What is Plato’s theory of forms? How coherent do you judge this to be? 
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Plato was born between 428-427 BC, possibly in Athens, to a wealthy, aristocratic family who were involved in politics. Philosophically, Plato was influenced by traditional scepticism, as well as the scepticism of his mentor, Socrates, who is mentioned frequently throughout his works. It is thought that Plato acted as a mouth piece for Socrates’s thinking throughout his Republic. To the early philosophers, it was clear that the earth was a changeable force and therefore, its knowledge was too. They were concerned in finding the true meaning of cosmology and unchangeable knowledge (Macintosh, 2012). 	
Within the Republic, Plato expresses Socrates’s view that the material world is changeable and thus it is unreliable. Plato expands on his teacher’s beliefs. He says that behind this unreliable world of appearances there is a world of permanence and reliability; Plato calls this world, the World of Forms (Macintosh, 2012). 

A form can be described in the following way with the example of a circle. We have an ideal description of the of the form or the idea of what the circle should look like in one’s head but when one tries to draw the shape it will fall short to its form. The shape will be a pale imitation to the circle’s true form like that of everything in this world which is an imperfect representation of its perfect form. Plato says that if we can conceive the idea of a circle then there must be a form for such a shape that must exist (Macintosh, 2012). 

Forms are not only restricted to mathematics. Plato declares that any conceivable thing or property has a perfect counterpart in its form. According to Plato, in order to gain true and reliable knowledge, one must be able to comprehend the true reality behind the everyday world and its daily experiences. In order to gain such an understanding of the world of forms, the individual must undergo a difficult and untraditional education which was unavailable within Greek democracy (hence him founding the Academy of Athens).  Our knowledge of the forms, Plato explains, is already present in one’s mind as the soul has been in the world of forms before one was born (Macintosh, 2012). 

To explain the human relationships within the world of forms, Plato, in his Republic, uses the analogy of people who have spent their lives living in a cave (the analogy of the cave). 
Six prisoners are chained together facing a cave wall. It is dark except from the fire behind them (516b, p. 240). Their entertainment consists of free men creating shadows against the wall. This is all these prisoners know and the believe and they follow it blindly. One day, a man breaks free of his chains and makes his way to the opening of the cave, ignoring the protests of the other prisoners (5115c, p. 241). Once he leaves the cave, the man is blinded by sunlight, is in pain and anguish but he keeps going forward. Eventually, his eyes get use to the brightness and the pain dims, he opens his eyes. What he sees is different colours, animals, plants, he feels fresh, warm and cold air, rain and water. He is amazed and becomes the philosopher (516a-b, p. 242). Reluctant to leave the enlightenment he discovered but wanting the other prisoners to experience this too, he returns to the cave. Upon his return, the prisoners are hostile and become violent when he tells them his story. They end up killing the philosopher, a reference to Plato’s mentors, Socrates’s fate (517a p. 243). 
To conclude the allegory, it is clear to see that not only is Plato not a fan of Greek democracy (possibly due to his aristocratical background and the nature of Athenian politics, especially since the trial and death of Socrates by the people), but only certain people are fit to rule states. Plato’s ideal ruler is a philosopher-king as only a philosopher has the ability to understand the forms and therefore, have true knowledge to run a government fairly (Macintosh, 2012). 

The ultimate form is the form of The Good. All forms come from the form of The Good. Plato used the metaphor of the sun to explain this form. Plato said that goodness is like the sun (508a pp. 234-235). The form of The Good is the source of knowledge and truth, goodness is what makes knowledge and truth possible in the same way as the sun is the source of light which makes sight possible (Humphreys, 2019).  This theory is very different from the view which Aristotle takes at a later date. Within Aristotle’s works, The Good is a concept which humanity aims for throughout their lives and through their actions (Thomas, 1953, p. 63). 

Analysing Plato’s theory of forms, there are flaws which dissipate the theory. Pamenides is a critique of Platos work during the ancient times and he brings to light flaws which are present within the theory. Bertrand Russel comments that Plato is a ‘remarkable case in history of self-criticism by a philosopher’ (Russell, 1972, p. 127). 

The extent of the world of forms refers to what universal objects have forms. Within the Republic, there are the higher forms of morality and aesthetic ideas such as justice, beauty and good, then one level down is the natural kind of forms, such as human beings. Then comes natural ‘stuff’ such as fire, water and air. However, there is no mention of such forms of mud and dirt as they provide a conflict within the role of forms being morally of aesthetically pleasing. This can be seen as a critique as it does not take into account the reality of negative aspects of life. 

The “One Over Many” argument is the idea of there being a set of things which all have the same “name”, therefore it must have a form for that set “name”. For example, if one looks at “dog” all animals which we refer to being a dog will conform to the form “dog”. However, this does not take into account the different breeds of dogs. Does the form allocate a different part of itself to accommodate all breeds of dogs? This cannot happen, as Plato writes a form must be a whole. The problem is that the form “dog” cannot be infused into individual dog breeds while remaining invisible and one form.  

The “Third Man” argument concentrates on the concept of infinite regression; ‘no longer will each of your forms be one, but unlimited in multitude’ (132b2 p. 125). The regression is epistemologically vicious and sets to question the theory of forms. If a virtue such as the number 1 is present, then there must be a form for the numeral, f-ness 1. But as the numeral 1 is used to make a larger digit such as 12 f-ness, then does that 1, which was previously a single digit and is now a ten, fall into the same form as 1 or does it have its own form in 10? This form of unit can continue on for an infinite measure and never come to a clear form. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Bertrand Russell writes a criticism of Plato form of the good within his The History of Western Philosophy, 1972. He writes how Plato has failed to realise how great a gap there is between the universal and the particular. Russell comments that Plato’s forms are just other particulars which are ethically and aesthetically superior to the ordinary objects. A Platonic idea of a form is not a thought, though it may be the object of a thought. Russell observes how a form must come into being by a creator’s thought, yet seeing how the creator is timeless, he could not have created a form until he decided to think himself into being. It is only in the contingent world of space and time that forms could have been created but this everyday world is filled with illusions and badness. Therefore, there cannot be a form of good as the world if full of illusion and evil, nothing good (Russell, 1972). 


By analysing the theory and the criticisms, my personal judgement falls to the theory being flawed. Plato deems that a form must be a whole, it cannot be dividable, but when put into practise, this is impossible as a form must divide in order to accept other differences in a virtue. This idea of form nature then goes onto the prospect of a form continuously duplicating into an infinite regression in order to achieve the causation of a form. 
A form seems too impersonal and perfect to relate at all aspects in the world within space and time and not all things are perfect therefore, where do these features such as cancer and mud lie as they do not exist in form nature yet are recognisable to the person’s soul. According to Plato’s theory, these negative aspects too should have a form and relate to the form of the good. Russell also makes a feasible point in mentioning the creator. If what is on earth is a mere shadow of the reality of the virtues, then the creator has failed to create a beautiful and practical world, which goes against what is taught about creation. 

To conclude the assessment of Plato’s forms, it is easy to see that this idea was revolutionary during the time of Plato and was seen to be rather eccentric. However, the idea is clearly flawed and does not flow logically, as is mentioned in Russel’s argument; if the world is full of illusion and evil, how can one expect to become, what Plato calls, the Philosopher-King? 
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