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CRITICAL NOTICE
MOTIVATION BY IDEAL
A reaction to J. David Velleman
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Wibren van der Burg and Sanne Taekema

Moral ideals should not be seen as simple and purely personal, but as complex values with a social
dimension that transcend attempts to formulate or realize them. Orientation towards ideals needs
a realistic component: people should identify with the quest for an ideal, not with the ideal itself,
and consider the possibility of negative consequences of their pursuit. Such realism about ideals
includes acknowledging that ideals are not the only, nor the most important, motivating force
of morality.

Introduction
In his article ‘Motivation by ideal’, J. David Velleman (2002) offers an account of how
ideals play a role in moral motivation. He argues that the motive behind moral actions can
become isolated from other motives, and that this generates behaviour that is irrational in
some respects, though rational in others:
The reason why moral motivation can become isolated from our other motives, I shall
argue, is that it often depends on the force of an ideal; an ideal gains motivational
force when we identify with it; and acting out of identification with an ideal is like a
game of make-believe, in which we pretend to be that with which we identify. (Velleman
2002, 91)

We agree with Velleman that ideals play a role in moral motivation. Commitment to
an ideal may even lead to a very strong motivation. However, we want to argue that the
way in which he analyses the relation between ideals and moral motivation is inadequate.
It seems to us that the main reason for this is that Velleman focuses on the wrong examples.
The most extensively discussed example is that of engaging in a sport, Tae Kwon Do, which
is used to explain how enacting a fictional story can motivate, but has nothing to do with
morals or ideals. The second example is that of giving up smoking, which is a very atypical
ideal (if an ideal at all), and certainly not a moral ideal. If we focus on moral ideals,
the relation between ideals and motivation can be put in a different perspective. In fact,
Velleman provides ample ammunition for our criticism. The only genuine example of a
moral ideal that he (briefly) discusses, the Kantian Categorical Imperative, does not support
his general thesis—as he admits himself.
We want to raise four different but connected points of criticism:
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(ii)

(iii)
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(iv)

Velleman’s concept of ideals is inadequate because he uses an atypical example that is
binary, atomist, purely personal and fully realizable, and is therefore not applicable to
moral ideals.
Velleman’s analysis of identification with an ideal as acting-as-if is inadequate with regard
to moral ideals (and probably with regard to most other ideals as well); we should rather
analyse it as identifying with the quest for the ideal.
His analysis of combining an orientation towards the ideal with an orientation towards
reality in terms of a modified enacting of the ideal is inadequate; we should rather regard
it as a dialectical interplay between an idealist and a realist orientation.
Although ideals are important in morality, they do not play the central role in moral
motivation that Velleman seems to award them.

