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The Question of Justice 

Professor Jim Goetsch 
 
 
The heart of compassion is the seed of benevolence [jen]; the heart of shame, of dutifulness [i]; 
the heart of courtesy and modesty, of observance of the rites [li]; the heart of right and wrong, of 
wisdom [chih]. For a man possessing these four seeds to deny his own potentialities is for him to 
cripple himself... if a man is able to develop all these four seeds that he possesses, it will be like a 
fire starting up or a spring coming through. 
 --Mencius II. A6 
 
 
Seek good and not evil, that you may live; and so the Lord, the God of hosts, will be with you... 
Hate evil and love good, and establish justice in the gate… let justice roll down like waters, and 
righteousness like an ever flowing stream. 
 --Amos 5: 14-15; 24 
 
 
We had not finished defining justice before I was off to examine whether it was the same as 
wisdom and virtue or ignorance and vice… So I must confess that the outcome of the discussion 
is that I know nothing. After all, if justice still remains undefined, I can hardly know whether it is 
in fact a virtue or a vice. Nor can I know whether the just man is in fact happy or miserable. 
 --Socrates, Republic 354b 
 
Imagine yourself born into a turbulent time of rapid change, filled with war and social strife. The 
old ways of dealing with people, both socially and politically, seem less and less effective, and in 
the minds of some a question begins to grow: What is the right way to live? What is the fair and 
right way to deal with others? What is right and wrong, good and bad? And how do I, 
individually, and society, corporately, apply the standards for good and evil? All of the authors 
we will read in this section found themselves in such a situation, asking and answering such 
questions. These questions, and others like them, have often been summed up under the question: 
What is justice?  
 
The English word “justice” is derived (through the French) from the Latin word “justitia,” which 
meant “righteousness, uprightness, equity.” The English word “justice” then developed its 
primary sense as “the quality of being (morally) just or righteous; the principle of just dealing; 
integrity, rectitude.” It also contained the sense of “observance of the divine law; the state of 
being righteous or just before God;” “conformity to moral right; rightfulness, fairness;” and 
finally, “exercise of authority in maintenance of right; the administration of law.”1  
 
One way we might sum this up is to ask: What does it mean to do the right thing? And, what 
principles can we judge by to see if someone has done the right thing? Each of the texts we will 
read--The Mencius, Antigone, and Genesis in the Bible--are struggling with these questions in 
one way or another. The most important task we will have will be to ask ourselves these sorts of 
questions as we read; to try to understand what the question of justice means for us. As we live 
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our lives today, we can use these texts to help us ask ourselves this all-important question: What 
is justice? We will begin thinking about this question by reading, writing, and thinking about a 
text from ancient China, called the Mencius. 
 
 

Suggestions for Discussion 
 
1. Take a survey of the class, person by person, asking: “What does the word `justice’ call to 
mind?” Write these answers on the board, and discuss what issues this brings up. 
 
2. Look at the three quotes at the beginning of this article. Have a different person read each one 
aloud, and compare them with the general definitions of justice quoted at the beginning of this 
section. 
 
3. Is justice merely a matter of law, or is it founded on some deeper principle? Think of someone 
in court, such as a pacifist who refuses to be drafted, or a survivalist who refuses to give up his or 
her automatic weapons, who reasons that they are appealing to justice (and that the laws of 
society do not reflect true justice). What do you think of this? And how might you determine 
what “true justice” is? 
 
4. Does justice have anything to do with God (or the gods), as one of the general definitions, and 
one of the quotes, suggests? Or is it purely a human matter? 
 
5. Have you or anyone you know personally ever suffered an injustice? How did you know it 
was an injustice? 
 
6. Summarize the main points of the general lecture and the questions it raised. 
 
 
Chinese Philosophy and the Question of Justice 
 
Chinese Philosophy 
Chinese thinkers have always sought to know what is most real in order to know how to live in 
the light of it. And the emphasis has always been on the life that is to be developed out of the 
knowledge of reality such thinking gains. Theory, or knowledge for knowledge’s sake, is 
generally an alien concept in classical Chinese thought, and the center of Chinese philosophical 
thinking is always the human person. The aim of thinking about the human person is to develop 
people into great human beings through self-cultivation. To become a “great” human being is 
become a person who has fully developed the potential for humanity found in our human nature.1 
 
Yet such self-cultivation, or becoming a great person, must always occur in the light of reality 
(variously called the Great Ultimate, Heaven’s Way, or simply Nature, or the Tao, The Way).  
Noting this allows us to see something interesting about Chinese thought: for the thinkers of 
ancient China one could not think the ultimate reality or human life apart from each other, 
because all things are viewed as being interconnected in a fundamental way. Even (and 
especially) things that seem the most opposed are in fact joined at the very root, and one must 
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learn to think opposites together in harmony. As Michael Brannigan notes, “There is no natural 
versus supernatural, no spiritual as opposed to physical, no divine in contrast to human. Rather, a 
principle of harmony, a confluence of apparent contrasts, characterizes existence.”3 
 
