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ABSTRACT 
“What is justice?” seems an interminable question. That is, we persistently 

disagree as to the nature and meaning of justice. Ought we, then, to despair of the 

concept? My project is in some sense a reason to think we should not, without attempting 

to uncover the one uniquely rational understanding of justice, for it seems unlikely that 

such an understanding is possible. Instead, my project is to begin with the ways we 

generally talk about justice in the context of ordinary life and to attempt to extract from 

this moral talk a plausible theory of justice.  

 To that end, I turn first to the most prominent concerns we discuss in terms of 

justice in ordinary life. I do not attempt a direct definition of justice but a theory of what 

justice does, firstly, because the ordinary understanding of justice does not lead to a 

definition and, secondly, because the function of a thing is often the best way we have of 

making sense of what that thing is. What I find is that our ordinary talk of justice focuses 

negatively on the badness of injustice and the necessity of (as far as possible) undoing it. 

Given the economic language in which we typically discuss moral wrongdoing, I call my 

theory the Moral Debt Model of Justice. With a theory based on the ordinary 

understanding of justice in hand, beginning in Chapter 2, I attempt to determine whether 

this theory is plausible by considering how it fits within morality as a whole. My 

conclusion is that the social function of morality is to promote the ability of people to live 

together in relative peace and that, in the aggregate, justice is a device for the 

achievement of that end. 

 The value of this project is not only to turn philosophical discussion of justice 

back toward ordinary life, but also to make sense of the vital importance of justice, even 

in the face of deep disagreement as to its nature. Thus, my theory offers an explanation of 

the social significance of justice while also demonstrating why we are not always wrong 

to compromise on justice for the sake of peace.  
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CHAPTER I 

        THE MORAL DEBT MODEL OF JUSTICE 
 

We say that wrongdoers must “right the wrong.” However, upon reflection, it 
seems that wrongful acts, once committed are timelessly wrong. How could an 
unjust action be transformed into a just deed? Wrongdoers must “clean the slate” 
by “paying their debts.” The term “amends” comes from an old French word for 
“pecuniary fines.” Yet, the past cannot be erased like accounting records written 
in chalk upon a slate, nor do most wrongful actions consist of literal debts that 
admit of literal repayment.  
 

- Linda Radzik, Making Amends (2008)1 
 
 

1.1 The Ordinary Understanding of Justice 

 When we talk about justice we are talking about what people are due. To be due 

something is simply to deserve, merit, be entitled or have a right to it.2 Unjust acts are 

those which deny or fail to render one what one is due. Yet we do not typically call 

instances in which one receives less than one is due of trivial goods unjust. Nor do we 

consider instances in which one receives more than one is due unjust, unless it clearly 

comes at the cost of denying another what she is due. Injustice, therefore, concerns the 

wrongful denial of relatively important goods. This is further evidenced by our tendency 

to treat justice-claims as claims we cannot give up. Consider, for example, the case of 

Maria Altmann who, despite her professed wish to see the painting publicly displayed, 

spent decades seeking recognition of her legal claim to Gustav Klimt’s famous Portrait 

of Adele Bloch-Bauer (1907)—stolen from her family by the Nazi Party and placed in the 

Austrian National Gallery where it remained until 2006. The point was the principle of 

 
1 Linda Radzik, Making Amends: Atonement in Morality, Law, and Politics (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2009), 5.  
 
2 This is to emphasize that one may be due something in a plurality of ways. To be due something 

is not necessarily to deserve it. As Joel Feinberg argues, being denied what one is entitled to may be an 
injustice even if someone else is more deserving (in the sense of worthiness) of that thing. See Joel 
Feinberg, “Justice and Personal Desert” in Doing and Deserving: Essays in the Theory of Responsibility 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970), 55-94. 
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the thing.3 A typical way of characterizing the phenomenology of such injustices is as if a 

set of invisible moral scales have become unbalanced by the act of wrongdoing, and one 

cannot rest until equilibrium is restored. A closely related and, I think, the most common 

way of describing the phenomenon, is that in wronging others we incur moral debts 

which must be repaid, exacted, or forgiven.4 Only then is justice restored.  

In summary, our ordinary talk of justice suggests that it is (i) a state of 

interpersonal moral equilibrium or balance, (ii) disruptions of which by responsible 

wrongdoing, (iii) in the form of the denial of some sufficiently important due good, (iv) 

result in the incurrence of moral debts by wrongdoers owed to victims, and (v) 

dischargeable by repayment. This model, I believe, is implied by our moral talk about 

and captures our most common understanding of justice.   

The metaphor of balance, while open to interpretation, is ubiquitous in 

discussions of justice. The blindfolded Lady Justice holds a balanced pair of scales, 

perhaps representing the words inscribed on the façade of the U.S. Supreme Court: 

“Equal justice under law.” As D.D. Raphael (2001) notes, the metaphor has roots in the 

ancient Greek understanding of justice, dike, which “would commonly imply an idea of 

order, of balance or redressing of disturbance of balance.” 5 One way of understanding 

this ancient idea of balance is vividly illustrated in the trilogy of plays by Aeschylus, The 

Oresteia.6 When Orestes kills his mother Clytaemnestra for having slain his father, 

Agamemnon, it is as if the universe is thrown ‘out of joint,’7 by the unnatural act of 

matricide. Orestes is subsequently pursued by the Furies, supernatural protectors of 

 
3 See Anne-Marie O’Connor, “Maria Altmann Dies at 94; Won Fight for Return of Klimt Portrait 

Seized by Nazis,” Los Angeles Times, February 8, 2011, https://www.latimes.com/local/obituaries/la-xpm-
2011-feb-08-la-me-maria-altmann-20110208-story.html. 

 
4 One might ask if this entails that all wrong acts are injustices. I distinguish wrong acts and acts 

that wrong others.  In my view not all wrong acts—in the sense of things we simply should not do—are 
unjust, but all acts that wrong another are injustices. See Chapter 3 for a more extensive discussion.  

 
5 D.D. Raphael, Concepts of Justice (New York: Oxford, Clarendon Press, 2001), 31. 
  
6 Aeschylus, The Oresteia, trans. Robert Fagles (Penguin Classics, 1979). 
 
7 See Joel Feinberg, “Noncomparative Justice,” The Philosophical Review 83 (July 1974), 297-

338. This is how Feinberg describes cosmic injustice—states of affairs that are simply not right. The phrase 
‘out of joint’ itself comes from Hamlet Act 1, scene 5 in which the ghost of Hamlet’s father reveals he was 
been killed by his brother—another kind of familial crime which offends the natural order.   
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parents and guests, who cannot rest until they exact from him “agony for mother-killing 

agony.”8 In the Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle articulates a less theatrical understanding 

of ‘balance’ in terms of corrective or rectificatory justice as restoring victim and 

perpetrator to their status quo ante which he characterizes as a return to equality.9 The 

desire to ‘get even’ with those who wrong us, I take it, expresses something like this 

view.10 Joel Feinberg (1970) defends a more nuanced version of this claim in writing 

that: 

 
We say that persons deserve compensation for harm wrongly inflicted by others, in which case it 
is called ‘redress of injury,’ ‘amends,’ or ‘reparation’ and functions not only to repair the damage 
but also to ‘restore the moral equilibrium,’ as would an apology or expression of remorse.11 
 

In other words, compensation accomplishes two ends: repair of the harm done and 

restoration of the moral equilibrium. This second task, however, may also be 

accomplished by apology or expression of remorse. Later Feinberg remarks that, 

“Reparation . . . is always the acknowledgement of a past wrong, a ‘repayment of a debt,’ 

and hence, like an apology, the redressing of the moral balance or the restoring of the 

status quo ante culpum.”12 Of what then does the ‘moral equilibrium’ consist? Does 

Feinberg, like Aristotle, mean a return to the previous distribution of material goods? 

Given that moral balance may be restored by apology alone it seems that cannot be his 

meaning. Consequently, I take the most plausible interpretation of ‘restoring the moral 

 
8 Aeschylus, Oresteia, 243. The Furies are countered by the god Apollo who obligated Orestes to 

kill Clytaemnestra and so claims his innocence. The case is finally settled when the goddess Athena calls 
the first jury trial which acquits Orestes. The standard interpretation of The Oresteia is that it illustrates the 
progression of justice from pure retributivism, to the vigilante justice of the Furies, to the procedural justice 
of a court system.  

 
9 Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics, trans. W.D. Ross and Lesley Brown (Clarendon: Oxford 

University Press, 2009), V.4. 
 
10 Absent the possibility of recouping our losses, the desire to ‘get even’ may be a drive to impose 

an equal cost on our wrongdoers.  
 
11 Feinberg, “Justice and Personal Desert,” 74.  
 
12 Feinberg, “Justice and Personal Desert,” 76.  
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equilibrium’ to be the process by which the parties need no longer relate to one another as 

perpetrator and victim. It is a return to a kind of moral equality.  

Balance, in the sense of standing moral equality between persons is, of course, the 

basis of Kantian ethics and much contemporary moral theory. For example, in 

Forgiveness and Mercy (1988) Jeffrie Murphy implies an idea of moral balance by 

arguing that, “Forgiveness restores moral equality” between wrongdoers and their 

victims.13 In the same volume Jean Hampton argues that wrongdoing objectively 

demeans a person, requiring “a second act of mastery that negates the evidence of 

superiority implicit in the wrongdoer’s original act”14 restoring moral parity between the 

two agents. Similarly, Linda Radzik (2008) argues that successful reconciliation in the 

aftermath of wrongdoing, “requires wrongdoers to treat both other people and themselves 

as equally valuable moral persons.”15 Such a view is also implied by Elizabeth 

Anderson’s (1999) argument that the proper aim of egalitarianism is the elimination of 

social oppression and the creation of “a community in which people stand in relations of 

equality to others.”16 Overall, I take it that the balance upset by injustice generally 

concerns equality, though the particular sense of ‘equality’ may vary.  

 That justice is about what we are due, likewise, has a long history. The Book of 

Job, for instance, questions why God would allow a guiltless man to suffer. Job 

eventually accuses God of injustice for his unmerited pain while the only comfort his 

friends offer is confidence that Job must somehow deserve it.17 One of the most 

influential accounts of justice as what one is due is a dictum by the jurist Ulpian included 

in the Roman Code of Justinian: “Justice is the constant and permanent will to render to 

each person what is his right.”18 David Miller begins his, 1976, Social Justice by 

 
13 Jeffrie Murphy and Jean Hampton, Forgiveness and Mercy (New York: Cambridge University 

Press, 1988), 22.  
 
14 Murphy and Hampton, Forgiveness and Mercy, 129.  
 
15 Radzik, Making Amends, 108. Emphasis in the original. 
 
16 Elizabeth S. Anderson, “What is the Point of Equality?” Ethics 109 (January 1999): 289.  
 
17 See Job 27:2 (NKJV). “As God lives, who has taken away my justice . . .”  
 
18 Quoted in Raphael, Justice, 56. From The Code of Justinian, Digest i.1.10 and Institutes, i.1.  
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acknowledging the latter as the ‘general conception’ of justice, though he translates the 

last phrase, suum cuique, as “to each his due.”19 This idea is echoed in the Black’s Law 

Dictionary definition of justice20 and in Feinberg’s (1974) exploration of noncomparative 

justice which he begins by saying, “In all cases, of course, justice consists in giving a 

person his due . . .”21 In the same tradition, David Schmidtz argues in Elements of Justice 

(2006) that, “Justice concerns what people are due. This much is uncontested, simply a 

matter of how we normally use the word.”22  

 Finally, both in and outside of the academy the moral obligations generated by 

injustices are frequently discussed in terms of debts and repayment. At several points in 

the Nichomachean Ethics Aristotle characterizes moral obligations as debts, especially 

with regard to benefactors.23 The language of moral debts also appears in the teaching of 

Jesus and the satisfaction theology of Anselm.24 More contemporary examples may be 

found in Herbert Morris’ “Persons and Punishment,” (1968) in which he writes that, 

“Justice—that is punishing such individuals [who acquire unfair advantages in a system 

of cooperation]—restores the equilibrium of benefits and burdens by taking from the 

individual what he owes, that is, exacting the debt.”25 In her discussion of preferential 

hiring Judith Jarvis Thomson (1973) considers, “those debts which are incurred by one 

who wrongs another” arguing that “a failure to make amends is not merely callousness 

 
19 David Miller, Social Justice (Clarendon: Oxford University Press, 1976), 20; 148. See also 

Raphael, Justice, 184.  
 
20 Henry Campbell Black, “Justice,” in Black’s Law Dictionary, 6th ed. (St. Paul, Minnesota: West, 

1990), 864. “In jurisprudence, the constant and perpetual disposition of legal matters or disputes to render 
to every man his due.”  

 
21 Feinberg, “Noncomparative Justice,” 298. 
 
22 David Schmidtz, Elements of Justice (New York: Cambridge, 2006), 7.  
 
23 Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics, IV.3 1124b12; VIII.13,14; IX.7.  
 
24 Murphy and Hampton, Forgiveness and Mercy, 37. For example: “And forgive us our debts, as 

we forgive our debtors,” Matt. 6:12 (NKJV). Radzik, Making Amends, 27-30 on Anselm.  
 
25 Herbert Morris, “Persons and Punishment,” Monist 52 (1968): 475-501. Reprinted in Susan 

Dimock, Classic Readings and Cases in the Philosophy of Law (Routledge: 2007), 548-558.  
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but injustice.”26 Richard Swinburne (1989) similarly argues that to wrong another places 

one in “somewhat like the legal situation of a debtor who owes money. The wrong needs 

righting. There is an obligation to do something like repaying.”27 Radzik (2008) also 

writes that, “Certain harms caused by wrongdoing are indeed best understood in terms of 

moral debts.”28 A more popular example is Ta-Nehisi Coates’ famous, “A Case for 

Reparations,” (2014) the lead paragraph of which includes: “Until we reckon with our 

compounding moral debts, America will never be whole.”29  

 The elements of this understanding of justice clearly boast some appeal. In this 

first chapter my aim is not only to understand these elements as independently plausible 

but as jointly forming a consistent model of justice. Given the language of ‘to each his 

due,’ balancing scales, and paying debts I will refer to the theory as the Moral Debt 

Model of Justice (MDMJ).  

