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Justice has been a foundational concept in philosophy, law, and ethics for centuries. Among the most
influential thinkers to explore this idea is Aristotle, whose nuanced understanding of justice continues
to shape modern discussions on morality and societal order. According to Aristotle, justice is not
merely about fairness or equality but about giving each individual what is rightly due to them. This
perspective emphasizes a balanced and virtue-based approach to justice, including the idea that even
enemies deserve their due in the appropriate manner. In this article, we will explore Aristotle's
conception of justice, its different forms, and its implications for understanding moral and social
responsibilities.

Aristotle’s Definition of Justice

Justice as a Virtue

Aristotle places justice at the core of moral virtue, considering it one of the essential virtues for living
a good and moral life. Unlike modern legal definitions, which often focus on laws and regulations,
Aristotle’s understanding of justice is rooted in the idea of moral excellence and the fulfillment of
human potential.

For Aristotle, justice is about achieving the telos—the ultimate purpose or end—of human life, which is
eudaimonia, often translated as flourishing or happiness. Justice helps cultivate virtues that enable
individuals and communities to thrive harmoniously.

Justice as Giving Each What Is Due

The most famous aspect of Aristotle’s conception of justice is his assertion that justice means “giving
the enemy what is due to them in the proper” manner. This phrase underscores the idea that justice
involves a fair and appropriate distribution or restitution based on merit, desert, or rightful claim.

Aristotle elaborates that justice is about proportionate fairness rather than absolute equality. This
means recognizing differences among individuals and giving them their due based on their actions,
contributions, or status.



The Two Types of Justice in Aristotle’s Philosophy

Aristotle distinguishes between two broad categories of justice:

1. Distributive Justice
Distributive justice concerns the fair allocation of resources, honors, and responsibilities within a
community. It emphasizes proportionality—those who contribute more or are more deserving should
receive more.
Key features:

* Allocation based on merit or worth

e Ensures social harmony and fairness

» Applies to distributions like wealth, honors, or privileges

2. Corrective (or Rectificatory) Justice

This form of justice addresses rectifying wrongs or injustices that have occurred, ensuring fairness in
transactions or interactions.

Key features:
e Restores balance when injustice occurs
» Seeks to compensate or punish appropriately

e Applies in contexts like contracts, theft, or harm

Justice and Enemies: Giving Them Their Due

One of Aristotle’s intriguing ideas is that justice applies even to enemies, emphasizing that fairness
and virtue are not limited to friends or allies. Justice requires that we treat enemies with fairness,
giving them what they are due in the proper manner.

Why Justice Toward Enemies Matters

Treating enemies justly prevents cycles of revenge and promotes social harmony. It emphasizes that
justice is rooted in moral virtue, not merely in personal bias or emotion.



Key reasons include:
e Maintaining moral integrity even in conflict
e Preventing unjust acts that escalate hostility

e Upholding the rule of law and fairness beyond personal feelings

How to Give Enemies Their Due

According to Aristotle, giving enemies what they are due involves several principles:

1. Impartiality: Justice must be impartial, not favoring friends over enemies.

2. Proportionality: The treatment should be appropriate to the offense or situation, not
excessive or insufficient.

3. Respect for Moral Virtue: Even in conflict, virtuous conduct entails fairness and respect for
others’ rights.

This approach underscores that justice is a virtue that transcends personal vendettas, emphasizing
the importance of moral integrity even when dealing with adversaries.

Aristotle’s Views on Fairness and Equity

While justice involves giving each their due, Aristotle recognizes that strict application of rules may
sometimes produce unfair outcomes. To address this, he introduces the concept of epieikeia or
equity.

What Is Equity (Epieikeia)?

Equity is a correction or supplement to strict justice, allowing flexibility to achieve fairness in
particular cases. It acknowledges human imperfection and the complexity of moral situations.

Features of equity include:
e Adjusting rigid rules to fit specific circumstances
e Promoting fairness when laws are too general or inflexible

e Supporting moral virtue by recognizing context



In practice, equity helps ensure that justice remains humane and responsive to individual needs and
situations.

