Critically assess Plato’s critique of democracy
Democracy is a form of government where the population is afforded political control through a majority rule system (Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, 2006). This is the political system which most countries employ today leading us to believe it is the most effective way of ruling. Plato however argues against democracy. In his book Republic, he instead theorised that ruling should be left to the “experts” (Wolff, 2022). These "experts” are philosophers and therefore, Plato believes, have a greater capacity to rule justly and successfully. 
For Plato, to rule successfully meant to prioritise societal needs over the rulers’ own, reducing the opportunity for corruption and inequality within governments. This prioritisation would be especially helpful in modern politics where personal economic growth appears to be an important factor within governmental decision making. These backwards priorities have allowed rulers to thrive at the expense of many of their citizens because it is arguable that society’s needs come after the rulers own. 
Plato says his assurances of highly successful expert rulers, would be brought about through philosophical training (Wolff, 2022). This is because their knowledge over philosophy is likely to induce a greater understanding of moral philosophy (Lane, 2023) which may result in Plato’s expert rulers having a greater understanding over the moral importance of acting in accordance with the needs of their citizens alone, reducing the chance of corrupt decision making whilst ruling. However, it could be argued that Plato’s view that philosophers are best equipped to rule is biased. This is because Plato is a philosopher himself. Therefore, by claiming philosophers would make the best rulers he is directly insinuating that he embodies the optimum qualities for a successful ruler. It could be said that this is problematic because it is a common claim for individuals to believe they can govern better than the current government, so what makes Plato’s claim different from the masses?
Plato justifies his philosopher ruler theory by employing the craft analogy (Wolff, 2022). Cleverly, the craft analogy directs our attention inwardly as it forces us to reflect on our own lives and how we would like to be treated, leading us to answers which support Plato’s views on democracy because as humans we wish to act in our own best interests. Plato asks us who we would go to if we needed medical help, expecting a reasonable person to answer, a doctor (an expert in the medical field). This answer is due to the doctor’s expected expertise over our medical query; therefore, we feel assured they know best when it comes to medical advice. Comparatively, Plato continues, it would be unreasonable for a person seeking medical assistance to democratically put their care in the hands of a group of medically unqualified individuals and have them vote on what is the best course of action in terms of our personal medical care. Plato believed ruling required a similar level of expertise to that of any other profession and therefore should be left to the experts because just as doctors are better qualified to give out medical care, expert philosopher rulers would be better qualified to rule.
Aristotle has a similar critical view of democracy to Plato (Gill, 2019). We can see this in that both philosophers have suggested alternatives to democracy for a more effective form of governance. For the purposes of this essay however, it is useful for us to focus on Aristotle’s definition of democracy and what this means for Plato’s philosopher ruler theory. 
Aristotle identifies ‘the majority’ in the definition of democracy as referencing to ‘not the men of property, [meaning the poor, who are] the rulers’ (Gill, 2019, para. 5) in democratic society. From this definition, we can infer that Aristotle believed that in a true democratic system, ‘rule is by and for the needy’ (Gill, 2019, para. 2). Although Aristotle was still critical of this theoretic view of democracy, it is interesting to draw comparisons between it and Plato’s democratic critiques. 
Aristotle’s theory of what democracy is, is possibly derived from the idea that if a person is living the way their citizens are that they can better understand how to rule in a way which benefits them, making the democratic system more effective. However, politicians are often not poor. Rather, they are usually derived from aristocracy. We must look no further than the current United Kingdom prime minister, Rishi Sunak’s estimated net worth of £730 million (ITV, 2022) to see that such positions of privilege, which many politicians are afforded, goes against Aristotle’s fundamental understanding of democracy as the rulers cannot be classed as ‘needy’. As a result, they cannot understand how to effectively aid society because they do not have the same lived experiences to appreciate what their citizens need out of their leader. 
Similar to financially privileged politicians, Plato also gifts philosopher rulers a similar position of privilege, although this is through status rather than wealth. For example, by naming a child most virtuous in their ability to rule, this declares to the impressionable child that they are above others (Wolff, 2022). As a result, this could create a superiority complex whereby philosopher rulers are brought up to believe they are more important than others, causing them to place their own needs above others which will not lead to successful governance and directly challenges Plato’s theoretic framework for a successful alternative democracy. 