(i) Velleman’s Concept of Ideals Is Inadequate
According to Velleman, an ideal is ‘the image of another person, or a currently untrue
image of oneself, that one can get carried away with enacting’ (2002, 100). This is an uncommon and restricted view of what counts as an ideal; for example, social ideals such as justice
and democracy, and even personal ideals such as tolerance are excluded. His central example,
however, is even more restricted. He tells the story of a colleague who wanted to stop smoking,
but knew it was irrational for him to do so because the immediate pleasure of one cigarette
outweighed the additional health risk of that one cigarette. The only way for him to stop smoking was to identify himself with the ideal of a non-smoker and act as if he were a non-smoker.
This is in various respects a very atypical example of an ideal; many authors would not
even regard it as an ideal at all. Moreover, it lacks some of the characteristics essential to
moral ideals. Therefore, it is not useful for analysing moral motivation by ideals.
First, it is binary: one is a smoker or a non-smoker, but one cannot be half a smoker.
Most other ideals are gradual; one may like the ideal to a larger or smaller extent. Even the
comparable aim of being a non-overweight person is gradual in nature and requires a gradual process of realizing it. If I want to lose weight, I cannot simply stop eating; it requires a
long process of eating less and exercising more. All moral ideals are non-binary in character;
we can attain them more or less instead of either attaining them or not attaining them. Persons can be more or less tolerant, more or less just etc. As binary and gradual ideals usually
require different strategies, we should choose a gradual ideal as an example to study moral
motivation rather than a binary one.
Second, the example is atomist: it can be studied in isolation. Being a non-smoker
does not imply other qualities like being a vegetarian or being tolerant. However, moral
ideals cannot be understood in such an atomist manner because they are always connected
with other ideals or values (cf. Vedder 1998). This is not only true for societal ideals such as
justice or democracy, but also for personal ideals such as altruism, compassion or tolerance.
If I want to be a tolerant person, this is an ideal which also refers to other values, such as
freedom and equality. I cannot value a tolerant attitude without also committing to respect
for the freedom of others and acknowledgement of their moral equality. It is characteristic
of moral ideals (and of other moral notions) that they cannot be individuated in the way
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atoms or persons can be individuated, simply because morality is not a loose set of isolated
elements but (at least aims to be) a more or less coherent whole.
Third, being a non-smoker is a purely personal ideal, not only in the sense that it is the
ideal for a person, but also in the sense that it is only self-regarding. Moral ideals may be
personal in the first sense, but they are not purely personal in the other sense. They
have a social, other-regarding dimension, because morality has such a dimension. A person
like Martin Luther King is an ideal because he fought for justice and equality; he can function as a role model precisely because he cared about others; the same goes for Florence
Nightingale’s compassionate nursing. Similarly, a personal ideal such as courage transcends
narrow self-interest: it implies overcoming one’s fears for a common cause. Even those who
do not agree with the most common view on morality as by definition having a social
dimension, agree that the precepts with a social dimension constitute the core of it. This
also applies to moral ideals.
Fourth, the ideal of being a non-smoker can be completely described and realized. In
our view, one of the central characteristics of values, that leads us to referring to them as
ideals is that they usually transcend our attempts to formulate and realize them.1 Therefore,
it seems better to regard being a non-smoker as a goal or a valuable (non-moral) characteristic rather than as an ideal. Let us, nevertheless, for the sake of argument take the
view of Velleman, according to which an ideal seems to refer to every state of affairs
that is not yet realized. We want to submit that at least every moral ideal has what we
call this specific ideal dimension that makes it practically impossible to formulate or realize
it completely. I may aspire to be a tolerant person, but this is such a complex, multifaceted
virtue, which takes on different meanings in different contexts, that it is impossible to spell
out what this would imply. Moreover, I will (perhaps unless I were a saint) always have to
admit that I do not reach the ideal completely; there is always some respect in which I can
criticize myself for not living up to the ideal. In a slightly different sense, this is equally true
of ideals that are concrete persons: how can I realize my ideal of being like Martin Luther
King? Which of his actions should I perform myself and which of his character traits should
I possess to live according to his example? In both cases, it is difficult to pinpoint the exact
implications of the ideal for one’s personal life.
The fact that an ideal is so multifaceted and sets such high aspirations that it can
never be completely grasped nor completely realized has important implications for normative theory and action. It means that there can be various legitimate ways to pursue
an ideal, and that these ways may also conflict. If I aspire to be a non-violent person in a
non-violent world, this may be taken to imply that I never use violence myself, but also
that I use proportionate violence in order to prevent violent action by others. In order to
decide how to try to get nearer the ideal, we must carefully analyse both our current personality and the situation we are in.

