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	Rene Descartes was a French philosopher who is the author of the Meditations on First Philosophy in which are demonstrated the existence of God and the distinction between the human soul and body. This title is often shortened when people refer to his book as Meditations on First Philosophy, and many people abbreviate the title as the Mediations. Descartes was the founder of modern Western philosophy, because he was the first philosopher in a tradition of rationalists and empiricists. The rationalists included Descartes, Baruch Spinoza, and Gottfried Leibniz, and the empiricists included John Locke, George Berkeley, and David Hume. The mentioned philosophers often responded to each other’s arguments with counterarguments to improve the state of modern Western philosophy. Readers that are interested in the tradition of modern Western philosophy should be aware of the six mentioned philosophers and have some knowledge about each of their works. The most natural place to start with modern Western philosophy is with Descartes, because Descartes’ ideas were the origin of subsequent thinking in modern Western philosophy. Knowledge about Descartes’ thinking will generally inform future studies of the rationalists and empiricists. Descartes’ Meditations are also important to read for people that are interested in skepticism, proofs of God’s existence, dualism, and other topics.
	Descartes provides an explanation of his reasons behind writing the Meditations near the start of his book. He recognized that many of the ideas that were taught to him in his education earlier in life turned out to be false when he examined those ideas later in life. (Descartes, 1) Descartes wanted to establish himself in the natural sciences, and to do this he believed that he needed to demolish his previous false ideas and start with ideas that were certain to be true. (Descartes, 1) The project that Descartes started in the Meditations had the potential to be beneficial, but it also had a lot of risk to Descartes’ own mind. (Dr. Cook, lecture) The process of trying to eliminate ideas from the mind is chaotic and destructive especially when done in the short amount of time that Descartes did his project in. (Dr. Cook, lecture) It is surprising that Descartes was able to produce as controlled and rational of a text that he did, given the chaotic nature of his project.
	When Descartes began his process of doubt he was skeptical of almost every idea and thought that there was possibly nothing that he could know for certain. (Descartes, 4) He was skeptical of whether he was awake while he was writing, because he had dreams where he believed he was awake but was sleeping. (Descartes, 5) He was initially skeptical of the world around him as being real, because he did not trust his senses and the world was not known for certain. (Descartes, 5) For example, he noticed that a hard, cold, solid ball of wax would dramatically change its properties when it was heated with the fire. (Descartes, 6) He recognized that it was the same substance as being wax, but it had new characteristics of being a liquid that did not possess its former properties. (Descartes, 6) Descartes made several observations about how the senses deceived him about the physical objects around him. (Descartes, 6) He recognized that he knew his own mind and thoughts with more certainty than he knew the world around him. (Descartes, 8) Descartes considered the idea that God might be deceiving him about his own thoughts but later reasoned that God was not a deceiver. (Descartes, 17) Descartes thought that God would not deceive him, because God was a perfect being. (Descartes, 17) He reasoned that since God is perfect, then it would contradict God’s nature to be a deceiver, because it would make him imperfect. (Descartes, 17) Descartes determined that God was not deceiving him based upon the use of logic. However, he realized even though God is not a deceiver there still might be other deceivers in the Universe. (Descartes, 4) Shortly after acknowledging the possibility of a deceiver Descartes admitted that it is possible that he was being deceived at his time of writing. (Descartes, 4) However, Descartes realized that if he was thinking he also existed. (Descartes, 4) Descartes states, “So after thoroughly thinking the matter through I conclude that this proposition, I am, I exist, must be true whenever I assert it or think it.” (Descartes, 4) Some translations also use the more common “I think, therefore I am” to refer to Descartes’ first fundamental certainty. However, Early Modern Texts, and The Place of Mind by Brian Cooney prefer the translation of “I am, I exist” to be true whenever that statement is thought. (Cooney) 
One of the reasons that Descartes thought that it was important to reach a statement of certainty is due to Archimedes saying that “if he had one firm and immovable point he could lift the world with a long enough lever.” (Descartes, 4) This is a powerful idea that Descartes relies upon in finding a point of certainty. However, Descartes is relying on previous knowledge in this instance and in several other instances in the text. For example, when Descartes tries to firmly establish the existence of God he is relying on a previous description of God as being omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent, and several other aspects of a perfect being. (Descartes, 14) Descartes has been taught about the nature of God at a previous point, and this raises some questions about his method of establishing certainties. It could be argued that Descartes must rely on previous information to form the inferences that he does about the world around him. Although I do not like the inclusion of previous information in the text, I realize that Descartes was dealing with a complicated project where he needed some information to try to establish certainties. Apart from the main criticism that I mentioned about the inclusion of previous knowledge, I think that Descartes’ Meditations on First Philosophy is a solid work of philosophy. Descartes Meditations on First Philosophy is generally highly regarded by main philosophers and scholars. I think that the quality of the writing, the precision of the ideas, and the central thesis behind Descartes project are the strongest aspects. I think that Descartes should be read first by anyone who is interested in learning about modern Western philosophy.  
