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Foreword

Stoicism Today is back. This is the second volume of occasional collections of essays from the homonymous blog (the first one appeared in 2014, also edited by Patrick Ussher), which has rapidly become a major point of reference for the increasing number of people across the world who — perhaps surprisingly — are interested in Stoicism as a modern practical philosophy.

Indeed, I am amazed by all of this (including being asked to write these few words of introduction), because until a couple of years ago the word “Stoicism” only brought to mind Mr. Spock from Star Trek (who can actually be said to be a caricature of Stoicism), and my time in high school back in Rome, when I was translating Seneca without really appreciating him.

What happened was that I heard of “Stoic Week” (also organised by the Stoicism Today project), just when I was for other reasons becoming more interested in virtue ethics and practical philosophy. I decided to take a new look at Stoicism, and it immediately clicked with me. I found the powerful prose of Seneca, Marcus Aurelius and especially Epictetus mesmerizing. More importantly, I realized that what they were saying was just as relevant in the 21st century as it was in 2nd century ancient Rome. I immediately plunged into as serious a study of Stoicism as I could muster, began practicing it and writing about it, as a way to join the growing community of people worldwide who, like me, have found that philosophy can be alive and useful, transformative, even.

Perusing this book you will quickly discover why. Your intellectual curiosity will certainly be stimulated by, among others, Christopher Gill’s essay on the nature of Stoic virtue; or John Sellars’ foray into Cicero and how to live a Stoic life; or perhaps by Greg Sadler’s take on Epictetus on the topic of affection for others. Your practical bent, in the meantime, will be satisfied by Rob Thompson’s guide to setting Stoic goals; or Bill Irvine’s Stoic formula for a happy life; or Tim LeBon’s take on Compassion Focused Therapy and becoming more virtuous.

Then there are the personal stories: Mark Leggett will tell you how he “fell” into the practice; Mark Hardie explains what Stoicism taught him about the Royal Marines; Carmelo Di Maria has penned a moving essay on Stoic resilience in the face of illness; while Leonidas Konstantakos talks about post-traumatic stress disorder, Epictetus style. Also, check out Chris Peden’s take on Stoicism and autism, as well as Ian Guthrie on mental illness.

Stoicism is not just about individuals and their problems: it nurtures a sense of community (Matt Van Natta), may guide us through difficult socio-political issues such as refugee crises (Kevin Kennedy), and can be deployed to tackle modern environmental concerns (Gill, Konstantakos). It can even be used effectively to deal better with the chaos and frustration of online social life, as both Tanya Brodd and myself point out.

But the collection is not only an explanation or celebration of Stoicism. There are perspectives from other traditions, like Garry Bannister’s contribution on Buddhism; rebuttals of common misconceptions about Stoicism, such as Lindsay Varnum’s “Stoicism for passionate people”; and of course the perennial debate about the necessity (Mark Vernon, Christopher Fisher, Nigel Glassborow) or not (Tim LeBon, Donald Robertson) to take on the more religious interpretations of the Stoic Logos.

The reason I find all of this exciting and compelling is because modern Stoicism (the movement, not just specifically the organization putting out this collection) seems to be as vibrant, intellectually challenging, of practical use, and open to debate both internally and externally as the ancient Stoa itself was.

The Greco-Roman Stoics were in constant dialogue among themselves. For example, Posidonius, during the intermediate period known as the “middle Stoa,” disagreed with the earlier Stoics about the nature of the passions, and attempted to mediate between Stoicism on the one hand and Platonism and Aristotelianism on the other. But they were also in conversation (at times, pointed!) with other Hellenistic schools, especially the Academic skeptics, the Aristotelians, and of course the Epicureans. It is therefore invigorating to see modern Stoic practitioners debate issues amongst themselves as well as with their critics: Stoicism is far from being a dead and sterile ancient philosophy. It is shaping itself — once again — as a dynamic intellectual arena.

Yet the main reason so many are newly attracted to Stoicism is not because of its ancient history or deep philosophy, as fascinating as both of those are. It is because it works, every day. We know this both from anecdotal evidence and from systematic studies. It is not difficult to find examples of people who credit Stoicism for having helped them get through seriously rough spots in their lives — perhaps most famously United States Navy vice admiral James Bond Stockdale, who studied Epictetus while at Stanford University, and was thankful to the ancient slave-turned-teacher to help him survive the so-called “Hanoi Hilton,” where he was held and tortured for more than seven years during the Vietnam War. Then there is data showing that logotherapy (devised by Victor Frankl), rational emotive behavior therapy (Albert Ellis), and cognitive behavioral therapy are among the most effective ways to address people’s psychological problems and actually change their behavior in positive ways. All of these were initially derived from or are indirectly linked to Stoicism and its ancient practice. More recently, the Stoicism Today team has began collecting systematic data on people who volunteer to practice Stoicism during the annual Stoic Week. While the experiment of course relies on a self-selected sample, the results so far are very encouraging: begin to think like a Stoic, and both your view of life and day-to-day behavior will change for the better.

Epictetus would have approved: “Here you see the beginning of philosophy, in the discovery of the conflict of men’s minds with one another, and the attempt to seek for the reason of this conflict, and the condemnation of mere opinion, as a thing not to be trusted; and a search to determine whether your opinion is true, and an attempt to discover a standard, just as we discover the balance to deal with weights and the rule to deal with things straight and crooked. This is the beginning of philosophy.” (Discourses, 2.11)

Whether this volume is the beginning or a continuation of your journey into Stoicism, it will provide you with much food for thought, as well as — more importantly — much inspiration for action. Use it appropriately, while remembering Seneca’s exhortation: “Bring the mind to bear upon your problems.” (De Tranquillitate Animi, 10.4)

Massimo Pigliucci
K.D. Irani Professor of Philosophy
the City College of New York


Introduction

The Stoic focus on virtue, on seeing the value of one’s life as a whole and the actions which make up a life, continues to strike a chord with more and more people today. This may, in part, be because our cultural norms tell us to prioritise often how we feel, rather than, as the Stoics would have it, what we do or the ethical basis for our actions. How we feel is important - indeed, very important - but it is momentary. We also need to know what we really value (or should value) and why, so as to have a clear sense of our overarching purpose in life throughout our lives.

The value of having an ethical yardstick with which to meet the inevitable difficulties we face in life, as well as by which to guide the course of our lives as a whole, is also an important corrective for the ever-increasing tendency in psychotherapy to pay attention only to specific problems a person may have. That is not to say this kind of effort is not important - it is often essential - but in only focussing on a person’s ‘social anxiety’, say, or only on their ‘low self-esteem’, the human being becomes ‘compartmentalised’ into specific problems and we lose the potential transformative power that can come from someone realigning their values, priorities and indeed life, as a whole. The latter aims at transformation of the character at a profound level, the former at ‘cutting up’ different problems a person may have into specific ‘bits’ of themselves to be changed. Both are important, but where Stoicism is particularly strong is in offering fundamentally human means by which to transform the whole person. The person who successfully does free himself of ‘false’ values - caring primarily for reputation or acquisition say - and instead cares about the value of acting well throughout his life is freed of an immense burden and, thereby, becomes free to live according to solid values that are not founded on external circumstances. The effects of this kind of reorientation which a person may have is potentially total, and it is in a return to a values-based form of ‘psychotherapy’ that I believe we see the principal reason for the increasing popularity of Stoicism today, for much of psychotherapy and self-help today (but by no means all) steers away from the role of values.

In this book, the reader interested in understanding and incorporating the philosophy into their own lives will find a wide range of applications of Stoicism in the modern age, applications which build and expand upon those in the first volume of this series.

In Part One, ‘Stoic Theory’, areas of Stoic ethical and naturalist theory which are often seen as problematic are explained in plain English. Christopher Gill tackles what is, in many ways, the most misunderstood aspect of Stoicism, namely virtue and why, in Stoic thought, it is the only thing which is truly good. The ‘social strand’ of virtue in particular is further explored by Gill in the same section (‘How to Relate Wisely to Other People’) and by Greg Sadler (‘Epictetus on Affection for Others’), with both authors taking a discourse by Epictetus - in which the Stoic teacher encourages a father to stay by the bedside of his sick daughter - as evidence that the Stoic conception of virtue does not happen in an isolated cocoon but is rather embedded in our actions and in particular in our relationships with others. In other words, Stoic virtue is a social force, a fact which often goes unrecognised. Another unrecognised aspect of Stoicism is that its view on emotions is more nuanced than is often thought, and this topic is approached with great clarity by John Sellars (‘Stoicism and Emotions’). Sellars points out that the ancient Stoics would not have used the term ‘emotions’ in the way we do now. Rather, the object of their philosophical therapy was not what we would consider ‘emotions in general’ but rather certain overwhelming ‘automatic movements’ of the mind which - if believed and acted upon - would take us away from virtue and living an ethically skillful life. In other words, it is not all of the ‘automatic movements’ of the mind (or in our terms all the different emotional movements we might sense) which are problematic but only certain ones which, if we grant assent to them, may lead to ruinous consequences. Experiencing the ‘movement’ of joy at watching a beautiful sunset or upon seeing an old friend after a long time are healthy movements of the mind but, were the Stoic to experience a surge of anger or avarice and find himself in danger of being ‘taken over’ by those movements, he would follow his practice of taking a step back and applying his ethical standards to those particular ‘movements of the mind’, thereby finding a wiser response to them. The Stoic therefore has his philosophical precepts ‘in the background’, ready to apply them to any movements of the mind which, if acted upon, would compromise his character and the deeper aims which he knows to be in his ethical interest.

The last area which Part One considers is Stoic naturalism, or the Stoic view that the life in accordance with nature is to be our aim. In traditional Stoic thought this view is intertwined with regarding virtue as the only good as virtue fulfills the human being’s nature by making him unified in purpose (and not subject to being ‘fragmented’ by aimless or unethical motives) and unlikely to lose his truly social nature (as the person who values virtue and acting well towards others first and foremost will not do others harm). However, many coming to Stoicism for the first time now tend to feel uncomfortable about Stoic ideas on Nature and prefer instead to devote their efforts to the ethical aspects of Stoicism only. Many others, however, still find the beauty of much Stoic thought on nature persuasive. Part Four features debates on whether or not one can, in fact, remove Nature from Stoicism but three pieces in Part One set the background for this by aiming to explain aspects of the Stoic life in accordance with nature as this was traditionally understood. Corey Anton outlines the problems people often have upon hearing of this Stoic aim and puts forward a solution (‘Responding to Providence’). Sellars, meanwhile, takes on a key problem area: if we are to live in ‘accordance with Nature’, then what becomes of our unique and individual natures? If we are to follow the ‘Will’ of the whole then what becomes of our own personalities? Sellars shows how, in Stoic thought, cultivating one’s own particular talents and interests was also in fact part of the life in accordance with Nature well lived. Finally, Sherman Clark tackles another problem, namely ‘What do we have left once we put aside our desires for wealth, fame, good reputation and health?’, ‘What do we have left when we desire virtue alone?’ Clark’s beautifully expressed answer to this is a strong argument for the case of keeping, in some form or other, the role of Nature at the forefront of Stoicism.

Part Two takes us from the abstract to the concrete: examples of Stoic theory transformed into action. Personal accounts within this section are particularly concerned with living with difficult health conditions (both mental and physical). Stoicism holds that good health is something we would rather have than not, and that taking action to influence our health positively is part of the Stoic life, but also recognsies that good health is not ultimately something which can be guaranteed. That is why health is classified as something ‘indifferent’, or ‘adiaphoron’ in Ancient Greek, which actually means ‘something that makes no difference’. This is rather different in sense to the English word ‘indifferent’, which gives a misleading impression of what the Stoics were getting at. For what does it mean to say that something ‘makes no difference’? To what does it make no difference? To whether or not we can practice virtue. The person who is healthy and the person who is unhealthy alike can both practice virtue, or leading their life with justice, moderation, courage (and other ethical qualities which each day demands of us). This practice of virtue is found in the pieces of Carmelo Di Maria, who writes of how the difficulties encountered from two chronic health conditions have become, for him, the training ground of virtue (‘Stoic Resilience in the Face of Illness’). Chris Peden writes as a parent of autistic children and how Stoicism has helped him in his role as the ‘good father’ (‘Autism and Stoicism’). Leonidas Konstantakos writes piercingly on his experience of PTSD as a US war veteran, and how his later encounter with Stoicism has aided him hugely (‘On Epictetus and Post-Traumatic Stress’). Konstantakos’ account in particular brings to the ultimate test Stoicism’s claim that we can view troubling impressions as merely impressions and hold fast to the virtuous response. I think that it is the occurence of PTSD in particular which may be the strongest challenge to Epictetus’ (often cited today) claim that ‘We are not affected by events, but by our opinion of events’ (Handbook, §5) for what is PTSD save the example of the very powerful effect that traumatic events in and of themselves can have on the brain, and the resulting inability (due to the enormity of those events) for the brain to process them? Konstantakos’ own powerful testimony rises nobly to that challenge, but the fact of PTSD remains, I would argue, a critical question which challenges the credibility of Stoic psychological theory.

It is not a platitude to say that ‘experience is the greatest teacher’. Sometimes Stoicism comes to someone without even having read a word of Epictetus or Marcus Aurelius. This was the case for Mark Leggett (‘Falling into Stoicism’) for whom a near-death experience led to a kind of ‘automatic formation’ of a Stoic way of life, which only much later did he realise was similar to the teachings of the Stoics. Meanwhile, Garry Bannister, himself a practising Buddhist, writes of Stoicism from the point of view of his own Buddhist world-view (‘Reflections of a Practising Buddhist on Stoicism’). Whilst Bannister argues that both systems contain a ‘science of mind’ and share many similar psychological insights, Stoicism is ultimately focussed more than Buddhism - at least the classical forms of Buddhism which Bannister discusses - on an engaged life in society. Bannister’s piece is especially interesting as there is a growing number of those who identify as both Buddhist and Stoic and this interest is set to increase as Stoicism becomes more and more well-known.

Part Two also contains direct Stoic advice. Rob Thompson (‘How to Set Stoic Goals’) reminds us that the Stoic way of working is more akin to the Taoist way of doing: it is better to move seamlessly from one activity to another in life, always prepared to change plans in order to meet the needs of the moment, than to set ourselves rigid timetables or fixed goals in advance. After all, life usually has other ideas. One of the distinctive marks of Stoic virtue is indeed ‘a good flow of life’ and the kind of attitude which Thompson describes, at a behavioural level, would appear to provide us with advice on how to implement that aspect of virtue. Four punchy pieces are also included in this section: Irvine (‘The Stoic Formula for a Happy, Meaningful Life’) and Augustine (‘Incendiary’) provide us with reminders of the transitory nature of life; Varnum (‘Stoicism for Passionate People’) shares how Stoicism - despite the popular conception of it - has led her to a more spontaneous life whilst Wiegardt’s no-nonsense piece (‘Loser!’) tells us, simply put, how not to be a loser.

Part Three, ‘Stoicism and Society’, brings together pieces on a range of Stoicism’s possible applications at a broader, societal level. Van Natta provides us with the background theory of Stoic cosmopolitanism and the guiding principles of the idea of a community of humankind (‘The Stoic Love of Community’). With this background in place, the other pieces in this section mark new ground for Stoicism, with many novel applications of it for our consideration. Gill and Konstantakos argue for Stoicism-derived forms of environmental ethics, the one (‘Stoicism and the Environment’) as a possibly effective contribution addressing motives for collective action to combat climate change, the other (‘Would a Stoic Save The Elephants?’) addressing the threat of endangered species extinction by extending Stoic cosmopolitanism to include non-rational beings within the moral agent’s circle of concern. Systems of environmental ethics which derive from a virtue ethics approach are rare in these kind of debates but that is changing and Gill and Konstantakos provide us with the first (to my knowledge) modern Stoic forms of environmental ethics.

Another key area discussed in Part Three to which Stoicism can contribute is to mental health. Of course, Stoicism has always been concerned with what we now call ‘mental health’, conceiving itself as a ‘therapy for the soul’, but the way we approach questions of mental health is very different from that of the ancients, as I mentioned earlier, and it is in that difference that Stoicism may have something to offer. In line with this, Jules Evans asks whether there could be scope for a ‘Philosophical CBT’ (‘A Blueprint for a Philosophical CBT’). It is understood increasingly that Stoicism had a considerable influence on those who devised the cognitive behavioural therapy approach but the fact of this influence should not be taken to indicate that CBT and Stoicism are actually that similar. They are not. For CBT, as Evans argues, is essentially amoral, overly scientific (and one might add overly rationalistic), and leaves out the crucial role of values. Evans suggests that a new form of CBT could include discussion of ethical aims and values, not just Stoic ones, but a wide range of conceptions of virtue ethics from the ancient and modern world, leaving the ‘patient’ (if we have to use that word) free to decide for himself which values-system seems the most well-thought out. [Part of the work of the Stoicism Today project is to create a modern form of Stoicism which could be used in therapeutic contexts. Those interested in finding out more should visit the Stoicism Today blog.] Ian Guthrie, meanwhile, has already applied Stoicism in clinical settings for those with severe mental health problems such as schizophrenia and bipolar disorder (‘Is Stoicism for the Seriously and Persistently Mentally Ill (SPMI), too?’). The ancient Stoics would have objected to the idea that their approach was only for some people and not others. Indeed, they held that everyone was capable of ethical development towards virtue, which is an idea that is an important corrective to the tendency of modern psychiatry to ‘pathologise’ those with serious mental illnesses. Someone may have a diagnosis, but that person is always more than just that diagnosis and there is still a life to be lived, even if that life may be within certain limitations. Finally on mental health, an example of a possible future modern thereapeutic form of Stoicism comes from Tim LeBon (‘How to Become Virtuous - Lessons from Compassion Focussed Therapy (CFT)’). Starting from the premise that Stoicism is often perceived, and not without reason, as an approach which may be overly self-critical, LeBon puts forward the case that there are lessons from the recently developed ‘Compassion Focussed Therapy’ which could be added to a modern form of Stoicism to lessen those self-berating tendencies. Indeed, LeBon argues that it is possible to conceive of Stoic virtue as itself containing compassion (albeit a ‘strong form’ of compassion) and provides us with exercises one could practice to incorporate this understanding of Stoic virtue into our day-to-day life.

Other explorations of the broader applications of Stoicism in Part Three come from Mark Hardie who writes of his time in the Royal Marines and the various lessons (which he later learnt were essentially Stoic) he took from that time (‘What Stoicism Taught Me About the Royal Marines’). Peter Villiers, meanwhile, drawing on his own personal and academic experience as head of human rights at the national police staff college in Hampshire, U.K., writes of how the British doctrine of ‘policing by consent’ (as opposed to by authority or by force) is, of all policing styles, the one that most requires Stoic dispositions (‘The Police Officer as Stoic’). Meanwhile, Jacob Henricson reflects on whether corporations could benefit from instilling virtue ethics into their structures, as opposed to ‘sound-good’ values which look good on the outside but are rarely followed in practice (‘Stoicism in Business - Let’s Try Something Old!’).

Finally in Part Three, there are also reflections on how the Stoic might best use the internet and social media. The argument is often made that social media in and of itself is neither good nor bad but it depends what use one makes of it. There may be more nuanced counter-arguments to that position - there is something in the nature of many social media platforms which is not morally neutral in my view as they are designed specificially to ‘hook’ the addictive centres of our brain - but one of the Stoic’s task is nevertheless to work out how to apply his ethics to the online world too. The rapid digitization of society increases apace, so quickly in fact that we have fallen into the trap of assuming that all these technological advancements are good merely because they can be invented. We need to take a step back and ask how best we can use these new online platforms. How can Facebook be a training ground for virtue? Or checking and answering email? And so Tanya Brodd (‘The Internet and the Dinner Party: Cultivating Stoic Calm in the Online World’) puts forward a principled ethics for our online dealings whilst Massimo Pigliucci (‘How Does the Stoic Tweet?) turns his attention to Twitter interactions.

From the virtual world to the very real and raw world, Kevin Kennedy makes use of Stoicism to put forward a Stoic response to the current refugee crisis facing Europe (‘“Barbarians at the Gates”: Stoic Responses to the Refugee Crisis’). Kennedy leaves aside questions of what European policy should be, tackling instead the question of how individual Stoics ought to act towards those refugees, drawing primarily on Stoic cosmopolitanism. Finally, John Sellars puts the concerns of our own age into sharp relief by writing of a philosophical exercise devised by Justus Lipsius, a philosopher of the sixteenth century who was a ‘Neostoic’, and who coped with the difficulties of his own age by reminding himself that humans of past generations had been capable of much worse. Not that this should encourage passivity in the face of the crises of our age (such as the refugee crisis of which Kennedy writes): rather it should increase the Stoic’s resolve to practice virtue. Epictetus might say that the prevalence of unvirtuous action is more grist for the Stoic’s mill.

In the final section of the book, Part Four, we turn to consider the more theoretical problems which reviving Stoicism in the modern day brings up specifically. Chief amongst these is whether ancient Stoic views on Nature, especially Nature understood as a benevolent and divine principle, should inform a ‘modern Stoicism’ and, if yes, then is it necessary to ‘translate’ ancient Stoic ideas on Nature into language compatible with contemporary science or, if not, then is the philosophy we are left with still ‘Stoicism’ when Nature has been removed from it? Indeed, if Nature is removed from Stoicism entirely then can there remain a useful and coherent form of ‘ethical Stoicism’, where a focus on virtue is sufficient, or does the philosophy become reduced to merely a collection of helpful techniques and attitudes?

