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THE DOCTRINE OF THRASYMACHUS IN
PLATO’S “REPUBLIC”

*“ A sophist of the fifth century whom scholars of modern times almost without
exception have treated carelessly and with less than justice.”” These words were
written of Thrasymachus over fifty years ago,! and are no less true at the present
day. It is the purpose of this article to attempt to re-examine the account of
‘Thrasymachus’ doctrine in Plato’s Republic, and to show how it can iorm a
self-consistent whole. When he first enters the di (338c1-2), T
says that Justice is the interest of the stronger or superior. When asked for further
elucidation he declares that in each city it is the ruling body which is the stronger
or supeiior, and whether this be a tyrant, a_democracy or an aristocracy, in each
case it makes the laws in its own interest, so that in all cities one and the same thing
is just, the interest of the ruling body (338d5-339a3).

This leaves the precise nature of Thrasymachus’ view of Justice far from clear.
One or more of the following positions have been attributed to him:

1. Moral obligation has no real existence, but is an illusion in men’s minds
(Ethical Nihilism).
11. Moral obllgatlon has no exlstence apart irom legal enactment (Legalism).

III. Moral obli real ind and arises from the

nature of man (Natural Rxght)

IV. Men always do in fact pursue what they think to be their own interests and

must from their nature do so (Psychologlcal egoism).

Position 1 is ascribed to Thrasymachus by Burnet, 3 Taylor,3 Cornford, ¢ Barker,
Nettleship,® Joseph 7 among British scholars. Position II has sometimes been
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Position I—the Nihilist view asserts that there is no such thing as moral obligation
either inside or outside societies. Position II—the Legalist view—does not deny
the existence of moral obligation, but asserts that it comes into existence only with
the formation of societies, and that its content will vary with the structure of the
society in question (cf 338er- 5

Iyosititg: II1 wa(s t}?e3 olde%}?r;gv)v attributed to Thrasymachus by Stallbag{n and
is frequent in continental writers.}3 A mark of this view is that the position of
“Thrasymachus is practically identical with that of Callicles in the Gorgias, whereas
the Nihilist view (Position I) distinguishes sharply between the two positions.1¢
Position IV is obviously of a’different character from the preceding three—it is a
psychological statement and has nothing to say about moral obligation. Moreover
it 'is compatible with each of the three dmg p s to
Thrasymachus by Josephl® together with Position I.

only way we have of determining which of these positions was actually
assigned to %hrasymachus by Plato, is by a somewhat rigorous examination of the
course of the argument between Socrates and Thrasymachus in Book I of the
Republic. It is possible of course that Thrasglmachus will be found to change his
position in the course of the but this lusion must be excluded until
an attempt has first been made to trace a single consistent position held by
Thrasymachus throughout. In this paper it is maintained that Thrasymachus is
holding a form of Position III, and that he does so with consistency throughout
the various encounters with Socrates. His position has been obscured because he
does not state all he thinks right at the beginning of the discussion, but there is
nothing inconsistent between his various statements in the course of the book.

Thrasymachus’ first statement of his position extends from 338cr to 33gbg. It
rests upon two propositions: (1) Justice is the interest of the stronger or superior.
(2) In each city the ruling body makes the laws in its own interest and it is just
for subjects to obey the laws so made and unjust for them to disobey. To this
Socrates objects that rulers are liable to make mistakes as to their own interests,
and if these mistakes are expressed in laws which it is just for the subjects to obey,
it will sometimes be just for them to seek the opposite of the interest of the rulers
(339c1-340b5). In effect he is calling upon Thrasymachus further to define his
position and is pointing out that Thrasymachus is offering two accounts of justice.
You can either define justice as ‘ the interest of the stronger ** or as ‘‘ the laws
which the stronger make,’’ but not as both since there will be occasions when the
two do not coincide.

