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should in fact do something about all these obstacles. There can be 
reasons to refrain from acting, such as when other agents can do so 
better, or when it is inappropriate to mitigate some obstacle. Sometimes 
it may be too costly to solve a problem, or removing one obstacle may 
create new ones. Yet, it is appropriate for the state at least to consider 
whether an issue falls within its responsibility to address if that issue 
forms an obstacle to people’s pursuit of the good life.

So how does the anarchist fare on this approach? Can the anarchist 
challenge be overcome? It can, if the state makes sure that its laws 
and policies make an adequate contribution to people’s capabilities for 
sustainable development. On this argument, then, we accept the bite of 
the anarchist challenge; we do not say that the anarchist is obviously 
mistaken in their objections against state power. Rather, we accept 
that, indeed, a convincing case must be made in favour of any coercive 
activities that the state performs. If this case can be made, because 
the state’s activities make an adequate contribution to sustainable 
development,4 then we have reason to regard the state’s coercion as 
legitimate. When such a justification is not present or forthcoming, the 
anarchist might still win the day.

Summary of the book

It is important to note at the outset that the arguments I develop 
do not comprise a full theory of political legitimacy; there are more 
considerations that bear on the justifiability of state action than the 
ones I discuss. Yet, the legitimacy criteria I develop are both necessary 
and weighty ones. If my arguments are correct, then a legitimacy 
theory that rejects these criteria, or is incompatible with them, will 
be unsatisfactory. Let me now set out the structure of the book, and 
introduce my criteria for political legitimacy.

Chapter 1: the concept of political legitimacy

The first chapter sets out the concept of political legitimacy. The aim 

4  In addition, there should be no other overriding reasons to regard these 
activities as unjustified.
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of the chapter is to provide a definition of political legitimacy that 
is widely accepted in the literature. More specifically, I situate my 
discussion in the context of liberal political theory. I engage primarily 
with the post-Rawlsian strand of political theory, both with the work 
of those who continue the Rawlsian approach and of those who offer 
alternatives to political liberalism.

Political legitimacy concerns the question whether a state is 
morally justified in exercising coercive rule, i.e.: whether it has the 
right to rule. A state is politically legitimate when it has this right. In 
setting out what ruling entails, and what it means to have a right to 
do so, several other concepts must be explained. First of all, political 
legitimacy is often taken to be tightly related to the concepts of political 
authority and political obligation (e.g. Pitkin 1966, 39, Raz 1986, 46, Peter 
2009, 4, Valentini 2012a, 595). Not all accounts relate these concepts to 
each other in the same way. I follow Allen Buchanan’s structuring, 
where a state has political authority if it has political legitimacy 
and citizens have the obligation to obey (Buchanan 2004, 237). This 
structure might be schematically paraphrased as ‘political authority =  
political legitimacy + political obligation’. I limit my discussion to 
political legitimacy and set political authority and political obligation 
aside.

Next, I discuss the concept of ‘ruling’: what does it mean to 
rule? Again, I follow Buchanan, who holds that ruling consists in  
(1) exercising coercive power, and (2) (being reasonably successful at) 
establishing and maintaining supremacy in doing so (Buchanan 2004, 
235). The first component, the component of coercive power, applies 
to situations in which the state makes laws and policies and enforces 
them. The second component, the component of supremacy, applies 
where the state suppresses attempts made by others to compete with 
it in its exercise of coercive power. Different kinds of rights might be 
associated with both components of state rule. I limit my discussion 
to the Hohfeldian privilege. That is: my main question is when it 
is permitted for a state to use coercive power and to establish and 
maintain supremacy. Given that this permission must be established 
against the background of the presumption against coercion, the 
question of political legitimacy can concern any coercive act by the 
state. It is up to theorists to draw this scope less wide if they deem this 
appropriate from a normative perspective.
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Chapter 2: content-dependence

Chapters 2, 3, and 4 develop three normative criteria. They become 
more specific as the dissertation proceeds. Each next steps builds 
on the previous one. Chapter 2 defends the legitimacy criterion of 
content-dependence. By content-dependence, I mean that the moral 
justification of state rule depends on the content of that rule, i.e.: the 
content of a state’s laws and policies. If the content of a law or policy 
is not morally acceptable, it is not morally acceptable that that law or 
policy is adopted or kept in place.

