[bookmark: _GoBack]Critically assess Plato’s critique of democracy.

[bookmark: _Int_H15CsFOL]It is the contention of this essay that the Platonic critique of democracy is fundamentally rooted in Plato’s overall philosophical epistemology, in itself a product of the philosopher’s background and grounding in his era, which sees the change implicit to democratic processes as a devaluation and degradation of an ideal Form. While much has been made of the underlying epistemological sympathy between the critique of democracy found in Plato’s the Republic and totalitarian philosophies of government, the underlying root of this thinking – as argued by thinkers such as Karl Popper in his The Open Society and its Enemies – is not necessarily a perversion of Platonic thought, but rather its fulfilment. Therefore, it is this essay’s conclusion that the Platonic critique of democracy, sympathetic to totalitarianism as it is, is simply the logical conclusion of the practical application of Plato’s philosophy, epistemology, and principles to the practice of government, and, by inference, a subjective rather than objective critique.
[bookmark: _Int_NDyS530i][bookmark: _Int_7SVvo2aA]To elaborate, we must first examine the circumstances Plato formed his worldview in. Born in 428 BCE, Plato was, as almost all of his generation of Athenians were, moulded by the seminal trauma of the Peloponnesian War, (431-404 BCE) with his youth constituting “a period of wars and of political strife which was, for all we know, even more unsettled than that which had troubled Heraclitus”[footnoteRef:16199] in the words of Karl Popper. Being born in wartime, Plato was personally affected by the deep and abiding instability and trauma underwent by the Athenian polity, being only twenty-four years old at the end of the war and living through the victory of Sparta and his city's surrender in 404 BCE, civil war, and the rule of the so-called Thirty Tyrants (404-403 BCE) (two of whom being relations of his, Critias and Charmides), with even the return of democratic governance resulting in the death of his mentor Socrates (399 BCE). [16199:  (Popper, 2012)] 

 Accordingly, it is evident that Plato’s youth and many of his formative experiences can be surmised as being defined by instability, and that said instability can be traced back to the Athenian participation in and experience of the Peloponnesian War, which was in turn motivated by Athenian fear of the subversion of their democratic mode of governance. Indeed, from his Seventh Letter we can conclude that these political ructions had an almost physical effect on Plato: “Seeing that everything swayed and shifted aimlessly, I felt giddy and desperate”[footnoteRef:26960], and Popper suggests that much like Heraclitus, this tumult intersected with historicism to create “the fundamental impulse of his philosophy […] According to this law, which will be more fully discussed in the next chapter, all social change is corruption or decay or degeneration”[footnoteRef:9469].  [26960:  (Plato, 2015)]  [9469:  (Popper, 2012)] 

[bookmark: _Int_nE9HneAA][bookmark: _Int_FpwylMMB][bookmark: _Int_7WeBhgfq]This view, inherently political, intersects with both the circumstances of Plato’s life and his conception of the universe in such a way that all three underpin each other – the Platonic critique of democracy, therefore, is not simply that contained within the Republic but present in part in his entire corpus of work. The ‘perfect’ state of the Republic is not a case in isolation, a secluded example of carefully considered, impartial and objectively thought-out statecraft – indeed, it is not even secular, as far as such a Christian concept applies to a period wherein it would be wholly alien to most political and religious theorists. Rather, the Republic represents an effort on the part of Plato to buck the Heraclitan idea that “Everything is in flux and nothing is at rest”[footnoteRef:18738].  [18738:  (Plato, 2015)] 

