
Plato: what’s the idea? 
 

The Platonic tradition holds ideas (or forms) in high regard: ideas shine light on the path 
that leads to divinity and the divinisation of the human self.1 The conscious endeavour 
to approach ideas in themselves is, for Plato, the mark both of the philosopher, and of 
the philosophic art. The case is laid out in book five of the Republic where Socrates and 
his companions look to see who would be best suited to become a governor of the city 
that they are envisioning. (We might note that the Republic rests on a sustained analogy 
between an organised city and the order of the soul – so that the passage can be read as 
an exploration of how the ruling part of the soul is to be identified and cultivated.) 
Socrates draws his companions’ attention to ideas such as the good, the just and the 
beautiful and then says to Glaucon: 

The lovers of common stories and of spectacles delight in fine sounds, colours, 
and figures, and everything which is compounded of these; but the nature of 
beauty itself their dianoëtic part2 is unable to discern and admire.  
Indeed the case is so.   
But as to those then who are able to approach this beauty itself, and to behold it as 
it is in itself, must they not be few in number?   
Extremely so.   
He then who accounts some things beautiful, but neither knows beauty itself, nor 
is able to follow if one were to lead him to the knowledge of it, does he seem to 
you to live in a dream, or to be awake?  Consider now, what is it to dream?  Is it 
not this, when a man, whether asleep or awake, imagines the similitude of a thing 
is not the similitude, but really the thing itself which it resembles?   
I for my part would aver that such a person is really in a dream.   
But what now as to him who judges opposite to this, who understands what beauty 
is itself, and is able to discern both it and such things as participate of it, and neither 
deems the participants to be beauty, nor beauty to be the participants? whether 
does such a one seem to you to live awake, or in a dream?   
Perfectly awake.                                                                       (Republic 476c-d) 

Thus the distinction is made between philosophers and ‘lovers of sights and sounds’ – 
it is not that those lovers are unaware of things beautiful (or just or good), but that they 
are unable or unwilling to identify the ideas themselves which, according to Plato, are 
the very things which make beautiful things beautiful, or just things just. Material life 
is in a continual flux, and what is good or beautiful at one time, or in particular 
circumstances can become bad or ugly at another time, or in other circumstances. Only 
                                                 
1 The Platonic understanding of the divine, and the goal of divinisation must, however, wait for another 
session. 
2 Dianoëtic – literally ‘knowing through or across’ – the dianoëtic part is the faculty of the rational soul 
which is able to travel across a chain of reasons to arrive at a truth which before that journey had been, 
at best, obscure and hazy. 
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those who are able to discern the ideas rather than their instantiations are truly able to 
judge when something once beautiful is no longer so, or when something once just has 
now become unjust. 
The same point is outlined by Diotima in the Symposium, where having laid out an 
ascending series of steps leading up from instances of beauty towards the beautiful 
itself, she describes the moment when the philosopher-lover attains the goal: 

. . . approaching now to perfect intuition, suddenly he will discover, bursting into 
view, a beauty astonishingly admirable; that very beauty, to the gaining a sight of 
which the aim of all his preceding studies and labours had been directed: a beauty, 
whose peculiar characters are these: In the first place, it never had a beginning, 
nor will ever have an end, but always is, and always flourishes in perfection, 
unsusceptible of growth or of decay.  In the next place, it is not beautiful only 
when looked at one way, or seen in one light; at the same time that, viewed another 
way, or seen in some other light, it is far from being beautiful: it is not beautiful 
only at certain times, or with reference only to certain circumstances of things; 
being at other times, or when things are otherwise circumstanced, quite the 
contrary: nor is it beautiful only in some places, or as it appears to some persons; 
whilst in other places, and to other persons, its appearance is the reverse of 
beautiful.  Nor can this beauty, which is indeed no other than the beautiful itself, 
ever be the object of imagination; as if it had some face or hands of its own, or 
any other parts belonging to body: nor is it some particular reason nor some 
particular science.  It resides not in any other being, not in any animal, for instance; 
nor in the earth, nor in the heavens, nor in any other part of the universe: but, 
simple and separate from other things, it subsists alone with itself, and possesses 
an essence eternally uniform.  All other forms which are beauteous participate of 
this; but in such a manner they participate, that by their generation or destruction 
this suffers no diminution, receives no addition, nor undergoes any kind of 
alteration. . . .                                     (210e-211b) 
. . . in beholding the beautiful with that eye, with which alone it is possible to 
behold it, thus, and thus only, could a man ever attain to generate, not the images 
or semblances of virtue, as not having his intimate commerce with an image or a 
semblance; but virtue true, real, and substantial, from the converse and embraces 
of that which is real and true.  Thus begetting true virtue, and bringing her up till 
she is grown mature, he would become a favourite of the Gods; and at length 
would be, if any man ever be, himself one of the immortals.        (212a) 

 

