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Abstract

This article explores the emergence of a pervasive system of social control in contem-
porary networked societies, termed the “punitive mesh.” Building on the dispersal of
penal power and surveillance dynamics theorized by Foucault, Deleuze, Cohen, and
Zuboff, the punitive mesh captures how punishment and reputational judgment extend
beyond formal institutions, circulating laterally and diffusely through digital infrastruc-
tures. It encompasses persistent digital traces, public criminal records, informal review
platforms, and viral social media content, where ordinary users both administer and
experience sanctions. Within this landscape, the boundaries between the punisher
and the punished, public and private, and formal and informal authority are blurred,
and social participation itself becomes a mechanism of enforcement. The article exam-
ines how these dynamics enable participatory punishment, through which reputational
harm is produced, amplified, and perpetuated via collective engagement rather than offi-
cial sanctions. By analyzing the interplay of exposure, circulation, and persistence across
online networks, the punitive mesh reveals how social control is continuous, decentra-
lized, and mutually enforced. This framework highlights the challenges posed by net-
worked sanctioning for justice, privacy, and social life, showing that punishment is no
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longer episodic or institutionally contained but embedded within the infrastructure of
everyday digital interaction.

Keywords
punitive mesh, social control, participatory punishment, reputational harm, digital
surveillance, privacy

Introduction

In 1979, Stanley Cohen articulated an emergent vision of penal power that challenged the
institutional and spatial assumptions of traditional punishment. In his article The punitive
city: Notes on the dispersal of social control, Cohen described a newly evolving penal
world in which incarceration was no longer the sole—or even the central—form of pun-
ishment. Instead, penal power was dispersing outward, infiltrating community spaces,
workplaces, and even private life. Cohen’s metaphor of the punitive city captured a pro-
found shift: the relocation of punishment from bounded, state-run institutions to a diffuse,
socially embedded system. What he could not yet have foreseen, however, was the way in
which this punitive geography would be further transformed—and, indeed, intensified—
by the rise of digital technologies. In the decades since the publication of his influential
paper, we have witnessed the emergence of a punitive ecosystem that extends far beyond
the reach of state authority, and evolved into networked and participatory forms of sur-
veillance and sanctioning that are both omnipresent and almost inescapable.

Consider, for instance, the evolving context of publicly accessible criminal records.
Until a few decades ago, the legal principle of “open justice” was tempered by the prac-
tical frictions of access: to discover a criminal conviction, one often had to attend court
hearings in person, request physical files, or navigate bureaucratic processes. The effort
involved and the lack of mass dissemination imposed natural limits on the social conse-
quences of a criminal record (Corda, 2016; Jacobs, 2015). Today, however, those fric-
tions have been largely eradicated. Criminal records, court filings, and mugshots are,
for the most part, instantly searchable on the internet, aggregated by commercial data-
bases, and disseminated through news articles that remain online indefinitely. Even
when charges are dropped or convictions expunged, the digital trace often persists,
accessible to employers, landlords, neighbors, or casual acquaintances (Corda and
Lageson, 2020; Lageson, 2020; Reosti et al., 2024: 538-539). The mere fact of having
been accused can become a permanent feature of one’s digital identity (Lageson and
Kaplun, 2021).

Yet the contemporary punitive landscape is not confined to the online permanence of
formal legal records. Increasingly, in today’s digital age, reputational judgments are no
longer restricted to information generated within or stemming from the slow machinery
of the official criminal justice system (Strahilevitz, 2008). Instead, they are produced,
amplified, and enforced through a vast ecosystem of informal, extra-legal platforms—
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ranging from “whisper network™ apps such as Tea (Hunter, 2025) and Facebook groups
such as “Are We Dating the Same Guy?” (Al-Othman, 2025), allowing women to post
reviews, backgrounds, and experiences of men they have dated or are interested in, to
consumer review platforms such as Google Reviews (Payne, 2024) and niche rating for-
ums such as RateMyProfessor (Nowicki, 2024). These spaces allow ordinary users to
publicly evaluate, shame, or vindicate others with a few keystrokes, at a speed and scale
the formal justice system cannot match. The result is a form of participatory punishment
—swift, networked, and enduring—where the verdict is rendered in the court of public
opinion and the sentence is embedded in online memory.

These developments reveal a paradox. On the one hand, contemporary societies are
increasingly preoccupied with privacy. We worry about the reach of state surveillance,
the tracking capacities of corporations, and the commodification of personal data (e.g.,
Brayne, 2022; Gilliom and Monahan, 2012; Haggerty and Ericson, 2000; Lyon, 2007;
Marx, 2016; Nissenbaum, 2004; Taylor, 2002). Similarly, the rhetoric of privacy rights
is a mainstay of public discourse, informing legislation such as the EU’s General Data
Protection Regulation (GDPR) (Bennett, 2018) and countless debates about “big tech”
overreach (Birch and Bronson, 2022). On the other hand, ordinary individuals willingly
participate in systems of information sharing and reputational control, often with unre-
served enthusiasm or, at least, resigned awareness (Oguafor and Nevzat, 2023)." We
review and rate strangers on Airbnb and Uber (Christiaens, 2025; Tadelis, 2016), report
suspicious behavior on neighborhood watch apps (Kennedy and Coelho, 2022; Parker
and Dodge, 2024), post screenshots of private conversations to social media (Ingber,
2025), and much more.? Privacy is championed as a value when we are the ones under
scrutiny, yet the drive to scrutinize and expose others remains deeply entrenched, and
at times openly celebrated (Gallagher et al., 2019).

This paradox cannot be reduced to hypocrisy. It reflects, instead, a profound trans-
formation in the ecology of social control. Foucault (1995 [1975]) illuminated the shift
from spectacular, centralized punishment to a regime of diffuse disciplinary power,
exemplified by Bentham’s Panopticon, whose mode and logic of surveillance become
internalized and dispersed throughout society, a dynamic that Deleuze (1992) later situ-
ated within broader “societies of control.” Cohen (1979), as mentioned, built upon this,
exploring how penal power migrated into community life, dissolving the walls between
prison and society. Zuboff (2019) reframed surveillance in the context of platform econ-
omies, where personal data are commodified and behavioral modification is driven by
profit motives. These frameworks are key to understand the rise of mutual forms of “lat-
eral surveillance” (Andrejevic, 2004, 2006) in which the boundaries between state, mar-
ket, and citizens become so thoroughly entangled that they no longer operate as
meaningfully distinct analytic categories.