Clitophon, a supporter of Thrasymachus, rushes into the argument and suggests
that Thrasymachus meant to say “ the interest of the stronger which is thought
to be so by the stronger, whether it is so or not "’ (340az-c5). But Thrasymachus
refuses to accept the suggestion of Clitophon, and introduces instead the conception
of the ruler in the strict sense who does not make mistakes. The significance of
Clitophon’s suggestion and its rejection by Thrasymachus does not seem to have
been properly understood. According todowett,“ the suggestion of Clitophon is
*“ an unmeaning evasion, for though his real and apparent interests may differ, what
the ruler thinks to be his interest will always be what he thinks to be his interest.”
On the contrary, says Joseph,!7 it is in fact precisely what Thrasymachus should
have said.”” What is the truth in this matter? First of all the suggestion of
Clitophon is certainly not an unmeaning evasion—it is in fact one way of answering

* Cf, Wﬂaﬂ‘mu‘ Platon, I3 209, “ Er_vertritt . . . eine moralisch-politische Theorie, das Recht der Starkeren.
for Sokrates Prinzip der absoluten_Ungerechiigkeit.” Oppenheimer io_Paly-Wissowa RE VI A (1930
. Thmaymackes 5855, 8. Saitta Lilbuminismo della sofistica grecs, 1038, 135, Jacger, Paideia, Vol IT, p. 034
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the objection which Socrates has just brought against Thrasymachus. Define justice
as whatever the ruler thinks to be in his interest. Assume that the ruler always
makes laws in accordance with what he thinks to be his interest. You will in effect®
be saying justice consists in obeying the laws made by the ruler whatever their
content. Or, more shortly still, justice consists in obeying the laws (Position II—
Legalism). In other words Clitophon has und d the signif of the objecti
of Socrates with its implied demand that Thrasymachus should choose between
Justice as the interest of the stronger and Justice as obedience to the laws. Clitophon
says ‘‘ Justice is obedience to the laws ' while saving as much as he can of the
doctrine that Justice is the interest of the stronger.

Now there can be no doubt that this is what Thrasymachus ought to have said
if he held a legalist view of Justice (Position II)-—he must at all costs keep to the:
actual laws, and the fact that he does not do so is the first piece of evidence that
he did not hold the legalist view. But what if he held the Nihilist view (Position I)?
Here also he should surely have followed the path suggested by Clitophon. He
would then be maintaining that moral obligatior
moral obligation arises from something which does actually exist, namely, the laws.
These do not embody anything else but what the rulers think to be their interests.
Any appeal to an ideal which is not actual, as to the ideal ruler who is infallible,
is not only irrelevant, but weakens the whole basis of his theory. If one ideal
is admitted, why not another, moral obligation? The fact that Thrasymachus
refuses to follow this line may be taken as the first piece of evidence that he did not
hold the Nihilist view (Position I) any more than he held Position II.

Finally the suggestion of Clitophon is not compatible with Position III—the
theory of Natural Right. This would have been i diately clear if Thrasymach
had spoken of natural Justice (which he never does). If an independent ideal of
justice is set up as distinct from legal or enacted justice, then this ideal justice
cannot be defined in terms of obedience to the laws whatever the content of the laws.
The same is true of Injustice which Thrasymachus is going on to set up as an ideal.
If justice consists in obeying the laws whatever they command, injustice will consist
in disobeying the laws whatever they command. But as Thrasymachus is going on
to set up injustice as an ideal, distinct from legal injustice, he cannot base it simply
on disobedience to the laws, and this is the position to which he would have been
committed had he followed the su}glgestion of Clitophon. Accordingly I have no
doubt that here is the real reason why he refuses to follow the path which Clitophon
laid before him—he could not do so while maintaining the view which he really holds.

At all events Thrasymachus will have nothing to do with the suggestion which
Clitophon makes. He freely admits that people who rule do actually make mistakes
as to their interest (340e6).  What he says is that the ruler qua ruler does not make
mistakes as to his interest, and so in his legislation prescribes what is best for himself,
just as we might say no craftsman qua craftsman makes mistakes in his art, but
only in so far as he fails to be a craftsman. It is the interest of the ruler in the
strict sense which it is just for the inferior to seek (340c6-341br0). Thrasymachus
in this way chooses to define justice strictly as the interest of the stronger rather than
the laws which the stronger make in cases where the two definitions do not coincide.
He is of course as has been often pointed out!? introducing a contrast between the
ideal and the actual, but there is notbing in the way in which he does it which is
inconsistent with anything which he has said previously. He is in fact saying that

ere is an art of ruling and Socrates proceeds to examine the concept of an art of
ruling on the analogy of other arts (341c4-342e11).