Content-dependence has a place in many theories of political 
legitimacy. Rawls’s account, for instance, puts content requirements 
on what he calls ‘constitutional essentials and basic matters of justice’ 
(Rawls 1993, 137): these must be defensible by reasons that all might 
reasonably accept (Rawls 1993, 447). In contrast, laws and policies that 
are not constitutional essentials or basic matters of justice are justified 
if they result from previously legitimated procedures. Because most 
laws and policies are not constitutional essentials or matters of basic 
justice, legitimacy is usually procedural for Rawls (Rawls 1993, 429). He 
is not alone in this. Laura Valentini and David Estlund defend similar 
hybrid accounts (Valentini 2012a, 600, Estlund 2008, 110). Others rely 
even less on content-dependence; Fabienne Peter and Philip Pettit both 
take a purely procedural approach to political legitimacy (Peter 2009, 
124, Pettit 2012, 65).

The reason for (hybrid) proceduralists to reject heavy reliance on 
content-dependence resides in the fact of pluralism (see section 2.3). 
Proceduralists worry that putting content requirements on legitimacy 
implies taking sides in disagreements between citizens with different 
opinions and views, and that this would constitute a violation of the 
norm of equal respect (Peter 2008, 36, Pettit 2015, 13, Valentini 2012a, 
600) and a circumvention of democracy (Peter 2009, 80, Pettit 2015, 30).

The main goal of chapter 2 is to show that this worry is unfounded 
in the form in which it is presented by proceduralists, and to defend 
a criterion of content-dependence that steers clear of the problems 
they signalise. I argue that content-dependence does not imply that, 
in our legitimacy criteria, we vindicate one of the views that is part of 
the plurality. Rather, the criterion of content-dependence should be 
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formulated in such a way that justifiable laws and policies are laws and 
policies whose content can be justified in light of  that plurality. Political 
decision-makers should take account of the opinions of citizens before 
they can determine which laws and policies are appropriate. If they do 
this, they do not have to violate equal respect. Moreover, rather than 
circumventing democracy, we aid political actors who play a role in 
democratic procedures by developing arguments that they can rely on 
in order to arrive at morally justified decisions.

Chapter 3: context-dependence

The second legitimacy criterion I propose is context-dependence. After 
having defended content-dependence in chapter 2, chapter 3 specifies 
when the content of laws and policies is justified, namely: when that 
content is appropriate for the context in which these laws and policies 
are in place.

By making political legitimacy context-dependent, my approach 
adopts a non-ideal character. I argue that the standard for laws and 
policies should be as normatively demanding for the context in question 
as is feasible and desirable in that non-ideal context. What is feasible 
and desirable in a context always differs. Feasibility considerations may 
rule out certain things we would find desirable. Moreover, measures 
that we would find desirable in principle may work out very badly 
in an actual context, making their implementation undesirable under 
these non-ideal circumstances.

I consider two examples of context-independent legitimacy 
criteria from the literature in order to clarify how feasibility and 
desirability problems come into play in such cases. One of the examples 
is democratic procedures. Democratic procedures are regularly 
presented as a context-independent requirement for legitimacy (e.g. 
Pettit 2012, 79-80, Peter 2009, 59). Non-democratic state rule is then, 
by implication, illegitimate state rule. The first problem with such a 
requirement is a feasibility problem. There may be existing states for 
which democracy is not feasible in the short term. To meet legitimacy 
requirements, they would either have to become democratic, or stop 
ruling. Given that democracy is (as stipulated) not feasible, such states 
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would have to abolish themselves. If this is sufficiently undesirable to 
merit opting for non-democratic state rule instead, we should conclude 
that it is justified to rule, for the time being, in a non-democratic way. 
We then reject the context-independent requirement. The upshot 
is that we should not posit anything that is not always feasible as a 
context-independent requirement for legitimacy.

The second problem is a normative problem. Even if, for a non-
democratic state, it is feasible to implement democracy more or less 
straight away, it is possible that this has such undesirable effects 
that it should not be implemented straight away. If this is true, then 
better preparing the ground for democracy now, but implementing 
it later might be the more desirable choice. It might then be justified 
to not rule democratically right now, and the context-independent 
requirement would again be rejected. The upshot of reflecting on this 
problem is that normative legitimacy requirements should always be 
formulated in such a way that they allow for adaptation to the context.