Preceded by a concise overview of the ancient Stoic understanding of Nature by John Sellars, Part Four centres on a series of debates which explore these questions. The first debate is between Mark Vernon and Tim LeBon. Vernon argues that ancient Stoicism had the divine logos at the very core of its foundations and that, rather than removing this and thereby undermining the whole system, perhaps the real problem is our modern atomistic world-view, in which we feel cut off from a nature which is not benevolent at all but rather ‘red in tooth and claw’. On Vernon’s view, maybe one of Stoicism’s greatest contributions might in fact be to challenge our overly empirical way of looking at the world. LeBon, in contrast, argues from that very empirical angle which shows that elements of Stoic practice which are not associated with Stoic naturalism but with Stoic ethics have been effective in increasing psychological well-being and resilience and that, therefore, it is perfectly possible to have a robust (and scientifically validated) form of ‘ethical Stoicism’. For LeBon, in effect, the modern Stoic tent could include both atheists and theists.

The second debate is between Chris Fisher and Donald Robertson. Interestingly, both take as their starting points Marcus Aurelius’ famous quotation that the world is made up of either ‘providence or atoms’ (Meditations, 5.30) but both argue for opposite conclusions from this starting point. Fisher argues for the Stoic conception of providence for many reasons. In particular, it is a more ‘acceptable’ form of providence in that it is akin to a scientific principle and that, without it, we tend to feel (subconciously or otherwise) that ‘I am the measure of all things’, something which can lead to an unbearable psychological burden. In doing this, we lose the sense of accepting the hand which life has dealt us and our role in this larger ‘dance’, both being factors which are important for good psychological health. Robertson, meanwhile, argues that Marcus Aurelius concluded on many occasions (as did Seneca and perhaps Epictetus) that, whether or not the world was providential or merely made up of atoms, it was still possible and indeed preferable to live a virtuous life. In Marcus’ admission, Robertson sees a strong foundation for a ‘Modern Stoicism’ which focusses on ethics only, even if this was not the Ancient Stoic position. Nigel Glassborow (‘Without the Divine, there is no Stoicism’) takes a different view in his passionate piece, namely that Stoicism simply cannot be considered Stoicism if the providential force of Nature is removed from it. The challenges that each of these positions raise are unlikely ever to be solved definitively and nor should they be, if modern Stoics value the practice of philosophical argument (over burning each other at the stake, say!).

Also in Part Four, we read of another typical question that the recent Stoic revival has raised: is ascetisim a part of Stoicism? Seneca counselled against going to extremes. Epictetus made use of the extreme example of Diogenes the Cynic but also made clear that the Stoic’s duty was to be engaged in society, something a Cynic simply cannot do. And then there is the whole category of ‘preferable indifferents’ already referred to: things like financial means and good friends which in and of themselves make no difference to whether or not one can practise virtue but which you’d still rather have in your life. Nevertheless, whilst avoiding extremes, Stoicism was still a philosophy of restraint. So how ascetic should the modern Stoic be? Piotr Stankiewicz argues that there is a prevalent misinterpretation that Stoicism is an ascetic philosophy but Kevin Patrick argues the contrary that, although many now may hold that Stoicism does not have this austere streak, it is nevertheless in line with Stoicism to live a frugal and ascetic life. Perhaps this debate highlights something interesting in the current resurgence in popularity which Stoicism is experiencing in that a similar process has been ongoing for quite some time with the West’s ‘discovery’ of Buddhism. As McMahan has argued (‘The Making of Buddhist Modernism’, 2008 O.U.P.), western adherents of Buddhism have devised a system of philosophy which is quite far removed from the more renunciant and austere system which the Buddha himself taught, sometimes knowlingly (as in the case of Buddhist teachers like Stephen Batchelor) but more often unknowingly. Something similar is undoubtedly happening with Stoicism now: it is being changed and adapted to accord better with the world-view and tacit expectations that we bring to it. This is part of how any society relates to practically any philosophical (or religious) system, but it is important to know that it is happening with Stoicism too and to be aware of what one loses and gains through that process. Finally, both of these issues and more besides are discussed in the final piece of the book, a transcript of a roundtable discussion from a Stoicism Today event in November 2013 which brought together Christopher Gill, Mark Vernon, Jules Evans, and also Richard Sorabji, Emeritus Professor at King’s College London, and the philosophers Julian Baggini and Antonia Macaro - the writers behind the very popular and much-missed weekly ‘Shrink and the Sage’ column in The Financial Times - for an insightful discussion which gives much food for thought.

It is my hope that this second volume of the Stoicism Today series will be of use and interest to those who practice Stoicism or who are considering practising the philosophy, as well as being of interest to academics who research the resurgence of modern Stoicism. This book, when taken as a whole, is simultaneously a guide to Stoic theory and practice alongside its strengths and weaknesses, and the myriad of possible implications Stoicism has for both the individual and society at large.

I thank wholeheartedly all those who contributed to this volume. I also thank all those who have contributed to the Stoicism Today blog over the last four years and all those who got in touch: it has been an interesting journey. I wish my successor in the role of editor of the Stoicism Today blog, Greg Sadler, well and look forward to seeing the blog grow from strength to strength under his guiding hand. Finally, I thank also Tom McConnell for his sterling work in aiding me with the preparation of this volume.

Patrick Ussher, May 2016.


Part I: Stoic Theory


What is Stoic Virtue?
by Christopher Gill

I begin by explaining what ‘virtue’ means in Stoicism and then by outlining four distinctive features of Stoic thinking about virtue, taken in the context of ancient thinking on virtue.

What is ‘virtue’ in Stoicism? Virtue is a form or expertise or skill, the knowledge of how to live well in every way which shapes the whole personality. Virtue is analysed in terms of four generic or cardinal virtues: wisdom, courage, self-control or moderation, and justice, seen either as four aspects of a single form of knowledge or as interdependent. How can we describe each of these? Wisdom entails understanding how to act and feel correctly; courage involves knowing how to act and feel correctly in situations of danger, in facing things seen as fearful (above all, death and other ‘disasters’); self-control concerns knowing how to act and feel well in situations arousing other emotions such as desire, appetite, lust; justice focusses on knowing how to act and feel well in our relationships with other people, at individual, family or communal level, and knowing how to act generously and with positive benevolence, with friendship and affection. These generic virtues include many subdivisions. They are both aspects of a single expertise or interdependent because the correct exercise of any one virtue depends on possessing and exercising the others too. Each of the virtues bears on our relations to ourselves and to others; although some virtues (e.g. justice) are more obviously self-related than others, their exercise affects what we are in ourselves and how we treat others. This is a fundamental characteristic of Stoic (and indeed most ancient) thinking on virtue, and is particularly important in thinking about the relationship with modern moral thinking, as brought out later.

Describing virtue as a form of ‘knowledge’ may make it sound purely rational or cognitive in a narrow sense. But it is crucial for Stoicism that these forms of knowledge shape the personality as a whole, including emotions and desires, and this is the second distinctive aspect of Stoic thinking on virtue which I wish to describe. This reflects Stoic thinking about human psychology according to which we function as unified, holistic agents; our beliefs and reasoning shape directly how we feel and desire. This is the second distinctive feature of Stoic thinking about virtue that I want to stress here. Stoicism holds that the development of virtue brings with it a radical change in our emotional life so that we cease to feel what they regard as misguided or ‘bad’ emotions (‘passions’) and come to feel only the ‘good’ emotions. Misguided emotions, such as anger, fear, craving or appetite, are based on what they regard as false ethical judgements and bring with them intense and disturbing psychophysical effects. Good emotions are based on sound ethical judgements (on the virtues) and are typically calmer as psychophysical experiences. Examples of these emotions include wishing (rather than intense craving), caution (rather than fear) and joy; also, towards other people, good will and affection. So the virtues, as forms of knowledge, carry with them a reshaping of the whole personality at the emotional level too.

The third distinctive feature of Stoic thinking on virtue is the belief that all human beings as such are capable of developing virtue. Developing virtue does not depend on possessing special inborn capacities or a specific social background or intellectual education (as most other ancient philosophies supposed). All human beings have ‘the starting-points of virtue’. What supports this claim? Partly, the Stoics think that all human beings have the inbuilt capacity to form ethical notions such as what is ‘good’ and to give these notions content and to do so whatever social context they find themselves in. But also, and most importantly, Stoics stress the key role of development in ethical understanding. No one comes to acquire the virtues just like that; it is the outcome of a process of development - in most cases a life-long process of development and one that may never be wholly complete. Development is conceived by them as having two interconnected strands: progress in understanding (in coming to understand what it means to have the virtues and how to exercise them) and progress in interpersonal and social relationships (leading us, among other things, to recognise all human beings as our brothers and sisters). So what we all have as human beings is the capacity to set out and make progress on this life-long journey - which is also a journey towards virtue.

The fourth distinctive feature of Stoic thinking about virtue is the idea that having and exercising the virtues constitutes, by itself, the best form of human life; in other words, it confers ‘happiness’ or eudaimonia. Happiness is conceived by them in objective terms (as a certain kind of life - the natural life for human beings to lead). However it is also seen as conferring certain positive subjective experiences (which is how we tend to conceive ‘happiness’ today); these include the ‘good emotions’ mentioned earlier, such as joy. The Stoic view is sometimes put in the form that ‘virtue is the only good’ or (in philosophical language) that virtue is necessary and sufficient for happiness, i.e., all you need to be happy. The main contrasting view (held by some followers of Plato and Aristotle in the period when Stoicism was widely current, i.e., 3rd cent BC to 2nd cent AD) was that happiness depended on a combination of virtue and ‘external goods’ - these taken to include such things as bodily health, material prosperity and the well-being of one’s family. The Stoics also regarded ‘external goods’ as having a value which human beings naturally recognised. But they maintained that virtue had a substantively different kind or level of value; and that it was, by itself, sufficient to confer complete human happiness.

The Stoic view on this topic has often been seen as extreme or unrealistic: is it not obviously true that a life containing virtue and ‘external goods’ is better - happier in every sense - than a life containing virtue alone? What can support the Stoic view? A key support for their view is the belief that virtue alone provides a reliable and consistent basis for leading the best human life (that is, for happiness), whereas none of the external goods, taken on their own, do so. So virtue, alone, is tied to happiness in a causal way whereas this is not true of any of the external goods. In that sense, virtue has a value of a different kind from the external goods; and that is why the Stoics reject the idea that virtue plus external goods confer a better human life than virtue. We need to recall other distinctive features of Stoic thinking about virtue: that it is a form of knowledge or expertise; that this form of expertise shapes the whole personality (conferring the good emotions). We also need to be aware that virtue or the virtues represent the target or limit of human aspiration, not a normally available quality. The idea that ‘the wise person’ (the ideal person in Stoicism) is happy on the rack of torture thus constitutes an ideal aspiration, not an everyday occurrence. (However, I think some striking modern examples, as well as ancient ones, indicate it is not so far from normal human experience as is sometimes suggested.) So, overall, I think the Stoic view that virtue is the only (reliable and consistent) basis for happiness is a highly defensible one and that it is, in fact, much more difficult to maintain the opposing (Platonic-Aristotelian) claim than is often recognised.

Let us now look at specific discussions of developing virtue in Stoicism. For this purpose, I turn to some sections of Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations, a private philosophical diary prepared for his own use by a second-century Roman emperor who was also a committed student of Stoicism. The passages chosen are designed both to illustrate the themes I’ve discussed as well as to show how Stoic ideas were used in antiquity to provide an ethical framework for life, and so indicate how they can also be used by us today:

If you find anything in human life better than justice, truthfulness, self-control, courage… turn to it with all your heart and enjoy the supreme good that you have found… but if you find all other things to be trivial and valueless in comparison with virtue give no room to anything else, since once you turn towards that and divert from your proper path, you will no longer be able without inner conflict to give the highest honour to that which is properly good. It is not right to set up as a rival to the rational and social good [virtue] anything alien to its nature, such as the praise of the many or positions of power, wealth or enjoyment of pleasures (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 3.6, trans. Gill).

Nothing is so effective in creating greatness of mind as being able to examine methodically and truthfully everything that presents itself in life, and always viewing things in such a way as to consider what kind of function this particular thing contributes to what kind of universe and what value it has for the whole universe and for the human beings who are citizens of the highest city, of which other cities are, as it were, mere households; (3) and what this object is that presently makes an impression on me, and what it is composed of and how long in the nature of things it will persist, and what virtue is needed to respond to it, such as gentleness, courage, truthfulness, good faith, simplicity, self-sufficiency, and so on (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 3.11, trans. Gill).

At every hour, give your full concentration, as a Roman and a man, to carrying out the task in hand with a scrupulous and unaffected dignity and affectionate concern for others and freedom and justice, and give yourself space from all other concerns. (2) You will give yourself this if you carry out each act as if it were the last of your life, freed from all randomness and passionate deviation from the rule of reason and from pretence and self-love and dissatisfaction with what has been allotted to you. (3) You see how few things you need to master to be able to live a smoothly flowing and god-fearing life; the gods will ask no more from someone who maintains these principles (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 2.5, trans. Gill).

The first passage conveys very clearly the idea that the virtues (justice, truthfulness and so on) are the only real good, the only proper object of human aspiration; also that, in comparison with virtue, the ‘external goods’ (such as praise of the many, positions of power, wealth and so on) are - relatively - trivial and valueless. The second passage (3.11) shows how this idea (that virtue is on the only good) can form the basis of a strategy for decision-making in specific situations. In any given context, Marcus advises himself to reflect on his situation and consider what virtue is needed to respond effectively to this situation, ‘such as gentleness, courage, truthfulness and so on’. The earlier part of the passage refers to the Stoic idea that the goal of ethical development, on the social side, consists, in part, in coming to view all human beings as fellow citizens in the universe or fellow members of the brotherhood and sisterhood of humanity. So this is another way of saying that practising the social dimension of ethical development, of forming the virtues, as this is possible in each situation, should form part of the framework that should shape our decision-making in each situation. The third passage indicates in another way the significance of the link between virtue and happiness. Marcus urges himself to carry out his specific role in life (as a Roman and a man - and an emperor as he reminds himself elsewhere) in a way that uses this role as a way of expressing the virtues, including their other-related dimension (‘affectionate concern for others and freedom and justice’). To act in this way is to give a single-minded focus to virtuous action (‘to carry out each act as if it were the last of your life… freed from randomness’ and so on). To act in this way is also to achieve happiness, in the sense of leading the best kind of human life (‘the gods will ask no more from someone who maintains these principles’ - Marcus uses the conventional language of Greco-Roman religion, but he has in mind leading the best possible human life - the life according to nature, as the Stoics describe it. At the same time, this also produces a ‘smoothly flowing life’ which echoes one of the Stoic definitions of happiness’).

Here are three more short passages which illustrate the virtue-happiness relationship in a different way. These are a few of the many passages in which Marcus encourages himself to anticipate his own death with an attitude of calmness, confidence and acceptance. What justifies this response is partly that death is a natural organic process and one that should be accepted as such (like birth). But also Marcus can face death in this way because he has at least tried to use his life as a way of expressing the virtues, and the knowledge of oncoming death should not prevent him doing so until he dies - nor should he be frustrated that death will interrupt this process:

… accepting what happens and what is allocated to one as coming from the source from which one came oneself: and above all, waiting for death with a confident mind, since it is nothing but the dissolution of the elements of which every living creature is composed (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 2.17.4, trans. Gill).

… strive to live the life that is your own, that is, your present life, and then you will be able to pass at least the time that is left to you in calm and kindness, and as one who is at peace with the guardian-spirit that dwells within him (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 12.3.4, trans. Hard, slightly modified).

“But my life is not worth living if this action is left undone”. - Then depart with generous feelings in your heart, dying in the same spirit as one who achieves his purpose, and reconciled to what has stood in his way (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 8.47.5, trans. Hard).

These passages also illustrate that ethical development, seeking to practice the virtues, carries with it a change in emotional register - in this instance, from the misguided emotion of fear of death to the good emotion of acceptance or even a kind of joy at the prospect of death, treated as a natural end to one’s life. So virtue, on this view, yields happiness in a subjective sense, in terms of the feelings and emotions generated, as well as in constituting what is objectively the best human life.

I wish to end by trying to respond to one of the potential problems that modern audiences may have with this kind of material. Although in modern life - and in some academic moral philosophy - we also use the virtue-happiness framework which is standard in ancient ethics, we also have other kinds of moral frameworks which are in some ways more prevalent and familiar.

In modern moral thinking, we tend to operate with a contrast between selfish or egoistic and other-benefiting or altruistic motivation. Other-benefiting motivation tends to be defined in terms of doing your duty or performing right actions, or, alternatively, in terms of benefiting other people (sometimes of maximal benefit, ‘the greatest happiness of the greatest number’). The challenge in modern moral thinking is usually seen as being to counteract selfishness or egoism and to promote altruism or the desire to benefit others. Stoic ideas about virtue cut across the egoism-altruism distinction; the virtues relate to what we are in ourselves and in relation to others alike. The challenge in Stoicism is rather that of achieving expertise: developing and exercising consistently the kinds of knowledge that make up the virtues. When put differently, the challenge is to form correctly an understanding of what the virtues constitute and to then try to live up to that understanding.

How do these two frameworks relate and what advantages does the ancient (or virtue-happiness) framework have for us moderns? First, we need to realise that the ancient (or specifically Stoic) framework does not simply ignore the kind of considerations given more prominence in modern moral thinking. Stoicism also recognises the importance of performing right actions or in doing your duty in a given situation. Stoicism also recognises - indeed gives special importance to the other-benefiting dimension of ethical life (this is one side of ethical development as they conceive it). Their ideal of treating all human beings as our fellow citizens or brothers and sisters in humanity stands up well in comparison with modern ideals of benefiting others (in principle as many others as possible) and going beyond the circle of those immediately linked with our lives. However, Stoicism does not present these ideals in terms familiar to us in modern moral terminology, but in terms of virtue, the virtue-happiness relationship and progress towards virtue and happiness.

Does their way of presenting ethics have positive advantages for us - as well as translating ideas we already think are important into other terms? There are several advantages. The virtue-happiness framework makes the question of motivation central to ethics. There is little point in urging people to perform right actions or maximise benefit to others unless they also feel motivated to act according to these principles. The Stoic framework brings out how acting in this way can form, in part at least, the kind of life that constitutes happiness. The Stoic framework also stresses, more than most modern approaches, the central role of ethical development and the idea that development is a life-long process and not just part of growing up towards adulthood. Also, whereas modern moral thinking tends to focus solely on the other-benefiting dimension of human action, Stoic (and other ancient) frameworks see the virtues as covering both self-related and other-related sides of human experience. Put differently the Stoic framework seeks to ground ethical life in what we are, fundamentally, and not just in what we do in relation to others (though that is seen as a very important dimension of human life). Finally, Stoic forms of ethics stress the idea that acting well depends on knowledge or expertise, on developing a profound ethical understanding (and one that affects our personality as a whole); and this too is a dimension of ethical life the importance of which is not always recognised in modern accounts. Overall, I think there are a series of ways in which ancient and especially Stoic ethics can be seen as making a positive contribution to modern thinking about ethics as well as providing an alternative framework for life-guidance.


Cicero on Living the Stoic Life
by John Sellars

What is involved in living a Stoic life? In his book, On Duties (1.107 ff.), the Roman statesman and philosopher Cicero outlines a theory involving four distinct rules for living a life. This is known as the four personae theory, and it is usually supposed that Cicero is following a now lost work by the Stoic philosopher Panaetius. There are scholarly debates about how closely Cicero follows Panaetius and to what extent Panaetius might be deviating from the orthodox Stoic view, but putting those questions to one side, Cicero’s account is on its own terms an interesting window on what might be involved in living a Stoic life.

We have, Cicero says, two natures, one common and one individual. Our common nature as human beings offers one sort of guide to how to live. The fact that we are rational, social animals gives us one set of pointers to what a life in accordance with nature might look like. However, we also each have our own individual natures, the specific set of character traits that we have not chosen and that make us who we are. Some people are loud and outgoing; others shy. Some are sporty and physical; others intellectual and bookish. Some are artistic by nature; others more inclined to technical problems. None of us chose the particular set of strengths and weaknesses that we have; they have been given to us by nature.

Central to Cicero’s account is the claim that a life in harmony with nature ought to be sensitive to these aspects of our individual nature. It is not simply a question of following universal guidelines about being rational or virtuous; it is also about being sensitive to who we are as individuals. There is, of course, the possibility that the two might come into conflict with one another, in which case Cicero says that universal nature comes first: ‘Each person should hold on to what is his as far as it is not vicious… we must act in such a way that we attempt nothing contrary to universal nature; but while conserving that, let us follow our own nature’.

So, while our primary commitment ought to be to universal nature, we ought also to be true to ourselves, our unique individual natures. Living in harmony with nature is as much about living in harmony with our own nature as it is conforming to Nature with a capital ‘N’. Of course, this shouldn’t be much of a surprise given that the former is merely a local expression of the latter.