It could be said that Aristotle’s anti-democratic political theory (Hitz, 2005) strengthens Plato’s philosopher ruler theory as they are both critique democracy by offering alternative options to it. This could be interpreted as their distaste for who was involved in ancient Athens’s democratic process. Therefore, a modern feminist may interpret these critical views of democracy as their distaste for women being excluded from governance in ancient Athens, which was the time period in which they formulated their critiques. However, it is more likely that their critiques are directed at the whole system of democracy rather than specifics in how it was operated because progressive attitudes such as feminism were not commonly held views at the time. 
We must also note that Aristotle was a student of Plato’s for 20 years (Hitz, 2005). Therefore, it is likely some of Plato’s views on democracy may have influenced Aristotle’s. As a result, some may argue that their views cannot be treated as separate entities that coincidentally happen to support one another. Instead, their similarity and therefore support of one another could be a result of the decades Aristotle and Plato spent together in academia. Similarly, Plato may have held some prejudice views over the ancient Athenian democratic system which negatively influenced his feelings towards democracy in general. This is because Plato’s mentor Socrates, whom he admired greatly, was sentenced to death under the Athenian democracy. As a result, this may have led Plato to the conclusion that democracy is inherently unjust because it took away his teacher. However, one wrong decision though the democratic process should not be the soul cause of Plato’s anti-democratic ideology. 
Furthermore, it could be argued philosopher rulers could lead to a totalitarian form of government (when government controls individuals’ lives). This is because philosopher rulers would be given gargantuan amounts of societal control with no oversight. Plato justified giving philosopher rulers this power because of their morality which would cause them to be ‘free from the greed and lust that tempt others to abuse power’ (Lane, 2023), preventing tyranny. However, Plato’s justification is a theory so we cannot treat it as fact. Plato’s philosopher rulers are still human and therefore have the capacity to make mistakes and be tempted to take advantage of their power. As a result, without a democratic electorate to hold them accountable, when these mistakes would inevitably be made, there will be no consequences so philosopher rulers may lack accountability. Without this accountability, philosopher rulers may be inclined to not do their best to avoid errors, preventing the smooth running of society, or their reign of society could lead to an abuse of power due to their awareness that this could not be challenged. 
As we have discussed, humans are susceptible to error, this is perhaps why John Stuart Mill argued that creating legislation democratically is better ‘strategically, epistemically and via the improvement of the characters of the democratic citizens’ (Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, 2006, 2.1.1) because the electorate can hold leaders responsible for poor governance when there is a re-election. Whereas Plato’s philosopher rulers seem to inhabit an idyllic world where perfection in terms of their ability to rule is an inevitability rather than an impossible expectation so perhaps is not a realistic way of governing society.
On the other hand, philosopher rulers could prevent money becoming synonymous with power. An example of wealth being a political tool is Alasdair Locke, a multimillionaire. After donating £280,000 to the Conservative Party Locke became a member of the Leaders Group where donors can voice suggestions for the party (Mason, 2021). By giving donors this platform, it shows that wealth can influence politics which gives those with more money, more power. Although the article specifies that Locke doesn’t expect his ideas in the Leaders Group to be acted on, it could be argued that this is an attempt to hedge his political influence which if it held any significance would appear to be immoral. This is because Locke was not democratically elected, rather he bought his way into politics so any influence he has on policies would be undemocratic. Such assumptions would create a bad image for Locke’s business and could affect his income, this is perhaps why other donors prefer to remain anonymous (Mason, 2021). Moreover, it seems a pointless task to donate so much money and attend Leaders Group meetings without expecting something in return for this generosity. This leads us to believe the political influence donors have on politics is more than we realise. Furthermore, the article about Locke was produced by the BBC who are a right-wing news outlet, therefore would not want to present the conservative party as corrupt because this would not be a good image when it comes to re-elections. Therefore, it is clear that it would be damaging for the Torys election campaign, if the BBC was to directly say that donors receive political privileges that most of society cannot afford. 
