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CHAPTER ONE 

ANCIENT THEORIES OF JUSTICE 

 

Justice is known as a master concept in the political philosophical thought. This 

concept is the centre of debate in the time of Greek philosophers. It finds its root in the 

writings of ancient Greek philosopher and scientist Pythagoras. After him this concept 

has been stirring on the western philosopher’s mind and thoughts. They extremely feel 

the need of justice for set-up in society and the philosophers offer their views about 

justice in different times. In traditional period the concept of justice is mainly focused 

on the ‘just’ man. . There are many Greek philosophers who have given their views 

about justice, but here particularly the two important Greek philosophers notion of 

justice have been highlighted. 

Plato and Aristotle were the famous Greek philosophers who discussed ‘good’ 

society in terms of ‘just’ society. According to Plato, justice is a virtue which helps to 

found the rational order. He says, each parts of the soul performing their own 

appropriate role and not interfering the other parts functioning. He mainly emphasises 

on the specialization of the work. Aristotle thinks that justice is a virtue and in an ideal 

state justice can be established if the state gives equal opportunities to those who are 

situated in equal position. So, he does not believe on justice as equality rather he gives 

priority on the equality for equals and inequality for unequal and the ideal state should 

equal distribution of award, honour etc. of those people according to their quality and 

ability or capability.  
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❖ 1.1  Plato’s Theory of Justice:   In the history of political philosophy 

Plato’s idea of justice occupied a prominent place. According to him, the word justice 

comes from the Greek word ‘Dikaisyne’, which is very close to the word 

‘righteousness’ or ‘morality’. It assimilates total duty of a man as well as the conduct of 

the individual, as it affects others. Plato claims that, justice is one of the virtues and 

quality of soul which helps people to ignore the unreasonable desire and the self- 

centric attitude for the general benefit. 

Plato proposed his theory of justice because of the distress condition in Athens. 

He was born in Athens which was one of the main city states of Greece. At that time 

Athens was a glorious city of Greece and after the victory against Paris a socio-political 

democratic period started to flourish in Athens. But later after being defeated against 

the battle with Sparta, Athens position started to decline. Discrimination between rich 

and poor, indiscipline, internal strife, treachery and many other problems started to rise 

in Athens and the social life became endangered. The declining conditions of the 

Athenian democracy are also responsible for the death of Socrates. So, Plato believes 

that, justice is the only remedy through which he can save the Athenian democracy 

from this distressful condition. During Plato’s period Athens political-interest has 

rampantly declined in entire Greece. In these days Sophist thinkers teach the people 

about ethics of self-satisfaction which bear high impact on the Athenians and they 

become excessive individualist and possess the office of the state for their personal 

purpose. As a result of this self-centric nature of people, Athens has been divided into 

two rancorous groups; such as, rich and poor, repressor and repressed. So, Plato mainly 

attacks on two factors—extreme individualism and the meddlesomeness. He wanted to 

establish an ideal society by the help of justice, as he deeply believes that, justice is the 
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only remedy that can resolve these problems. He placed justice in a supreme position as 

it is the primary principle of the well-ordered society.  

It is true that, before Plato many thinkers have given their own views about 

justice, but Plato was the first person who presented the theory of justice in the field of 

political thought. Before Plato those thinkers who have given their views about justice 

was crudest theory in nature. So, Plato before giving his own views about justice he 

rejected those traditional theories of justice which are crudest in nature. There are some 

reasons for which he compels to reject these theories of justice. 

Like many other notion, the concept of justice has been one of the greatest 

contributions of the ancient Greece offered by Plato. He was one of the greatest 

political philosophers who have made a significant contribution to develop the idea of 

justice. His book Republic has been mainly devoted to the analysis of justice. 

How the absence of justice is harmful for the society and how it controls the 

human life-style? What will be the place of justice in society? These are the main 

questions of Republic. To develop his theory of justice he unveils the different theories 

of justice in terms of dialogue. They are as follows: 

Cephalus was the first sophist philosopher who represents the traditional theory 

of justice. According to him, justice is telling the truth and paying one’s debt. Thus it 

seems that, Cephalus wants to determine justice with the right conduct.  

Plato criticised Cephalus views. By mentioning Socrates objection he said there 

may be many cases where Cephalus notion violates the right act and his formula does 

not occur as the principle of our life. Suppose, one of my friends give me his deadly 

weapon when he is in right condition, but after few days he wanted to return his arms 
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back in a drunken state. Here if the person obey Cephalus’s formula and return the arms 

to his friend, then it may happen that he may create harms to anyone by that weapon in 

his mentally unsound condition. So, this act of the person is not occurring as a just act. 

