Plato (I): The Theory of Forms

The Republic, 471d-480a.  

1. Dialogue between Glaucon and Socrates—

Glaucon and Socrates have been discussing the ideal society. Socrates notes that their discussion began with the attempt to consider what the nature of justice and injustice is, but that the purpose of their enquiry is not to try to show that perfect justice or injustice could ever actually exist. What they are seeking is a theoretical model of an ideal society. They are not seeking to show that such a society could, in practice, be realised, although they are interested in showing how an actual society could get near to this ideal.
2. ‘‘The society we have described can never grow into a reality or see the light of day, and there will be no end to the troubles of states, or indeed, my dear Glaucon, of humanity itself, till philosophers become kings in this world, or till those we now call kings and rulers really and truly become philosophers.’’ (473d)  
To establish what this claim means and justify it one must define what a philosopher is. As Plato’s Socrates says, ‘‘If we are somehow to escape the attack which you say threatens us, we must define these philosophers who we dare to claim should be rulers.’’ (474b-c)
3. A philosopher desires the whole of knowledge, not just a part of it (474b). Philosophers are also defined as ‘‘Those who love to see the truth.’’ (475e)
4. 476b-476d. Here we are introduced to the distinction between real beauty and particular beauty. There are some individuals endowed with the ability to contemplate beauty itself. To be such a person is to be someone who contemplates reality, it is to be in a state of knowledge. Other individuals are devoted to beautiful sounds, colours and shapes (particular beauty), but their minds are incapable of seeing beauty itself, or what beauty really is. These individuals live in a ‘dream-world’. They simply have mere opinion or belief. 

6.  Socrates states, ‘‘what fully is is fully knowable, what in no way is is entirely unknowable.’’ (477a) 
That which is real is accessible to knowledge. That which is unreal is inaccessible to knowledge. 

7. Ignorance correlates with unreality, knowledge correlates with reality, and belief or opinion falls in the domain between reality and unreality.
‘‘Then since knowledge is related to what is, and ignorance necessarily, to what is not, we shall have to find out whether to what lies between them there corresponds something between ignorance and knowledge, if there is such a thing.’  

‘Isn’t there something we call opinion?’ 
‘Of course.’’ (477a)
8. At 479e we are led back to thinking about beauty.

‘‘Those then who have eyes for the multiplicity of beautiful things and just acts, and so on, but are unable, even with another to guide them, to see beauty itself and justice itself, may be said in all cases to have opinions, but cannot be said to know any of the things they hold opinions about.’’ 

Those who see only particular beautiful things or particular just acts do not contemplate beauty itself or justice. They are merely in a state of opinion and cannot be said to know anything which they believe. By contrast, ‘‘those who have eyes for the eternal, unchanging things’’ (479e), who can see beauty and justice in their permanent nature, can claim to have knowledge of what they are thinking about. 
9. Those who are concerned with what is real are concerned with what is objective. Opinions are merely subjective. 

10. Particular X’s have something in common and partake in the form of X. They are all instances of a universal Idea. Take beauty as an example. We can think of particular instances of beauty, such as a flower, a sunset or a beautiful face. What links these particular instances is that they all participate in the Idea of Beauty or the Form of Beauty. 

Some helpful points—
· Plato distinguishes between knowledge and opinion. 
· Knowledge is possible only if there are absolute, changeless objects of knowledge (i.e. the Forms). 

· Forms are paradigms or exemplars for particular things. 
· The Form of Beauty, ideal Beauty, is to be discovered through reason. It can be seen in the mind’s eye, so to speak. Particular beauty can be brought under this ideal Form. Beauty of a sunset or of a flower – imperfect copy of Beauty itself.

· A particular X participates in the Form of X.

· Truth is to be sought in the Forms. 

· Forms are immaterial, rational and unchanging. They appeal to the intellect, not to the senses. As such, they can be contrasted with objects of sight. 
· The Forms are a metaphysical idea. 
· In the realm of sensory experience no objective judgements are possible. When, for e.g., we hold that some particular state of affairs in the sensory realm sensory is just or beautiful, it will always fall short of absolute Beauty or absolute Justice. 
Reading
Essential reading

Plato, The Republic, translated with an introduction by Desmond Lee, second edn. (London: Penguin Books, 1987), Bk. 5, 471d-480a. Feel free to use any copy of the Republic. 
Recommended reading 
Choose one of the following:
- C.C.W. Taylor (ed.), From the Beginning to Plato: Routledge History of Philosophy, Vol. 1 (London & New York: Routledge, 2003), Ch.10. 
- Frederick Copleston, A History of Philosophy, Vol.1: Greece and Rome (London: Burns Oates and Washbourne, 1946), Chs. XIX-XX.

Further reading 

 Anthony Gottlieb, The Dream of Reason: A History of Western Philosophy from the Greeks to the Renaissance (London: Penguin, 2001), chapter on Plato. 
PAGE  
2

