Is Plato’s criticism of Democracy relevant to a contemporary audience?
Plato’s Republic is one of the most important and influential works within Western Philosophy, it explores numerous topics, such as: Politics, Justice, and inquiries into the nature of humanity as well as the world in which we live. Most importantly for this essay is his discussions regarding numerous political systems, including democracy. Whilst a contemporary western audience may believe that democracy is one of the best forms of governance, due to its prevalence across the West, Plato portrays it as a flawed system, coming from the failures of Oligarchy and leading to tyranny. This comes from not only political theory, but also from linking the structure of the system to one’s own soul. Within book VIII, he describes Democracy as, a regime driven by desire, lacking order, and prone to collapse into tyranny. However, are these beliefs accurate? And are they still relevant to a contemporary audience? Plato wrote The Republic around 380-370 BCE (Sfetcu, 2022), not only was the version of democracy different (direct instead of representative), but our knowledge and experience of democracy, of both its successes and failures, may result in his views and arguments being outdated. However, we can see that some of Plato’s concerns, such as: opinion over knowledge, rejection of expertise and the volatility of mob desire still may seem relevant today. The rise of populism, political polarisation, misinformation and decline in trust of institutions are all contemporary problems, which seemingly relate to Plato’s objections. In this essay I will look at Plato’s critique of Democracy, outline its philosophical foundations, then consider its significance relating to current political challenges.
Book VIII details some of Plato’s criticisms on democracy, framed within his broader account of his belief of the degeneration of political systems. This account of democracy, he argues, starts with the fall of an Oligarchy, a system in which a small group of people control the state (Britannica, 2025), when inequality and class anger reach an extreme point, leading to the lower classes overthrowing their rulers (Plato, 2012, pp. 555b-556a). This leads to the removal of Oligarchic restraints and a rise of liberty and equality. Plato describes the democratic system as one allowing for the individual to have ‘license… for anyone to do as he wishes’ (Plato, 2012, p. 557b). He also uses the metaphor of an ‘Anarchic and colourful regime’ (Plato, 2012, p. 558c) to characterise his interpretation of the democratic state, suggesting that within this state there a disordered mix of lifestyles with no underlying or unifying principles. Some of this may seem as a positive to a contemporary reader, our beliefs in the importance of individuality and celebration of differences, however to Plato this symbolises chaos, not diversity. He deepens his criticism as he later explores the psychology of an individual within a democratic system, one that is produced by and sustains the democratic order. He argues that this individual is ruled by their own desires and lust, living ‘day to day, pandering to each desire as it rolls up’ (Plato, 2012, p. 561c). This prioritisation of the individual’s pleasure, instead of rational deliberation, leads to the fracturing of the self, and in extension the state. This state, Plato argues, ultimately leads to an inevitable rise of tyranny. The unrestrained freedom leads to people eventually wanting order, resulting in the elevation of a dominant figure thar promises to satisfy their desires (Plato, 2012, pp. 562a-564a). He concludes that ‘an excess of freedom seems always to give way to an excess of slavery’ (Plato, 2012, p. 564a). However, this criticism of democracy may just be within the theoretical realm, Ober (1998) argues that Plato’s portrayal of democracy is not an accurate representation of Athenian democracy at the time, and more of a philosophical construct that he has created to critique the relativism and instability that he perceived within democratic culture.
Plato’s criticism of democracy, within The Republic, is inseparable from his wider philosophical discussions and explorations into human nature and the ideal structure of a soul. In Book IV the idea of a tripartite soul is introduced. Plato argues that the soul has three different parts: reason, spirit and appetite (Plato, 2012, pp. 435a-441c). Justice, within both the city and soul, exists only when all three parts perform their functions, reason rules, spirit supports and appetite obeys (Plato, 2012, pp. 441e-442c). Therefore, the only people we can say are truly just, are those whose rationality governs their desires. The ideal state must then mirror this structure, ruled by individuals whose rationality ensures the good for all. In contrast to his ideal system, Democracy reflects a soul that has lost control, the appetite dominates. The democratic man, who has been raised in a culture that treats all desires and pleasures as equal, Plato argues, has lost any governing principles and instead gives into whichever appetite is strongest at that moment (Plato, 2012, pp. 561a-562a). He fears not just political disarray, but the moral collapse that he argues comes from the lack of individual distinctions between the better and worse ways of life. He writes ‘There is no order in this life of his, nothing to constrain it’ (Plato, 2012, p. 561d). Plato instead argues for a rule of Philosopher Kings. Those who love truth and possess knowledge of the forms, especially the form of good, are fit to rule (Plato, 2012, pp. 474c-480a). He believes that knowledge, rather than opinion, should be the guiding factor in the running of a city, if it is to become just. However, Democracy rejects this principle. Instead of knowledge being the guiding factor, the opinion of each citizen is treated as equally valid and important to the running of the system, ignoring any expertise (or lack of it). For Plato, this is no different than letting ignorance rule, he likens it to a ship whose captain is overthrown by a crew that doesn’t know how to navigate or successfully run a ship (Plato, 2012, pp. 488a-489a). This metaphor shows the danger of political systems that prioritise opinion and persuasion over knowledge. However, this view of democracy is not necessarily the most accurate one. As Reeve (2009) points out, Plato’s Critique relies on a form of elitism; He assumes that the truth is only discoverable by only a rational few, and that justice can then only be preserved if they hold all political power. This ignores the importance of a diversity in knowledge and the advantages that come with this diversity. Furthermore, how can it be possible for these philosopher kings to have all knowledge, how can they understand what it is like to be a person born in poverty if they were not. Are there not some kinds of knowledge that are unobtainable other than through experience, which these philosopher kings cannot understand if they have not been raised in certain ways. Also, should we not argue for a general increase in political knowledge and rational thought rather than centralise it within one or a small number or people.