So where modern western cultures seek and speak about justice, and by it mean something like 
fairness and equity in the political and legal realm of society, thinkers like Mencius or Lao-Tzu 
speak of developing harmony through self-cultivation. The goal is to become great, both without 
and within, as a fully developed human being. One must develop inner greatness, manifested in 
inner peace, and outer greatness, seen in the ability to live well in the broader universe around us. 
The goal is to fully develop one’s humanity, or jen, in the context of our surrounding realities. 
Both Confucians, like Mencius, and Taoists, like Lao-Tzu, fundamentally agree on the goal of 
inner harmony in developing one’s humanity; where they disagree is on the matter of the relative 
importance of the surrounding realities we must primarily focus on. For a Confucian like 
Mencius, one should seek to become fully human above all in the outer sphere of society, 
seeking to develop harmony within the various socially defined roles that society gives us (son 
and father, rulers and the ruled, younger brother and elder brother, friends and friends, wife and 
husband). For a Taoist like Lao-Tzu, the defining outer reality we must harmonize with is 
something outside of society, that social roles distort--Nature, or the Tao.4  
 
So for a Confucian, becoming fully human means cultivating harmony in the dimensions of self 
and society, while for a Taoist it means cultivating harmony in the dimensions of self and the 
cosmos. What is common to them is an integrated way of thinking which sought to take in all 
aspects of human life in a very practical manner. So to ask “what is justice?” in the classical 
Chinese context involves more than asking a theoretical question, and being satisfied with a 
theoretical answer. As in many other East Asian philosophies (and in some Western ones), the 
comment “it’s a good theory, but it won’t work out in practice” would make no sense. If 
something is good in theory, then it must be good in practice; and if it’s good in practice, then it 
must be good in theory, too. And the real test of a philosophy is that those who follow it become 
more fully human.5  The person who has become fully human is then called a sage, a person of 
wisdom, who knows what is most real and how to live in the light of it. And we all have the 
seeds of sagehood within us. “What is justice?” If you asked this question of Mencius or Lao-
Tzu, they would answer: “Become a just person, and you will know.” The trick is in figuring out 
how a person becomes just! 
 
Confucianism 
Mencius, or Meng K`e, is thought to have lived between 371-289 BCE. He is one of the greatest 
followers of the preeminent philosopher of China, Confucius, or K`ung Ch`iu (551-479 BCE). 
Mencius was part of the great flowering of Confucian thought that was to mold Chinese 
civilization for over 2,000 years (and which some think, despite everything that has happened, 
continues to significantly influence Chinese thought today). The Book of Mencius, along with 
The Analects of Confucius, The Great Learning, and The Doctrine of the Mean, all Confucian or 
neo-Confucian documents, are called “The Four Books,” and were the basis for civil service 
examinations from 1313 till 1905. Imagine having to study Plato and Aristotle to get a job with 
the government today! Just think of all the philosophy majors there would be in college!6 
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Confucius was a thinker and social reformer (remember that theory and action go together!) who 
concentrated on the development of the human being in society. For harmony to be established in 
the human being and in society, Confucius stressed the cultivation of jen and li. “Jen” is 
variously translated as benevolence, goodness, moral character, and human-heartedness. It refers 
to the complete condition of becoming fully human, and is the preeminent virtue. Its primary 
expression is found in an inner harmony that then moves outward into a social harmony 
manifested in genuine compassion. What jen is all about can be seen in Confucius’ famous rule 
of conduct: 
 

Tsze-kung asked, saying, “Is there one word which may serve as a rule of practice for all 
one’s life?” The Master said, “Is not reciprocity such a word? What you do not want done 
to yourself, do not do to others.”[XV.23]7 

 
Jen represents the general goal and principle of being human. But how to achieve such a state? 
For Confucius, this was found in great part in li, a word variously translated as ritual, etiquette, 
observance of the rites, or propriety. Li gives one concrete guides to action, or moral rules, that 
can develop and maintain jen; and it is the way in which children can be educated to become 
moral human beings. These rules of propriety allow one to cultivate jen in terms of the social 
relationships mentioned earlier, and find harmony in our attitudes toward each other. The nexus 
of all this for Confucius is then the family, which becomes the model for all of society.8  
  
In your reading of Mencius you will see him developing these themes and others in many ways. 
Mencius is perhaps most famous for his view (never explicitly stated in Confucius) that we are 
born naturally good, and need only to be cultivated properly, by ourselves and others, to achieve 
full humanity. 
 

