Toynbee, J. (2008) ‘Why media studies needs better social theory’, pp. 1-24
in D. Hesmondhalgh and J. Toynbee (Eds.) Media and social theory. New York: Routledge.

Jubb, R. (2012) ‘Tragedies of non-ideal theory’, European Journal of Political Theory, 11(3):
229-246.

Kamm, F. (1995) “High theory, low theory, and the demands of morality’, Theory and Practice,
(37): 81-107.

Karppinen, K. (2018) ‘Freedom without idealization: Non-ideal approaches to freedom of commu-
nication’, Communication Theory, (29)1: 66-85.

Kenyon, A. (2014) ‘Assuming free speech’, The Modern Law Review, 77(3): 379-408.

Kioupkiolis, A. (2009) ‘Three paradigms of modern freedom’, European Journal of Political The-
ory, 8(4):473-491.

Mills, C. W. (2005) ““Ideal theory” as ideology’, Hypatia, 20(3): 165—184.



What kinds of normative theories do we need? 29

Mouffe, C. (2000) Democratic paradox. London: Verso.

Moutfe, C. (2005) On the political. London: Routledge.

Nussbaum, M. (2011) Creating capabilities: The human development approach. Cambridge: Har-
vard University Press.

Rawls, J. (1999) 4 Theory of justice (revised edition). Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Sen A. (2006) “What do we want from a theory of justice?’, Journal of Philosophy, 103(5): 215-38.

Sen, A. (2009) The idea of justice. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Schwartzman, L. H. (2006) ‘Abstraction, idealization, and oppression’, Metaphilosophy, 37(5):
565-588.

Stemplowska, Z. (2008) “What’s ideal about ideal theory?’, Social Theory and Practice, 34(3):
319-340.

Stemplowska, Z. & A. Swift (2012) ‘Ideal and nonideal theory’, pp. 373-389 in D. Estlund (Ed.)
The Oxford handbook of political philosophy. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Valentini, L. (2012) ‘Ideal vs. non-ideal theory: A conceptual map’, Philosophy Compass, 7(9):
654-664.

Williams, B. (2009) In the beginning was the deed: Realism and moralism in political argument.

Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Biography

Kari Karppinen is a university lecturer in Media and Communication Studies at the University of
Helsinki, Finland, where he is the director of the Master’s Program in Global Politics and Com-
munication, and teaches, for example, on media structures and policy and theories of the public
sphere and democracy. His research interests include, among others, media freedom and plural-
ism, media and internet policy, and digital rights. He is the author of Rethinking Media Pluralism
(2013, Fordham University Press).

Email: kari.karppinen@helsinki.fi



