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Abstract

The aim of this study is to reveal the opinions of middle school students about the justice concept. The study was
carried out in accordance with the document review technique, which is one of the qualitative research methods. The
study group consists of 82 students attend in 7th grade receiving education at a middle school in the city of
Kastamonu in the school year 2016-2017. Data was obtained using semi-structured interviews consisting of
open-ended questions. This data was interpreted using content analysis and by way of coding. Middle school
students’ opinions on justice concept are represented in 8 different categories and they use 7 different sayings
relating to the justice concept. Whereas the justice concept is most often explained as “Rightfulness”, it is least often
conceived as “Abstinence from Committing Crimes”. It is observed that the saying “Justice can do what swords
cannot” is used by middle school students most often, and the saying “No merit can be more noble than justice” least
often. In light of this information, middle school students can be provided with environments in which they can
internalize the justice concept. Furthermore, results about justice can be drawn when its content is broadened. We
can do scientific study about justice in more detail by increasing sample group.
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1. Introduction

Justice is among the most important concepts discussed by philosophers and lawyers since ancient times (Kayihan,
2008: 45). There is no full consensus among thinkers about the definition of justice. Whereas for some people justice
is giving as much as you take, it is inequality itself for others (Oktem, 1983: 51). Under the surface of the failure to
identify justice concept explicitly, its remaining ambiguity lies in its being a value judgment. Justice increases in
value and its meaning is determined with both ethical and legal value judgments. In the Turkish Language
Association’s dictionary, on the other hand, justice is defined as ensuring the exercise of rights conferred by laws on
everybody, compliance with rules, rights and laws, looking after people’s rights, giving everybody that which they
deserve.

Justice, which is the object of legal rules, is, in fact, an idea, a collective idea not of one specific person but of all the
people living in society. The idea of justice has a place in the lives of societies. This idea guides individuals to
struggle for causes they consider rightful (Giriz, 2012). Justice confronts us as an ideal that needs to be achieved by
law. When society changes, the ideal also changes. Therefore, the law has to adapt itself to changing ideals. Thus, the
idea of justice or ideal law uncovers a social dynamism (Aslan, Korkutay, Senyiiz, & Deliveli, 2011). These
examples relating to life in society and intergovernmental relations prove that the idea of justice is an effective and
living power (Griz, 2012). In other words, in a society that is devoid of justice, people cannot live in peace (Atay,
2016).

Justice carries different meanings from the point of view of the state or the individual. From the point of view of the
state, justice is conferring rights upon its citizens and loading them with equal charges without preferring certain
people or groups to others while legislating and distributing rights and duties. From the point of view of individuals,
on the other hand, justice refers to citizens’ obligation to observe each other’s rights all the way (Yavuz, Duman, &
Karakaya, 2016). Justice in the most general sense is the moral principle prescribing the conferral of rights to each
holder. This principle is the reason for the formation of law and the relative goal thereof (Atay, 2016). Some people
have categorized the justice concept as commutative justice, distributive justice, fairness, or social justice.
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Commutative justice refers to the necessity of equality and equal treatment of all before the law regardless of their
religion, language, race, sect, or gender as is specified in the law that was introduced into our constitution as Article
10 (Cansel, Ozel, Yiksel, & Biiyiiktanir, 2012). Fairness, on the other hand, is removal of potential unfairness by
taking each concrete event and the individual into consideration (G¢&xler, 2016). The person that will investigate this
and reach the fairest solution is the judge. Distributive justice considers the personal circumstances of individuals in
the distribution of rights and duties, the honors and goods they hold according to their needs (Cansel, Ozel, Y tksel,
& Biiyiiktanir, 2012). As for social justice, it is a system in which states assist citizens who are working honestly but
still not generating an income sufficient to meet their certain basic needs, e.g., educational assistance, fuel allowance,
and health benefits (Kayihan, 2008: 45-46). These basic needs are met by the state today as well. Justice is an issue
that has become part of social life. For example, several practices even in a family consisting of parents and children
only might create the source of many conflicts that can be considered injustice (Aslan & Senyiiz, 2017).