What we need, then, is plenty of self-knowledge about who we are, what our strengths and weaknesses are, and enough self-belief to remain true to what we find rather than trying to be like other people:

everyone ought to weigh the characteristics that are his own, and to regulate them, not wanting to see how someone else’s might become him; for what is most seemly for a man is the thing that is most his own. Everyone, therefore, should acquire knowledge of his own talents, and show himself a sharp judge of his own good qualities and faults (Cicero, On Duties 113-4).

So far I’ve mentioned just two elements and at the outset, I said there were four. The other two, which Cicero introduces later, are chance or circumstance and our own pursuits. Chance or circumstance refers to the aspects of situations that are out of our control. Someone might be a naturally gifted opera singer but find themselves at home with small children unable to realise that talent. Others might by nature be gifted sportsmen but due to injury be unable to compete anymore. Chance can throw up situations in which we are unable to remain true to our individual natures, although if one buys the broader Stoic view of fate one would have to accept that these chance situations are also ultimately the product of Nature.

Our own pursuits include things like the career we choose for ourselves. Cicero says that this is the one of the four elements where we actually have some choice. We decide whether to train as a doctor or a bricklayer. Cicero suggests that this ought to involve significant deliberation. However, it is not clear just how much choice there really is, as the sort of deliberation Cicero has in mind ultimately boils down to self-examination so that we can find out who we really are. The person well suited to become a doctor may not be well suited to the life of a bricklayer and vice versa. As Cicero puts it, ‘in such deliberation all counsel ought to be referred to the individual’s own nature’. But we also need to take into account the chance circumstances in which we find ourselves: ‘Nature carries the greatest weight in such reasoning, and after that fortune’.

So, how to live a Stoic life? The top priority remains a life in harmony with Nature and virtue. Then there are the chance circumstances in which we find ourselves, out of our control and ultimately laid down by Nature too. But also central in Cicero’s account is the idea that we remain true to our own individual natures, to who we are. Thus, self-knowledge becomes vital for a life in harmony with nature. Once we feel secure that we know who we are, what our strengths and weaknesses are and where we fit in the world, then the only decision to be made is how best to remain true to ourselves in the circumstances in which we find ourselves.


Responding to Providence
by Corey Anton

Of all the concepts from the ancient Stoic worldview, the idea of ‘providence’ remains one of the most nebulous, ambiguous and potentially problematic. There are, I believe, four main reasons for why this is the case.

First and foremost, the ancient Stoic school of philosophy extends over a period of more than 600 years, a time that witnessed significant drifts in underlying religious orientations. Animism, paganism and polytheism increasingly, even if ambiguously, gave way to abstract forms of monotheism, pantheism and deism. Consequently, varied notions of ‘the divine’ appear throughout Stoic writings: sometimes reference is made to ‘the gods’, or to ‘God’, sometimes to ‘Providence’ or ‘Nature’, sometimes to ‘Fate’ or ‘The Fates’, or ‘Destiny’, or ‘Reason’, or even ‘the Highest Mind’. In all of these references, we find something like a divine order (a Universal Logos) which is beyond human control and around which, assuming we are reasonable and wish to minimise unnecessary suffering, we willingly align our lives. This means that the ancient Stoics all agreed upon the basic fact of much being outside of our control, but they did not unanimously agree regarding the basic nature of the divine. Hence, the expressions, ‘the gods’, ‘the fates,’ or ‘Highest Mind’ capture a sense of divine agency or plan playing out in the human world, whereas ‘Fate’, ‘Destiny’, ‘Nature’, and/or ‘Providence’ refer more to the orderliness of the cosmos. In other words, the first problem is that the many different terms used to describe the divine in Stoicism lack consistency and can lead to confusion. The only noticeable trend, even if loose and slightly ambiguous, is the shift from polytheistic orientations to monotheistic ones.

Second, a natural outcome of this historical shift in theological orientation is the emergence of the ‘the problem of evil’ (and, accordingly, ‘theodicy’, or theological thought that can explain the existence of evil alongside the existence of God). Seneca’s well-known On Providence, for example, offers an early account of how, if indeed there is providence, misfortune could nevertheless befall good men. That Seneca was motivated to write this piece illustrates clearly how many people at the time struggled with the compatibility of providence and misfortune. Hence, one reason theodicy came to a head at this point in history is, as already mentioned, because monotheism and deism, coupled with a belief in a fundamentally good Nature, subtly undermined earlier explanations for hardships and evil. For example, misfortune could previously have been explained by actions of certain gods who were more cunning, potent or resourceful than other gods. But once a monotheistic orientation becomes pervasive and is coupled with the belief that fate is fundamentally good, the occurrence of evil becomes more challenging to accommodate. The Stoic conception of providence can remain ambiguous today for the same reason that any conception of benevolent monotheism remains questionable: the problem of evil.

Third, in conjunction with the two factors just mentioned, a most critical ambiguity stems from the fact that, in Stoicism, the actions of other people get lumped together with the events of nature. Said simply: both Nature’s events and the actions of others are equally outside of one’s control. But if Nature is pervaded by an orderly Logos and everything thereby unfolds according to Reason (and yet people can fail to be reasonable in ways that Nature itself necessarily cannot), should we not differentiate between tolerating the pain and hardship entailed by events of Nature (e.g. the ‘non-evil’ of tornado or earthquake) and acquiescing to pain and hardship because of traditional social practices and others’ impositions (e.g. the evil of slavery or physical abuse)? Cruelties and hardships that a neighbour wilfully imposes on one’s self, children or spouse seem categorically different from genetic sicknesses or hardship brought about by blind happenstance, poor luck or natural disaster. Granted, both set of occurrences may be equally out of my control, and both may, equally, call for courage and justice rather than an emotional reaction.

Fourth and finally, the Stoics fundamentally wished their students to understand themselves as parts within a larger whole. They committed themselves to cosmopolitanism and to serving the world broadly (or even cosmically) construed and this despite the fact of many different and even conflicting practices, beliefs, philosophies and religions.

When we add up all four factors, we can see the troubling ambiguity most clearly. More practically stated: which wars, if any, are just? Which call for united action and which for protest? Which institutions and practices ought persons attempt to change and which ones ought they simply learn to accept? If someone takes another’s possessions, is justice best served by reminding the person whose items were stolen that possessions were never a ‘good’ anyway and that the items were not ultimately his either? Are Stoic sages to seek out such thieves and punish them? If so, how? If one’s children have been taken as hostages and criminals now demand a ransom, what line of action ought a Stoic take in response? Response to these kinds of particulars might easily run counter to plans ordained by ‘the Fates’, but perhaps, the particulars are not an essential part of the Stoic idea of providence. That is, there seems to be a fundamental difference between grasping the particulars of one’s life in terms of a pre-set divine plan and deeply understanding how the sheer fact of self-governed action is a fundamental good within the cosmos. This point becomes even more relevant where providence aligns to notions of ‘predestination.’ Indeed, how could any particular action be under human jurisdiction if absolutely everything was already sealed according to Destiny? But how then ought we to understand the Stoic notion of providence?

With hindsight, we now can see how various ambiguities within the Stoic notions of providence set the stage for Leibnitz’s idea of ‘the best of all possible worlds’. Leibnitz’s insight was not that all of life’s factual and outward details are desirable in and of themselves, but rather that the best of all possible worlds is one where humans have been freed up to be self-conscious moral agents. How else could dignity, fortitude, forbearance, courage and the like be demonstrated, if not by the imposition of much that is beyond one’s control? It is not then, that this world, in its fine points, is pleasing and agreeable in all respects, but that the best possible world is one that includes human possibilities of aligning to nature’s orderliness. Providence, viewed by these lights, does not refer to a ‘Divine Playwright’ who moment by moment takes pleasure in all the minutiae of human lives, as if the particulars of each person’s life need to fit within an overall Divine plan. The unfolding of events, on the contrary, is not fixed in a predetermined sequence, as if our only possible relation to the future is the temporal opposite to remembering, i.e., passive resignation. The countless particular facts of one’s quotidian life are not already pre-set, but rather, certain parameters, certain checks and balances, have been prefigured by the cosmic order. For example, death and loss are not to be escaped, nor are the hardships and evil that come from human ignorance (one’s own or another’s). Moreover, hardship and evil are not counter to providence or evidence of the lack of it; they are signs of it. They are the testing grounds that make the exercise of various virtues possible. As Seneca suggests, ‘your good fortune is not to need good fortune’ (On Providence, 6). His point is that even though people must endure much that is sad, dreadful and hard to bear, they have been granted everything needed to withstand and even thrive within such trials.

Providence, therefore, might be best summarised by suggesting that not everything that happens is necessarily good, but rather that it is always good to begin by accepting whatever has already happened. The goodness of Nature is in its design or its orderliness, its overall logic, not necessarily in its particular outward outcomes for particular individuals. Humanity, emerging out from nature and resonating with it, is a place and moment of possible rational deliberation and moral self-consciousness. The only way Nature could be as it is was to include the possibility of humanly imposed stupidity and suffering, including injudicious reactions to both happenstances and natural events. But, just as equally, it had to be this way so that certain kinds of dignified responses and reasonable self-legislation could come to fruition. The undesirable elements of providence are the very catalysts for the growth and development of character and virtue.


Epictetus on Affection for Others
by Greg Sadler

Practically every time I’ve taught Stoic philosophy - whether in an Ancient Philosophy class or more often in an Ethics or an Introduction to Philosophy class - among other texts, I’ve assigned my students Epictetus’ Encheiridion. This short work is, quite literally, his ‘Handbook,’ consisting of a selection of passages compiled from the much longer text of his Discourses, those hopefully being a more or less representative sample of Epictetus’ oral teachings, as recorded by one of his pupils and friends, Arrian. Invariably, perhaps because it appears early on in the Handbook so that it catches the eye of a reader not yet wearied, section three arrests their attention, or at least the last line of it does:

With regard to whatever objects give you delight, are useful, or are deeply loved, remember to tell yourself of what general nature they are, beginning from the most insignificant things. If, for example, you are fond of a specific ceramic cup, remind yourself that it is only ceramic cups in general of which you are fond. Then, if it breaks, you will not be disturbed. If you kiss your child, or your wife, say that you only kiss things which are human, and thus you will not be disturbed if either of them dies.

To many people otherwise appreciative of Stoic teachings (including myself), this seems such a harsh sentiment to express. To be sure, it is one rigidly consistent in itself and with Stoic doctrine considered as a whole, but it does come across as somehow unduly, even unforgivably so. This is a point where, I think, many people, repulsed by their initial contact with the philosophy, conclude that Stoicism is definitely not for them. If being a Stoic means abandoning the affection human beings generally feel ought to circulate within the family, between wife and husband, parent and child, then perhaps the perfectly free, untroubled, fully rational life that Stoicism holds out as a model would have to be purchased at too high a cost.

At this point, one might think of this as a forced choice that one has to make between competing values or goods. On the one side, Stoicism offers freedom from trouble and anxiety, an existence in which one really gets what one desires and does not suffer what one is averse to, a vision of the happy and good life. On the other side, there are all of those familial relationships that one does actually have or might have, or more properly, the feelings of familial affection, of love, of care, of joy, but also, should the person or the relationship be lost, of grief. The Stoic seemingly resolves the choice for the person wavering between incompatible goods by denying that one of them is even a good at all.

As it turns out, Epictetus’ actual position is caricatured in the last line of that section — or better put, in our inferences from it - but one would only come to suspect (let alone to know) this by studying his more detailed teachings about these matters contained in his Discourses. The much shorter ‘Handbook’ passage is misleading. For, as it turns out, Epictetus very clearly does think that affection for spouses, children, even for friends or one’s country, is an integral component of the fully Stoic life - both as part of what the ideal of having one’s moral purpose (or faculty of choice, the prohairesis) in accordance with nature demands, and as something that befits our roles, our personae, and the offices and duties aligned with them. But then, how can we reconcile his harsh advice above, taken from the Handbook, with his advocating concern and affection for others in the Discourses?

In order to answer this question, we need to consider Discourse 1.11, in which Epictetus addresses the issue of familial affection (philostorgia) at length. The discourse is actually - for the most part - a lengthy discussion between Epictetus and a father who cannot bear to face the fact his daughter is seriously ill, so great is his suffering and anxiety from seeing his daughter’s ill-health. At the beginning, the father confesses:

I am so wretched about my children that lately, when my little daughter was sick and was supposed to be in danger, I could not endure to stay with her, but I left home till a person sent me news that she had recovered.

Epictetus asks him in response:

Well then do you think that you acted right?

And when the father attempts to excuse himself by saying that he acted ‘naturally’, Epictetus follows up:

But convince me of this that you acted naturally, and I will convince you that everything which takes place according to nature takes place rightly.

The father attempts to justify his behaviour by claiming that most fathers behave similarly, to which Epictetus responds:

I do not deny that: but the matter about which we are inquiring is whether such behaviour is right; for in respect to this matter we must say that tumours also come for the good of the body, merely because it is possible for them to exist; and generally we must say that to do wrong is natural, because nearly all or at least most of us do wrong.

It is worth pausing to point out that several different senses of the term ‘natural’ are in play here. When the father uses the term ‘natural’, he seems to have in mind something like what most people - good or bad - tend to do. This is the meaning of ‘natural’ which we typically observe, but in many cases, this may turn out not to be ‘natural’ at all in the other senses of the term, employed here by Epictetus. For another meaning of the term ‘natural’ here is what people typically have in mind when referring to ‘natural’ affection towards, concern for, or fears about one’s own child, parent, sibling or spouse. At another point in the Discourses (1.23) Epictetus will criticise one of the Stoics’s rival schools, the Epicureans, for overlooking that familial affection felt towards children is ‘from nature’ in this sense, pointing out that:

Once a child is born, it is no longer in our power not to feel affection (stergein) or to care for it (phrontizein).

Then, there is a third sense of ‘natural’ as what ought to be the case, what would be most human, most rational, what would lead to or represent full development of a person. This is the sense of the term in the recurring Stoic formulation of living or having one’s faculty of choice ‘in accordance with nature.’ Human nature in its truest and highest meaning is not something we can grasp simply by looking at the (often disappointing) typical behaviour of humans. Nor is it something we can come to fully understand merely by observing our instinctual responses. ‘Nature’ in this sense, human nature, requires some cultivation, a process of education of our affections and passions, our desires and choices, our conceptions and processes of reasoning.

To return to the discussion, at that point, Epictetus leads the man through a process of dialogical question and answer to a point where the man (and we, his readers) arrive at an important realisation. Here is the set of questions Epictetus asks in order to assess the father’s understanding, motivation and affection, his interlocutor assenting to each inquiry in turn:

‘Does affection to those of your family appear to you to be according to nature and to be good?’

‘Well, is such affection natural and good, and is a thing consistent with reason not good?’

‘Is then that which is consistent with reason in contradiction with affection?’

‘You are right, for if it is otherwise, it is necessary that one of the contradictions being according to nature, the other must be contrary to nature. Is it not so?’

‘Whatever, then, we shall discover to be at the same time affectionate and also consistent with reason, this we confidently declare to be right and good.’

‘Well then to leave your sick child and to go away is not reasonable, and I suppose that you will not say that it is… ‘

This conclusion itself is an important achievement. Failing to behave in an affectionate manner, along the lines that, even if one does not actually feel the appropriate emotion, one ought to act, one would be expected to act… to fail in that respect is actually to depart from the Stoic path. In fact, one ought to feel affection - even though that does set up the one who feels it for possible loss, fear or trouble when, for example, one’s child falls ill or even dies.

Epictetus then continues his line of questioning with the father. He wants to know from him whether the father’s action is indeed consistent with the feeling of affection towards his daughter, an emotional attachment that would render him vulnerable precisely because of the equal vulnerability of the one for whom he cares. He probes at the issue by way of comparing the father’s actions with those of everyone else who likewise feels affection for his daughter:

Did you, then, since you had an affectionate disposition to your child, do right when you ran off and left her; and has the mother no affection for the child?

Ought, then, the mother also to have left her, or ought she not?

And the nurse, does she love her? Ought, then, she also to have left her?

And her teacher, does he not love her? Ought, then, he also to have deserted her? And so should the child have been left alone and without help on account of the great affection of you, the parents, and of those about her, or should she have died in the hands of those who neither loved her nor cared for her?

Now this is unfair and unreasonable, not to allow those who have equal affection with yourself to do what you think to be proper for yourself to do because you have affection. It is absurd.

The father’s actions, ostensibly motivated by familial affection, turn out to be uncharacteristic when set alongside those of everyone else concerned. He admits as well not only that none of these people abandoned his daughter, but also that none of them ought to have behaved in such a way. Running out on one’s relative when he or she suffers illness now begins to look as if it might not stem from familial affection. Epictetus points out another problem as well, by way of question:

Come then, if you were sick, would you wish your relations to be so affectionate, and all the rest, children and wife, as to leave you alone and deserted?

And would you wish to be so loved by your own that through their excessive affection you would always be left alone in sickness? Or for this reason would you rather pray, if it were possible, to be loved by your enemies and deserted by them? But if this is so, it results that your behaviour was not at all an affectionate act.

This highlights a critical point, which I passed over quickly earlier. If it is not correct — at least in the case of Epictetus - to say that the Stoics regarded every emotion, every feeling, every affection as bad, it would be equally incorrect, or perhaps even more incorrect to swing to the opposite extreme and claim that every emotion or affection is therefore good.

When it comes to the emotions or affections, therefore, some measure, a criterion, a sort of weighing and assessing is needed by which we can differentiate appropriate responses from less appropriate or inappropriate ones. There is much more that can be - and in Epictetus’ Discourses - is said about this measure or criterion. Suffice to say here that it will be one teased out by considering what being ‘in accordance with nature’ really looks like, not only in general but as applied to specific, concrete, determinate situations and cases. In the case under discussion, Epictetus brings this concerned but off-base father to realise in the end the irrationality of his own emotions, or, more properly, his response, what he does with and from his emotions. The father is mixed up about just what familial affection is, the types of behaviour through which it characteristically expresses itself, and quite possibly, whether he is actually feeling familial affection or, as Epictetus will suggest to him, something quite different. At any rate, this is far from an isolated or singular discussion, and at multiple points in the Discourses, Epictetus raises and explores similar issues, having to do with affection, familial or otherwise — in ways that display a much more favourable attitude towards such bonds than the Handbook passage with which we began might seem to suggest.

Having explored Epictetus’ stance on the central role of affection in the Stoic life ‘in accordance with Nature’, let us now reconsider that troubling line which was the initial catalyst for our discussion:

If you kiss your child, or your wife, say that you only kiss things which are human, and thus you will not be disturbed if either of them dies.

Epictetus is not telling us: hold yourself back from your spouse, your child - or by extension, your parent, your friend, your family member, your comrade, your lover, your companion, even your pet. He is not counselling a cold prudence that calculates affection in the coin of probable loss, and therefore is never really there, present to the other, bonding with her or him.

Rather, he is emphasising that we ought not to imagine things - and likewise people - to be otherwise than they are, even if that fantasising helps stave off either the awareness that everything could be taken away at any time or the anxiety that this realisation can produce or reveal. We should look reality in the face, but also look our loved ones in the face in doing so, lovingly if we can, or affectionately at the least - to look at them as human, in the way a human ought to.


How to Relate Wisely to Other People
by Christopher Gill

One of the key messages of Stoic ethics - perhaps the key message - is that all human beings are capable of achieving happiness by their own efforts. This is because happiness (or ‘flourishing’, eudaimonia) depends ultimately not on acquiring external things such as money or status, or even health or the well-being of our families, but on developing virtue or the virtues. The virtues are the set of qualities that are essential to a human life, qualities such as wisdom, courage, self-control and justice. Stoics believe that all human beings are fundamentally capable of developing these virtues. In that sense, we all have the basis for creating our own happiness: it is ‘up to us’ or ‘within our power’. They also believe that virtue alone is ‘good’ in a complete sense, whereas the other things which we value - which it is natural for us to value - such as health are of a lesser value, they are (in Stoic terminology) ‘preferred indifferents’.[1]

But if this is right, the question naturally arises: what value do we place on relationships with other people? If our happiness depends on ourselves and not, ultimately, on others and on their survival and well-being, what room is there for love and commitment to others? Some modern scholars (such as Richard Sorabji and Martha Nussbaum) have questioned whether there is room for love in the full sense within Stoicism, and they talk about Stoic ‘detachment’ from other people. They refer especially to Stoic ideas about accepting the death of those who are close to us, ideas I’ll discuss a bit later. In ancient Greece and Rome, incidentally, nobody, as far as I know, criticised the Stoics for ‘detachment’ of this kind: so this is a purely modern view.[2]

I think the view that the Stoics are ‘detached’ from other people is mistaken, and that Stoicism places a very positive value on interpersonal and social relationships. However, I recognise that there is a challenge we need to try to meet: to show how the idea that happiness depends ultimately on us is compatible with giving a profound value to other people and our relationships to them.

One way of approaching this question is through Stoic ideas about ethical development. Stoics believe that our whole life as human beings - and not just our youth or middle adult years - can and should consist of an on-going process of ethical development or self-transformation. The target or norm for this process is achieving wisdom, and in doing so enabling wisdom and the other virtues to shape all aspects of our lives. This is a perfect or ideal goal and none of us will achieve it fully, though aiming for this goal is still the best way for us to live our lives.

