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A Review of The Republic


	Plato’s most famous work is a compendium of the philosopher’s thoughts on the ideal life. It is written in the form of a conversation and set in the home of Cephalus, a wealthy retired businessman, during the festival day of the Thracian goddess Bendis.  A guest list of a dozen Athenian aristocrats covers a range of topics, all of which lead to the central question of what are/how to achieve the ideal conditions for which perfect life will flourish in.


The Republic’s major ideas can be reduced to the examination of three principle ideas, dike (“Justice”) and arete (“Virtue”). The translation of dike is far better conveyed in “proportion”, and arete is more synonymous with “excellence” or “skill”.  All things have dike and arete, and it is the task of the conversation in The Republic to discover how these may relate to eudaemonia (“Happiness”). This definition is more akin to “good spirit”, “living well”, or the Good Life.


From this a new question arises: Do humans have arete? Do we have a function?  Plato is asking a very simple and poignant question: what is the meaning of our existence?  His conclusion is that our only true pursuit is eudaemonia, or the Good Life.  However, another question asks the definition of what exactly the Good Life is.  Plato demonstrates that it is not honor or reputation, because those pursuits are completely dependent on the existence of others.  Happiness is not the pursuit of money either, although we might say that it may come from money, we must understand that money is only the means to an end and not the end itself.  Essentially, our pursuit must be in something intangible and immaterial, since material things must, by virtue of being finite, cease to exist.  �	It is here that we enter Plato’s Theory of Ideas, a discussion on what is truly real.  Since all material things must expire, they cannot be the pursuit of eudaemonia. However, the opposites of material objects are ideas, which exist intangibly, abstractly, and with “superiority” over the material.  Ideas are superior because they must necessarily exist before an image can be understood.  For example, In order to comprehend the existence of a tree, I must have the “mental image” of it, which is the corresponding abstract idea of the tree.  However, even if the idea of the tree has no meaning to any human, whether it is because humanity has expired or never existed or because humanity is too dumb to comprehend a tree, this absence of the idea does not destroy the tree’s existence.  It merely destroys our notion of it.


	To understand the Theory of Ideas Plato presents several metaphorical analogies, the Line Allegory, The Sun Allegory, and perhaps best known, the Cave Allegory.  “The Cave” postulates that what we perceive as reality is false; it is a shadow, a facsimile of the truth.  If we were to see the truth we would disbelieve it because of its incomprehensibility to the reality which we were used to.  Those who see the truth will find it difficult, if not dangerous, to share it with others still in The Cave.  To do so is to try to demolish the dim perceptions and the dark Cave itself, which the prisoners have been immersed in since birth.  This will inevitably cause chaos. The truth, the light of the cave, while eventually setting them free, will cause disruption because it is, metaphorically, too painful to look at.  In short, our initial notions of existence are not the truth because we are born separately from it.


	Thus, if our perception of reality is limited by virtue of a society which is material, and is thus temporary and finite, then the pursuit of eudaemonia must be through immaterial means that operate on a level superior to everything. To Plato, this arete, this virtue, is intelligence.  Intelligence is immaterial and is thus eternal.  Intelligence's most striking quality is that because it is eternal, it can be regarded as real. 


Thus, if the level of our intelligence measures the truth of our reality, then it is apparent that that which matters is distinctly psychological. Eudaemonia is immaterial happiness in the “form” of intellectual and emotional welfare.  Intelligence is directly linked to the immaterial, and is the only reality which we should pursue for the sake of eudaemonia.


So far, three questions have been asked: (1) what is the purpose of human existence?; (2) if the purpose is to pursue the Good Life, then what is the Good Life?; (3) and what are the necessary skills to pursue the Good Life?  The answers are, in sum, (1) to find eudaemonia, (2) which is intellectual and emotional welfare, and (3) is accomplishable through the power of intelligence (which may be said to encompass posterior virtues such as compassion, integrity, courage).


	It is not so much the conceptualization of the ideal state of reality that causes great controversy over Platonic doctrine.  It is rather the policies and the programs which Plato prescribes: the institution of a function-oriented caste system, the preference of monarchy over democracy, the concession of the existence of wartime and its necessity to breed a specialized group of citizens who, the reader will later learn, become masters of society. Interestingly enough it is in the interests of dike that these theories arise.  Since dike is better understood as a proportional principle, all things must be divided with equinimity.  In Platonic thought we see this "proportionalization" manifested in function-oriented caste systems.  Perhaps this is because it is the question of what is the ideal which The Republic seeks to answer, and not, what is the practical (a question Plato’s successor, Aristotle, would tackle and eventually use as his best refutation to his mentor’s work).


	Plato himself disregarded much of The Republic later in his life, after repeated failures to actually institute a real state under its ideal. However, it is a greater mistake to disregard with impunity the zenith of an ideal, than it is to regard it with understanding of that which is not the ideal.  It is this ideal which we must aspire to fully comprehend, before we pursue it.  It is for the sake of transcending that which is not the ideal - how we perceive existence at this moment - that we must stare into the light of the ideal completely.  This is, on a side, optimism, which if we do not attach to such an ideal vision, will hold us prisoner to our limits, and allow us to return to the very things that we seek to avoid. 
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