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PERSPECTIVES

GUEST COMMENTARY

Rebalance with restorative justice

By Jennifer Larson Sawin
and Christy Barbee

' uch has been said
| \ / I about the tragic
fate of Phoebe

Prince. That it was sense-
less. That it is a reflection of
our society and its skewed
mores. That it was prevent-
able. That adults let her
down.

Since the sentencing of
the five young people found
guilty of harassing her until
she took her own life, pub-
lic discourse has fallen
along two sides of an over-
simplified line: On one,
that the five are hateful,
base monsters who should
have been jailed to set an
example. On the other, that
they are children who knew
not what they did, that they
have already “paid” for their
gross misbehavior and that
probation gives society its

due while underscoring the
lessons for them and any
who might emulate them.

Both of these responses
seek the same thing: rebal-
ancing. Yes, the harm done
to Phoebe caused a power
imbalance that left her
without hope and her tor-
mentors with the upper
hand. The question be-
comes, do we seek a rebal-
ancing of power through
punishment and a pound of
flesh, regardless of what a
victim’s family wants? Or
do we seek a rebalancing
through restorative justice
by asking a family what
they need and by calling
upon those who hurt the
victim to step up and do the
right thing?

For an offender, doing the
right thing in our criminal
justice system can be an up-
hill battle. With few excep-
tions, those facing charges
are represented by attor-

neys who speak for them.
Offenders say as little as
possible so that the prose-
cution carries the burden of
proof. Similarly, while vic-
tims are permitted to make
avictim impact statement
— as Phoebe’s mother did
so eloquently — they are
rarely afforded the chance
to ask questions directly of
the offender and seek an-
swers.

Restorative justice is one
way to promote both ac-
countability of the offender
and to get answers for the
victim. It’s quietly practiced
in many places throughout
the United States, including
in Chelsea, where Roca en-
gages youth skating on the
edge of crime, and holds
them to account. Our or-
ganization, Communities
for Restorative Justice,
partners with police and of-
fers restorative justice to
victims, offenders and loved

ones in nine communities
of Greater Boston. Police
recognize restorative justice
as a way to achieve offender
accountability and higher
victim satisfaction.

Restorative justice can be
a powerful response to ha-
rassment because it ad-
dresses that awful power
imbalance by validating for
the victim that she has in-
deed been wronged and did
not deserve the treatment.
As bullying experts like
Barbara Coloroso (who
consulted with South
Hadley High School) have
said, restorative justice says
to victims, “We hear you,
we believe you.”

It can also be a transfor-
mative process for offend-
ers, especially young people
with their still-developing
frontal lobes, to do the hard
work of making amends,
examining their behavior,
and building empathy.