	Unlike the clearly corrupted politics of modern day, philosopher rulers would not be bribed by donations. This is for two reasons, the first being: philosopher rulers are not elected democratically, instead are chosen because they are best for the job. Therefore, they do not need funding or good press to advertise themselves in order to become elected leaders so cannot be bribed by monetary donations to go towards their election campaign. The second reason being: philosopher rulers would not be able to own personal property (Wolff, 2022). Therefore, not only does this eliminate the opportunity for the wealthy to buy their way into politics but also prevents the ability of philosopher rulers becoming ruler for any potential financial benefits they might gain by taking on this role because there are none. 
Similarly, John Locke’s philosophy of property argued that because of money ‘now one man could have… a disproportionate and unequal possession of the earth’ (Thomson, 2021, para. 11) causing individuals to store their wealth, leading to greed, which, Locke believes, is where problems begin. Therefore, if we apply Locke’s theory to Plato’s alternative to democracy, then by preventing philosopher rulers from accumulating wealth, this could stunt their ambition to rule with self-interest caused by greed because they would not have access to economic growth which would dispel any selfish desire to rule in a way which will allow them financial growth. It could be argued that by not providing a salary for the philosopher rulers that this will deter qualified philosophers from becoming rulers as there is no compensation for their work. However, Plato argues that this is exactly what makes philosopher rulers the best rulers because those who do not desire political power are most suited to have it (Lane, 2023).
Overall, in an ideal world where humans are unimpacted by emotions in decision making, I believe philosopher rulers could be an effective form of governance. This is because they would be able to rule based on a heightened philosophical understanding of morality which they can apply to ruling. This could prevent inequalities in society such as minority rights being overlooked by the majority. However, this perfect world is unrealistic because as humans, we make decisions based on multiple forces of ‘eros’ (Warren, 1989). Therefore, our actions are driven by emotions. As a result, this clouds our ability to act solely based on our moral and intellectual judgement which allows errors to be made. Philosopher rulers would not be exempt from this part of human nature which could lead to mistakes in leadership. Furthermore, due to society being unable to hold philosopher rulers accountable for their mistakes during the election process, it could lead to errors reoccurring which would be an ineffective form of governance.

Reference list 
Gill, N.S. (2019) Aristotle on Democracy and Government. Available at: Aristotle on Democracy and Government (thoughtco.com) (Accessed: 18 April 2023).
Hitz, Z. (2005) Plato and Aristotle on the failings of democracy. PhD dissertation. Princeton University. Available at: Plato and Aristotle on the failings of democracy - ProQuest  (Accessed: 18 April 2023). 
ITV. (2022) ‘Rishi Sunak makes Sunday Times Rich List with £730 fortune as cost-of-living crisis bites’, ITV, (20 May). Available at: Rishi Sunak makes Sunday Times Rich List with £730m fortune as cost-of-living crisis bites | ITV News (Accessed: 26 April 2023). 
Lane, M. (2023) philosopher king. Available at: Philosopher king | Definition, Plato, Republic, Examples, & Facts | Britannica (Accessed: 22 April 2023). 
Mason, C. (2021) ‘Conservatives: Who funds them, and what’s in it for them?’, BBC, (2 October). Available at: Conservatives: Who funds them, and what's in it for them? - BBC News (Accessed: 22 April 2023). 
Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (2005) Socrates. Available at: Socrates (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy) (Accessed: 28 April 2023). 
Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (2006) Democracy. Available at: Democracy (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy) (Accessed: 18 April 2023). 
Thomson, J. (2021) Greed and the philosophy of wealth. Available at: Greed and the philosophy of wealth - Big Think (Accessed: 18 April 2023). 
Warren, E. (1989) ‘The Craft Argument: An Analogy?’, in J. Anton and A. Preus (eds) Essays in Ancient Greek Philosophy III: PLATO. United States of America: State University of New York Press, pp. 101-116. 
Wolff, J. (2022) An Introduction to Political Philosophy. 4th edn. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