Next, in order to assess the relevance of Plato’s views, I will look at how the democracy Plato describes differs to contemporary ideas of one. The democracy that Plato would have known and experienced was the direct democracy imposed by the city state of Athens; A system in which all male citizens could vote (Davies, 2004) directly on political decisions, without the need for political intermediaries. This system used popular assemblies and had officials often decided by lot, a system Plato saw as promoting randomness and incompetence (Plato, 2012, pp. 557a-558c). Plato sae the lack of formal qualifications for these positions as well as the lack of logical oversight as making the Athenian democracy weak to emotional appeals and creating weak governance. We can already see how the form of democracy he describes is quite a bit different from contemporary interpretations. Firstly, the lack of actual representation for all groups in society can cause political homogenisation as different views and opinions are not actually considered, whereas contemporary democracies, usually, have a much larger range of views and opinions coming from all sectors of society with less limits on who can vote. Furthermore, contemporary democracies are largely representative rather than direct. Citizens elect a representative, usually for their local area, to make decisions on their behalf, hopefully with a mixture of experience, discussion and expert opinion. One reason for this change is due to the increase in population size. Athens was a large city state and had around 250 thousand people, only around 30 thousand of which were able to vote (Wikipedia, n.d.), compared to a modern country, such as the United States, with a population of around 346 million people (Worldometer, 2025), we can see that, due to the effort and difficulty of getting the majority of these peoples votes, it’s inefficient and time consuming to get them to vote on individual issues. There are still some forms of democracy that are used, such as the United Kingdoms Referendum on leaving the European Union, however these, in most countries, are only used for things that are seen as more important. As well as this change, contemporary democracies also have more checks and balances, legal protection for rights and constitutional frameworks (Held, 2006). These changes may have lessened Plato’s fears and qualms, regarding the disorder and excess, that Plato held. Additionally, Plato’s views on democracy, being rooted in his ideas of the perfect soul and forms, require, for him at least, for there to be these perfect beings to understand and rule the society, whereas contemporary ideas of there being a multitude of ideas of what is good and what is just, all of which could not be understood by a singular ruler. However, this is not a reason to completely disregard Plato’s thought and criticisms of democracy, many of the flaws that he points out are still relevant to a contemporary audience.
One of Plato’s central ideas and criticism of Democracy, as previously discussed, was his belief that with democracy comes a desire for freedom, specifically excessive freedom. This, he believed, would ultimately undermine authority and rational governance (Plato, 2012, pp. 562b-564a). This fear may resonate with a contemporary audience; an increase in political polarisation, erosions of institutional trust and populist movements that appeal to the emotional rather than the logical. One area that Plato discusses is the rise of tyranny from democracy. The tyrant presents themselves as a protector of the people, as someone who has the interests of the people at heart, whilst at the same time consolidating power and taking freedoms (Plato, 2012, pp. 565c-566d). One example of how accurate this prediction was, is the rise of Adolf Hitler, who gained power through appealing to the German peoples want for stability, mistrust of elites and national identity. He gained power through a democratic system and became a tyrant (Ziegler, 2022), strikingly similar to Plato’s discussion. Another area he discusses is the movement from knowledge to opinion within a democracy. Whilst, as previously mentioned, modern democracies do employ experts within their fields to work within governments and are supposed to influence policies that they are knowledgeable on, such as medical professionals working within the UK’s ministry of health and social care. However, with the modern developments of different forms of media: Newspapers, Television and social media, the spread of knowledge and inevitably misinformation has spread rapidly. Whilst there are examples of all of these forms of media producing and promoting information and knowledge, with the rapid expansion there are just as many, if not more, outlets and forums that spread false information and facts. This is especially relevant in online platforms which can spread false information much faster than ever before, undermining public discourse and creating echo chambers (Pennycook, et al., 2019). Furthermore, Plato’s emphasis on education can still be seen as relevant, especially in a systemin which people are becoming increasingly disillusioned with democracy and politics. He argues that only those educated in matters of statehood and the pursuit of truth should be allowed to rule (Plato, 2012, pp. 473c-480a), meanwhile the democratic citizen, who may be uninterested in learning, is under the risk of being easily manipulated. However, his criticism of the ‘democratic man’ does not account for an increased education standard and reach that he had not experienced. If the majority of people are well educated and well informed of political processes and events, then surely this would result in a more just and stable society than one led by a well-educated few.
Plato’s criticisms of democracy within The Republic come from his philosophical concerns of order, justice and the rule of reason, both within the state and soul. Whilst his views and criticisms to arise from a different system of democracy, that of the direct democracy present in ancient Athens, many of his concerns are still relevant to contemporary forms of democracy. Many of his warnings are still just as important: populism, neglect of education, the importance of opinion over knowledge. These are all still present in some form within contemporary democratic systems. However, his solution, rule of Philosopher Kings, may not seem reasonable nor a better system to the contemporary viewer. Instead of turning to this hierarchical system, we can instead take his criticisms and apply them to highlight the issues within our society, we can use them to find and then fix these issues. We can see, through his criticisms, how we must prevent tyranny, prevent excess, and champion education, knowledge and rational discourse. So, in answer to the question, Is Plato’s criticism of Democracy relevant to a contemporary audience? Yes, his solutions may not be correct either, but his criticism is still accurate and important to understand.
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