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Preface

This thesis, entitled Alternatives to Moralism: Political Realist Essays on Power and Legitimation, 
is based on the following collection of articles:

1- Aytac, U. (2022). ‘Political Realism and Epistemic Constraints’, Social Theory and Practice,  
forthcoming.

2- Aytac, U. & Rossi, E. ‘Ideology Critique without Moralism’.

3- Aytac, U. ‘Global Political Legitimacy and the Structural Power of Capital: A Radical 
Realist Account’, (under review at the Journal of Social Philosophy).

4- Aytac, U. (2021). ‘On the Limits of the Political: The Problem of Overly Permissive 
Pluralism in Mouffe’s Agonism’, Constellations, 28(3), 417-431

In the co-authored piece, my co-author and I equally contributed to the development of 
arguments, conceptualization, and writing of the article.
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Abstract

Where should we derive political norms from? The methodological debate between moralism 
and realism in political theory is largely shaped around this meta-normative question. While 
moralists suggest that political theory is a branch of moral philosophy, realists argue that 
there are sources of political normativity that are not reducible to moral considerations. 
However, what these non-moral sources are remains to be clarified. This thesis offers an 
account of political realism that answers the question of normativity in a pluralist manner. 
My main contention is that there are different sources of political normativity that we need to 
utilize for distinct tasks and contexts of legitimation. I characterize three different types of non-
moral political normativity: the inner normativity of politics, epistemic normativity, and 
linguistic normativity. I propose that we employ these normative sources in three different 
contexts of legitimation: state power, socio-political order, and imposing limits on the 
boundaries of the political. First, the inner normativity of politics focuses on state power and 
identifying the conditions of political legitimacy that are derived from the point and purpose 
of state institutions. Its task is basically to set out a minimalistic conception of political 
legitimacy that concentrates on the danger of tyrannical states. Second, epistemic strategies 
such as the critique of flawed ideological beliefs and empirically informed conceptual 
innovation are employed to develop a more expansive criticism of the socio-political order: 
a complex ensemble of institutions including the state, culture, and the economy. These 
types of evaluations shift the focus from state institutions to the broader power structures 
that shape and determine the functioning of state power. The scope of social criticism 
expands in this approach. Third, the Wittgensteinian idea of linguistic normativity is offered 
to evaluate relatively invisible and informal power relations, namely depoliticizing and 
excluding certain views from public debate. In the absence of adequate moral and epistemic 
common ground, I show that linguistic normativity can be useful in criticizing excessive 
politicization in the political community, e.g., science-denialists’ politicization of science.

Keywords: political normativity, realism, moralism, legitimacy, power.