The present-day landscape, I argue, is best conceptualized as a “punitive mesh.” Unlike
the institutional gaze of the Panopticon or the spatial dispersal of the punitive city, the mesh
is a network with no single, discernible center. It is constituted by countless points of obser-
vation and judgment, linked by digital infrastructures that ensure the rapid circulation and
indefinite retention of information. In the mesh, reputational harm can be inflicted as easily
by a neighbor’s Facebook or X/Twitter post as by a criminal court’s judgment. The same
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individual can be a subject of surveillance in one moment and its agent in the next.
Furthermore—and crucially—the mesh is not merely a consequence of state policy or cor-
porate strategy; it is also actively sustained through ordinary social participation.’

Under this framework, publicly accessible and commodified criminal records, infor-
mal reputational platforms, and viral video postings represent three strands of the same
mesh. Each operates through a logic of exposure, disseminating information about past
conduct—whether verified or merely alleged—in ways that reshape opportunities, rela-
tionships, and social standing, and, in some cases, incentivizing forms of real-life vigi-
lante justice (Cubellis et al., 2018; Johnston, 1996; Reosti et al., 2024: 539-542) or
digital vigilantism (Chia, 2020; Loveluck, 2019; Trottier, 2017). In all these cases, the
harm extends beyond the initial moment of censure, sustained by the persistence and
searchability of digital traces. Redemption, conceived as both personal transformation
and meaningful reintegration into the community, becomes increasingly difficult when
the past remains perpetually accessible and shareable (Ambrose et al., 2012; Lageson
and Corda, 2024: 37-40; Lageson and Maruna, 2017; Murphy et al., 2011).

In today’s networked societies, one does not enter or leave the punitive mesh; individuals
are already and constantly within it. Its logic is not that of walls and gates but of nodes and
links, of endless connection. And unlike traditional state punishment dispensed and admi-
nistered by a centralized authority, the mesh distributes its authority in an omnidirectional
way. Control and sanctions are imposed and enacted not only from the top down but also
laterally, from citizen to citizen, user to user. The result is a form of punishment that is con-
tinuous, participatory, and unmoored from the procedural safeguards of the legal system.

After tracing its theoretical lineage, this article presents and develops the concept of
the “punitive mesh” as a way of theorizing the convergence of disciplinary power, fluid
mechanisms of control, dispersed punishment, and surveillance capitalism into a new
integrated ecology of sanctioning. In this article, I use the term “punitive” to refer to a
set of practices enabled by networked digital infrastructures that allow for the infliction,
extension, or intensification of sanctions—formal or informal—beyond conventional
legal boundaries. In this context, punitiveness denotes not merely attitudes or penal sever-
ity, but the capacity of these infrastructures to generate, circulate, and sustain reputa-
tional, economic, or social harm through user participation. In other words, it captures
how digital systems allow punishment to be enacted, amplified, and prolonged without
state involvement or oversight.

Drawing on three cases—publicly accessible criminal records, informal reputational
platforms, and the sharing of viral videos—the article examines how the mesh operates
and why it poses novel challenges for justice, punishment, privacy, and the dynamics of
social relations. Ultimately, it argues that the punitive mesh does not simply constitute an
intensification of pre-existing trends but a qualitative shift toward a condition in which
punishment is perpetual, mutual, and inextricable from the infrastructures of everyday
communications and interactions. This marks more than a change in punitive practices
—it signals a fundamental reconfiguration of social life itself. The punitive mesh suggests
a new way of living with one another: in a constant state of being watched, judged, sanc-
tioned, and archived across uncoordinated yet easily searchable online repositories and
environments.
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Theoretical lineage of the punitive mesh

My analysis draws on a series of influential theoretical accounts that, over several dec-
ades, have traced the evolution of control dynamics within the penal field and beyond.

Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish (1995 [1975]) traces the transformation of
punishment in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries from a sovereign model—cen-
tered on the spectacular and violent assertion of the ruler’s power—to a disciplinary
model in which control is exercised through constant surveillance. Public executions
and corporal punishment give way to incarceration, regimented labor, and the meticulous
regulation of time, space, and movement. The goal is not merely to inflict pain but to pro-
duce “docile bodies” that internalize certain norms and behave accordingly. The
Panopticon—Jeremy Bentham’s design for a prison in which inmates can be observed
without knowing when they are being watched (see Bentham, 1995)*—serves for
Foucault as the emblem of disciplinary power. The Panopticon does not require the
actual, constant gaze of the guard but the mere possibility of observation. This uncertainty
induces self-regulation, making overt coercion unnecessary. Over time, Foucault argues,
this logic “escaped” the prison and permeated other institutions and settings—schools,
factories, hospitals—producing a “carceral continuum” (Foucault, 1995 [1975]: 297,
303) in which surveillance is embedded in ordinary life. Closed institutions serve as
“laboratories” where disciplinary techniques are developed, fine-tuned, and normalized.
Once established, these techniques radiate outward into broader social settings and prac-
tices. As a result, control is exercised in open, everyday environments as much as in
closed ones.

In most of the examples provided in Discipline and Punish, a distinction exists
between watchers and watched; the subject of surveillance is not also the agent of it,
and the positions are, for the most part, fixed. In his subsequent work, however,
Foucault (1978 [1976], 1991) presents a more nuanced view of surveillance and control,
less about institutions and fixed positions and more about a relational power that circu-
lates through society, where individuals also participate in their own surveillance. This
evolution sets the stage for Gilles Deleuze’s concept of “societies of control” (1992),
in which power becomes more decentralized and is exercised through flexible and subtle
mechanisms, making control more pervasive and harder to resist. These dynamics help us
understand the way in which, in the model of the punitive mesh that I will shortly outline
and discuss, surveillance and punishment now operate laterally and diffusely, without any
institutional mediation and in reciprocal fashion.