Implications of Aristotle’s Conception of Justice

Understanding justice as giving each their due has several important implications:

1. Justice Is Rooted in Virtue

Justice is not merely a legal obligation but a moral virtue that involves character and intention.

2. Justice Is Proportional

Fairness depends on recognizing individual differences and distributing benefits and burdens
accordingly.

3. Justice Requires Fair Treatment of All

Even enemies deserve fairness, emphasizing that justice is universal and impartial.

4. Flexibility and Context Matter

Equity complements strict justice, allowing moral judgment to consider specific circumstances.

Conclusion

Aristotle’s conception of justice as giving the enemy what is due to them in the proper manner offers
a profound insight into moral virtue and social harmony. It underscores that justice is not merely
about equality or law but about virtue, fairness, and moral integrity. Justice involves recognizing the
intrinsic worth of every individual, including adversaries, and ensuring that fairness and virtue guide
our actions and interactions. This balanced and virtue-based approach continues to influence
contemporary discussions on morality, law, and social justice, reminding us that true justice
transcends mere rules and embodies moral excellence and fairness in all circumstances.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Aristotle's view on justice in terms of giving each



what is due?

Aristotle believes justice involves giving each person what they deserve, ensuring fairness and proper
treatment based on their merits or circumstances.

How does Aristotle define justice as giving the enemy what is
due to them?

Aristotle emphasizes that justice requires treating enemies fairly by giving them what is owed, which
can include both punishment and respect, depending on the context.

What does Aristotle mean by ‘justice means giving the enemy
what is due to them in the proper'?

He means that justice involves administering what is appropriate and fair to an enemy, whether that
be punishment, restitution, or respectful treatment, in accordance with what is right.

How does Aristotle differentiate between distributive and
corrective justice in relation to enemies?

Distributive justice concerns fair allocation of goods, while corrective justice aims to rectify wrongs;
both principles guide how enemies are treated, ensuring fairness and proper recompense.

Why does Aristotle emphasize justice towards enemies as
part of his moral philosophy?

He believes that justice towards enemies reflects the virtue of fairness and moral integrity, ensuring
that even adversaries are treated with respect and fairness in accordance with justice.

Can you explain the importance of 'what is due' in Aristotle’'s
concept of justice?

Yes, 'what is due' signifies that justice involves giving each person or entity what they are rightfully
entitled to, which maintains social harmony and moral order.

How does Aristotle's concept of justice relate to modern ideas
of fairness and morality?

Aristotle's emphasis on giving others their due aligns with contemporary notions of fairness, equity,
and moral responsibility, highlighting the timeless nature of justice as giving what is appropriate in
each situation.
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Proper Manner

Understanding Aristotle's perspective on justice offers profound insights into the nature of fairness,
morality, and social harmony. As one of the foundational figures in Western philosophy, Aristotle's
conception of justice extends beyond mere legal compliance, emphasizing virtue, balance, and the
appropriate distribution of goods and responsibilities. Central to his thought is the idea that justice
involves giving each individual what they deserve, including even enemies, in the proper manner.
This nuanced approach underscores the importance of context, virtue, and moral intention in the
pursuit of justice.

Aristotle’s Conception of Justice: An Overview

Aristotle views justice as the highest virtue—an essential component for the well-being of the
individual and the state. Unlike modern legalistic interpretations, Aristotle’s notion of justice is rooted
in moral excellence and social harmony.

2.1 Justice as a Virtue

- Integral to Moral Character: Justice is considered a cardinal virtue in Aristotle’s ethics, alongside
courage, temperance, and wisdom.

- Ultimate Aim: It aims at the good life (eudaimonia), fostering harmony within the individual and
society.

- Virtue and Practice: Justice is not just a rule but a practice rooted in moral virtue, requiring
deliberate intention.

2.2 Types of Justice

Aristotle distinguishes between two main types of justice:

- Distributive Justice: Concerns the fair allocation of honors, wealth, and resources based on merit or
worth.

- Corrective (or Rectificatory) Justice: Addresses wrongful actions and seeks to restore balance, such

as in cases of theft or injury.

