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When people go to court to sue someone, in many cases they are doing so because 

someone has committed a tort against them.  A tort is a legal wrong that one person does 

to another.  Sometimes the tort is based on a written law and sometimes it is a wrong 

according to common sense rules called the common law.  Basically, a lawsuit based on 

tort law, permits the victim of some injury to make his/her problem someone else's 

problem.   

A criminal case is initiated and managed by the government - the victim is not in charge 

of the prosecution, the crown is.  A legal claim based on tort law, however, is pursued by 

a victim him/herself or (if the injury was particularly serious) the victim's survivors. 

The end of a criminal case is an acquittal or conviction and if there is a conviction there is 

some sort of penalty.  A successful tort claim, on the other hand, results not in a jail 

sentence (or some other form of punishment) but in a decision about who caused the loss.  

If the party being sued is found to be responsible for the loss, the court normally requires 

the defendant to compensate the plaintiff with money. 

So a tort is a claim commenced by a person who suffered a loss to recover compensation 

from a person who is responsible for the loss.   

You cannot recover for just hurt feelings.  You can only recover money for losses that the 

law recognizes.  For example you can’t sue me for just lying.  If I tell someone that there 

is a herd of Caribou near Starvation Cove even though I know that they have already 

crossed to the mainland and you go hunting, you can’t sue me because you don’t find any 

caribou.  But you could sue me if you lose your job because I told lies about you like you 

were out hunting when you told the boss that you were sick.  Another reason to sue 

someone is for false imprisonment if you are locked up by the police when they had no 

legal reason to arrest you. 

The Court compensates you by making the person responsible for the loss pay you 

money.  The greater the loss, the more money you will receive.  A broken leg that heals is 

not worth as much as a spinal injury that leaves you paralyzed.  Next time we will talk 

about what happens when you don’t do something and someone gets hurt. 