According to the way of man, if they are well fed, warmly clothed, and comfortably 
lodged but without education, they will become almost like animals. The Sage worried 
about it and he appointed Hsieh to be minister of education and teach people human 
relations . . . Emperor Yao said, “Encourage them, lead them on, rectify them, straighten 
them, help them, aid them, so they discover for themselves their moral nature. [3A:4] 

 
It was the Confucians in Chinese society who attempted to offer education without differences 
based on class distinction, and viewed it not merely as instruction, but as the primary locus for 
the formation of social character. What is common to both Mencius and Confucius is the belief 
that inner and outer harmony can be achieved, and should be achieved, in our daily life, through 
discipline and education. The question of education and the question of justice are intertwined in 
Confucian thought. As Confucius said, 
 

One who loves humanity but not learning will be obscured by ignorance. One who loves 
wisdom but not learning will be obscured by lack of principle. One who loves 
faithfulness but not learning will be obscured by heartlessness. One who loves 
uprightness but not learning will be obscured by violence. One who loves strength of 
character but not learning will be obscured by recklessness . . . A man who reviews the 
old so as to find out the new is qualified to teach others. [Analects 17:8; 2:11] 
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Taoism 
Lao Tzu was a legendary Taoist sage who was thought to have lived in the sixth century BCE.  
His teachings are expressed in the Tao Te Ching (sometimes translated as “The Book of The 
Way and Its Virtue”).  The first important thing to see about Taoism is its essential differences 
with Confucianism–though this should not blind you to considering their similarities!  Yet, 
historically, Taoists and Confucianists have criticized the other camp rather mercilessly as they 
have pursued their respective visions of reality and how to live in the light of it.  And one must 
keep in mind that Taoism has always been the minority view in Chinese thought and history.  
Chinese philosophy is overwhelmingly Confucian. 
 
While Confucius and his followers sought to become fully human within society, the Taoist 
thought that humanity, or jen, could only be fully realized outside of society, in harmony with 
the cosmos. Taoists thought (and think) that human society in its various relationships is 
something artificial, and that the informal and formal education that society gives us corrupts our 
original simplicity and makes it harder for us to follow the Tao, or the Way. The Taoist, then, 
despises the complexities of li, or social rules and ritual, and the belief that education into the 
complexities of social life can make us fully human.  
 
 Banish learning, no more grief. 
 Between Yes and No 
 How much difference? 
 Between good and evil 
 How much difference? 
 What others must fear, I must fear– 
 How pointless! 
 
 Others are bright and intelligent, 
 I alone am dull, dull, 
 Drifting on the ocean, 
 Blown about endlessly. 
 Others have plans, 
 I alone am wayward and stubborn, 
 I alone am different from others, 
 By honoring the Mother that nourishes. [20] 
 
Koller sums up this basic difference well: 

In Confucianism, the complex and well-developed life is taken to be the ideal. Lao Tzu, 
however, considered the ideal life to be simple and harmonious. Confucius advocated 
rites [li] and music so that the desires and emotions might be developed and regulated, for 
therein lay the development of jen, or humanity. To Lao Tzu, efforts to develop and 
regulate the desires and emotions seemed artificial, tending to interfere with the harmony 
of nature. Rather than organize and regulate things to achieve perfection, Lao Tzu would 
let things work to their perfection naturally. This means supporting all things in their 
natural state, allowing them to transform spontaneously. In this way no action is needed, 
no regulations required, and yet everything is done and all things are regulated.9 



18 

Here we see a fundamental contrast in approaching a fundamental problem like the question of 
justice: Can it be taught, or not? Is it to be found in society, or outside of it? For the Taoist, the 
path to true harmony lies on a Way that leads them outside of society and into nature, or the 
cosmos. And Taoists think this way cannot be taught, or put into words (an attitude which those 
of the Confucian temperament often characterize as “mystical”). For the Taoist, all the 
Confucian concern with social conduct and getting everyone properly educated is beside the 
point, because “names can name no lasting name” (1). If you want to find justice, Lao Tzu would 
say, then you must 
 

Banish learning, discard knowledge: 
People will gain a hundredfold. 

 
Banish benevolence, discard righteousness: 
People will return to duty and compassion. 

 
Banish skill, discard profit: 

There will be no more thieves. 
 

These three statements are not enough. 
One more step is necessary: 

 
Look at plain silk; hold uncarved wood. 

The self dwindles; desires fade. [19] 
..... 

 
No desire is serenity, 

And the world settles of itself. [37] 
 
 

Suggestions for Discussion 
 
1. Is “harmony” a better way to characterize what we are actually looking for with the word 
“justice”? 
 
2. Can questions of harmony or justice really be thought of apart from the practical concerns of 
everyday life? In other words, is a theory of justice that includes no practical way to realize it of 
any use whatsoever? 
 
3. Are you a Confucianist in temper, or a Taoist? To help you zero in on this distinction, consider 
how you view traditional education, and ask yourselves: Can virtue be taught? How? And 
consider whether or not you think justice and humanity are to be found in society and through 
social means, or outside of society. 
 
4. Is society unnatural? Or is it the place where above all we will find the resources to discover 
who we are? Do laws help make us just, then, or hinder us in becoming fully human? 
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5. Is inner harmony (inner justice) as important as outer harmony (outer justice) if we are to 
become fully human? How are they related, do you think? 
 
6. Underline the parts of these two texts that appealed to you the most. Be prepared in class to 
read these passages, and explain what they mean to you and why you like them. 
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