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Unjustifiable enrichment? 

Essays on the morality of benefiting from injustice. 

 

Summary 

According to quite a few moral and political thinkers there is something morally 

objectionable about retaining benefits that have been realized by injustice or wrongdoing, 

even if one is innocent of the wrongs in question. Depending on which theorist you ask, such 

benefits should be given up, either to the victims of the wrongs in question, or in support of 

some other more general worthwhile cause. The idea that there is moral reason to renounce 

benefits that have been realized by a wrong is often referred to as the ‘beneficiary pays 

principle’ (BPP). This idea has been appealed to in various branches of the literature on moral 

and political philosophy, including the literature on the moral implications of climate change, 

and on questions about reparations for slavery and colonialism. This thesis asks what, if 

anything, the problem of retaining such benefits could amount to? What, in other words, is the 

wrong in retaining benefits realized by a wrong? 

The thesis collects three papers which explore this question. One paper critically 

challenges the existing proposals in the literature. Two papers offer constructive theories. 

Chapter 1 consists of an introduction to the main question of the thesis and to the 

surrounding literature. It also provides a discussion of the methodology used. 

Chapter 2 consists of a critical survey of three plausible justifications for versions of 

the BPP. It argues that there are considerable problems with each of the rationales that are 

discussed. This is done by largely accepting each rationale, or else plausible reconstructions 

of each rationale, and by showing that these rationales on scrutiny in fact do not support the 

BPP. The chapter also shows how alternative interpretations of each rationale, which would 
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support the BPP, appear to be unacceptable. Part of the aim of the chapter is to motivate a 

search for a better way to understand the BPP. 

Chapter 3 defends the intuitive idea that persons who have been subjected to injustice 

have a particularly weighty claim to the benefits realized by the same injustice, because they 

had to pay the price for realizing those benefits. It does so by appealing to an idea about 

respect for autonomy. According to this idea, whenever a person is not morally required to 

take on some burden in order to realize a certain purpose, it is disrespectful of her autonomy 

to impose that burden on her with the aim of realizing the purpose in question. It is argued 

that this is explained by the idea that respect for autonomy is respect for a person’s legitimate 

authority to decide the purposes for which she should make sacrifices. Moreover, that this 

legitimate authority includes all sacrifices she is not morally required to make. It is then 

argued that the problem with retaining benefits realized by imposed sacrifices, which the 

victim was not required to make in order to realize the benefits in question, is that doing so is 

disrespectful of the victim’s autonomy. 

Chapter 4 argues that our moral reasons to renounce benefits that have been realized 

by wrongs are reasons to express non-acceptance for the wrongs in question. It is argued that 

this claim can be explained by the further idea that renouncing such benefits is a particularly 

symbolically apt way of marking or acknowledging a wrongful act for what it is: 

unjustifiable. Moreover, it is argued that such a symbolically apt response is favoured by 

reasons of respect for the value and equal standing of the victim of the wrong in question. 

 


