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where’s
the

JustIce?
BREAK THE LAW—GO TO PRISON.  
Some people think justice is pretty black 
and white. What if there was another kind of 
justice? One that brought people together, 
healed them, and prevented crime?

Introduction



“HEY, WE’VE BEEN RIPPED OFF!”

Your family arrives home at the end of the day to find the lock on the 

front door smashed. Inside, the place is a mess. You’re standing in the 

doorway, knowing that strangers have been in your house, going through 

your things. Have they been in your room? What’s missing? The TV, the 

computer, your mom’s jewelry, the iPod you got for your birthday—all gone!

Later that night, after the police have gone and the mess has been 

tidied, you lie in bed trying to sleep. But you can’t. You’re tense with fear, 

flinching at every sound. What if the robbers come back? Will you ever 

feel safe in your own bed again?

Crime is a frightening reality around the world. In some countries, war, 

terrorism, and oppression are also parts of everyday existence—even for 

kids. Being caught up in a violent conflict is like a break-in that never 

ends. If you’d made it through a war—surviving bombings, shootings, 

and chaos—how do you think you would feel when the violence ended? 

Could you overcome your fear and anger and learn to live in peace with 

your former enemies?

Whether you’ve been a victim of crime or a victim of war, you’ve lost 

something precious: your trust in others. So is there a way to restore that 

trust and heal the damage caused by violence? 

In our modern society, we typically deal with crime by sending the 

offender to prison. That keeps them from committing more crimes, at 

least for a while, and punishes them for breaking the law by taking away 

their freedom. But some people say that putting someone in jail isn’t 

always the right solution—not for the criminal, and not for the people 

who were hurt by the crimes. Think about it: if your house had been 

broken into, what would you be more upset about—that the robbers had 
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broken the law, or that they’d taken your belongings and made you feel 

unsafe in your own home? Most of us would probably give the second 

answer. Many people feel the same way after a war or conflict—they just 

want to live in peace again. And while locking away someone who has 

wronged you might satisfy your desire for revenge, would it really give 

you back that feeling of safety? What if there were a better way?

Imagine if there were no courtrooms, no lawyers, no judges or juries. 

Instead the victim, the offender, their families 

and maybe people from the community would 

sit down together with a facilitator and talk. 

They would talk about what happened, why it 

happened, and how it made them feel. Then 

they would talk about how to make things right. 

Does that sound like a fantasy? In fact, alter-

native ways of dealing with crime are already 

being used all around the world, maybe even 

where you live. Instead of focusing on punish-

ment, they consider what victims, offenders, and 

communities need to heal rifts and repair damage. This kind of approach 

is often called restorative justice, and it’s a different way of thinking 

about crime and its consequences.

Here’s an example of how it works. One night, Lisa vandalized her 

local corner store and broke the window. She got caught. But Lisa was 

lucky: instead of going to court, the storeowner agreed to a restorative 

justice session. A few weeks later, a facilitator gathered Lisa, her parents, 

the storeowner, and some community members together to find a way 

to “make right” what Lisa had done. Lisa listened as the storeowner told 

WHETHER YOU’VE 
BEEN A VICTIM 

OF CRIME OR 
A VICTIM OF 
WAR, YOU’VE 

LOST SOMETHING 
PRECIOUS: YOUR 

TRUST IN OTHERS.
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them all how hard he had worked to open the store and how proud he 

was of it. She hung her head as he described how worried he got when-

ever teens came near the store now. Then Lisa explained that she and 

her friends were just bored and hanging out on the street corner, and 

that she threw the rock on a dare. She apologized to the storeowner. 

After the group worked out a plan for Lisa to clean the store until 

she’d paid back the cost of a new window, they talked about ways to 

solve the problem of bored local teens—maybe they needed an after-

school drop-in center. Instead of focusing on punishing Lisa, the group 

tried to figure out ways to make their neighborhood a better place.

When it works, this kind of approach helps victims heal, changes 

offenders’ lives, and makes communities safer for everyone. Whether 

the issue is school bullies, vandals, war criminals, or oppressive govern-

ments, people are discovering that by working together they can look for 

solutions to conflicts and end violence. And guess what? There are lots of 

ways kids can get involved.

In this book, you’ll find stories of young people from different parts 

of the world who are helping former enemies live together in peace. 

You’ll delve into the history of justice to find out why we treat crimi-

nals the way we do and how different cultures throughout history have 

approached law and order. And you’ll see how restorative justice can pre-

vent conflicts, repair relationships, and cut down on crime and violence. If 

you still think this sounds too good to be true, remember: it’s not a magic 

formula, but by working hard to listen and understand each other, people 

really can start to make the world a safer, more peaceful place.