Stanley Cohen’s Punitive city (1979) expands and develops the Foucauldian conceptual
model from a punishment perspective. Observing the rise of community-based sanctions,
halfway houses, and other alternatives to incarceration, Cohen argues that the carceral logic
was dispersing into everyday life and beyond rigidly institutionalized contexts. In his
account, the prison is no longer a sealed container of punishment; it is only one node in
a network of control. Just like in Foucault, social control extends beyond the prison walls,
reaching into the routines of daily life through probation, parole, community service, and
new monitoring technologies, shifting from the prison to various community sites. This dis-
persal is accompanied by a marked blurring of boundaries: spatial boundaries and
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distinctions between the imprisoned and the free, the guilty and the innocent, begin to blur;
penal logic can now be found on street corners, in halfway houses, and in workplaces.

Cohen also describes how private actors are co-opted into the formal penal apparatus.
Besides private entities, citizens are also mobilized as active participants in monitoring
and controlling others through neighborhood watches, citizen patrols, and volunteer
schemes, embedding punitive sensibilities into the fabric of civic engagement. The puni-
tive city thus describes an expansion of penal control, both in geography and in the range
of actors involved. While Foucault offers the theoretical model of how dynamics of sur-
veillance, normalization, and control circulate beyond formal institutions into broader
society, shaping how people behave, interact, and even think, Cohen shows us the out-
come within the penal field. The punitive city is a spatial metaphor depicting the diffusion
of penal power into different key aspects of social life. It highlights how penal measures
expand and multiply, widening and thinning the net of control so that punishment satu-
rates everyday social spaces beyond pre-defined sites. The dispersal of penal control
across society is central to my analysis of the punitive mesh. The punitive city, however,
still presupposes a certain degree of formal coordination: the state retains its central role
in defining offenses, authorizing and imposing sanctions, and structuring relationships
between the punisher and the punished. Community members and private actors may
act as auxiliaries, but they do so within a penal framework anchored in law and formal
punishment.

Four decades after Cohen, Shoshana Zuboff, in her book The Age of Surveillance
Capitalism (2019), offers a different account of surveillance, one centered not on the
penal system but on the economic logic of the digital age. Surveillance capitalism, she
argues, is a novel form of market power in which personal data are extracted as “behav-
ioral surplus” (Zuboft, 2019: 74-79) and used to predict—and ultimately shape—future
behavior. This process is driven not by state imperatives but by corporate incentives: the
monetization of attention, engagement, and predictive accuracy. Zuboff identifies key
dynamics of surveillance capitalism, where devices, platforms, and services continuously
extract behavioral data to anticipate and shape individual and group actions. Through pre-
dictive modeling and personalized interventions, users are nudged toward profitable
behaviors, while the underlying logic of data capture remains opaque—creating a pro-
found asymmetry of knowledge.

Unlike Foucault’s disciplinary model, which aims to produce obedient citizens for the
state, or Cohen’s framework that disperses penal authority into the community, surveil-
lance capitalism converts human experience into proprietary data streams for competitive
advantage. The subject becomes both consumer and data source, with surveillance that is
automatic, often imperceptible, and largely tolerated rather than chosen, built into the
very conditions of participation. While Cohen emphasizes non-state actors deputized
into a penal logic, Zuboff highlights their role as agents of a market-driven surveillance
regime. Both Foucault and Zuboff examine how surveillance produces compliant sub-
jects, but where Foucault sees compliance as normalizing and regulatory, Zuboff frames
it as behavioral and consumptive. Her analysis of digital platforms—where behavior is
continuously monitored, predicted, and modified—resonates with Deleuze’s vision of
control as decentralized, networked, and embedded in the infrastructures of everyday
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life. Surveillance capitalism thus emerges as a concrete realization of Deleuze’s
theorization.

The next section defines the punitive mesh in detail, outlining its backdrop, core fea-
tures, and the ways it reshapes both the reach and the nature of punishment in the digital
age.

Defining the punitive mesh

The preceding discussion sets the stage for introducing the concept of the “punitive
mesh.” It is crucial to first emphasize how the contemporary landscape in which the
mesh operates collapses distinctions that have traditionally structured the imposition
and functioning of punishment.

(a) State vs. private: Public criminal records circulate on commercial platforms; pri-
vate data infrastructures generate reputational proxies that influence state
decision-making.

(b) Watcher vs. watched: The same individual may be a reviewer on a website or
online app, a subject of review, a consumer of background checks, and a target
of one.

(¢) Formal vs. informal: Reputational harm may arise from an arrest record, a viral
tweet, or a negative review, each potentially as damaging as the other, and often
interconnected.

(d) Economic vs. penal logic: Platform incentives to maximize engagement often
align with punitive impulses to expose, shame, and ostracize.

Crucially, what emerges is the aspect of peer-to-peer participation—a mode of social
control in which ordinary individuals are both subjects and agents, where surveillance is
incentivized by platform architectures, and where punitive outcomes emerge from the cir-
culation of information irrespective of its legal status. The punitive mesh does not rely on
an institutionalized gaze, a bounded urban metaphor, or a unidirectional flow of data for
profit. It is a networked environment in which judgment, exposure, and censure are
embedded in the infrastructures of everyday interaction. While users’ practices sustain
the punitive mesh, its very architecture is engineered by corporate actors whose design
choices, data-extraction and dissemination models, and governance decisions make
such participation consequential. Their role is central to understanding both how the
mesh operates and why it has taken its current form.

The metaphor of the mesh aims to capture something essential about the present
moment that neither the structure of the Panopticon nor the urban sprawl of the punitive
city can fully represent. A mesh is not a tower, and it is not a set of streets radiating from a
central square. It is diffuse and pervasive, but in a distinctive fashion. The mesh is a dense
network of interconnected points, flexible yet inescapable. It has no singular center, no
fixed direction of flow, no clear inside or outside. What defines the mesh is its entangle-
ment: every node is connected to others, and the removal of any single node does not col-
lapse the structure. The mesh is not anchored in a singular gaze or centralized authority,
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but sustained through countless micro-interactions that collectively reinforce its
configuration.

