Critically assess Plato’s critique of democracy.
To assess Plato’s critique of democracy, it is important to be sure of what democracy is. Democracy is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as: “a system of government by the whole population or all the eligible members of a state, typically through elected representatives.”[footnoteRef:1] There are two types of democracy: direct and representative democracy. Direct democracy is when each individual votes directly to decide on policies and laws, whereas with representative democracy, the people vote in an individual to represent them, who then goes on to determine said policies and laws. Here it will be argued that Plato puts forward a valid, though imperfect critique of democracy that shall be explored throughout this essay.  [1:  English Oxford Living Dictionaries, 2018 Oxford University Press. Accessed 24 Feb 2018.
<https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/democracy>] 

The ideology of democracy is to allow the people who are governed to be represented and have choice in the workings of society. Though this initially sounds like a good, fair system for running a society, it is a system with faults, which are outlined and explained by Plato. One of Plato’s criticisms is given in the form if an analogy about a ship: imagine a ship whose elderly captain has poor eyesight and hearing and has to be directed by the crew of the ship. But in order to decide who directs the captain, it is those who are best at persuading others, rather than those best at navigation, who end up with the most power. [footnoteRef:2] The point Plato is making here is that a great failing of democracy is that the people best suited to ruling are not elected to rule, because those who want to rule simply to gain power are often better at persuading others to vote for them, whereas those who are skilled at ruling are perhaps less skilled at persuasion. Plato believed that democracy allowed those unsuited to ruling a way to rule, and that this was bad for society, hence is famous belief that all rulers should be philosophers: “Only the philosophers have knowledge, and that alone is sufficient to qualify them to be rulers, provided that they aren’t inferior to the non-philosophers in virtue.”[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  Plato, Republic, Book VI. Translated G.M.A Grube. Revised C.D.C Reeve. 				(Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc., 1992). p.162.]  [3:  ibid., p.157.] 

Plato also uses another analogy to illustrate this negative view of Democracy. The craft analogy [footnoteRef:4] asks one to imagine a scenario where someone is unwell. In this situation, Plato thinks, the rational thing to do would be to get treatment from someone who is skilled in treating the unwell-a doctor. What would be irrational, is to gather everyone together, doctors, sailors, and others of various skills besides from treating the sick and ask them all to vote on how to treat the unwell person. Plato likens this scenario to democracy, illustrating that it prevents those skilled at ruling from being allowed to rule, but allows the unskilled masses to govern. [4:  ibid., Book I. pp. 7-9.] 

It is easy, at first, to sympathise with Plato, as it is reasonable to see how power-hungry individuals who are good at persuading others to what they want could get into power under a democratic system, from which it is easy to imagine how corruption and tyranny could become rife. Furthermore, it is true that in life we seek the opinion of an expert, rather than the opinion of the masses, but it can be argued that within politics, there is no one field, and it is not clear who the “expert” in every situation is in order to bring about the good of the people and society. Plato would object to this criticism, claiming that philosophers are these experts. His reasoning is based on his Theory of Forms, where there exists an objective truth-the Form of Good. Plato believed that, because philosophers study the Forms, they best know Good, therefore are best fit to be rulers. 
However, in order to convince the masses that democracy should be replaced by philosopher rulers, 
Plato believed the people of society should be lied to. He believed they should be told that their souls were less worthy than the souls of philosophers, and this is why philosophers ruled over them. Needless to say, a system based on keeping the population complacent with deceit, such as this, is not regarded as a good and just political system. What Plato presents seems to be a system that restricts the liberty of everyone but those with philosophical merit, causing a society based on meritocracy. 
A view that contrasts to Plato’s it that of John Stuart Mill. Despite conceding “that absolute power, in the hands of an eminent individual, would insure a virtuous and intelligent performance of all the duties of government,” Mill advocated Representative democracy. This is because if the former situation was the case, it would mean being ruled by a good despot-but a despot none the less, which would completely restrict the liberty of the people. [footnoteRef:5] Mill believed that people’s freedom was valuable for a society and argued this with the reasoning that “free communities have both been more exempt from social injustice and crime, and have attained more brilliant prosperity than any others…”[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  Mill, John Stuart, Considerations On Representative Government. Curtis A. Weyant and David Widger, 		The Project Gutenberg EBook, 6 Feb 2013. Accessed 26 Feb 2018. Chapter 3	<http://www.gutenberg.org/files/5669/5669-h/5669-h.htm>]  [6:  ibid.] 

Mill was aware of the problems that representative democracy has. He understood that this form of democracy can lead to tyranny over the minority, but to reduce this as much as possible, he suggested that governments control over private matters be limited.[footnoteRef:7] He also recognised that society is comprised of a mix of intelligences, so votes can sometimes be swayed with beliefs caused by ignorance.[footnoteRef:8] To remedy this, he proposed that only people who were literate and could do basic arithmetic should be legible to vote. However, this could potentially mean that the less educated sector of society are less represented, therefore leading to a situation where there is tyranny over the minority.  [7:  ibid., chapter 7.]  [8:  ibid.] 

To conclude, Plato’s critique of democracy presents some strong problems with democracy, however it seems that some, such as Mill and myself, would not consider the alternative that he presents to be preferable. Democracy is undeniably a flawed system, perhaps irretrievably so, however it is a system that to some extent balances order and freedom, allows for law and for liberty, therefore despite its shortcomings it is a system that we use today.