 

1.2 The Moral Debt Model of Justice30 

 The fundamental idea of the MDMJ is, again, that injustice consists of wronging 

others, that in wronging others we incur an obligation to make amends, and that this is 

best characterized as acquiring and paying a debt. This should not be mistaken for the 

claim that all kinds of harms may be monetized or that undoing injustice is primarily a 

matter of financial compensation. As Robert Solomon (1989) notes, while the origin of 

the language of debts is unclear, “Debt, in most societies, is a moral measure rather than a 

 
26 Judith Jarvis Thomson, “Preferential Hiring,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 2 (Summer 1973): 

380. 
 
27 Richard Swinburne, Responsibility and Atonement (Clarendon: Oxford University Press, 1989), 

74. Quoted in Brandon Warmke, “The Economic Model of Forgiveness,” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 
97 (2016): 570-589. 

 
28 Radzik, Making Amends, 79. 
 
29 Ta-Nehisi Coates, “The Case for Reparations,” The Atlantic, June, 2014, 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2014/06/the-case-for-reparations/361631/. For another 
example, see Randall Robinson’s The Debt: What America Owes to Blacks (2001).  

 
30 The structure of this and the next section are inspired by Warmke (2016).   
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monetary arrangement.”31 Nevertheless, the issue is complicated by the fact that moral 

wrongs—particularly theft or destruction of property—oftentimes have economic 

consequences and, as a result, financial compensation is frequently required as a means 

of redress. Moreover, as Radzik (2008) points out, the very word ‘amends,’ “comes from 

an old French word for ‘pecuniary fines.’”32 Likewise, though ‘reparations’ means 

literally ‘to repair,’ in public discourse it typically denotes financial compensation for 

past wrongdoing.33 This is all by way of acknowledging that the relationship between 

moral and economic terms is complex. At this point my aim is simply to make clear that 

while there is often a financial component to making amends, moral debts are not 

necessarily financial debts. While we have a prima facie moral duty to pay our economic 

debts, our moral debts often cannot be paid off monetarily because money is usually an 

inappropriate means for redressing moral wrongs.  

  Even if one accepts this common way of characterizing wrongdoers’ moral 

obligations in the wake of injustice, the nature of moral debts—how they are acquired, 

their content, and how they may be paid—is not pellucid. The nature of economic debts, 

however, is much clearer. Consequently, I shall attempt to shed greater light on the nature 

of moral debts by way of analogy with economic debts. Consider a paradigmatic example 

of an economic debt: taking out a loan. In accepting a loan we make ourselves vulnerable 

to certain kinds of liabilities, such as repossession or wage garnishing, for failing to pay it 

off. We have a moral obligation to pay our financial debts because not doing so would 

constitute theft, but the content of the debt is not itself moral. We do not, that is, owe our 

lending institution a debt of gratitude and we certainly do not owe it an apology for 

having accepted a loan. Once paid, we are released from all liabilities and our former 

lender no longer has a right to demand further payment.  

 
31 Robert C. Solomon, “Justice and the Passion for Vengeance,” excerpted in What is Justice? ed. 

Robert C. Solomon and Mark C. Murphy (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 258.  
 
32 Radzik, Making Amends, 5.  
 
33 Having quoted him, I should acknowledge that though Coates (2014) clearly intends there to be 

a financial component to ‘reparations’ he also envisions a broader public confrontation of America with its 
history of racism.   
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 Of course, not all economic debts neatly fit this institutional paradigm. Brandon 

Warmke (2016) provides an instructive case: “While at a dinner party at Sue’s house, Ted 

accidentally trips, falls, and knocks over and smashes Sue’s vase.” Despite its being an 

accident, it seems clear that Ted owes Sue for the vase; he is financially responsible for 

its repair or replacement. However, because the damage was accidental, Ted’s debt to 

Sue is not a moral one. He has harmed Sue (albeit in a comparatively small way) but he 

has not wronged her.34 Likewise, any apology Ted might be expected to make will be an 

acknowledgment of his causal responsibility in the vase’s being broken, but not an 

expression of moral guilt or remorse.  

 Alternatively consider a clearly moral but not economic case, also from Warmke 

(2016), in which, “Julia deceives Otto, thereby causing him to fail to pick up his daughter 

at school.”35 Certainly Julia owes Otto something. At minimum she owes him an 

explanation and apology, and perhaps a more substantial sign of regret, such as picking 

up his daughter from school for him for several days or some other modest act of 

service.36 Even though this would cost Julia something in time and resources, it would be 

wholly inappropriate for her to offer Otto whatever the cash value of such a service. All 

else being equal, if Julia in fact does explain why she lied, apologizes, and at least offers 

to provide some appropriate act of service to demonstrate her remorse and desire to make 

amends, it would be unreasonable for Otto to demand anything more from Julia or 

continue to blame her.  

Discharging our moral debts is not always so easy. For example, in the Ian 

McEwan novel Atonement (2001), thirteen-year-old Briony lies that she clearly saw the 

adult housekeeper’s son, Robbie, rape her cousin. In fact, Briony could not see who it 

was but accuses Robbie because, after misapprehending several episodes of sexual 

tension between Robbie and her adult sister, she believes he must be a rapist. In reality 

Robbie is innocent, but on the basis of Briony’s testimony he is imprisoned, eventually 

 
34 I elucidate this distinction in Chapter 3.  
 
35 Warmke, “Economic Model of Forgiveness,” 571.  
 
36 Of course, Otto might consider Julia insufficiently concerned with his daughter’s welfare to 

accept such an arrangement; it depends on how one spells out the details of the case. The point, however, is 
that for Julia to consider her debt to Otto paid will likely require some appropriate act of service.  
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leading to coerced military service during the course of which he dies. Celia, the older 

sister, who never doubted Robbie’s innocence, breaks with her family over his 

mistreatment and is herself killed during the Blitz without ever having had the chance to 

reunite with Robbie. Is there any way Briony could pay her moral debt after their deaths? 

It appears doubtful. 

My claim is that, despite their diversity, these kinds of moral and economic cases 

share a similar structure:  

 

1. A state of equilibrium, disrupted by   
2. The debt incurring event, followed by 
3. The state of being obligated, exited by 
4. The debt repayment event, leading to 
5. A restored equilibrium. 

 

In both the economic and moral cases there is a certain prior relational equilibrium. By 

incurring a debt, whether voluntarily or not, one disrupts the equilibrium by placing 

oneself to some extent in the power of others. Of course, one’s relationship may already 

be complex. Ted and Sue and Briony and Robbie are already parties to ongoing 

relationships. One may already be a client of the bank at which one applies for a loan. 

That is to say, relational equilibrium need not entail equal holdings or equality in all 

things. The argument is that incurring a moral debt alters the norms of interaction 

between victims and wrongdoers in a way similar to incurring an economic debt. Victims 

may make demands of and treat their wrongdoers in ways that they otherwise could not. 

If the wrongdoers are reasonably responsive, however, the right to make such demands 

eventually expires and it becomes inappropriate to view the perpetrator as someone who 

owes one something.37 This does not eradicate the fact of the perpetrator’s guilt or require 

that victims forget the past. Nor does a restored equilibrium require a return to the exact 

prior relationship. The moral debt being paid simply makes it (in most cases) reasonable 

for victims to relax their defensive stance toward their past wrongdoers and unreasonable 

for them to pursue further recompense from them.  

 
37 Of course, in cases of great injustice it may be that the debt is so great that this point is never 

reached.  
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I have not attempted a full account of what is normally required for a moral debt 

to be paid, but I have hinted at one common view: Wrongdoers’ debts to their victims in 

the aftermath of injustice include, in most cases, an obligation to undo the harm inflicted 

as much as is possible. This is usually accomplished by restoring the status quo ante. One 

might wonder why this is the appropriate response. What is special, one might ask, about 

the previous status quo? In “Compensation and Redistribution” (1991), Robert E. Goodin 

offers an at least partial answer. He argues that the reason for restoring the status quo 

ante is not that it was a substantively just state of affairs, for this is clearly not always the 

case. Instead, he advances the following argument:  

 
1. People reasonably rely upon a settled state of affairs persisting (or, anyway, not being 

interrupted in the ways against which compensation protects them) when framing their life plans.  
2. That people should be able to plan their lives is morally desirable.  
3. Compensation, if sufficiently swift, full, and certain, would restore the conditions that 

people were relying upon when framing their plans, and so allow them to carry on with their plans 
with minimal interruption.38  

 

Goodin’s argument for compensation is not tailored to injustices and we should 

acknowledge that this is not the only reason for attempting to recoup losses from 

wrongdoers. (I explore some of these reasons in Chapter 3.) Yet it does provide one 

rationale for the appropriateness of attempting to restore the previous status quo in the 

aftermath of injustice and why this appears to be one of the elements of the moral debts 

generated by unjust acts.   

 In addition to accommodating our ordinary way of talking about our obligations 

in the wake of injustice, the virtue of the analogy between moral and economic debts is 

threefold. First and foremost, it makes sense of the way incurring a moral debt alters the 

norms of interaction between agents. In the same way that those to whom we owe 

economic debts may make certain demands of us, victims may regard and treat their 

moral debtors in ways that would otherwise be impermissible. Victims may blame, 

 
38 Robert E. Goodin, “Compensation and Redistribution,” in Compensatory Justice, ed. John W. 

Chapman (NYU Press, 1991), 152. Goodin is not alone in this view. Debra Satz suggests a similar position 
in her argument that there are limits to reparations for historical injustices, including return of land: “less 
immediate successors grow up in different places and adjust their expectations and adapt to new 
environments.” See Debra Satz, “Countering the Wrongs of the Past: The Role of Compensation,” NOMOS 
51 (2012): 129–50.  
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resent, and demand restitution (which, again, need not be monetary) from them. Second, 

the analogy explains why there are limits to the demands victims may make. When the 

losses suffered from an injustice are not irreparable and wrongdoers respond 

appropriately, the debt is paid and further blame and calls for additional compensation 

become unreasonable. Finally, understanding unjust acts as violating the reasonable 

expectations upon which we base our life plans and pursue our projects, the MDMJ 

explains why we cannot simply move on after having been wronged by others and why 

their debt generally includes an obligation to restore the status quo ante.  

 

1.3 Disanalogies? 

 Having argued that drawing an analogy between moral and economic debts 

illuminates the nature of the ordinary view of justice (the MDMJ), it is necessary to 

consider whether there are significant disanalogies which prevent the economic analogy 

from being illuminating, overall.  

 Debt forgiveness. Sometimes, our economic debts are cancelled or forgiven. For 

example, in the case of the broken vase, Warmke (2016) imagines Sue saying to Ted, 

“You don’t have to pay me for the vase, Ted, don’t worry about it.”39 He argues that:  

 
In doing so, Sue would be giving up any right to demand payment from Ted in the future for the 
vase. Sue’s forgiveness may not relieve Ted of an all-things-considered obligation to pay back 
Sue. There might be, for example, a law requiring that when vases are broken, the vase’s owner be 
paid back by the vase-breaker. But insofar as Sue can make financial demands on Ted for breaking 
her vase, in financially forgiving him, she forgoes any right to see that Ted pays her.40  

 
I follow Warmke’s arguments in supposing that, in the same way, moral debts can also be 

forgiven. We can imagine, for example, Otto forgiving Julia for deceiving him, thereby 

cancelling her debt to him (to the extent it is within his power to do so). Moreover, while 

it would certainly require a high degree of moral character on Robbie’s part, we might 

even imagine him forgiving Briony. What this means in Briony’s and similar cases is that 

she is released from her obligation to make certain kinds of reparations and that Robbie 

 
39 Warmke, “Economic Model of Forgiveness,” 571. 
  
40 Warmke, “Economic Model of Forgiveness,” 572.  
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relinquishes the right to blame her.41 Legally, Briony might still be required to recant her 

testimony of his guilt and pay any penalties associated with her perjury. It could be, 

moreover, that Briony still bears a moral obligation to apologize because this is perhaps a 

debt Robbie cannot cancel. In forgiving her Robbie is simply cancelling Briony’s debt to 

him as far as he is able. Hence, while debt repayment and cancellation are not the same 

practices, the MDMJ can accommodate the phenomenon of debt cancellation. There is no 

disanalogy so far.  

 Consenting to moral debts. In a 2007 book, Charles Griswold argues that there is 

an important disanalogy between moral and economic debts:  

 
When X wrongs Y, she does not borrow and is not loaned something. She forcibly takes 
something from Y without her consent. By contrast, the taking on of a debt is consented to by the 
lender, who is (as she thinks) benefited thereby.42  

 
This assumes, as Warmke (2016) points out, an overly narrow conception of debts. As 

Ted’s breaking Sue’s vase illustrates, even economic debts are not always acquired 

consensually. Conversely, individuals sometimes consent to have wrongs done to them: 

 
A contented slave might consent to her enslavement, but many would judge that the enslavement 
is still a wrong. Or consider the case of the battered spouse who stays in a relationship because she 
feels she deserves the beatings, or the adolescent who consents to a sexual relationship with a 
teacher.43  

 

Of course, these are controversial cases but many would agree, I think, that they 

constitute injustices despite the presence of consent. Moreover, there are non-abusive 

contexts in which one may consent to acquiring moral debts. For instance, if debts of 

gratitude are possible, then one sometimes consensually acquires a moral debt by 

accepting benefits. Cumulatively, this suggests that one may acquire an economic or 

moral debt with or without consent.  

 
41 See Warmke, “Economic Model of Forgiveness,” 574-5.  
 
42 Charles Griswold, Forgiveness: A Philosophical Exploration (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2007), 61. Quoted in Warmke (2016). 
 