3 1n effect only, because thers is stil the possibility that * what the ruler thinks %o be bis interest” and
* what the laws nd” may not be the same, e. thiough a mistake in the draftng of a law. But sach
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Socrates argues that to every Art there is a specific object, and it is the whole
nature of an art to promote the interests of that object. So_ far (to 34%7) this is what
Thrasymachus himself might have said and he assents without difficulty, Socrates
then argues that the arts rule and are superior qver_thelr objects. Every art is
concerned with promoting the interest of that which is ruled and governed ? it,
and so the art of ruling consists in promoting the interest of the mled: not of the
rulers. This of course begs the question completely. The real question between
Socrates and Thrasymachus is ‘ agreed that there is an art of ruling, what is its
object?”’. Thrasymachus holds that its object is t!.le promotion _of the interest of
the ruler, while Socrates is here maintaining that it is the promotion of the interest
of the ruled. It is by a mere play on words that Socrates equates the object of the
art of ruling with the ruled, as being that over which the art of ruling ** rules "’.

Thrasymachus had assented to the later propositions of Socrates with reluctance
and he now states his objections at the beginning of a i speech. Socrates
had attempted to draw his conclusion from the nature of an art in general. -
achus replies (343a1-cr) that the correct analogy is the case of the shepherd and the
flock. In the exercise of his art the shepherd may in a sense seek the good of the
flock but it is only with the ultimate end of promoting his own interest (or that of
his master). That is to say while every art does look towards the interest of its
object, that object may not be the immediate physical object on which the art is
exercised, but something beyond it. In the case of the art of ruling the immediate
object is the ruled, but the ultimate object is the interest of the ruler. There is then
nothing improper in supposing that there is an art concerned with a specific sphere,
which has as its ultimate end the promotion of the interest of those who practise it.
This was what Socrates’ argument was concerned to deny, and Thrasymachus
answers it completely not in abstract terms, but much more effectively, with a single
convincing example.

In the discussion of the ruler gua ruler and the implications of the concept of
an art of ruling down to this point there is nothing incompatible with either the
Nihilist view (Position I), the Legalist view (Position II) or the doctrine of Natural
Right (Position ITI). We have in fact for the moment moved away from discussions
of justice and injustice as such. But Thrasymachus realises the need for a fresh
statement of his position and there now follows the fullest account of his views on
justice and injustice which we have (343c1-344c8). His statement has hardly
received the attention which it merits, and it has often been dismissed as hardly
worthy of serious study.20

Before approaching the study of the speech it is necessary to be quite clear as to
what Thrasymachus has already said. He had begun by saying justice is the interest
of the stronger. By this he means that it is just for the subject to seek the interest
of the ruler and this is clearly stated (338e3-4 and 339b7-9). It seems to have been
very commonly assumed that he means also that it is just for the ruler to seek his
own interest?!” But nowhere does Thrasymachus say, hint, or imply that this was
his view.?? The truth is that Thrasymachus gave his original statement about
justice as a statement of what is just for the ruled and down to the present speech

¢ This js.a perfectly abstract argument (the argument about the art of ruling): the result of it is that
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neither Thrasymachus nor Socrates apply the terms just or un]ult or any of their
equivalents to the ruler. It was Socrates’ insistence on arguing from the point of
view of the ruler that forced Thrasymachus to turn his attention to the ruler. When
he does so, he speaks of the just ruler as the man who does #ot seek his own interest,
i.e., the interest of the stronger, but he implies that he seeks the interest of the subjects
{343&—7 and 348cr2). Likewise he again and again speaks of the ruler who pursues

s own interest as unjust. 1 am convinced that it is this false attribution to
Thrasymachus of the doctrine that it is just for the ruler to pursue his own interest
which has led to so much confusion in the interpretation of what he says. If we
start from this false view of what Thrasymachus meant, when we come to the
present speech we have either to suppose that Thrasymachus has become muddled
and confused with his own terminology, or to sugrose that he is embarking on an
elaborate reversal of terms and is using a dou terminology—his own special

logy and the

The part of the speech with which we are concerned begins with the long
sentence: ‘‘ So profoundly wise are you concerning the just and justice, and the
unjust and injustice, that you are unaware that justice and the just is really the
good of another, the advantage of the stronger who rules, but the self-inflicted
injury of the subject who obeys; that injustice is the opposite and rules those very
simple just souls that the governed serve the advantage of the stronger man, and

their ob: to his h but in no way to their own.”
(343c1-d1, trans. Lindsay). He then argues that injustice is profitable and in fact
praised by men, when practised on a sufficiently large scale, and concludes: *‘ There-
fore, Socrates, injustice, when great enough, is mightier and freer and more masterly
than justice; and, as I said at the start, justice is to the advantage of the stronger,
but injustice is profitable and advantageous to oneself.”’