The punitive mesh therefore describes a form of social control in which surveillance,
judgment, and sanction are embedded in the infrastructures of everyday life, enacted by a
multiplicity of actors, and circulated through interconnected digital and physical spaces.
Unlike traditional punishment, which is episodic and institutionally bounded, the punitive
mesh operates continuously and without territorial limits. Its punishment is not necessar-
ily codified in law, nor is it administered exclusively by state agents. Instead, punitive
effects emerge from the persistent circulation of information—verified or alleged—about
individuals’ conduct, character, or identity. Importantly, the punitive mesh doesn’t rely
on evidentiary or procedural rules: rumors, innuendo, conjectures, distortion, and outright
lies frequently serve as the primary forms of currency.

Core features of the punitive mesh

At least five core features characterize the punitive mesh:

1. Mutual surveillance: The mesh is characterized by the active participation of
ordinary individuals as both watchers and watched. Surveillance is no longer pri-
marily an asymmetrical relation between an authority and a subject; it is a mutual
condition. Users of neighborhood crime apps report suspicious activities, while at
the same time being rated by rideshare passengers or scrutinized on dating apps
and other online reputational platforms. Likewise, a user may post a warning
online about someone, only to discover that someone else has posted about
them in a different forum.

2. Lateral and omnidirectional flow: If the Panopticon symbolizes institutional sur-
veillance and the punitive city symbolizes spatial dispersal, the punitive mesh in
today’s networked societies symbolizes connective entanglement. It is every-
where, and operates in all directions, all at once—its strands linking legal data-
bases, social media feeds, review platforms, and local gossip into a single,
continuous fabric. In the mesh, flows of information are lateral and omnidirec-
tional. A reputational post or piece of information may be read by peers, algorith-
mically boosted to strangers, scraped by data brokers, and fed into background
check services—all without the knowledge of the subject or the consent of the ori-
ginator. There is no single pathway for dissemination; rather, the mesh facilitates
the rapid circulation of information through multiple, overlapping channels.

3. Hybrid formal-informal sanctioning: In the mesh, the boundary between legal
and extra-legal punishment is porous. A mugshot from a police arrest may appear
on a commercial “people search” site alongside unverifiable allegations from a
community forum. Employers may consider both when making hiring decisions,
without distinguishing between state-verified and crowd-sourced information.
This hybridization destabilizes traditional categories of justice: sanctions may
be socially enforced but legally baseless, or legally authorized but socially amp-
lified beyond proportion.
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4. Persistence and searchability: The elimination of temporal limits on punishment
is another key characteristic of the punitive mesh. In a pre-digital environment,
reputational harm from gossip or local exposure often faded over time, while
access to official records required effort and was sometimes time-limited. The
mesh renders exposure permanent: search engines, cached pages, and data aggre-
gation ensure that once information is online, it remains accessible indefinitely.
Redemption, in this context, becomes less a matter of reforming oneself than of
overcoming the permanent archive of one’s past.

5. Platform incentivization: Surveillance and exposure are not neutral byproducts of
communication technologies; they are often the intended outcomes of platform
design. Engagement is monetizable, and conflict—particularly reputational con-
flict—drives engagement. Platforms may not explicitly promote punitive content,
but algorithms favor material that provokes strong emotional reactions, which
often includes denunciations, warnings, and shaming posts. The mesh is thus
not only sustained by user participation but structurally incentivized by the eco-
nomic imperatives of digital platforms.

Technological development is central to how the punitive mesh operates and
expamds.,5 building on what Foucault, and later Deleuze, described as the dispersal of dis-
ciplinary power through surveillance, normalization, and the embedding of continuous,
decentralized systems of control into everyday life. In this context, the punitive mesh
is not a spontaneous or incidental outcome of digital life but the product of deliberate
choices concerning data extraction and the circulation and persistence of reputational
information. Its emergence reflects the convergence of commercial incentives, techno-
logical affordances, and governance gaps rather than an inevitable evolution of
punishment.

In the same way, the punitive mesh does not replace the punitive city; it incorporates
and extends it. Cohen described how punishment spread from prison to community; the
mesh describes how different nodes of punishment are interlinked into a real-time net-
work. Dispersal suggests distinct sites—probation office, workplace, community service
location—each exercising control within its own domain. Entanglement suggests that
these sites are no longer distinct. Data from one flow into the other, and reputational judg-
ments in one domain (dating, employment, social circles, economic transactions) influ-
ence outcomes in others. For example, an arrest record posted online may be indexed
by a search engine, discovered by a potential landlord, discussed on a neighborhood
forum, and cited in a workplace Slack channel—all within hours. In practice, from this
angle, there is no clear separation between criminal justice consequences and social con-
sequences; to a significant extent, they are co-produced and mutually reinforcing.

Power in the punitive mesh operates through distributed, relational, and infrastructu-
rally mediated processes. What distinguishes the punitive mesh from the accounts dis-
cussed is that power operates through reciprocal entwinement: platforms, data
infrastructures, and individuals co-produce reputational consequences in ways that no
single actor controls. The mesh is therefore not only a site where power circulates but
a configuration that continually regenerates power through participation, connectivity,



10 Punishment & Society 0(0)

and automated visibility. Its distinctiveness lies in how punitive force emerges from the
interaction of infrastructural logics and human judgement, producing sanctions that are
continuous, ambient, and difficult to attribute. Power is exercised not only through users’
actions but through the design of systems that determine what becomes knowable, search-
able, and actionable within the mesh.

The mesh as infrastructure

The punitive mesh should be understood not only as a metaphor but as a literal infrastruc-
ture: an assemblage of databases, algorithms, network protocols, search functionalities,
and user interfaces that enable constant surveillance and reputational assessment.
Unlike the walls of a prison or the physical layout of a city, the mesh has no material pres-
ence, yet it becomes hyper-tangible within digital environments. Its boundaries are
defined not by physical barriers but by connectivity. If one node in the network is
removed—a mugshot site taken down, a forum deleted—the punitive function persists
through other nodes. The mesh is resilient precisely because it is decentralized. This infra-
structural quality means the mesh can operate without being steered by any single actor.
No one designs the punitive mesh as a whole; it emerges from the cumulative effects of
platform designs, user behaviors, legal regimes, and cultural norms. Once established, it
becomes self-sustaining: users contribute information because others do, and platforms
retain it because deletion is costly and engagement is profitable.