43 Warmke, “Economic Model of Forgiveness,” 579.  
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 The badness of moral debts. Warmke also considers that by the above Griswold 

might intend “that while there is always something wrong (or bad) about being in moral 

debt to someone, this is not true about economic debts,” because economic debts are 

sometimes incurred by agreement.44 Hence, there is a significant disanalogy between 

moral and economic debts. In response, Warmke concedes the truth of Griswold’s claim 

and suggests that defenders of the analogy limit its scope to only certain kinds of 

economic debts—for instance, those that create unwelcomed financial burdens. However, 

as he recognizes, this response is somewhat ad hoc and, naturally, weakens the analogy.  

Another kind of response, which Warmke does not consider, is to deny that there 

is always something wrong (or bad) about being in someone’s moral debt. While I am 

happy to accept that it is always bad to be in someone’s debt as a result of wrongdoing, 

there are cases in which indebtedness is morally unproblematic. Imagine, for example, 

that one accepts a personal loan from a friend rather than going to a bank. This places one 

in the debt of one’s friend, but there is nothing morally problematic about that. Even after 

paying one’s friend back one arguably owes her a debt of gratitude, requiring one to 

provide commensurate benefits if and when possible and appropriate. But, again, there is 

nothing morally wrong with bearing this kind of obligation. On the contrary, the 

existence of this kind of reciprocal relationship is morally valuable in that it teaches us to 

respect and cooperate with one another.45 

Unilateral debt repayment. A final pair of potential disanalogies are suggested by 

Griswold (2007), who writes that, “indebtedness can in principle be dismissed 

unilaterally by the person to whom the debt is owed . . . And if to injure were to incur a 

debt, the ‘guilty’ party could unilaterally wipe the slate clean by repaying the debt.”46 The 

claim, of course, is that moral injuries are not like this—moral debts cannot be eliminated 

by the guilty party on their own. In response, consider once more the case in which Julia 

lies to Otto. Imagine that Julia explains why she lied, apologizes profusely, accepts full 

responsibility for any bad consequences, morally reforms, and does Otto many good turns 

 
44 Warmke, “Economic Model of Forgiveness,” 579.  
  
45 See Schmidtz, Justice, 76. 
 
46 Griswold, Forgiveness, 61. 
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that demonstrate her remorse. Otto, however, continues to blame Julia and claims there is 

nothing she could do to make up for her deceit. Should we conclude that Julia is still 

morally indebted to Otto? I would think not. By any reasonable measure Julia has done as 

much, and arguably more than, Otto could reasonably expect of her. Julia has paid her 

debt.  

This is not to say that Julia has wiped her moral slate clean. It remains the case 

that she committed a moral wrong. Moral guilt is ineradicable in this way. Nevertheless, 

while Julia cannot change the past, in having morally reformed one might say she has 

changed the meaning of the past. That is, she might regard it as a turning point that led 

her to reorient herself in a morally good way. Otto’s obstinate refusal to reconcile with 

her may cause her guilt to weigh more heavily on her conscience than it should, but this 

should not prevent Julia from recognizing that she has paid her debt to him. In many 

cases, unilaterally paying off one’s debt may be practically impossible without the 

cooperation of one’s victim but this should not trouble us conceptually. What this case 

illustrates is that while we cannot unilaterally accomplish reconciliation, we can (at least 

sometimes) unilaterally pay our moral debts.  

Third-party debt repayment. A second and related disanalogy threatens: while 

economic debts may be paid by third-parties, this is not true of moral debts. In response 

we should begin by making a distinction (which I develop more fully in Chapter 3) 

between harms and wrongs.47  Harms are damages to one’s person and property including 

nonphysical possessions such as one’s reputation. Wrongs are, among other things, acts 

which disrespect. While third-parties may in some cases compensate for harms done, they 

cannot compensate wrongs. Debra Satz discusses an instructive case in her “Countering 

the Wrongs of the Past” (2012):  

 
When the Prime Minister of Japan offered a letter of apology and monetary compensation to some 
five hundred survivors among the two hundred thousand “comfort women” exploited as sexual 
slaves during World War II, only six women accepted the offer. Most of the women rejected the 

 
47 For one example of the distinction, see Gerald F. Gaus, “Does Compensation Restore 

Equality?” Compensatory Justice, ed. John W. Chapman (NYU Press, 1991) 45–82. 
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offer because the fund came from private sources rather than the government and was not 
accompanied by any official apology.48  

 

As Satz describes it, the compensation was rejected primarily because it was perceived to 

be coming from a third-party rather than the surviving perpetrators themselves or the 

nation of Japan as a whole. Even supposing that the compensation would have succeeded 

in making up for the harm done to these women (and it is far from clear that it could), it 

seems it was reasonably rejected because it could not undo the wrong. More than likely 

nothing could ever fully make up for the wrong in this case, but third-parties cannot do so 

even in principle because injustice is relational. Third-parties may be able to compensate 

for harms, mitigating the effects of the wrongdoing, and perhaps even promoting 

reconciliation. But third-parties cannot meaningfully apologize or show remorse on 

perpetrators’ behalf. Nor can they undo the wrong for them. Injustices are (among other 

things) relational harms and others cannot repair our relationships for us.   

Consequently, I think we must admit that third-party debt repayment is possible in 

cases of financial but not moral debts. While this is a disanalogy it is, I think, one we 

should be happy to admit. Otherwise we would have to accept the existence of a kind of 

moral currency, which would seem to misrepresent and cheapen the very concept of 

morality. The question is if this dissimilarity prevents the moral/economic debt analogy 

from being illuminating. It does not seem so because the disanalogy does not affect the 

core insight of the practices sharing a similar structure. It merely limits the applicability 

of the comparison in one area for the sake of maintaining our common understanding of 

morality. Moreover, as Warmke (2016) notes, if there were no disanalogies, they would 

be the same practice.49   

 

1.4 Puzzles for the Debt Model 

 Thus far, my purpose in this chapter has been to (i) articulate the common 

understanding of justice, (ii) appeal to support for its elements in the literature, (iii) 

characterize it as a debt model of justice, and (iv) defend the analogy. By appealing to the 

 
48 Satz, “Countering Wrongs,” 136.  
49 Warmke, “Economic Model of Forgiveness,” 573.  
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MDMJ as the common sense characterization of justice I have not meant to suggest that 

this is the answer one would receive from a person in the street to the question, “What is 

justice?” Rather, my aim has been to construct a model of justice that is merely based 

upon the way we talk about it in ordinary life. That is the Moral Debt Model of Justice. It 

is not a complete theory of justice in the broad sense of describing the way the world 

ought to be, but it is a theory of what justice prescribes in the aftermath of interpersonal 

wrongdoing. Moreover, my defense of the MDMJ has not been that is necessarily the 

correct view of justice, but that it is a plausible one, which is illuminated by the analogy 

between economic debts and moral obligations. Consequently, I do not take the MDMJ to 

be firmly established, but relatively safe from the most threatening disanalogies.  

 Even if I have succeeded in defining and defending the basics of the MDMJ, 

however, it continues to face important questions. I opened this chapter with a quotation 

from Radzik (2008) expressing challenges for the idea of moral debts. In this final section 

I shall frame some of these and other challenges as important questions that the model 

must be capable of answering to be fully plausible: (1) Among the characteristics of the 

MDMJ is that justice is concerned only with relatively important goods. What could 

explain this limitation? Is not every case of getting less than one is due an injustice, 

regardless of the importance of the relevant goods? (2) Likewise, why is getting more 

than we are due, at least of desirable things, not an injustice? (3) Given how important 

justice is to us in so many circumstances and how relentlessly we often pursue it, why in 

some cases are we able to show mercy to or forgive those who do us injustices? Does this 

show justice is simply a desire for revenge? (4) In many cases, especially those of grave 

injustice, the debts created by wrongdoing seem unpayable. As Radzik writes, “It is 

surely true that some wrongs can never be righted.”50 There is no shortage of examples of 

such wrongs, not only historical injustices such as the Holocaust, American slavery, or 

the sexual enslavement of the Korean “comfort women,” but also interpersonal ones—

any instance in which one’s victim has died, for example. Even in less dramatic cases, 

paying moral debts often seems impossible because, as I have already contended, moral 

 
50 Radzik, Making Amends, 84.  
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goods are not fungible. A classic criticism of retributivism, for example, is that it entails 

the suffering of wrongdoers somehow benefits victims, when in reality all it effects is the 

diminishment of both victim and wrongdoer.51 Why, then, do we demand not only but 

especially in these kinds of cases, that wrongdoers attempt to pay their moral debts? (5) 

Relatedly, if guilt is ineradicable—that is, if one can never erase the fact of one’s guilt—

why do we as wrongdoers often find it so important to attempt atonement? These are 

puzzles for the MDMJ and to adequately explain them I believe will require us to better 

understand the social function of justice. It is to this question that I turn in Chapter 2.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
51 See Radzik, Making Amends, 41-43 articulates something like this criticism of Jean Hampton’s 

retributivism.  
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CHAPTER II  

THE MINIMUM PURPOSE OF MORALITY 
 

Society, however, cannot subsist among those who are at all times ready to hurt 
and injure one another.  
 

- Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759)52 
 
 
 What is the social function of justice? I closed the previous chapter by 

acknowledging several puzzles for the conception of justice I defended as the Moral Debt 

Model of Justice (MDMJ) and noting they could be addressed via a functionalist 

explanation. If we can understand the social purpose of this moral principle requiring 

each to give and get their due, then we will be in a better position to understand the 

apparent exceptions to that rule. Justice, however, is not the whole of morality. There are 

many moral principles and virtues of which justice is only one example. To avoid 

inflating the moral significance of justice, I begin by taking a further step back to 

consider the ends of morality overall so that we may then examine the ways in which 

justice promotes those ends.  

 

2.1 The Ends of Morality 

 To some, particularly moral naturalists53, inquiring into the ends, function, or 

purpose of morality will seem inapt, akin to asking, “What is the function of air?” It 

simply exists and to inquire into its function presupposes a kind of moral 

 
52 Adam Smith, “Justice as a Moral Sentiment from A Theory of the Moral Sentiments (1759)” in 

What is Justice? ed. Robert C. Solomon and Mark C. Murphy (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 
143-151.  

 
53 By ‘moral naturalists’ I intend those who on Matthew Lutz and James Lenman’s (2018) view 

endorse the following three claims: moral realism (there are objective, mind-independent moral facts), 
metaphysical naturalism (moral facts are natural facts), and epistemic naturalism (we know moral claims 
are true in the same way that we know about claims in the natural sciences). See Matthew Lutz and James 
Lenman, “Moral Naturalism,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2018 Edition), ed. Edward N. 
Zalta, https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2018/entries/naturalism-moral/. 
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constructivism.54 My intent, however, is not to predicate my argument upon either of 

these metaethical views. This would unnecessarily limit its appeal. Instead, I will point 

out that to ask what the function of air for humans is does not require one to suppose it is 

a human creation. Similarly, we may inquire into the purposes of morality in human life 

without presupposing constructivism.   

 Even so, we are immediately confronted with the difficulty of the question. Russ 

Shafer-Landau, a prominent defender of moral realism, for instance, begins his renowned 

introduction to ethics by acknowledging students will expect an answer to the question, 

“What is morality?” but that he cannot give one because, “There is no widely agreed-on 

definition of morality.”55 However, he does offer that:  

 
We know that it is critically concerned with protecting people’s well-being, with fairness, justice, 
respect for others, virtue, responsibility, rights, liberties, social cooperation, praise, and blame. But 
the precise nature of such concern is highly disputed . . .56  

 

Following Shafer-Landau’s lead, I do not attempt an answer to what morality is, but what 

it does.  

Consequently, I do not pursue a thick or maximal understanding of morality, to 

use Michael Walzer’s (1994) terminology, but a thin or minimal one.57 Walzer, of course, 

considers maximal morality—in the sense of embedded and ‘thickened’ by particular 

historical, cultural, religious, and political traditions—to be primary. Minimal morality is 

the set of moral principles which can only be artificially abstracted from maximal 

moralities:  

 

 
54 By ‘constructivism’ I mean the metaethical view that normative value is not something we 

discover but construct through the use practical reason. See Carla Bagnoli “Constructivism in 
Metaethics," The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2020 Edition), ed. Edward N. Zalta, 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2020/entries/constructivism-metaethics/. 

 
 55 Russ Shafer-Landau, The Fundamentals of Ethics, 4th ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2018), 8. 
  

56 Shafer-Landau, Ethics, 8. 
 
57 Michael Walzer, Thick and Thin: Moral Argument at Home and Abroad (Notre Dame: 

University of Notre Dame Press: 1994). 
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It consists in principles and rules that are reiterated in different times and places, and that are seen 
to be similar even though they are expressed in different idioms and reflect different histories and 
different versions of the world.58  

 

Thus we are able to understand what the 1989 Czech anti-communist protestors meant by 

their signs reading “Truth” and “Justice,” despite their cultural, political, and now 

temporal distance from ourselves. It is this kind of morality, thin and as near universal as 

we can hope for, that I will pursue.  

