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Handout for Lecture Six—Justice

In a well-known passage from his History of the Peloponnesian War, Thucydides describes a debate between some Athenian representatives and the leaders of the small island of Melos that took place in 416 BC.  The Athenians were trying to persuade Melos to join their alliance in their war against Sparta, an alliance which, in effect, would have put the island of Melos under the rule of Athens.  Melos historically had been allied with Sparta, but they had so far remained neutral in this war, and they had enjoyed self-rule for 700 years.
The Melians argued that it would be contrary to justice to force them to accept Athenian rule; the Athenians replied that justice was irrelevant, that "decisions about justice are made in human discussions only when both sides are under equal compulsion; but when one side is stronger, it gets as much as it can, and the weak must accept that."  After debating the issue for some time and failing to persuade the Melians to surrender, the Athenians laid seige to the island, killed all the adult males and took the women and children as slaves.
The earliest condemnation of slavery to be found in western literature comes from the sermons of the fourth-century bishop, Gregory of Nyssa. He wrote: “You are condemning to slavery human beings whose nature is free and characterized by free will. You are making laws that rival the law of God, overturning the law appropriate to humankind.”
The Theodosian Code of 428 gave legal protection to women who were forced into sex by powerful men. The decree stated that “pimps, fathers, and slave-owners” who forced their “daughters or slave women” into prostitution “will lose not only that power which they held, but they will be proscribed by exile to the public mines.”


Simone Weil (1909-1943)
Why do the powerful take advantage of the weak?
“Force is as pitiless to the man who possesses it, or thinks he does, as it is to its victims: the second it crushes, the first it intoxicates.”
“Since other people do not impose on their movements that halt, that interval of hesitation, wherein lies all our consideration for our brothers in humanity, they conclude that destiny has given complete license to them, and none at all to their inferiors.”
What is justice?
Justice is “seeing that no harm is done to men.”
“Every time that there arises from the depths of a human heart the childish cry which Christ himself could not restrain, ‘Why am I being hurt?’, then there is certainly injustice.”
“Clearly, a political party busily seeking, or maintaining itself in, power can discern nothing in these cries except a noise. Its reaction will be different according to whether the noise interferes with or contributes to that of its own propaganda. But it can never be capable of the tender and sensitive attention which is needed to understand its meaning.” 
“The spirit of justice and truth is nothing else but a certain kind of attention, which is love.”
“Everything produced by a man in every sphere, when he is ruled by the spirit of justice and truth, is endowed with the radiance of beauty.”

Discussion Questions
1. Where do you see injustice in the world today?
2. How does justice differ from equality, fairness or retribution?
3. What are some things we can do in our daily lives to be more 	just?