The mesh integrates punitive logics into virtually every domain—romantic life, com-
merce, neighborhood relations, and online communities. It is “capillary” (Foucault, 1978
[1976]: 84) in this respect. Moreover, the mesh intersects with surveillance capitalism,
amplifying the dynamics described in Zuboff’s analysis: it extracts data from criminal
records, reputational platforms, and everyday behavior, and subsequently modifies con-
duct by shaping opportunities and social interactions, thereby extending punitive effects
into social, economic, and civic life. In traditional systems, one can identify the punisher
—the guard, the judge, the parole officer. In the mesh, punitive effects may arise from
anonymous posts, automated algorithmic sorting, or the cumulative weight of dispersed
micro-actions. Furthermore, there is no “outside” to the mesh. Even disengaging from
digital life does not prevent others from posting about you or accessing records in
your absence. Finally, the mesh’s punitive outcomes—ranging from public shaming
and job loss to eviction and social ostracism—are often imposed without due process,
evidence standards, or the possibility of appeal.

Examples of mesh dynamics

If the punitive mesh can seem abstract when described in theoretical terms, its logics
become apparent when examined through concrete examples. The mesh is not a hidden
system operating in the shadows of formal justice; it is a visible, participatory, and often
celebrated digital infrastructure of mutual monitoring and sanctioning. The following
cases illustrate how the interplay of exposure, informal sanction, and cross-platform cir-
culation operates without, and often beyond, the state.
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Public criminal records

The punitive mesh is perhaps nowhere more discernible than in the fate of criminal
records in the digital age. What once existed as a localized, largely inert archive—
stored in courthouse filing cabinets, accessible only through bureaucratic process—
has become a readily accessible, almost frictionless data stream. The legal principle
of “open justice,” intended to ensure accountability, has collided with the commercial
and technical affordances of the internet, radically expanding the reach and function
of criminal records. Previously, accessing records required effort and physical pres-
ence, which acted as a de facto privacy shield (Corda, 2016; Solove, 2002).
Employers rarely consulted distant archives, neighbors were often unaware of minor
convictions, and gossip faded without documentary reinforcement. Digitization has
erased these buffers (Solove, 2007). Many jurisdictions now publish court dockets
online, data brokers aggregate court, police, and incarceration data for sale to employ-
ers, landlords, insurers, and the general public, and search engines index criminal his-
tory information for universal access (Corda and Lageson, 2020; Jacobs, 2015;
Lageson, 2020; Lageson and Corda, 2024; Lageson et al., 2021). U.S. tech platforms
have successfully exported such practices globally through the gig economy (Rovira,
2023: 3). Subscription-based platforms market themselves as tools for safety and risk
management, but they also cater to voyeuristic interest.

A vivid example is the commercial mugshot industry in the United States. Since the
mid-2000s, websites have published arrest photos scraped from police sites, monetizing
traffic while also offering paid removal services (Lee, 2018). Several U.S. states have
passed laws attempting to curtail such practices, prohibiting the solicitation of removal
fees or restricting the publication of arrest photos before conviction (Wesner, 2017).
Yet the mugshot economy persists, often relocating offshore or operating through social
media pages with lax content moderation. Even where legal interventions succeed in
removing a particular site, the same images often survive in cached versions, mirror sites,
or private archives, ready to resurface (Lageson, 2020; Stelloh, 2017). Some U.S. news-
papers have begun deleting or editing old crime stories to give individuals a fresh start;
nevertheless, digital traces often persist through archives, news aggregators, or social
media reposting (Levin, 2025). The mesh ensures resilience: once an image enters the
network, it is almost impossible to erase.

The mesh collapses distinctions central to criminal law. Arrests, convictions, and
sealed or expunged records often coexist in aggregated search results, making formal ces-
sation of punishment practically meaningless. Likewise, the line between “criminal” and
“non-criminal” information blurs: a Google search may produce court records alongside
Yelp reviews, LinkedIn profiles, and neighborhood posts, creating a composite public
persona outside the subject’s control. The criminal record becomes a form of content
—clickable, shareable, and profitable. The economic logic of this commodification
ensures that there are strong incentives to keep the data circulating, regardless of its accur-
acy or current relevance. Moreover, the commodification process severs the information
from its legal and temporal context. A twenty-year-old misdemeanor, long irrelevant in
law, may appear with equal prominence as a recent felony in a paid search report
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(McElhattan, 2025; Roberts, 2011). What remains is a flattened, decontextualized narra-
tive of wrongdoing (Ewald, 2023).

The open justice principle was conceived in a world where public access meant phys-
ical attendance at a trial or deliberate retrieval of paper records. In the mesh, where “pub-
lic’ means “instantly searchable by anyone,” the principle’s consequences have
multiplied exponentially. The law has not fully reckoned with the fact that the form of
public access can radically alter its function. What was once a means of ensuring that just-
ice was seen to be done has become a mechanism by which punishment is perpetually
re-inflicted. In the mesh’s logic, a criminal record often functions as an anchor point
from which other punitive narratives can radiate. An arrest record may be linked to
news articles, social media posts, workplace rumors, or user-generated reviews; even
unrelated allegations can be algorithmically or contextually tied to that record through
search results, reinforcing a durable association between a given individual and crimin-
ality. The anchor holds, even as other details shift or fade. This anchoring effect contri-
butes to what may amount to a reputational trap. And unlike the temporally bounded
sentences of the punitive city, the mesh allows punishment to migrate across contexts
indefinitely.

Reputational platforms

If criminal records illustrate the ability of the mesh to extend state-originated punishment
indefinitely via participatory (mis)use, informal reputational platforms reveal that punish-
ment no longer requires any state origin at all. The following discussion focuses on spaces
such as Tea, Yelp, Google Reviews, and Glassdoor—platforms where accusations, warn-
ings, and evaluations circulate without legal vetting, yet wield enormous punitive power.
These platforms demonstrate that the mesh’s punitive capability is no longer necessarily
tethered to formal legal processes. In these environments, the logic of accusation, circu-
lation, and participatory sanction operates without courtrooms, police reports, or statutory
definitions of wrongdoing. Instead, punishment emerges from peer-to-peer disclosures,
often mediated by platform architectures that reward virality, emotional charge, and repe-
tition. The result is a mode of social control that is at once diffuse, deeply personalized,
and by and large immune to the procedural safeguards that traditionally accompany the
exercise of punitive power.