Those who suppose that Thrasymachus is reversing the usual meaning of
ethical terms, seem to suppose that he implies four terms—-Justice in the Thrasym-
achean sense=the advantage of the stronger, and jusﬁce in the traditional sense=
the disadvantage of the stronger (cf 343e1-7); Injustice in the Thrasymachean sense
ought then to be the disadvantage of the stronger, but this sense is not used by
“Thrasymachus, and finally Injustice in the traditional sense as the advantage of the
stronger. All four terms on this view would be applicable equally to actions by
rulers and to actions by ruled. It will be seen that the scheme follows from
(1) Taking the original statement, Justice is the interest of the stronger, as a complete
definition, intended to cover actions by the ruler as well as by the ruled.
(2) Attempting to make the statement in the prwent passage consistent with the
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“ But if justice thus consists ln whn\e‘v-r i for the miecs inerst, it falloms it for guebody ofke, ey
the ruler (m‘r' Italics), justice may be further defined, ?e&u]u definition, as &:nd To
fhe e, oy Qi) ot ey e R 0o Bl o be * mont I he-
o b e of el B e e S 2 SRR
she just for the ruler to get OWn way, an 3

)nliitr\mol!hauuislm&cith!la!‘tberu.lah.ndzrdu!achnnlur nsible man is to sat

W

d therefore, if we use the terms in their convnnunml sense‘ injustice, lnd mt justice, is the real virtue Illd
e troe wisdom for all sensible men - . . In & word e oy seao of ol tems et b v, i they
206 to correspond with ealit."—Barker, ap. Git 156,

** Thrasymac d‘ld i!f‘lﬁd thumnillhnﬂy m.unlamin&x l:l ;l‘I"h! is ﬂl:;‘lg that Whmgenl;u:c;h“ :ﬂn:

impose just, reintroduces :

e chime ouble thllheommunh: ' to maintain hi
s beea, removed,




24 DURHAM UNIVERSITY JOURNAL

position assigned to Thragymachus in (1). The full table of equivalents in the light
of the present passage then have to be:—
A. Thrasymachus’ own terminology.
1. Justice  as the interest of the stronger for the ruler his own good
and the disadvantage of tbe weaker for the ruled, another’s good
2. Injustice as the disadvantage of the stronger for the ruler, another’s good
and the interest of the weaker for the ruled his own good

B. Traditional terminology.
1. Justice as the disadvantage of the stronger  for the ruler, another’s good

and the interest of the weaker for the ruled his own good
2. Injustice as the interest of the stronger for the ruler his own good
and the disadvantage of the weaker for the ruled, another’s good
According to this scheme Thrasymact Justice = Traditional Injustice

(Ar=B2), and Th Injustice =Traditional Justice (A2=B1). We have
thus a full reversal of ethical terms. Though somewhat complicated it would be a
possible basis on which to conduct an argument about justice. I do not believe
that any such scheme was ever envisaged by Thrasymachus or anyone else in the
Republic, but as we have seen it has been asserted that Thrasymachus is attempting
to argue with two terms, one from each terminology, namely, Thrasymachean
Justice (A1) and Traditional Injustice (B2), and that he falls into confusion as a
result.

