
Julie kicked an old can aside as she walked down the hallway, towards the sound of rustling papers. The walls, paneled with the false wood that was so popular in the 70’s, pressed close on her in the narrow confines of the old building, which appeared to have served as a courthouse at the outset of its creation, but later acted as a makeshift school. Julie brushed aside a rebellious lock of hair as she peeked into the first room she came across. Inside, next to a deflated-looking mattress, were stacks of moldering textbooks, American or European history, perhaps. The next room was empty, but in the last she found Karl squatting on a child’s stool, its tiny legs buckling under his weight, squinting at a thin book that had no cover. 


“Whatcha reading, Karl?” she asked.


Karl didn’t look up. “Politics…Aristotle. The Dover Thrift Edition. Has not held up particularly well.”


“What does?” asked Julie, leaning against the doorframe. “I never liked Aristotle. Or Plato. For all the talk of how advanced Athenian democracy was, I can’t imagine a couple of men more out of touch with reality, despite their ‘advanced’ ways.”


“I liked The Republic,” said Karl.


“You would.”


“I like cookies,” added Max unhelpfully, as he passed by the door.


“Plato,” Karl rejoined, “at least understood the way that humans understood their existences. He may not have had the clearest or most visionary conceptions of how to organize people, but he nailed knowledge on the proverbial head with his cave story. It is impossible for humans to grow beyond what they have been exposed to.”


“But,” said Julie, “We can at least sense the need to explore, which in turn exposes us to new influences and environments. Humans become restless by nature, Karl. How do you think any of us ended up in this particular building at this particular time? Necessity? Or desire?”


“You make an interesting point, yes, but necessity is what governs most, and it determines whether or not one can indulge in the luxury of exploration. We are lucky in that we have a trunk full of canned food; a man of Plato’s time would be lucky to have salted meat and leavened bread. So even in the process of exploration, we are biased and inclined to trend towards the attitudes we develop in the process of merely staying alive. To reconceive a universe requires one to be freed from the cycle, which is no easy task.”

“Which is where Plato breaks down.”


“Well, he is not a failure, he is merely…utopian.”


“You can name me a utopian success story?”


Karl smiled. “Utopians commit one sin, and that is they want everyone to enjoy the benefits of their new society. Reality is, some will, some will not. It requires organizational genius to give even a simple majority the full benefits of any society. Plato conceived a good plan, but could not implement. Nothing new there.”


Julie sighed. “Is any political master plan workable? Plato, More, Lenin, a thousand nameless cults, they all tried to construct a new reality, some more inclusive than others, but all equally fallible and temporary.”

“Well,” said Karl, “It is not as if each of these individuals or movements represented the end of the line. There were even those in the Soviet Union who were ready to roll over and die if nuclear war really happened. They believed that the victory of capitalism was a necessary stage in the evolution of human society.”


“Poison in the pedagogy,” muttered Julie. “They were taught to commit suicide for dialectics.”


“It was not suicide for them, it was sacrifice.”


“Easy to say, try telling it to the millions they’d have martyred.”


“If the ideology was right, their deaths would presage a golden era for all…”

Julie scoffed and brushed back an errant strand of hair. “If. These are choices you’re talking about, choices are politics, and everyone is supposed to be engaged, right, making a choice, right? Even if that choice is a manipulated, coerced one, better that than the brash lie of some benevolent autocracy.”


"It's a gray affair, politics," said Karl, as he paged through the cracked acid-paper pages of the forgotten book. Julie stood in the doorway. "All actions have reactions, and all actions in politics are motivated by someone's interest. It becomes a massive arena of conflict, with truth lurking in shadows...and if you even cast one candle's worth of light on it, it vanishes," said Karl, snapping his fingers in the air. 

"Well," said Julie, "Why do anything at all, then? It's clear in your world nobody can help each other...a miserable world of shadowy strife punctuated by rationalized discrimination, depravity, and killing! God, if only a few madmen with impossible visions are able to choose for themselves, what's the point?"

Karl stared for a moment. "Not sure. We're going somewhere. But we're only mortal. There are no answers; only choices."
“How Russian of you,” said Julie, glaring.
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Max was walking in the door when Julie briskly made her way down the stairs to the main foyer. “Hey Jules…this place just screams sic transit gloria, huh?”

She didn’t stop, walking past him and out into the pale light of dusk.
