Reading Guide for Plato, Republic and Lindberg, The Beginning of Western Science

Reading Guide for Plato, Republic / translated by C.D.C. Reeve. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 2004.
and

David C. Lindberg, The Beginnings of Western Science, 2nd edition. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2007. 
Read:
Text 1a: Verses 514-521c (The Allegory of The Cave), Book VII, pp. 208-215.
Text 1b: Chapter 2 (Plato’s World of Forms)

Core question:

What is real? 
Introduction:


[image: image1]
Text 1a (Republic)

Republic is a famous work of Plato (c. 428 BC – c. 348 BC),
 an ancient Greek philosopher. The book comprises of (fictional) dialogues between Socrates, Plato’s teacher and the protagonist in this book, and various Athenians as well as foreigners.

At the time the book was written, in around 380 BC, Athens was a democracy, and its power was slowly declining due to the Peloponnesian war with Sparta. There was a group of rhetoric teachers then, called the Sophists, who held the belief that there were no objective moral truths and morality. With its focus on the discussion of justice, Republic may be seen as a response to such moral skepticism. Politics also plays a major part in the book. As the discussion unfolds, personal justice is linked to justice in the city, and there are descriptions on how cities would fare as they were ruled by different types of rulers. Through the lips of Socrates, Plato presented his case for the ideal city state, the kallipolis, which was a completely just and virtuous city ruled by philosophers. He attempted to define individual justice through defining political justice in an imaginary perfect city. He then went on to claim that such city was possible, as long as its rulers become philosophers (or vice versa).
So what would philosophers be like, and what would produce them? Socrates portrayed philosophers as knowledgeable and virtuous, and they know “the form of the good”. Education is essential to make them suitable rulers of the ideal city. In such portrayal, Plato addresses various issues including knowledge, education and reality. For instance, The Allegory of the Cave may be seen as an illustration on education. The untutored people are like prisoners, ignorant of the ideal world. As they are educated, they come closer to the truth. They see that what are apparent to the senses, like the shadows, are not the truth itself. Even when they return to the cave, they would see things as they are, not as they appear to be. Such people are those Socrates deems worthy as rulers, as they have “experience of truth” and see better than the other people.
As we read the passage, it may be helpful to note several major philosophical assumptions Plato has taken: 

i) his belief that the world revealed by our senses is not the ideal world but only a poor copy of it, and that the ideal world can only be apprehended intellectually;
ii) his idea that knowledge cannot be transferred from teacher to student, but rather that education consists in directing students’ minds toward what is true and important and allowing them to apprehend it for themselves; (the ideal of education)
iii) his faith that the universe ultimately is good;

iv) his conviction that enlightened individuals have an obligation to the rest of society, and that a good society must be one in which the truly wise (the Philosopher-King) are the rulers. (Quoted from The History Guide)

Text 1b (The Beginnings of Western Science)

David Lindberg’s The Beginnings of Western Science is a successful textbook about the history of western science. The author provided a very brief framework on the development of scientific ideas from the ancient and medieval ages. As we have seen in the Allegory of the Cave of Republic on what the Platonist philosophers’ belief towards the ultimate truth was, David Lindberg is going to take us to appreciate how such belief enlightened the natural philosophers. We hope that our readers could share the wonder of the influence of the Greek (in particular, Platonic) philosophy, and get a taste of how the philosophers started to understand our Nature.
Glossary of Text 1b:

	Pythagorean philosophers (畢達哥拉斯學派)
	Followers whose thoughts were dominated by Pythagoras’ mathematical or religious work. Eventually separated into 2 schools of thoughts. 

	The Demiurge (神匠)
	The craftsgod who fashions and arranges the physical world to make it conform to a rational and eternal ideal.

	Epistemology (知識論)
	The study of the nature and limitations of knowledge.

	Phaedo (《斐多》) 
	one of the Plato’s great dialogues along with the Republic and the Symposium. The Phaedo, which depicts the death of Socrates, is also “Plato's 17th and last dialogue to detail the philosopher's final days”. (Wikipedia)


Outline of Republic (whole book):

Below is an outline of Republic by Bertrand Russell (source: Wikipedia)
Book I-V: the Utopia portion, portraying the ideal community, starting from an attempt to define justice;
Book VI-VII: since philosophers are seen as the ideal rulers of such community, this part of the text concentrates on defining precisely what a philosopher is;
Book VIII-X: discusses several practical forms of government, their pros and cons.