[bookmark: _Int_ZZeG6K2d][bookmark: _Int_oKEOgmnE][bookmark: _Int_zHYfgC9C][bookmark: _Int_1lffc8XI]To Plato, and Greek society at large at the time, there was little to no distinction between morality, politics, and physics – all three were of a piece, with even scientific enquiry understood as ‘natural philosophy’. Reality was undergirded by a world of perfect “Forms and Ideas”, with history being best understood as a lengthy process of mimesis wherein each successive generation grew, through change, further and further removed from the perfection of the original glass objects in the cave – paler and paler shadows. Indeed, this thinking is summarised neatly in the Republic itself, which defines good as “everything that preserves”[footnoteRef:5122], and evil as “everything that destroys or corrupts”[footnoteRef:2619]. This theme pervades Plato’s work, from his constant use of Socrates as a mouthpiece in his dialogues (as the teacher is naturally one step of mimesis closer to the ideal Form of truth than the pupil) to the Republic’s refusal of loot gained by battle so as to maintain the “return to nature”[footnoteRef:6024] (and, implicitly, the pre-polis Greek system of tribal patriarchy Plato idolised), the fundamental moral Manichaeism underpinning Plato’s work is one wherein all things good are to be trapped in amber lest they be rotted away by all things ill.  [5122:  (Plato, 2007)]  [2619:  (Plato, 2007)]  [6024:  (Popper, 2012)] 

[bookmark: _Int_6VjuvvBB][bookmark: _Int_7JVZUj2y][bookmark: _Int_6VPAIwyT]Implicit to this – and, indeed, the faux-dialectical structure of the Republic – is a sort of rational irrationality common to many of Plato’s forerunners, particularly Heraclitus, which can be understood as a prime component of the sympathy identified by Popper between Plato’s proposed regime of philosopher-kings and the totalitarianisms of the twentieth century. Homer marks a sort of origin point for the tradition of classical Hellenistic historiography Plato operated in, with the Trojan War of the Iliad both an origin myth and, arguably, an oral history of sorts, presenting the cosmos as what its etymology suggests – all things, prone to occasional aesthetic change and intervention by both the Gods and the historicist notion of what Popper calls “the law of Destiny”[footnoteRef:872], but, in a broader sense, fundamentally static at least and cyclical at most, being broadly “polytheistic [and] […] the product of divine will”[footnoteRef:27301]. Hesiod follows this by introducing the principle of the inevitable degeneration of mankind “both physically and morally”[footnoteRef:28628], a principle which was critical to the declensionist epistemology developed by Plato, but the true revolution was introduced by Heraclitus’ ideas of process and change.  [872:  (Popper, 2012)]  [27301:  (Popper, 2012)]  [28628:  (Popper, 2012)] 

[bookmark: _Int_9k5PEuSQ][bookmark: _Int_ON8jZdrZ][bookmark: _Int_0HmP357R]Prior to this, the view of the universe was cyclical and philosophy largely engaged in the effort of analysis rather than discovery, with Hesiod’s idea of degeneration therefore implying an inevitable regeneration, and this revolution in perception’s impact cannot be overstated – both on Western philosophy and on the development of Plato’s personal epistemological bias against democracy. Reacting against the spread of democracy, Heraclitus’ philosophy is just as personal as Plato, with its emphasis on the inevitability of change and development of historicism reflective of the philosopher’s own feeling of helplessness and dismay at the spread of radical democratic ideas in his city. Democracy, being defined by change and popular (to an extent) participation denies the absolute, the ideal, the historicist “law of Destiny”[footnoteRef:6311], and, most of all, the principle of the superiority of one man, however virtuous, to another. However, it is a mistake often made to presume Plato’s objection to democracy is motivated purely by the reasoned arguments against it found within the Republic – to take his comparison of the state to a ship in need of a ”true pilot”[footnoteRef:11767] at face value is, at best, naïve.  [6311:  (Popper, 2012)]  [11767:  (Plato, 2015)] 

