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Abstract:
John Galsworthy’s Justice is a social tragedy revolving around the lives of two lovers,
Falder and Ruth Honeywill, and the problems that hinder their way and makes their lives almost
unbearable, that are posed by the society. They both face certain problems in their lives that give
rise to even bigger ones and towards the end, they are seen paying for the crimes that they have
committed. The play is a satire on the British legal system and highlights the various loopholes
that put the characters in positions that offer no return or escape. The play also throws light upon
the ill treatment and serious condition of the women in the households and the unjust distribution
of power among the rich and the poor and the man and the woman. In this paper, I have attempted
to analyze some of the legal aspects of the play and their implications in the lives of the characters.
Keywords: justice, solitary confinement, legal, social, law, injustice.
Introduction:
“Justice is a machine that, when someone has once given it the starting push, rolls on of itself.”
: John Galsworthy, Justice [1910], act II
John Galsworthy’s 1910 play, Justice, is a satire on the unfair practices of the judicial
system all over the world that tend to give the rich and privileged an edge over the poor and
destitute, causing the latter to suffer and pay for the crimes they did not even commit at times, and
are put behind the bars for some trivial illegal acts, while the rich are able to escape even after
committing some serious crimes. The play is a powerful social tragedy that leaves a mark on the
reader’s mind. It is a satire on the contemporary English system of law and judiciary. The play
revolves around the glaring shortcomings, defects and loopholes of the legal systems whose
ravages are suffered by the poor and underprivileged. John Galsworthy was himself a student of
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law at New College at Oxford, and he uses this legal knowledge to bring into view the various
drawbacks and anomalies of our legal system and the vicious consequences that follow these
loopholes. The play, Justice, was written with the aim to bring about reforms in the legal sphere
of the British governance and inspire the same in other legal systems all over the world. The play
served its purpose very well and one of its early staging at the Duke of York’s theatre in London
was also attended by Winston Churchill who was greatly moved by it and soon instituted legal
reforms in The Great Britain. The play is constructed with the backdrop of 1910 Britain and was
a part of a campaign to improve the conditions of the British prisons and legal systems for trial
and sentence. The four act play highlights the plight of the people who have to suffer the ravages
of solitary confinement. The play brings into perspective how justice is offered only to the upper
section of the society and the destitute are deprived of access to it. The play is about a young man,
Falder, the protagonist, who commits a forgery to help his lover Ruth Honeywill. The play is aimed
at bringing attention to the loopholes in the contemporary British legal systems and how they make
people unequal in terms of access to justice. The novel is a tragedy revolving around human nature,
basic necessities, love and justice,
Condition of Ruth Honeywill:
In the play, Ruth Honeywill is the only female character. Ruth is a married woman and a
mother of two children. She is forced to live a miserable life under the roof of her husband who is
a cruel man and tortures her both physically and mentally. She lives a fearful life, trying to run
away from the constant abuse of her husband. Ruth wants to separate from her husband but there
are no provisions for a woman seeking divorce and it is left all in the power of the husband to
diverse his wife, if he wishes to; but unfortunately, Ruth’s husband is not willing to let her go. The
law provides for the male counterpart to initiate the proceedings for a diverse, rendering the female
no power. This provision proves to be a major problem in the life of Ruth Honeywill, who is
struggling to survive in a tormenting marriage with an abusive husband with two little children.
Ruth is not offered any protection or help from the law and is left to the mercy of a cruel alcoholic
husband who makes her life unbearable.
Ruth is a victim of the social order and law that is said to be equally accessible to all but
denies any means to destitute women. While on one hand, access to justice and law are considered
to be the basic rights of any human being, law itself denies access to women and leaves them with
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no other option other than to suffer or resort to illegal measures, tormented and frustrated by the
ill treatment that they are subjected to. This is very ironic as when it comes to assistance, women
are not considered to fall in the strata of people who should be able to access law and justice, but
once they are found to commit an illegal act, they are included in the same law and receive
punishment. How is it fair to offer only the cons and no pros to someone? The law and its
applications and implications leave Ruth with no other escape but to elope with Falder, a young
clerk in a solicitor’s office who develops sympathy and adoration for the twenty-six-year-old
woman. Falder falls in love with Ruth and is desperate to help her out of a broken home. Ruth
finds her only ray of hope in Falder, who is himself younger than Ruth, to get rid of the tortures
and cruelty of her husband and build a promising future for her children.