Outline of Text 1a (The Allegory of the Cave):

Left as an exercise.
Outline of Text 1b (Lindberg’s The Beginnings of Western Science):

Para. 28-29: Background of Plato

Para. 30-31: The realm of idea and the material realm

Para. 32: The importance of the form

Para. 33-34: The allegory of the cave and the reality

Para. 35-36: Implications of Plato's view

Para. 37-38: Plato did not dismiss the senses

Para. 39: Plato's view and modern thought
Study Questions (Answers can be found at the end of this session.)
(Text 1a, Para. 1-7: The setting of the cave) 

	1. What do the prisoners take the shadows of the artefacts for?

	(a)

True reality
(b)

Virtual reality

(c)

Animal world

(d)

Celestial world




(Text 1a, Para. 8-13: A prisoner is set free)

	2. In Para. 8, “…believed that the things he saw earlier were more truly real…” What does “the things” refer to?

	(a)

Puppeteers

(b)

Shadows

(c)

Fettered prisoners

(d)

Statues




	3. Arrange the order of the things the prisoner sees after he is released and leaves the cave.

	I.

Shadows
II.

Real objects of the shadows
III.

Stars
IV

Sun


	(a) IV, III, II, I.
(b) II, III, IV, I.   (c) III, IV, I, II.   
(d) I, II, III, IV.   


(Text 1a, Para. 14-15: The prisoner reflects on his new experience) 
	4. Why does the author say “he (the prisoner) would rather suffer anything than live like that”?

	(a)

He deserves more honours and prizes

(b)

He does not want to leave the cave again

(c)

He does not want to live in the cave like prisoners again

(d)

Being dragged by force is a painful experience




(Text 1a, Para. 16-17: The prisoner goes back to the cave) 

	5. How do the other prisoners respond when the freed prisoner comes back to the cave?

	(a)

They say that the upward journey has ruined the freed prisoner’s eyes.
(b)

They admire the freed prisoner very much.
(c)

They are jealous of the freed prisoner’s experience in upward journey.
(d)

They do not accept the freed prisoner.



(Text 1a, Para. 18-20: Socrates’s reflection on the allegory)

6. Match the following items which show the link between the allegory and the real life:

	Allegory
	
	Real life

	Prisoners’ dwelling
	●             ●
	Sun’s power

	Fire’s light inside dwelling
	●             ●
	Realm revealed through sight

	Upward journey
	●             ●
	Intelligible realm

	Seeing things above the cave
	●             ●
	Upward journey of the soul


(Text 1b, Para. 32: The importance of the form) 

	7. Which of the following description about the realm of forms is correct?  

	(a)

Sensible 

(b)

Corporeal

(c)

Transitory

(d)

Eternal




(Text 1b, Para. 35-36: Implications of Plato's view)

	8. Which of the following is a correct description about the corporeal world?  

	(a)

Changeless perfection
(b)

Changeable perfection
(c)

Changeless imperfection
(d)

Changeable imperfection



(Text 1b, Para. 37-38: Plato did not dismiss the senses)

	9. Which of the following is/are the function(s) of sense experience to understanding?

	I.

Provide recreation
II.

Observation of geometrical properties directs the soul towards objects in the realm of forms
III.

Sense experience awakens the memory of the realm of forms


	(a) II only.
    (b) III only.   (c) II and III only.   
(d) I, II, and III.   



Think about it…

Despite living in a democratic society, Plato seems to advocate a more authoritarian rule, with a few elites governing the rest of the people. 
· If we apply the idea of “philosopher king” to our society, who would be the enlightened elites suitable to be leaders? 
· And how could these elites be enlightened? 
· Can science, for example, inspire people to turn around and see the truth? Can a scientist (e.g. Einstein) be a king? 
( Brief introduction of Republic & the author


( Athens when Plato wrote Republic


( Main ideas/beliefs set out in Republic


	# Ideal society (Philosopher King) ( the people who are most just.


	# Idea of justice


( Main themes of the Allegory


	# Effect of education


	# The becoming of a philosopher


# Appearance and reality


( Apply to our lives


	# What bound the people in real life and what can they do to be liberated?


( The role of David Lindberg’s The Beginnings of Western Science in the course





Scan to get the answers!








� http://www-history.mcs.st-andrews.ac.uk/Biographies/Plato.html


� http://www.historyguide.org/intellect/allegory.html
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