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This special issue is about ideal and non-ideal theory in epistemology. The impetus behind it was a book one of us published in 2023, Non-Ideal Epistemology (McKenna 2023). The aim of this book was not to establish a new sub-field of epistemology but to give a name—and a distinctive identity—to a movement that was already happening, indeed, had been happening for some time. This is reflected in the fact that the book looks for inspiration to Charles Mills (1997, 2005, 2007) and the empiricist strand in feminist epistemology, particularly the work of people like Elizabeth Anderson (1995b, 1995a) and Helen Longino (1990, 2002). The account it gave of non-ideal epistemology—what it is, what is valuable about it—was essentially a synthesis of Mills’s insights about non-ideal theory in political philosophy and the way in which feminist empiricists like Anderson and Longino developed the naturalised tradition in epistemology. The book also engaged extensively with the many others who are currently doing (at least under some description) non-ideal epistemology, including (this is not an exhaustive list) Kristoffer Ahlstrom-Vij (2013), Nathan Ballantyne (2019), Heather Battaly (2018), Quassim Cassam (2019), Nancy Daukas (2019), Kristie Dotson (2011, 2014), José Medina (2012), Robert Pasnau (2017) and Alessandra Tanesini (2021). 
It is then perhaps unsurprising that Non-Ideal Epistemology appeared around the same time as several other books written on a broadly similar theme. These books include (also not an exhaustive list) Endre Begby’s Prejudice: A Study in Non-Ideal Epistemology (2021), Daniel Greco’s Idealization in Epistemology (2023), Neil Levy’s Bad Beliefs (2021) and David Thorstad’s Inquiry Under Bounds (2024). There are also several recent books in epistemology that are clearly doing non-ideal theory (Altanian 2024; El Kassar 2024; Lackey 2023; Watson 2021) as well as recent books on non-ideal philosophy of language (Beaver and Stanley 2023; Keiser 2022) and metaphysics (Burman 2022). There are far too many recent papers that also belong in this tradition to even list a selection, but Jennifer Carr’s “Why Ideal Epistemology?” has been widely cited (Carr forthcoming).
Given all this, it would be fair to say that non-ideal theory is something of a trend—though, like all trends, the point at which it becomes recognised as such is usually past the point where it is still in fashion. It is natural to be suspicious of trends, but the fact that something has become trendy is not always conclusive evidence against it. To assess this particular trend we need to answer two questions:
1. What, if anything, is the difference between ideal and non-ideal theory, whether in epistemology or elsewhere?
2. What, if anything, is wrong with ideal theory (or: why do we need non-ideal theory?)
If there is a genuine difference between ideal and non-ideal theory, and that difference matters because there are real problems with ideal theory, then we can say that, even if this is a trend, it is a trend that has revealed something important. In the rest of this introduction we will briefly outline the answers that one of us gave to these questions in Non-Ideal Epistemology before introducing the articles in this volume.
What is Non-Ideal Epistemology?
In political philosophy there is a heated debate about ideal and non-ideal theory. This debate is related to the wider debate about the influence of John Rawls on analytic political philosophy.  On one side, some take Rawls to have reinvigorated analytic political philosophy and to have established a framework within which political problems and issues can be productively grappled with. On the other, critics of Rawls point to the distorting influence of his work in creating a discipline in which pressing political problems are set to one side in favour of abstract theorizing about what a just society would look like. As Charles Mills (a prominent critic) put it:
Rawls himself said in the opening pages of “A Theory of Justice” that we had to start with ideal theory because it was necessary for properly doing the really important thing: non-ideal theory, including the “pressing and urgent matter” of remedying injustice. But what was originally supposed to have been merely a tool has become an end in itself; the presumed antechamber to the real hall of debate is now its main site (Yancy and Mills 2014).
While we are sympathetic with at least some versions of Mills’s critique of Rawls, our interest in it here is simply because Mills gives us the tools we need to think about ideal and non-ideal theory in epistemology. Let’s start with the question of what the distinction between ideal and non-ideal theory is meant to be. Here is Mills in “‘Ideal Theory’ as Ideology”: 
What distinguishes ideal theory is the reliance on idealization to the exclusion, or at least marginalization, of the actual … this is not a necessary corollary of the operation of abstraction itself, since one can have abstractions … without idealizing. But ideal theory either tacitly represents the actual as a simple deviation from the ideal, not worth theorizing in its own right, or claims that starting from the ideal is at least the best way of realizing it (2005, p. 168).
