Wilayat-e-Faqih and the Greek Ideal:
An Islamic Answer to the
Philosopher King

Rethinking Leadership Beyond Democracy through the Lens of
Plato and Ayatollah Khomeini

Introduction

In 2016, Americans elected a reality TV star with zero political experience to run the world's
most powerful nation. Around the same time, Brexit happened because of a referendum
campaign built on lies that anyone could fact-check in five minutes. Social media algorithms
now swing elections by feeding people whatever keeps them scrolling, truth be damned.

Watching all this unfold, you can't help but wonder: maybe the ancient philosophers were
onto something when they questioned whether popularity contests are the best way to pick
leaders. It's a question that's been bugging political thinkers for thousands of years - from
the chatty philosophers of ancient Athens to the scholarly clerics studying in Qom's
seminaries. And here's the thing: despite being separated by over two millennia and
completely different worlds, both Greek philosophy and Islamic political theory ended up with
surprisingly similar answers. They both said that real leadership should go to people who
actually know what they're doing and have the moral backbone to do it right, not just
whoever can work a crowd or promise the moon.

This piece looks at how the Islamic idea of Wilayat-e-Faqih (basically, rule by a qualified
religious scholar) stacks up against what Socrates and Plato had to say about leadership.
Through this comparison, we'll see how both traditions basically told democracy "hold up -
maybe there's more to legitimate rule than just counting votes."

What is Wilayat-e-Faqih?

Wilayat-e-Faqih translates to "Guardianship of the Jurist," and it's essentially Ayatollah
Khomeini's answer to a tricky problem that Shia Muslims had been wrestling with for
centuries. The issue goes like this: Shia Islam teaches that their Twelfth Imam is still alive
but hidden from the world (they call this "occultation"). So who's supposed to run things while
he's away? Khomeini laid out his answer in "Islamic Government: Governance of the Jurist"
back in 1970, and it basically boiled down to: let the most qualified religious scholar take
charge.

But here's the catch - not just any religious scholar will do. According to Khomeini, this
guardian jurist needs to tick some pretty demanding boxes:



Justice (Adalah): We're talking about someone with rock-solid moral character here. No
corruption, no personal agendas, just a genuine commitment to doing the right thing
according to Islamic law.

Knowledge (llm): This person needs to be a walking encyclopedia of Islamic jurisprudence,
theology, and governance. They have to be capable of what's called "ijtihad" - essentially,
independent reasoning about religious and legal matters.

Political Smarts: Being a great scholar is one thing, but you also need to know how to
actually run a government without everything falling apart.

True Guardianship: The faqih isn't just a ruler - they're more like a guardian looking after
the community's spiritual and worldly wellbeing while the Imam is away.

When Iran actually tried to implement this system after 1979, they created something pretty
unique: a setup that tries to balance letting people vote (they have elections, parliament,
local councils) with having ultimate authority rest with the Supreme Leader. Take what
happened during the recent conflict with Israel - Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei
stepped in and took direct command of the Revolutionary Guards. It's a perfect example of
how the system works: day-to-day governance can be democratic, but when push comes to
shove, the guardian jurist makes the big calls based on both religious principles and
strategic thinking.

Socrates and the Politics of Expertise

About 2,400 years before Khomeini was developing his ideas, Socrates was already giving
Athenian democracy a hard time with remarkably similar arguments. You can find his
critiques scattered throughout Plato's dialogues, especially in works like "Protagoras" and
"The Republic." Socrates had this annoying habit (annoying to his contemporaries, anyway)
of asking uncomfortable questions about why we do things the way we do.

His favorite example was pretty straightforward: "Would you put just anyone in charge of a
ship, or would you want someone who actually knows how to sail?" It seems obvious when
you put it that way, right? You wouldn't want some random person doing surgery on you or
designing the bridge you drive over every day. So why, Socrates wondered, do we hand over
the most complex and important job of all - running society - to whoever can give the best
speeches or make the most appealing promises?

This wasn't Socrates being an elitist snob who hated regular people. His point was more
fundamental: if we accept that governing requires actual skills and knowledge (which it
obviously does), then maybe we should care more about whether our leaders actually have
those skills than about whether they can win popularity contests. He'd probably look at our
current political landscape - where being "good at Twitter" seems more important than
understanding policy - and just shake his head.

Plato's Philosopher-King

Plato took his teacher's ideas and ran with them in "The Republic" (especially Books V
through VII). His solution was the philosopher-king: someone who combined deep wisdom



with political power. But this wasn't just any smart person - Plato had very specific ideas
about what made someone qualified to rule.

