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The Illogic of the Ideal


There are a number of difficulties to Plato’s theory of ideas, which postulates that every object and notion is a facsimile of an ideal original, whose existence is necessary to the human cognizance a kind of object or idea.  One of them is the notion of the bad, whose “ideal” counterpart will refute the validity of the Ideal realm.  Given that the definition of ideal is a conception of something in its absolute perfection, then by definition nothing ideal can consist of the bad.  It is also presumptuous, if not naïve, to believe that bad things do not exist.  Plato concedes that the good is the purpose of human reason.  It is impossible to have the notion of good without the notion of bad, because one is inconceivable without the other. 

Is it simply that bad things are horribly inaccurate facsimiles of the ideal, or that bad things can exist independently of the good?  If bad things exist independently, then it is possible to eliminate them without committing harm to the notion of the good.  However, this itself strips the Ideal realm of its name; the ideal does not deserve to be called Ideal if it holds room for less-than-ideal things.  On the other hand, if bad things are poor copies of the ideal good than their elimination eventually causes the annihilation of the ideal realm.  By destroying the “lowest”  level of badness you make the “next lowest” thing the lowest, and now must destroy it to sustain the purity of the idea of the ideal realm.  Doing that makes “next lowest” thing becomes the “lowest” by virtue of having nothing “lower” to compare itself to (and instead, only “less lower” things). 

What we have is a paradox within the Platonic theory of ideas.  Either the theory must be modified to account for the presence or Bad, or the notion of Bad rejected.  If we must have the theory of ideas, we may need to consider whether: the existence of the universal good is ill-found, or the existence of the bad is ill-found. If we abandon the theory altogether, we are faced with a greater difficulty: the destruction of a fundamental force in Western philosophy.  

