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“Backward-Looking” 
Theories 

Intrinsic 
Justification  

Instrumental 
Justification

Consequentialism 
Act Consequentialism 
Rule Consequentialism  

Retributivism 
Desert-Based Retributivism 
Rights-Based Retributivism

“Forward-Looking” 
Theories

Mixed Theories 
 Communicative View 
         Duty View

Look to the past for justification; 
ground the permissibility of  
punishment in the past actions 
of particular individuals 

Look to the future for justification; 
ground the permissibility of 
punishment its moral outcomes, 
either for the individual punished  
or for the society as a whole  
(deterrence, protection, reform)

Locates the “moral good” of 
punishment in the practice itself;  
claims that punishment is justified 
because (and to the extent that) it is 
intrinsically morally valuable, even if 
it doesn’t produce good outcomes 

Locates the “moral good”  
of punishment in in its 
downstream moral effects; 
claims that punishment is 
justified because (and to the 
extent that) it is an effective 
means (or “instrument”) to 
certain morally valuable ends.

Claims that punishment is 
justified because (and to 
the extent that) it gives  
people what they deserve; 
locates the “moral good” 
of punishment in the harm 
it causes the particular 
individual punished

What Shelby calls the  
“benefits-and-burdens”  
view; claims that 
punishment is justified 
because (and to the 
extent that) it settles the 
moral score (or “balance 
sheet”); locates the “moral 
good” of punishment in 
the rectification of a 
previous moral wrong 
(rights violation) 

Claims that rules limiting 
the application/severity of 
punishments will create 
better results overall, even 
if not in each case.

Claims that for any instance 
of punishment, if that 
instance is justified, then it is 
because of its net-positive 
consequences; who is 
punished (and how much 
they are punished) is morally 
irrelevant, so long as the 
benefits of punishing them 
outweigh the costs

R.A. Duff’s view; claims that the 
aim of purpose is to convey the 
state’s condemnation of the 
action (backward-looking) and 
to lead the offender to repent 
and reform (forward-looking) 


Victor Tadros’s view; claims that 
punishment is justified only if it 
works to deter future crime (future-
looking), but is also only justifiably 
imposed on those wrongdoers who 
have an enforceable duty to bear 
costs (backward-looking) 

 

Theories of Punishment 