Therefore, Cephalus notion is not acceptable in human life. 

After Cephalus, his son Polemarchus changes his view with a little alternation by 

saying that, doing well to your friends and give harms to your enemies is what justice is 

all about. This view is accepted as a traditional maxim of the morality of Greek. But 

this type of notion of Polemarchus was discredited by Plato. He said that, it is easy to 

say doing well for the friends and giving harms to the enemies, if the friend seems as a 

good friend, but in reality if he is an enemy, then what will happen? If we blindly 

follow the views of Polemarchus then we harm to him, but doing harms to anyone 

though he is your enemy is inconsistent with the concept of morality. So, this type of 

notion of justice is not helpful to establish a well-ordered society. 

Thrasymachus represents a critical and radical view about the theory of justice. 

He says that ‘justice is the interest of the stronger’ or ‘might is right’. It is natural 

instinct of us that everyone doing an act for him and tries to satisfy his own desire. 

Every strongest living being either human being or the other kinds of living beings are 

surely get their intended object what they want, like that manner  Government is a 

strongest body in the state and it will get those kinds of things what it wants for itself. 

So, Thrasymachus asserts that justice is the individual’s self-interest of the governing 

party in any state. In every state the ruling party made the laws for their own interest. 

As breaking the law is treated as infringement of justice, so if anyone tries to break 

such law, then he will be punished by the state.  
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The definition of justice is criticized by Socrates by saying that a physician 

prescribes medicine not for his own good, but for the good of his patients. So, we all  

considers that a true physician is the ruler of the human body and always doing good 

what is right for his patient and not interested about his own good. Like a true 

physician a true pilot also thinks about the safety of passengers, as passengers’ 

safety is the first priority to him and that is also his duty. Therefore, it may be 

remarked that, any type of ruler practices his own art or power not for his own 

interest, but for the interest of the people for whom he exercises his art. But later, 

Thrasymachus raises more advantageous arguments in favour of his view regarding 

justice and injustice. He says that,  

The life of the unjust is more advantageous than that of the just.2  

 

           He attributes injustice with wisdom and virtue and calls unjust is 

honourable and strong, in short he recognized injustice with all those qualities which 

are generally attributed with the justice. So, he says that, injustice is more superior to 

the just in sense of character as well as intelligence. Socrates again counters attacks on 

this point which has been arisen by Thrasymachus and turns our attention towards 

justice. 

According to Socrates, justice emphasizes on excellent character and intelligence, 

but injustice implies absence of these two qualities. As like that, a just person is 

superior in character and intelligent and more efficient towards his action, but an unjust 

person is completely opposite to the just person. He is ignorant, stupid, and impious as 

well as has not possessed any excellence character. A just person is rational as he 

recognizes the principle of limit. Illimitable self-affirmation, desire or claims lead to 

 
2 . Plato,  Republic, Translated by B. Jowett,  p-28 
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disagreements. Along with the evil soul a person become an evil ruler. On the contrary, 

good soul has made a person good ruler. Like that manner justice is the nobility of the 

soul and injustice is the mediocrity of the soul. A just person lives a healthy life, but an 

unjust person lives a suffering life. So, just life is happy for all individuals and it is 

profitable, but unjust life is painful for the person and it is not gainful to human life. 

Therefore, Socrates proclaims that, injustice is not beneficial than that of justice.  

Later Plato states about the views of Glaucon and Adeimantas. They both are not 

satisfied with Socrates defensive views of justice. According to Glaucon, there are three 

types of good----intrinsic good (i.e. joy), instrumental good (i.e. money) and both of 

these good are valuable (i.e. health). By mentioning these three types of good Glaucon 

wants to ask that which type of good possess justice? Socrates answered this question 

by saying that justice belongs to the third category of good and it is the highest sort of 

good.  

