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Critically assess Plato’s critique of democracy.

To critically assess Plato’s critique of democracy and compare his views and beliefs with those of more modern philosophical thinkers it is necessary to examine what is meant by the term democracy.  Democracy is a word too often used to justify the ability and recognition of freedom of speech, calls for equality of all within society and expectations of justice.  In the 20th century, and certainly before that, there have been wars, localised conflicts that have been fought in the name of freedom, equality and justice and fight to retain democracy, giving it the definition of ‘a term of praise’[footnoteRef:1].  These have led to the world being separated by political beliefs. The Cold War was an example of West and East believing in different state controls and governance; believing each has the correct state system.  In the West it is believed that democracy is the most efficient and fair system of governing a state, ‘for the people’ and ‘by the people’;[footnoteRef:2]  but for many areas of the world nations have chosen or indeed been subjected to communism or fascism, led by totalitarian, authoritative regimes.  These forms of state control are viewed with suspicion by those in democratic states; suspicion fuelled by media and misunderstanding; there may be strong foundations for the mistrust, but it is essential to understand different theories and view-points and come to any conclusions with the advantage of knowledge.   [1:  J, Wolff, An Introduction To Political Philosophy 3rd Ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016) p.63. ]  [2:  J, Wolff, An Introduction To Political Philosophy, p.63] 


Plato’s theories of how citizens of a state should be governed and how democracy is far from an ideal answer, might seem to conflict with the realities of the 21st century but may have relevance in how the quality of those systems of governance could be improved, Plato at the very least was looking to ensure the best ‘for the people’[footnoteRef:3].   Plato’s critique of democracy was founded upon his life experiences, people in his life, philosophical enquiry and a desire to have a balanced society.   Critically discussing the ideas and motives of Plato’s critique of democracy enables an insight into Greek living and how different and at the same time how similar society was and is. [3:   J, Wolff, An Introduction To Political Philosophy, p.63. 
Here Wolff is discussing the three ideologies for what democracy may be conceived.] 


Plato viewed democracy as a poor and inadequate way to have effective governance.  The word ‘democracy means rule by the demos’.  Wolff, in his book, asks what are the ‘demos’?  He answers by explaining that in ‘classical Greek it can be understood both as the people, and as the mob’.[footnoteRef:4]   It could be suggested that understanding where the word democracy originates gives an insight into Plato’s philosophy and theories and the desire he was driven by to seek a less aggressive and informed ideological form of governance within his city state.    [4:   J, Wolff, An Introduction To Political Philosophy, p.67.] 


Plato believed that governance should be by those obtaining the knowledge, and that this could only be achieved through education and life experiences guided by philosophical discourse, and that these learned men would be the ‘guardians or rulers’[footnoteRef:5], philosopher kings.  Plato believed that  [5:  T.M. Knox, Plato’s Republic, Vol.Vll. The Interpreter Series, 3rd impression (London: Thomas Murby & Co., 1957) p.17] 


…the most intellectually gifted of citizens, if trained according to his scheme of education, and under the influence of the whole moral atmosphere of his ideal state, would attain knowledge and govern the state in the light of it. [footnoteRef:6] [6:  W. Temple, Plato And Christianity, Three Lectures (London: Macmillan & Co. Ltd., 1916) p.35.] 


Plato believed that the ‘guardians’ would, by their mature years of approximately 50,[footnoteRef:7] have obtained the knowledge and understanding to know what was right for the citizens of the city state.  Citizens would be able to go about their daily lives without being hindered by or taking heed of politics and decision making.  [7:  BBC Radio 4, In Our Time Podcasts, Plato’s Republic, first released Thurs.29th June 2017, 21:30hrs
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b08vwn6h (accessed 02/02/2019)] 


Athens had been governed under a democracy.  The democratic model saw most Athenian citizens being involved in the politics of the day.  As well as their daily work and business, citizens were expected to take their place and play their part in the political sphere of the state, giving time to ‘the affairs of the city’[footnoteRef:8].  Although many were expected to give time to the politics, it must be noted that democracy did not include women and slaves.  Plato lived within this democracy, but he also was able to see another form of governance, the military oligarchy, in the city state of Sparta.  This form of political control was by a few elite citizens, who made all decisions.  In this system there was no opportunity for the ordinary citizen to achieve political status. [8:  Reference details mislaid – information accessed on internet web pages
] 


Plato believed that people were self-interested and easily manipulated.  He further believed that in matters concerning most citizens and the state, individuals would be guided by their own opinions and would rarely be educated enough to be considered knowledgeable to make serious and effective decisions to the benefit of the majority.  The death of Socrates; mentor, teacher and friend to Plato and his ‘trial and death at the hands of the Athenian democracy’[footnoteRef:9] was brought about by prejudice, misunderstanding and suspicion; in Plato’s model the guardians, philosopher kings, would have made educated judgements.  However, the democracy that Plato critiques allowed ‘demos’ to make decisions and of course the citizens were possibly led by emotions and prejudice rather than philosophical understanding.  [9:  Reference details mislaid – information accessed on internet web pages] 