What is the content of this minimal morality? According to Walzer, while any 

account of a minimal morality will necessarily be expressive of our own thick morality, 

such an account would yield, “a set of standards to which all societies can be held—

negative injunctions, most likely, rules against murder, deceit, torture, oppression, and 

tyranny.”59 P.F. Strawson (1961)  similarly argues that, “some claim on human succor, 

some obligation to abstain from the infliction of physical injury, seem to be necessary 

features of almost any system of moral demands.”60 In The Object of Morality (1971), 

G.J. Warnock argues that the point of morality is “the amelioration of the human 

predicament” which is characterized by limited resources, information, intelligence, 

rationality, and, most importantly, sympathy.61 The role of morality is thus to countervail 

these limitations. Louis P. Pojman expands on this irenic idea arguing in The Moral Life 

(2018) that morality has five purposes:  

 
1. To keep society from falling apart.  
2. To ameliorate human suffering. 
3. To promote human flourishing.  
4. To resolve conflicts of interest in just and orderly ways.  
5. To assign praise and blame, reward the good and punish the guilty.62  
 

 
58 Walzer, Thick and Thin, 17.  
 
59 Walzer, Thick and Thin, 10.  
 
60 P.F. Strawson, “Social Morality and Individual Ideal,” Philosophy 36 (January 1961): 8.  
 
61 G.J. Warnock, The Object of Morality (London: Methuen and Co., 1971), 16-17.  
 
62 Louis P. Pojman, “On the Nature and Purpose of Morality,” in The Moral Life: An Introductory 

Reader in Ethics and Literature, ed. Louis P. Pojman and Lewis Vaughn, 6th ed. (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2018), 37.  
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While the accounts given by Shafer-Landau, Warnock, and Pojman are not definitions of 

a minimal morality so much as accounts of the purpose of morality simpliciter, we may, 

in conjunction with Walzer and Strawson, extract from them an understanding of the 

minimal purpose (or end) of morality. Each account emphasizes relative freedom from 

violence and Warnock and Pojman in particular underscore, if only implicitly, the 

importance of cooperation.63 Consonantly with all of these accounts, I consider the 

minimal purpose of morality to be:    

 
(MPM) To establish and maintain conditions in which people may live together in relative peace.  

 

The remainder of this chapter is devoted to elucidating this idea but one point requires 

immediate explanation. Peace is the minimal purpose—in the sense of the most basic or 

fundamental function—of a minimal morality. My claim, as is illustrated in what follows, 

is not that peace must be secured before any other ends become morally valuable. Rather, 

peace is the only reliable strategy for securing states of affairs in which we are able to 

realize further moral goods.  
 

2.2 Understanding the Minimal Purpose of Morality 

The content of the MPM requires some elaboration. Beginning with the notion of 

peace, I follow Fabian Wendt (2016) in defining peace as the stable absence of violence 

within a given geographical area.64 The qualification of peace as ‘relative’ is to allow for 

two exceptions. First, for a region to be at peace need not require the total absence of 

violence. Peace I take to be a threshold concept. Some, undoubtedly low, threshold of 

violence must be crossed for a region to fail to be at peace (though I will not attempt to 

specify its location). Second, and relatedly, a commonly accepted form of violence 

should not be considered as undermining peace because “it is not destabilizing or at least 

 
63 See also David McCabe, Modus Vivendi Liberalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2010), quoted in Wendt (2016), 81. 
 
64 Fabian Wendt, Compromise, Peace and Public Justification: Political Morality Beyond Justice 

(Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 72; 88. 
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[is] less destabilizing than controversial or unaccepted violence.”65 Blood-sports or 

human sacrifice, for example, while intrinsically violent do not necessarily undermine 

peace if they are socially accepted practices. Less dramatic examples include capital 

punishment and self-defense.  

By defining peace as the stable absence of non-communally sanctioned violence, 

Wendt indicates that peace is more than mere truce.66 The non-violence of warring parties 

resting between skirmishes, for instance, is not what we mean here by ‘peace’. Genuine 

peace must be capable of withstanding certain challenges. For example, a social 

tinderbox—that is, a society so unstable that a relatively minor incident could ignite 

widespread civil unrest—is not at peace in our intended sense of the word. True peace 

must be, at least to some degree, counterfactually stable.   

The final and, I think, most controversial element of Wendt’s understanding of 

peace is that it must be based upon modus vivendi arrangements.67 Wendt departs from 

John Rawls’ ordinary understanding of modus vivendi as the stability resulting from a 

mere balance of powers and likely to be lost if any shift in power occurs.68 Instead, 

Wendt argues that so long as we are subject to conflicts (both moral and non-moral), 

which he takes to be enduring features of the human condition, modus vivendi 

arrangements are necessary to securing peace.  

On his view the stable absence of violence is based on a modus vivendi when (i) 

there are institutional arrangements that secure peace (i.e., established procedures for 

conflict resolution), (ii) the arrangement is accepted as a second-best (i.e., it is not the 

result of any one party getting all they desire), and (iii) it satisfies certain minimal moral 

criteria.69  It is this third element of Wendt’s understanding of modus vivendi 

arrangements which makes them particularly relevant to our discussion. While Wendt 

 
65 Wendt, Beyond Justice, 74-5.  
 
66 See Wendt, Beyond Justice, 75. 
 
67 See Wendt, Beyond Justice, 71. 
 
68 John Rawls, Justice as Fairness: A Restatement, ed. Erin Kelly (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 

2001), 192.  
 
69 Wendt, Beyond Justice, 78-83.  
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remains agnostic as to what these criteria are, he supposes they should conform to 

Walzer’s (1994) minimal morality.70 I take no stand on the proper definition of ‘modus 

vivendi’ but suppose that Wendt’s description of it offers a reasonable picture of how to 

secure the MPM. That is not to say that if a Rawlsian overlapping consensus were 

achieved, I would deny that the stability of such an arrangement represents genuine 

peace. Far from it. However, I concur with Wendt that, given value pluralism, the 

realization of an overlapping consensus is at best highly unlikely, making a modus 

vivendi the most practically promising means for securing peace.  

In summary, the MPM is to enable relatively peaceful communal life in the face 

of persistent disagreement. That is, I agree with John Gray (2000), who writes that:  

 
The aim of modus vivendi cannot be to still the conflict of values. It is to reconcile individuals and 
ways of life honouring conflicting values to a life in common. We do not need common values in 
order to live together in peace.71 
 

That it enables people to ‘live together,’ is to emphasize that this is not the peace of 

parties so physically distant that conflict is practically impossible. It is peace within 

societies. Moreover, I take it that people cannot live together (in the sense of 

geographical proximity) in conditions of relative peace without some minimal level of 

cooperation—at least enough to fix procedures for conflict resolution. Again, this is not 

the peace of total strangers.  

 

2.3 Why Peace? 

 The above elaboration notwithstanding, one might wonder why peace, in the 

particular way just defined, is the minimal purpose of morality. First, in support of the 

MPM I appeal again to the literature which, though not expansive, generally describes 

morality (or at least a minimal morality) as concerned with freedom from violence. 

Second, even if one denies that that peace is intrinsically valuable, one must admit that 

none of the usual candidates for intrinsic value—for example, happiness or life itself—

 
70 See Wendt, Beyond Justice, 80.  
 
71 John Gray, Two Faces of Liberalism (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000), 5-6. 
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can reliably be realized under conditions of violence. Peace, in other words, is the only 

reliable strategy for attaining intrinsically valuable goods. As Wendt puts it, “peace is a 

precondition for being able to pursue one’s life projects, whatever they may be, and 

indeed ‘for the achievement of almost any other goods,’”72 including economic growth.73 

We should not underestimate the value of being able to make and pursue life projects. 

Recall, for example, that Goodin (1991) argues for the moral desirability of people being 

able to plan and pursue their life-plans on the basis of, among other things, autonomy.74 

Finally, that peace is of (at least instrumental) value to practically everyone, would seem 

to justify regarding it as being of moral value. If one at least accepts the uncontroversial 

idea that morality concerns how we treat one another, one should accept peace as a 

morally evaluative term. That is, the peacefulness of interpersonal relationships or 

political arrangements is at least one measure of their moral goodness. In reply to the 

critic, then, I suggest that peace is the minimal aim of morality because it is a 

precondition for realizing practically all other moral goods.  

 Two further questions, however, remain. First, why think that the requirement of 

peace applies within societies rather than between them? Why not global peace? Second, 

does the view espoused above not entail that an oppressively imposed peace would meet 

some minimal moral standard? In response to the latter, no. Such an arrangement might 

constitute a modus vivendi in the traditional sense that Rawls employs, but I have already 

expressed my alignment with Wendt’s conception of a modus vivendi which requires the 

satisfaction of certain minimal moral principles. As Walzer argued, these include 

injunctions against, among other things, oppression. Hence, an oppressive regime would 

not meet the kind of minimal moral standard I have described.  

 
72 Wendt, Beyond Justice, 86. Here Wendt is partially quoting from John Horton, “Realism, liberal 

moralism, and a political theory of modus vivendi,” European Journal of Political Theory 9 (2010): 431-
48.  

 
73 One might point to American economic growth during WWII as a counterexample to this point. 

However, this is the case only because mainland America was at peace. I believe there are no examples of 
net economic growth within geographical regions at war.  

 
74 Goodin, “Compensation and Redistribution,” 152.  
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At first glance the former question might appear to be a more serious challenge. 

After all, if intra-societal peace is a precondition for the realization of almost all further 

moral goods, surely inter-societal peace is at least of equal importance given the 

destructiveness of war. One response is that we are after a minimal purpose of morality, 

while world peace is a clearly maximalist end. Now, one might worry that this is trading 

on two different senses of ‘minimal.’ After all, at the outset I committed to defending a 

minimal morality in the sense of a thin and universally applicable morality, not in the 

sense of a modest or small-scale one as the above implies. This need not trouble us, 

however. The MPM specifies the minimal end (in the sense of basic) of a minimal 

morality (in Walzer’s sense of thin and universal) and I take it that world-peace is not the 

fundamental purpose of this minimal morality. Human flourishing, for instance, is 

undoubtedly a moral good, but survival and freedom from socially imposed hardship are 

more basic needs that must be met before the further ends of morality can be realized.  

Second, while wars and other kinds of inter-social conflicts can be highly 

destructive, they do not, as a rule, make the realization of most moral and social goods 

impossible. The Age of Enlightenment, for example, was a period of great scientific, 

intellectual, and cultural advance in Europe even in the midst of frequent warfare. 

International competition under threat of war can even spur some kinds of advances—

consider the Space Race, for instance. Civil war and even smaller-scale internal conflicts, 

however, often render communal life impossible. They tear the social fabric in a way war 

usually does not. My point is not to deny the bad moral consequences of war, but to argue 

that war between neighbors is even worse. Consider once again that the two lowest rungs 

on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs are physiological survival and safety.75 War oftentimes 

disenables us to move up the pyramid, as it were, but quite often it does not; it depends 

on the kind of war. Our neighborhood lacking a relatively stable peace, however, forces 

us to live at the bottom of the pyramid. 

In closing this chapter, I shall attempt to summarize and clarify. To establish and 

maintain conditions in which people may live together is the minimal purpose of our thin 

understanding of morality. It is the minimal purpose of morality because it is basic—

 
75 Abraham H. Maslow, Motivation and Personality (New York: Harper and Row, 1970).  
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peace is a precondition for realizing any further ends of morality. It is the minimal 

purpose of a thin (or minimal) morality because it is the basic end of every system of 

morality—that is, any thick or maximal morality. If one doubts the truth of these claims, I 

should acknowledge that the first is somewhat overstated for the sake of simplicity. In 

contending that peace is necessary for realizing any further goods I do not mean it is 

theoretically impossible for any goods to be realized in the absence of peace. Rather I 

mean that peace is the only state of affairs in which these goods may be reliably obtained. 

In support of the second claim I defer to Adam Smith. I opened this chapter with Smith’s 

contention that “Society . . . cannot subsist among those who are at all times ready to hurt 

and injure one another.”76 He continues, arguing that:   

 
The moment that injury begins, the moment that mutual resentment and animosity take place, all 
the bonds of it are broke asunder, and the different members of which it consisted are, as it were, 
dissipated and scattered abroad by the violence and opposition of their discordant affections.77  
 

Insofar as morality is concerned with how we treat one another it is necessarily concerned 

with the quality of our societies. If Smith is to be believed the very existence of society 

requires relative peace. Therefore, I stand by the conclusion that peace is the minimal 

purpose of any moral system we could recognize as such.   

In conclusion, Smith contends that:  

 
If there is any society among robbers and murderers, they must at least, according to the trite 
observation, abstain from robbing and murdering one another. Beneficence, therefore, is less 
essential to the existence of society than justice. Society may subsist, though not in the most 
comfortable state, without beneficence; but the prevalence of injustice must utterly destroy it.78  

 

In other words, there can be no society without peace, and there can be no peace without 

some degree of justice. I believe this to be basically correct and so in the next chapter I 

turn to consider how the Moral Debt Model of Justice serves the Minimal Purpose of 

Morality: peace. 

 
76 Adam Smith, “Justice,” 147.  
 
77 Adam Smith, “Justice,” 147. 
 
78 Adam Smith, “Justice,” 147. 
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CHAPTER III  

JUSTICE AND THE ENDS OF MORALITY 
 

[W]rongdoing arises in a world in which there is a conception of righting the 
wrong. It arises in a world in which persons possess a conception not just of 
separation from others but of coming together again with them, a conception of 
mending what has been torn, repairing what has been damaged—restoration.  
 

- Herbert Morris, “Guilt and Suffering,” (1971)79  

 

 Having defined and defended a particular conception of the minimal purpose of 

morality (MPM), it is time now to deliver on the promise of the first chapter and describe 

how justice, particularly the Moral Debt Model of Justice, connects with the MPM. I 

begin this phase of the argument by sketching an explanation of the point of justice. My 

approach is analogous to Elizabeth Anderson’s in “What is the Point of Equality?” 

(1999). In that article Anderson argues that, contrary to luck-egalitarian theory, the point 

of equality is neither to eliminate the effects of luck nor to ensure everyone gets what 

they morally deserve. Rather, the point of equality is to end social oppression and create a 

community in which people stand in relations of equal moral worth to one another.80 

Anderson accomplishes her task, in part, by considering the grounds of the badness of 

inequality. So, we might similarly begin by asking “What’s so bad about injustice?”  

 

3.1 What is the Point of Justice? 

By definition injustice denies (in whole or in part) some good one is due or places 

upon one some undue burden.81 More substantively, injustice harms. I follow Radzik 

 
79 Herbert Morris, “Guilt and Suffering,” Philosophy East and West 21 (October 1971): 424. 
 
80 I agree with Justin Tosi that Anderson equivocates on the meaning of ‘equality,’ but that is not 

relevant to the analogy I am drawing here. See Justin Tosi, “Relational Sufficientarianism and Basic 
Income,” in The Future of Work, Technology, and Basic Income, eds. Michael Cholbi and Michael Weber 
(Routledge, 2020).  