Glaucon represents the pragmatic theory of justice by stating that, justice is an 

artificial thing or a product of social convention. He upholds that, justice is the child of 

fear. By stating historical evolution of the society he argues that, at this time justice 

becomes a necessary step to the weaker section of the people. In the preliminary stage 

there are not present any laws as well as the government in the state and people are free 

to do whatever they want. But this type of uncontrolled boundless freedom becomes 

dangerous for the weaker section of society. Because, few stronger people are enjoy 

their life by torturing on weaker people. Gradually, the weaker section realised that they 

are deprived from the opportunity in the society and suffered from injustice. So, to 

overcome this situation they are getting together and make an agreement and thus make 

a government along with the laws which is one sort of social justice that is just for all 

people. With this description it can be said that justice is artificial and unnatural and it 
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is the product of convention. Therefore, justice is the artificial rule and it is made for 

the interest of the weaker people against few superior powerful people. 

After the views of Glaucon his brother Adeimantus added two more points 

against justice. Firstly, parents advice their child to treat everyone justly. They instruct 

their child to do so not for the sake of justice or not it is good in itself, rather in future it 

may tend to pay off for them, such as it may be harmful to their reputation in the 

society. Secondly, religious injunctions are unsuccessful in inspiring us to abstain from 

injustice act, because we know that if we  do any unjust act then God will punish us and 

doing a just act will be rewarded by the God. Though God may not even exist or if he  

exists then he is not taken proper care of  human beings or if he thinks about us then he 

is blarney with prayers and grafted with giving up to let us get away with misconduct 

act. Thus Glaucon and Adeimantus show the true nature of justice and it is intrinsically 

good. 

Plato comprehends that, all of the above theory of Sophists about the theory of 

justice has a common element. They all treated justice as an external content such as an 

importation, an achievement or a convention, they does not realize that justice resides 

with the soul rather they considered it like a habitation. Plato proves that justice is not a 

convention or an external force. He highly condemns the views of justice given by 

Glaucon (that justice is external). According to Plato, justice is the internal element 

which is situated in the soul of human being and it is an inner grace. Therefore, it is not 

artificial rather it is natural and it is not originated from the fear of the weaker, it  

resides in human soul and advice us to do our duty in accordance with our nature.  

After refuting the conventional theories of justice posed by Cephalus, 

Polymarchus, Thrasymachus, Glaucon, Adeimantas, Plato presents his own view about 
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the concept of justice in the fourth book of Republic. Plato constructs Socrates view 

about justice in accordance with his own perspectives. He sets up his theory with an 

analogy comparing justice as the large scale which applies within the society and as the 

smaller scale which applies on a human soul. So, it can be seen that justice is a 

fundamental virtue in both field---good political state and good personal character. 

After refuting Sophist views, Plato presents his theory of justice. According to 

Plato, it is the duty of every people to make his state as an ideal state. The aim of every 

state is to fulfil the dreams to make an ideal state and by establishing the justice the 

state become as a welfare state. The main theme of the Republic is to determine the 

nature of an ideal democratic state. According to Plato, justice is good for every citizen. 

Plato asserts that, as by nature every man is live in a group or live together, so 

they found the city-state. No one can imagine a lonely life out of the society or state. 

People and society are inter-related with each other. Welfare of one is welfare of others. 

The system of the state is legitimate if justice is being place in individual life, like that 

if state is able to maintain the impartiality then justice will be brought up in individual 

life. It is never or ever good for the state that the state performs any immoral acts. In 

that manner, if the state prefers illegal activities then the citizens may suffer from 

disaster situation and they could not able to spend an honest life. Basically Plato thinks 

that, state and the individuals both are share same morality, which is justice. 

In this respect, to examine the definition of Justice Plato elicited an analogical 

argument between elements of human soul and elements of state. According to him, 

human soul is made by three components---reason, spirit and appetite. Reason is the 

higher part of the soul which helps a person to take a balanced decision which is good 

for human being. The second part of the soul is spirit, which possesses courage, force 



14 
 

and also has the strong intention. And the lower domain of the human soul is appetite 

which has hunger, lust, thirst. This domain drives an individual towards the immoral 

gratification and behind his or her desires there is not working any rational 

consciousness. But by the help of rational domain an individual can able to differentiate 

between good and bad things and it also restrain him or her from doing an immoral act. 

 From the above features of the three domain of the human organism or soul it 

has been noticed that a soul has different types of will. So, in order to drive the soul in a 

just or right way it’s necessary to create some sort of hierarchical process. In addition 

of that, Plato mentions three kinds of virtues (wisdom, courage, temperance) which are 

related with the three domain of human organism. In this regard, he says that the 

domain of reason of the soul is ruled with wisdom, the spirit has the power of courage 

and the appetite has possessed the virtue of temperance. 