His ideal ruler needed several key qualities:

Real Wisdom (Sophia): Through years of rigorous philosophical training, the
philosopher-king would understand eternal truths about justice, virtue, and the good life.
They wouldn't just have opinions - they'd have actual knowledge about how society should
work.

Solid Moral Character: Someone who truly understands justice and goodness would
naturally want to create a just society. They'd rule not because they wanted power, but
because they recognized it as their duty to help people flourish.

Sharp Thinking: The philosopher-king would need to be great at reasoning, able to cut
through bad arguments and get to the truth through logic rather than manipulation or cheap
rhetorical tricks.

Reluctant Authority: Here's maybe the most important part - Plato thought the people best
suited to rule were often those who least wanted to do it. Real philosophers would prefer
thinking and teaching to the messy business of politics, so they'd only accept leadership out
of a sense of obligation.

What Plato was really describing was rule by knowledge rather than rule by popularity - what
scholars call "epistemocracy" instead of democracy. Just like you wouldn't let someone
who'd never studied medicine perform brain surgery, Plato figured you shouldn't let people
who hadn't seriously studied justice and virtue run society.

Wilayat-e-Faqih as the Islamic Philosopher-King

When you put Plato's philosopher-king next to Khomeini's guardian jurist, the similarities are
pretty striking. Both systems are trying to solve the same basic problem: how do you make
sure that power goes to people who actually deserve it and will use it wisely?

Knowledge Requirements: Just like Plato's philosopher-king needs deep understanding of
eternal truths, the fagih needs comprehensive knowledge of Islamic law, theology, and
jurisprudence. Both require years of intense intellectual training. Where the philosopher-king
uses dialectical reasoning to arrive at truth, the fagih uses ijtihad (independent reasoning)
within the Islamic framework. The philosopher-king draws on understanding of what Plato
called the "Forms" (especially the Form of the Good), while the guardian jurist draws on the
Qur'an, Hadith, and centuries of Islamic legal scholarship.

Moral Standards: Both systems insist that rulers must have exceptional moral character.
Plato's philosopher-king loves justice and truth above personal gain, while the fagih must
demonstrate adalah - moral rectitude and freedom from sin. Neither can be in it for money,
fame, or power trips.

Higher Purpose: The philosopher-king governs according to eternal principles of justice and
truth, while the faqih governs according to divine law and Islamic principles. Both reject the



idea that whatever people happen to want at the moment should be the ultimate guide for
how society is run.

Reluctant Leadership: Both traditions suggest that the people most qualified to lead are
often those least eager to grab power. True philosophers would rather contemplate truth, and
genuine religious scholars often prefer study and teaching to the headaches of governing.

It's worth noting that this isn't theocracy in the way most Westerners think of it - some crude
system where priests directly run everything. It's more sophisticated than that. The faqgih has
to be capable of both understanding divine guidance and applying rational reasoning to the
practical problems of running a modern state.

This idea wasn't completely new in Islamic thought either. Back in the 10th century, Al-Farabi
(known as the "Second Teacher" after Aristotle) wrote about something remarkably similar in
"The Perfect State." He argued that the ideal ruler should combine prophetic insight with
philosophical knowledge - basically a philosopher-prophet-king who could both receive
divine inspiration and think rationally about governance. Then in the 13th century, Nasir
al-Din Tusi developed similar themes in his "Nasirean Ethics," arguing that legitimate
authority had to be grounded in knowledge of both divine law and rational principles of
justice. So Khomeini was really building on a long tradition of Islamic thinkers who'd been
wrestling with these same questions.

Popular Will vs Elite Rule

Both the Greek and Islamic approaches present alternatives to pure majority-rule
democracy, though neither completely ignores what people want. Instead, they try to find a
balance between popular participation and guidance from qualified leadership.

In Iran's system, this plays out through a complex arrangement that includes plenty of
democratic elements: people vote for presidents and parliament members, there are local
councils, and citizens participate in the political process in lots of ways. But ultimate authority
rests with the Supreme Leader, who serves as the guardian jurist. The idea is that while
people should have a voice in how they're governed, that voice should be guided by
someone with the religious knowledge and moral character to keep the community from
going off the rails.

This is pretty different from purely secular democratic systems, where majority rule is often
treated as the final word on legitimacy, regardless of whether the people being chosen
actually know what they're doing or the decisions being made actually make sense. The
Islamic approach suggests that popular sovereignty matters, but it needs to be balanced with
divine guidance as interpreted by those most qualified to understand it.