[bookmark: _Int_ua4IB381]To put it simply, the Platonic, the Heraclitan, and, indeed, the Marxist critiques of democracy are not objective, and, indeed, not even logical when considered as political solutions because, at root, they strive to supply the question to a predetermined answer rather than the answer to an organic question. Consistently, their authors identify democracy with personal misfortune – the decline of a favoured form of government and way of life in Heraclitus’ case, the ructions and turbulence of disruption in the Industrial Revolution in that of Engels and Marx, and, ultimately, the death of Socrates and the deep political violence and turbulence into which he was born in Plato’s case. The question is not academic, but deeply personal in the case of each man – Marx was embittered by the failure of the German Revolution of 1848, Heraclitus by the seeming “loss” of the city-state whose kingship he rejected, and Plato most notably by the execution and suicide of Socrates by the restored democratic government of Athens in 399 BCE. In each man’s case, the ideology is not developed organically as the Whiggish liberalism of a Popper might be from the growth of civilian and bourgeois institutions, but in reaction. 
[bookmark: _Int_P7mjuGIh][bookmark: _Int_MeFkFgKc][bookmark: _Int_J8D0n05v]Indeed, examining the Republic Plato proposes within the pages of the text of the same name, it bears worrying similarity in both origin of conception and proposed execution to the fascist and communist totalitarian regimes of the twentieth century – as Popper puts it, in spite of Plato’s much-vaunted obsession with the perfect Forms and Ideals of virtue, “Plato’s political programme, far from being morally superior to totalitarianism, is fundamentally identical with it”[footnoteRef:18601]. Examining first its similarities with communism, it is perhaps best to understand each programme as a mirror of the other. Where Marx and Engels’ Communist Manifesto is a sort of secular prophecy delineating iron laws of historicism that inevitably lead to a socialist equivalent of the New Jerusalem described in the Book of Revelation – a left-wing end of history, if you will – and critiques democracy for failing to live up to its promise of equality, the Republic is a political programme acknowledged by its author to be impractical in reality which aims at, if not a return to Eden, then halting the Fall. Both are keenly influenced by historicist ideas, but pull in the opposite directions back and forward; both promote the rule of an elect class imbued with the favour of the ”law of Destiny”[footnoteRef:26464] and given a license for radical action in the name of moral correction of a decadent society (whether the rule of ”philosopher-kings”[footnoteRef:18918] or the ”dictatorship of the proletariat”[footnoteRef:31529]); and both disguise deep, personal, and subjective antipathy towards democratic systems of governance in the language of objectivity and fact.  [18601:  (Popper, 2012)]  [26464:  (Popper, 2012)]  [18918:  (Plato, 2015)]  [31529:  (Marx & Engels, 2023)] 

[bookmark: _Int_hp183RTy][bookmark: _Int_jjZxrv1q][bookmark: _Int_0z2hu3Ut]As for fascism, one need only examine Plato’s ardent insistence in the Republic on harsh, segregated social order, the importance of aestheticism, the de facto police state enforced by the class of guardians and the eugenicist removal of children of that caste deemed ‘unfit’ to see immediate similarities between the Platonic programme and those of Rome and Berlin in the mid-twentieth century. Indeed, further comparisons can be drawn between Plato himself and the societies that gave rise to fascism. Both were moulded by a traumatising and bloody war that delegitimised semi-democratic governments (democratic Athens, Imperial Germany, the Italian constitutional monarchy, and Japanese Taisho Democracy), both fetishised aestheticism, mythologised pasts, and the purported efficiency of non-democratic and decisive leadership (respectively the class of philosopher-kings, Adolf Hitler, the Duce (either Mussolini or D’Annunzio), and the deification of the Emperorship), and both supported, whether in practice or principle, paramilitary groups and the violence they carried out (the Guardian class, the post-war Freikorps, D’Annunzio’s occupation of Fiume, the March on Rome and the Blackshirts, and the phenomenon of “government by assassination” in Japan in the 1920s). More basically, there was a fundamental commonality in thinking – a disdain for democracy, a cry for a return to a mythologised age of heroes and purity, and a deep fear of “degeneration” in the Hesiodic sense of the word: “both physically and morally”. The fundamental difference lay in Plato’s identification of the primary object of history as proximity to the ideal Form, and the fascist identification of the primary object of history as the struggle of racial groupings. 
The connective tissue undergirding the argument and the conclusion of this essay is, simply put, that Plato’s critique of democracy in the Republic is less well understood as a piece of statecraft, philosophy, or political analysis than as the culmination of a broader leitmotif common to and implicitly intersecting with the remainder of his corpus of work, which itself can be considered the expression of the sum total of his epistemology and resultant thought. This worldview is fundamentally subjective – not an abstract piece of higher reason, or a mathematically calculated correct answer to the fundamental flux of geopolitics, but the product of a turbulent youth and personal tragedy upon a man with a talent for masking subjectivity as objectivity. It is thus the conclusion of this essay that while the Platonic critique of democracy is not without merit, it must be considered through this lens.
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