 
81 I should acknowledge that this is a somewhat artificial disjunction. Punishing an innocent 

person places an undue burden upon them by denying them some due good (i.e., freedom from wrongful 
punishment). I include the disjunction to avoid awkwardness. For instance, Herbert Morris argues 
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(2008) in taking it that, “Harm is present when some aspect of the victim’s life, health, 

property, rights, reputation, or well-being has been damaged.”82 Of course, not all harm is 

the result of wrongdoing. Natural disasters, so-called “acts of God,” and non-negligent 

accidents also harm. Harm is only an injustice when it wrongs someone. But injustice is 

wrong not only because it involves the responsible harming of another, but also because 

it treats others in two bad ways:  unfairly and disrespectfully.  

In one sense unjust acts are unfair simply because wrongdoers use something 

which is not theirs as if it is (as in cases of theft) or exercise some power to which they 

have no right as if they do (as in cases of abuse). A further sense in which injustice is 

unfair is captured by Herbert Morris in his famous “Persons and Punishment” (1968). 

There Morris articulates an argument for a variety of retributivism based on fair play. 

While Morris’ focus is the criminal law, his arguments may safely be extended to the 

moral law. Borrowing a term from H.L.A. Hart, he conceives of law as a system of 

primary rules: “restrictions on the free use of violence, theft, and deception to which 

human beings are tempted but which they must, in general, repress, if they are to coexist 

in close proximity to each other.”83 Reciprocally observing these constraints on 

destructive human behavior generates benefits for the group as a whole (e.g., safety and 

non-interference). The maintenance of these benefits depends on the mutual compliance 

of all. As Morris writes: 

 
A person who violates the rules has something others have—the benefits of the system—but by 
renouncing what others have assumed, the burdens of self-restraint, he has acquired an unfair 
advantage. Matters are not even until this advantage is in some way erased.84   

 

 
wrongdoers have a right to be punished, rather than treated therapeutically. But it is unnatural to say, “They 
denied Jones the due good of punishment.” See Morris, “Persons and Punishment.”  

 
82 Radzik, Making Amends, 76.  
 
83 H.L.A. Hart, “Law as the Union of Primary and Secondary Rules,” from Concepts of Law 

(1961), reprinted in Susan Dimock, Classic Readings and Cases in the Philosophy of Law (Routledge, 
2016), 58. Note that Hart’s claim is that primary rules are simply rules that directly regulate behavior, 
requiring performance or abstention from certain kinds of actions. What I quote specifies the primary rules 
Hart expects any society to enforce. 

 
84 Morris, “Persons and Punishment,” 549. 
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The erasure of this advantage (or payment of this debt, as he also puts it) is accomplished 

through punishment.85  

Injustice is not only harmful and unfair but also disrespectful in that it expresses a 

lack of due regard for the moral value of others. As Jeffrie Murphy (1988) describes:  

 
One reason we so deeply resent moral injuries done to us is not simply that they hurt us in some 
tangible or sensible way; it is because such injuries are also messages—symbolic communications. 
They are ways a wrongdoer has of saying to us, “I count but you do not,” “I can use you for my 
purposes,” or “I am up high and you are down below.”86  
 

Jean Hampton (1988) concurs, arguing that “A person wrongs another if and only if 

(while acting as a responsible agent) she treats him in a way that is objectively 

demeaning” where ‘objectively demeaning’ means “objectively disrespectful of these 

individuals’ moral worth.”87 Because all people are equal in intrinsic value, such 

messages are inevitably false, requiring a defeating counter-message delivered by (or on 

behalf of) the victim. If unaddressed, others may believe the aggressor’s message, 

inviting further wrongdoing. Hence, Pamela Hieronymi (2001) characterizes uncorrected 

wrongdoing as “a past action that persists as a present threat.”88  

 My purpose in discussing these theories is not the wholesale endorsement of 

either of them or retributivism generally but to add substance to the idea that injustice is 

unfair and disrespectful. Morris’ view is particularly instructive in that its basis is a 

system of primary rules the most fundamental of which—prohibitions on violence, theft, 

and deception—could be interpreted as rules for securing the MPM. Moreover, the theory 

of justice I have defended so far has appeared a mostly interpersonal matter. Something 

like Morris’ view explains, in a way consonant with my theory, why even individual acts 

 
85 I return to consider objections to his view after discussing respect.  
 
86 Murphy and Hampton, Forgiveness and Mercy, 25. Emphasis in original. 
 
87 Murphy and Hampton, Forgiveness and Mercy, 52-3. 
 
88 Pamela Hieronymi, “Articulating an Uncompromising Forgiveness.” Philosophy and 

Phenomenological Research 62 (2001): 546. Emphasis removed.  
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of wrongdoing have social consequences and why justice is a concern for entire 

communities.  

Morris’ theory is controversial. In particular Hampton (1991) finds it “too awful 

to be right,” principally because it fails “to link our condemnation of a wrongdoer to that 

which makes his conduct wrong” by suggesting that the only reason we resent 

wrongdoers is due to the unfair advantages they gain over us.89 It seems too awful to be 

true concerning crimes like rape and murder that we resent their perpetrators only 

because they gain an advantage we do not.90 I take this criticism to be essentially right 

and it is part of the reason I find Morris’ view inadequate as a monistic explanation of the 

wrongness of crime (although I am unsure it should be interpreted this way). 

Nevertheless, it captures something important about the wrongness of injustice: it 

freerides on the compliance of others. Furthermore, his critique of therapy (as opposed to 

punishment) is a powerful argument for considering injustice as generating moral debts. 

As he illustrates, the alternative may be nightmarish.91  

The expressivist retributivism of Hampton and Murphy is also not without 

complications. Radzik with Heather Gert and Michael Hand (2004) argues that 

Hampton’s theory embeds a false premise: “that power is correlated with human value.”92 

Properly understood, they argue, wrongdoers’ ability to master their victims demonstrates 

no moral superiority, but Hampton’s claim that victims mastering their wrongdoers 

reestablishes moral equality requires that she accept that idea.93 That is, if victims (or 

their representatives) demonstrate their moral value by mastering wrongdoers, it suggests 

 
89 Jean Hampton, “A New Theory of Retribution” in Liability and Responsibility Essays in Law 

and Morals, eds. R.G. Frey and Christopher W. Morris (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991). 
Reprinted in Dimock, Philosophy of Law, 562. Emphasis in the original. 

 
90 Hampton, “Retribution,” 562. 
 
91 Morris, “Persons and Punishment,” 549-557. Because the point of therapy is “health” not 

punishment or otherwise holding wrongdoers responsible, one might be subjected to it for an indefinite 
period of time. Moreover, one might be identified and placed in therapy preemptively, like one 
administered preventative medicine. This, Morris thinks, demonstrates a lack of respect of wrongdoers as 
the makers of free choices.  

 
92 Heather J. Gert, Linda Radzik, and Michael Hand, “Hampton on the Expressive Power of 

Punishment,” Journal of Social Philosophy 35 (2004): 86.  
 
93 Gert, Radzik, and Hand, “Hampton,” 86.   
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that the original wrongful act must also have demonstrated the moral value of the 

perpetrator. This is troubling, but for our purposes we may accept that unjust acts 

disrespect without also accepting Hampton’s theory of punishment and so avoid this 

conclusion.  

 Hence, we have arrived at a pluralist explanation of the badness of injustice by 

considering three different ways in which it harms: it damages in a material or 

nonmaterial way, it treats unfairly, or it disrespects by signaling that this treatment is not 

inappropriate. Of course, in some cases it harms in all of these ways. While there is 

reason to doubt that any one of these elements alone satisfactorily explains the badness of 

injustice, jointly I believe they do. Still, one might ask if this is sufficient to demonstrate 

that injustice is not only bad (because it is harmful) but also wrong. Of course, harm is 

painful but that fact alone, while sufficient to establish that harm is bad, fails to establish 

that it is wrong. It is always bad to cut off someone’s limb in no small part because it is 

painful, but it is not wrong to do it as a necessary life-saving act. The wrongfulness of 

injustice stems from its disregard for the status of others. That is, injustice is wrong 

because it somehow ignores what others deserve, merit, have a right or are entitled to. It 

is nonetheless worth noting that wrongdoing is not exhausted by injustice. Felling a tree 

for absolutely no reason is not an injustice but it, nevertheless, strikes us as being wrong. 

Moreover, some wrong acts may even be just. For example, Orestes killing his mother in 

the Oresteia for having killed his father. (Assume, for the sake of argument, that 

Clytaemnestra deserves to die.) It still strikes many that Orestes killing her is wrong, 

because children killing their parents seems wrong without exception. Indeed, this is the 

Furies justification for tormenting Orestes afterwards. If so, this is an instance of a wrong 

but just act.  

The conceptual distinctions between injustice and wrongness aside, there is a 

further sense in which injustice harms. In Chapter 1 I characterized unjust acts as 

generating moral debts owed by perpetrators to their victims. Radzik (2008) largely 

denies this characterization, writing that “we should conceive of wrongdoing not 
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primarily as the incursion of a debt . . . but as something that damages relationships.”94 

She, nevertheless, acknowledges that,  

 
[W]hen we think of wrongdoing as having harmed a relationship, we are thereby led to notice 
debts, as well as other kinds of harms. Debts intrinsically call for repayment, but they also need to 
be paid because unsettled debts linger as continuing reminders of the past wrong and as prima 
facie reasons to doubt the wrongdoer’s recommitment to just action. These are relational harms.95  

 

Injustice, like other kinds of wrongdoing, engenders indignation and resentment of the 

wrongful act, as well as suspicion, distrust, anger, and even hatred of its perpetrator. 

Victims may be consumed by fear, feelings of diminished value, or an insatiable desire 

for revenge. And, given the expressive nature of wrongdoing, such acts invite further 

injustice persisting as a threat until the message is countered or withdrawn. These are all 

relational harms in the sense that they make living together difficult, if not impossible. 

We cannot pursue our projects, live alongside of, or cooperate with those who have 

unrepentantly harmed and wronged us. Left unaddressed, persistent injustice threatens the 

stability of peaceful communal life. It is for this reason that justice—the respecting of 

what others are due and the paying of our moral debts—is so vital. In a narrow sense, 

therefore, the point of justice is the mitigation or undoing of injustice, but the point of 

justice in a broader sense is making continued communal life possible. The connection 

between justice and MPM is, thus established: justice promotes the ends of the MPM.  

Supposing the account has so far been persuasive, two important questions, 

nevertheless, immediately arise. First, does every act of justice promote the minimal 

moral end of peace? After all, it seems there are cases in which the pursuit justice 

actually renders communal life more difficult: a civil war fought in the name of justice, 

for instance. Conversely, imagine an extremely diffident and passive victim—perhaps a 

committed Stoic. He refuses to stand up for himself or assert his own value, believing the 

injustice done to him to be either unimportant or somehow deserved. In other words, it 

appears that injustice does not always threaten peace. Second, it seems that there is not 

always one uniquely just course of action in a given situation. In some cases, for instance, 

 
94 Radzik, Making Amends, 78.  
 
95 Radzik, Making Amends, 79.  
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two genuine claims of justice might conflict. Pursuing one might require foregoing the 

other which could itself threaten social peace. In answer to the first challenge, we should 

clarify that the claim is that as a practice, justice promotes the end of peace. Not every 

discrete instance of justice must promote peace for this more general claim to be true. 

Moreover, even when victims somehow accommodate themselves to injustice, other 

members of a community need not accept the perpetrator’s wrongdoing. They may 

require wrongdoers to pay their moral debts as a matter of course, regardless of the 

victim’s wishes. An answer to the second question requires a more nuanced 

understanding of the connection between justice and peace than I am here prepared to 

offer. Consequently, I return to this question in the final chapter.  

 

3.2 Solving (some of) the Puzzles for the MDMJ 

 Chapter 1 closed with some important questions for the Moral Debt Model of 

Justice (MDMJ). Having connected justice with the MPM, we are now in a position to 

consider those challenges. In summary, the questions were these:  

 
1. Why is justice only about important due goods?  
2. Why is not every instance of getting other than what one is due an 

injustice?  
3. Why, as victims, is justice sometimes so important to us, but other times 

we show mercy or forgive?  
4. Why do we demand the payment of debts when, really, they are 

unpayable?  
5. Why, as wrongdoers, are we sometimes so keen to make amends?  

 

A. Exceptions to Justice 

Given that questions (1) and (2) both concern exceptions to justice we are 

sometimes willing to accept, they may reasonably be considered together. First, to avoid 

muddying the conceptual waters, it is best to accept that every instance in which one gets 

something other than what one is due is a technical injustice. By that I intend something 

akin to W.D. Ross’ idea of prima facie duties.96 That one is due something—again, in the 

 
96 See W.D. Ross, “What Makes Right Acts Right?” in The Right and the Good (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1930). I follow Shafer-Landau (2018) in thinking that on Ross’ view prima facie duties 
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broad sense of deserving, meriting, being owed, qualified for, or entitled to—is an 

excellent standing reason to be given that thing or treated in that way. Nevertheless, that 

one is due something is not always a decisive reason to receive it. For example, that an 

applicant is qualified for a job is always an excellent but not always decisive reason to 

hire her, especially between multiple qualified candidates. The simple answer to (2) is, 

therefore, that every instance of getting other than what one is due is a technical, though 

not necessarily substantive, injustice. To understand why requires us to return to (1).  

The simplistic answer to (1), again, appealing to the distinction between technical 

and substantive injustices, is that justice simply is not exclusively about important goods. 

Every instance of getting less than one is due is a technical injustice. The more profound 

question is why we are able to distinguish technical from substantive injustices at all. 