Corresponding to these three components of human organism Plato divided the 

social organism into three classes----ruling class, warrior class and the artisan class. 

Plato asserts that, there are strong connections between the human organism and social 

organism. According to Plato, if each part of an individual soul performs their functions 

without interference in other parts of soul, then the just society can be established. The 

ruling class possess the virtue of wisdom and they rule the state with their rational part 

of the soul on behalf of the other elements of the soul. The ruling class are those people 

who love their state and always think about the interest of the whole state and doing all 

kind of activities which are necessary for the state. The soldier or warrior class have 

possessed the virtue of courage and they are the representative of the spiritual part of 

the soul. They have the physical strength and patriotic nature towards the state and 

always ready to protect the state from the attacks of enemies whatever they are from 

foreign countries or domestic enemies.  They are well-educated and loyal to their state 
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and protect the citizen from any kind of harm. The artisan class is the representative of 

the appetite part of the soul and they have possessed the virtue of temperance. These 

artisans are various types---farmer, cobbler and the lowest rung of the ladder whose 

duty is to produce the food, provide cloths and the other necessary things of daily life 

and what the state is requires. The artisans are obedient to their ruler. 

 

So, Plato divides the social class according to their natural abilities or the basic 

element what is present within one’s soul. For instance, soldiers have not possessed 

virtue of temperance and wisdom. Thus, Plato create a web relation between human 

organism and social organism, which have a similar structure and justice is like a draft 

which subsist in the two transcript---individual and society, Justice is a virtue to an 

individual that make him or her a socially good person, but justice is largely more 

visible and present in a larger scale in the society. Therefore, justice is a virtue and one 

type of social consciousness which helps to internally make a harmonious and good 

society. 

Plato claims that justice is one sort of specialization of the state, where three 

social classes---ruler, warrior and artisans were fulfilling their own duties without 

interfere on other classes. It means, the duty of the ruling class is to govern the state 

with their well-thought, the warriors should perform their duties in defence of the state 

or protect the state and the artisans should provide the necessary things what the two 

classes (ruling and warrior) are needed. So, justice consists on  

One class, one duty; one man, one work. 3 

Plato further states that, 

 
3. Mukherjee, S., and Ramaswamy, S., A History of Political Thought: Plato to Marx (2nd ed.), p-78. 
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One man should practice one thing only and that the thing to which his nature was 

best adapted.4 

 

He claims that, every individual should perform his own duties with his appointed 

post and not to intervene with other station duties. So, true justice is lies within the non-

interfering with each other duties. Every component of human soul has fulfilled its own 

appropriate function. 

Plato proclaims that, interference and meddlesomeness in each other duties will 

be grow up the injustice in the society. Any types of inter-changing of services among 

the three classes are harmful and bring evil for the society. And if all of the three 

classes performed their respective job, then it is possible to make harmonious and just 

state. Plato says that, justice is a harmonious strength for a state and as well as to the 

citizen which bond them in a unity in the state. Therefore, it can narrates that, 

Plato’s conception of justice was distributive, giving what was due to 

an individual, namely good training and skill, in return for proper 

discharge of one’s responsibilities.5 

 

• 1.1.1Criticism: Though Plato’s theory of justice enlighten the field of political 

thought, but his idea of justice is not free from objections. His idea has been 

feasible at his period, but in this modern time his idea is totally incompatible. The 

 
4.  Plato, Republic, Translated by B.Jowett, p-230. 
 
5. Mukherjee, S., and Ramaswamy, S., A History of Political Thought: Plato to Marx (2nd ed.), p-78. 
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modern democratic people have considers his idea of justice non-humanistic, 

discriminative. So, his theory has been faces some criticism. These are as follows: 

 

(i) Plato’s theory of justice is merely an imaginative theory. Because what has 

he said for constructing the just ideal state, in reality we do not find this type of state, 

even in reality it will be not possible at all. Basically in reality it is impossible for any 

state to strictly division the work on the basis of class and even it could not be 

maintained. In fact, in this modern fast moving period no one class is confined 

themselves within a particular work of their own class, even they can able to perform 

another  class’s work. Thus, in this stratification of society they can able to maintain the 

social mobility. Therefore, it is said that in reality Plato’s theory of just ideal state is not 

acceptable. 