(ii) Identification with an Ideal Is Not a Matter of Acting-as-if
Velleman’s point that emulating an ideal requires acting as if the ideal were true
also depends heavily on his specific examples. The ‘ideal’ of the non-smoker is atypical
because it is an ideal version of the actor himself, which can plausibly be the subject of
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make-believe. In most cases, the relation between the ideal and the actor is less straightforward: the more common way in which a personal ideal usually figures in a story is as
an example of what a person wants to be like. It is not a matter of becoming the ideal,
but of being inspired by the ideal to change one’s own life.
In our view, the story of which the ideal is part is usually not a story about the person
who holds the ideal but the embodiment of the ideal to which it owes its appeal. Even a
completely fictional figure like Frodo (in Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings) can function as
an ideal because he is embedded in the details of a story. Despite his being a hobbit, people
may be inspired by his mental strength and heroism, not the least because his story inspires
them. The role of the story, of the embodiment, is therefore to increase the attraction of the
ideal (cf. Santayana 1980, 158–59).
Orientation on an ideal cannot be adequately analysed in terms of a fictional actingas-if. To make this clear, a distinction needs to be made between two types of person ideals:
ideal role models (complete persons like Frodo or Florence Nightingale) and ideal character
traits (virtues such as tolerance, altruism or dedication to justice). Acting as if I were my role
model is clearly not the way I should live an adult life. It reminds us rather of what children
do when they pretend to be Superman. When adults enact a story like this, we usually think
of a psychiatric disorder such as the Jerusalem Syndrome (visitors to the Holy Land suddenly being convinced they are John the Baptist or the Virgin Mary). People who want
to follow their role model should always see how certain valuable characteristics or laudable actions can be transformed to their own specific situation. I can be inspired by Superman’s fight for justice but I had better not act as if I have his ability to fly.
The reality check in the case of ideal role models does not seem to hold when we
focus on ideal character traits. There is no reason for not acting out the ideal of being a
pacifist. The problem here is of a different nature: the ideal does not give much direct guidance in the non-ideal circumstances we live in. Does my commitment to peacefulness
require refusing to do military service or rather fighting every oppressive regime? Does tolerance require that I intervene or rather not when a husband beats his wife on religious
grounds, or when a colleague makes bad jokes about gays? Such questions cannot be
answered in the context of ideal theory alone, they also require a careful analysis of the concrete circumstances. Knowing what to do from a moral point of view thus requires both the
perspective of what person I would like to be and the society I want to live in, and an insight
into the person I actually am and the reality I live in.
Of course, this criticism does not imply that we believe orientation towards ideals is
wrong. On the contrary, ideals are important for morality and especially for moral motivation. We need to focus on a different form of identification with ideals. We may identify
ourselves as persons in search of justice and tolerance, we may aspire to become more tolerant or non-violent, and we may even ask ourselves in certain situations: what would Jesus
or Gandhi have done? We may construct our identity in our quest for those ideals, in our
attempt to imitate them, but without the stronger implication that we act as if we were
our role models or already have our ideal character traits.
Velleman also seems to argue against the direct imitation of a role model, but for
different reasons which we do not find convincing. In his example of idealizing a generous
person, Velleman argues that doing generous things because you want to resemble that
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ideal person does not lead to becoming generous. Instead, he says that one can become
generous ‘if it moves one first to imagine being a generous person and then to enact
this self-image’ (2002, 100). We do not agree that this intermediate step is necessary: if I
imitate a generous person by donating substantially to charities the way that person
does, this brings me closer to being generous. This is because having the virtue at least
partly consists in behaving virtuously. It seems that Velleman focuses too much on the
internal disposition to be virtuous as the key to becoming virtuous. For us, the
intermediate step needed is a different one: the consideration of the ideal’s implications
for one’s real life.
Velleman undermines his own theory even more when he states that the categorical
imperative is an exception to his analysis of moral ideals because it does not require makebelieve. We agree that it does not require this, but would like to offer a different explanation. If we want to regard it in terms of ideals, i.e. (in Velleman’s view) images of a person,
we can formulate the Kantian ideal as ‘a person who always acts according to the categorical imperative and lives a life guided by it’. Indeed, a commitment to this ideal does not
require make-believe, it only requires that I do my best to live according to the ideal. Contrary to Velleman’s suggestion, however, the fact that this commitment to the ideal does
not require a game of make-believe is not exceptional at all. It is because it is a moral
ideal (in fact the only one he seriously discusses) and commitment to moral ideals never
requires such a game of make-believe.
Ideals play an important role in moral motivation in two ways. Moral ideals can—more
than, for example, moral rules—appeal to us, and thus have a strong emotive force. A saint
such as St Francis or a heroine of fiction such as Antigone provides an attractive role model
and may therefore motivate us to imitate him or her and act morally. This is, however, still a
weak form of motivation. A stronger form of motivation may result from our identification
with our quest for the ideal. If I believe it is part of my identity to be committed to tolerance
and non-violence, this will be a very strong motivational source because I would violate it
myself if I did not act according to this commitment to the ideal. Such a strong motivation
may, indeed, provide adequate motivation to act against my own self-interest in a narrow
sense, and even make major sacrifices.2

(iii) The Relation between Realism and Idealism Should Be a
Dialectical One
Velleman struggles, like everyone studying ideals, with the relation between the ideal
and reality. His insight that it is not merely a compromise in which realism and idealism meet
halfway is valuable, although certainly not unique (cf. Berlin 1990; Dewey 1988, 147, 154;
Selznick 1992; Van der Burg 2001). If realistic idealism is envisaged as a compromise, it
means that there is no wholehearted commitment to the ideal and thus that the force of
motivation is relatively weak. In order to be strongly motivated we need to identify with
(our commitment to) the ideal. Only if we do so can we transcend our personal limitations,
determined by a narrow conception of our self-interest. But Velleman’s solution is not acceptable because he plans reality between brackets. With regard to purely self-regarding nonmoral goals this may sometimes be justified, but with regard to other-regarding, moral
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ideals, it is not. Bracketing reality may be adequate for theatre, games and sports, but not
when we should act morally.
In moral action, we cannot bracket reality in the way Velleman suggests, as we must
fully include in our estimates how our actions influence the lives of others. Utopian and
dogmatic ideologies have often required us to bracket those effects on concrete others,
in the name of the ideal, and it had disastrous consequences. Moreover, many moral ideals
do not make sense in an ideal world: tolerance does not require being tolerant towards
ideal persons (in such a case it is not needed) but towards actual persons. In morality it
is never justified to bracket reality, not even partially or temporarily.
Of course, Velleman does not bracket reality completely, but in his view reality should
only modify the idealist identification. We believe this is too weak a check of reality on our
idealist commitments. The confrontation with reality should occur at every stage of our
orientation towards the ideal: in identifying in which respects the ideal is realistic (Does
it require supernatural forces?), in which respects one’s own efforts to come closer to the
ideal are realistic (Does it really require too much of me?) and in which respects attempts
to get nearer to the ideal will have morally acceptable consequences. In other words, the
ideal, our commitment to the ideal and our attempts to realize it must all be confronted
with reality. And while I am acting on the ideal, I should continue to make this reality
check in order to avoid the risk that justice is done, but the world perishes. However,
this does not mean that the ideal perspective and the reality perspective merge, but rather
that there is a continuous interplay between the two. For example, it can be one of my
most deeply felt political ideals to achieve international justice and reduce world poverty.
Realizing that I cannot achieve this on my own is important, because it makes me think
about the way in which I can contribute, for instance, by volunteering for a non-governmental organization. Such modesty about my abilities does not detract from the force of
the ideal itself. Similarly, a realistic assessment is needed when I choose the charity or
organization I want to support: Do their efforts really help poor people or does the
money end up with those in power in Third-World countries? Again, this does not reduce
the appeal of the ideal but it greatly affects my specific actions to pursue it. My commitment to the ideal of justice can still be wholehearted even if I acknowledge that it will
never be reached and know that the prospects of my actions resulting in the improvement
I hope for may be dim.
In such an approach we do not compromise between reality and the ideal as we are
still fully committed to the ideal while being fully informed about reality. We may still
feel strongly motivated to act according to our commitment to the ideal, including
actions against our own self-interest in a narrow sense. But when reflecting upon what
this commitment implies, we are open to reality, thus guarding us from self-destructive
behaviour and from completely counterproductive actions with immoral consequences
for other persons.
Thus Velleman is correct in holding that identification with the commitment to an
ideal may lead to actions that are rational in one respect and irrational in another. He is,
however, wrong in arguing that they are irrational in the perspective of reality, but rational
in the perspective of the fictitious story we are enacting. It is because they are irrational
from the point of view of our narrow self-interest, in which living up to our commitments
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is not an element of our self-interest, whereas they are rational if we include that commitment as part of our self-interest. In this broader view of rationality, it may be completely
rational to die for my ideals rather than to betray them and thus give up what is essential
to who I am.