The rise of informal reputational platforms highlights how the punitive mesh extends
and operates well beyond and often independently of state-administered punishment. In
2025, the app Tea Dating Advice reached the top of Apple’s U.S. App Store (Bradley,
2025).% Marketed as a women-only “whisper network,” Tea allows anonymous reviews
of men, flagged with “red” or “green” markers, alongside tools such as reverse image
search and background checks. Framed in the language of safety and solidarity, the
app provides users with a space to warn others about harmful behavior (Donnelly,
2025; Hunter, 2025). Yet its design—anonymous submissions, minimal moderation,
no corroboration—blurs the line between protective sharing, gossip, and reputational
destruction. Like a decentralized tribunal, Tea enables judgments rendered without rights
of response, contextualization, or exoneration.
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Similar dynamics appear in local Facebook groups such as “Are We Dating the Same
Guy?,” which have proliferated internationally (Al-Othman, 2025; Casteel et al., 2023;
Merrifield, 2025). Members share experiences to report potential red flags, creating
what amounts to a semi-public reputational archive. Private online groups or encrypted
channels function in much the same way, allowing women to share names, screenshots,
and anecdotes. Although portrayed as protective, these warnings often become search-
able, exportable, and enduring—informal dossiers circulating beyond their original con-
text. Here, the mesh operates through porous boundaries between intimacy and publicity.
Employer-review platforms like Glassdoor or Indeed exemplify another dimension. A
negative review of exploitative management can damage a company’s brand, functioning
as an economic sanction without legal intervention. Conversely, anonymous accusations
of misconduct against specific employees can follow them across jobs, affecting employ-
ability without judicial oversight.

These platforms act as parallel legal orders. They assess conduct, render verdicts, and
impose sanctions—diminished opportunities, reputational damage, exclusion—without
invoking formal authority. Procedural minimalism is often defended on the grounds
that these are not “real” legal processes. Yet their effects—social ostracism, economic
loss, lasting stigma—closely parallel formal punishment.

Informal systems do not simply host accusations; they shape them. Algorithms priv-
ilege outrage, encourage pile-ons, and foster self-reinforcing plausibility, even when ini-
tial claims are unverified. Widespread circulation further amplifies harm. This multiplier
effect is compounded by the mesh’s cross-platform permeability. A negative review on
Glassdoor may be screenshotted and shared on LinkedIn; an accusation on Tea may
migrate to TikTok, accompanied by speculative commentary from strangers. Each migra-
tion detaches the claim further from its source, making correction more difficult and amp-
lifying its reach. It is important, however, to acknowledge that many informal
reputational platforms emerge in contexts where formal systems have failed to provide
protection—particularly for women, queer people, and other marginalized groups. In
such spaces, the public warning serves as a countermeasure to institutional indifference
or active harm. Apps like Tea or online groups like “Are We Dating the Same Guy?” are
often motivated by a recognition that reporting sexual harassment or abuse through offi-
cial channels is frequently slow, retraumatizing, or futile. The informal network becomes
a form of mutual defense (Cherelus, 2025; Orchard and Chamberlain, 2023). Yet this eth-
ical foundation coexists with a more ambivalent reality: the same tools that allow for pro-
tective warnings also allow for unsubstantiated character assassination. The mesh does
not discriminate between justice-seeking and malice-driven uses; it is an infrastructure
for both. The possibility of false or exaggerated claims is not a mere “flaw” in the sys-
tem—it is an inevitable consequence of its design, which prioritizes frictionless publica-
tion over verifiable accuracy.

The broader trend reflects a shift from rating products to rating people. What began
with Amazon stars or TripAdvisor rankings now evaluates coworkers, dates, and stran-
gers. Uber and Airbnb institutionalize reciprocal reviewing, making reputational scores
prerequisites for participation. A low rating may not lead to prison, but it can exclude
individuals from jobs, housing, or networks. Unlike products, people cannot be
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relaunched; their review history endures. In this context, privacy is not so much vio-
lated as rendered structurally obsolete. Participation in social and economic life now
presupposes a level of openness to public evaluation, whether voluntary or coerced.
Even those who abstain from social media or public self-disclosure may find them-
selves indexed in the mesh through other people’s posts. The very existence of a search-
able, shareable platform means that the absence of information can itself become a kind
of reputational marker, inviting speculation. Moreover, the shift from “broadcast” to
“networked” communication means that personal allegations can move through semi-
private channels—group chats, closed Facebook groups, Discord servers—before
erupting into public view. The mesh thrives on this interplay between closed and
open circuits, making reputational damage both unpredictable in timing and difficult
to contain once triggered. From the perspective of reputational platforms, the very
same subjects who decry hyper-invasive technologies often serve as the mesh’s most
diligent operators, producing and circulating the data that sustain its capacity for social
control and participatory sanctioning.

