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 A Short Discourse on the Concept and Virtue of Justice. 

The Black’s Law Dictionary defines justice as, “to do justice, to see justice done; to summon 
one to justice;” also, “the constant and perpetual disposition of legal matters or disputes to render 
every man his due.” (5th Ed.).  St. Paul describes well the purpose of human justice in the Book of 
Romans,  

Let every person be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no authority except 
from God, and those that exist have been instituted by God. 2 Therefore he who resists the 
authorities resists what God has appointed, and those who resist will incur 
judgment. 3 For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Would you have 
no fear of him who is in authority? Then do what is good, and you will receive his 
approval, 4 for he is God’s servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for 
he does not bear the sword in vain; he is the servant of God to execute his wrath on 
the wrongdoer. 5 Therefore one must be subject, not only to avoid God’s wrath but 
also for the sake of conscience. 6 For the same reason you also pay taxes, for the 
authorities are ministers of God, attending to this very thing. 7 Pay all of them their 
dues, taxes to whom taxes are due, revenue to whom revenue is due, respect to whom 
respect is due, honor to whom honor is due. 

Romans 13:1-10 (italics here).   

 Natural justice is a term understood by America’s Founders, with its roots in the English legal 
system, with the concept of “due process,” whereby every person charged with a crime, or a wrong-
doing has the right to advance notice, a fair hearing in front of a duly-authorized judge or neutral party 
that is unbiased and without prejudice.  Natural justice is an expression of the close relationship 
between the common law and universal moral principles or natural law.  

 The First Century B.C. Roman Senator and consul, Cicero, noted that justice is one of the 
cardinal virtues alongside wisdom, courage, and temperance.  He said in his work, On Duties, that 
justice is “the mistress and queen of all virtues.”  In our own times, in the 19th Century, Thomas 
Jefferson noted that “the most sacred duties of a government is to do equal and impartial justice to all 
its citizens.” 

 The idea of justice also includes universal concept in the relationships between men and 
women, the everyday affairs between spouses, in families, in business, in social structures, in 
government and in the law.  It is a concept often cited by people when people believe they have been 
wronged or not given their “share” or have not been fairly treated.   

This universal understanding is common to all, as it is one of the principles written on our 
hearts and our minds, in the concept of the natural law.  All people of good will, even those who are 
not of good will profess, that we should be treated fairly and equally and provided our fair share, as 
understood naturally.   

More from a Catholic Perspective 

 Justice is the second of the four cardinal virtues, between prudence and fortitude and lastly 
prudence.  Every cardinal virtue is practical for anyone; yet the theological virtues are a gift from God 
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through grace, these include faith, hope and charity.  Justice is a virtue and a virtue is “firm attitudes, 
stable dispositions, habitual perfections of intellect and will that govern our actions, order our 
passions, and guide our conduct according to reason and faith.”  CCC 1804.  In other words, justice 
like other virtues, can be developed and perfected by habit. 

 Justice is described by the Catechism of the Catholic Church, as the moral virtue that consists, 

In the constant and firm will to give their due to God and neighbor.  Justice toward 
God is called the “virtue of religion.”  Justice toward men dispose one to respect the 
rights of each and to establish in human relationships the harmony that promotes 
equity with regard to persons and to the common good.  The just man, often 
mentioned in the Sacred Scriptures, is distinguished by habitual right thinking and the 
uprightness of his conduct toward his neighbor. “You shall not be partial to the poor 
or defer to the great, but in righteousness shall you judge your neigbbor.” [Lev. 19:15]. 
“Masters, treat your slaves justly and fairly, knowing that  you also have a Master in 
Heaven.” [Col. 4:1]. 

CCC 1807.  Justice is a habitual inclination of the will, with the indefinite determination to grant to 
others his or her rightful due.  This requires great care, balance and precision.  In some way, it is used 
as a negative, as in “that criminal was given his due in justice” it is traditionally used as a positive, when 
we respect the rights of others, victims are protected, and when debts are fulfilled. 

 The instrument by which justice is perfected is when individuals, businesses, institutions, and 
governments respect the rights of others, whether derived from nature, as in right to life and limb, 
property rights, or the right to worship God in truth, or legal and lawful rights derived from a 
constitution, contract, or derived from the legislature as in civil rights.  At any time there is a conflict 
between rights derived from nature or from law, the natural rights prevail and must be respected.  By 
example, the law cannot take away the parents natural rights to educate their children in the best way 
the parents believe for their children.  Or, the law cannot grant rights to one person in violation of 
the natural law, such as the “right to commit an abortion”; at the expense of another (the unborn child 
or innocent person).  

 Justice has an objective reality to it, that when facing the truth of a situation, we must live 
accordingly and live in accordance with truth and justice, as St. Paul says, “Pay all of them their dues, 
taxes to whom taxes are due, revenue to whom revenue is due, respect to whom respect is due, honor 
to whom honor is due.”   

Another extreme can be to view justice as a subjective reality, based on our personal 
understanding of the truth, in an equivocal and sentimental desire to help everyone.  This is often the 
object of social justice, which is a valid concept when precisely defined, yet is an abuse when used as 
a sentimental public policy that violates the right of private property, charitable giving, and human 
life.  When motivated correctly, we should help our neighbor out of compassion not out of a sense of 
justice. To avoid this tendency, it is best to understand the rights granted humankind by God rather 
than devising rights that exist only by politics or in ideology.   

St. Thomas Aquinas describes justice as a cardinal virtue and as a “habit whereby man renders 
to each man his due by a constant and perpetual will.” S.T. II-I, Q. 58, a. 1.  Justice is related to the 
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law, in that a person who is virtuous in justice, law comes from reason and along with justice, urges 
human action and good works toward others. 

In the end, the goal of justice is rightness, which is an objective of justice.  Law is not rightness, 
but is an expression of what is right.  S.T. II-1, Q 57, a.1. 
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