A. KATSOURIS

SOME THOUGHTS ABOUT
THRASYMACHUS® DEFINITION OF JUSTICE

There are two questions to be answered regarding Thrasymachus’
view about justice in Plato’s Repubic, I 338 ¢ - 347 e, namely (i) whe-
ther it is self-consistent! or changing?, and (ii) what is really his view
of justice. The two questions are obviously interrelated.

That Thrasumachus’ view is self-consistent is argued by both Hou-
rani and Kerferd, although they differ in other respects. Hourani® argues
that Thrasymachus’ real view is that justice is obedience tolaw (conven-
tionalism or legalism) and that his first assertion, i.e. that justice is
serving the interest of the stronger, is not seriously meant. Only thus
he can see Thrasymachus’ definition as self-consistent?. Kerferd, on the
other hand, defends his view that Thrasymachus’ true position is that
justice is (the promotion of) another’s good;® the statements justice is
theinterest of the stronger and justice is obedience to thelaws are regard-
ed as incomplete but correct for those cases where the former or the
latter involved seeking another’s good®. Others believe that Thrasyma-
chus’ view is not self-consistent, as R. C. Cross and A. D. Woozley’
and E. R. Dodds.
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Before we discuss Thrasymachus’ view about justice, it is necessary
to go through his main points of argument.

338 ¢ - 340 c¢: the arguments are based on the empirical level.

338 ¢ 1-2

338d 10
338 e

339 a 1

339 b 7-8

Thrasymachus starts with his provocative definition
that justice is nothing else than that which is adva-
ntageous to the strongerl.

The stronger is defined as t6 xpatoly, & &pyov.

Every goverment lays down laws forits own advantage,
and makes it plain to its subjects that what is its
advantage is just; it punishes him who departs from
this as a lawbreaker and unjust man.

Justice is what is advantageous to the established
government (6 Vg xabeotnuviag &pyfic cvupéoov).
Justice is also to obey the rulers (od xai weifzoBat pé-
vrot Tolg &pyousty Sixatov ofg slvat; - Eywye).

340 d - 342 e:  When Thrasymachus understands that his definition

340 d 8 ff
eb
e 8 ff

341 a 3 ff

is faced with the danger to be diminished by Socrates’
dialectic, he moves to a «theoreticaln level of argument.
Every craftsman is infallible.

A ruler is always infallible so long as he is a ruler.

A ruler, so far as he is a ruler, is infallible, and being
infallible he prescribes what is best for himself, and this
the subject must do.

To do what is advantageous to the stronger is just.

Socrates’ cross-examination of the reshaped definition of justice by
Thrasymachus on the «theoreticaln level makes Thrasymachus transfer
his argument again to the empirical level, with his long speech (343 b ff).

343 ¢ 3 ff

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 (% pév Sixatooivy xal T6
Sixatov FAAGTpLov dyalov ©6 v, Tol xpettrovée Te xal &p-
YovTog ouupépoy, oixela 8¢ Tol metbopévou Te xal drnpeTol-
vtog PAdfn ).

Injustice is the opposite, and rules those very simple
just souls; the governed serve the advantage of the
stronger man, and by their obedience contribute to his
happiness, but in no way to their own (f; 8¢ d8uxla 700-

1, The translation is that of A. D. Lindsay, Plato Republic, London 19762,
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vavtiov, xal &pyet Tév dAn0Gs ednbixdy te nal dueaiwv, ol
8’ dpybuevor motolawy T4 éxetvou cuppépov xpeltTovog dvtog).

343 d A just man always comes off worse than an unjust,

in commercial dealings,

in politics, (i) where there are taxes to pay;
(ii) where there is money to be got;
(iii) when they are in office;
(iv) in the case of tyranny.

344 ¢ 5 Injustice is mightier and freer and more masterly
than justice. Justice is to the advantage of the stronger,
but injustice is profitable and advantageous to oneself
(1o pév toY xpetrroveg ouppépov TO dixatov Tuyydvel v, TO
3> &dixov EavTd Austteroly te xal cuppépov).

348d Justice is sublime good nature (mévu yevvala edffzia).
Injustice is good policy (edBoulix).

349 ¢ 11 The just outdoes not the like but the unlike; the unjust
man both the like and the unlike.