Why, that is, are there some injustices about which we are not concerned? First, I would 

suggest that the number of cases in which this is true is actually quite small. Injustice is 

when one is responsibly denied what one is due. This precludes cases of simple 

negligence. When a vending machine fails to dispense one’s purchased item this is not an 

injustice unless the malfunction is an intentional scam. Suppose, however, that the 

vending machine is part of a scam and one falls prey to it. This is an injustice of a kind. 

Nonetheless, one is very unlikely to seriously pursue recompense because of the relative 

insignificance of the good lost. Peccadillos do not seriously harm. This, particularly 

trivial, example illustrates a larger phenomenon. Sometimes we forego justice because 

the harm is small—it does not hinder the pursuit of our life-projects or present a serious 

ongoing threat. We most easily resign ourselves to injustice, that is, when it does not 

significantly threaten peaceful communal life.  

Furthermore, sometimes justice is overridden by other concerns. To use a 

hackneyed example, if one discovers an unattended child drowning in a fountain en route 

to meet a friend for a promised lunch, one has a duty to save the child even if it requires 

breaking one’s promise by missing the date. Arguably one has done one’s friend an 

injustice by willfully breaking one’s promise. Yet saving the child was still the right thing 

 
turn out not to be duties at all, but rather permanent and excellent, but non-absolute reasons for doing or 
refraining from doing certain actions. See Shafer-Landau, Ethics, 239.  
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to do. It would be unreasonable of one’s friend to consider herself wronged in this case, 

at least after one has explained why breaking the date was necessary, because one has not 

disrespected or otherwise harmed the friend in any morally important way.     

 

B. Forgiveness and Mercy 

Oftentimes we pursue justice with a relentless energy as if we cannot accept the 

world, return to our projects, and move on with our lives without exacting it from those 

who have wronged us. Other times, however, we forgive and show mercy.97 What 

justifies these apparent departures from justice? This is the essence of question (3). What 

does it mean to forgive or show mercy? Here, I will not attempt a full account of either 

moral concept, but merely a brief sketch of each.  

Murphy argues, in Forgiveness and Mercy, that “Forgiveness is primarily a matter 

of how I feel about you (not how I treat you), thus defining forgiveness as “foreswearing 

resentment on moral grounds.”98 Hampton does not reject this account but finds it 

incomplete. She endorses a two-stage process of forgiveness beginning, like Murphy’s, 

with a change of heart involving the transcending of resentment.99 At the second stage, 

the stage of genuine forgiveness, one ‘reapproves’ of one’s wrongdoer:  

 
The forgiver who previously saw the wrongdoer as someone bad or rotten or morally indecent to 
some degree has a change of heart when he “washes away” or disregards the wrongdoer’s immoral 
actions or character traits in his ultimate moral judgment of her, and comes to see her as still 
decent, not rotten as a person, and someone with whom he may be able to renew a relationship.100  

 

 
97 As I discuss later, forgiveness can be exhibited in more than one mode. In some cases one may 

simply ‘reapprove’ of one’s wrongdoer, as Hampton (1988) puts it, which is compatible with demanding 
one’s just deserts of them. In other cases, our forgiveness is an act which either cancels or reduces what is 
owed to us. It is this second sense which I am referencing above, which, like mercy, is clearly a form of 
leniency. At first glance, at least, such acts appear to be departures from justice.  

 
98 Murphy and Hampton, Forgiveness and Mercy, 24.  
 
99 Murphy and Hampton, Forgiveness and Mercy, 83.  
 
100 Murphy and Hampton, Forgiveness and Mercy, 83. Emphasis in the original. 
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On this view, the point of forgiveness is a renewed possibility of a shared life. 

Presumably this requires one to perceive one’s fellows as ‘still decent, not rotten,’ 

because the rotten and indecent are not candidates for long-term cooperation.  

 Hampton and Murphy’s account seems basically correct, especially as a 

description of the attitude of forgiveness. What it neglects, however, is the normative 

powers of forgivers. As Warmke (2014) emphasizes, forgiveness is not limited to a 

change in emotion. Just as lenders may make it so that one’s financial debt is cancelled 

by forgiving it, moral agents may cancel one’s moral debts via an act of forgiveness 

because they possess the power “to give up certain rights and to release others from 

certain obligations.”101 The advantage of this account is its ability to explain why 

forgiveness alters the normative landscape between victims and wrongdoers—why, that 

is, certain previously appropriate ways of treating one’s wrongdoer become inappropriate 

post-forgiveness.102 Thus, I take it that forgiveness possesses multiple modes: sometimes 

it is simply a moral reapproval, other times forgiveness is a normatively powerful act 

analogous to a lender cancelling a financial debt.   

On the concept of mercy, Hampton and Murphy are also instructive. Murphy 

argues that, “To be merciful is to treat a person less harshly than, given certain rules, one 

has a right to treat that person.”103 Hampton adds that this suspension or mitigation of 

punishment is “granted out of pity and compassion for the wrongdoer,”104 thus ruling out 

personal gain or lack of self-respect as legitimate bases for merciful treatment. Tosi and 

Warmke (2017) helpfully distinguish forgiveness and mercy by noting that, “Mercy is 

essentially overt, paradigmatically third-personal, and tied to authority. Forgiveness, 

however, is possibly private, paradigmatically second-personal, and independent of 

 
101 Warmke, “Economic Model of Forgiveness,” 583-84. Note that this act of forgiveness is not 

necessarily a speech act performed in the presence of the wrongdoer. Forgiveness may be a private, mental 
act. To deny this possibility would entail the counterintuitive notion that one cannot forgive wrongdoers 
one does not know or who have died.  

 
102 Warmke, “Economic Model of Forgiveness,” 575-79. 
 
103 Murphy and Hampton, Forgiveness and Mercy, 20.  
 
104 Murphy and Hampton, Forgiveness and Mercy, 158.  
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authority.”105 Moreover, where mercy necessarily involves forbearing punishment (in 

part or in whole), they persuasively argue that forgiveness does not.  Thus, on my view, 

forgiveness in the debt-cancellation mode literally changes what wrongdoers owe by 

waiving the right to demand full or partial payment. To show mercy, on the other hand, is 

not to alter what is owed or waive the right to demand it, but to intentionally forego 

demanding some or all of a wrongdoer’s debt.106 

With these conceptual sketches in mind, we may now turn to the connection of 

forgiveness and mercy with justice. Two questions are of interest, here. First, are 

forgiveness and mercy departures from justice? Second, regardless of the answer to our 

first question, forgiveness and mercy are forms of leniency. Why do we exercise them in 

some cases but not others? Beginning with forgiveness, if it includes only the emotional 

changes described by Hampton and Murphy, it certainly does not appear unjust. Even if 

we do not deserve forgiveness, it is within the rights of our victims to forgive us and, so, 

is not an injustice. The same point applies to the debt-cancelation mode of forgiveness. 

Victims may not have standing to cancel the entirety of the debt we incur by wronging 

them, but they surely have the right to forgive whatever is within their authority. That is, 

forgiveness as debt-cancellation does not depart from justice because it is simply 

changing what wrongdoers owe and, thereby, what one is due. 

The relationship between justice and mercy is more complex. For example, 

Murphy, in his exploration of the relationship initially finds a dilemma. If mercy is a 

departure from justice then merciful acts are unjust acts, entailing that mercy is a vice 

rather than a virtue. However, if mercy is not a departure from justice but simply a 

demand for individuating claims of justice,107 then mercy is neither an autonomous virtue 

nor a gift (or supererogatory act) as it is typically understood to be. Murphy’s way out of 

 
105 Justin Tosi and Brandon Warmke, “Punishment and Forgiveness,” Routledge Handbook of  

Criminal Justice Ethics, eds. Jonathan Jacobs and Jonathan Jackson (Routledge, 2017): 213.  
 

106 Given that mercy is ‘paradigmatically third-personal’ this would seem to be as it should. We do 
not think judges or other authorities can waive the moral debts of wrongdoers’, merely their obligation to 
pay them.  

 
107 By “individuating claims of justice” Murphy means the practice of acknowledging fine-grained 

distinctions in wrongdoers’ desert, thus leading to individually-tailored demands of justice.  
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the dilemma is to argue for a “private law paradigm” of mercy in which victims may 

waive their rights to debt repayment.108 This is distinct from forgiveness in that the 

merciful do not change what wrongdoers owe but excuse them from paying it. Thus, 

Murphy concludes that when it is within our rights to do this, mercy is not an injustice. 

On this last point, however, Murphy is unpersuasive. It may be within one’s right to 

demand less than is owed by another, but this remains a departure from justice, because it 

is the intentional denial of someone’s getting their due. If one waives the right to compel 

a wrongdoer to pay her debt, one is exercising forgiveness but not mercy. To qualify as 

mercy one may not waive the right to make the claim or change the content of the debt 

owed, but simply waives the right to exact the debt. Thus, mercy is a technical injustice, 

again, in that it is the intentional denial of what someone is due. While Murphy would 

likely wish to resist this conclusion, it need not trouble us given our Rossian 

commitments. What justice demands is not always decisive.  

The more interesting question, for our purposes, is the second: why are we 

sometimes psychologically able to forgive or show mercy? Consider the differences 

between two cases: Mary Merritt is a survivor of the infamous Magdalene Laundries of 

Ireland. As The Irish Times reports:  

 
At the age of 16 – “I was a bold child” – [Mary] was caught stealing a few apples from an orchard 
and was sent to High Park. Renamed Attracta by the nuns, she spent the next 14 years enduring 
horrific trauma and abuse. Escaping from the convent, she went to a priest and begged for help. 
Mary was raped by the priest and became pregnant with a baby she met only once before the girl 
was given up for adoption.109 
 

She was finally released at age 31. More than 50 years later, following a formal apology 

from the President of Ireland and the establishment of a reparations fund, the Magdalene 

Restorative Justice Scheme, Merritt argued that “I never received an apology from the 

 
108 See Murphy and Hampton, Forgiveness and Mercy, 174-77.  
 
109 Trevor White, “Magdalene Survivor: ‘I Was Raped by a Priest. I Want to Tell My Story. It Is 

with Me Always.’” The Irish Times, https://www.irishtimes.com/life-and-style/people/magdalene-survivor-
i-was-raped-by-a-priest-i-want-to-tell-my-story-it-is-with-me-always-1.4023697. Accessed 1 June 2020.  
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church    . . . And I am still angry. I want that apology before I die. And until then, I will 

continue to speak out.”110 

 Contrast that case with Brandt Jean’s forgiveness of his brother’s killer. In 

September of 2018, Amber Guyger, a uniformed but off-duty Dallas, Texas police officer 

returned home after a long shift. She mistakenly walked into the apartment of her upstairs 

neighbor, Botham Jean, whom she took for an intruder, shot, and killed. During her trial 

Guyger expressed remorse, saying “I wish he was the one with a gun and had killed me. I 

never wanted to take an innocent persons’ life, and I am so sorry.”111 At the conclusion of 

her trial, Botham’s brother, Brandt, forgave Guyger during his victim impact statement, 

saying:  

 
If you truly are sorry, I know I can speak for myself, I forgive you. And I know if you go to God 
and ask him, he will forgive you . . . And I’m not going to say I hope you rot and die, just like my 
brother did, but I personally want the best for you. And I wasn’t going to ever say this in front of 
my family or anyone, but I don’t even want you to go to jail. I want the best for you . . . Again, I 
love you as a person. And I don’t wish anything bad on you.112 

 

Afterwards Jean gave Guyger a hug.  

 Why was Jean able to offer forgiveness but Merritt not? Naturally there are 

intricate differences between these two harrowing stories, and I in no way mean to 

suggest either that Jean was obligated to forgive Guyger—clearly his action was 

supererogatory—or that Merritt was wrong not to forgive her tormentors—that would be 

a monstrously cruel judgment. Neither do I wish to attempt a psychoanalysis of either 

 
110 See Sarah McDonald, “Extension of Compensation to Women of Ireland’s ‘Magdalene 

Laundries’ Adds to Healing.” Global Sisters Report, December 13, 2018, 
https://www.globalsistersreport.org/news/trends/extension-compensation-women-irelands-magdalene-
laundries-adds-healing-55700. 

 
111 Jennifer Emily, LaVenderick Smith, and Dana Branham, “Amber Guyger Testifies She Killed 

Botham Jean out of Fear, but Prosecutor Says a Cop Should Know Better,” The Dallas Morning News, 
September 27, 2019, https://www.dallasnews.com/news/courts/2019/09/27/amber-guyger-testifies-she-
killed-botham-jean-out-of-fear-but-prosecutor-says-a-cop-should-know-better/.  

 
112 Peter Jesserer Smith, “Brandt Jean to Amber Guyger: ‘I Forgive You, I Love You, Give Your 

Life to Christ,’” National Catholic Register, October 3, 2019, 
https://www.ncregister.com/blog/pjsmith/botham-jeans-brother-to-amber-guyer-i-forgive-you-i-love-you-
give-your-life.  
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party. Rather, I wish to focus on the different ways in which the wrongdoers responded to 

their victims. Guyger showed unqualified remorse for her actions, acknowledging her 

guilt, and expressing her desire for the past to have been different. In response Brandt 

Jean offered forgiveness, clearly expressing his humanly love of Guyger and his view of 

her as ‘still decent, not rotten.’ Moreover, by adding that, were it up to him, he would 

forego punishment Jean signaled his willingness to welcome her back into the moral 

community. Jean, of course, was explicit that his decision to forgive was based upon his 

Christian faith, but it was also Guyger’s remorse that prompted him to forgive her—

thereby recognizing her as someone with whom a shared future was possible.  

 Mary Merritt’s case is, of course, complicated by the number of people involved 

and the length of time that passed before the horrors captured public attention in Ireland. 