Mills recognizes that all theorizing involves an element of abstraction and idealization. To object to abstraction or idealization per se would just be to object to theorizing per se. What Mills objects to are the kinds of abstractions and idealizations that are characteristic of ideal theory. Ideal theory traffics in idealizations that “represent the actual as a simple deviation from the ideal”. More specifically, he identifies four sorts of idealizations that tend to do this:
Idealizations about agents: Ideal theory ignores, or at least downplays, certain characteristics of the agents with which it is concerned. For example, it ignores the fact that some of them have power over others.
Idealizations in psychology: Ideal theory ignores, or at least downplays, our cognitive limitations.
Idealizations about social institutions: Ideal theory ignores, or at least downplays, the reality that some social institutions are oppressive.
Idealizations about our environment: Ideal theory ignores, or at least downplays, the influence of prevalent misconceptions and illusions on our beliefs and our conduct.
We suggest understanding ideal theory in epistemology as an approach to epistemological issues and questions that makes analogous idealizations. 
Let us take each form of idealization in turn. First, epistemic agents are socially situated—they have social identities, occupy social roles, engage in extensive social interaction, and so on. Where traditional epistemology ignored our social situatedness almost entirely, analytic social epistemology foregrounds certain aspects of our social situatedness, such as the extent to which we rely on others for the information we need. But, as critics of analytic social epistemology have pointed out, many social epistemologists work with very “thin” models of what socially situated epistemic agents are like (Anderson 2017; Grasswick 2018; Kusch 2010;). These models are thin in the sense that they ignore all sorts of aspects of our social situatedness. This is a particularly prominent theme in feminist epistemology (Collins 1986; Dotson 2014; Harding 1995; Medina 2012; Rolin 2002) but one can also find the criticism in others, like Kusch, who are coming from different traditions (in his case, the sociology of knowledge).
Second, traditional epistemology paid little attention to cognitive and social psychology. While an increasing number of epistemologists draw on psychology in their work, a common theme in this work is that the available psychological evidence makes trouble for some prominent views in epistemology (Bortolotti 2020; Cassam 2014; Kornblith 2019; Levy 2021; Tanesini 2021). Even if these troubles can be assuaged, the point remains that the fact that they need to be assuaged shows that they were not initially recognized as problems.
Third, traditional epistemology, and some work in social epistemology, ignores social institutions almost entirely. But those social epistemologists who do discuss social institutions often rely on idealized versions of them or focus on constructing idealized versions of our actual social institutions. For example, in political epistemology (another subfield of epistemology, related to but distinct from social epistemology) it is common to claim—or at least take the idea seriously—that democracy and democratic institutions maximize epistemic goods such as knowledge and truth (Anderson 2006; Cohen 1986; Landemore 2013). This may be true of ideal versions of these institutions; it is far less likely that it is true of actual examples of them (Hannon 2020). 
Fourth, the epistemology of testimony is a core area in social epistemology. A central theme in the epistemology of testimony is that we get much of our knowledge from others. While we sometimes get testimonial knowledge from people we know or have a personal relationship with, we often get it from information sources (papers, websites, TV, etc.) and our broader “information environment” (Goldberg 2010). But the many ways in which our information environment is less than ideal has, until recently, received surprisingly little attention. Those who are familiar with contemporary social epistemology will know that, in the past few years, this has changed. But those driving this change are clearly doing non-ideal theory rather than ideal theory (Dentith 2016; Levy 2019; Lynch 2016; Nguyen 2020; Williams 2023).
So far we have an answer to our first question (what is the difference between ideal and non-ideal theory?). What about the second question (what makes ideal theory problematic)? Mills says this about the problems with ideal theory:
If we start from what is presumably the uncontroversial premise that the ultimate point of ethics is to guide our actions and make ourselves better people and the world a better place, then the framework above [that of ideal theory] will not only be unhelpful, but will in certain respects be deeply antithetical to the proper goal of theoretical ethics as an enterprise. In modelling humans, human capacities, human interaction, human institutions, and human society on ideal-as-idealized-models, in never exploring how deeply different this is from ideal-as-descriptive-models, we are abstracting away from realities crucial to our comprehension of the actual workings of injustice in human interactions and social institutions, and thereby guaranteeing that the ideal-as-idealized-model will never be achieved (2005, p. 170).
Mills is making two criticisms here. His first criticism is that, if we build the sorts of idealizations that are typical of ideal theory into our theorizing, we will lack the tools to understand certain things. If we ignore the reality of oppression, human limitations, and the flawed nature of our environment and many social institutions, then we will lack the tools to understand and explain these things, still less the tools to do something about them. 