This process of development is sometimes subdivided in ancient Stoic writings into two strands: one centres on the idea I outlined at the start, that happiness depends on developing the virtues in ourselves. Stoics believe that as human beings, we are instinctively or naturally attracted towards things such as health and property; as we develop as rational moral agents, we learn how to select such things properly. We gradually learn that what matters, ultimately is not acquiring these things for their own sake but doing so wisely or in a way that expresses our growing understanding of the virtues, so that the things other than virtue become secondary (‘preferred indifferents’ - LS [Long & Sedley] 59D = Cicero On Ends 3.17-22.)

The other strand in our development is a social one. Stoics believe that all animals (and not just human beings) are instinctively motivated to care for others of their kind, a motive shown most clearly in parental love for offspring. Human beings, as rational animals, are naturally able - and, the Stoics think, naturally motivated - to express this motive in more complex ways than other animals. One way is sustained involvement in family, friendship and communal or political life. The other is coming to recognise that all human beings, as rational animals who share this capacity for ethical development, are like brothers and sisters to us, or like fellow-citizens in a world community (LS 57F = Cicero, On Ends 3.62-8, On Duties 1.12, 50-3).

This view of human development raises two important questions. In social development, how should we interpret the relationship between local and universal involvement? More broadly, how should we interpret the relationship between the two strands in development, between development in moral understanding and development in social involvement? These are quite challenging questions and ones not addressed directly in surviving Stoic theoretical writings; but there is much Stoic material relevant to them, especially in Stoic writers on practical ethics such as Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius.

I take first the question of the relationship between the two aspects of social development. Should we suppose that, as we develop ethically, we are meant to stop caring about our family and friends and care only about humanity in general, or at least to draw no ethical distinction between the two groups of people? I am pretty sure this is not what the Stoics have in mind. Stoic writings sometimes talk about extending the circles of our concern from family to humankind outwards (LS 57 G) - but this makes no sense unless we still have a special concern for our family and friends. Stoic teachers also suggest that we should use the idea of the brotherhood of humankind as a way to guide and regulate our more local relationships. If we are inclined to become angry and irritated at the wrongdoing of others or feel inclined to cheat or short-change other people in our financial and business life, we should check this inclination by reminding ourselves that they are our brothers and sisters in humankind (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 2.1; Cicero, On Duties 3.21, 3.50-7, esp. 52, 53.) So the Stoic view is that we should try to develop both kinds of relationships, with family, friends and community, and with humanity in general (including specific people falling outside our local circle) and do so in a sustained and deeply thought-out way. Also, we should use both kinds of relationship to inform and enrich each other. This seems to me very valuable advice in the modern world where we are often trying to juggle and make sense of the interplay between local and global relationships.

What about the question of the relationship between the two strands in ethical development - the social strand and the development of moral understanding? I think the same general principle holds good. These two strands are not meant to be quite distinct and separate, as though you could carry through one kind of development but not the other. Rather, the idea is that they are interconnected and contribute significantly to each other. Take first development in moral understanding. Although this is something that each of us must undertake for ourselves (and so it falls ‘within our power’), it is hard, or even impossible, to imagine how we could do this without social involvement, and without also developing in our social relations. This applies especially to virtues that are clearly social in character, such as courage and justice, but in different ways to all the virtues. We develop our understanding of the virtues by observing and interacting with other people who seem to embody the virtues in their lives - Marcus writes powerfully about this in Book 1 of his Meditations, for example, in which he lists the virtues he has learnt from friends and family. Also, family and communal life are contexts in which we begin to learn, by our own actions and feelings, what it means to try at least to embody the virtues ourselves. On the other side, our social involvement will only form a proper part of our ethical development if we bring to bear in this context our growing understanding of what is truly valuable in human life.

This is all a bit abstract so let’s try to make it more specific (these examples allude to, or adapt, some striking passages in Epictetus’ Discourses, 1.11 and 3.3.5-10). Let’s imagine an aspiring Stoic father (or mother) with a very sick child. Will he or she stay by the bedside and do all he can to make the child better - or will he think that health is only of secondary value (compared with virtue), and so it doesn’t much matter whether he stays by the bedside or not? Of course, he or she will stay by the bedside and do all they can for the child. He will do that because health is something we are all naturally inclined to promote, in the Stoic theory of value; and he will do it because it is the appropriate thing to do as a way of trying to express virtue. This is a rather straightforward case, so let’s imagine something slightly more complex, a father or mother with a rather older or adult son or daughter. Suppose it becomes clear that the son values the relationship between them only in terms of the external goods he gets from the relationship - money or status, for instance. What does the aspiring Stoic father do now? He needs to change the way he acts towards the son, and must try to get his son to change the way he thinks about what is valuable. This may lead to conflict, but the conflict is unavoidable if the father is to act according to his own developing moral understanding and if he is to try to also develop his son’s understanding. And from a Stoic view, the greatest benefit that any person can confer on another is to encourage their development of virtue and so their movement towards happiness.

What then of the criticism of Stoic ethics I mentioned earlier - that the Stoics advocate ‘detachment’ from other people? I hope it is becoming clear that this criticism is misplaced. But let’s take a moment to consider a point which has led especially to this criticism - Stoic acceptance of the prospect of death, including the death of those close to us. Consider this passage from Epictetus:

… whenever you take delight in anything, call to mind the opposite impression; what harm is there in your saying beneath your breath as you’re kissing your child, ‘Tomorrow you’ll die’? Or similarly to your friend, ‘Tomorrow, you’ll go abroad, or I will, and we’ll never see one another again (Epictetus, Discourses 3.24.88; see also Handbook 3).

Epictetus knows his advice is shocking - he calls it ‘ill-omened’ (Discourses 3.24.89). But what underlies this advice if it is not, as the critics of Stoicism think, advocacy of detachment from other people? Partly, this is an example of ‘preparation for adversity’, a theme prominent in Stoic advice for facing death (Cicero, Tusculans 3.28-31, 52). Epictetus reminds his listeners of something that is indeed a fact - though one we mostly prefer to ignore - that death is just as much a part of our life-cycle as birth (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 5.4, also 4.23, 12.31-6). It follows that, in any close relationship, such as a family or friendship, one partner will inevitably die before the other. Also, Epictetus assumes the Stoic framework of value, according to which our death - or that of someone close to us - is not the worst thing that can happen to us. The worst thing (in Stoic theory, the only really ‘bad’ thing) would be that we - or the other person - should become utterly corrupt morally, say, a mass murderer or a master criminal (On the Stoic theory of value, see LS 58, 60).

Epictetus is assuming the general point I made earlier: that we should bring to bear on our social relationships our developing moral understanding, our grasp of what is and is not most valuable in life, given our human existence as integral parts of the natural universe, which includes death as well as birth. Of course, it is hard for us in such situations to apply this principle consistently, as the Stoics are well aware. But this does not mean the principle itself is not well-grounded. And what is involved is not a policy of detachment but an attempt to develop towards wisdom while being profoundly involved in human relationships.

Further Reading:

On Stoic thinking on social relationships and on the relationship between development in ethical understanding and developing the way we conduct social relationships, see the introductions to the Oxford World Classic translations of Epictetus, Discourses, xiv-xvi, Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, xvi-iii, xix-xx, and the introduction to C. Gill, Marcus Aurelius: Meditations Books 1-6, translated with introduction and commentary (Oxford, 2013), xxxiv-xlix. See also, especially on Roman Stoicism, G. Reydams-Schils, The Roman Stoics: Self, Responsibility and Affection, Chicago, 2005, esp. chs. 2, 4-5.
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Stoicism and Emotions
by John Sellars

One of the most common popular ideas about Stoicism is that the Stoics deny the value of emotions. This might be formulated in a number of different ways - the Stoics repress their emotions, or reject them, or overcome them - but the shared idea behind these different ways of putting it is that the Stoics think the emotions are not important for a good life. Indeed, not only are they not important, they are in fact an impediment to living a good life.

That’s a common view. Equally common is the objection that this Stoic attitude towards the emotions is deeply unattractive. This objection might also take a number of forms: a healthy human life must involve a healthy emotional life; the emotions are an essential part of what it means to be a human being; denying or repressing emotions will only generate longer-term negative consequences; the emotions (anger in the face of injustice, for instance) are valuable insofar as they spur us on to act in positive ways; and so on.

What I want to do in what follows is to challenge, or at least to qualify, this way of describing the Stoic view, with the aim of undermining the sorts of objections I have just noted that are based on that view. My main point will be that Stoics ought not to talk about emotions at all. That isn’t supposed to be a bad joke about repressing emotions; instead, my main point is that we do a disservice to the Stoics when we talk about their attitude to the emotions, for the Stoics never spoke about the emotions in the way we do.

What do I mean by this? The ancient Stoics never spoke of emotions in the way we do because they didn’t speak English, and the English word ‘emotion’ is perhaps not the best word to use to translate the Greek and Latin terms that the Stoics did use. The Stoics never spoke of an emotion but rather of a pathos (or in Latin, a passio). The English word ‘emotion’ isn’t quite the same either. Emotion in English is a much broader notion and covers a much wider range of things (the Oxford English Dictionary defines it simply as a ‘mental feeling’ and contrasts it with reason). The statement that we ought to overcome our emotions is quite different, I suggest, from the statement that we ought to overcome our pathê. The Stoics did make the second statement, but not the first. Traditionally, in the early modern period, the terms the Stoics used were translated not as ‘emotion’ but as ‘passion’, and I think this is closer to the mark, although it has fallen out of favour in some quarters because it sounds a bit archaic. But that is no bad thing and it helps to underline that we are dealing with a technical notion here and not a very general and loose notion like ‘emotion’. So, my first point: the Stoics do not reject emotions, they reject passions, and that is quite a different thing.

So, what is the difference between emotions and passions? I want to give a definition of a Stoic passion so we have a clearer idea of precisely what it is that they think we ought to avoid, and I also want to mention a number of other things that the Stoics do not reject, but that might well fall under the much broader English notion of emotion. In particular, I want to distinguish between four different types of what we might call emotional response that the Stoics address.

1. Emotions of Affinity. The Stoics say that each of us is born with an inherent, natural instinct for our own self-preservation (Diogenes Laertius [DL], Lives of the Philosophers, 7.85). They also say that this instinct extends beyond our self. We are naturally predisposed to care for our close family relations and, if we develop into well-rounded adults, we shall extend that circle of care to include our neighbours and, ideally, to include all humankind. When we take an interest and concern in the well-being of others, we are acting according to a perfectly natural instinct. When a mother puts her own well-being at risk for the sake of her child, she is doing the same. The Stoics, of course, suggest that we ought to live a life in harmony with nature and so these sorts of natural instincts will be part of the ideal Stoic life. Indeed, the Stoic ideal is not to close ourselves off from caring for others; on the contrary, it is to expand our circle of concern so that we care for not just those who happen to be nearest to us but for everyone, everywhere. The claim that Stoics are indifferent to the well-being of others is false.

2. Emotions of Shock. Part of the popular caricature of a Stoic is that they are unmoved by external events, a block of stone in the face of adversity and that this is inhuman, or superhuman to the point of being an impossible ideal. This caricature was evidently already current in antiquity because there is a story in which someone on a boat is surprised to see a Stoic philosopher reacting in apparent fear to a storm at sea (Aulus Gellius 19.1). The Stoics do not claim that the ideal person will be completely unmoved by events, like a block of stone. Instead, they fully acknowledge that we jump when there are sudden loud noises, we flinch when we think we might get hurt, we blush in embarrassing situations, we get pumped up on adrenalin in exciting or stressful situations, and so on. All of these sorts of reactions the Stoics call ‘first movements’ (or ‘pre-passions’), and they are natural, unthinking, physiological responses to external events that are out of our control. They will be part of an ideal Stoic life because, of course, they are automatic natural responses and so part of any human life.

3. Passions. This leads us on to passions proper, the things that the Stoics do think we ought to overcome. For the Stoics, a passion is an emotional response to an external state of affairs based on a value judgement. In this sense, it is something quite complex, even though for most people they are generated almost unconsciously. Let me give an example: If I hear a loud explosion and I jump and hide behind the nearest wall, then that is not an instance of the Stoic passion of fear; instead we might say that it is a ‘first movement’, perhaps combined with a response reflecting my natural instinct of self-concern (a combination of types 1 and 2 above). It is not a passion proper because it is too quick and instinctive. Let me give another example: if I hear that I might lose my job, and I start to dwell on all the negative consequences that such an event might lead to, and I start to get very anxious about the future, even though I have not lost my job and nothing bad has actually happened at all, then that would be a Stoic passion: a negative feeling about the future based on a value judgement that something terrible is about to happen.

The Stoics, of course, think we can overcome these kinds of negative responses by examining and challenging the values on the basis of which we make our value judgements. And they think that they can offer us arguments about what we should and should not value, and this is where what the Stoics offer becomes distinctively philosophical therapy. Although the Stoics will recommend that we overcome negative responses such as fear because they can be unpleasant and sometimes debilitating features in our lives, it is worth stressing that the real reason why the Stoics want to avoid these passions is because they are the product of mistaken value judgements. It is not a question of whether anger is a good or bad, pleasant or unpleasant feature of a human life; the Stoics will want to argue that it is false, mistaken, wrong, the product of a judgement made according to a false set of values. The Stoic attitude towards the passions is not one of personal temperament or preference; it is instead the consequence of a series of philosophical arguments. The person who reacts to an event with an extreme passion has made a mistake.

Let me try to give an example: if I am anxious about losing my job (to borrow the example from earlier), then I am fearful because I have judged that something terrible might happen. I have judged that the loss of income will adversely impact my ability to live a happy life. I will have made that judgement holding the view that a certain level of material prosperity is necessary in order to be happy. That’s the belief or value judgement that ultimately grounds the passion of fear in this case. The Stoics will respond with a philosophical argument. They will ask the question whether material prosperity is necessary for a happy life. They will point to counter examples: people with little who are perfectly content, and people with much who are thoroughly miserable. They will acknowledge that although it might be nice, even preferable, to be wealthy rather than poor, these counterexamples show that it is not necessary or sufficient for a happy life (DL 7.104). Knowing that, we shall realise that our fear is unfounded - it is indeed perfectly possible to be happy even after losing one’s job - and when we correctly judge that this is not a terrible thing we shall not generate the negative passion of fear. While avoiding the negative passions is a welcome consequence, the most important thing here is not making mistaken value judgements.

4. Good Passions. So far I have talked about bad passions, unpleasant emotional experiences based on mistaken value judgements. The Stoics also acknowledge what they call good passions, positive emotional responses based on correct value judgements (DL 7.116). In the last example, we saw the Stoics deny that wealth is a good because it is possible to be miserable with it and happy without it, and part of their definition of a good is that it is something that always and necessarily benefits (DL 7.103). The same sort of analysis applies to all external things, which although they benefit us sometimes, do not always and necessarily benefit us. The only thing that they suggest does always and necessarily benefit us is virtue, which we might gloss as an excellent and healthy state of mind. This is the only genuine good, the only thing that guarantees happiness, the only thing the absence of which guarantees misery.

With this in mind, a good passion is an emotional state produced by a positive value judgement that is not mistaken. If, for the sake of argument, I possess an excellent, virtuous, healthy state of mind, and I judge this to be a good thing, then I shall be judging correctly, for this virtuous state is indeed good. When I make such a judgement, I shall generate a positive emotion - a good passion - of joy. So the ideal Stoic life is not one devoid of emotions or passions, far from it. Indeed, the life of the ideal Stoic will necessarily involve these good passions, insofar as the ideal Stoic will have an excellent, virtuous state of mind. And just to underline a point that should be clear already, the reason why these good passions are welcome and the other passions are not, is that these good passions are the product of correct value judgements rather than mistaken ones.

I have considered four different types of reaction that the ancient Stoics considered and that might fall under our usual thinking about emotions. As we have seen, the Stoics suggest we overcome just one of these four types. The other three they acknowledge as part of an ideal human life: care and concern for others, natural human responses to sudden events, and positive passions based on correct judgements about what is most important for human life. The ideal Stoic life is thus far from unemotional in the English sense of the word. Indeed, what the Stoics propose we reject are not emotions in the English sense of the word at all, if emotions are defined as feelings that contrast with reasoning. Instead, what the Stoics propose we reject is faulty reasoning based on confused value judgements and the unpleasant consequences that this generates.


‘How now, Horatio?’ The Stoic Joy of Nature and Friendship
by Sherman J. Clark

Stoicism is enjoying something of a popular renaissance, as books, blogs and the like explore the Stoic ethics of Epictetus and Aurelius as a way of dealing with distress and misfortune. But Stoicism is potentially strong medicine; and the cure, if fully digested, may be worse than the disease. Stoic insights, taken seriously, can have troubling implications, primary among which is the possibility that a life of true Stoic virtue could be bleak and joyless. If we inure ourselves to distress, as Stoic thought has us do, what if we might also deny ourselves the possibility of joy?

Of course, the potential joylessness of Stoic thought can simply be denied or disregarded as people take what comfort they will from a selective application of Stoic principles. Those writing about Stoicism often adopt this strategy, and simply assert that Stoic thought need not be bleak. But hopeful assertions do not make the implications go away, and it is neither appealing nor intellectually honest to take comfort from a philosophy that works only if you do not think about it too carefully. Moreover, coming to terms with the potential bleakness of Stoicism also sheds light on other potentially problematic aspects of Stoic thought. Indeed, the potential pay-off of confronting and resolving these questions is not merely a more coherent and attractive vision of Stoicism. A deeper vision of Stoicism offers an appealing if partial response to the seeming meaninglessness of modern life. If, as Dreyfus and Kelly put it in All Things Shining, Roman Stoicism is the grandfather to the nihilism of the secular age, perhaps Stoic thought also offers us the means to stave off its unwelcome progeny. And so, as is often the case with difficult problems, the first step is to recognise its existence and severity. So here I begin by describing how Stoic principles, if taken seriously, can lead not just to peaceful apathiea, but beyond that to empty malaise. I then consider the inadequacy of several familiar seeming-solutions to the problem. That allows for the identification of a form of deeply satisfying joy that flows from rather than denies the implications of Stoic insights. In the process, it will also illuminate other seemingly strange or discomforting aspects of Stoic thought.

The heart of the matter, or so I argue below, is this. True Stoic joy—and thus, if one embraces a Stoic view of human nature, true eudaimonia—flows not merely from renouncing or conquering concern for indifferent matters. Rather, it comes as a result of an appreciation for and sense of connection with the awesome beauty and order of the cosmos, compared to which the petty concerns of life—pleasure, pain, wealth, poverty, illness, health, fame, death, and the like—are seen as the nothings they are. On this vision, Stoic practices and development should focus not on overcoming distress directly but rather on nurturing our signal human capacity to appreciate and feel connected to the beauty and order of the universe. And this we can best do in the company of friends. We thus inure ourselves to distress not by closing ourselves off from joy and from others, but rather by opening ourselves up—opening our eyes and minds to a deeper and more human form of shared happiness and thriving.

Weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable?

Stoicism eases distress by reminding us that the things we tend to worry about—wealth, power, physical pleasure and the like—do not really matter. They do not matter because they are not really ours—not ‘on us’ as Epictetus cogently puts it. They are not in our control; and beyond that, they are no part of what makes us better or worse as human beings—indeed not part of what makes us human at all. If we allow our happiness to depend on such things, we are neither free nor fully ourselves. So we should not care about those things. Instead, we should care only about what is ours and in our control—our judgements and attitudes and actions. Moreover, for the thoughtful Stoic, setting aside all other, external, things turns out to be no sacrifice at all, because those things are not capable of producing lasting well-being anyway. The mature Stoic recognises that wealth, power, and pleasure are illusory goods—promising satisfactions they are incapable of delivering, and in the process tempting us to stress and worry over the pursuit of things not worth pursuing. And so too are the opposites of these things merely illusory evils. Stoic insight reveals that misfortune, pain, even death, are nothing. So we should not care about such things nor let them worry us. Indeed, much Stoic thinking is focused on this aspect of Stoicism—learning how not to allow seemingly bad things to worry or distress us. It is seen as a set of tools for dealing with difficult circumstances. To some extent, this focus makes sense. Letting go of the pursuit of fortune and pleasure is easier said than done, and becoming indifferent to misfortune and pain is even harder. For those suffering what they experience as misfortune, or living with stress and worry, peace of mind is a worthwhile goal, and not one easily attained. Nothing I say here is meant to dismiss the value of seeking tranquillity through Stoic thought.

But here I want to assume that goal has been attained. What follows? Assume you have freed yourself from worry over things that are neither truly yours not truly worthy of concern. You are indifferent to wealth, pleasure, longevity and other such false goods; and you have no fear of poverty, pain, death, or other such seeming misfortunes. Now what? Or, given that no one will achieve perfect equanimity, perhaps we should rather put it this way: to the extent that you have achieved indifference to such things, what room is left for joy? If nothing is worth worrying about, what is or can be worth getting excited about?

One possible conclusion—the possibility to which I am seeking an alternative—is that nothing is worth getting excited about. Perhaps the Stoic path, if pursued fully and honestly, leads not just to a place of serenity and peace of mind but also to some not-particularly-appealing territory somewhere between apathy and melancholy.