Downloaded By: [Swets Content Distribution] At: 11:49 13 August 2009

(iv) Ideals Are Important, Though Not Central in Moral Motivation
The last point in which we would suggest a revision of Velleman’s view is his suggestion that moral motivation ‘often’ depends on the force of an ideal. Although we both have
frequently argued against the relative neglect of ideals in contemporary philosophy, this is a
suggestion we strongly oppose. Ideals are part of the moral fabric, certainly, but only a part,
and not the most important part. We also need virtues, rules, principles, relational commitments, etc. Each of these elements of morality may provide moral motives. I may feel
motivated to care for my neighbour because I have developed an attachment to him or
feel responsible for him; I may feel motivated to follow moral rules, because I am rationally
convinced they are good or because they are the rules of my community and so on. It
would be wrong to regard ideals as one of the most important sources of moral motives.
It is understandable, nevertheless, why Velleman attaches such a great importance
to ideals. Probably the strongest moral motives find their source in what I consider my
identity. Acting against what I hold to be my personal integrity, against who I am, is
often very difficult. Commitments that are central to my identity thus provide very
strong motives. This explains why commitment to ideals may have such a strong
force. However, commitment to personal ideals is not unique in this respect. We may
have similar commitments to our family and friends, to our country or ethnic groups, to
our religious or political beliefs—each of these commitments may be constitutive of, or
central to, our identity. Each of them may thus motivate us to make sacrifices and thus
act irrationally from the narrow perspective of our self-interest although rationally from a
broader perspective.
However, in most of our daily decision-making and in the minimal core of moral precepts, such strong commitments are not at stake, or only in a very weak way. Prohibitions of
killing, stealing and so on may be related to our ideals, but we do not need to appeal to those
ideals to feel motivated not to steal or kill. When deciding whether or not to give money to
the homeless or to evade taxes, our motives are usually much more down to earth.
We should be realistic about ideals, both regarding their importance in morality and
regarding the difficulty to live up to them. The importance of ideals should not be overstated nor should the effort needed to realize them be underestimated. A more balanced
assessment of their importance than the one given by Velleman also provides a more convincing story about their role in moral motivation.
NOTES
1.

See Taekema (2003, 41) and Van der Burg (1997). We see values and ideals as the same
conceptual category. The conceptual analysis by Taekema takes a gradualist approach
to the ideal dimension of values, but it still allows the possibility that we speak of
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2.

ideals in those cases where the ideal dimension is very strong. Therefore, the definition
proposed by Van der Burg (1997) may still be upheld, but should be regarded as a stipulative definition for those cases. However, the idea that ideals are a completely distinct
subcategory of values, which was an implicit presupposition of Van der Burg (1997), should
be rejected.
See Tierney (1994, 67) and Van der Burg (2001, 20 –22, 46– 57) for an elaboration of this
connection between commitment to ideals, personal identity and a strong motivation
that enables us to transcend our limitations.
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