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

The question of whether in the realm of sensory experience only allows for subjective judgements is seemingly a simple question to answer as the realm of sensory experience is typically based on opinion which most people would argue to only allow for subjective judgements; as opinions by definition cannot be objective. However, in terms of Plato’s theory of forms it becomes much harder to justify; which seems contradictory as Plato argued that in the realm of sensory experience, no objective judgements are possible but this is because I feel as though Plato’s arguments are flawed. My original opinion is that I agree with the statement as I believe that things are individually perceived even if they are intended to be objective, however upon further research my opinion changed.  Plato’s ideals begin with the theory of forms; which is the idea that “there is a more real and perfect realm, populated by entities (called “forms” or “ideas”) that are eternal, changeless, and in some sense paradigmatic for the structure and character of the world presented to our senses”[footnoteRef:1]. What this means is that everything has a perfect form and that all things which exist are purely shadows or reflections of this. This supports the statement of subjective experiences as we all experience difference shadows of the original form and no person will view this the same. However, I feel as though this argument is weak compared to the objective argument. We all have a concept of the original form and have a consensus on what this form looks like, feels like and is. This is, by definition, an objective view. An easier way to grasp this concept is by using an analogy of colour-blind people. There may be someone who cannot see the colour red; however, the shade that they do see would begin to be referenced as red due to the social construction of the colour. i.e. fire trucks are red, they may not be able to see the colour, but they can share our objective judgment that it is in-fact red. The person who argues the need for solely subjective judgements cannot then argue for the needs for the theory of perfect forms and vise-versa. Neither is wrong, however they contradict one another and therefore cannot both be true. [1:  Kraut, Richard, "Plato", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2017 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2017/entries/plato/>. (Last Accessed 13/12/2019).
] 


My second point comes from the use of Plato’s “allegory of the cave”.[footnoteRef:2] {For the purpose of my argument, I am only using the first half of the allegory}.  The allegory of the cave is an analogy of prisoners being trapped from birth in a cave facing a blank wall. Above and behind them there is a fire which is casting shadows of art work and objects onto this wall while people parade them into front of it. These prisoners have no knowledge of the world outside of the cave, only the shadows and figures in front of them in the cave. Can it be argued that they have an objective view of the world? If you answered yes it was probably because you understand that they can only have a view of the world which they see, similar to the view that societies have a value consensus and view physical things to be the same as others. Therefore for their world, the view and understanding of these objects is objective. In their consciousness they share the views as all those who surround them so surely this makes it objective? If no, is it because they do not have the same perspective of the world that those who are presenting the objects have, or the people who are outside of the cave? Would it not be argued that those in different positions have different mindsets and are in different worlds? Meaning they do have an objective understand and judgment as far as they are aware. So objective judgments are possible through perspective consensus. [2:  Plato, “The Allegory Of The Cave” https://web.stanford.edu/class/ihum40/cave.pdf. The Republic, V|| 514a, 2 to 517a, 7. Translation by Thomas Sheehan. (Last Accessed 13/12/2019)] 


My next criticism is found in Plato’s doctrine of the divided line. “Plato's divided line is a vertical line, divided unequally with the largest segment on top. These two segments represent the intelligible realm (at the top) and the visible realm (at the bottom).” [footnoteRef:3]  The doctrine is meant to separate knowledge (episteme) and opinion (doxa). By Plato’s reasoning both realms are meant to have subjective judgments. However I do not think this is accurate and that his arguments that he presents are contradictory. I will begin by explaining both realms however, I will only be analysing the visible realm as the question focuses on the realm of sensory experience which can only be the physical realm. The intelligible realm contains parts A and B, these are the forms; it then moves to the intelligence or dialectic and mathematical reasoning, which ultimately ends with knowledge. This realm is an unchanging quest for certainty. Although this realm is based on finding an agreeable term for “good”, which can never be objective as we do not have an agree upon definition of good. However, our laws and societal morals suggest that there is such a thing as a consensus on the conception of good. Which means even the intelligible realm has the potential to be objective which would mean that Plato’s view that no objective judgments are possible in incorrect. [3:  Smith, Nicholas. (1996). Plato’s Divided Line. Ancient Philosophy. 16. 25-46. 10.5840/ancientphil199616118. { https://www.researchgate.net/publication/272875844_Plato's_Divided_Line } (Last Accessed 13/12/2019)] 