Hamlet is, on this as on so much, illuminating. Without describing the titular Prince as a Stoic, which would rather beg the question at hand, we can see that he fully—perhaps too fully—grasps the essential Stoic insight that ‘there is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so’ (Hamlet II, ii, 247-48). Beyond that, he admires those whose character manifests an awareness of this insight, as evinced by the explicit reasons he gives for loving and admiring Horatio:

… for thou hast been—

As one in suffering all that suffers nothing—

A man that Fortune’s buffets and rewards

Hast ta’en with equal thanks. And blessed are those

Whose blood and judgement are so well commingled,

That they are not a pipe for Fortune’s finger

To sound what stop she please. Give me that man

That is not passion’s slave, and I will wear him

In my heart’s core, ay, in my heart of heart,

As I do thee.

(Hamlet III, ii, 62-71).

We are not told how Horatio has achieved this ideal Stoicism; but assume for our purposes that he has done so in the Stoic way—by being aware at some perhaps-unexamined level that ‘Fortune’s buffets and rewards’ are not worth worrying about.

While we do not see much of Horatio’s inner life, we see plenty of Hamlet’s. And perhaps what we see there shows us what happens when the Stoic awareness fuelling Horatio’s equanimity is examined and is followed to its conclusion by a more powerful mind. Hamlet recognises that the things of this world are not worth worrying about, and recognises further that this is because they are really not worth much at all:

How weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable

Seem to me all the uses of this world!

(Hamlet I, ii, 133-34).

So, the question can be framed in this way. Can we be Horatio without becoming Hamlet? And should we want to? Can and should we take solace from the realisation that the things of the world do not really matter, without facing the potentially bleak realisation that the world and our lives in it are indeed ‘flat, and unprofitable’?

One possible answer is that we need not worry about the implications of having conquered fear and pain through Stoicism because no one will ever really conquer fear and pain. But that is like saying that we need not worry that we are climbing out of the frying pan into the fire because we will never get out of the frying pan anyway. If we hope that Stoic thought can work to conquer distress, we need to think about what happens when it does. Moreover, if we confront honestly the potentially bleak fact that the material concerns of this world truly are indifferent, we are then in a position to think about what is worth getting excited about.

Five Partial Responses

Aside from simply denying or deferring the problem, there are a number of familiar and seemingly appealing responses to the potential bleakness of Stoic thought. I address five such below. Much more has and could be said about each; but for present purposes, the bottom line is that none prove ultimately satisfactory because none get to the heart of the matter.

The fact that many Stoics are joyous

Epictetus, from what we can tell, seems to have been a cheerful enough fellow. And if you attend a conference of modern Stoics you will find more cheerful Horatios sharing a pint than gloomy Hamlets bemoaning the meaningless of life. Doesn’t this demonstrate that Stoic thought does not lead to bleakness? No. It is hopeful evidence, yes: but it does not answer the question. First of all, we do not know the inner lives of others; and many a cheerful pint-sharer, Stoic or otherwise, has been known to face a demon or two when the party is over. More to the point, we have already granted that the Stoic path is pleasant enough during its initial stages—when it leads us away from worry and distress. What we want to know is what happens if we continue down the road.

This question could, of course, be addressed as a matter of empirical psychology. Do people who find comfort and tranquillity through Stoicism also find apathy and malaise? As difficult as it would be to isolate the impact of Stoic ideas from other social and psychological factors, such research would be useful. But it would not resolve the question at hand. Grant that some can adopt Stoic ideas a-la-carte, follow the path of Stoicism only as far as they find it helpful, and thus avoid confronting the potential implications. Still, thoughtful and intellectually honest Stoics will want to know: What happens if one takes Stoic thought seriously? Does joy for a Stoic require on-going denial and self-deception? Must we, like Claudius, view our philosophy through ‘an auspicious and a dropping eye’ (Hamlet, I.ii.11) —trying not to confront the implications of what we hope will give solace?

The doctrine of preferred indifferents

A potential response from within Stoic thought is the idea of so-called ‘preferred indifferents’. According to this doctrine, although the things of this world are indeed indifferent, it is consistent with our proper functioning as human beings to prefer certain of those things to others. All else being equal, we prefer to be healthy rather than ill, safe rather than in danger, fed rather than hungry. Grant then that the Stoic need not scorn the goods the world offers, so long as he or she does not get attached to them—so long as he or she does not really allow those things to matter. But that leaves us where we began—facing the seeming fact that nothing is really worth getting excited about. However well the doctrine of preferred indifferents may serve as an explanation for the Stoic’s participation in the ordinary pursuits of life, it provides no basis for him or her to take real joy in those pursuits. Indeed, unless we are to imagine the mind as a sort of one-way valve—able to take joy from something without sorrowing at its loss—the doctrine of preferred indifferents offers no answer at all to the question of where and how the Stoic might find joy. To the extent that Stoic thought does its first job, and frees us from concern over worldly things, it thus also brings us face to face with the problem at hand.

Indifferent things as virtue-vehicles

A more promising, if still not-quite-adequate response, is that even things that are themselves inherently meaningless can be valuable as vehicles through which we develop and display the virtues that make for a good and authentically-human life. An example, borrowed from Epictetus, is pick-up ‘basketball’, which I enjoy (see Epictetus, Discourses, II.V.15-17, for the original ballgame analogy). Nothing hinges on the outcome of a game at the local gym or playground. It simply does not matter whether I win or lose—or even how well or poorly I play. But the activity provides a vehicle for the nurturing and display of things that do matter—not just physical skills and fitness, but teamwork, fairness, toughness and the like. These are real and valuable virtues—on Stoic terms in particular. This is an important and overlooked aspect of Stoic thought, as it helps explain why the Stoic should, as a normative matter, give care and attention to the things of this word, despite their intrinsic insignificance. It does not, however, answer the question at hand. We still need to know—or may be driven to wonder—whether the virtues so-nurtured are capable of not just engendering admiration but also of bringing joy.

Joy through engagement

Epictetus’ ball game example might make one think that the answer is right before our eyes. When playing basketball, I do not tend to ponder the seeming bleakness of life. Rather, the experience is one of ‘flow’—a feeling of full engagement in the activity and moment. This sort of experience is available not just in sports, of course, but through a wide range of activities that provide attainable but difficult and engaging challenges to occupy our thoughts. This might suggest that the answer to Stoic malaise, or to malaise more generally, might simply be that—engagement. And so it might.

But at bottom this avoids rather than answers the question. Perhaps, in the end, all we can do about the potential bleakness of Stoic thought is find ways to distract ourselves from it. But if we want rather to confront and come to terms with the seeming pointlessness of life, engagement with inherently-pointless things cannot be the only or ultimate solution.

Joy through service

But that, in turn, suggests a deeper and potentially more satisfying response. Perhaps joy comes not merely through engagement, generally, but engagement with something worthwhile—in particular, the service of others. Viktor Frankl, the psychotherapist who created the school of therapy known as ‘logotherapy’ and who survived the Nazi concentration camps,[3] put it this way:

[H]appiness… cannot be pursued; it must ensue, and it does so as the unintended side-effect of one’s personal dedication to a cause greater than oneself or as the by-product of one’s surrender to a person other than oneself (1992, Preface to Man’s Search for Meaning).

At some level, this is the most appealing response. And I would certainly never find fault with anyone who finds joy in the service of others.

But at a deeper level this too begs the question. Help others, yes. But help them do what? Serve a cause greater than oneself, yes. But what cause is worth serving? Recall that the Stoic has fully recognised that the things most people care about—money, health, and the like—are not in fact worth caring about. They mean nothing. And to put the matter starkly, helping others do meaningless and pointless things cannot be a satisfying source of meaning and purpose. So then, perhaps the answer is to help others do things that are meaningful? And there’s the rub. We are back where we began—wondering what, if anything, really is worth doing. Of course, we can forestall the question, perhaps indefinitely, by focusing on people’s basic needs. Just as one need not confront the ultimate implications of Stoic thought while he or she is still just trying to overcome distress, the survival-focused Stoic can forestall the question of what is ultimately worth caring about by focusing on helping people get the basic necessities of life. Helping others—especially with their basic needs—is a good thing to do; no doubt about that. But it does not resolve the problem at hand.

Imagine that you live in a world where everyone is entirely obsessed with painting their fingernails as brightly and colourfully as possible. That is how they measure success, what they worry about and where they seek joy. You, the Stoic, find that all completely pointless, and are glad to be free of any distress or worry over your fingernails; but, of course, nor are you able to take much joy from your fingernails. So you long for something more. Now imagine being told that you should find meaning, and thus joy, in helping other people paint their fingernails as rightly and colourfully as possible. Now, that might indeed be the right and best thing you could do if others do indeed take joy in their fingernails—and if you believe them not capable of better; but it would not answer your problem.

Stoic Joy

The best answer, I believe—and the answer most consistent with Stoic thought—is that true Stoic joy comes through comprehension, understanding, and insight. The key is to recognise that the thoughtful Stoic sees the universe not just as ordered but as awesome. Stoic joy, I suggest, is the joy of comprehension and connection—the deeply human satisfaction one gets from seeing and appreciating how it all fits together, and how one fits into it all. Indeed, one could argue that seeing and appreciating the order and beauty of the universe is not merely a particular good, the enjoyment of which is consistent with Stoic principles, but is, in fact, a central component of eudaimonia. In Aristotelian terms, our distinctive human function as rational agents is the ability and desire to seek reasons for and make sense of our actions, and thus our lives. But perhaps this capacity and inclination to make sense of our actions and our lives is really just a component—a self-regarding subset—of a deeper and more distinctively-human capacity to comprehend fully and make sense of our world as a whole. Whatever one thinks about the ability of other animals to do things that resemble deliberation, it seems safe to say that we are the only ones who wonder at things with no direct or obvious connection to our own lives. Our signal human capacity is perhaps not merely agency guided by practical reason but wonder driven by love of comprehension.

If so, the search for Stoic joy is also the best way for Stoicism to help us deal with misfortune and distress. Next to the rich and satisfying joy of even partially comprehending and feeling connected to our awesome universe, the difficulties of life, even death, will be ‘nothing to us’. Stoic growth, therefore, should perhaps not be sought primarily through exercises designed to help us deal with distress directly. Rather, perhaps we should focus on learning, and helping each other to learn, how to see our world better and more fully. Moreover, this shifts our focus outward and away from a self-centred focus on what we as agents do, towards a broader appreciation of a world in which we are just a small part. It may seem as though the shift from seeing ourselves as feature actors to extras (or, indeed, the audience) is to diminish our role. But perhaps it is better seen as maturation. We are not child-star divas—only interested in the show if we can be the star. Stoicism is Copernican in this way—helping us understand ourselves better by forcing us to confront the initially-troubling but ultimately-liberating realisation that we are not the centre of the universe. Yes, ‘you may contribute a verse,’ as Whitman put it; but the key is ‘that the powerful play goes on.’

If this sounds pale, too-passive or inadequate, it is perhaps because we have not yet developed the capacity to see and appreciate how powerful the play really is. Stoic thought suggests that if we could only comprehend our world better, we would see that next to the chance to see and share in this exquisite order, the petty concerns of life are nothing at all.

Physics

And this helps illuminate how sciences can be understood as virtues. The key first step is to recognise that Stoic virtues are not merely persistent habits of conduct. Stoicism is on this point more Platonic or Socratic than Aristotelian, in that virtues are better understood as insights, habits of mind, and resulting capacities. As the Stoics framed it, living virtuously and well is a techne (skill) and an episteme (way of knowing), grounded in a set of attitudes—in particular an attitude of hypoexairesis, or lack of concern with external goods or outcomes.

The kinds of behaviour typically identified as virtues are thus better conceived of as symptoms, or the external manifestation of internal orientations. Temperance (sophrosyne), for example, is the capacity to eschew what others crave, because you know that those things are not truly worth craving. Temperate conduct is merely what flows from this awareness and attitude. Courage (andreia) similarly manifests itself as the habit of conquering fear but is more essentially a capacity grounded in an awareness—an awareness that the things people fear are not worth fearing.

Similarly, physics can be described as the capacity to grasp and appreciate the underlying beauty and order of our world. It is a techne and an episteme grounded in an awareness of the world’s underlying unity and awesomeness. If so—and if the capacity to perceive and appreciate this beauty and order is indeed the central component of an authentically-Stoic and deeply-human joy—then it makes sense to see physics as a central Stoic virtue.

This vision is not limited to people who actually do physics at the highest level or for a living. It suggests rather that the inclination and ability to see how well and wonderfully the world fits together is a crucial and vital skill for all who hope to live well and fully. That said, actual physicists do provide something of a paradigm. If you have ever seen one when he thinks himself on the verge of a breakthrough, you will know what I mean. He cares nothing for the petty concerns of the world. He just has something so much more awesome in view. He feels himself to be getting a glimpse of the cosmos, the logos.

Marcus Aurelius, in some sense the grimmest of Stoics, devotes the great bulk of his Meditations to what we might call the negative side of Stoicism—reminding himself in various ways that the things of the world do not matter and thus should not command our attention and should have no power to disconcert us. But there are two passages in the Meditations in which he explicitly takes up the question of what is worth our attention, and how a person who has fully internalised Stoic insights can, by attending to those things, find joy.

The first is at 3.2, where he notes that ‘if a man has a deeper feeling for and insight into the workings of the whole’ even the most common things in nature will have the capacity to bring joy—how grain grows, fruit ripens and decays, bread bakes, beasts feed, men and women age. These things, unnoticed and unappreciated by most, will call out to and inspire a person who is ‘truly attuned to nature and nature’s works.’

A second passage, at 8.26, is brief, and worth translating here in full:

It brings joy to a man to do a man’s true work. And a man’s true work is goodwill to his fellow man, disregard for the motions of the senses, scepticism about misleading impressions, and contemplation of the whole of nature and the things that happen according to nature.

One word in this paragraph is worth some attention— epitheôresis, which I have translated here as ‘contemplation’. This is a rare term in Greek, and one that Marcus Aurelius does not use elsewhere. It suggests more than mere observation, or even careful appreciation. There is also a connotation of desire and motivation, as emphasised by the play on the etymologically-unrelated verb epitheô which means ‘to rush at’ or ‘pursue’. On this reading, what brings joy is not merely passive contemplation or even comprehension, but engaged appreciation.

Friendship

Like much agent-centred thinking, Stoic thought can appear intrinsically self-regarding or selfish. And at one level it is. Focusing on the virtue and thriving of the actor leaves open the possibility that others can be seen as mere instruments through which the virtuous actor achieves eudaimonia. The Roman Stoics repeatedly emphasise the duty to play one’s appropriate role in the community and care for others, but it is not clear that this commitment flows from rather than acts as a hedge against the implications of Stoic thought. Moreover, if, as the Stoic realises, one’s own material circumstances—are not really worth worrying about, it is hard to see how other people’s material circumstances should provide any greater cause for concern.

I do not believe it possible to find within Stoicism any principle that definitively rules out selfishness or guarantees other-regarding behaviour. Eudaimonist thinking does not work like that. It is the case, however, that the understanding of Stoic virtue described above does offer some hedge against the potential selfish implications of Stoic thought.

If Stoic virtue as a techne and an episteme grounded in a certain attitude and aimed at a deep and satisfying appreciation of and connection to the beauty and order of our world, the virtuous Stoic will be driven to concern for and connection for others. This is because the best way to see the order and beauty is with the help of others and the best way to see feel connected to the whole is through connections with others. Stoicism may not require a sense of shared community responsibility; but it does call us strongly to it.

A desire to comprehend and appreciate the world motivates concern for others in several ways. Above all, learning is best done collectively. Not only do we need the insights of others to help us understand our world better, but our own experience and understanding is best achieved not in isolation but in shared conversation—dialectic. Socrates did not talk to himself. Second, learning calls for institutions and communities in which it can take place.

So, at the very least, our joyful Stoic physicist needs a lab, a library, colleagues, grad students, and above all a community in which they can be brought together and brought to bear in the effort to see better and rejoice in the order and beauty of the universe. And if he is thoughtful, he will thus cultivate and care for the community that supports this effort. More deeply, less instrumentally, and framed in terms of eudaimonia, perhaps the full flourishing of our nature as not just rational/knowledge-loving but also social/political animals calls on us not merely to see and appreciate the order and beauty of our world but also to engage in shared and mutually-supporting efforts to do so—and to structure our community life in ways that nurture that effort.

Recall also that the Stoic joy described here is not just a product of contemplating the universe as if it were a thing apart, but also feeling one’s place in it, one’s connection to the larger whole. Connections then—relationships, friendships, family, love—are themselves a way of sensing the whole. Caring for others joins us to the whole, conquers isolation and allows for reciprocal connection that can be felt as well as comprehended. Perhaps the true Stoic is thus driven to connection and concern for others. And this is especially true if what joins us to others is our shared effort to learn, teach and see. To Hamlet, Horatio was not just an ideal Stoic; he was an ideal friend. And he was first a school friend—a fellow learner.

Consider, finally, the vision of Stoic joy offered by Frost in his poem “The Star Splitter”. Near the beginning of the poem, Bradford McLaughlin gives up worrying about earthly things—represented by his farmhouse—which were bringing him little joy. Instead, he makes a dramatic, indeed Stoic, turn away from such matters—reframing his concern about the seeming-foolishness of his own conduct as ‘curiosity / About our place among the infinities’.

He burned his house down for the fire insurance

And spent the proceeds on a telescope

To satisfy a life-long curiosity

About our place among the infinities.

Nor does he satisfy his curiosity alone. Near the end of the poem, the narrator joins him:

I recollect a night of broken clouds

And underfoot snow melted down to ice,

And melting further in the wind to mud.

Bradford and I had out the telescope.

We spread our two legs as it spread its three,

Pointed our thoughts the way we pointed it,

And standing at our leisure till the day broke,

Said some of the best things we ever said.

In this vision, Stoic apatheia is not itself the goal, or even a first step, but rather a consequence. A lack of concern for inherently-indifferent things comes as result of having something better on our minds. Stoic thought is in this sense what Socrates called for in the Republic—a turning on of the soul, not a turning off. It is less renouncement than refocus, and thus leads not to apathy but engagement. It turns our attention to something which, if we can attune our minds to it, will not only reveal the meaningless things of the world to be beneath the concern of a human, but will also reveal in their stead a meaningul and truly human joy.


Part II: Living the Stoic Life


Falling into Stoicism
by Mark Leggett

‘Do not act as if you had ten thousand years to live. The inescapable is hanging over your head; while you have life in you, while you still can, make yourself good.’ - Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, 4.17 [trans. Hard].

I would like to tell you of an incident that occurred to me 16 years ago after which I ‘discovered’ some of the truths written about by the Stoics, truths which I only came to realise were ‘Stoic’ much later, having read about Stoic philosophy for the first time just last year.

I had walked and run in the hills all my adult life, but in 1998, I was new to winter mountaineering. I had decided to climb Ben Macdui, Britain’s second highest mountain in February. In contrast to Britain’s highest mountain, Ben Nevis, which is only a mile or so from the town of Fort William, Ben Macdui stands in the centre of a vast wilderness known as the Cairngorm Mountains. I started my hike from the car park at Linn of Dee near Braemar one Saturday afternoon and camped overnight at Derry Lodge, a disused hunting lodge set in a small pinewood. I was disappointed to find it was raining at this low level.

The next morning I rose and packed away my soggy tent and made my way through the trees and then through the open moor of Glen Derry, and soon I was above the snow line. Turning left, I climbed to the Hutchison Memorial Hut. A small shelter there was occupied and filled by a German tourist who had loads of kit spread over every surface; snowshoes, crampons, ice axe, walking poles, tent, sleeping bag, stove - he had everything. I chatted for a few minutes then carried on climbing up towards Loch Etchachan. The significance of this was that the German might have been the last person to see me alive.

The weather got steadily worse as I climbed with thick snow underfoot and high winds. It was bitterly cold. Loch Etchachan was frozen over and covered with snow. After many years hiking in the hills, I knew I was not a natural navigator, but I could use a map and compass. I followed the frozen stream bed that fed into Loch Etchachan until it petered out and then continued on a compass bearing for the summit.

As I climbed the mountain, the wind whipped the snow up into a fog until I was in a complete whiteout. A whiteout is similar to total darkness (an uncommon experience in our modern world where there is almost always some ambient light) only in a whiteout everything is white rather than black. The sky is white, the ground (covered in snow) is white, and everything in between is white. Wherever you look, it is white - no horizon, no features, just white. Without any contrast or graduation in tone for the brain to use to detect distance or form, one is effectively blind.

I kept to my compass bearing religiously and trudged blindly upwards. It took a while in the wind and snow carrying a heavy pack, but eventually, I was pleased to encounter the remains of a building (four low walls of dry stone half buried in the snow) that I remembered from previous ascents during the summer. I knew that this ruin was only a few hundred yards from the summit.

The summit was a wild and inhospitable place. The trig point was completely encrusted in horizontal windblown icicles. It was extremely cold and blowing a gale. I didn’t stay long; no leisurely munching of sandwiches and admiring the view on this day!

I turned round and started my descent. All I had to do was reverse my compass bearing until I found the top of the frozen stream, follow that down to the frozen loch and then I would be safe. Buoyed up by my successful navigation on the way up, and having timed my ascent so I knew approximately how long it would take to get back to the stream, I was confident I would be ok. However, it all hinged on finding the top of the frozen stream which started as a mere depression in the snow. I had not considered how difficult (i.e. impossible) it would be to find this in whiteout conditions. I descended until I was close to the point where I would have to turn, but I became confused because I seemed to be climbing a mild incline. I say ‘seemed to’ because, in the whiteout conditions, it was impossible to be sure. I only knew that my legs were telling me from the increased effort that I might be climbing, but apart from the compass in my hand, I could see nothing.