The significance of the justice concept has continued from the past to the present. In this context, educational
institutions take on a number of tasks to help members of society to socialize, improve their social relations, and
prepare themselves for social changes. The first step is the basic education, organizing learning outcomes in a
manner that will help prepare children for life (Oguz, 2013). At this stage, science of life programs and social studies
programs appear in basic education. The 2009 science of life lesson curriculum aims at encouraging several personal
qualities in students through experiences (MEB, 2009). One of these is the justice concept. In the updated 2017
social studies lesson curriculum, the justice concept is one of the root values to be conveyed to students during
values education. Furthermore, seventh learning outcome “2.1.7. Obeys the rules of teamwork in the classroom and
at school” in the “Life in Our School” unit in the second grade emphasizes the significance of the value of fairness
(MEB, 2017b). The value “being fair” is included in the 2005 social studies lesson curriculum (MEB, 2005a; MEB,
2005b). In the updated 2017 social studies lesson curriculum, on the other hand, the justice concept is specified
among the root values to be conveyed to students during values education (MEB, 2017a). Despite the fact that the
concept of justice took place in related programs, it was seen that there was not enough work on justice. Therefore,
this study aims to discover middle school students’ opinions of the justice concept.

2. Method

For this purpose, a case study based on qualitative research methods was employed. The case study is a research
method that is based on “how” and “why” questions, allowing for the investigation of a phenomenon or a fact in
greater detail (Yildirnm and Simsek, 2016: 290). The study group consists of 82 students attend in 7th grade in a
middle school in the city centre of Kastamonu in the school year 2016-2017, selected according to the purposive
sampling approach. Purposive sampling facilitates in-depth investigation by choosing cases rich in information
regarding the aim of the study (Blyik&etUk et al., 2012: 90). Accordingly, the semi-structured interview format
involves open-ended questions developed by the researcher that help reveal what people feel, why they feel it, what
their emotions, attitudes and feelings are, and the factors shaping their behaviours (Ekiz, 2009: 62) were used as data
collection tools. Attempts at ensuring the validity and reliability of the research were made by supporting the data
obtained from students with direct written quotations from such data. The written documents obtained were analysed
using content analysis. During the interpretation of the data, opinions of the students were quoted directly. Such
codes as M1 (Male Participant 1) and F1 (Female Participant 1) were given to students while collecting and
analysing the data.

3. Findings

The findings obtained from answers given by 7th-grade middle school students about the justice concept are given in
tables. Answers obtained from students are represented in two different tables. In the first table, students’ statements
relating to the justice concept are included. The second table, on the other hand, gives place to wise sayings used by
students while explaining the justice concept.

Statements of 7th grade middle school students about the justice concept are shown in Table 1.
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Table 1. Students’ statements relating to the justice concept

Gender Total

Category Female Male
f % f % f %

Honesty and Trust 10 10.99 3 3.30 13 14.28
Morality 10 10.99 5 5.49 15 16.48
Equality 16 17.58 7 7.69 23 25.27
Base of the State 19 20.88 15 16.48 34 37.36
Abstinence from committing crimes 4 4.39 2 2.19 6 6.59
Legitimacy 23 25.27 14 15.38 37 40.65
Availability of Welfare 11 12.08 7 7.69 18 19.78
Legal Rules 8 8.79 3 3.30 11 12.08

As is seen in Table 1, 14.28% of students explained justice as honesty and trust, 16.48% as morality, 25.27% as
equality, 37.36% as survival of the state, 6.59% as abstinence from committing crimes, 40.65% as legitimacy, 19.78%
availability of welfare, and 12.08% as legal rules. According to these findings, whereas a majority of students
(40.65%) explained justice as legitimacy, the number of those explaining it as abstinence from committing crimes
(6.59%) is smaller compared to other categories. When results for honesty and trust, morality, and legal rules
explanations are examined, it is observed that the figures are close to each other.