When we attempt to apply this view of Thrasymachus’ argument to the long
speach the result will be as follows: —Thrasymachus begins with Thrasymachean
Justice (A1)—** Justice is in reality the good of another, namely, the interest of
the stronger and the ruler, and for the person who obeys and is subcrdmate. his
own injury.””  Then Thrasymachus says *“ Injustice is the opposite '’. We should
expect this likewise to be Thrasymachean Injustice (Az), but we are n'nmedlately
told that this Injustice ‘‘ rules thdse very s:mple just souls, so that they minister
solely to their master’s advantage and happiness **.  That is to say the Injustice here
mentioned compels just people to seek the interests of the stronger. We must
accordingly suppose that we have here Injustice in the Traditional Sense (Bz).2¢
The foolish just people seek the interest of the stronger, so that they will be just in
the h sense (A1). Th then goes on to compare the unjust
man with the just man in respect of the advantages and disadvantages which result
to each. He gives a series of cases where a man is in a position to choose between
justice and injustice. The unjust ruler exploits his subjects—he is clearly unjust
in the traditional sense (Bz). The just ruler gains nothing for himself by his rule,
but serves the interests of his subjects. He will be just in the traditional sense (B1).%
Finally in the last sentence of the speech Thrasymachus says that injustice (clearly
Be) is stronger than justice (presumably Br about which he has just been talking)
and so justice is the interest of the stronger (Ar) and injustice is the interest and

“ is not speclﬁeci to be either stronger or
weaker, this might be either Bz (the ruler) or Az (the ruled). The latter might
seem more natural, but the repetition of the passage in Book II (367c4-5) seems
to make it clear that here also Bz is mtended

This clearly would involve an and fusi \ ion in the
senses of the words Justice and Injustice. In the ﬂlst sentence we begin with Ar
and move to B2. We then pmceed with Br and B2. Then in the last sentence we
have Bz, ?Br, then Ar and again Bz. The shift from one category to another
would fwice take place in the middle of a sentence. But an even more serious

10Thie 8 Tooptied by Mlian. S o sole on aucr cuotd sbove at the end of n. 35
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difficulty arises. In the first sentence the phrase * is the opposite '’ is ived of
all meaning: Injustice in sense Bz is not the opposite of Justice in sense Az, but is
identical with it. Even if Thrasymachus is confused it seems impossible that he
can have become as confused as this would imply. .

Two expedients which might suggest themselves can hardly be accepted. (1) Take

the ‘* injustice which is the opposite "’ as meaning A2 and suppose that it is a
hrase in parenthesis. The previous ‘* justice and the just ** will then become the
subject of the following “ rules '’ and the sentence will run: ** justice is really the
good of another, the advantage of the stronger who rules, but the selfinflicted
injury of the subject who obeys (A1), (injustice is the opposite, the disadvantage
of the stronger and the interest of the subject—A2), justice rules those very simple
just souls (AT rules Ar).28 This at least postpones the change to Bx and B2 until a
later part of the spee
(2) Suppose that the ‘*
point of view of the ruler, and that '* the very simple just souls ** are the foolish
rulers, who are deceived by the traditional morality and so spare their subjects.
The sentence will then run: ** justice is really the good of another, the advantage
of the stronger who rules, but the self-inflicted injury of the subject who obeys (A1).
Injustice is the opposite (Az) and rules the minds?® of those rulers only who are
simple and so just (Bx). The ruled serve the advantage of the stronger, and
their obedience serve his happiness and not their own (A1).” But this is out of the
frying pan into the fire—it gives a sense to *' injustice is the opposite *’ only by
making the confusion between the two senses of justice and injustice worse than
on the usual view, and in addition it requires us to take ‘‘ rules "’ in two quite
different senses when the words are almost side by side.

In fact the attempt to interpret the speech along the lines of a * reversal of
ethical terms "’ seems to spring from a mis!ake—fghe failure to recognise that
Thrasymachus is introducing a new term which stands at the beginning of his
statement—'* another’s good ”’. He is not attempting to reverse the ordinary
meaning of ethical terms at all—what he is doing is to restate the traditional views
of justice?® and injustice in a rather clever way to suit his own argument. Through-
out he has only one conception of justice and one conception of injustice: —

Justice—Another’s good, so for the ruler the interest of the weaker

for the ruled the interest of the stronger

Injustice—One’s own good, so for the ruler the interest of the stronger

for the ruled the interest of the weaker
Thrasymachus begins by saying that justice is in reality3° seeking another’s good,
and this he considers is implied by the traditional view as defended by Socrates, as
well as being his own view. So for example the subject acting in accordance with
justice will seek the interest of the stronger. He might have added ‘* While the
ruler acting in accordance with justice will seek the interest of the weaker, which
for the ruler is the good of another '’—this is implied a.little later in 343e1-7.
Injustice is exactly the opposite of this, namely to seek one’s own good. So for
example in the person of the ruler, injustice rules over the foolish just subjects who
seek the ruler’s interest. He might have added that a subject who is unjust will
be disobedient to the ruler and so seeking his own interest, cf. 338e5-6. Throughout
the following part of the speech Thrasymachus always uses justice in the sense of
3¢ This interpretation is found in the eighteenth century translation of Dr. Spens, and also in that by Thomas

Taylor.