Siobhan O’Reilly, George Carter, Heather Thurier, Lejla Hasandedic, Arn 

Chorn, and the other young activists you’ll read about in these pages are 
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real people. So are Russ Kelly, Frank Brown, and Michael Fay—young men 

who broke the law and got people thinking about whether our justice 

systems needed to be changed. To find their stories I read newspaper and 

magazine articles, researched them in books, and in some cases corre-

sponded with them or spoke to them (or to people who had known them) 

by Skype. The short stories that open each chapter are fictional—but they 

are drawn from actual events, like the survey that Ugandan teenagers 

conducted to draw attention to the damage that the long war against 

the Lord’s Resistance Army had caused. You can read about it in chapter 

six. I hope that story, and the others in this book, will give you ideas for 

things you can do to solve conflicts in your own life. If there’s one thing I 

learned from all the amazing stories of brave young people I heard while 

writing this book, it’s that every one of us can be a peacemaker—if we 

listen enough, understand enough, and care enough. 
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101
THINK RESTORATIVE JUSTICE IS NEW? 
Think again. Justice hasn’t always been 
something that police, lawyers, and 
judges take care of for the rest of us. 
Throughout history, justice was settled 
one-on-one in most of the world. That's 
still the way it happens in some places.

Chapter 1



Late one afternoon,  
Mona and her little brother Pidi were 

walking through the village on their 

way home from school. As they neared 

their house, they could tell something was 

wrong: they heard shouts, thumps, and 

crashes. Then they noticed that the wooden 

fence around their family’s garden was smashed. Mona and Pidi broke 

into a run. They raced up the path to their house. Their mother was on 

the porch, waving a stick and screaming at a herd of pigs that had broken 

into the garden and were trampling and rooting up the family’s carefully 

tended vegetables. 

Mona grabbed a rock. She took aim and threw it with all her force at 

the rooting pigs. Whump! The rock hit a big black-and-white sow in the 

back. The sow squealed and raced for a gap in the fence, just as Mona 

and Pidi’s father appeared with his shotgun. He fired, and a pig dropped 

heavily to the ground. The rest of the marauding group disappeared 

through the broken fence, leaving Pidi, Mona, and their parents standing 

in the ruins of their garden.

Their father walked over to the dead pig and kicked it. “One pig,” he 

growled. “Doesn’t make up for what we’ve lost. There’s nothing left in this 

garden. What will we eat now?” 

“Where did all the pigs come from?” asked Mona. Many people in 

Papua New Guinea kept pigs, but this was a bigger herd than anyone in 

their village owned. 

“I’ll find out,” their father answered grimly. “And they’ll pay for this!” 

He strode off toward the village, the gun over his shoulder. That 

PaPUA  
nEw 
gUiNeA
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“WhAt If he 
doEsN't Pay

thE sorI
money?”

evening, he returned with other men from the village. He showed them 

the damaged fence, the trampled garden, the dead pig that Mona and 

her mother were already butchering. The men talked seriously among 

themselves for a long time.

When everyone had left, Mona asked her father what was going to 

happen. “The pigs escaped from the next village,” he explained. “Our 

neighbors will go there to tell them what their animals have done. The 

owner of those pigs owes our family sori money for this damage.” In Tok 

Pisin, the language spoken in Papua New Guinea, sori money means 

“sorry money”—or money offered as compensation. 

The next day, men from the nearby village arrived, bringing the 

owner of the runaway herd. The men from both villages sat down to 

discuss what was owed to Mona and Pidi’s family. The owner pointed out 

he had lost one of his animals. Since Mona and Pidi’s family had kept the 

pig they’d killed, he shouldn’t have to pay as much. 

“This family will have no harvest this year because your animals  

destroyed their garden,” responded the headmen of the family’s village 

sternly. “You must compensate them for that.” 

At last they reached an agreement, and the tok sori ceremony of 

apology began. The pig owner bowed low and apologized for the trouble 

his animals had caused. He promised to pay to repair the damaged fence, 

and to share vegetables from his garden to replace what the family had 

lost. Their father seemed satisfied, but Mona had a question. 

“What if he doesn’t pay the sori money?” she asked her father after 

everyone had gone. He looked at her seriously. “Then we must take revenge 

on him and his family. We must raid the village that has insulted us.” 
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“WhAt If he 
doEsN't Pay

thE sorI
money?”
ShE asKeD  
heR fAThER. 

“ThEn we muST  
tAke revEngE on  
hIm And hIs famIly.”



IN NORTH AMERICA, the Ojibwa people have a practice that teaches 

offenders—in a dramatic way—just how much they depend on their 

community. If someone has been causing harm to others, he might be 

placed on a blanket held by a number of men and tossed high in the air, 

over and over. Then, all at once, everyone lets go of the blanket and the 

offender lands with a thud on the ground. 

Afterward, while he's nursing his bruises, the offender can think over 

what he’s learned from the experience. As he was being tossed, higher 

and higher each time, he was very likely pleading with the group not to 

let go of the blanket. During those moments, as he waited for the bumpy 

landing he knew was ahead, it would have been clear to him just how 

much he needed the support of the others. The Ojibwa blanket toss 

shows offenders that the way to survive life's ups and downs is to develop 

and maintain good relationships with your community. 

GUILTY OR INNOCENT?  
IT’S A TOSS-UP

Throughout the long course of human history, we’ve tried many dif-

ferent ways to solve our conflicts. And we’re still looking for the perfect 

solution: one that will hold offenders accountable, give victims justice, 

prevent more crimes from happening, and be fair to everyone.