We could apply Plato’s standpoint in modern times with the United Kingdom’s decision to have a referendum, an example of ‘direct democratic choice’ within a representative democracy, asking the voting population to decide to either remain or leave the European Union.   The citizens of the United Kingdom could be said to have been motivated by self-interest, ill advised, manipulated by propaganda and politicians with their own agendas and self-interest.  It would be argued that, for the majority, British Citizens did not have enough knowledge to be empowered to make informed decisions resulting in a vote lacking full understanding of the implications of the question being posed in the referendum.  This would support Plato’s critique of democracy, that giving the majority political decision making is not a satisfactory way to govern.  The Brexit referendum was democratic, everyone eligible person had the opportunity to vote, there was no requirement to be educated or know about the subject matter.  People may have voted by drawing on their own self-interested points of view, most could not vote from a vantage point of knowledge, the information to gain insight into the for and against was not readily available, media manipulation, politicians trying to score points against each other meant that any result could not be a genuine voice of what the whole voting population truly believed to be right for the nation state.  This modern-day example of national referendum does give weight to Plato’s critique of democracy, showing that it is indeed unwise to expect that the majority, given the opportunity, will make correct and informed decisions.  These examples may lead to the belief that Plato’s theories would be a better system, but it relies on citizens being chosen at an early age from an anonymous background; children given the time to learn, to truly understand the world, to be virtuous and with time and philosophical thinking, explore subjects.  They would then develop an awareness and discover the knowledge, and finally these guardians would be free from wealth and possessions, relying on the citizens to take care of them.   
Plato may have critiqued democracy and not supported oligarchy, however his theory model for philosopher-kings could also be viewed as being a form of oligarchy, being ruled by a few.  ‘Aristotle used the term ‘oligarchy’ to designate the rule of the few when it was not exercised not by the best but by bad men unjustly’.[footnoteRef:10]  Although Plato’s philosopher-kings would be considered to rule justly, it is possible to see comparisons with Plato’s ideology. [10:  https://www.britannica.com/topic/oligarchy (accessed 6/02/2019)] 


Further assessment of Plato’s critique of democracy would benefit from looking at direct and representative democracy.  Direct democracy means that the people vote directly to decide policies and laws and representative democracy means that the people elect representatives who then determine policies and laws.  Both would be flawed; direct democracy would only be effective in smaller city states to enable dialogue and effective communication of issues requiring attention and would assume that citizens would vote for all rather than being self-interested, and as described with the Brexit example, this could not be guaranteed.   A representative democracy relies on those voted to represent being principled and there are no guarantees ‘tyranny of the majority’[footnoteRef:11] would leave minorities unrepresented.  In Athens there were the Sophists, great orators having the ability to argue and sell their ideas, so it is possible to see how Plato would view democracy critically and argue for rulers to be free from wealth and worldly goods, chosen for their knowledge and ability to know their duty to govern and guide the city state. [11:  J, Wolff, An Introduction To Political Philosophy. P.64. Wolff quoting De Tocqueville.] 


John Stuart Mills (1806-73) has an opposing view to Plato’s critique
of democracy.  Mills favours democracy, where it the choice of the people to vote for who will govern and make state decisions.  In his written works on ‘consideration on representative government’[footnoteRef:12], Mills goes to great lengths to theorise the pros and cons of what it means to give the people the opportunity to have a say in how they are governed.  Although there may be flaws, Mills believes that all people should ‘share in the sovereign power of the state’ but given that this is not a practical solution, he concludes that ‘the ideal type of a perfect government must be representative’.[footnoteRef:13]  Mills has three requisites, ‘ [12:  John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism, On Liberty, Considerations On Representative Government, Ed. By Geraint Williams (London: Everyman, J.M. Dent, 1994)]  [13:  J, Wolff, An Introduction To Political Philosophy. P.93.] 

 
The people for whom the form of government is attended must be willing to accept it…  They must be willing and able to do what is necessary to keep it standing…They must befall capable of fulfilling the conditions of actions and the conditions of self-restraint’.[footnoteRef:14]   [14:  J. S. Mill, Utilitarianism, on liberty, considerations on representative government, Ed. By Geraint Williams (London: Everyman, J.M. Dent, 1994) p.190.
] 


In contrast to Plato, Mills argues that it is right that citizens should have a voice and that those chosen should ensure that their governance is in keeping with the wishes of those who voted for them.
To further justify the involvement of citizens in choosing their representatives and the involvement in politics and society, Mills says, ‘let a person have nothing to do for his country and he will not care for it’.[footnoteRef:15]  The view of one citizen may not make a difference but to have the opportunity to choose representatives to govern, empowers that citizen to believe in the states democracy. [15:   J, Wolff, An Introduction To Political Philosophy. P.95.] 


From the time of Plato there have been many forms of governance, and philosophers through the ages have continued to offer up theories and ideologies to be considered and debated, from Hobbes and his ‘state of nature’ arguments[footnoteRef:16], Mills and his utilitarian viewpoint through to modern ideological and theoretical discourse on anarchy, totalitarianism and differing forms and understandings of democracy. Plato’s critique of democracy and his conceptions of citizens and their behaviours are repeated in political philosophy and it could be said that no single ideology stands alone as perfect and without flaws.  Democracy as we see it today, and indeed historically, does not necessarily lead to equality of classes and all peoples.  It does not follow that giving votes and voice to the majority will lead to a happy and just society. [16:   J, Wolff, An Introduction To Political Philosophy. P.7. Further reading 
Hobbes, Thomas, Leviathan, ed. C.B. MacPherson ([1651], Harmondsworth: penguin 1968)] 
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