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	Plato was an Ancient Greek philosopher who wrote the Republic, and it is commonly considered to be Plato’s most influential text. Plato has a large body of work, and some of the dialogues are the Euthyphro, Meno, Phaedo, Apology, and Crito. The most common participant in the dialogues is Socrates, who was Plato’s teacher. Socrates generally asked people questions that were considered experts in a certain area, and he tried to determine if they had a true understanding of their area. The most common result of Socrates’ questioning was that he was unsatisfied with people’s deeper understanding, and he believed that people thought that they knew more than they did. Plato recorded several of Socrates’ philosophical conversations, and they are presented in Plato’s writings. Plato acknowledges that Socrates is the source of many of the ideas in his dialogues. However, Plato generated a substantial number of his own ideas in a large body of work. He is also considered by many people to be a strong writer that has an ability to convey complex and subtle ideas well. 
The Allegory of the Cave is presented at the start of Book 7 of Plato’s Republic, and I think that it is the best writing of Plato’s philosophy that I have read. Plato notes at the start of the Allegory of the Cave that the description is intended to “…compare the effect of education and that of the lack of it on our nature to an experience like this.” (Plato, 463) Plato describes a cave with a large opening where there are prisoners that have been shackled in chains since birth and facing a wall. (Plato, 463) There is sunlight that comes through the cave entrance and a fire that helps to light the cave. (Plato, 463) People walking along a path carry objects and make certain sounds to accompany the objects. (Plato, 463) The shadows of the objects that they are carrying are cast upon the walls that the prisoners see. (Plato, 464) The prisoners who have been chained from birth facing the cave wall believe that the shadows and the sounds are the reality of the world. (Plato 464) They have conversations with one another that constitute some communication, but the main subject that they talk about is the shadows on the wall. (Plato, 464) The ignorance that the prisoners have of the actual world makes them believe that the shadows are the objects of the world. (Plato, 464) Plato describes how a possible situation might arise where a prisoner is forcibly dragged outside the cave. (Plato, 465) However, the prisoner’s eyes are not adjusted to the light, because they have been in a somewhat dark cave their entire life. (Plato, 465) Plato correctly points out that it would be a painful process to go into the light without ever doing it before. (Plato, 465) This is his analogy to part of the pain of education, because when people are becoming educated they have to adjust their mind and brain to difficult subjects. Plato describes how certain objects would be easier for the prisoner’s eyes to adjust to such as reflections in the water and times when the sky had less light in it. (Plato, 465) Gradually the prisoner would work his way up with seeing brighter objects as his eyes adjusted. (Plato, 465) This is a metaphor for describing the difficulty of subjects in education, because some are easier to grasp at first and a person progresses towards more difficult concepts. (Plato, 467) The prisoner that has escaped is learning about the world as it is, and Plato thinks that education also helps people to see the world in a more accurate way. Readers who are interested in the educational process will generally find Plato’s Allegory of the Cave to be interesting and instructive. Plato is trying to convey that although education is sometimes painful, people generally reach a higher form of awareness of the world which elevates them to a better position. 