BACK To ThE BEgINNINg
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In most parts of the world today, people live in countries with codes 

of laws that define what a crime is and how different crimes should be 

treated. When someone is caught breaking a law, they’re arrested by the 

police and put on trial. If they’re found guilty, they’ll be punished. When 

the crime is serious, and especially if the person has committed other 

crimes before, they’ll likely go to prison. 

It takes a lot of people, money, and effort to make this system work: 

police, lawyers who argue for and against the accused person in court, 

judges who determine the sentence, prison guards, probation officers, 

social workers…the list goes on. In the United States, about 2.3 million 

people work in the criminal justice system. If you put all those people 

together in a city, it would be the fourth largest in the country.

HOUSTON CHICAGO NEW YORKLOS ANGELES

PEOPLE WHO WORK IN THE  
CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM

2.2  
MILLION

2.3  
MILLION

2.7 
MILLION

3.9 
MILLION

8.5 
MILLION
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Governments put these justice systems in place to help keep the 

peace and protect their citizens, and many people now depend on them 

to help solve conflicts. Think about it. What would your family do if 

someone threatened you, hurt you, or stole your property? Many people’s 

first reaction is to reach for their phone and call the police. 

JusTICe FoR aLL?
Modern justice systems in democratic countries are supposed to treat 

everyone equally—rich or poor, young or old, male or female, black or 

white. But it doesn’t always work out that way. In many parts of America 

today, a black person who was the victim of a crime might think twice 

before calling the police for help. Police shootings, unfair arrests, and 

long prison terms have left many 

people—both black and white—feeling 

that the justice system is not there to 

help black people, but to hurt them. 

And the U.S. is not the only country 

where this kind of injustice happens. 

In many other countries, like Canada, 

Australia, and New Zealand, as well as 

in the U.S., indigenous peoples have 

been mistreated for hundreds of years, 

and have no reason to trust the police 

or the justice system.

IN MANY  
COUNTRIES,  
INDIGENOUS 
PEOPLE HAVE 
BEEN MISTREATED 
FOR HUNDREDS OF 
YEARS,AND HAVE NO 
REASON TO TRUST 
THE JUSTICE SYSTEM.
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Now think about what you would do if there were no police—or law-

yers, judges, or prison guards—in your community. What if it were up to you, 

your family, and your neighbors to solve all your problems and conflicts 

yourselves? How would you keep the peace in your community?

Until fairly recently, that’s exactly what people in most societies 

have had to figure out. In some places, it’s still the reality. The country of 

Papua New Guinea, near Australia, is a rough, mountainous island where 

many people live in small villages far from cities and modern police 

forces. Because there isn’t a strong system of government, they continue 

to use the traditional justice practices that have existed for hundreds or 

even thousands of years. 

Anthropologists (scientists who study human cultures) have studied 

how conflict is handled in Papua New Guinean villages. They’ve found 

that people in Papua New Guinea, like people living in other parts of the 

world where traditional justice is applied, think about conflicts quite dif-

ferently from people who are used to having professionals handle their 

disagreements.

SoRI monEy…or vengeANcE!
In small traditional societies, there are usually two ways to solve a dis-

pute: through negotiation and compensation, as happened with Mona 

and Pidi’s family, or—if that fails—by violence. Mona’s family received the 

compensation they felt they deserved. If they hadn’t, people from her vil-

lage would likely have gone to the other village to destroy or steal some 
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of the pig owner’s property. After that, the inhabitants of the other village 

might have felt they needed to take revenge, too. The dispute might have 

escalated into violence, even killing. A blood feud could go on for years, 

making life dangerous for everyone.

Luckily, in societies like Papua New Guinea’s, everyone knows angry 

victims may seek vengeance after a crime has been committed. So people 

work hard to solve conflicts quickly, before more violence happens. 

There are good reasons why many societies stopped using this kind of 

justice, though. For one thing, traditional justice systems aren’t neces-

sarily fair—in fact, they tend to favor powerful people. In many societies 

throughout the world, people have looked for ways to make their tradi-

tional systems fairer for everyone. 

Traditional justice can work well for people who live in small villages 

or settlements. When you know everyone who lives around you, it’s easy 

to see the importance of staying on good terms with your neighbors. 

With a little luck and a lot of hard work at maintaining peaceful rela-

tionships, your village can avoid getting drawn into a feud with another 

village. But what happens when your village grows into a city? 

For city-dwellers, who may not know their neighbor, the traditional 

justice systems don’t work as well. But with so many people living 

together, it's even more important to find ways to keep the peace in 

cities. Throughout history, in different societies around the world, as 

cities grew people realized they needed to do justice differently. Instead 

of leaving justice up to private citizens, city leaders decided to prevent 

blood feuds from starting by taking charge of delivering justice. Today, we 

call this “state justice.” One of the first places where this is known to have 

happened was in the city-state of Babylon, near today’s country of Iraq. 
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