Then I fell forward into the whiteness.

At first I thought I might have tripped on a buried rock, or perhaps that there was a small hole or dip in the snow, but when I carried on falling, I knew what I had done. I had walked off the edge of the cliffs of Coire Sputan Dearg.

People asked me afterwards if I had fallen through a cornice of overhanging snow. Well, I didn’t: I simply walked off a cliff because I couldn’t see the edge. I only fell for a second or two before slamming into the steep cliff side, bouncing, falling and bouncing again. I had seen these cliffs in the summer, and I knew their height and steepness: I knew I was dead. This sounds dramatic, and obviously I didn’t die or I couldn’t be writing this, but at the time there was absolutely no doubt in my mind that I was about to die. It was not like being in front of a firing squad as the soldiers load their weapons, hoping for a last-minute reprieve. Rather, it was like being in front of a firing squad and hearing the command ‘FIRE!’ - a done deal, no way out, end of story.

‘Cease to hope…and you will cease to be afraid. Widely different though fear and hope may be, the two of them march together like a prisoner and the escort he is handcuffed to’ - Seneca, Letter 5

I am not a brave person, and several times in my life I have got myself into scrapes in the hills and scared myself witless. I don’t like taking risks and would even describe myself as a timid person. Rock climbing, for example, is not my thing: it is far too dangerous and scary. However, on this occasion, I felt no fear. I was looking death in the face and my only emotion was regret that it was all about to end. I believe that if I had fallen but ended up clinging to a cliff edge by my fingertips, with the possibility of survival or death, I would have been terrified. But because I thought death was inevitable I was not afraid.

‘Think of yourself as dead. You have lived your life. Now take what is left and live it properly.’ Meditations 7.56 [trans. Hays]

I bounced and somersaulted through the air several more times before finding myself spread-eagled on a steep snow slope. By amazing good fortune I had fallen in the one area where the cliffs are less steep. When I realised I was alive I felt tremendous relief and elation: my back was hurting, my face was damaged and I was alone halfway down a cliff in the Cairngorms miles away from anywhere, but I was alive. I could feel liquid running down my face. It was clear rather than bloody and I soon found I had no vision in my right eye. Maybe the eyeball had burst? No matter - I was alive! Hours later I found out that my eye was fine, but the right side of my face had swollen up, thereby clamping my eyelids shut so I could see nothing out of that eye.

I don’t know how far I had fallen or how close to death I actually was. I know people have died falling from smaller cliffs and that others have survived far greater drops. For me, the two relevant factors were the absolute certainty that I was about to die followed very quickly by the miracle of my survival.

I tried to climb back up the cliff but soon gave up as it was too steep and I had lost my ice axe in the fall. So I descended down to the valley - not easy on the steep terrain and icy snow with no axe and only one good eye. Lower down I floundered my way through deep snow to Glen Luibeg. Soon it got dark, and it took a long time for me to reach my car at Linn of Dee and to drive back to Braemar. There, after scaring the people in the village shop with my swollen and bruised face, I wound up in the police station where the village Bobby, who was also in the mountain rescue team, gave me a coffee and got the local G.P. to examine me. The doctor managed to pry my eyelids apart and it was then that I found that my right eye was intact. He suggested that I stay the night in Braemar and that he had another look at me in the morning.

When going to the hills alone I always leave details of my intended route with a friend or my parents and phone them when I am back in civilisation. So I went to the telephone box and called my friend and told her that I had a fall but that I was all right. I found a ridiculously cheap room in the local hotel and got some food. The room had a television which, at that time, I didn’t have at home, so it was a great treat to watch TV. I also had a bottle of whisky (not ideal given the danger of concussion but, then again, I was celebrating my survival). All in all, it was a very pleasant evening.

When I got home the next day my friend told me what a terrible evening she had had. I was perplexed and asked her to explain. She told me that she had been very worried and upset after hearing about my fall and it had ruined an evening she had planned with friends. In contrast, I - the supposed traumatised victim - had had a great time!

‘Do away with the idea and notion ‘I have been harmed’ and when you do that the harm itself is gone’ - Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 4.7.

My face healed quite quickly although my right eyelid still droops when I’m tired. My back took months to come right, but apart from that I survived the incident unscathed. Overall, it was a positive experience. I discovered that death is not necessarily a terrifying event but that it is the fear of death that is terrifying. By luck, on this occasion, my opinion of the events was coloured by the seeming inevitability of my death and then my lucky survival. On that day, I learnt that it is not external events that cause mental anguish but one’s attitude to those events - and that is something that is in one’s own control. If I had been badly injured or permanently disabled by my fall I admit I might have been left with a different outlook, but I think I would still have felt that overwhelming sense of joy when I discovered that I was not dead. It could so easily have been different.

Had I experienced fear or anguish I might have consequently had nightmares about falling and suffered post-traumatic stress. I might have never returned to the hills again. None of these occurred.

‘If you shall be afraid not because you must cease to live, but if you shall fear never to have begun to live according to nature - then you are a man worthy of the universe’ - Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 12.1.

Instead that trip was the start of a love affair with the Cairngorms. Since then I have spent many carefree days wandering the tops in summer and winter. I learnt to navigate with more precision even in a whiteout (by counting steps to estimate distance). Some of the happiest times of my life have been on Ben Macdui and the surrounding peaks. I met my wife in the hills and a shared love of mountains helped cement our relationship.

Of course, I have a healthy respect for the dangers of hill walking and running especially in the winter, and I definitely do not think that I’m invincible. In fact, I do often contemplate death when in the hills especially after seeing a friend collapse and die on a mountain despite the desperate attempts of myself and others to revive him. I try to remember, day to day, how fortunate I am to have survived my fall and that every day of my life since then has been a bonus. I hope that when I do eventually meet my death, I will be able to leave this world without fear or regret and without leaving behind too much hurt and pain. On that day on Ben Macdui I was doubly lucky; not only did I survive but I also learnt a valuable Stoic principle. This was not through prior knowledge of the philosophy or through personal wisdom but sheer serendipity. And it is:

‘It is not events that disturb people, it is their judgements concerning them. Death, for example, is nothing frightening…but the judgement that death is frightening, now that is something to be afraid of.’ Epictetus, Handbook §5 [trans. Dobbin].


Stoic Resilience in the Face of Illness
by Carmelo Di Maria

2015 did not begin well for me. The end of a relationship had caused me a lot of turmoil on the emotional front (many sleepless nights, crying, rumination, loss of appetite, chain smoking…you name it, really). The bright side of it, though, was that in an attempt to make sense of it all, I started devouring self-help books, especially those concerning relationships and the insecure attachment style (me) and narcissistic personality disorder (him). Fascinating reading, I tell you.

And it was in this frantic pursuit of enlightenment and self-improvement that I eventually landed on the shores of ancient Rome and got acquainted with the Stoics. I started reading a lot on their philosophy of life and it was music to my ears. For starters, I’ve always been a fan of Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (C.B.T.) and the idea that the Stoics could be considered the forerunners of this psychotherapy school made me immediately warm to them. In addition, I already used to stick on the fridge nice philosophical maxims, so their pocket-sized pearls of wisdom fitted the purpose beautifully. I also happened to love their pragmatism, the idea that you could do routine exercises - like the mantra-like repetition of maxims, the morning and evening meditations, the ‘view from above’ meditation, the praemeditatio malorum (‘meditation on adversities’), all with the aim of training your mind in a sort of mental fitness regime. Through their reflective meditations, you could practice being more mindful of your thoughts and emotions, reframing some aspects of reality, making sure that your actions fall in line with your values and above all that you have values in the first place and that they occupy a prominent place in your life. Ultimately, you could practice how to become a better person.

Personal development had always been a constant in my life (in fact, I had been struggling with self-esteem and an anger management problem for years) so in a sense the Stoics were speaking a language I could completely understand. While reading them, it was a question of nodding all the way. But there was one thing that for me represented a revolutionary new way of thinking, namely the idea that some of the things generally most valued in life actually have no intrinsic value. I refer to: money, health, reputation, and everything else that lies outside our sphere of control. These things fall under the category of ‘externals’, things deemed outside our control and therefore ‘indifferent’. What are instead of the utmost importance, the Stoics thought, are our thoughts, emotions and behaviours, or in a nutshell whatever is under our control and can lead us to live life according to virtue.

It was Stoic thinking on health, in particular its categorisation as an ‘indifferent’, which really stood out for me. Here was a philosophy which stated that if you’re suffering from ill health, it doesn’t really matter. Rather, it is your attitude that counts: ‘The thing that matters the most is not what you bear, but how you bear it’ (Seneca, On Providence, 2) or ‘Remember too on every occasion which leads thee to the present difficulty to apply this principle: not that this is a misfortune, but to bear it nobly is good fortune’ (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, 4.49). This was very refreshing and comforting to hear for a person who has two chronic conditions. In fact, it was more than just comforting. From feeling inferior and a somehow ‘lesser’ being when compared to healthy people, I began to see my value as a person reinstated and judged according to different standards: my resilience, my strength, my dignity and my ability to reframe things. I must say if I was yearning for a C.B.T. fix, the Stoics were providing me with one of epic proportions, taking the practice of ‘cognitive reframing’ to a whole new level. Money? Health? ‘That is nothing to me!’ This is how Epictetus invites his students to address aspects of life considered external or indifferent, he idea being that the only thing that matters is your character, or being the best you can be and being strong in the face of adversity. It may sound a bit of a radical statement at first, but you can clearly see its value, especially for somebody who is currently facing adversity. And, of course, further adversity may come. The Stoic practice of ‘praemeditatio malorum’, mentioned above, involves imagining something bad which may happen to you, with the twofold aim both of preparing psychologically for it (i.e., removing the element of shock and surprise that might otherwise overwhelm you, were that event - or something similar - actually to occur), and also of appreciating your current situation. There have been times when I have meditated on my health condition worsening, and in doing so have come to value more the good things I currently have. The ultimate meditation on future difficulties, of course, is the meditation on one’s own death, as embodied in the Stoic maxim to remember that ‘thou must die’ (encapsulated in Latin by the phrase ‘memento mori’). Gone is the taboo typical of modern societies which makes death morbid and scary. Instead, the Stoics encourage us to have a healthy, realistic acknowledgement of death as a part of life, as if life is a constant dying and that each day that goes by means getting closer and closer to death. And if you’re ever despairing about your health condition, or feel overwhelmed by a sense of injustice and anger, and are inclined to think ‘why me?’, the Stoics, on the back of their cosmopolitan view of the world and a sense of brotherhood in humankind, would be likely to reply: ‘Indeed, why not you?’

Another meditative practice which has helped me is the ‘view from above’, in which you imagine your place ‘from above’ in your society, the world and universe. This is yet another invitation to distance oneself from an egocentric view of the world and instead embrace one of a connected humankind. From the point of view of coping with a chronic condition, it is only by seeing this in the context of a big human melting pot that your pain becomes smaller and does not morph into suffering. It is only by looking at the big picture and considering yourself as an infinitesimal part of the universe, a tiny grain of sand, and viewing your difficulties as nothing compared to all the misfortune on the planet now and across the centuries, that you have any hope of minimising your suffering.

In short, it seems to me that people with chronic conditions would derive a lot of comfort and a renewed sense of pride by adhering to a Stoic philosophy of life and following its precepts. All you need to do is show resilience in crisis, acknowledge that some things like health are not under your control, but that your attitude towards them are, not cursing your lot and instead accepting it with equanimity and good grace (or, as Epictetus said, ‘don’t demand that things go as you will, but will that they happen as they do, and your life will go smoothly’ [Handbook, 8]), taking inspiration from role models, historical figures and contemporaries alike, who may have faced adversity with strength and dignity.

Much of the health literature points to how to manage your chronic condition, that is to say, how to cope with it, but highlights less frequently the strengths and qualities which can be derived from it (something one could refer to as ‘post-traumatic growth’). It is Stoicism that allows us to take this different stance. The only good in life is virtue, and you can be proud of yourself if you show courage, resilience and wisdom in the face of adversity. Indeed, if the Stoics place so much importance on the meditation of adversities and on the reflection of life’s transience, a chronic patient’s brush with mortality puts him in a position of advantage for carrying out both practices. The person with a chronic health condition can more easily contemplate a deterioration of her health, for example, or even meditate on death itself. Likewise, a person living with a chronic condition can more easily savour all the things in life which one can be grateful for. A rose smells nicer when you happen to have a more vivid sense of how transient life is. Furthermore, you come to know the wisdom of making every day count, as Seneca suggests in the following two quotes:

Show me that the good in life does not depend upon life’s length, but upon the use we make of it; also, that it is possible, or rather usual, for a man who has lived long to have lived too little (Seneca, Letter 49 - On the Shortness of Life).

Begin at once to live and count each separate day as a separate life (Seneca, Letter 101 - On the Futility of Planning Ahead).

For, if it is true that the Stoics remind us constantly ‘memento mori’ (‘remember that thou must die’), the inevitable corollary is a resounding ‘memento vivere’ (‘remember to live’).


On Epictetus and Post-Traumatic Stress
by Leonidas Konstantakos

I have told my sons that they are not under any circumstances to take part in massacres, and that the news of massacres of enemies is not to fill them with satisfaction or glee (Kurt Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse Five).

Writing this piece is one of the most personal things I’ve ever been asked to do, and perhaps one of the most difficult as well. When discussing Stoicism and its therapeutic effects on persons with post-traumatic stress, what could I add to the new Stoa that Donald Robertson hasn’t already covered with his Stoic cognitive behavioural therapy? Or to the work of Thomas Jarrett, who applies Stoic principles in his mental-health course, Warrior Resilience and Thriving, which helps instil ‘post-traumatic growth’ in our warriors so that they may move forward with their lives? Let alone to the heroic account of the Stoic fighter pilot James Stockdale, who underwent a brutal, Epictetan experience for years as a prisoner of war in Hanoi? I might, however, be able to participate in the Stoic dialectic by adding another first-hand account of one more former soldier who, lost and reaching out from the abyss, found a hand grabbing mine in that spiralling chasm of anger, despair, and grief. One more person who, in reading Epictetus, took the hand of a crippled and scarred former slave, a hand that slowly began pulling me out of the darkness.

I could not sleep well for years after the war. My relationships were ruined. I took night jobs. I was stone-faced and ‘unfeeling as a statue’ and yet would sometimes cry uncontrollably at scenes of injuries from explosions and gunshot wounds in documentaries. Not all gunshot wounds though - just the ones from an AK-47. Similarly affected, some of the soldiers I had served with had believed they found some vestige of respite in drugs and alcohol. I had a close comrade who, one night a few months after being kicked out of the Army for drug abuse, took too much of both. To say it was suicide would suggest some thought-out intention, an act of the will, an answer to Albert Camus’s only serious philosophical problem. Rather, it was one last random desperate act in a short post-war life full of random desperate acts.

Is there balm in Gilead? Is there philosophical life after post-traumatic stress from the war? Can the Stoics convince us that virtue is the only good? That vice is the only evil? That all else is indifferent? Even if that ‘all else’ means being burned, being maimed, seeing others mangled and torn? Their ears burned off and their eyes blinded by fire and explosives, staring vacantly, asking us if they ‘can go to sleep now’? Even if that ‘all else’ means children too charred to scream? Or the Iraqi woman, quietly hovering over her limp, mangled child, somehow impossibly still standing on her own shrapnel-shredded legs? Or that recurring memory of the ‘road-kill’ we used to run past that we realise is, in fact, the top half of someone’s head, blown a block away by the winds of war? Soldiers are tough and bold, and we make light of it all at the next meal, getting it out, seemingly unaware that there’s still someone else’s blood on our uniforms, our hands, underneath our fingernails. We forget for the moment.

If the intellect is convinced, and one accepts the doctrine of adiaphora (indifference of externals), and the mind is shown by reason that it is in the nature of animals like the ones we are to die, to be killed, and to burn like the flesh of any other mammal, that any piece of earthenware eventually breaks and returns to dust, then what do we make of those moments years later in the night when we wake up fighting for breath? Or when we are alone, staring at walls, when we remember how beautiful our comrades were in life, in all their rough edges and profanity and stubbly, dirty beards? The soul jerks and wrenches. When the thousandth memory surfaces, the sand in our mouths, the steaming sweat flowing from underneath the helmet and armour in those years in the relentless desert heat, those shrieking women’s voices in an unintelligible idiom in their grief or confusion, do we still hold the doctrine of the ancients to be true, or not? And if so, is it only possible to be understood by the rare phoenix that is the Stoic sage - that person of the rank of Socrates or Diogenes? Here, as recorded in Aulus Gellius, Epictetus shakes us awake, and pulls us away from the darkness of such thoughts:

Things seen by the mind, whereby the intellect of man is struck at the very first sight of anything which penetrates to the mind, are not subject to his will, nor to his control, but by virtue of a certain force of their own thrust themselves upon the attention of men; but the assents, whereby these same things seen by the mind are recognized, are subject to a man’s will, and fall under his control. Therefore, when some terrifying sound comes… or something else of the same sort happens, the mind of even the wise man cannot help but be disturbed, and shrink, and grow pale for a moment, not from any anticipation of some evil, but because of certain swift and unconsidered motions which forestall the action of the intellect and the reason (Gellius, 17.19 [Oldfather’s translation, slightly modified]).

As a slave, Epictetus had been crippled by a cruel master, and his many references to chains, swords, the rack, and scourging in his Discourses is a window to what his former life may have been like and what he had witnessed done to others. I doubt very much that he would not have been affected, at some level and early in life, with some semblance of what we moderns call post-traumatic stress. What he guides us with in these matters is this: for those of us grappling with these symptoms - hypervigilance, the first stirrings of grief, of anger - we might accept that we have them, perhaps ‘cannot help but be disturbed’ by them at first, and yet come to terms and realise that these impressions are not in themselves terrible. Nor must we necessarily accept that they represent something terrible. If, as the Stoics say, ‘the business of life is being a soldier’ and ‘life itself is warfare,’ then we can accept that we may now, and perhaps always, have these recurring thoughts and feelings of our formidable ‘sojourns in a foreign land’ that ‘thrust themselves’ upon our attention. The first Stoic, Zeno, with an admirably resilient dismissive attitude, calls these ‘lingering scars.’ Seneca even suggests they can be lessened over time. But what are they for a Stoic like Epictetus? Impressions. Impressions and nothing else. Not the impressions of something morally good, or morally bad, but merely impressions of past trauma. What did we expect to happen in life and war?

Life is chemistry: if we want to see what something is made of, we test it - we burn it, we stretch it, we crush it. For these brilliant philosophers, so it is with these impressions. And with enough time and practice, the soldier’s ‘winter training’ of doctrines attested by the warrior-emperor Marcus Aurelius, the slave-philosopher Epictetus, and Seneca (that household tutor of the brutal, unhinged Nero), we can yet start to see these memories and impressions as nothing more than bogeymen scurrying in the dark, with power only to scare children and fools. They need not make us irascible, bloodthirsty, unfeeling, miserable or cowardly. We mustn’t let them. For Epictetus, there is a way out of our post-traumatic abyss, and it begins by testing our thoughts and feelings:

Soon, however, our wise man does not give his assent, but rejects and repudiates them, and sees in them nothing to cause him fear. This is the difference between the mind of the fool and the mind of the wise man, that the fool thinks the cruel and harsh things seen by his mind, when it is first struck by them, actually to be what they appear, and likewise afterwards, just as though they really were formidable, and he confirms them by his own approval; whereas the wise man, when his color and expression have changed for a brief instant, but keeps the even tenor and strength of the opinion which he has always had about mental impressions of this kind, as things that do not deserve to be feared at all, but terrify only with a false face and a vain fear (Ibid).

We often choose to assent to these ‘cruel and harsh’ impressions. We allow ourselves to mistakenly believe that death is an evil; that injuries and pain are evils and comrades should not die. That something bad has happened when nature calls her elements back into herself - whether those elements are momentarily to be found in soldiers or children. To believe all this is unreasonable and, to keep with the ancient pantheism, impious. It is to fall in love with fantasies and externals; to fail to understand necessity and nature - our own and the world’s.

We can, however, accept that a certain type of animal, with a certain neurochemistry and disposition, may perhaps necessarily experience something of the sort after a traumatic event. We can, and perhaps will, shake, become pale, perhaps occasionally even weep. There is no shame in this when it is beyond our control. But we, as rational animals, can also do this without experiencing a violent passion, without assenting to the idea that something bad has happened to us. We need not identify with our impressions. The ancient Stoics show us that a rational animal can accept necessity, and to some extent comprehend the web of causality. We can grow past our once-painful experiences and become better people because, in themselves, these impressions are nothing of moral value. Whether we will or not is up to us.
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Autism and Stoicism
by Chris Peden

‘You are going to have to take some time off in eight months.’

That’s how my wife let me know that we were expecting our first child. I can tell you where she was standing, how her feet were positioned and how her face looked when she told me. It was one of those moments when time just stopped, and it is still one of the best days of my life.

But that joy turned into something else a few years later. My son was not speaking as soon as expected and was tied to very rigid routines and timetables that had to be met. We enrolled him in a special preschool programme to deal with the challenges. He was diagnosed with Asperger Syndrome, and later Autism. Our second son came along, and he too had trouble speaking, and had problems with his fine motor skills. Another son, another Autism diagnosis.