When the gender variable is examined, 10.99% of female students and 3.30% of male students explained justice as
honesty and trust, 10.99% of female students and 5.49% of male students as morality, 17.58% of female students and
7.69% of male students as equality, 20.88% of female students and 16.48 of male students as survival of the state,
4.39 of female students and 2.19 of male students as abstinence from committing crimes, 25.27% of female students
and 15.38 % of male students as legitimacy, 12.08 % of female students and 7.69% of male students as availability
of welfare, and 8.79% of female students and 3.30% of male students as legal rules. While a great majority of female
students (25.27%) explained justice as legitimacy, a majority of the male students (16.48%) defined it as survival of
the state. The numbers of female (4.39%) and male students (2.19%) explaining justice as abstinence from
committing crimes are smaller when compared to other categories. Students’ opinions on this topic are specified
below.

M1: “A state without justice is impossible. Sense of justice is the base of the states. Where there is justice,
there is a happy and free existence. Where there is no justice, on the other hand, rebellion and distress never stop.”

F3: “Justice is as important and beautiful as morals. If there is no justice, then there are no morals there.’

F4: “An unjust person commits crimes. But a just person defends himself, tries to be a good citizen, acts
responsively and in an enlightened manner. ”

>

M7: “In a country, justice means modernity.”

F8: “Justice is the base of the state. A state without justice floats in the air like an unarmoured leaf and
wastes away.”’

F16: “When we fight with our friends at school, our teacher wants to solve the problem and listens to us.
But if she defends the unjust, she will not have behaved fairly and will have done wrong to others.”

M21: “Justice depends on legal rules. Obeying these rules shows the power of justice.”
F30: Where there is no justice, there is no trust, and where there is no trust, there is no justice.’
M38: “Legal rules help us be just. If it were not for the legal rules, everybody would act without thinking.”

F40: “Justice is the base of the state. The stronger the foundation of a building is, the stronger that building
is. That is, we must keep the base of the state very strong.”

>

MAT: “If there is no justice and there are no legal rules in our country, there will be no equality.”
M57: “Justice is needed to distinguish the fair from the unfair.’

>

>

Mo64: “Justice represents peace, honesty, righteousness.’
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F76: “Think of a country where there is no justice, where everybody commits crimes but can wander
around freely. I am sure that nobody would like to live in a state like that.”

M81: “Justice is looking after people’s rights.”

MS82: “People are born, live and die equally. A person cannot be compared with others in terms of
language, religion, race and gender. Everybody is equal before the courts. And all of these rules generate justice.”

Wise sayings used by 7th grade middle school students for justice concept are given in Table 2.
Table 2. Wise sayings used by students for justice concept

Gender Total
Sayings Female Male
f % f % f %

Justice can do what swords cannot do 10 1098 7 769 17 18.68
Countries are conquered with swords but maintained with 5 549 4 439 9 9.89
justice.

Let justice be done upon him, even if great trouble arises. 5 549 1 109 6 6.59
No honour can be nobler than justice. 2 219 1 109 3 3.29
Where justice predominates, there is no place for guns. 7 769 3 329 10 10.98
Justice is the spirit of the universe. 10 1098 4 439 14 1538

As is seen in Table 2, the saying “Justice can do what swords cannot do” was stated by 18.68% of students, the
saying “Countries are conquered with swords but maintained with justice” by 9.89 %, the saying “Let justice be done
upon him even if great trouble arises” by 6.59%, the saying “No honour can be more noble than justice” by 3.29%,
the saying “Where justice predominates, there is no place for guns” by 10.98%, and the saying “Justice is the spirit of
the universe” by 15.38%. Most of the students were observed to be good at using wise sayings. It was observed that
they expressed the sayings “Justice can do what swords cannot do” and “Justice is the spirit of the universe” more
often.

Considering the gender variable, the saying “Justice can do what swords cannot do” was stated by 10.98% of female
students and 7.69% of male students. The saying “Countries are conquered with swords but maintained with justice”
was stated by 5.49% of female students and 4.39% of male students. The saying “Let justice be done upon him even
if great trouble arises” was stated by 5.49% of female students and 1.09% of male students. The saying “No honour
can be more noble than justice” was stated by 2.19% of female students and 1.09% of male students. The saying
“Where there is justice, there is no place for guns” was stated by 7.69% of female students and 3.29% of male
students. The saying “Justice is the spirit of the universe” was stated by 10.98% of female students and 4.39% of
male students. While female students stated the saying “Justice is the spirit of the universe” most often (10.98%), this
saying was stated by male students less often (4.39%). Wise sayings uttered by students on this topic are given
below.