One point which is made apparent by Thrasymachus himself is that
he insistently repeats his original definition! towards the end of his
argumentation both on the «theoretical» level (341 a 3 { &nep 28 dpyiic
Sixatov Aéyw, TO Tob xpeittoves molely oupgépov) and on the «empiricaln
level (344 ¢ 6 f xod &mep &% dpyfic Eheyov, 1o wdv 705 xpstrrovog ouppégov 1O
Stxatov tuyydver 8v). For Thrasymachus, therefore, his definition of
justice is self-constistent.

The definition 6 Tob xpeirrovoc cuupépov (338 ¢ 1) is equivalent to
76 10U xpelrrovog woielv ouupépov (341 a 4). This last sentence is again
equivalent to =6 ooplot ouupépov (338 e 4), where ooplot is Tolc xpatolor, Toig
&pyovor, T xaleotmwia deyf &v tais mdheatv. Unjust is the man who diso-
beys the laws laid down by the xpeitrovec. Therefore, justice is obedience
by the subjects to these laws; and obedience to the laws means to do
what is advantageous to the stronger. «The interest of the stronger»

1. Some scholars share the view that this is not a definition at all. For Murphy
N. R. (The Interpretation of Plato’s Republic, Oxford 19602, 2) it is «rather a con-
sequence of its being what it is than a definition of it». Hourani too (Phronesis 7,
1962, 110 ff) believes that Thrasymachus’ first statement about justice «is not serious-
ly meant by him as a ‘real’ definition»; it is meant not as a definition but as an
important generalization, based on the underlying conventionalist definition com-
bined with supposed facts of psychology and politics». For Kerferd this is an incom-
plete statement only partly correct (Phronesis 9, 1964, 12 ff).
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means consequently obedience by the subjects to the laws laid down by
the stronger party for its own interest!. Socrates’ argumentation about
the fallibility of the rulers, which is like his previous one about friends
in his discussion with Polemarchus, makes Thrasymachus state that a
ruler gua ruler never fails, and to this ruler’s laws the subjects must obey.
Thrasymachus’ argument does not indeed change until now; the only
difference between his argument in the first and the second section is
that he moves from the empirical to the theoretical level®.

When he is forced to return once again to the empirical level (with
his long speech), he makes some interesting statements which have led
to confusion and controversy about his true definition of justice.

The «new» definition is that justice is really the good of another.
Is this definition contrary or different from his earlier one? It is soon
apparent from the explanatory apposition which follows, i.e. 7ol xpeit~
Tovbg te xal &pyovrog cupepépov, what is meant by &inérpiov dyabév: the
good of another is the interest of the stronger and the ruler. Thus the
definition «justice is to do the interest of the stronger» is equivalent to
«justice is the good of another»®. At the same time justice is the self-
inflicted injury of the man who obeys. Thus, for the subjects obedience
to the laws = to do the interest of the stronger=another’s good. Injust-

1. It is interesting to contrast Callicles’ view in the Gorgias, 483 b 3, that those
who lay down the laws are not the stronger but the weaker who are the majority in
each state. Callicles shares Thrasymachus’ view about justice, saying that dixodv éotu
v dpetve ToB xelpovog TAdov Exety xal TOv Suvatditepov Tob dduvatwrépou and Tov xpelt-
Tw 1ob #rrovog Hpxew xat wabov #yew. He differs from Thrasymachus in that he, cont-
rary to Thrasymachus, approves of the actions of the stronger because he believes in
«the justice of nature» (see E.R. Dodds, Plato Gorgias, Oxford 1959, 14). Plato, Laws
IV. 714 c-d (cited by Hourani in Phronesis 7, 1962,113) is illuminating Thrasyma-
chus’ view in the Republic: natural justice is the interest of the stronger, which is
embodied in the laws laid down in each state by the ruling party, laws which seek
the interest of this party; these laws are named by the stronger party justice; eve-
ryone who transgresses these laws is regarded as a lawbreaker and he is punished
as guilty of injustice. Therefore, to do what is in the interest of the stronger is to
obey the laws laid down by the stronger.

2. Viewed from the empirical aspect this view of Thrasymachus would lead to
the conclusion that «the sophist has merely restricted the laws that define justice to
certain laws» (Hourani, Phronesis 7, 1962, 114) or that «what we have is no more
restriction of the supposed definition but its complete destruction» (Kerferd, Phro-~
nesis 9, 1964, 15). But this is not the point, I think.