 

(ii) Plato in his doctrine of justice division the class into three parts –ruler, 

warrior and producer on the basis of three elements of human organism, respectively – 

reason, sprit and appetite. But the main problem is in reality it is impossible to 

identifies the three different class on the basis of above three elements and it is not 

possible to strictly division their work. Because a wise man can also able to perform the 

courageous work, a courageous person has also led the administrative activities and the 

producer class beside his own duty they can also perform the other types of work. So, it 

is not possible to division the class on the basis of their own quality at all. Thus, Plato’s 

theory could not be implemented in reality. 

 

       (iii)    To establish the just state Plato recommended three different categories 

of work, but this idea is not enough for a just state. Beside these three specific 
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work (what are Plato proposed) in this recent time a state has doing many types of 

activities, specially welfare related works. So, in that modern age Plato’s theory is 

not acceptable as his division of work is not a sufficient criterion for a just society. 

 

(iv)  Plato in his theory gives too much indulgence on elitism. He unconditionally 

gives the supreme authority to some wise men whom he called as philosopher 

king to govern the society. Thus he completely deprived the intrepid and 

laborious person from this opportunity. Therefore, it is clear that Plato’s theory 

of justice is disintegrating and non-humanistic to the people. 

 

(v) Plato’s theory of justice gives legal right to the class-subdual and class- 

supremacy. Here the ruling class have the supreme power and the two other classes 

(warrior and producer) have observed their duties by serving the ruling class. To bring 

the unity and harmony in a state he has conferred supreme power to the ruling class. So, 

Plato’s notion of justice has been given more priority to one specific class, which is 

strictly criticises by the Marxist. 

 

 

(vi) Social alignment is a certain and unchangeable system in Plato’s theory of 

just state. As a result each class is performing their own class-related work for a long 

period. So in this immobile arrangement system who is born in a particular class till 

death he belongs in this class and performs his own specific duty. But this type of 

immovable classification would not be feasible in reality. Basically mobility is one of 

the important features of the modern society. So, Plato’s system of class-arrangement is 

not acceptable in this recent time. 
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(vii)Plato’s doctrine of justice is encumbered with mental obsession or prejudices 

and this obsession is a stagnant aspect of ideal state. He wants to setup a fight less, safe 

and permanent ideal state through his idea of justice. But we cannot see any state where 

the fight less stagnant situation and permanent peacefulness are present. So here Plato’s 

idea is an imaginary vision only. 

 

(viii)Plato thinks that the ruler class only have the quality of wisdom. So, he 

proposes some elite rules for this class, which is unjust to the other classes. But Plato 

does not clearly classifies anywhere of his theory why he thinks that wisdom is only 

belongs to ruling class and why the warrior class and producer class are deprived from 

that quality. So, his theory is unreasonable, irrelevant and also discriminative. 

 

(ix) In this modern democratic society Plato’s doctrine of justice is completely 

incompatible and unfair. The democratic people understood justice as the absence of 

any types of special opportunities. But Plato in his theory of justice protects the special 

amenities of a particular class. In his theory he gives boundless power to the ruling 

class. But now the meaning of justice has been changed and it consists that all people 

have equal right and there is also absence of any types of partiality. Therefore, the 

modern meaning of justice is far differ from Plato’s meaning of justice. 

 

(x) Karl Popper in his famous book The Open Society and its Enemies 

criticises Plato’s theory of justice. According to Plato, justice is the reservation of 

particular opportunities for a specific class. In this respect Popper asserts that if justice 

means only unchangeable power for a particular class, then it is completely an unjust 

method for an ideal state. The common man also agreed with this objection, as they 
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wants to equality for all and do not want to the excessive opportunities for a particular 

class and their priority by the state.  

 

 All of these above objections against Plato’s theory of justice are not 

unreasonable. But it is also necessary to analysis the importance of Plato’s theory on 

the ground of his time, and then we can properly evaluate the objection against Plato’s 

theory. With reference to this context it is necessary to mention here that Plato directly 

observed the situation of the unstable condition of the contemporary Greece and he also 

feels the distress condition of the people that rapidly down fall the society. So, he wants 

to prevent this critical situation and gives a healthy and harmonious life to everyone. 

For solved these problems he suggests everyone to bring out the harmony and set up 

the justice in society everyone should perform their respective duties.  