To help his lover, Falder commits a forgery so that he can acquire enough money to be able
to elope with Ruth Honeywill and her young children. But unfortunately, he is caught and finds
himself trapped in a lawsuit. The court does not bring into account on notice the severe conditions
of Ruth Honeywill’s husband and his alcoholism and takes no steps to ensure Ruth’s protection or
well being or offer her any assistance. While Falder is sent away to prison, she suffers terribly and
does every possible thing to earn a living to support herself and her children as there is no way that
she could go back to her abusive husband. As she loses Falder, she loses her last ray of hope and
her aim in life and fails to see why she should live. the law and society hold her and Falder
responsible for an illicit relationship and a forgery but fail to see the crimes committed by Ruth
Honeywill’s husband and leave them both to suffer.
Falder’s Intentions: Not considered in Judicial Matters:
Falder is a young clerk in a solicitor’s office, twenty-three years of age. He is a soft spoken,
nice man, with a heart of gold that bleeds to see others suffer. He is also very timid and pensive.
His personality gives an impression of fear; a fear that he has because of his involvement with a
married woman, though his intentions are pure and innocent at heart. Falder’s love for Ruth
Honeywill is far from lascivious or risqué. Ruth’s misery and sufferings affect Falder a lot and
although he never wants to be dishonest and completely stands against swindling, he commits
forgery in the name of his love for Ruth. All his life, he has learnt to preserve the integrity of his
character. But in his eyes, his love for Ruth is more precious than anything else and to help his
lover get out of a miserable life, he sacrifices his honesty at the altar of love. Falder, no doubt,
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commits a crime and embezzles money from his employer. Falder finds it hard to tolerate watching
his beloved, Ruth, suffer due to her alcoholic husband and resolves that he would do anything to
help her out of this troublesome life.
“It is that you, a young man, and she a young woman unhappily married, had formed an
attachment, which you both say-with what truth I am unable to gauge – had not yet resulted in
immoral relations, but which you both admit was about to result in such relationship. Your counsel
has made an attempt palliate this, on the gound that the woman is in what he describes, I think, as
“a hopeless position.” As to that I can express no opinion. She is a married woman, and the fact
is patent that you committed this crime with the view of furthering an immoral design.
(Act II)
Falder, undoubtedly, commits a crime, but nobody brings in to consideration his motive or
intentions behind this act of his, neither his employers nor the court pay attention to the situations
that put Falder in a position that forces him to do away with his conscience and commit a forgery.
The law does not take into account the intention or motive of a person who is accused of
committing a crime. As law states, a crime is a crime, a person shall be punished if he dishonestly
steals someone’s belongings, even if it is a loaf of bread to help a starving human being. Nobody
gives importance to the fact that Falder embezzled the money to help his lover, Ruth, who was
struggling with an abusive husband and would eventually be throttled to death by her husband if
she was not helped by Falder. This provision, in particular, is a major harm to Falder. He suffers
terribly, both physically and mentally and is sentenced to solitary confinement after being
convicted by the judicial system of Britain. He is a victim of the social injustice that is resented by
all the sections of the society, but rarely anyone steps up to stop it or raise a voice against it. All
that is noticed is the fact that Falder has committed a crime but no one probes into that
circumstances that made him do so and even if they do, they neither do anything to solve it nor do
they take it in to consideration while booking him for a criminal. Falder’s intentions are pure and
innocent but this does not affect the employers for dragging him to the court even when he
promises to return the money back, or the court in it’s decision to declare him guilty.
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Ravages of Solitary Confinement:
Falder faces a law suit in the court when the judge and the jury find him guilty just like his
employers did. It is evident that he committed the forgery deliberately and in a planned way. The
court sentences him penal servitude. Falder has to serve the initial 3 months of his sentence in
solitary confinement like the other prisoners before he is allowed to participate in group activities.
This solitary confinement is gut wrenching for Falder. He is not allowed to talk to or interact with
anyone and he is left to ponder upon his actions and thoughts. While serving his/her sentence, a
person is already robbed of his/her freedom and is also forced to practice celibacy, all in a
completely alien environment with severe mental pressure. Solitary confinement is even worse as
the solitude is tormenting and has already a quite large number of inmates out of their senses. A
lot of jurists and legal analysts do not support solitary confinement and often regard it as an
inhuman practice. Solitary confinement adds to the misery of a prisoner, making their sentence
even harder to survive and also destroys the stability of mind which proves really harmful even
after they have completed their sentence. Although solitary confinement is meant to separate out
certain criminals but doing it to Falder, who was convicted for committing a forgery and a lot of
other people for trivial crimes was a practice that completely shook a lot of people who were sent
to prison.