3. Contrary to Kerferd’s view that these two «definitions» are inconsistent with
each other (Phronesis 9, 1964, 15) or that they are inconsistent when applied to
the stronger (R.C. Cross and A.D. Woozley, Plato’s Republic, London 1964, 41).
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ice is, conclusively, olxelov dyafév, to the interest both of the subjects
and the rulers. Injustice for the subjects is disobedience to the laws laid
down by the stronger party for its own interest, and this disobedience
is beneficial to the subjects. Injustice for the rulers is to lay down the
rules of the game according to their own interest. Thus they rule over
the just men and in general they come off better than the just men in
every way, in commercial dealings and in politics.

That the xpeirrwv is meant by Thrasymachus to be equivalemt with
the unjust man is very clear. Thus justice is to the advantage of the
stronger and to the injury of the weaker and just men, whereas injustice
is profitable and advantageous to oneself, both the stronger and the
weaker, the ruler and the subject.

The equalization of the sublime form of injustice (# tehecwtdTy &3t-
xio 344 o 4) with tyranny is characteristically denoting that the xpeitro-
veg are the unjust nen. Thrasymachus’ definition, therefore, «justice is
to do the interest of the stronger» comes to mean «justice is to do the
interest of the unjust man»= «to obey the laws laid down by the un-
just men»=«to do the good of the unjust man». These definitions seem
indeed absurd.

Thrasymachus confesses that justice is sublime good nature, but it
is really unprofitable and disadvantageous to oneself!. The just man
obeys the laws and, although he suffers, he will not do unjustly (a view
shared with Socrates) (344 a 5 f); the just man always comes off worse
than the unjust; he does not want to outdo his like but only his unlike.

It is obvious, in my view, what Thrasymachus thinks about
the true definition of justice and injustice. His true definition of justice
and the just is like the one shared by Socrates; the difference lies in that
they disagree that justice is profitable to everybody. Thrasymachus
argues that it is absolutely useless and unprofitable to oneself; Socrates
believes the opposite?.. Thrasymachus, led by both the actual facts of

1. This could serve as an answer to those defending the «nihilist view», i.e. that
Thrasymachus believes that there is no such thing as justice (see the criticism of this
view in R.C. Cross and A.D. Woozeley, Plato’s Republic, London 196%, 32-36).

2. See Socrates’ interesting remark in 339 b 3 f that he agrees with Thrasyma-
chus that justice is ouppépov. Thrasymachus, however, thinks that justice is profita-
ble not to oneself but to others; Socrates believes, on the contrary, that it is profita-
ble both to oneself and to others. This view is expounded in the following books of
the Republic, and particularly in book IV, where Socrates (and Plato) gives the de-
finition of justice (432 b-434 ¢ and 441c-442 d): justice is, according to Socrates, ©&
7o adTob mpatrewy, and this is valid both for the individual and the state.
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politics! and the everyday life, argues that only injustice is profitable
to oneself, whereas justice is another’s good, both for the rulers and the
subjects?, or for the common man in his everyday dealings.

In conclusion, Thrasymachus’ definition «justice is to do what is ad-
vantageous to the stronger= obedience by the subjects to the laws laid
down by the stronger= to do another’s good» are to be viewed as im-
pressive statements which are valid in everyday life and in politics, the
best manifestation of which is in the relation between rulers and
subjects. Obedience by the subjects to the laws (legalism) is, therefore,
only one aspect of the stronger’s superiority over the weaker, a facet of
their outdoing of the just men, a «legal» form of the natural law,
according to which the stronger and unjust rule over the weaker and just
men.

1. See for instance Thucydides’ view as it is cynically represented by the Athe-
nians in the Melian Dialogue. The same ‘philosophy of life’ is represented by Callicles
(see E.R. Dodds, Plato Gorgias, 14, with references to Menzel A., Kallikes, 1922, and
Heinemann F., Nomos und Physis, 1945, and to Plato’s Laws 889 €-890 a, and se-
veral passages in Isocrates - and his comments on 482 ¢ 4-483 ¢ 6).

2. For the rulers, if they were just, justice as another’s good would really mean
to look for the benefit of their subjects. But they are not just men, and therefore, in-
justice for them means to do what is in their own interest (olxeiov &yaBév).

For the subjects, who are just, justice is really another’s good. because they
obey the laws laid down by the stronger for their own interest (that is, the inte-
rest of the stronger).