> Aristotle emphasizes that both types are essential for societal stability and moral integrity.

Justice as Giving Others Their Due

At the core of Aristotle's theory is the idea that justice involves giving each person what they deserve,
a concept known as "dikaiosune" in Greek.

2.1 The Principle of Deservedness



- Merit-Based: Justice entails rewarding virtue and punishing vice.
- Reciprocity: It emphasizes balanced exchanges, ensuring fairness in interactions.

2.2 Justice and Equity (Eirene)

- Aristotle recognizes that strict application of rules may sometimes be unjust in specific contexts.
- Equity involves adjusting legal rules to achieve true justice, considering circumstances.

Justice Toward Enemies: Giving Them What Is Due In
The Proper Manner

A distinctive element of Aristotle's view is his assertion that justice extends even to enemies,
emphasizing that fairness and virtue should guide our dealings regardless of personal feelings.

2.1 The Ethical Obligation Toward Enemies

- Not Vengeful but Just: Aristotle advocates for justice that transcends revenge, focusing instead on
what is morally proper.

- Giving Due: Even enemies are owed a certain respect and fairness, aligned with the idea that justice
is about virtue, not prejudice.

2.2 Proper Manner and Context

- Justice toward enemies does not imply unconditional kindness but entails giving what is deserved in
the appropriate way.

- This involves rational discernment to determine what is due in each situation, balancing mercy,
fairness, and virtue.

2.3 Examples and Applications

- In War: Treat prisoners of war humanely, respecting their human dignity.

- In Personal Relationships: Maintain fairness in disputes, avoiding bias or favoritism against enemies.
- In Legal Proceedings: Ensure justice is impartial, even when the opposing party is an adversary.

Philosophical Foundations of Justice in Aristotle's
Ethics

Aristotle’s conception of justice is rooted in his broader ethical philosophy, which emphasizes virtue,
rationality, and the pursuit of the good.

3.1 Justice as a Mean



- Justice involves finding the mean between excess and deficiency.
- For example, in dealings with enemies, justice involves neither excessive harshness nor
unwarranted leniency.

3.2 Justice as a Virtue in Action

- It requires deliberate moral effort to act justly, especially in complex situations involving enemies.
- Justice is practical—it must be enacted in specific contexts with wisdom and moderation.

3.3 Justice and the Good Life

- Aristotle believes that justice contributes to personal virtue and social harmony.
- A just individual seeks to act rightly, even toward adversaries, for the sake of moral integrity.

Implications of Aristotle’s View on Justice Today

Aristotle’s nuanced perspective on justice, especially regarding enemies, remains relevant in
contemporary debates on morality, law, and international relations.

4.1 Justice in International Relations

- Respecting enemies’ rights, even in conflict, aligns with Aristotle’s view of justice as giving due.
- Ethical treatment of opponents fosters peace and stability.

4.2 Legal and Moral Justice

- Modern legal systems echo Aristotle’s idea that justice involves fairness and proportionality.
- Recognizing the importance of context and virtue informs more humane and effective justice
systems.

4.3 Ethical Leadership

- Leaders are called to administer justice impartially, including toward opponents and enemies,
maintaining moral integrity.

Conclusion: The Virtue of Justice in the Proper Manner

Aristotle’s conception of justice as giving each their due, including enemies, in the proper manner
underscores a profound moral ideal: fairness rooted in virtue and rational discernment. Justice is not
merely about laws or rules but about cultivating moral character that strives for harmony and the
good. It involves recognizing that even in conflict or opposition, moral virtue demands that we act
with fairness, respect, and proportion.



This perspective challenges us to consider how we treat adversaries—not out of weakness or mere
legality, but as a reflection of our moral excellence. By adhering to the principles of justice that
emphasize giving others what is deserved in the appropriate way, individuals and societies can foster
genuine peace, righteousness, and moral integrity.

In essence, Aristotle’s view teaches us that justice is a moral virtue that guides us to act rightly
toward all, including enemies, with fairness, respect, and virtue, ensuring that each person receives
what is truly due to them in the manner most fitting for the circumstance.
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