31 The balance of the phrases in the Greek makes this clear by itseli—to each of the terms appliod to justics
there is a balancing phrase applied to ivjustice. Moreaver the uév in § uév Sixaiopérn Would be left witbout an
answering 3¢ 1f 4 8¢ d3ucla rouvarriow is taken as parenthetical

 For this use of dpxw ct. Phasdris 236, . . v B A

 For “another's Good * s a truditional view of Justion, seo Adistotle, EN. V. 13 sy

" 14 alter the punctuation to read “ justice is secking another's good, in realky the intareat
o the e A e xte. This would Bt 'squally il with ths sbovo nterpevtation. T
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. another's good, and injustice in the sense of seeking ones own good. ln
the final sentence he says that m)usnce (seeking one’s own cod) is thus stronger
more ari and “more t than justice. ]g tice in practice” (w] en
looked at from the point of view of the ruled) amounts to seeking the interest of
the stronger as being another’s interest, while injustice, which is normally possible
for the ruler only, is profitable and advantageous to oneself.

It is only in this way I believe that a consistent account can be given of what
Thrasymachus has to say in his long speech. He interprets the view of justice which
Socrates is offering as meaning that justice consists in seeking the goog of another.
Socrates had implied that this was the duty of the ruler in his discussion of the art
of ruling. Thrasymachus treats it both from the point of view of the ruler and the
point of view of the ruled, and accepts it as a correct account. of justice. But he
draws the corollary that only foolish people will be just—the just ruled are foolish

the interest of the ruler (343c6-9) and the just ruler is foolish in seeking
the interest of the ruled and not his own interest (343e1-6, 348c11-12).

Moreover this is perfectly consistent with all that Thrasymachus has already
said, as long as we do not wrongly attribute to him the doctrine that it is just for
the ruler to seek his own interest.
by ‘l‘hrasymachus (338c1-33924) shows that he is alreadi‘ speaking scornfully of
justice—it is because justice amounts in practice to seeking the interest of the
ruler that it is foolish to be just. Thus the statement that Jushce is the interest
of the stronger cannot be treated as a definition in Thrasymachus’ eyes—rather it
is a deliberate paradox framed in terms such as to arrest the attention, and
Socrates seems to refer to this fact when he does at last express himself satisfied
that he has arrived at the true position which Thrasymachus holds (349a6-8).%!
In fact it seems clear that Thrasymachus is speaking from the point of view of the
ruled only, when he says that justice is the interest of the stronger. Socrates under-
stands it in this way as can be seen from his question about Pulydamas (338cs).
Again when speaking of the laws which the rulers set up, Thrasymachus says
(338e3), ‘‘ they declare to be just for their subjects whatever is for their own
interest.” Thrasymachus carefully p ““ for their sub-
jects, "' ® Finally the very form of the statement ‘* justice is the interest of the
stronger "’ suggests it is viewed from the point of view of the ruled. If Thrasymachus
had meant to describe a just ruler he would surely have said something like * justice
ns the oppression of the weaker."”

** justice is the interest of the stronger "’ is made from the point of view of the ruled,
it will be clear that this justice is ** another’s good " in the terms af the long
speech, and we have perfect between Th * firs
a ut justice and what ie says in the long speech.