Critics would probably say this concentrates too much power in one person and lacks
democratic accountability. But defenders might point out that it prevents what Alexis de
Tocqueville called "tyranny of the majority" - the problem that worried lots of democratic
theorists about pure majority rule potentially trampling on individual rights or making terrible
decisions. By ensuring that someone with the right qualifications has ultimate oversight, the
system aims to protect both individual rights and the community's long-term wellbeing from
the potential dangers of popular passion or manipulation.



Criticism and Defense

Wilayat-e-Faqih gets plenty of criticism, especially from people who prioritize democratic
accountability and individual liberty above all else. Critics argue that it's inherently
authoritarian, doesn't have enough checks on the Supreme Leader's power, and lacks good
ways to remove a guardian jurist who might become corrupt or incompetent over time.

But if you look at these criticisms through Socratic and Platonic eyes, they raise some
interesting counter-questions. Socrates would probably ask: does democratic accountability
actually produce better governance than rule by wise and virtuous people? He might point
out that popular accountability often rewards politicians who tell people what they want to
hear rather than what they need to hear, and that electoral success usually has more to do
with charisma, money, and media savvy than with moral character or actual competence.

Plato would probably argue that we should judge governance by whether it creates a just
society where people can flourish, not by whether it makes people happy in the short term.
From this perspective, a system that puts ultimate authority in the hands of someone
qualified to understand and implement principles of justice might actually be better than one
that just adds up whatever people happen to prefer at the moment, regardless of whether
those preferences are well-informed or morally sound.

Modern defenders of the Iranian system might also point to problems with purely secular
democratic systems that we see playing out right now: the election of demagogues who
obviously aren't qualified for the job, the outsized influence of special interests and big
money, the short-term thinking that electoral cycles encourage, and the way popular opinion
gets manipulated by media and propaganda campaigns. They'd argue that Islamic
governance, with its emphasis on moral character and divine guidance, provides important
safeguards against these problems.

Plus, there's a different kind of accountability built into the system. The requirement that the
faqgih demonstrate comprehensive knowledge of Islamic law and maintain moral excellence
throughout their career creates standards that might actually be more demanding than what
we expect from elected politicians. The scholarly community that produces and evaluates
religious leaders operates according to rigorous intellectual and moral criteria that could be
tougher than the standards applied to candidates in democratic elections.

Conclusion

When you compare Wilayat-e-Faqih with what Socrates and Plato had to say about
leadership, you discover something pretty remarkable: thinkers from completely different
times and cultures arrived at essentially the same insight. Effective and just governance
requires both knowledge and moral character - qualities that aren't necessarily going to
emerge from popularity contests or electoral processes.

Both Islamic political theory and classical Greek philosophy challenge a basic assumption of
modern democratic thinking: that democratic procedures alone are enough to create
legitimate authority. Instead, they insist that real political legitimacy has to be grounded in



wisdom, virtue, and commitment to principles that go beyond immediate popular desires or
electoral calculations.

This doesn't mean either tradition is anti-democratic in the sense of being hostile to popular
participation in government. Rather, they both suggest that democracy, properly understood,
should be guided by people with the knowledge and character necessary to help society
achieve its best potential. The voice of the people matters, but maybe it shouldn't always be
the final word - maybe it should be informed and guided by those who've dedicated their
lives to understanding justice, virtue, and what human communities need to flourish.

Given what's happening in our political landscape right now - populist movements, media
manipulation, the apparent decline of expertise in public discourse, and the rise of leaders
who seem more skilled at Twitter than governing - maybe it's time to seriously reconsider
what both Plato and Islamic political theory have been trying to tell us. The question isn't
whether people should have a voice in governance, but whether that voice should be the
ultimate authority, or whether it should be guided by people who've spent their lives trying to
understand justice, virtue, and what makes societies work.

As we deal with challenges that require both long-term thinking and real wisdom - climate
change, technological disruption, social inequality, cultural conflict - we might ask whether
our current democratic systems are actually equipped to handle problems this complex. The
fact that both Greek and Islamic thought arrived at similar conclusions about the necessity of
rule by the wise suggests this question deserves serious consideration, not just as an
abstract philosophical exercise, but as a practical inquiry into how we might create political
systems capable of guiding human societies toward justice and genuine flourishing.

The lasting relevance of both Wilayat-e-Faqih and the philosopher-king ideal isn't in their
specific institutional arrangements, but in their shared insistence that political authority must
be grounded in something more substantial than popular approval: the knowledge and
character necessary to discern and implement principles of justice that serve the long-term
welfare of human communities. In an age where viral videos can swing elections and
expertise is often dismissed as elitism, that insight feels more relevant than ever.
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