Viral videos

Thirdly, and finally, another clear illustration of the punitive mesh comes from the life
cycle of viral shaming videos. In one widely discussed case, in 2020, a woman in
Central Park called the police on a Black birdwatcher, falsely claiming he was threatening
her. The incident, recorded on a smartphone and originally posted to then-Twitter,
exploded across social media within hours. The Twitter video alone received tens of mil-
lions of views (Stewart, 2020; Walters, 2020). The video triggered widespread condem-
nation, led to the woman’s employer terminating her contract, and permanently altered
her public identity (Maslin Nir, 2020). What is significant here is not the debate over
whether her actions warranted social sanction—though that debate was intense—but
the process by which the mesh adjudicated her case. The video moved frictionlessly
across platforms, with each repost layering new commentary, captions, and interpreta-
tions. Within days, it had accumulated the aura of a settled fact: the woman was
the “Central Park Karen” (Armstrong, 2021). There was no court process, no formal con-
viction, yet the outcome was unmistakably punitive—Iloss of employment, death threats,
social ostracism, and enduring reputational damage (Cooper, 2023; Maxouris, 2020).
Even if one accepts the moral legitimacy or justice of this particular sanction,’ the
mechanism through which it unfolded is the same mechanism that can (and does) operate
in far more ambiguous cases. An example of this is evident in the much-publicized inci-
dent in which a woman filmed at a 2025 Coldplay concert with her boss had a private
moment rapidly converted into widespread shaming (Miller, 2025). The viral spread of
videos online illustrates how informal punishment becomes participatory. Each act of
sharing, reposting, and commenting contributed to the women’s public trials, transform-
ing individual incidents into a collective judgment. What appears to be casual circulation
of content is, in fact, the social infrastructure through which reputations are reshaped and
sanctions delivered. In this way, cases such as those of the “Central Park Karen” and the
woman filmed at the Coldplay concert are not aberrations but paradigmatic examples of
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how, in networked digital environments, punishment is enacted through the cumulative
weight of distributed participation.

Implications and futures: Living in the punitive mesh

In today’s networked societies, visibility is simultaneously a condition of vulnerability
and a currency of power; participation is both protective and punitive. A screenshot in a
private chat can become a public scandal; a reputational platform can operate as a par-
allel criminal record; a hashtag campaign can trigger sanctions faster than any court
proceeding. Because the mesh is sustained by voluntary contributions of information,
it is more resilient than any purely coercive surveillance regime. Disconnection is tech-
nically possible but socially costly: to refuse participation is to risk invisibility in
domains—dating, employment, activism—where visibility is a precondition for oppor-
tunity and safety.

As mentioned, crucially, the mesh erodes the boundary between formal and informal
punishment. While many of its sanctions operate outside the law, they routinely intersect
with formal consequences: an employer acts on an online accusation without investiga-
tion; a landlord refuses a tenant based on an unverified warning in a neighborhood group;
police initiate contact based on viral footage rather than a filed complaint. This entangle-
ment creates a feedback loop in which informal punitive acts gain legitimacy from insti-
tutional uptake, and institutions increasingly rely on informal channels as de facto
intelligence systems.

The punitive mesh combines long-standing dynamics of stigma and collateral conse-
quences of criminal justice involvement (Corda and Kaspar, 2022; Logan, 2013) with
new features introduced by digital infrastructures: scale, persistence, searchability,
cross-context portability, and automated circulation. Punishment has never been fully
contained within institutions, but the mesh renders diffuse sanctions more visible, dur-
able, accessible, and actionable, transforming their reach and intensity. Going even fur-
ther, and drawing on Fourcade and Healy’s (2024) analysis of the “ordinal society,” the
punitive mesh also participates in a broader restructuring of governance through practices
of ranking, scoring, and cross-context data mobility. It does not merely extend the scope
and magnitude of punishment but contributes to a reordering of social life in which indi-
viduals appear as portfolios of reputational indicators that travel across domains, shape
opportunities, and pre-structure social relations. These circulating scores reshape not
only how punishment operates but how people are positioned, evaluated, and related
to one another.

From an analytical perspective, the mesh poses a particular challenge because its most
troubling features are inseparable from its most valued ones. Like other forms of power
discussed, the mesh is both repressive and productive. It produces identities, rankings,
and behavioral expectations while simultaneously exposing individuals to reputational
harm and exclusion. Some of its salient features—visibility, connectivity, and participa-
tion—are inextricably linked to the mechanisms that enable punitive amplification. The
same participatory capacities that allow communities to expose abusive employers, dan-
gerous individuals, or corrupt officials also facilitate misidentification, harassment, and
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disproportionate sanctions. Efforts to constrain the mesh’s harms—through platform
moderation, privacy protections, or defamation law—are easily framed as suppressing
its democratic potential. This tension ensures that the mesh remains politically durable
even in the face of controversy.

To acknowledge the existence of the punitive mesh is to recognize that we are not sim-
ply observers of a new, composite infrastructure but active participants in its day-to-day
operations. Every search, screenshot, repost, and review is a potential filament in the lat-
tice; every act of visibility is a wager on how one will be read, archived, and possibly
weaponized.® Unlike other regimes of control, the mesh does not primarily operate by
imposing its gaze upon a reluctant public. Instead, it seduces, enlists, and normalizes par-
ticipation, weaving the satisfaction of being informed, the thrill of exposure, and the
moral urgency of collective protection into the same gestures that enforce its punitive
functions.

The implications are profound. Formal justice systems were designed around the
assumption that sanctions flow from identifiable, accountable actors through defined pro-
cedures. In the mesh, sanctions can originate from anywhere, with no clear jurisdictional
home, and yet yield tangible consequences. This destabilizes the traditional role of courts
and regulators as both arbiters and safeguards: when punishment occurs before, outside,
or without legal adjudication, the law is not merely circumvented but partially supplanted.
The danger is not only wrongful harm but also a creeping redefinition of justice as some-
thing measured by virality and resonance rather than deliberation and proportionality.
Capers (2023: 1768) suggests that “a world in which all of us can participate in the virtual
town square and express our views about what is right and what is wrong—rather than
leaving such decisions to those already in power—would be a brave new world indeed.”
Yet this participatory element is not necessarily desirable; diffusing responsibility for
punishment to the crowd risks, as we can already see happening, amplifying biases,
entrenching inequalities, and replacing far-from-flawless state control with an even
more volatile and unaccountable form of collective judgment. The punitive mesh also
demands a reconsideration of responsibility. The distributive nature of punitive acts—
fragmented across thousands of likes, shares, and minor disclosures—makes it easy for
individuals to disavow their role in producing harm. Yet, taken collectively, these micro-
contributions generate a force that can be as impactful as any court ruling.” The mesh
thrives on this diffusion of accountability: no single actor owns the sanction, but everyone
contributes to its weight.