Against Plato’s theory an objection has been arise that he ignores the interest of 

an individual for the interest of sum total and compel to the person to an obedient 

member of the society. But the matter is Plato feels that if the individual does not ready 

to sacrifice their short-term interest then it will be harmful for whole society and 

mortified the harmony, permanency, unity of society. The modern democratic society 

gives importance on the interest of the whole society. So, for the interest of the people 

welfare state and welfare government has been constructed. In this sense Plato’s 

thought and the thought of modern men are being very close.  

 

• 1.1.2 Conclusion: From the above analytical discussion we can say that, it seems 

that Plato’s class-centric discrimination is against the modern democratic society. 

In Greece, Plato’s ideal of justice has been able to successfully setup the discipline, 

harmony and justice in his period. Basically, to save Greece from the downfall he 
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proclaimed the class-centric profession on the basis of class-alignment in his 

theory of justice. And he also believes that by performed one’s own duty we can 

save the justice and social discipline. Therefore, though Plato’s theory has faced 

many objections and it also has inconsistency, but his theory has possessed a 

prominent place in the history of political thought.     

 

❖ 1.2 Aristotle’s Conception of Justice: Aristotle was the disciple of 

Plato. He was highly influenced by his teacher Plato’s virtue theory of ethics. With his 

critical appropriation he became one of the famous critic of Plato’s theory as well as a 

renowned follower of Plato. He tries to develop an alternative theory that was given by 

Sophist. In his great Nicomachean Ethics (Book V) he deals with the political and moral 

virtue of justice. In the beginning of this book he claims that, it (virtue) is one type of 

postulate thing which renders on us, as the just agents affectionate to desire and culture 

the justice. But later his analytical discussion becomes more manifesting when he 

discusses it in terms of lawfulness and fairness. He thinks that, justice with the law state 

will be helpful to produce common good for the people. Generally, in order to be a just 

citizen everyone should obey the law of the state. In every state there are various kinds 

of  law, though it is just to obey that laws, but often  civil laws create some problem as 

it itself be unjust and takes unfair decision for few people. Therefore, Aristotle strongly 

feels that, there must have some special kind of justice to do the fairness for people. 

In the history of political thought Aristotle’s idea of justice has been occupied an 

important place. By the help of justice he wants to convert the state into an ideal state. 

He thinks that, justice is the standard of an ideal state and it gives equal treatment to 

those people who are situated in an equal position. If any state  gives equal treatment to 

the equals and unequal treatment to the unequal then the state can able to maintain the 



22 
 

essence of justice. Like Plato, Aristotle also said that, justice is a complete virtue, but it 

is not absolute. They both were firmly believed that, to ensure the justice throughout 

the state is a primary task for any state and by the help of justice it can offer a better life 

for the people. It is the objective end of the state. 

Aristotle does not understand justice as equality or equal treatments for all, rather 

he believed in equality for equals and inequality for unequal persons. To him, who are 

possesses equal qualifications or position they will get equal behaviour by the state and 

it is unfair to compare them with those who have unequal qualifications and position 

against equal person. So, if any state wants to establish justice then it is necessary to 

separate the equal persons from the unequal persons and gives treatment separately. 

According to Aristotle, a state should treat the members in according to their 

qualities and abilities. Each and every person should deserve the reward, power, 

position, wealth from the state as according to his quality and merits. So, who have 

given their great contribution for the development of state or society they will deserve 

much more honour and achievement than the others who have less contribution. But if 

the state does not give the great contributor much more honour or special treatment and 

treat them as equal to the others, then it is injustice with the contributors. So, he claims 

that, justice is equality for equals and inequality for unequal. Therefore, in his theory of 

justice it has been seen that, instead of giving the natural equity to all people, he likes to 

give more importance to those who have excellent qualities and efficiencies. 

If we analyse Aristotle’s idea of justice then it may be observed that, there are 

two types of justice---complete justice and particular justice. According to Aristotle, 

complete justice is that where some moral codes of conduct are related with the 

individuals and the society. As the moral codes of conduct are applicable on the 
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relationship among the people as well as between the people and society, so the essence 

of the complete justice is laid down on the dictum: all people are equal to the law. In 

this context, Aristotle called his complete justice as the universal justice. 

On the other hand particular or partial justice is the bunch of some codes of social 

conduct which are related to the idea of distribution of proportional equality, such as 

offices, honour, award and wealth. These are distributed among the people in 

accordance with their proportional amount of merit, equality and ability. To Aristotle, 

who have much more contribution to the society or who have much more equalities and 

efficiencies than those who have less contribution to the society they should get much 

more honour, wealth and reward from the state. In this regard it may be remarked that, 

particular justice lies on the discriminative distribution or unequal attitude to the people 

according to their qualities, abilities or contribution. Aristotle said that, instead of 

equality for all, it is fair to treat an individual in accordance with his or her own 

qualities, abilities and efficiencies. So, the particular justice is also called as 

proportional justice.  