The Allegory of the Cave also raises some questions of how knowledge and reality interact. For example, if someone does not have enough knowledge to interpret the world there might be doubt about whether they are perceiving reality in a reasonable way. If there are objects in the world around them, but they do not have the requisite knowledge to make sense of the objects, then they are ignorant of some aspects of reality. Knowledge is partly necessary to have a better understanding of reality, and people that lack knowledge are generally at a disadvantage in interacting with the world. However, a counterpoint to my interpretation is that there are people that seemingly know little about the world, but they are still able to live successful lives. For example, there are people in other countries where education is not provided, and they are still able to be functioning members of society. It should not be assumed that people must be educated to live a successful life. However, despite this counterpoint I still believe that education generally improves a person’s knowledge and as a result their interpretation of reality. Plato is correct that education provides a way for people to advance to higher states of awareness, knowledge, sense of reality, and other important aspects. Plato’s Allegory of the Cave promotes education, which I think encourages people to learn more. This makes the Allegory of the Cave suitable for students that are aiming to transition into higher levels of education. (Dr. Tom Cook, lecture) 
I also think that the rest of Book 7 of the Republic offers good information in respect of how to order a society with the inclusion of philosopher kings. Plato thinks that people who are most advanced in their education and cultivated with the right values since childhood will be most suitable to rule. Plato spends several books of the Republic outlining how the ideal city should be organized. It is not enough to read only Book 7 of the Republic to gain an idea of how Plato believes that the ideal city should be established. I would recommend the Republic Book 7 to readers interested in political philosophy and those with an interest in the ordering of society. I would strongly recommend reading the Allegory of the Cave, which offers a good description of the purpose and benefits of education. 
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Edward Hussey. “Pythagoreans and Eleatics”. From the Beginning to Plato. Edited by C.C.W. Taylor. Published by Routledge, 1997. Accessed in Print.
“Pythagoreans and Eleatics” is an article written by Edward Hussey, and it is included in the book From the Beginning to Plato. Hussey specializes in Ancient Philosophy and teaches at the University of Oxford. (Taylor, xi) Some of his major books are The Presocratics and Aristotle Physics III and IV. (Taylor, xi) The article “Pythagoreans and Eleatics” focuses on Pythagoras, Parmenides, and Zeno including a section on each philosopher. These three philosophers are all Presocratic philosophers meaning that that they were alive and produced philosophy before the time of Socrates. 
Pythagoras was born in 570 B.C. in Samos, and moved to the city of Croton in Italy in 520 B.C. (Hussey, 128) Pythagoras started a society in Croton that wanted to be followers of Pythagoras’ thinking. (Hussey. 128) There is not that much information that is known about who Pythagoras was as person, and what his occupation was. (Hussey, 128) However, some of his thinking is preserved in fragments, which are primarily about metempsychosis and mathematics. (Hussey, 129) Hussey defines metempsychosis as “…the doctrine of the repeated incarnations of an immortal ‘soul’ or self, in human or animal or plant bodies.” (Hussey, 129) Pythagoras put forward the ideas of humans’ souls being immortal, and proposed that we all fallen gods with a possibility of regaining divine existence. (Hussey, 129) Pythagoras believed that our lives on Earth are meant to be punishments or possibly rehabilitations of ourselves morally to then reach a better state in future existence. (Hussey, 129) This theory by Pythagoras shares some similarities with Hinduism and is Gnostic in the sense of eternal beings being trapped in human bodies. I do not believe in metempsychosis, Hinduism, or Gnosticism, but I lack knowledge about those areas. Pythagoras thought that there was a connection between numerology and the cosmos, and he formed speculative theories in this area. (Hussey, 130) Hussey suggests that Pythagoras might have theories about the difference between even and odd numbers and how that might be representative of good and evil in the world. (Hussey, 130)
