‘In the realm of sensory experience, no objective judgements are possible’. Critically discuss with reference to Plato’s theory of forms.

While this statement isn’t directly quoted from Plato himself it is based upon ideas that Plato had at the time and ideas that were mentioned in his book The Republic through the mouthpiece of Socrates. The reason Plato thought this originates from his theory of forms which states that everything in the universe has a form, an example of this that is generally suggested is that of a chair. While each chair in the world can appear different it functions the same and follows the same basis that every chair is made from. Plato suggests that each of these forms is merely an imitation of the true form of a chair or the form of the good as he refers to it. He believed that there was no perfect form in the world as everything is an imitation of the form of the good therefore anything that is manufactured in this world is merely a carbon copy of the perfect form of it, my main example being a chair. However, this statement is, quite ironically, rather subjective as everything in the sensory realm can only ever be acquired through subjectivity as everyone views the world differently to others, for example some people see certain colours as different or they taste differently to others this gives the statement strength as this is out it works in the empirical realm.
Plato also believed that it was the forms and the form of the good that enabled us to have knowledge and without them it would be impossible to know anything. In section 507B of The Republic [footnoteRef:1] Socrates says to Glaucon that there is a third element involved in the realm of sensory experience and he then goes on to reference heavenly bodies, Plato believed that the sun is what gave true form to everything and that the sun was the form of the good as without nothing else in the world would have come to be. The biggest example of this is in his analogy of the cave where the one that escapes climbs out of the cave and immediately looks at his surroundings and what he sees are the trees and the shadows cast by them, he then looks up and sees the sun which is what is causing these to come into being, both the form of the tree and the imitation of the tree in the form of the shadow.  [1:  Plato, The Republic, Translated by Desmond Lee, Second Edition (Penguin Books: London 2007)] 

However, there is a problem with Plato’s theory of forms and that is the fact that nothing in the world is capable of being perfect as by Plato’s logic everything is merely a copy of something that is already perfect, however everything has a flaw and if everything is a copy of the form of the good then it is impossible to actually understand what makes something perfect or what makes something good as there is no physical evidence of something that is perfect. Then there is also Plato’s idea of art which he says is a third separate from reality as Plato sees art as merely a distraction and a copy of what is already a copy of a form. This criticism of directly aimed at mimetic art, which is made to educate, something he disagreed with as art was, in Plato’s view, for the ignorant. And ignorance correlates with unreality, knowledge correlates with reality and opinion or belief fall in between the two.
There is also the common problem that many of the masses during Plato’s time were uneducated and to educate themselves they used things such as art or poetry which was filled with political ideas that was used to corrupt the reader into believing whatever the writer or artist wanted them to see such as in the cave analogy with the people holding up the objects to create the shadows for the prisoners to see. The people holding up the objects represented artists with the shadows representing art, the people chained up represented the common masses that were ignorant to the truth. Because of this, the idea of the theory of forms was rejected back then and, like the man who got killed by his fellow prisoners, Socrates was killed for the attempted corruption of the masses causing Plato, his student, to go into hiding therefore leaving it impossible for the truth to be seen by the masses at the time because they were either too uneducated to understand what they were being told, or they were too afraid of meeting the same fate as Socrates that they rejected the truth out of fear of being killed. Either way it is still open to interpretation whether or nor Plato’s theory if forms was correct.
This in my opinion is the greatest flaw in Plato’s theory of forms, it is too open and broad for any solid interpretation to be made, there are too many exceptions in his idea, for example his main point is that mimetic art is a third removed from reality due to it being a copy of what is already an imitation of a form, but what does that mean about other forms of art such as plays. This is because there are a lot of plays that are their own original ideas that weren’t simply an imitation of something else, however, it can be argued that even subconsciously they are still imitating other forms of art despite the attempt at creating something that is its own unique idea. Then there is also music, however, this can be seen as simply another reflection of other art as a lot of music uses already existing material as inspiration possibly leaving it even a further removed from reality than normal mimetic art as it is based almost entirely upon interpretation, however that is also up for interpretation.
Something else that Plato argued in The Republic [footnoteRef:2] was that there was an uneven dividing line separating each of the forms with the intelligible realm representing knowledge with dialectic being at the top representing intelligence and mathematical objects, whole not as high up the scale as dialectic is still within the intelligible realm and the realm of reason and logic. Both of these represent the forms. There is then the visible realm which is split into to two different sub categories, belief and illusion, both of which represent opinion. Physical objects are presented as being opinion due to the fact that they are, by Plato’s logic, an imitation of a perfect form meaning that it is up to interpretation how the user perceives it as objects can come in different shapes and sizes they still go back to the perfect form which is unobtainable. Then there is shadows and images which comes under the idea of illusion as they are seen as totally beyond the realm of logic due to them being mere imitations of something that already pales in comparison to what a perfect form is and, as stated before, the form of the good stands above all the rest. This is because the form of the good is what allows everything else in the universe to be and is what allows reason and knowledge to be gained. In a way, Plato’s interpretation is that the form of the good is the logos as it is what gives everything a way of existing. [2:  Plato, The Republic, Translated by Desmond Lee, Second Edition (Penguin Books: London 2007) Pg.236
] 

There is however, one more fatal flaw in Plato’s theory of forms that originates from the form of the good and that is the fact that goodness is something that cannot be defined as it is interpreted differently by each different person meaning that there is also no true objectivity in the form of the good, despite it being what brings everything else into being. In a strange way, this also supports the statement as it shows that even in what is interpreted as the perfect form it is still open to subjectivity meaning that while Plato agrees with the statement, he is also incorrect as he claims that the form of the good is universal.
To conclude, I personally believe that the statement that ‘in the realm of sensory experience, no objective judgements are possible’ is entirely open to interpretation and that it is neither right nor wrong though I personally lean more towards the idea that the statement is true due to the conflicting nature of Plato’s theory of forms which is also very broad and open to interpretation as Plato seemed to heavily rely on the idea that everyone had the same thought process as him and a lot of what he says seems to be rather misguided due to it partially being his own interpretation of the idea of forms. For example his idea of art being a third removed from reality due to it being an imitation of what is already a copy of a form could quite easily be dismissed as Plato’s own personal bias against artists rather than something that can be taken as fact as Plato seems to claim it is. This could also be simply in spite of artists due to Plato once seeking a career as a poet and failed so this could be seen as a way of slandering artists simply because he could not succeed as one, though this is only a theory and not one I fully support. Then there is his allegory of the cave which is filled with many contradictions such as the fact that it is never explicitly stated what the shadows of the trees the prisoner sees are since he claims in The Republic that shadows are the same as illusions and are not a true representation of forms as they are a reflection of trees that are already imperfect. Something that Plato does support the statement with is the explicit idea that everything is imperfect in its own way meaning that what is seen as beautiful is merely subjective due to true beauty only being found in the true form of an object and the form of the good. Finally there is the fact that everyone experiences the sensory realm differently as there is no absolute way it can be experienced as everyone sees thing differently and hears things differently to others leaving the realm of sensory experience open to different interpretations from different people, an extreme example of this would be comparing a blind mans sight to a man with perfect sight, the two interpret the world in different ways due to ones lack of experience in the sensory realm. To wrap things up, in the sensory realm there is an objective way of judging things due to a societal standard as to what each different experience is, going back to the example of the chair, everyone knows it is a chair even if they experience it in a different way, it doesn’t change what it is seen as on a fundamental basis.
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