F2: “No honour can be nobler than justice. Being fair requires honesty and reliability.”

F19: “Justice is the spirit of the universe. This saying means that a world without justice would rather not
exist. In a universe with no justice, anything evil can happen.”

M21: “A country is conquered with swords but maintained with justice. If states had not protected the lands
they obtained by swords with justice, there would have been insurgencies in those states. What helps protect a state
is justice.”

F43: “If there is justice in a place, then no guns are needed there. This is because justice finds a solution
for everything but you cannot do anything with guns.”

F68: “Justice can do what swords cannot do’, said our ancestors. The Ottoman Empire managed to
remain standing for six hundred years thanks to justice. It treated everyone equally and blamed nobody unjustly.”

M78: “Let justice be done upon him even if great trouble arises. This saying states that justice has always
been served in any case and is on the side of the right.”

Published by Sciedu Press 213 ISSN 1927-6044  E-ISSN 1927-6052



http://ijhe.sciedupress.com International Journal of Higher Education \ol. 7, No. 2; 2018

4, Conclusion and Discussion

When the relevant literature is examined, it is seen that educational and sociological studies such as justice sentiment,
social justice practices in schools and organizational justice structure take place (Orten, 2009; Ugurlu, 2009; Tomul,
2009; Aydogmus, 2010, Giirgen, 2017, Cinkili¢, 2017). However, there are social studies on the concept and
opinions of justice in the social studies course, and teachers' studies on the perceptions of social justice and
metaphorical perceptions of the middle school students regarding the concept of justice (Bursa, 2015; Inel, Urhan ve
Unal, 2017). Moreover, Au’s study (2009) stated that standardized tests carried out for social justice education
included in the social studies lessons are not sufficient for evaluating the subject. In short, within the scope of
teaching social studies lessons, there are not enough studies about justice. This study, on the other hand, focuses on
middle school students’ thoughts about the justice concept.

Bursa’s study (2015) stated that while social studies teachers are explaining the social justice concept, they equate
equality with justice. At the same time, most social studies teachers state that social justice has an important place in
social studies lessons, explaining that social studies have such goals as educating citizens, preparing individuals for
life, and teaching social sciences. Still, in the study carried out by Inel, Urhan and Unal (2017) on middle school
students’ justice concept, similar statements regarding the justice concept were observed. When explanations used
for the metaphors formed during categorization of concepts, it became clear that 36% of students (71 students)
consider the justice concept as an equality matter, 30% of the students (60 students) as a right-law matter, 22% (44
students) as a life matter and 12% (24 students) as a question of judgment or punishment. In this study, 14.28% of
students referred to justice as honesty and trust, 16.48% as morality, 25.27% as equality, 37.36% as survival of the
state, 6.59% as abstinence from committing crimes, 40.65% as legitimacy, 19.78% as availability of welfare, and
12.08% as legal rules. Studies have revealed that when explaining the justice concept, middle school students use
similar concepts like equality, rights, law, etc. The concepts of equality, rights, and law very often are included
within the scope of social studies lessons. These concepts emerged in the explanation of the justice concept as a
result of repetition of these topics and inclusion thereof in social studies lessons. Permanence can be ensured by
creating activities for other categories formed as well. Further results can be achieved about justice upon
enhancement of the content thereof.

Opinions of male and female middle school students seem to be larger in number in the “Base of the State” and
“Legitimacy” categories of the justice concept. This might be because these topics are treated in detail in social
studies lessons. On the other hand, female and male middle school students expressed fewer opinions about the
“Abstinence from committing crimes” category. The fact that crime and punishment concepts are not included within
the scope of social studies lessons can be the reason why this ratio is low. Moreover, wise sayings used by students
for the justice concept were revealed in this study. It was concluded that wise sayings are used more often by female
students than male students. Female students can be said to be more sensitive to wise sayings. It can be concluded
that social studies lessons were associated with Turkish lessons, and that wise sayings were used in order to ensure
permanence. In this sense, environments in which more wise sayings are used can be provided. We can do scientific
study about justice in more detail by increasing sample group.
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