The epistemological analogue of this criticism is that, if we build idealizations about epistemic agents, their psychology, social institutions, and the information environment into our epistemological theorizing, we will inevitably lack the tools to understand and explain the epistemological consequences of the ways in which our world departs from these idealizations. Mills articulates this point nicely in this passage from ‘White Ignorance’:
[T]he potential of [social epistemology] for transforming mainstream epistemology is far from being fully realized. And at least one major reason for this failure is that the conceptions of society in the literature too often presuppose a degree of consent and inclusion that does not exist outside the imagination of mainstream scholars … The concepts of domination, hegemony, ideology, mystification, exploitation and so on that are part of the lingua franca of radicals find little or no place here. In particular, the analysis of the implications for social cognition of the legacy of white supremacy has barely been initiated (2007, p. 15). 
Mills was writing in 2007, since when the situation has improved. Even today, though, much social epistemological theorizing presupposes an idealized picture of what society is like of the sort that Mills is criticizing. 
Mills’s second criticism is that the fact that, in an ideal world, we would behave in a certain way does not and cannot entail that, in our world; we should behave in that way. More generally, behaving as if we live in an ideal world when we do not may lead to bad outcomes. Indeed, it may lead to worse outcomes than if we recognized some of the ways in which our world is not ideal and thought about how we could try to mitigate them. If this is right, then the problem with ideal theory is that it is inadequate as a normative theory because the normative prescriptions it yields need not serve our goals. Ideal theory sometimes needs to be replaced by non-ideal theory. 
The epistemological analogue of this criticism is that, if we build the sorts of idealizations that are typical of ideal epistemology into our epistemological theorizing, we run the risk of building an inadequate epistemology. In building various idealizations into epistemology, we run the risk of making suggestions for improving our epistemic practices—how we gather evidence, how we apportion credit, our justificatory procedures—that will not serve our epistemic ends because they are predicated on false assumptions about the situation in which we find ourselves. 
The Contributions
The aim of Non-Ideal Epistemology was not to prescribe how to do non-ideal epistemology but to give a name and identity to work people were already doing. The four full papers in this special issue pursue this project, providing detailed examinations of specific epistemic virtues, vices, and practices. They illustrate how non-ideal conditions shape our characters and practices, how idealizations distort our understanding of phenomena epistemologists seek to grasp, and offer more adequate non-ideal approaches.
Taylor Matthews' "Vice, Skill, and the Non-Ideal" uses non-ideal epistemology to challenge virtue epistemology's core assumption of asymmetry between epistemic virtues and vices—that virtuous agents possess skills while vicious agents lack them. Matthews traces this to two problematic idealisations: what Charlie Crerar (2018) calls the "inversion thesis" (vices as mirror images of virtues) and what Ian James Kidd (2019) calls "epistemic edification" (environments typically cultivate virtues). Following Kidd, Matthews argues that environments are more often corrupting than edifying, promoting "vice-indexed skills." His example involves intern Samantha developing sophisticated skills for concealing corporate malpractice in a corrupting workplace. These vice-indexed skills require similar motivation and environmental support as virtue-related skills but serve vicious ends. By rejecting the idealised assumption of epistemically edifying environments, Matthews shows—contrary to the inversion thesis—a structural symmetry between epistemic virtues and vices.
Heather Battaly's "Humility in Practices of Transitional Justice" provides concrete illustrations of corrupting environments. Drawing on Whitcomb et al.'s (2017) limitations-owning account of intellectual humility, Battaly argues that humility in transitional justice requires more than acknowledging past wrongs. It involves owning them, including motivation to redress and genuine remorse. Through cases like Clinton's Rwandan genocide apology, which she takes as lacking the requisite humility, Battaly shows that the conditions that make humility most necessary also make it most difficult. Perpetrators face social and psychological incentives to deny or downplay actions, leading to lip service and under-owning. Non-ideal conditions don't just make virtuous action harder; they create strong incentives to simulate virtue while avoiding genuine accountability.
Alessandra Tanesini's "Non-Idealised Virtue Epistemology as Particularist Virtue Theory" asks whether virtue epistemology and non-ideal epistemology are in tension. Responding to virtue theorists like Battaly (2018) and Kidd (2020), who suggest non-ideal virtue epistemology must abandon some of its traditional tenets and embrace normative contextualism, Tanesini defends a particularist Aristotelian approach distinguishing character traits, actions, and outcomes. This allows her to maintain that closed-mindedness remains a vice as a character trait even when virtuous agents occasionally act closed-mindedly. That some situations call for closed-minded behaviour doesn't mean closed-mindedness is sometimes not a vice. It simply highlights that virtue theory doesn't provide simple rules of conduct. This allows Tanesini to preserve virtue terms' thick evaluative structure and normative weight while offering nuanced accounts of oppression's impact on character.