Moving on to the second realm, which is the visible or physical realm, is based on parts C and D which is physical things and shadows or images; which then flows into belief and illusion which ultimately ends up focusing on opinion. As we all can agree opinion is largely centred around subjective judgments. However, I believe it to also allow room for objective decisions and judgments. If we focus back to Plato’s theory of forms and the idea that everything which exists is just a shadow of the perfect form. Which means that every person who based there opinion on visual or physical things is creating it from the same forms as everyone else. This would then indicate that although the opinions and judgments may differ marginally from person to person, the conceptional idea is formulated on the same premises and forms. There-fore allowing room for objective judgments. This is why I view Plato to be contradictory, he argues valid and sound points, or seemingly valid and sound points, but in terms of the practically his views hold in use he is cut short. His belief in the forms, and his perception that only subjective conclusions do not work together in every day life. 
 
As I previously mentioned, my original opinion was in accordance with the statement that “in the realm of sensory experience, no objective judgments are possible” however my view change upon my research. This was due to the input of Plato’s theory of forms. Although I do not fully agree with Plato’s view, I do feel as though his theory holds levels of intelligence and competence which would infer an accurate view. However, when I then applied this to the view of the impossibility of objective it becomes implausible. In a value consensus society the idea that there is no room or possibility for objective judgments does not work. Our society is based around having a common belief or idea and so if we argue that only subjective opinion or judgments work, we are arguing that our society does not work and that we are living in chaos. 

In light of the faults that I have found, I find it unphilosophical to criticise the work of a well respected philosopher such as Plato without presenting an alternate idea that corresponds with the updates that our society has under gone since ancient Greek times. I decided that the dichotomisation between the two realms is not plausible and does no coincide with the way society works. So I decided that our idea of forms all stem from the same places; an idea, this then translates to a word or term for this idea. As we know a term needs to have an agreed upon definition, which is where our need for objective judgments and opinions comes from. These elements are then used in order to make this idea into a physicality this is then perceived by the people in both the realm of sensory experience and the intelligible realm as one realm together. This is because you need both realms in order to form an opinion. You can understand something intellectually however without the ability to see, feel or use any of the senses on it you will never have a full understanding of it. The same is true for the other way, even if you have full familiarity of an object but without knowledge of what it is you can never fully know the object. This idea also promotes the idea of the necessity for objective judgments, without non-subjective judgments we can have an idea but we cannot progress onto the; words, definitions or physicality’s as all these things rely on objective judgments. Although we also need subjective opinions there is also possibilities of objectives ones too, which goes against Plato and the statement in the question.

In conclusion, I feel as though the statement “in the realm of sensory experience, no objective judgments are possible” is incorrect and easily flawed. The possibility for objective judgments and opinions is necessary for a society to function as in a world of solely subjective judgments we fault that we do not have a consensus and so a true government would not be possible as we would have no agreement on things. It also denies the idea that we perceive things in the same way. I agree that we all have individual perceptions however, the ideas that we get from it and the opinions that we have based upon in are very similar and objective; otherwise we would not have words or definition of things. As we would not be able to agree on what things are, their use or what they look like. These amongst many reasons, such as our morals and laws, all explain why objective judgments are necessary for society, otherwise we would end up living in chaos. Laws would be impossible and our legal system will fail, we will not be able to determine which acts are wrong and which acts are right and so we would not be able to have punishments for said act. This same idea applies to our morals, what one may view to be right another may view to be wrong and so even with the little problems in society we would not have any way of resolving them. This is why I view the statement to be false; yes, subjective judgements are important as they promote individuality, but objective judgments as important if not more as they promote harmony in society and knowledge of all things which surround us.
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