Chapter 4: political legitimacy as impact on sustainable development

The third legitimacy requirement is impact on sustainable development. 
Chapters 2 and 3 resulted in the criterion of ‘context-dependent content-
dependence’, to put it in a phrase. Chapter 4 continues on this theme 
and addresses the question when laws and policies have a content that 
is appropriate for the context. My answer (with applicable caveats, see 
p. 115) is that they do if they make an adequate contribution to people’s 
capabilities for sustainable development.

To heed the insights of the criterion of context-dependence, 
we should adopt concrete criteria that allow adaptation to different 
contexts. We can be adequately context-sensitive if we adopt a set of 
values that should be served by state action. By setting out to adopt a set 
of values by reference to which we can justify state action, my view can 
be characterised as a public-reason view. As Rawls explains, the idea of 
public reason does not refer to specific laws and policies, but rather to 
the reasons used in defending these (Rawls 1993, 476). My contribution 
to existing public-reason accounts is to point out the relevance that the 
presence of unreasonableness may have in providing public reasons 



xviiIntroduction

(see section 4.1, p. 120).

We should not just adopt a set of values, but a set of values that 
captures the rationale for state action. If there is no rationale for state 
action – if it is not good for something – why should we tolerate it, 
given the presumption against coercion? I argue for the value of 
sustainable development – which is a composite of the values of 
survival, prosperity, and sustainability – as providing a rationale for 
state action. Promoting these values comes down to fostering the 
conditions in which people, now and in the future, can survive and 
prosper. Particularly, the state should promote people’s capabilities to 
do so. For this reason, justifying state action by reference to its impact 
on sustainable development amounts to a capability approach to 
political legitimacy. 

The UN Sustainable Development Goals provide a useful 
framework with which governments can give more content to 
a capability approach to political legitimacy. There is political 
momentum for the SDG’s at the moment, and they are explicitly 
intended to be adapted to local circumstances. For this reason, they 
satisfy the normative criteria set out in this dissertation.

Chapter 5: political support and political legitimacy

Political legitimacy and citizen support are often taken to be intimately 
intertwined. Consent approaches to legitimacy are founded on the idea 
that it matters for the moral justification of state power what citizens 
are willing to support. Moreover, empirical measurement of political 
legitimacy generally relies on the variable of political support (Easton 
1975, 451, Dalton 2004, 2). After having concluded the development 
of normative criteria for legitimacy in chapter 4, chapter 5 considers 
whether and how support still matters for political legitimacy on an 
impact approach. Its aim is to map the possible relationships, and to 
set out a number of hypotheses about when these relationships might 
exist that could be empirically tested.

If political legitimacy is to be measured in terms of a state’s 
impact on sustainable development, then political support does 
not conceptually imply political legitimacy. However, there may 
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be contingent relationships between support and legitimacy. One 
possibility is that (a lack of) legitimacy leads to (a lack of) support, 
as when citizens reward governments that make a positive impact 
on sustainable development by granting their support, or punish 
governments that make a negative impact by retracting their support. 
For instance: there is evidence that citizens reward good economic 
performance (Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2013, 368), and punish 
corruption (e.g. Van der Meer and Hakhverdian 2017, 98, Anderson and 
Tverdova 2003, 99, Seligson 2002, 424, Chang and Chu 2000, 269).

Another possibility is that support is a condition for legitimacy. A 
more supportive populace makes the circumstances more amenable 
for governments to make laws and policies achieve desirable effects. 
Supportive citizens have, for example, been found to be more 
cooperative (Levi, Sacks, and Tyler 2009, 355, Hetherington 1998, 803). 
When laws and policies could, on paper, be expected to have a positive 
impact on sustainable development, cooperation by citizens may 
make the difference between whether this impact in fact materialises 
or not. Where it does, a positive relationship exists between support 
and political legitimacy. An inverse relationship may also exist. For 
instance, low support may increase legitimacy when, through electoral 
volatility, badly performing governments are removed and replaced 
by new officials motivated or incentivised to do better than their 
predecessors.

Contribution to the literature

This dissertation is situated in the broadly liberal literature on political 
legitimacy and theories of justice. Since John Rawls highlighted the 
distinction between ideal and non-ideal theory (Rawls 1999, 216), it 
is fair to say that ideal theory has dominated the normative debates 
within political theory (Robeyns 2012, 162). Non-ideal theorising is an 
area of research that is still very much developing (Valentini 2012b, 
662, Robeyns 2012, 162). It is to this research that I hope to contribute 
with several of the arguments propounded in this dissertation.

The first argument concerns a new distinction that has clarificatory 
use in the development of normative principles. A twofold distinction 