	Parmenides was from Elea in Italy and his philosophy was mainly in the early to middle of the fifth century. (Hussey, 130) There was a choice presented to Parmenides by a goddess that states, “Come then, I will tell you (and you, listen and take in the story!), which ways of enquiry alone are to be thought: the one, that it is and cannot not be, is the path of conviction, for it follows along after reality; the other, that it is not and that it is necessary that it is not – this track, I tell you, is utterly unconvincing…” (Hussey, 133) The common answer that most people prefer to pick is ‘it is and it is not’. (Hussey, 133) However, Hussey notes that this option involves a contradiction, because something cannot be and be at the same time. (Hussey, 133) Hussey also notes that there is a contradiction with the way “it is not”. (Hussey, 135) Hussey’s explanation is “If there is no such thing as reality, then no-one can recognize it, nor point it out. In that case there can be no knowledge (if knowledge requires recognition of reality) and no communication of knowledge.” (Hussey, 135) I think that Hussey provided a good explanation of why the way “it is not” is not true of reality. Hussey also gives many further arguments about the details of why ‘it is not’ should not be the opinion people have of reality. Through the process of elimination by contradiction Parmenides chooses the way of ‘it is’. (Hussey, 139) Parmenides chooses his way and states “Only one story of a way is still left: that it is. On this [way] are very many signs: that what is cannot come-to-be nor cease-to-be; [that it is] whole, unique, unmoving and complete – nor was it ever nor will it be, since it is all together now – one, coherent.” (Parmenides, Hussey, 139) This statement by Parmenides contains several assertions about the nature of reality. One main objection to Parmenides’ argument is that reality “cannot come-to-be nor cease-to-be”. The life cycle of human beings and animals goes against this principle, because people come into existence in the process of birth from a tiny organism and grow into a baby. People and animals also cease-to-be at a later stage of time through dying. Also objects in the world come into a certain form and then often lose that form over time. The law of conversation of mass is true on the atomic level because objects transform into other substances when destroyed. Parmenides is correct that reality does not change on the atomic level, but on the macro level there are substantial transformations.
	Zeno is the third Presocratic philosopher that is examined in the article. Hussey is critical of Zeno through claiming that his paradoxes are destructive. (Hussey, 151) I partially agree with Hussey that Zeno paradoxes lead to more questions than answers. However, I think that it is somewhat unfair for Hussey to label Zeno as being destructive. I think that Zeno’s paradox is a legitimate paradox that almost every philosopher had thought about before. Even if paradoxes are not always productive, there needs to be credit given to Zeno for discovering the paradox.
	Hussey’s article “Pythagoreans and Eleatics” provides some background on Pythagoras, who was a Presocratic that there is little information about. The section on Parmenides and how he chose the way of ‘it is’ to describe reality goes into extensive detail and is very well reasoned. Hussey does not only provide the answer to ‘it is’, but also goes through the logical steps of why that is correct in opposition to the ways of ‘it is and it is not” and ‘it is not’. I do not think that the section on Zeno is as strong as Pythagoras or Parmenides. However, that section provides some reasonable information about Zeno’s paradox. I think that Hussey’s article is useful for readers who want to gain more background on the Presocratics. It is especially useful for those who are interested in Parmenides due to more depth, interest, and analysis in that section.
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M. R. Wright. “Presocratic Cosmologies”. Edited by Patricia Curd and Daniel W. Graham. The Oxford Handbook of Presocratic Cosmology. Published Oct. 2008. Accessible through Oxford Handbooks Online.

	“Presocratic Cosmologies” is an article written by M. R. Wright, and it is published in The Oxford Handbook of Presocratic Cosmology. Wright traces the pursuit of a “theory of everything” to the Presocratic philosophers, who aimed to find out what the Universe was composed of and how it worked. (Wright, introduction) He notes that the Presocratics optimistically pursued their goal of a theory of everything, because they thought it was possible to use human reason to discover the fundamental aspects of the Universe. (Wright, introduction) The origins of cosmology started in Miletus which was an Ionian city in the sixth century B.C.E. (Wright, introduction) Wright notes that the Greeks were very competitive, and many people aimed to be best at their pursuits. (Wright, introduction) I think that this is a good point that Wright makes, because it provides some information of why Greek accomplishments generally exceeded other countries during that time. There are many other possible explanations for Greek accomplishments such as their culture, democracy, societal structure, and economics that also might have helped the Greeks excel in their pursuits. 
