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Plato against democracy
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fit to control a ship; and they think it’s quite impossible to acquire
the professional skill needed for such control (whether or not they
want it exercised) and that there’s no such thing as an art of navi-
gation. with all this going on aboard aren’t the sailors on any such

ship bound to regard the true navigator as a word-spinner and a
star-gazer, of no use to them at all?

Plato, The Republic, ed. H. P. D. Lee ([380-360 BCE]
Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1955), 282, 488a—d

plato’s opposition to democracy exploits another apparent tension
within democratic theory. Just as ‘monarchy’ means ‘rule by the mon-
arch’, ‘democracy” means ‘rule by the demos’. But what is the demos?
In classical Greek it can be understood both as ‘the people’, and as ‘the
mob’. On the latter understanding, then, democracy is mob rule: the
rule of the rabble, the vulgar, the unwashed, the unfit.

But this insult to democracy is a mere preliminary to Plato’s main anti-
democratic arguments. His basic weapon is the so-called ‘craft analogy’.
The point is very simple. If you were ill, and wanted advice on your
health, you would go to an expert—the doctor. In other words, you
would want to consult someone who had been specially trained to do
the job. The last thing you would do is assemble a crowd, and ask them
to vote on the correct remedy.

The health of the state is a matter of no less importance than the
health of any given individual. Making political decisions—decisions in
the interests of the state—requires judgement and skill. It should, Plato
urges, be left to the experts. If the people are allowed to decide, they will
be swayed by those who speak loudest and with most conviction—the
Sophists—and so, like the deaf and short-sighted captain on the ship,
will be swayed by the false reasoning of ambitious politicians. Mean-
while, those who are truly skilled in the art of navigation will be ignored.
Just as a ship so navigated will lose its way and founder, so too, Plato
argues, will the ship of state.

But where are expert rulers to be found? Here Plato’s answer is
simple, and, to many of his likely readers, initially rather flattering. The
just society is impossible unless the kings become philosophers, or the
philosophers become kings. Philosophical training, Plato argues, is a
necessary qualification to rule. By the idea of becoming a philosopher,
Plato does not mean merely spending a few years reading and thinking
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