What is Autism?

So what does it mean to be autistic? The answer is really: it depends. Since Autism is a spectrum, it is hard to label certain people as autistic because their symptoms can vary. However, there are certain common characteristics that can be observed across the spectrum. In our sons, we have seen the following:

1) Rigidity in routines and expectations - Everything has to happen according to a certain schedule and under certain conditions. While this could extend to not being able to wear certain types of fabric, what we found is that we usually had to make sure we were home in time for a certain show to be on. I would have loved to be able to record shows back then.

2) Lack of sleep - Most autistic people do not produce enough melatonin, which is the chemical in the brain that helps you go to sleep. There were more than a few nights when we had to get up to comfort a child who woke up with a nightmare or simply could not sleep.

3) Sensitivity to stimuli - Restaurants and public places were problems because everything happening around them overloaded their senses, resulting in the flight or fight response, with them either running away or becoming aggressive.

4) Violent outbursts - The temper tantrums are legendary. We have had quite a few pieces of furniture broken, mattresses thrown down stairs and even a flooded basement due to a temper tantrum as a result of a small event that they could not process.

5) Bad days at school - The school system did the best they could, but sometimes the outburst led to calls home to come pick one of our children up, or drive them to school because all the activity on the bus overwhelmed their system.

Put all this together and you have a host of challenging situations. The hardest part for my wife and me has been the isolation. Taking the kids out for a normal outing to most places overwhelms their systems, and we end up either finding a quiet place where they can recover, or just decide not to go out at all. While it would be great to do what other families do on a daily basis without thinking about it, making sure they are safe and feeling secure has trumped everything we have done.

The question I get most is: ‘How do you handle all of this?’ For a while, I didn’t really have a solution myself, and would be spending almost every day frustrated and disgusted with life, cursing that life could do something so unfair not only to our kids but to me and my wife as well. Why us? How do we keep going?

Stoicism

Somehow, I came across Stoicism online. The more I read, the more intrigued I became about the practices and how they could help me. I started to read more, and developed an appreciation for Stoicism. Now, I had always thought Stoics were unemotional robots who spent their lives not feeling anything. They almost seemed like they had developed a detachment from any feeling whatsoever, and had suppressed any emotion they had. I thought: that’s what I need to help me deal with everything happening. Not feel any emotion at all. Simply put: I could not have been more wrong. The more I read, the more I found out that Stoics are not the dour persons they have been represented to be, but they changed their focus to eliminating holding onto negative emotions. They do feel emotions; they just don’t let them rule their lives. And they aren’t withdrawn from life, but actively engaged in it.

How the Practices Helped

How did I use what I learnt? There are a few practices that were very helpful to me as I moved along my journey. The first of these was to train my perception to avoid labelling events themselves as good or bad. As Marcus Aurelius said: ‘Choose not to be harmed and you won’t feel harmed. Don’t feel harmed and you haven’t been’ (Meditations, 4.7). It is easy to feel as though your autistic children are fighting with you when they are having their temper tantrums, or refuse to do the simplest task they have been assigned, or even go into a restaurant for a fun family event. However, when you open up your perception to see what is really going on, you stop labelling their behaviour as ‘bad’ and actually see they are overwhelmed or even scared. Once that happens, you are able to deal with the situation as it is, and are no longer spending time on what you think the situation ‘should’ be like. Another way this practice has helped is in dealing with the judgements and comments of other people. There will always be people who will say something rude about your child, or how you are raising them. By choosing not to be harmed by what they say, you take away their power to make you do what they want, which is react and show that they are the superior person. In addition, when someone offers a constructive comment, you can judge how applicable it is to your situation without thinking they are saying something about you personally.

The second habit that helped in dealing with our situation was ‘practicing misfortune’, or aiming to bear difficult events with the good qualities that could rise to the occasion. We have had several things that have happened that were the ‘worst thing that could have happened’. However, when it was all over, we were still standing and were able to move on to the next event in our lives. In this way, we ‘practiced’ misfortune, taking the obstacles which difficult events forced upon as as more ‘grist for the mill’. Indeed, there have been a few times when we got a phone call about something one of the kids did that put us into panic mode, which made us wonder how we were going to survive it. However, after the problem was solved, the situation wasn’t as bad as the initial feeling made it out to be. It really has helped us realise that by experiencing the thing that makes you scared, you find out that what happens is not as traumatic as you had thought it was going to be.

Lastly, keeping in mind that everything is ephemeral is very helpful. Marcus Aurelius said:

Run down the list of those who felt intense anger at something: the most famous, the most unfortunate, the most hated, the most whatever: Where are they all now? Smoke, dust, legend…or not even a legend. Think of all the examples. And how trivial are the things we want so passionately. (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 12.27).

The struggles that we are going through are not going to last forever. They will pass. This is harder in the new world of social media, where it is easy to get jealous of people posting online their vacation photos, as well as pictures of what seems to be a ‘perfect life’. But what would happen if we were to have those same things? The vacations end. The house gets dirty. The car gets dinged. Everyone has trouble with their kids. Getting jealous of the achievements of others does nothing to bring peace to your life. We need to set our own goals based on what really would make us happy in our own life, work hard to get it, but most of all enjoy the journey that comes with the pursuit.

I consider myself a Catholic Stoic. I follow, and believe in, what I learnt about my Catholic faith. But learning about Stoicism has given me a perspective on life that has allowed me to look beyond what is happening in the here and now to see the deeper meaning in what is occurring. By stepping back and seeing things as they actually are, I am able to see the beauty in life, the joy in the struggles, and, also, to move one step closer to God.


How to Set Stoic Goals
by Rob Thompson

For many years I was fixated with developing and setting goals, along with creating detailed plans to try to achieve them. If you’re a planner and a goal setter like me, then you’ll be familiar with the desire to set a goal or three for the year, and then sub-goals for each month. You may even decide to break these down into weekly and daily objectives and targets. Perhaps you’ve used paper to do this, or something a little more sophisticated such as a piece of software or a website. Personally, I would try to figure out what action steps to take each week and each day, and then focus my time around achieving these. A good day was measured against being able to tick off all of my predefined goals and a bad day was the opposite. Unfortunately, it never, ever worked out this neatly. Each day brought with it lots of unexpected events which had to be dealt with and addressed. I’m guessing that you are familiar with this story and also with the frustrations that it leads to.

I’ve been learning a different way of working over the last few years, especially since I’ve become interested in Stoicism. It’s a fundamental departure into a much more free-flowing way of being. In doing this I’ve identified two principal ideas:

1. If you set a goal which is related to the desire to improve, then this isn’t necessarily consistent with you being particularly happy or content.

2. You don’t actually need to have goals. For a long time I thought that goals were important but trust me when I say that they’re not.

I’m going to assume that at this point some people won’t agree with the stance I’m taking. So to illustrate my points I’ll run through a typical ‘goal-filled’ day:

I wake up and have a goal to exercise for a fixed period of time. On some days, I hit my goal and allow myself to feel good as I drive to work. If I woke later than planned and didn’t hit my exercise goal, I drove to work feeling bad. Once in my car, I have a goal to get to my job by a certain time and achieving this depends on traffic conditions, weather and a whole host of other events outside of my control. At work, goal achievement links to every activity that I’m involved in, the majority of which depends on other people doing what they have promised. After work, I go to the supermarket with the goal of buying everything on my shopping list but sometimes not everything I want is in stock. Throughout the whole day I try to walk far and long enough to hit a 10,000 step goal, but perhaps I can’t as it’s raining or I’m stuck in a meeting. I try to get eight hours sleep but maybe I have insomnia. In other words, I’m attempting to hit a goal even when I’m not conscious! During my evening meditation, I reflect back and decide if the day was a success or not, and my areas for improvement revolve around the question: did I meet all of my goals or not? You can guess the answer.

Let us pose a different kind of question: what would happen if we gave up on goals? Could you still be a success and what would a life without rigid goals be like?

It’s important to realise that we tend to think goals are necessary to achieve something, but, in reality, they’re not. I believe it all depends on your definition of what a goal is. Goals, for me, are something which have a desired outcome, but why is that outcome the only suitable outcome? There are countless acceptable and probably better outcomes, and by focusing on just one we limit ourselves. Goals are set and defined with the information we have available at the time. We don’t have much data or information about what will happen in the future as we begin to work on them. Goals are invented by us and revolve around some made-up scenario concerning how we want the future to unfold. But when you take a step back and pause you’ll realise that in truth they’re not accurate. Nobody can completely forecast, foresee or manipulate the future, so developing goals is an impractical, hopeless activity. Without any specific goals you have to figure out what success means for you, and then ask if this explanation is satisfactory or not. There seems to be little point in pursuing a goal, if and when you get there, you discover that it wasn’t actually what you wanted in the first place.

What does success look like?

I’ve realised that there are lots of ways of deciding what success looks like without goals. For example, if you want to run a marathon in less than 4 hours and cross the finish line in 3:59 you can say you were successful. Or you could say you were successful if you completed a marathon with the time being irrelevant. Or success could be that you tried to complete a marathon, regardless of whether you finish or not. In all these scenarios you’ve tried your best, and whatever happens, you can decide that you’ve succeeded. Of course, you can also decide that you have failed too. But what more can you do than your best? Nothing. And you should celebrate this effort because it’s justified. If success for you is setting a goal and then achieving it, despite what life throws at you, then prepare yourself to deal with negative feelings if you don’t perform to your desired level. On the other hand, if success is about doing your best, then you will never fail, and you can be pleased with what you have done. By adopting this approach, you are then well-equipped to deal with the necessary uncertainty of life.

The Stoic Reserve Clause

‘A good traveller has no fixed plans, and is not intent on arriving’ - Lao Tzu

Goals, therefore, are attempts to deal with the discomfort of uncertainty. I would argue, however, that you should try to embrace this uncertainty instead and be happier in the process, knowing that the type of goal which could allow for this would be genuinely transforming. This is where Stoicism comes in. The Stoic, when setting goals, acknowledges the existence of uncertainty. Indeed, a Stoic goal, in order to be considered Stoic, needs to contain a ‘reserve clause’. As Seneca puts it:

The Sage does not change his decision, if everything remains entirely what it was when he took it… Elsewhere, however, he undertakes everything “with a reserve clause”… in his most steadfast decisions, he allows for uncertain events.[4]

The safest policy is rarely to tempt Fortune, though to keep her always in mind and to trust her in nothing. Thus: “I shall sail unless something happens”; and “I shall become praetor unless something prevents me”, and “My business will be successful unless something interferes”. That is why we say that nothing happens to a wise man against his expectations. (Seneca, On the Tranquillity of the Soul 13.2).

Similarly, Marcus Aurelius writes:

Try to move men by persuasion; yet act against their will if the principles of justice so direct. But if someone uses force to obstruct you, then take a different line; resign yourself without anxiety, and turn the obstacle into an opportunity for the exercise of some other virtue. Your attempt was always subject to reservations, remember; you were not aiming at the impossible. At what, then? Simply at making the attempt itself. In this you succeeded; and with that the object of your existence is attained (Marcus, Aurelius, Meditations 6.50).

The ‘reserve clause’ Seneca refers to isn’t about a passive acceptance of events, or being a doormat to others. It’s about accepting the reality of life and making a decision to keep on going, whatever happens. For example, prominent Stoics, such as Marcus Aurelius were courageous, resolute, and involved in political and public life. I’m sure they were considered to be a nuisance as they were true to their values (or virtues). They weren’t afraid to exhibit these to guide their behaviours and relationships with others.

So, in some respects, the reserve clause gives you a sense of purpose. It requires that as you progress through the day you are mindful of what is in your control. By doing this, your actions and activities are guided accordingly. Simply ask: is this incident or situation outside of my control? If the answer is yes, then acknowledge this. Once established as a sure habit, the reserve clause prepares us to adapt to life’s uncertainties when needed. It also allows Stoics to reconcile action in the external world with an attitude of acceptance towards events. Put simply, it’s a matter of saying for each intention, ‘I will do my best to achieve such-and-such, as long as nothing prevents me’ (or words to that effect). Visualise the many things which could possibly go wrong, then practice a mindset of deliberate detachment and tolerance toward them. Realise that if the only thing that really matters is that you do your best and an intention to act wisely and virtuously. Do what you must; let happen what may. This outlook on life makes the ability to adapt - or respond - to events part of the goal itself. In this way, aspiration is mixed with realism, but this realism is not negative: we are far more likely to achieve our goal if we are prepared to adapt to changing circumstances. The rigid goal is far more likely to fail.

For example, there’s no point worrying about the past or the distant future, although of course we can learn from the past and prepare for the future. What’s beyond remedy is beyond regret. Stoics focus on acting with virtue in the here and now, insofar as that is within their sphere of control, from moment to moment. You could incorporate this attitude of Stoic acceptance into your daily meditations, reminding yourself to accept the fact that it’s too late to change the past, and that the future may always turn out against your plans.

Setting Stoic Goals

Some goal setting techniques and routines are more flexible than others, but nothing is as flexible as not having any rigid goal in the first place. If you can define success in ways that do not depend on only achieving such and such an outcome, but rather a success which embodies flexibility, then, as you go about your work, you will have choices. There is no one way of making this work, but it goes a something like this:

There are shades of grey and different stages and phases of success. As you now have the ‘reserve clause’ in mind, learn to accept that you have made an effort and that this is more important than criticising yourself for not reaching a predetermined end goal. Once you do this, then you can wake every day and feel a sense of gratitude. Then ask yourself, ‘what do I feel like doing today?’ At this point, there are no constraints to what you should or shouldn’t do, but asking the question is important. The idea is that you start working on an activity you’re excited about and more importantly have fun doing it. Is that activity you’re engaged in a goal? Of course, in some ways it is, but realise that it is not fixed and there is no set plan. The point is that the destination doesn’t matter as much as the process and the journey you take.

What the ‘reserve clause’ tries to make us see is that it is a mistake to focus on results instead of the journey that achieves those results. Some simple rules are: the more time you spend in the journey itself, the more beneficial the results become. The more time you spend focused on the results, the more negative the results. As time passes, you might shift as you go depending on the flow of ideas, working with others who might have ideas you didn’t anticipate, on things that occur along the way. You couldn’t have predicted these things when you got started, so you have to adapt. No plan can predict all this, and no goal would be entirely adequate to the task. Like Marcus Aurelius, we can turn obstacles into opportunities for exercising different qualities. Each time we set out on our Stoic goal, we know that there will be twists and turns, no definite or certain outcome and that how we respond to these is part of the process of working towards something and part of the fun. You might even completely change your approach if something new comes up or if a new opportunity presents itself. You let go of your idea of what you had in mind to do today or what today was going to be about all because these ideas of what should or shouldn’t be are lightly held. The reserve clause is not just about being able to deal with negative occurrences well, but rather by implication it is about being able to use positive - although unexpected - occurrences advantageously.

No destination or goal matters if they are all good since each step along the way becomes the destination and is exactly where you should be. Goals are an immense misapprehension that our society believes in, but you can learn to be flexible instead of rigid. You can learn to be good at change and uncertainty instead of fearing it or worrying about it. And you can try your best while acknowledging what is outside of your control so in reality there is no failure. When we fixate on achieving a future outcome, we are not looking at where we are nor are we deciding to be happy with where we are. Worst of all, when we have a rigid future-oriented mindset, the never-ending rigid goal-setting doesn’t end if or when we achieve the goal. Once one goal is achieved, we then immediately look to the next goal, and the next and the next. How exhausting! Always remember that the journey is all, and the end point is beside the point. The Stoic reserve clause allows us to remember this and, when kept in mind, naturally softens the rigid goal maker into someone who values adapting, altering course where it is right to do so, who thrives on the ups and downs of the journey.

Moving Forward With Confidence

So what are the implications of the Stoic reserve clause after you have decided to drop rigid and inflexible goals? I found that the main and most immediate benefit is an increase in confidence. For when you define a certain degree of achievement which must be met at all costs, if you don’t reach this, then the result is that you will feel very disheartened. You will almost certainly incorrectly perceive yourself as a failure. Remember that this is your choice and you alone have made this. You have decided that the definition of success has been set at a certain level. Although this seems to be a reasonable thing to do, it could have severe emotional consequences. For example, the demand you place on yourself to hit this level of excellence may be too great, as would the feelings you have if you fail to meet it. Instead, think for a moment about the alternative path you can take in life. Why not define excellence as doing your best, regardless of the ultimate outcome? By doing this, you cannot fail to achieve success. Of course, you may still feel a degree of disappointment, but you can take pride that you were virtuous and say to yourself that this was your best effort. By doing this then you’ll be in a better place emotionally.

If we break down the typical thought process and examine it in more detail we can say that, in general, confidence is created by considering two questions:

1. What do I want to achieve?

2. How well am I able to do this?

The perceived gap between the two answers then generates a mental rating on how confident you are in achieving your goal. How do you grow your confidence? You have two possible options: the first option is to improve your actual ability to do an activity. The other option is to persuade yourself that you can achieve the activity, even if you know that in reality you cannot.

Without using the idea of the Stoic reserve clause, the vast majority of people will pick one of the two options and try to move forward with it. But by careful application of the reserve clause, your confidence becomes grounded in the knowledge and your understanding in an alternative reality. You make a conscious choice to try as well as you can to reach a certain level of effort while always conceding that you are capable of dealing with the effects of not attaining a pre-defined goal. In other words, your confidence is founded on a belief in your ability to give your best effort. By deciding to do this then you are in full control, you begin to see that your life has infinite opportunities, and you are more than capable of dealing with any consequences. Now, along the way, you may make some errors and mistakes. And perhaps on occasion, your journey and process will have the occasional inadvertent hiccup. But it’s critical to accept the principle that you are doing your best, which is all you can do. Realise also that doing your best is not the same as achieving the best: the two don’t always follow.

In summary, by considering and harnessing the concept of the Stoic reserve clause, you will not only increase the quality of your life but also you will drastically boost the likelihood of being happier and successful in all of your endeavours. Good luck.
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The Stoic Formula for a Happy, Meaningful Life
by William Irvine

Call your mother!

This is the Stoic formula for a happy, meaningful life:

X = the number of days you have left to live

For most people, most of the time, the value of X is unknown. The important thing to keep in mind is that whatever its value may be, it is finite.

Living with this formula in mind might sound depressing, but the Stoics knew that doing so could prevent them from wasting the time they had left to them. Should you spend today having a stupid argument with a co-worker or relative? If you keep in mind that your days are numbered, you will realise that doing so would be a waste of a precious resource.

Here, I would like to introduce another, related formula:

X = the number of times you will do something in the remainder of your life

The activity in question might be something trivial, like playing hopscotch. I suspect that my X-value for this activity is 0. The activity might also be something poetical, like catching a snowflake on your tongue; something unpleasant, like paying your taxes; or something delightful, like having dinner with close friends. No matter what the activity, the value of X will be finite. This is because we have finite time remaining to us, and the things we do all take time.

One logical consequence of the above formula is that for every activity we do, there will be a last time we do it. This fact recently came to mind when my lawn mower, which had been in a long state of decline, finally died. As I drove to a hardware store to get its replacement, it dawned on me that this would likely be the last time in my life that I bought a lawn mower. Now, my previous mower lasted twenty years. If the mower I was buying lasted that long, I would be in my eighties when it died. Would I still be living in a house with a lawn then? If I were, would I still be mowing it myself, or would I be paying someone else to do it? And indeed, would I even ‘outlive’ the mower I was buying? Would it watch my decline, and on some summer day in the future wonder whatever became of ‘the mowing man’?

When I shared these thoughts with friends, some of them spontaneously emitted the ‘Awwww’ sound of sympathy. It was, they believed, a dark thought for me to be having and a sign that I needed cheering up. But no cheering up was necessary. For a Stoic, the realisation that you might be doing something for the last time is a profoundly life-affirming thought to have. Indeed, the Stoics do not advise us to dwell on the fact that we might be doing something for the last time. What they recommend is that while we are doing an activity, we allow ourselves to have a flickering thought that this could conceivably be the last time we do it—that for this activity, our X=0. By having this thought, we increase our chances of becoming fully engaged in the activity instead of merely sleepwalking through it, as is so often the case.

Along these lines, it is one thing to kiss someone you love when you think that the kiss can be repeated at will. It is quite another to kiss that person when you do so in the knowledge that it will be—or even might be—the last time you kiss them. And so there is another important thing to realise about the above formula: you probably have it in your power to turn X into X+1! You need only go out of your way to do something one extra time. At this very moment, there are X more times you will kiss the person you love. But if, as the result of reading this, you go give him or her a kiss that you otherwise wouldn’t have given, you will increase this number to X+1. And chances are you will have fun doing it!

Is your mother still alive? Then realise that you will talk to her only X more times in the course of your life. The exact value of X is unknown, but do realise that it is necessarily a finite number: either your death or hers will end the possibility of conversations. But you have it in your power to increase the value of X to X+1: all you need to do is pick up a phone and give her a call! And while you have her on the line, why not ask to speak to your father too?


Stoicism for Passionate People
by Lindsay Varnum

I cry when I’m ecstatically happy. I cry when a friend or family member or sometimes even a stranger cries. I cry when I’m angry or when something’s not fair. I cry at orchestra concerts. I occasionally cry at museums if I’m seeing a work of art for the first time that touches me deeply. I have cried more than once in the middle of sex just because I was having such a good time.