What is an idea? 
It is clear from the two passages that, firstly, ideas provide the basis for the sensible 
world’s intelligibility – a material thing is beautiful because of its relation to the 
beautiful; a materialized instance of justice is so because of its relation to the just; we 
judge a  circle to be circular insofar as it conforms to the idea of circle; and so on.  
Secondly, an idea is simply its own nature unmixed with its opposite or its privation: 
the beautiful itself is not mixed with ugliness nor deprived of any beauty; the idea of 
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the just is not mixed with injustice, nor deprived of justice in any way; the idea of a 
circle has no straight line within it, nor is the idea of straightness mixed with the curve. 
How can this be? Our normal perceptions seem to be involved in just such mixings and 
deprivations. But Plato and his tradition consider reality to be made up of two orders of 
things – the eternal and the temporal.  The eternal, because it transcends time does not 
flow from one condition to another, while the temporal, being underpinned by the never-
ending flow of time, is a continuous movement. Any entity which dwells within the 
eternal order likewise is not subject to the flow of becoming – in other words it simply 
is; while any entity which dwells in time can be said to be in a state of becoming to be. 
Ideas themselves are part of the eternal order – and hence always just what they are – 
while their material manifestations are part of the temporal order, and necessarily in a 
state of change. 
So we can say of ideas that each of them is an eternal being – what is often referred to 
as real being. Further, if any real being is complete it must possess life and intellect, 
either (either explicitly or implicitly and causally): as the Elean Guest says in the Sophist 
(249a), 

What then, by Zeus, shall we be easily persuaded that true motion, life, soul,3 and 
prudence, are not present to that which is perfectly being, and that it neither lives, 
nor is wise, but abides immovable, not possessing a venerable and holy intellect? 

Ideas, as understood by the Platonic tradition, as producing and shaping the manifested 
cosmos, have been stamped by Demiurgic intellect.  Put simply and cutting a very long 
story short, Plato in the Timaeus4 says that the whole cosmos is produced by the 
Demiurge through his contemplation of the single great intelligible paradigm (called 
Autozoon – variously translated as ‘Animal Itself’ or ‘the Living Being’). And whatever 
living beings were implicit in the singular paradigm, these the Demiurge makes explicit 
in the multiplicity of the cosmos: producing many ideas as the instruments of this 
creative act. Every idea, therefore, is alive and conscious – that is to say each idea knows 
what it produces and the view that Platonic ideas are glorified moulds blindly producing 
material images of themselves is to be rejected. 
Platonism does not deny that the cosmos requires a whole series of what might be called 
concauses (or by-causes) in order that the intelligible paradigm that Demiurge has 
absorbed, so to speak, is reflected in the material world. But ideas are the primary causes 
of that manifestation, and fundamental to the philosophic understanding of their 
production.  In the Phaedo, having first rejected mechanistic explanations as adequate 
causes of the cosmos and its parts, Socrates says that, for example, something beautiful 
is not to be attributed to such materialistic accounts,  

                                                 
3 All these are causally contained in the first being, because it is better than all these. (Taylor). We can 
say that real being possesses motion in the sense that it is dynamic, but not that it itself is subject to 
motion.  
4 See Timaeus 30c-31a. And especially 30c: “But we should rather establish it [the Cosmos] as the most 
similar of all things to that animal, of which other animals, both considered separately and according to 
their genera, are nothing more than parts.  For this [paradigm], indeed, contains all intelligible animals 
comprehended in itself; just as this world contains us and the other animals which are the objects of 
sight.” 
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But this I retain with myself, simply, unartificially, and perhaps foolishly, that 
nothing else causes it to be beautiful, than either the presence, or communion, or 
in whatever manner the operations may take place, of the beautiful itself.  For I 
cannot yet affirm how this takes place; but only this, that all beautiful things 
become such through the beautiful itself.  For it appears to me most safe thus to 
answer both myself and others; and adhering to this, I think that I can never fall, 
but that I shall be secure in answering, that all beautiful things are beautiful 
through the beautiful itself.  (Phaedo 100d) 

The overflowing power inherent in real being is passed on down through the various 
levels of reality that emerge from it, and the move from eternal intellect into mundane 
manifestation rests on the dynamic of likeness: that is to say, causes produce effects as 
both the cause and the effect strive to make the latter as much like the former as possible. 
The idea produces by contemplating its own nature – for such contemplation 
spontaneously gives rise to an outflowing image; and the receiving matter accepts the 
form for matter longs to be filled by forms. Both the giving (by the form) and the 
receiving (by the material) are ultimately underpinned by the impulse towards 
goodness. Since the form is not only a starting point for its effects but also an on-going 
gift to it, and also an end towards which it moves, the form though simply one in itself 
has a power which is multiple. As Proclus says, 

. . . for the Forms are not only patterns, but also productive and perfective and 
conservative of sensible objects, as we have said; nor are the things of this realm 
simply likenesses, but also products of the former, protected by them and gaining 
all their completeness and coherence from that source. (Commentary on the 
Parmenides 912) 

The Platonic tradition carefully explored the nature of idea over many centuries: Proclus 
living and working in that tradition some 800 or so years after Plato wrote his dialogues 
offered this definition of it in this way:  

In sum, then, the Idea in the truest sense is an incorporeal cause, transcending its 
participants, a motionless Being, exclusively and really a model, intelligible to 
souls through images, and intelligising causally the existents modelled upon it. 
(Commentary on the Parmenides 935) 

If we have time we might well discuss the six affirmations within his definition. 