Privacy, long imagined as the antidote to invasive digital surveillance (Hildebrandt,
2019), becomes both more vital and more precarious in this environment. The mesh’s
power lies in its ability to mobilize personal data in service of certain narratives—narra-
tives that may or may not correspond to legal or factual truth. Efforts to reclaim privacy,
whether through encryption, anonymization, or digital clearance, confront not only tech-
nical challenges but also cultural resistance: assuming it is possible, withdrawal from visi-
bility can be read as suspicious, antisocial, or even dangerous. The paradox deepens: the
more we rely on mutual visibility, the more vulnerable we become to the punitive cap-
acities that visibility enables. This vulnerability, however, is structured by the distribution
of accountability across the mesh’s multiple actors. While users play a crucial role in
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perpetuating the mesh, corporate actors are central to its construction and operation.
Individual participation is essential to its functioning, but platform infrastructures, social
media companies, and data brokers shape the conditions under which reputational harm
circulates. These actors determine the mesh’s durability and opacity, making its punitive
dynamics hard to challenge. Corporate actors not only produce and maintain the punitive
mesh but also benefit from its operation, reinforcing the structural barriers that make it so
difficult to confront.

Conclusion

This article has presented the concept of the “punitive mesh,” highlighting how digital
technologies have transformed punishment into a continuous, participatory, and net-
worked form of social control. The punitive mesh illustrates how punishment and reputa-
tional harm, once confined to formal institutions, now circulate widely across
interconnected online spaces, reshaping everyday life. In today’s world, we inhabit an
environment in which surveillance is not an exceptional intrusion but the medium of
social existence, and punishment is not the endpoint of a legal process but a continuous
possibility inherent in visibility itself. To live in the punitive mesh is to accept that one’s
public and private selves are not merely at risk of collapse—they are already largely
entangled, circulating, and subject to judgment at every moment. This recognition
does not demand resignation, but it does demand clarity.

Resistance to the mesh will require more than individual strategies of self-protection.
Structural interventions are essential if we are to retain the democratic benefits of par-
ticipatory exposure while mitigating its excesses. These could include targeted adjust-
ments to ranking and recommendation systems to ensure punitive or harmful content is
less readily amplified or made persistently visible, clearer limits on the circulation of
sensitive data, and initiatives that foster more reflexive and accountable norms of online
participation. Yet here the mesh’s resilience presents a formidable obstacle. Its func-
tions are distributed, its infrastructure privately owned but socially embedded, and its
appeal rooted in values—transparency, accountability, and even solidarity—that are
difficult to contest without appearing to defend impunity or concealment. The punitive
mesh is not a passing cultural fad; it is an emergent infrastructure woven into the archi-
tecture of day-to-day existence. Its durability lies in its interweaving with the very free-
doms and capacities—speech, association, participation, and mutual aid—that we are
reluctant to relinquish. The challenge for the coming decades will be to imagine a civic
order in which these freedoms are not the conduits of perpetual sanction. Until then, the
punitive mesh will hold: elastic enough to manage dissent and disengagement, porous
enough to absorb novelty, but always taut enough to catch, bind, and display those who
stumble within it.
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Notes

1. Solove (2021) argues that the “privacy paradox” is a myth because it wrongly generalizes from
people’s context-specific risk decisions to broad claims about their overall valuation of privacy.
In other words, in his view, specific behaviors in limited scenarios do not accurately reflect general
attitudes toward privacy. However, while context matters, persistent patterns of behavior—
whether in surrendering personal data or evaluating others on platforms—can still provide mean-
ingful evidence of how people assess and prioritize privacy, reputation, or other qualities, particu-
larly when such behavior continues despite widespread warnings and awareness of potential risks.

2. We post pictures of us on holiday and share information about every aspect of our work, and
about our personal and romantic lives via social media platforms. “Big tech” and social media
wouldn’t exist, never mind properly function, without the complicity of obliging users.
Albrechtslund (2008) describes social media use in terms of “participatory surveillance,” built
around the ideas of user empowerment and subjectivity-building and sharing.

3. Cohen himself (1979: 346-347) uses the term “mesh” as a metaphor for the network or fabric of
social control. Under his framework, “thinning the mesh” describes how this network becomes
less intense or direct, dispersing punishment more subtly across society. It captures the shift
from concentrated, overt control to diffuse, pervasive mechanisms of social regulation. The
punitive mesh presented here is a dispersed and seemingly disordered network of social control,
yet it maintains an underlying intensity when deployed. Its mechanisms are widespread and
multifaceted, creating pervasive pressure. Wacquant (2012: 240) uses the term “punitive
mesh” to describe how, in the 21st century, workfare and prisonfare operate as intertwined strat-
egies of social control, linking neoliberal labor discipline with punitive criminal justice to regu-
late and manage marginalized populations.

4. The idea for the Panopticon was originally conceived by Samuel Bentham, Jeremy’s younger
brother, who envisioned a central inspection system for supervising workers efficiently (see
Steadman, 2012).

5. Science and technology studies (STS) (e.g. Bowker and Star, 1999; Gillespie, 2014) help high-
light how the punitive mesh is embedded in socio-technical systems that mediate visibility, clas-
sification, and data circulation. This literature underscores that the functioning and effects of the
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mesh are inseparable from the technological and organizational arrangements that enable data to
move, persist, and acquire meaning.

6. Later in the year, the app was taken down following multiple data-leak incidents, though it
remained available on the Android app store. A new website was subsequently launched
(Parham, 2026).

7. One person’s punitive mesh—originating, for example, from #MeToo or cancel culture cam-
paigns—is another person’s form of citizen-led justice; this article does not seek to enter that
broader debate.

8. Echoing debates in narrative criminology and storytelling literature (e.g. Maruna, 2025), indivi-
duals may choose to share personal accounts or curate digital self-representations, yet they retain
little control over how these narratives are interpreted, appropriated, or weaponized by others.
This dynamic resonates with the logic of the punitive mesh, in which content intended as
benign—such as a TikTok video of a family outing—may be recontextualized to invite moral
judgment or public shaming.

9. Furthermore, public awareness of wrongdoing in our contemporary landscape often emerges
more rapidly via social media and gossip platforms than through formal court reporting.
While courts typically release identifying details during official proceedings, digital channels
frequently circulate such information from the moment of incident or arrest, reshaping the tem-
poral and spatial dynamics of public exposure.
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