What evidence can be drawn from the set speech as to the nature of Thras;
achus’ theory in terms of our original propositions (Positions I-IV)?
Thrasymachus has now openly expressed his scorn for justice and his admiration
of injustice. Injustice he holds is far more profitable than justice, at least when
successfully pursued. When asked for further elucidation by Socrates, he brings
injustice into close relation with virtue, good counsel and nobility of action, and
those who practise it are called good and wise (348b8-e9). In summing up
Thrasymachus’ position (348eg-349a3), Socrates says it is clear that Thrasymachus
will assign to injustice all the predicates which Socrates and others assign to justice;
and Thrasymachus agrees. This should make it clear that for Thrasymachus
injustice is a mqral obligation, in all the senses in which for Socrates justice is a
moral obligation. This being the case, it is obvious that Thrasymachus does not
hold a nihilist view (Position I]—lf he were denymg khe exls(ence of any moral

"
m@; I‘m%‘ﬁ Faw ehieh o "Wprodases, other Gt e St Satoment thet stics
#9This vita] gualifying phrase Is omitted altogether in Lindsav's translation of tho passage.
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obligation at all, he could not assign to injustice the predicates normally given to
justice as a moral ideal at which people ought to aim.

If Thrasymachus held the legalist view (Position II), his admiration for
injustice would be strictly irrelevant. But as the legalist position is itself ethically
neutral, he could if he wished praise injustice without any inconsistency. But he
could not have chosen the tyrant as his example of the supremely just man, nor
could he strictly have spoken of a just ruler either. If justice has no existence apart
from legal justice, in other words justice made by the laws, then the person who
makes the laws cannot be either just or unjust, he will be above or outside justice
altogether. As this is clearly not the view of Thrasymachus, we must suppose he
did not hold the legalist view.

It should also be clear by now that Thrasymachus is far from being a psycho-
logical egoist (Position IV). His view is that justice is folly and unwisdom, whether
practised by rulers (348c12), ruled (343c6), or men in other relationships such as
partnerships (349b2-5).3% He holds that men are sometimes just and so pursue the
interests of others. The term *‘ folly *’ applied to them shows that he thinks this
is due to foolish ideas on their part and not to external compulsion. This would
be quite consistent with psychological egonsm provided that the foolish ideas were

pl{_ mistaken ideas as to where one’s true interest lay. But it seems clear
tha hrasymachus regarded the ruled as foolish because they do not attempt
to pursue their own interest, but the interest of the ruler, because they think they
ought to pursue another’s interest rather than their own, or at least use they
think they ought to be just against their own interests (cf. 343c6 seq.). The
greater advantages of injustice seem to be a gospel which Thrasymachus is him-
I think we must lude that TI was not a

psychologlcal egoist.

There remains the natural right theory (Position III). It is only if Thrasym-
achus is setting up some moral ideal other than and opiposed to that of justice that
his argument becomes intelligible. This ideal is that of m]\lshce which consists in
seeking one’s own interest on all Th that the
way to promote one’s own interest is to seek it dlrecﬂy in every particular situation.
He does not use the terminology of those who opposed law and nature,3 but his
equation of injustice with virtue (Arete) shows that he did regard injustice as a
fulfilment of men’s natures. Accordingly he is rightly to be placed among the
proponents of the theory of natural right.

An examination of the later part of Book I of the Republic shows that Thrasym-
achus still maintains the same position against the elaborate onslaught of Socrates.
But the arguments there raise many difficulties of interpretation which it is not
possible to discuss here. Nor is it possible to enter upon the many interesting
implications of Thrasymachus doctrine, if the above account of his position is
correct. One only may be mentioned. In urging the weaker to disobey the laws
‘l‘hmymachns is clearly rejecting the rule of law in society, at least where the ruler
is a tyrant or an aristocracy. But he held that all ruling bodies including democracies
make or ought to make laws in their own interests (338¢). In the case of a democracy
then, the laws would be seeking the interests of the people as a whole or at least
of the majority of them. While they might conflict with the interests of any one
individual, they would also be promoting his interest in so far as he was a member
of society. It only needs the of a partial of interests for
Thrasymachus’ theory to be converted into a defence of democratic government.

Of course Thrasymachus does not draw out this implication in any way, but it is
probably a mistake to regard his theory as necessarily subversive of all society,

v

or as intended by him to be so. G.B. K D.

uggest that Thrasymachos thonght that the weabor were consulting thelr interats by
Lol ey mx 1 Soaing 0 "B Mo cnamle o, pe. RSt s oushe to bredk oo oo al onasiam whea
they bave a_reasor hlnceul escaping detecton Gt

4 For this opposition seo F. Heinimman, Nomos wnd Physis, Basel. 1965,
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