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Particular justice is a virtue that governs our relationships and interactions with
members of society, and unlike general justice, it directs us not toward the
common good, but toward the good of neighbors, colleagues, and other
individuals with whom we are in constant contact. Thomas Aquinas introduces
two types of particular justice: distributive justice and commutative justice.
Commutative justice is also divided into two parts: corrective (remedial) justice
and reciprocal (proportional) justice. Distributive justice addresses the fair
distribution of collective goods and responsibilities, such as honors and merits.
This justice ensures that these resources and duties are distributed equitably
among individuals. In contrast, commutative justice focuses on ensuring
fairness in buying and selling, business, and criminal and penal matters. Both
types of justice (distributive and commutative) are realized when equality
among individuals is preserved; that is, each person receives their right or their
debt is fulfilled. Aquinas regards political rulers as the primary agents for
achieving distributive justice and believes that distributive justice forms the
foundation of commutative justice and holds priority over it.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Justice, as one of the cardinal moral virtues, has consistently occupied a privileged and
foundational position within the history of philosophical contemplation. It serves as the bedrock
of social cohesion and the ultimate standard by which political institutions are judged. In the
intellectual crucible of the ancient Greek polis, Aristotle, in his seminal work the Nicomachean
Ethics, provided a systematic analysis that would shape Western thought for millennia. Through
his crucial distinction between general justice (the complete virtue of lawfulness and adherence to
social norms) and particular justice (the virtue of fairness in specific interactions), he established
an enduring framework for assessing human relations and governing the affairs of the community.
This particular justice was, for Aristotle, the essential virtue of civic life, ensuring that individuals
received what was due to them.

Centuries later, in the intellectual landscape of medieval Christendom, the towering figure of
Saint Thomas Aquinas, a Dominican friar, philosopher, and theologian, embarked on a
monumental project to synthesize Aristotelian wisdom with Christian doctrine. He sought to
systematize the concepts of particular justice with greater precision, engaging deeply with the
works of “The Philosopher,” as he called Aristotle, and reconciling them with his own
comprehensive theological framework. In his Summa Theologiae, Aquinas reframes justice not
merely as a civic virtue but as an integral component of Natural Law, which itself is a reflection
of God’s Eternal Law. Within this grand synthesis, Aquinas introduces two principal forms of
particular justice: “distributive justice,” which governs the relationship between the community
and its members concerning the allocation of common goods, honors, and burdens; and
“commutative justice,” which regulates the relationships between individuals, addressing the
restoration of equilibrium in transactions, contracts, and the redress of grievances.

This paper, by conducting a close textual analysis of Aquinas’s primary statements and his
detailed commentary on Aristotle’s theory of justice, argues that particular justice performs a
fundamental and multifaceted function. It is not only indispensable for the promotion of the
common good (bonum commune) but is equally essential for safeguarding the legitimate interests
and rights of individuals and distinct groups within social structures. Furthermore, this
investigation delves into the critical role of “political sovereigns” as the designated stewards of
distributive justice. It highlights how Aquinas’s pronounced emphasis on the conceptual and
practical priority of distributive over commutative justice places the primary responsibility for
establishing a just society squarely on the shoulders of those in authority.

Thesis Statement

In the central section of the article, the dual structure of particular justice from Aquinas’s
perspective is first delineated, and subsequently, the nature of its relationship with Aristotle’s
views on justice is explicated. In accordance with Aquinas’s thought, commutative justice is itself
further subdivided into two types: “corrective justice” (which entails the rectification of inflicted
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injustices and reparation for damages), and “proportional justice,” which pertains to the
preservation of relativity and proportion in exchanges between individuals.

Distributive justice, in Aquinas’s view, pertains to the equitable allocation of communal
assets—such as honors, offices, and the burden of responsibilities—and this process ought to be
determined according to each individual’s merit, need, or contribution. In contrast, commutative
justice concerns the bilateral relations between individuals and the preservation of equilibrium and
fairness in economic, legal, and civil interactions. That is to say, each individual must receive their
due and fulfill their obligations, and in the event of a violation, a mechanism exists for rectification
and the redress of injustice.

The article also, through a meticulous examination of Aquinas’s commentaries, demonstrates
his adoption and adaptation of core concepts from Aristotelian philosophy, showing how he
redefined them within his own theological and ethical system while preserving the Aristotelian
tenets. For instance, the primacy of distributive justice—which Aquinas elevates over
commutative justice—is reinforced through an analysis of the position of rulers and social
institutions. Particular justice is presented as an infrastructure for social order and the peaceful
coexistence of individuals within the community, and its status in Aquinas’s ethical thought is
founded upon a realistic distinction between individual and collective interests.

Conclusion

In its summation, the article asserts that particular justice, as a mediating link between individual
ethics and collective order, occupies a pivotal role in Aquinas’s theory, possessing a regulative
and modulating function within social relations. Through his innovative reinterpretation of
Aristotle’s theory of justice, Aquinas posits that the realization of distributive justice is a necessary
precondition for any realization of commutative justice. Consequently, policymakers and rulers
bear the primary responsibility for ensuring the conditions for social justice. By offering a
comparative analysis of the concepts of particular justice in Aristotelian and Aquinian thought,
this article suggests the potential for the further development and dynamism of the theory of justice
within Islamic and Christian ethics.

Ultimately, the article suggests that a conceptual and comparative approach to particular justice
can serve as the cornerstone for enhancing human relationships and for the design of equitable
social systems. Adapting the theories of these two eminent philosophers to our contemporary
context provides an impetus for re-examining and developing conceptions of justice at both
individual and collective levels.
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