Even while the closure of the laundries, President Higgins’ apology on behalf of the 

nation, and the state-sponsored financial reparations represent progress within the larger 

society, the absence of an apology and remorse by the institution that sponsored and 

allowed the laundries to operate as they did, has reasonably left Merritt “still angry.” For 

without acceptance of responsibility and the making of amends by those responsible, the 

message of worthlessness brutally communicated by an organization supposedly 

dedicated to the saving of every soul, persists. Absent self-conscious efforts at moral 

reform, apology, and the offering of reparation, the institution’s commitment to morality 

remains uncertain. How can one be expected to move on with one’s life when the 

disrespect and threat continues? Doubtless this is why so many of the Magdalene 

survivors emigrated.  

 As is by now clear, the thesis of this discussion is that forgiveness and mercy can 

usually be offered only when wrongdoers no longer present a threat to their victims and 

express their willingness to become trust-worthy people with whom a constructive and 

peaceful future is possible.113 I say ‘usually’ to acknowledge space for those morally 

heroic and sometimes practically unwise examples of victim’s offering forgiveness and 

mercy without expectation of reform. Sometimes this is done simply as a way of 

 
113 The cases I have discussed both concern forgiveness, rather than mercy, because mercy is 

usually only available third-personally by someone in a position of authority. Usually this entails that the 
wrongdoers do not represent a threat to them.  
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asserting one’s own values, especially in cases of pre-emptive forgiveness in the face of 

imminent wrongdoing. Other times undeserved leniency is offered as an attempt to 

inspire moral transformation by example. These, however, are relatively rare instances, 

again, of supererogatory action.  

Of course, Merritt and Jean’s are but two cases and I, therefore, cannot claim the 

interpretation I have based upon them is invulnerable to counterexample. Nevertheless, I 

believe my peace-oriented view best explains both of their cases and is generalizable to 

many other cases. However, I believe the examples of unconditional forgiveness outlined 

above are not counterexamples but represent a different set of goals on the part of the 

forgivers. Whereas forgivers like Merritt and Jean are concerned with their future 

relationship with their wrongdoers, unconditional forgivers appear more focused on not 

harboring internal resentments. Hence, the cases are in some sense incomparable.  

 

C. Unpayable Debts 

 Question (4) raises a worry about the nature of moral debts, which is well 

expressed by Radzik (2008):  

 
We say that wrongdoers must “right the wrong.” However, upon reflection, it seems that wrongful 
acts, once committed are timelessly wrong. How could an unjust action be transformed into a just 
deed? Wrongdoers must “clean the slate” by “paying their debts” . . . Yet, the past cannot be 
erased like accounting records written in chalk upon a slate, nor do most wrongful actions consist 
of literal debts that admit of literal repayment.114  

 

The above emphasizes the tension between two elements relevant to the MDMJ. On the 

one hand, wrong acts seem eternally wrong; we cannot change the past. On the other 

hand, as wrongdoers we are required to pay our debts, as if in so doing the wrong can be 

erased. Perhaps this is true of theft and other kinds of financial injustices, but these 

represent only a portion of unjust acts. Yet it is precisely in cases that seem least 

amenable to compensation that it is most demanded. This is a conundrum, but one the 

account of justice I have articulated can overcome.  

 
114 Radzik, Making Amends, 5.  
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 Paradigmatic acts of injustice effect two things at once: a harm and a wrong. The 

harm damages one in some tangible (though not necessarily material way) while the 

wrong stems from the act being unfair or disrespectful. Both the harm and the wrong are 

relevant to the moral debt the perpetrator incurs, but I follow Gerald Gaus (1991) in 

contending that while harms may sometimes be fully compensated, wrongs cannot.115 

This follows from understanding full compensation as the repayment (i.e., an exact return 

of value) of what was taken from the victim. The problem is that there is no currency of 

moral goods. Fairness and respect are not fungible and so their violation cannot be 

literally repaid. On some retributivist views the suffering of punishment is how one ‘pays 

one’s debt to society.’ But this is mistaken. Suffering is not a commodity; it is not 

anyone’s gain. Possibly the suffering of wrongdoers is deserved and rightful, but it does 

not compensate victims’ losses. Hence the incommutable nature of moral goods 

constitutes one reason moral debts appear unpayable.116 The other is that in many cases 

the harm is too great to be compensated. What, for example, could ever fully compensate 

the harms done to Mary Merritt or the family of Botham Jean?  

 For all that, it seems that sometimes we succeed in paying off our moral debts. 

Consider, for example, the following case:  

 

While talking to her neighbor, Frank, Eve sees over his shoulder that her infant 
child is about to seriously injure himself by, say, falling into Frank’s dry in-
ground swimming pool. To reach her son in time, Eve forcibly shoves Frank to 
the ground. As soon as she has rescued her child she runs back to Frank, asks if he 
is alright and apologizes profusely while explaining what happened. “No, no” 
Frank says, “I understand. You did what you had to do. Don’t worry about it.”  

 

Clearly this is not a case of injustice. Eve’s actions are certainly justified, if not morally 

obligatory, and this might lead one to think Eve owes Frank nothing at all. Nevertheless, 

it strikes me that Eve simply declining to offer any explanation or apology to a confused 

and minorly injured Frank would not be just practically unwise (for the future of their 

 
115 See Gaus, “Compensation,” 45–82.  
 
116 What I mean by this is that if there is no moral currency, it is at least initially difficult to see 

how moral debts could ever be paid.  
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friendship) but somehow wrong. This intuition is explicable on my view because Eve’s 

duty to respect Frank’s bodily integrity being overridden does not render her action 

morally good. The right thing to do simply required Eve to do something morally bad. 

Thus, it seems clear Eve owes Frank an apology but. On the other hand, unless he is 

seriously injured, that is the whole of her debt because the harm is so minor that there is 

nothing Eve can tangibly offer, besides a hand up, that would not be overpayment. 

Arguably she has violated some right of Frank’s not to be pushed to the ground in his 

own yard, but because her act was justified a simple explanation and apology should 

suffice. This is not because Eve’s apology somehow recoups Franks’ loss. Rather, it 

counters any disrespectful message her shoving him aside might have sent. It signals that 

she is not a threat to Frank and that there is no reason their relationship should be harmed. 

Call this small harm, no wrong.  

 Imagine the case again, except that this time Eve’s son is in no danger. She 

simply grows tired of Frank droning on and shoves him to the ground. Call this small 

harm, some wrong. In this alternative scenario, the physical harm is exactly the same as 

in the original but (unless we assume a very particular kind of background) Eve’s action 

is unjustified. She has wronged Frank and, consequently, it will take more than a simple 

apology to make it up (or pay her debt) to him. Though the case may seem unlikely, we 

can imagine Eve, who now feels terrible, offering some transfer of goods. She might do 

Frank’s laundry for a week or pay for him to visit a chiropractor. The point is that in this 

case the transfer of goods does not literally repay the wrong done to Frank. Notice how 

inappropriate it would for Eve to simply offer the cash value of a chiropractor’s visit to 

Frank. Rather, like the apology in the first case, the provision of goods is a symbolic 

gesture, a tangible sign of Eve’s regret. The difference is that in this case, because Eve’s 

action was unjustified, it requires more to counteract her disrespectful message.  

 The broader point of these cases is to suggest that even when some harm that 

could be compensated occurs, the compensation for harm does not by itself ever pay off 

one’s moral debts. This will seem a dangerous conclusion for a defender of the MDMJ to 

reach. The purpose of the model, after all, was to vindicate the intuition that unjust acts 

generate moral debts. My explanation is that the language of moral debts is metaphorical. 
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This is the only reasonable path I see to avoiding the counterintuitive implication that 

suffering and enjoyment are a kind of currency. Of course, this also avoids the even more 

troubling implication that if all injustices can be paid off with material goods, the wealthy 

could simply pay for their wrongdoing after the fact and thereby relieve themselves of 

any moral debts. This would be an unacceptable conclusion. 

Nevertheless, the language of moral debts is useful. Suppose that in small harm, 

some wrong after sincerely apologizing and asking what she can do to show how sorry 

she is, Frank agrees to Eve paying for his visit to a chiropractor. After the completion of 

that arrangement it would be unreasonable for Frank to continue blaming Eve or demand 

more from her, unless it turns out her apology was not sincere or his injury is more severe 

than was originally thought. This is not because paying for his appointment literally pays 

for Eve’s undignified treatment of Frank but because Eve has responded in the best way 

she could be expected to by any reasonable standard (such as fairness). By explaining, 

apologizing, and by performing an appropriate act of service, Eve has paid her moral debt 

to Frank.  

This, I submit, is how all moral debts are discharged. By offering an explanation 

and apology, in more serious cases by expression of remorse and demonstration of moral 

reform, and by offering appropriate recompense (which need not be financial), 

wrongdoers may sometimes pay their moral debts. This is most easily accomplished 

when victims are willing to cooperate with their wrongdoers, listening to their apologies 

and mutually agreeing upon an appropriate form of reparation. But victims are not always 

reasonable or fair (as the example of Otto in Chapter 1 demonstrated) and this may 

increase the difficulty of paying one’s moral debt because it makes determining an 

appropriate response more difficult. Sometimes, however, the harm is too great and the 

wrong too grievous for a moral debt to ever be paid. Even if the Catholic Church of 

Ireland gave Mary Merritt the apology she so desires it seems that no apology or 

explanation or acts of service could ever truly compensate the wrongs done to her. The 

best option for wrongdoers in such cases is to offer all they can and then hope their 

victims forgive them.  
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D. Why Make Amends? 

Why, then, is it so important that as wrongdoers we attempt to pay our unpayable 

debts? Of course, sometimes our reasons are selfish—such as a desire to improve our 

reputation or relieve the feeling of guilt. But when we are morally decent agents, despite 

our past wrongdoing, we long to make it up to our victims because we want them to 

know we regret our actions. Because the disrespectful messages of our actions persist as 

ongoing threats, we wish to withdraw or counteract the message to cease wronging our 

victims. We wish to reconcile with those we have wronged and show them that we no 

longer present a threat to them. This, I think, is the best answer to question (5)—why we 

as wrongdoers sometimes find it so important to attempt atonement—that can be given. 

Sometimes our debts are too great for this to be possible. In some cases, however, our 

victims accept our overtures and allow us to pay our debts, which enables us to interact 

again as equals instead of as victims and wrongdoers.117 While we can never erase the 

fact of our guilt reconciliation can change the significance of the past, diminishing the 

negative effects of our actions in our lives and the lives of those we have wronged.  

 

E. The Advantages of this Model of Debts 

 Before closing this chapter, I wish briefly to consider the advantages of the view 

of acquiring and paying moral debts I began in Chapter 1 and advanced above. In Making 

Amends Radzik rejects both restitutive and retributive models of debt-payment as theories 

of atonement and, as a result, any kind of debt model of justice.118 She rejects restitution 

because she argues that it elides the role of individual wrongdoers by allowing that 

anyone could compensate their victims’ losses. She rejects retribution because it elides 

the role of victims, focusing instead on the offenses themselves, rather than the victims 

and the relationship that has been harmed.119 The debt-paying element of the MDMJ I 

have defended here escapes both of the above challenges. First, I have argued that even 

 
117 Sometimes, of course, the nature of the wrong is such that it is inadvisable for us to be in 

contact with our former wrongdoers. At the very least, however, we should be able to live without fear of 
them any longer.  

 
118 Radzik, Making Amends, 21; 25-54. 
 
119 Radzik, Making Amends, 39.  
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full compensation (or restitution) does not in itself pay off the moral debts incurred by 

unjust action. In many cases others beside the wrongdoer could provide material 

compensation for the harm done, but they cannot address the wrong. Full payment of a 

moral debt requires action from the wrongdoers themselves because only they can 

withdraw the messages of their actions, express remorse, or offer a meaningful apology. 

Thus, the MDMJ, at least, does not elide the role of wrongdoers. Second, for the same 

reasons, the MDMJ does not elide the role of victims by ignoring them in favor of the 

offenses themselves. On the contrary, repayment of debts generally requires 

communication and cooperation between victims and wrongdoers. To focus on paying 

their debts will require wrongdoers to first pay attention to the needs of their victims and 

what constitutes an appropriate response. Moreover, that the debt must be paid to the 

victim does not ignore their importance but places them at the center of the process of 

making amends. Hence, I take it that the MDMJ can meet the critiques of one of its most 

insightful critics.   

 

3.3 Conclusion 

 In summary, this chapter has been devoted to connecting our understanding of 

justice with the minimal purpose of morality. As I hope the arguments of the previous 

section demonstrate, each of the potential worries for the MDMJ raised at the end of 

Chapter 1 can be accommodated by understanding the purpose of justice as a device for 

achieving the minimal moral end of peaceful communal life, for each of the exceptions 

(real and merely apparent) promote the ultimate end of allowing us to live together.  

Even if I have succeeded in elucidating this point, new questions arise. First, what 

is the conceptual relationship between justice and peace? Is justice subsumed by peace? 

Second, there is no shortage of real-world examples in which the pursuit of justice 

appears to make achieving peace actually more difficult. If there is a way to forego 

justice for the sake of peace would morality, as I have characterized it, not require doing 

so? Finally, the view of moral debts advanced in this chapter suggest that the 

achievement of justice is at least somewhat conditional upon what victims are willing to 

accept as paying their wrongdoers’ moral debts. Surely, this introduces an unacceptable 
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level of subjectivity into justice, does it not? It is to these and other questions which I turn 

in the final chapter.   
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CHAPTER IV 

PEACE AND THE LIMITS OF JUSTICE  
 

Justice is not to be confused with an all-inclusive vision of a good society; it is 
only one part of any such conception.  
 

- John Rawls, “Justice as Fairness” (1958)120 

 

4.1 Justice and Peace 

A. Does Peace Conceptually Subsume Justice? 

In this final chapter I will attempt to answer the three questions I raised at the 

close of Chapter 3 for the theory of justice I have defended. The first of these was: what 

is the conceptual relationship between justice and peace? Is justice subsumed by peace? 