According to Aristotle, particular justice has two forms: distributive particular 

justice and corrective justice. Aristotle understood distributive justice as distributes the 

wealth, offices and rewards among the different types of people which has made in 

accordance with their contribution to the state and it has based on their merit and virtue. 

In an ideal state Aristotle thinks, merit means virtue of the individuals. In respect of end 

of the state he acknowledges that, besides virtue and wealth freedom (free birth and 

independence) is also an important criterion. 

Aristotle asserts that, each individual should get the achievement in accordance 

with his or her own capability or abilities. In this respect, distributive justice consist of 
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the idea that, to give the exact allocation of reward or achievement to each and every 

person according to their own worth or desert. Aristotle argues that, if each and every 

individual get their reward according to their qualities then they all are be satisfied and 

they become an obedient citizen of his own state. As a result if people are satisfied then 

they are not willing to revolution or movement against the state and peace and harmony 

will follow in the state and the state become a secure and carefree ideal state. 

Aristotle thinks that, in field of distribution of office, wealth, reward, justice will 

be maintained when the state gives importance on the individual’s abilities rather than 

their family background or economic status. If any individual born in a rich or aristocrat 

family and he is inefficient or he has no contribution in the development of state, but 

the state gives him special benefits then it is injustice to the other persons. So, he claims 

that, if the state distributed the specific position to those people who deserve to that 

position then this position will be well-protected and enriched. Aristotle proclaimed 

that, justice will be maintained if an adept, honest, courageous, intelligent, virtuous 

person gives his contribution to the development of the state and he will get the 

important position, honour and wealth. 

Like Plato, Aristotle also in agreement with the view that, for the command of 

political power, virtue and wisdom are the only criteria. Even he recognizes that, virtue 

is the utmost qualification for offices. He wants to accumulate two tenets of distributive 

justice which are popular during his time. One of them was the most popular assertion 

of democratic society that is equality, which is consisting on the dictum:  each person 

count for one and no one is more than another. And another is oligarchies affirmation 

that is excellence or superiority in an individual represented excellencies in others as 

well. If these two principles are subsidiary to justice then these two could be made 

congruent.  
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On the other hand rectificatory or corrective justice differs from the distributive 

justice. Where a fair parity in inter-personal relations has been lost, there need to the 

corrective justice. In the process of social distribution when an individual was unfairly 

benefited or getting more or less than he or she is deserved then the rectificatory justice 

is needed as remedy to remove this unfairness. In this justice people are judged not by 

their merit, but by the contract or criminal laws. 

 The prime aim of that justice is to redress the deprivation who are illegally 

deprived from the right, freedom, honour, offices and restore their deprived rights and 

also preserved these. This type of justice is not for all people, it is only for those 

deprived persons who are affected by social injustices. To Aristotle, corrective justice 

deals with voluntary as well as commercial transactions; such as, sale, hire and gives 

security etc. But on the contrary, involuntary action entails aggression on life, property 

and so on. 

In this respect this type of justice is related with preservation of personal interest 

and commercial interest. 

If we analyse the concept of corrective justice then it can be seen that there are 

two forms of this justice---- voluntary corrective justice and non-voluntary corrective 

justice. Voluntary corrective justice is those kinds of social codes of conduct which 

rectify the injustice that are arise from the voluntary action of individual’s professional 

fields, such as purchase, sale, commercial transactions and commercial security. So, 

this type of justice is basically observes the voluntary transaction of the individual and 

protect civil codes. 

On the other hand, non-voluntary corrective justice is some of the social codes 

which correct the injustice that are arise from non-voluntary actions of the individuals – 



26 
 

their life, wealth and freedom.  So this type of justice preserves the criminal laws (it is 

related with the correction of injustice of people’s non-voluntary transactions). 

According to Aristotle, all people should be treated by their equal merit and 

equality as it is the principle element for justice. The matter of justice arises when the 

equal persons are treated unequally and unequal persons are treated equally. It is true 

that all individuals are different in terms of achievement, interest and capabilities. Each 

person is different in terms of different dimensions from their life-style, such as social, 

cultural and economic fields. As each individual is different, so it is necessary to 

distinguish between the deserving person and undeserving person. Therefore, to 

establish justice in society Aristotle tries to justify inequalities and take initial steps to 

remove it. 