Wright mentions the arche, which is the most fundamental material that the Universe is composed of. (Wright, section 1) He notes the arche of the major Presocratic philosophers with Thales proposing water, Anaximenes claiming air, and Heraclitus suggesting that fire was the most fundamental substance of the universe. (Wright, section 1) Wright suggests that Anaximenes might have claimed air as being most fundamental due to the large quantities of air in space and that it is essential to human’s survival to breathe air. (Wright, section 1) Thales “…appears to have given primacy to water as essential to life, a main constituent in the structure of things, and providing support for the earth…” (Wright, section 1) Thales has a good argument, because water covers most of the earth, and it is notable that without water it is impossible for any organism to live. Heraclitus’ suggestion of fire as the arche is not as convincing at first, because there is not as large of an abundance of fire on Earth. However, when examining the Sun or other stars, fire covers those stars, and this makes his theory more plausible. Anaximander proposed that the arche was the apeiron, which is something that the universe comes out of. (Wright, section 1) The apeiron is difficult to define, but Wright suggests that it is like a seed that creates opposites, which helps there to be order in the Cosmos. (Wright, section 1) Parmenides thought that a major aspect of reality was light and darkness, including the interaction between them. Parmenides states, “since all things have been named light and night and their powers assigned to each, the whole is full of light and unclear night, both equal, since nothing is without either.” (Parmenides, Wright, section 1) Light and darkness are major features of reality for humans in terms of its impact on our lives, and both are interesting as concepts to study.
	There is also mention of some key questions about philosophy and cosmology in relation to the Universe. Wright states, “The search for an explanation of matter and movement leads to the further question that initiated the study of cosmology: how did the universe begin? And the related problem: does this world, this comic order inhabited by us humans, have a limit, even if the material of which it is made does not?” (Wright, section 2) These fundamental questions about the Universe are something that a lot of people focus on, and cosmologists’ occupation is to seek answers to fundamental questions like these. For example, one question that I have heard about and thought about before is the beginning of the universe. Scientists’ leading explanation is the Big Bang Theory where the universe erupted into existence through a massive event. However, this theory is inconclusive, because it does not provide reliable answers to questions such as what happened before the Big Bang or what caused the Big Bang. However, one main supporting piece of evidence for the Big Bang theory is that the Universe is expanding outwards, and this suggests that it might have exploded from a central point. Scientists have many more answers about the universe now than humans had at the time of the Presocratics. There is an abundance of facts that we know about the universe using technology and advanced telescopes. However, there is still a need for thinking about fundamental questions about the Universe. I think that is difficult to think about cosmological questions, because they are large questions that are difficult to grasp and process psychologically. However, I think for people with an interest in fundamental questions, there is still a lot that humans do not know about the Universe. 
I found Wright’s explanations of the arche of Presocratic philosophers to be helpful in consolidating my knowledge, because he presents the information in a concise and organized way. I had been examining the Presocratics in different texts independently one-by-one, and “Presocratic Cosmologies” helps to consolidate some essential information. The writing style of Wright in this article is good, because he can present complex information in a more simple and concise way while at the same time having a lightness to his sentences. This allows the reader to learn more essential information without being as overloaded with unnecessary difficulties. There are several thinkers that are mentioned in the context of one article, and this draws connections between how the thinkers are interrelated. This leads to more effective learning, because it connects many ideas together in a creative way. However, a weakness of this technique is that it summarizes the main ideas from a lot of thinkers that should be gone into in more detail independently. For this reason, I would recommend this article to people that further along in their study of the Presocratics. I would not recommend reading this article with no background in the Presocratics. The article promotes curiosity about the Presocratics and cosmology which can help people in their further developments. 
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