Veli Mitova's "De-Idealising Epistemology Through Collectivising" argues that non-ideal epistemology remains incomplete without addressing collective dimensions of epistemic life. Mitova critiques existing de-idealising efforts, including McKenna’s, for neglecting the role of social identity groups in shaping epistemic practices and obligations. She argues that we must understand the epistemic authority of socially privileged groups—their collective power to determine who counts as a knower and what counts as knowledge. This requires rethinking the sorts of groups that epistemologists have tended to theorize. While social ontology examines structured groups like corporations with defined purposes and membership, social identity groups lack formal structure, involve typically involuntary membership, and function as foundational components of the social world. An adequate non-ideal epistemology must take these groups seriously, as engagement with group epistemology is a prerequisite for theorizing epistemic practices under non-ideal conditions.
The special issue also contains several shorter pieces commenting on McKenna’s Non-Ideal Epistemology. Mona Simion’s “McKenna on Non-Ideal Epistemology” takes aim at the book’s central project, arguing that epistemologists should engage in ideal epistemology, leaving non-ideal epistemology to sociologists and psychologists, who are interested how we actually form beliefs, rather than in how we ought to form them. (This does not mean epistemologists should ignore these disciplines; their results constrain our “oughts” because ought implies can). 
Where Simion’s contribution targets the central project of Non-Ideal Epistemology, Gerry Dunne’s “‘Not Guilty Your Honour’: Toward Defending Non-Ideal Epistemology from the Charge of Endorsing Inappropriate Epistemic Satisficing” defends the book from a possible objection. The objection, put roughly, is that the non-ideal epistemologist sacrifices the epistemic good for the epistemic good enough. The response, again put roughly, is that the non-ideal epistemologist only sacrifices the good for the good enough in the sense that they recognize we sometimes need to be satisfied with the good enough.
Other pieces criticize specific arguments or views defended in the book. Aidan McGlynn’s “Pessimism and Optimism in Non-Ideal Inquiry Epistemology” notices that McKenna combines pessimism about the epistemic capacities of individuals with optimism about the positive influence of social institutions on those individuals. McGlynn argues that this optimism is in tension with the project of non-ideal epistemology, and that recognizing the tension helps appreciate the value of a kind of intellectual autonomy.
Marie van Loon and Anne Meylan’s “Against the Permission Not To Engage” challenges an argument that socially marginalized individuals are not always obliged to engage with challenges to their beliefs. Van Loon and Meylan argue that this view, which is based on McKenna’s underlying externalist epistemology, undermines epistemic agency and risks reinforcing marginalization rather than working against it, as the book seems to suggest.
Finally, some pieces highlight things that were neglected in Non-Ideal Epistemology. Brett Karlan’s “On Non-Ideal Individual Epistemology”, argues that, while McKenna argues for a non-ideal approach to social epistemology, there are equally, if not more, compelling reasons to favour a non-ideal approach to individual epistemology. Any useful answer to the question “how should I reason?” must consider our limited cognitive resources, which puts us on the path to non-ideal epistemology even before we consider the social dimensions of reason, reasoning, or anything else.
Ian James Kidd’s “Epistemic Corruption and Non-Ideal Epistemology” argues that McKenna’s discussion of virtue and vice epistemology could be strengthened by considering what Kidd calls “epistemic corruption” (2020). This would, among other things, give a better explanation of the origins and persistence of epistemic vices. It would also aide in the project of socializing virtue and vice epistemology, which for Kidd requires shifting to what he calls “critical character epistemology” (2022). 
Neil Levy’s “Non-Ideal Epistemology and Vices of Attention”, argues that we cannot properly understand the debate between ideal and non-ideal theory without considering the prestige hierarchy of academic philosophy, and the greater prestige that typically attaches to more abstract and idealized approaches. The case against ideal epistemology then is simply that, throughout the history of the discipline, disproportionate time and attention has been spent on ideal theory.
We would like to express our thanks to all the contributions to the volume. I (McKenna) find myself in agreement with many of the criticisms of my work, and I applaud the many suggested additions to the project of non-ideal epistemology. Where I don’t agree with the criticisms, I still think they help shed further light on the divide between ideal and non-ideal epistemology. I suspect that many of those who pursue non-ideal epistemology are primarily interested in our actual epistemic practices, not what our practices ought to be. Insofar as a non-ideal epistemologist has a view about what our practices ought to be, that view will be based on a proper understanding of the practices themselves. Non-ideal epistemology is, above all else, a form of naturalized epistemology (McKenna 2024).
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