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THE ETHICS OF SOCIAL PUNISHMENT

How do we punish others socially, and should we do so? In her 
Descartes Lectures for Tilburg University, Linda Radzik explores the
informal methods ordinary people use to enforce moral norms, such as
telling people off, boycotting businesses, and publicly shaming wrong-
doers on social media. Over three lectures, Radzik develops an account
of what social punishment is, why it is sometimes permissible, and
when it must be withheld. She argues that the proper aim of social
punishment is to put moral pressure on wrongdoers to make amends.
Yet the permissibility of applying such pressure turns on the tension
between individual desert and social good, as well as the possession of
an authority to punish. Responses from Christopher Bennett, George
Sher, and Glen Pettigrove challenge Radzik’s account of social punish-
ment while also offering alternative perspectives on the possible mean-
ings of our responses to wrongdoing. Radzik replies in the closing
essay.

  is Professor of Philosophy at Texas A&M University.
She is the author of Making Amends: Atonement in Morality, Law
and Politics (), as well as a series of articles on the normative issues
that arise in the aftermath of wrongdoing.
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the University of Sheffield. He is the author of The Apology Ritual:
A Philosophical Theory of Punishment (Cambridge ), as well as
numerous articles in moral, political and legal philosophy. Among other
things, he is currently working on expressive action and normative
powers.

  holds the Chair in Moral Philosophy at the University
of Glasgow. He is the author of Forgiveness and Love () and
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taught first at Fairleigh Dickinson University and then at the University
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of anthologies and is the author of seven books, including Desert (),
Beyond Neutrality: Perfectionism and Politics (), In Praise of Blame
(), and Equality for Inegalitarians (Cambridge University Press,
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Preface

The theme of my research for many years now has been the aftermath of
wrongdoing and the moral decisions faced at those times by victims,
wrongdoers, and third-party witnesses. What should we do after things
have already gone wrong? I have studied these issues in legal and political
contexts. But I am especially drawn to questions about the aftermath of
wrongdoing in everyday life. What are morally appropriate responses to
deceptions and betrayals among friends and family, or bullying in schools
and workplaces, or racism and other forms of nastiness among neighbors,
strangers on the street, or strangers on the Internet?
Sometimes, in cases like these, victims and witnesses tell the wrongdoers

off, give them the cold shoulder, talk about them behind their backs, or
even denounce them publicly on social media. Sometimes victims and
witnesses to wrongdoing do nothing, of course; and sometimes they do
nothing for moral reasons, believing it would be wrong to act. In recent
years, I have written papers reflecting on each of these modes of response
to wrongdoing: gossiping, boycotting, overtly criticizing, socially avoiding,
and minding your own business. What I discovered was a surprising
amount of complexity. Gossiping, boycotting, criticizing, avoiding, and
minding one’s own business simply do not hold together very well as
action-types. The meanings and functions of token actions within these
types vary widely. So, the considerations that seem relevant to justifying
any particular instance of gossiping, boycotting, and so on vary widely as
well. I have become convinced that I need a new strategy for thinking
through these issues.
One theme that has cropped up continually in my research is punish-

ment. Some instances of gossip seem to be punitive, although most are
not. Some consumer boycotts look like attempts to punish wrongdoing
businesses, although others seem to have different functions altogether,
such as the avoidance of complicity. Sometimes we emotionally withdraw
from friends and family members who have mistreated us in order to
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punish them, but at other times we do so simply for the sake of our own
health and happiness.

This volume makes social punishment the central category of analysis.
The philosophical literature on punishment is so wholly concentrated on
the state’s responses to crime that authors sometimes dismiss talk of
punishment in everyday life as merely metaphorical. But this is mistaken.
Legal norms are not the only ones that society enforces, and the mecha-
nisms of law are not the only methods of enforcement that society uses.
Chapter  defends a definition of punishment that can recognize and shed
light on nonstate forms of punishment. Chapter  develops an account of
what justifies using social punishment against another person that I call the
“moral pressure theory.” Chapter  considers a broad variety of ways in
which social punishment can go wrong and proposes a set of ethical
principles for limiting socially punitive behavior.

The invitation from the Tilburg Center for Moral Philosophy, Episte-
mology and Philosophy of Science (TiLPS) to deliver the Descartes
Lectures in  presented the perfect opportunity to organize my
thoughts about punishment in everyday life. In December of that year,
TiLPS hosted a conference on this theme, which included contributions
from a talented and generous group of scholars. The Center also invited
three philosophers whose work I have admired for years to respond directly
to my lectures: Christopher Bennett, George Sher, and Glen Pettigrove.
Their essays and my response are included in this volume.

In Chapter , Bennett both critiques my definition of punishment and
offers a genealogical account of social responses to wrongdoing that points
toward an alternative interpretation of the meaning and role of social
punishment. Sher puts pressure on my theory of justification in Chapter ,
including both the desert condition and the instrumental condition that
form the two halves of the moral pressure theory of punishment. In
Chapter , Pettigrove offers an alternative lens for interpreting some of
the phenomena that I classify as social punishment. Along the way, he
develops a theory of protest as a response to wrongdoing. Each of these
contributions leads me to alter and, I hope, improve my account of social
punishment in some way, as I explain in Chapter .

I would like to express my most sincere and grateful appreciation to
TiLPS, the Department of Philosophy at Tilburg University, and the
organizers of the Descartes Lectures: Alfred Archer, Amanda Cawston,
Bart Engelen, and Maureen Sie. This series of lectures builds on many
years of research that has, at different times, received financial support
from the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation, the Social Philosophy &

xii Preface
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Policy Foundation, the Liberty Fund, the Glasscock Center for Human-
ities Research, and the Vice President for Research’s Office at Texas A&M
University. Thanks are also due to the participants at the conference
associated with the Descartes Lectures, especially Christopher Bennett,
Leonhard Menges, Per-Erik Milam, Paul Christopher Morrow, Glen
Pettigrove, George Sher, Elise Springer, and Frank Wu. For their com-
ments on various versions of this material, I would like to thank D. Justin
Coates, Andrew I. Cohen, Douglas Husak, Luke Jonathan Maring, Dale
E. Miller, Colleen M. Murphy, David Schmidtz, Timothy Schroeder, and
Tamler Sommers. Thank you to my daughter, Mary Shandley, for her
support for this project and her help interpreting the world of social media.
This volume is dedicated to my husband, Robert R. Shandley, who always
has a patient ear when I need one. He makes everything in my life better,
including my writing.

Preface xiii
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