The question arises because while justice is giving each their due, I have described this 

practice as a device for promoting the ends of morality, i.e., our ability to live together in 

relative peace. Wendt (2016) asks exactly this question and argues that we should not 

think of peace as subsuming justice. My own response is that it depends on what we 

mean by ‘subsume,’ about which Wendt is not entirely clear. At times he seems to take 

the question to be whether justice and peace are indistinguishable.121 Insofar as justice is 

getting one’s due while peace is the stable absence of violence, justice and peace are 

distinct concepts. At least theoretically, there can be peace without justice and justice 

without peace.  

A second way of understanding peace as subsuming justice is to consider justice 

simply as a set of rules that secure peace. This is far closer to the description of justice 

presented here. However, while this is not an indefensible view—Wendt, for instance, 

attributes such a view to David Hume122—it is an oversimplification of the arguments I 

have given for the MDMJ. The immediate purpose of justice as I have described it is the 

 
120 John Rawls, “Justice as Fairness,” The Philosophical Review 67 (April 1958): 165. 
 
121 Wendt, Beyond Justice, 94.  
 
122 See Wendt, Beyond Justice, 94 on Hume.  
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undoing of harm and righting of wrongs done to victims. The purpose of paying the 

moral debts incurred by unjust acts is to make victims whole—to vindicate their moral 

value and restore their losses as much as possible. Practically, this requires wrongdoers to 

lose whatever they have gained by their wrongdoing, transferring it back to their victims. 

This process is valuable independent of any promotion of peace. Perhaps this may be 

tested by asking whether we would find justice valuable or worth pursuing if it never led 

to peace. Most will, I think, be inclined to say “Yes.” The value of justice is not entirely 

derivative of its promotion of peace. Thus, justice is more than rules for promoting peace.  

Third, one might accept that justice is not subsumed by peace in either of the 

ways considered above, but that justice is a necessary condition for securing peace. The 

plausibility of this claim rests on one’s understanding of peace. If peace is the stable 

absence of violence simpliciter, the claim is false. There can be peace of this kind in 

graveyards and under oppressive regimes, neither of which require justice. However, 

applied to an understanding of peace based upon modus vivendi arrangements (of the 

kind Wendt describes), the claim is more plausible. Recall that Wendt gives three criteria 

for peace based upon a modus vivendi arrangement, including that it meet certain minimal 

moral standards. While Wendt does not argue for the specific content of this moral 

minimum, he notes that:  

 
[T]he avoidance of civil disruption and the maintenance of social order, it seems, is just something 
necessary for stable absence of violence. What might rule out more is the requirement that modus 
vivendi arrangements must enable everyone to live a minimally worthwhile life.123  
 

He goes on to note his sympathy for expressing the content of the moral minimum in 

terms of basic moral rights, though he attempts no argument for that conclusion.124 This 

is to suggest that some degree of justice is required by a modus vivendi. Would it be 

possible, after all, to live a minimally worthwhile life or enjoy basic moral rights in the 

total absence of justice?  

 
123 Wendt, Beyond Justice, 81. By ‘worthwhile life’ I take Wendt to mean minimally decent in an 

all-things-considered sense.  
 
124 Wendt, Beyond Justice, 81. 
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 The question of why justice is a necessary condition for the realization of peace, 

however, remains. Consider, again, the badness and wrongness of injustice described in 

the previous chapter. One of the great harms of injustice is not only the immediate loss 

incurred, but also the upsetting of our life-plans and projects. By depriving us of those 

things which we have a reasonable expectation of possessing injustice often forces us to 

alter or abandon our life-plans. The resentment and desire for revenge which usually 

follow such acts easily leads to cycles of retribution and violence. This is compounded by 

the fact that injustice alters the norms of interaction between wrongdoers and victims in a 

socially destructive way. Rather than viewing another as a potential cooperator, as 

someone who brings something to the table, we must see wrongdoers as threats. Prudence 

requires that we adopt a defensive stance towards them and send a clear message that we 

will not tolerate such treatment again. This too can easily lead to violent conflict. Of 

course this only shows that justice promotes peace in a negative sense. But justice also 

promotes peace in a positive way which is captured by Schmidtz’s (2006) Principle of 

Reciprocity: “When you can, return good in proportion to the good you receive,”125 

which he interprets as a requirement of justice. As he sees it,  

 
When people reciprocate, they teach people around them to cooperate. In the process, they not 
only respect justice, but foster it. Specifically, they foster a form of justice that enables people to 
live together in a mutually respectful peace.126   

 

This I think is the correct account. Justice is not strictly a necessary condition for peace—

in that not every discrete act of injustice destroys it—but is the only reliable strategy for 

peace.   

 

 

 

 
125 Schmidtz, Justice, 76.  
 
126 Schmidtz, Justice, 79. On Schmidtz’s view reciprocity is a requirement of justice because, 

“when Joe does me a favor, he puts me in debt. I now owe Joe a favor, not in virtue of what kind of person 
Joe is but by virtue of what kind of history we share” (14). That the practice of reciprocity promotes 
cooperation clearly promotes goods beyond minimal peace.  
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B. Does Justice Preclude Peace? 

 Yet experience threatens to undermine the above conclusion. For, as our second 

question asks, does the pursuit of justice not often make peace impossible? In the 

Oresteia, for example, the blood-feud continues precisely because of the pursuit of 

justice. Agamemnon sacrifices his daughter Iphigenia so that his brother, Menelaus, may 

seek justice for the spiriting away of his wife Helen to Troy. Clytaemnestra kills 

Agamemnon as justice for Iphigenia, and then Orestes kills her as justice for 

Agamemnon’s slaying. Wars are, likewise, always violent affairs but that does not render 

the concept of a just war incomprehensible. Two points are important here. First, the 

pursuit of justice often does, in its immediate effects, disrupt peace. However, justice is 

often pursued for the sake of a broader and more stable future peace. Clytaemnestra and 

Orestes, for example, both pursue justice because they feel they cannot live until it is 

done; only then could they be at peace. To give a real-world example: one of the 

ostensible purposes of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan was securing the peace of 

freedom from terrorism. Moreover, the protests demanding justice for George Floyd in 

the aftermath of his murder have been disruptive, but they are putatively aimed at 

securing a future in which the lives of black Americans are treated with due respect—a 

future in which we are able to live in peace with one another. Thus, my claim is not that 

every act of justice promotes peace but that justice as a practice promotes peace in the 

long-run.  

 Second, a practical reason that the pursuit of justice sometimes diminishes peace 

is that we often disagree not about the importance of pursuing justice, but about what 

justice is in a given case. Chandran Kukathas (2006) is insightful on this point. He writes 

that:  

 
If there is any plausible route to peace [in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict], it must surely involve 
most parties’ recognizing and accepting that they will not obtain justice in the sense of receiving 
the full measure of what they regard as their due, but being willing to take less than justice in the 
interests of peace.127  

 

 
127 Chandran Kukathas, “The Mirage of Global Justice,” Social Philosophy and Policy 23 (2006): 

1-28, 21.  
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The reason for a formal ‘justice system’ is not only to render justice but to decide what 

that means in individual cases. The intractability of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict surely 

stems in part from the absence of anyone with the authority to decide what each side is 

due. This, however, is not a problem for justice conceptually, but in practice.  

Nevertheless, Kukathas’ case does highlight an important conceptual problem for 

my account of justice (one which I acknowledged but did not address in Chapter 3). 

Assuming, arguendo, that both sides in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict have fully just 

claims to the disputed territory, it would seem that sometimes fully satisfying justice is 

not even conceptually possible. Sometimes the only path to peace requires that we 

compromise on justice. Notice, however, that this does not mean the value of justice is 

nullified, only that it is outweighed. Clearly either side waging a successful campaign of 

total domination and imposing a martial peace, is not the alternative. That is, without 

some degree of justice, the cause of peace will be short-lived. Thus, even when we when 

we must compromise on justice for the sake of peace we cannot ignore it entirely.   

This may best describe cases such as the Good Friday Agreement that allowed 

many IRA paramilitaries to go free or the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) 

in post-apartheid South Africa which granted amnesty to those who had committed grave 

crimes if they only publicly confessed. Remorse was not even required.128 Even while 

they appeared to compromise on justice for the sake of peace, as Nigel Biggar (2002) 

argues, neither case should be seen as a complete abandonment of justice for the sake of 

peace. He argues that, because justice is primarily concerned with vindicating victims, 

the TRC in particular delivered some degree of justice.129 Moreover, both solutions 

provided clear procedures and thereby the sense of certainty needed for people to be able 

to make plans and pursue their projects. In this way, both South Africa and Ireland 

somewhat mitigated one of the great harms of injustice. These, I think, are prime 

 
128 It should be kept in mind that many confessed because the alternative was likely criminal 

prosecution. Moreover, amnesty was only granted to those whose crimes were politically motivated. For 
discussion of these issues and cases, see Nigel Biggar, “Peace and Justice: A Limited Reconciliation,” 
Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 5 (June 2002): 167-179. 

 
129 See Biggar, “Peace and Justice,” 176.   
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examples of how we must sometimes forego immediate or perfect justice for a more 

stable peace in which less injustice is done.  

Does this entail that whenever peace and justice genuinely conflict the latter must 

be foregone for the former? The answer is “Yes,” but with qualification. I would not go 

so far as to say that justice has (to borrow a Rawlsian phrase) lexical priority, but its 

foundational role in moral life does mean that in most cases of conflict peace will 

outweigh justice. Recall from Chapter 2, however, that one of the requirements for a 

relatively stable peace is that it meet certain minimal moral criteria. One of these is that 

some degree of, albeit imperfect, justice must be served. What this means in practice will 

vary, but the general idea is that some degree of compensation for victims (which need 

not be strictly financial) is required. 

 In summary, while justice has non-derivative value, its social function of is to 

promote the minimal moral end of peace. Because justice and peace are conceptually 

distinct practices, they may sometimes conflict. Generally, these cases require that parties 

compromise on justice for the sake of peace, but not to the total exclusion of justice. 

When we must choose peace is more important, but overall justice and peace are 

mutually supportive. In the long-term justice promotes peace and peace (in the moralized 

sense I outlined in Chapter 2) lowers the costs of cooperation and secures procedures for 

dispute resolution, thus, promoting justice.   

 

4.2 Is Justice Subjective? 

 Turning from justice’s relationship to peace, the final question I raised at the end 

of the previous chapter concerned the element of subjectivity in justice my argument has 

implied. This has emerged in two ways. First, I have argued that the ability to pay one’s 

moral debts will usually require a degree of cooperation on the part of the victim to 

determine what qualifies as an appropriate way of making amends. If refused, it may 

seem that one is unable to pay one’s moral debt. In my discussion of Julia and Otto I 

suggested that if Julia does all she can to make it up to Otto, her debt is paid whether he 

chooses to reconcile with her or not. However, in most cases where our victims reject our 

best attempts to make amends, I suspect that either the debt is simply unpayable or that 
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we have somehow failed to understand the significance of our wrongdoing to them. 

Without this understanding, paying our debt is likely to be impossible. This does not 

render justice subjective but suggests that for practical reasons we are often unable to 

unilaterally pay our moral debts. This is one of the unfortunate consequences of injustice.  

 Second, in my characterization of the MDMJ I argued that injustice disrupts a 

moral equilibrium between agents, meaning that injustice (among other things) is a 

relational harm. In the previous chapter I considered a diffident individual who, no matter 

what is done to him, either accepts that he deserves it (meaning he has not been wronged) 

or simply refuses to see what has been done to him as harming a relationship. Must we 

say that he has been done no injustice despite his poor treatment? No. The fact of 

injustice is not subjective; he has been done an injustice regardless of his response or 

acknowledgement. Moreover, the wider community is also to some degree harmed by 

acts of injustice, as Morris (1968) attempts to show, and so is not forced to ignore the act.  

 The more important question the case raises is why we should not always 

accommodate injustice for the sake of peace. That is, would it not be better on the 

account defended in these pages to adopt the same outlook as the diffident man? Given 

that peace is the minimal purpose of morality, would it not be morally better if we all 

refused to see ourselves as capable of being wronged, simply moving on after every 

injustice done to us? In response, I think we must admit that if unqualified resignation in 

the aftermath of injustice were possible, this would be true. However, a people who could 

act this way would no longer be recognizable as the kinds of agents we are. For under 

normal circumstances, we greet injustice with resentment and the desire to ‘get even.’ 

Mine is not a theory of justice for creatures who can accept and accommodate themselves 

to injustice without qualification. The existence of individuals who can is, I think, 

vanishingly rare and so I conclude that, for the kind of creatures we are, the MDMJ 

represents a plausible theory of justice.  

 

4.3 Conclusion 

In light of the vast diversity of views about justice, my project has been to 

consider the ordinary understanding of it. In Chapter 1 I attempted to identify the major 
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elements of this ordinary understanding and characterized it as the moral debt model of 

justice given its focus on the content of what we are due and debt repayment. I defended 

the model against potential disanalogies but also raised a series of worries for the model, 

irrespective of the economic analogy. Chapter 2 was devoted to understanding the role of 

justice in the broader context of morality as a whole. I defended a minimal understanding 

of justice in Walzer’s sense of thin and universal and I identified establishing and 

maintaining conditions in which people may live together in relative peace as the 

minimal purpose of this morality. In Chapter 3 I considered how justice related to this 

minimal purpose of morality by considering the point of justice. I argued that the purpose 

of the practice is, as much as possible, to restore victims and I identified this practice as 

serving the minimal ends of morality. I then considered the worries raised in Chapter 1 

and argued that each can be well explained in terms of the Moral Debt Model of Justice 

as I defined it.  Finally, in this chapter I have considered the relationship between justice 

and peace, arguing that justice is neither subsumed by peace nor simply a set of rules for 

its promotion. Rather, justice is one particularly important moral device among others 

which broadly promotes the minimal moral purpose of peace. This suggests limits to 

justice. It is not a panacea or always a decisive consideration. My hope is to have 

provided a map of where the ordinary understanding of justice leads that makes sense of 

our everyday thought and talk about justice without either dismissing it as idealism or 

underrating its vital role in our shared life.  
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