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This is a classic book transformed by a foremost philoso-
pher at his strongest. It is an enlarged and developed 
edition of the best-known philosophical book on theories
taken as showing that punishment by the state is morally
right. Can punishment be justified by looking back to a
crime committed – by desert or retribution? What do
such ideas actually come to? The book remains true 
to its original realism about talk of desert. But it takes 
this realism forward. Can punishment be justified by a 
utilitarian or a like proposition about preventing crime? 
Or by the proposition that it reforms or rehabilitates? 
Do these theories presuppose a free will and responsibility
that is an illusion because of the truth of determinism?
Are mixtures or combinations of several theories of 
punishment the answer? The last chapter, like others, 
is new. It is not more of the same. It has to do with the
decent society, and with our societies. It dismisses the
question asked by almost all the theories of the justification
of punishment. This book is a work of arresting analysis,
by a radical philosopher also internationally known as a
philosopher of mind. It is clearly, sharply and informally
written. It is sometimes funny. It is the most important
work on our reasoning behind our punishment, and how
it has to be judged.

ted honderich is Grote Professor Emeritus at University
College London and a visiting professor at the University 
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Reviews of the first edition

‘Painstaking, comprehen-
sive and unimpassioned.’ 
Anthony Kenny
New Statesman

‘Bold, tough, direct style ...
a pleasure to read.’
Mary Warnock
Times Literary Supplement

‘A ruthlessly logical 
analysis ... direct and lucid.’ 
The Scotsman

‘A rational and civilised
book ... sane, thorough
and socially radical.’ 
Jonathan Glover
Inquiry

‘Sir Isaiah Berlin’s ... essays
... amount to more than
intellectual history. ... The
new book on punishment
by Ted Honderich seems
to me a very good example
of philosophy in the midst
of recovery.’
Norman Care
The New Republic
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