The suffering is also understood by Robert Cokeson, an old man of around 60 years of age,
rather short, with a bald head and an honest, pug dog face, who is the managing clerk at the Law
Firm of James and Walter How, Falder’s former place of employment. Cokeson is rather worried
for Falder in solitary confinement and reaches out to the governor of the prison even though he is
well aware of the fact that he has no right to do so. He asks the governor if it was possible for him
to make any exceptions for Falder, allowing him a little more lenience during his solitary
confinement. He also mentions that Falder’s situation in the prison was a constant and
overpowering source of stress to his peace of mind and it really bothered him to see him suffer
given their proximity in the former part of play. Cokeson also goes on to compare the condition
of Falder in solitary confinement with that of his dogs, bringing into perspective the ill treatment
rendered to people serving solitary confinement and other sorts of imprisonment.
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“[Doggedly] I know this young feller, I’ve watched him for years. He’s eurotic¹-got no stamina.
His father died of consumption. I’m thinking of his future. If he’s to be kept there shut up himself,
without a cat to keep him company, it’ll do him harm. I said to him : “Where do you feel it?” “I
can’t tell you, Mr. Cokeson,” he said, “but sometimes I could beat my head against the wall.” It’s
not nice.”
(Act III)
While the law provides solitary confinement as a means of allowing prisoners to collect
their thoughts, rethink their actions and figure out what actually brought them in this position and
what drove them towards committing the crime, it is no doubt very tormenting, both emotionally
and psychologically, for a person to be locked up in at most silence and absolutely no company in
a strange uneasy environment. Cokeson also petitions the governor to allow Ruth Honeywill to
visit Falder. But the governor refuses to this request of his as well. Cokeson tries his best to
convince the prison governor to make life for Falder in the prison a little better, but all his efforts
are in vain.
“COKESON. He’s all alone there by himself. I’m afraid it’ll turn him And nobody wants that, I
s’pose. He cried when I saw him I don’t like to see a man cry
THE CHAPLAIN. It’s a very rare thing for them to give way like that.
COKESON. [Looking at him-in a tone of sudden dogged hostility³] I keep dogs.
THE CHAPLAIN. Indeed?
COKESON. Ye’es. And I say this: I wouldn’t shut one of them up all by himself week after week,
not if he’d bit me all over.”
(Act III)
Solitary confinement is a very cruel and unusual practice if one or more of its material
conditions result in a wanton and unnecessary infliction of pain upon an individual, which happens
quite a number of times. This practice severely affects the mental health of the sufferer, with such
people be more likely to develop anxiety, depression, suicidal thoughts and psychosis. It is also
very harmful to the physical health and includes the risk for fractures, vision loss and chronic pain
being increased manifold. Solitary confinement affects Falder a lot, paired with the rest of his
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imprisonment and loss of job. He ultimately commit suicide, tortured by the mental pressure of
imprisonment. When he realizes he will probably be taken back to prison to serve the rest of his
sentence, he is so terribly scared and tormented that he decides to give up his life instead of
spending some more time in the prison, too scared by the tortures of life in captivity.
[Flinging a look back at RUTH, he throws up head, and goes out through the outer office, half
dragging WISTER after him.]
(Act IV)
Conclusion:
While we all consider access to justice as a fundamental right, we cannot deny the fact that
actually accessing justice in practical life is a backbreaking and formidable task. The play tells the
plight of a criminal and the harsh legal system that puts him through hell. The play is not only
about initiating reforms in the judicial process, the condition of prisons and solitary confinement
procedures but also about the broader relationship of punishment with crime. The play also moves
us to look into the criminal’s state of mind while he commits the crime. The play tells us about
how in earlier times, justice was offered to only some sections of the society and while the others
suffered, punishment was offered on an equal level to all the people in every section. The criminal
is not solely responsible for his/ her crime, the society also puts people in certain situations and
circumstances that drives them towards the wrong path and forces them to commit a crime that
ruins the lives of many people including their own as criminals. The play moved the government
and the judicial systems in the twentieth century Britain and Winston Churchill announced a set
of reforms that intended to reduce the number of people that were being sent to prison in 1910. He
also pushed some laws, making it easier for people to pay off debts by increasing the time limit to
do so and also laid some provisions to help the offenders realize their mistakes and help them
rehabilitate and prevent them from reoffending. The period of solitary confinement is also reduced
to one month from the earlier period of 3 months. John Galsworthy's Justice is a beautiful work of
art and literature that leaves a mark on the readers and leaves them in deep thought to ponder upon
the causes and the consequences of our actions in life.
“The law is what it is-a majestic edifice, sheltering all of us, each stone of which rests on another.”
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