    

• 1.2.1 Refutation of Aristotle’s concept of Justice: There is no doubt that, 

Aristotle’s concept of justice is illuminated the human life. But his concept has 

been refuted by some of the critics. They are as follows: 

 

(a) In this democratic period Aristotle’s concept of justice is totally a 

motionless idea for human life. In this modern age justice means equality for all or all 

people are equal. In discriminatively from merit, wealth, family background, religion, 

caste-creed all people get equal benefits from the laws. But Aristotle understood justice 

as distributions of wealth, honour, offices to the individuals in accordance with their 

capabilities or qualifications. So, to him, the qualified person naturally gets more 

respect, wealth, fame in difference from unqualified person. It is clearly against the 
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democracy which makes discrimination or separation among the people. Because in 

democracy all people have equal right or all people are equal. 

 

(b) Aristotle in this idea of justice reserved the higher position of the offices for 

the qualified, deserving, worthy, intelligent person. But it is not always possible that 

only these persons are properly able to perform their respective responsibilities. Even it 

is may be difficult for them to properly executed the tortuous activities of the 

complicated administration. But Aristotle did not understand this truth. 

 

 

(c) Aristotle has given the upper positions to the offices for those who are 

honest, worthy, meritorious and these posts are reserved forever only for these persons, 

which is against the social mobility. In that recent times though a man is unworthy for a 

higher position, but by achieved proper education and skill he or she can make him 

eligible for that post. But Aristotle in his theory those whom he once identified as 

inefficient and unmeritorious if they later develops their abilities, but they have no 

potentiality for achieve the higher position. So in this sense Aristotle ignores the 

principle of social mobility. 

 

(d) Aristotle demonstrated to distribute the wealth, reward, offices in 

accordance with the merit and abilities of the people. But in this modern age how it can 

be possible to identify the proportional merit and abilities in this huge populated state. 

Aristotle did not mention the criteria to that process. Even if the people have the equal 

qualities, but it is not necessary for them to perform an activity to their equal efficiency. 

Therefore, Aristotle’s theory is not suitable in practical life. 
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(e) Aristotle’s theory of justice is a self-contradictory concept. He said to give 

the honour, position, reward to all the people by their own merit and abilities. In 

addition to this he also said that who have more abilities or merit than other people, 

they have got the higher position of the offices or the administration. It means who 

have less ability or merit they can not get the higher position. So, here Aristotle’s view 

is self-contradictory. 

 

(f) Aristotle idea of distribution of power, position, reward according to the 

people’s merit, efficiency is not possible in that present time. In this large number of 

population how a state can able to distribute the honour, award, wealth, offices to all 

people. Aristotle does not mention any standard for it. 

 

 

(g) Aristotle discriminates among the people of the society. According to him, 

justice is that, which gives equal treatment to the equal meritorious persons. He 

separates the equal meritorious people from the unequal meritorious people. Naturally 

this type of attitude creates separation and discrimination in the society, which is 

against the democratic society. 

 

(h) Aristotle divided the justice into two forms- complete and partial justice, 

but these two forms of justice are inimical with each other. In the complete justice he 

applied the moral codes to all people, but in partial justice he applied these rules to 

some particular people rather than all people. So, by nature his division of justice is 

contradictory with each other, which was also made Aristotle views as a self- 

contradictory theory. 
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• 1.2.2 Conclusion:  Aristotle’s idea of justice faces criticism in different aspects, so 

his theory has lost its importance in this democratic age. But it is not possible to 

deny its importance in our lives. Aristotle is very right in his conviction that, 

justice is to give everyone of his attainable things, if everyone gets his desired 

object in according of their honour, wealth, ability then they feel satisfied. In fact, 

if it is possible to attain the above goal then justice is being maintained. In fact 

Aristotle wants to respect the demands of people. He wants to ensure the unity and 

harmony in the country. Because if someone does not get his deserving things then 

one can be harmful to those persons who are responsible behind his deprivation 

and later it became a big problem to the society. The tranquillity will be broken 

and it may create anarchy in the society and as a result everyone fight against each 

other. Therefore, Aristotle’s theory of justice has an important place and it serves 

as enlightenment essence to the political standard. 
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