It seems I’ve always been this way. My father’s nickname for me was Little Feist. My constant crying as an infant and violent temper tantrums as a young child were scary and overwhelming for my mother, who just wanted to make it all stop. Luckily for her, my more tranquil and easy-going siblings soon came along, providing her with amiable distraction from her first child’s baffling intensity. If my strong emotional reactions were difficult for my mother to deal with, they were much more so for me. Even as a young child I was able to perceive that I was more sensitive than most people. Unfortunately, I only saw the negative aspects of this and how it made me a challenge for my family, teachers and peers. It wasn’t until I was in my thirties that I started to see the positive side of being passionate. As a child I didn’t want to be seen as the difficult, oversensitive one and these strong emotions scared me, making me feel out of control. I spent all of my childhood and young adulthood at best trying to hide my emotions and at worst suppressing them entirely.

In my thirties within a short period of time came a series of life changes that made it impossible for me to continue dealing with my emotions in the same way I always had. My father died young and unexpectedly, I experienced a crisis of faith, divorced, left my religious community and suffered a failed business and large financial loss. I wanted to handle all of this with strength and dignity. I kept getting up in the morning and going through the motions of daily life. I could still laugh and give hugs and dance, so I thought I was doing ok. But then I would find myself in public places like the grocery store with tears streaming down my face for no apparent reason. I was not doing ok.

I discovered Stoicism and started practicing it because I wanted to silence the compulsive negative thoughts that were making me feel increasingly worse about myself. That was the emergency situation that had to be handled immediately. Once that was under control and I was feeling less anxious and depressed, I realised that in Stoicism I had found a methodical way to work on character development and to live my values again. When I was a member of a strict religious faith, I had been used to studying the scriptures every day and tracking my personal spiritual growth. Studying Stoicism, self-monitoring and practicing meditation came easily to me after a lifetime of religious practice and helped somewhat fill the void left when I stopped practicing religion.

I started learning about Stoicism less than six months ago and by no means do I have an extensive grasp of it. However, I can share my experience with Stoic practice and how it has helped me so far. One of the many positive effects Stoicism has had on my life is that it has helped me become an even more passionate person.

I know that sounds like crazy talk. But before you dismiss this assertion, let me explain the three ways I believe that Stoicism can help the passionate person flourish. In this context, I define the ‘passionate person’ as one who is highly sensitive and experiences intense emotion.

1. Practicing Stoicism frees us from fear of our emotions.

Somehow in my childhood, I internalised the belief that my emotions were bad and could be inconvenient to the people I cared about or lead to sinful behaviour. As I feared my emotions, I practiced Stoicism with a small ‘s’ by hiding or suppressing them. I needed to discard this belief, and then replace it with the belief that my emotions are a positive part of who I am as long as they don’t keep me from living my values. Before discovering Stoicism, I felt constant guilt and fear about how my emotions could affect others. All of that melted away once I really believed that I am responsible only for what I control and that does not include other people’s feelings. Furthermore, I know that, through the Stoic practice of creating distance between my feelings and myself, I can moderate extreme emotions that could potentially send me out of control. I can nip unwanted anger in the bud and pull myself out of a paralysing sadness. I can bring down into reality the unrealistic, over-exuberant flashes of ‘genius’ that come to me in moments of outrageous happiness. It’s one thing to wake up one morning and say to yourself, ‘Ok, from now on, my feelings do not control me, I control them. Ta-da!’ and an entirely different thing to actually have a system in place that makes it possible for you to do that. Stoic practice has provided that system for me. Experiencing intense emotions and expressing them with considerably less fear and guilt is new to me, and, for now at least, it feels healthy and liberating.

2. Stoicism makes us more spontaneous.

We all feel drawn to people who are open, natural and uninhibited. Spontaneous people are easier to trust and more fun to be around than those who appear to be hiding their true feelings or pretending to be something they’re not. Extremely sensitive people, in our constant efforts to avoid getting hurt, may sometimes come across as inhibited or closed. We tend to be oversensitive to criticism and the opinions of others. When I learnt about Stoicism and Cognitive Behavioural Therapy, the first damaging belief I tackled was the idea that other people’s opinions of me were of vital importance. That seriously harmful and joy-robbing belief had to go. There were many people, including most of my friends and family, who were critical of me when I divorced and left my religious community. With effort, I have been able to stop caring so much about what others think. I now find myself relatively free of the nagging fear of the opinion of others and the social anxiety that kept me from being natural and relaxed in social situations is gone.

When I was experiencing an identity crisis after divorcing and leaving my religious faith, I was suddenly a stranger to myself. This made me constantly second guess throughout the day everything I thought, said, and did. It was crazy-making and conducive to anything but spontaneity! Now I have a set time every morning to study and ponder the principles I want to live by, as well as inspire myself to live wisely throughout the day. I reserve judgement on how well I’ve done until night time when I review the day’s events. This setting aside of specific times for contemplation and Stoic meditation has effectively eliminated exhausting and pointless rumination from my life. Now I am free to dance in the moment! Living in the moment helps me enjoy my passionate nature.

3. Practicing Stoicism helps us to become more humble and teachable.

Identifying too closely with our emotions and feelings and taking them too seriously shrinks our world and makes us more likely to be self-absorbed. It can be especially hard for passionate people not to get caught up in our emotions at the expense of other more important things, like cultivating virtue. When our feelings are stronger than other people’s, we can easily develop the mistaken belief that our feelings are more important than other people’s. Instead, Stoicism trains us to become detached observers of our emotions, and the space that is thereby created between our feelings and who we really are is magical. All kinds of marvellous things can happen there. The Stoics want us to use that space to insert reason first and foremost so that we make wiser choices, but we can also bring in a sense of humour toward ourselves. It is that space that allows us to attain the perspective in which we recognise our place in the cosmos. It is in that space that we can become wise, humble and open to change if we choose to do so.

Maybe at some point in life I will tire of being sensitive, mercurial, intense and otherwise passionate. For now, I would like to see how life plays out when I am the most sincere and transparent version possible of myself. I like to think that I can maintain these qualities I’ve had since childhood and at the same time cultivate virtue; that the one does not preclude the other. I like to believe that passion and eudaimonia are not mutually exclusive. I feel like it is too early in my experiment to draw any definite conclusions, but so far, so good.


Incendiary
by Zachary G. Augustine

The soul carries within itself the seed of everything, that is honourable, and this seed is stirred to growth by advice, as a spark that is fanned by a gentle breeze develops its natural fire (Seneca, Letters 94.29).

A fire burns inside all things. This inner fire - your soul - is the energy you expend every day. It’s nothing mystical, nothing more than time that must be spent. You can choose to spend it this way or that. But you have a limited amount. So you better spend it correctly. All action necessarily stems from this finiteness of life. And sometime soon, that flame with flicker and die.

This is the same fire that is inside all natural things. Energy flowing from one thing to another, never destroyed. Not that the plants or the cows think like you and I, rather what I mean is that we are all connected. That these natural bodies quickly pass from one form to another. That the form you now inhabit - the physical structure of your body - is but a moment of stability before inevitable collapse. You must prepare yourself for this. Rather than bemoan that life has a limit, disdain your impulse to moan. Don’t despise your flesh for its limits but, rather, the self-imposed limits you have already placed on your mind. You already intuitively know that the prisoner ignorant of his position is most hopeless. It’s time that you stopped merely knowing this and started believing it yourself. So that you can begin to act upon it. That is: you already have this small flame inside of yourself. But knowing this, why do you still waste it?

Just as a lack of air will cause a flame to wither, so too will a strong gust extinguish it entirely. Too little change is as dangerous as too much. So too like any challenge that you may face. Choose challenges that are always of an appropriate difficulty so as to encourage your growth, and not to leave you discouraged. This, however, is dependent on choice. A choice you make inside of yourself. If you do not make it, any challenge will seem impossible. Instead, you must choose to redefine a barrier as a hurdle. A choice to accept that progress will be slow, but it is always cumulative. A choice to be satisfied with clear judgement, justified belief and action - alone.

You have to assemble your life yourself - action by action. And be satisfied if each one achieves its goal, as far as it can. No one can keep that from happening.

—But there are external obstacles…

Not to behaving with justice, self-control and good sense.

—Well, but perhaps to some more concrete action.

But if you accept the obstacle and work with what you’re given, an alternative will present itself - another piece of what you’re trying to assemble. Action by action. (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 8.32)

Action is not merely the building block of your life, it is the mortar, too. The first actions are difficult and have a comparatively small impact. But they are absolutely essential to what is to come. The actions that follow are much easier and do much more than the earlier ones, but they are predicated on the earlier actions nonetheless. This is the logical structure of habit, a pyramid built on its own foundation; action reinforcing action.

Even the most blazing fire is built from the bottom up, so to speak. A single spark ignites kindling. Then individual twigs and leaves are added to burn bright and quick. Only then can smaller branches be added. But even at this point, the fire will only last a few minutes. The delicate initial flame must be protected yet also be given space to grow. It must be given fuel - and not just anything, but fuel appropriate to it. Then, and only then, will real logs catch - and they’ll burn for hours and hours. It’s much easier to keep something going than it is to start anew. Even after you go to sleep at night and wake up in the morning fog, the coals will still be hot enough. They will be able to reignite easily, and burn just as bright as the original. It is easier to get started the second time. And even when those descendent fires burn out, countless others will be born from their ashes.

Looking at their cold, dark ash, you may say that the flame is gone. But the fire remains.[5]
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Loser!
by Erik Wiegardt

What are you supposed to do when Nature made you one way, but the world wants you to be another? The guy who said, ‘Follow your bliss’, Joseph Campbell, had a cushy career as a professor at a private university, lots of fame and fortune from his lectures and books and a beautiful and accomplished wife. But what do you do when you follow your bliss and get nothing? Indeed, what are you supposed to do when the world begs for accountants, computer whiz-kids, engineers, nurses and doctors, and you have no talent for any of these jobs? What are you supposed to do when your natural abilities lead you to exactly those things the world doesn’t want and you’re revolted by those occupations that it does? Are you supposed to keep trying time and time again to fit your round peg into the world’s square hole—like some certifiably insane person? Are you supposed to accept your fate, bitter though it may be, and live a life of mediocrity with ‘Loser’ tattooed across your forehead?

Epictetus said that if I tried to do any work for which I had no talent, then I would do a lousy job of it and not have any time left over to do what I could do well. Oh goody—another follow-your-bliss endorsement. That’s great if fate showers you with good fortune, but what if it doesn’t? Well, maybe it would be better to be a mediocre accountant, living a life of quiet desperation, as Thoreau said, than to be an excellent Tiddly-winks player always unemployed and a burden to society and your family because you can’t make a living, and so you turn to alcohol or even stronger drugs just to feel good about yourself for a few minutes before returning to a life of poverty and shame? What are you supposed to do?

What can you do when you’re caught between a rock and a hard place? Really, there’s only one good solution: be a Stoic. The world always needs Stoics. Why? Because anyone who is able to shoulder his or her responsibilities and maintain a noble character regardless of their station in life is a joy and a credit to the human race. So: be a Stoic. Ignis aurum probat (gold is tempered by fire): the refining fire of adversity will only make the gold of your character shine all the brighter. Ignis aurum probat. If you are doing the best that you can to take care of your corner of the world, no matter how large or small, you will acquire another kind of greatness.

Marcus Aurelius, Caesar, Roman Emperor of the world, didn’t like his job either. It wearied and depressed him. He didn’t like treacherous backstabbers and sycophants, and he didn’t like the cruelty of warfare, and yet he lived in the midst of palace intrigue and on foreign battlefields for years on end, most of his life. He wanted to be a Stoic philosopher, not an Emperor, but he could only fit in the consolations of philosophy for a moment here and a moment there. He used these moments to write his Meditations. No doubt, there were times when he didn’t think he was very good at being an Emperor, but in fact, he was. His Stoicism guided his actions, and his naturally kind heart made him one of the five great Roman emperors of history. To us Stoics, he was the greatest of them all.

Be a Stoic. A noble character will make it possible for you to excel in life regardless of the position fate has for you. Even if your talents are mediocre, even if you never know fame or fortune, even if some days it takes everything you’ve got just to put one foot in front of the other, when you’re a Stoic you are the best that you can be, and there is no higher calling. More than anything else in the world today we need Stoics. The day you become a Stoic you stop being a loser. I guarantee it.


Reflections of a Practising Buddhist on Stoicism
by Garry Bannister

If I were not a Buddhist, I would most likely be a Stoic. There are huge similarities between Modern Stoic philosophy and Western Buddhist teachings. Amidst these, there are three that I would like to examine in this essay. Firstly, the mutual belief in our innate ability to produce our own personal happiness. Like Buddhists, Stoics believe that happiness is not about the acquisition of assets such as money, celebrity or social position but by developing what we, in Buddhism, might call ‘skilful means’. In Stoic philosophy this same understanding is seen as learning how to develop the pertinent qualities that are essential for a human life; the development of ‘The Virtues’ such as wisdom, courage, justice and self-control. Secondly, that all sentient beings are naturally beings who care for one another and who want to know and acquire better understanding in order to create a better world. This, in Buddhist terms, is known as ‘basic goodness’ or our ‘Buddha nature’. Stoics would more probably refer to this phenomenon as a natural propensity to help others; an innate altruism which is common to all human and animal life. Like modern Western Buddhist practice, Stoics are encouraged to get involved in family life, in social and political activities and to understand that we are, all of us, members of one human family; we are all brothers and sisters wherever we are or whomever we may be. This then brings me to the third similarity that I would also briefly like to explore which is, in a sense, also part of the first two. Stoicism and Buddhism are both holistic philosophies that are intensely engaged in living life authentically and by so doing, seeking to provide a deep sense of morality and purpose. The feeling of purpose is, for both, rooted in an acceptance of a universal unity that leads to a profound experience of personal fulfilment. This fundamental principle has always been one of the driving forces behind Buddhism and the Stoic worldview. And here again, Stoicism is, in my opinion, extremely close to another important aspect of Buddhist teachings; the teachings in regard to ‘oneness’ and ‘non-separation’, or in more modern philosophical terminology, to the teachings of ‘non-duality’. Like Buddhists, Stoics, in their own particular way, avow the importance of mind, affirming that the natural world around us is permeated by a providential principle of rationality and reason which give shape and form to an intelligible universe. This understanding generates a system of beliefs that informs our attitudes and desires in the most positive, beneficial and constructive way. Although these similarities are indeed significant, the differences are also quite considerable and perhaps even fundamental; reaching to the very core of both philosophies. And even if both philosophies may very well be looking for a ‘universal grammar’ of life; a transformational grammar that would guide individuals towards an inner wisdom in regard to both their actions and intent, we nonetheless find that, whereas in the macro universe of Stoicism two and two are usually equal to four, in the quantum world of Buddhism, this is rarely the case. Precisely what I mean by this shall become clear later.

Before expanding on these similarities and differences, I wish to explain clearly that the editor has asked me to write an account of my own personal Buddhist journey of 30 years in relation to what I have read and understood about Modern Stoicism. I must also admit that I have only a nodding acquaintance with some of the principal themes of Modern Stoicism; only what I have gleaned from a very limited number of source-texts, academic publications and recently organised seminars (in fact, it was the first volume of this journal that first attracted my attention to many aspects of Stoic philosophy and which immediately inspired me to read Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius again). Therefore, what I write is not in any way, shape or form a case of orthodox Western Buddhist teachings being compared to Stoicism but rather a few meagre offerings from one very idiosyncratic Buddhist practitioner.

Let us take the first point of similarity, the belief in our innate ability to produce our own happiness. The overall similarity becomes clear from the following. As soon as the Buddha, Siddhartha, sits under the Bodhi tree in order to attain enlightenment, it is said that the devil, Mara, who in reality represents the unruly inclinations of the human mind, brings before him his daughters. At first, they try to seduce him and then, when this fails, attempt to induce fear and terror in the Buddha. But Siddhartha remains completely unperturbed and free of his passions - both the lustful passions of desire and also any experience of revulsion, or the passions of aversion. Now if we look at this tale in the light of what Epictetus tells us, we quickly discover that when the prokoptôn, or the person making progress in the Stoic way, embarks upon developing ‘The Virtues’, that person will, we are told, consequently bring about his or her own eudaimonia or happiness. Like most Ancient Greek words, the word, eudaimonia, has a more differentiated meaning than its English equivalent. Eudaimonia in its original Greek meaning is happiness as in a form of a ‘flourishing of life’. It is a happiness that has within its constituent parts ‘ataraxia’ - imperturbability, ‘apatheia’ - freedom from passion or aversion and ‘eupatheiai’ - good feelings. So these aspects of the desired Stoic ‘eudaimonia’ are akin to an ‘enlightened state’, not unlike the state we see embodied by Siddhartha towards the daughters of Mara where he shows both imperturbability (‘ataraxia’) and freedom from passions (‘apatheia’) leading subsequently to ‘eupatheiai’ or, in Buddhist terms, Nirvana. It is quite clear that so far there is complete concurrence here with Buddhist thinking: both state that happiness comes from within.

But the metaphysical context of this view in each philosophy is different, most notably in the issue of mortality. When Stoics speak of our inability to change certain things because they are ‘outside our power’ to do so, one of these things includes death. In other words, there are many things that cannot be changed or influenced such as the fact that we are all going to die, that we, as conscious beings, will cease to exist, and this is outside of our control and so must be accepted as such, if we are to proceed wisely focussing our energies and attention on those things in our lives that can be changed. For Stoics, this philosophy is about life now, at this very moment, and living each moment in the wisest and most positive way. However, in my own personal Buddhist understanding there is no such thing as death. Death, illness, the world itself are all part of the mind - an illusion. So what then is real? Only experience is real. The experience of pain, joy, the physical world, the world of forms is very real, but its actual essence is empty and devoid of any real substance. This is a significant difference between the two philosophies which has far-reaching consequences as Buddhism interprets the observable material world as a manifestation of mind rather than ‘a-thing-in-itself’. This Buddhist belief brings with it the understanding that there is nothing outside of awareness and consciousness. So, in philosophical terms, if Buddhism might be placed closer to the solipsism of George Berkley, Stoics would most probably be nearer to the worldview of John Locke.[6]

Turning to our second point of comparison, our innate concern for others. One of the central themes in Stoicism both yesterday and today is the idea that every human being has a spark of the Divine logos within and, therefore, it stands to reason that any well-informed Stoic should treat all others as brothers and sisters, caring for them with a deep sense of compassion, although this may not always be the easiest thing to achieve. As Marcus Aurelius writes:

Remember, every morning, that before that day is out, you will meet with some interfering, unappreciative and obnoxious individual, with some spiteful or nasty lout. Remember that their perversity comes from an ignorance of what is right and what is wrong, and that since I happen to understand the natural beauty of good actions and the deformity of ugly ones; I must also be aware that this troublesome person is part of my family as our minds arise from the same Deity (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 2.1 [my translation]).

This thinking clearly aligns itself with the Buddhist thought that negative passions can only arise where there are ignorance and confusion, similar to clouds obscuring the sunlight of our basic goodness. In Stoic terms, a truly wise person could never wish to inflict pain and suffering upon another, for to do so would indicate clearly an absence of wisdom, the keystone virtue that all Stoics aspire to. However, Marcus Aurelius goes even further and observes also that no one can harm us anyway because only our own personal choices can do that. He continues his reflection above as follows:

… since no man can do real harm to me because no man can make me behave wrongly; I cannot therefore hate or be annoyed with someone of my own nature and family. We are all made to help one another, just like the various parts of the body must work together on behalf of the whole. Thus it follows that conflict and antagonism are completely unnatural.

Here Aurelius clarifies through his own personal observation a very rational and holistic view of the universe, and, as an example, he points to the unity of being, purpose and functioning of the human body to illustrate this observation. Equanimity is thus maintained in the face of whatever ‘obnoxious individual… or nasty lout’ may come his way. This wisdom allows Aurelius to cultivate an interpersonal ‘detachment’ between himself and whatever unpleasantness he may encounter during the day. In Buddhism equanimity is also maintained by the realisation that nobody and nothing upsets us but that it is we ourselves who cause any of the upset that we experience. For example, if I put your hat on a bench and someone sits on it, I can laugh or cry about it, or become angry, sad or indifferent… the choice is always mine to make. But then the question arises: can such ‘detachment’ lead to an aloofness or reserve in our intimacy with others? Can our compassion for others suffer because of it and can our commitment to others be diminished by it? How does the Stoic approach differ from the Buddhist one in this regard?

Over the past few years some heated discussions have taken place concerning interpersonal ‘detachment’, and what form this should take in Modern Stoicism. Professor Gill addresses the issue head on in a paper on Stoicism[7] where he raises the concerns of scholars such as Richard Sorabji and Martha Nussbaum who consider that Stoic detachment might possibly hinder a fuller and more loving commitment to others due to a distancing of oneself or a remaining, to some extent, aloof from others. In Stoic terms, Professor Gill answers this criticism by pointing to the Stoic claim that we should seek involvement and sustained interaction both with those in our personal spheres and with those in public or global communities. He points to the Stoic understanding that we are all brothers and sisters with one shared humanity and that Stoics have always maintained that there is an innate desire in humans and animals to look after and care for others. Whilst this view, taken generally, has some key similarities with Buddhism (I mentioned above the belief that all have an innate ‘Buddha nature’, and that this can be cultivated), a notable difference with my Buddhist approach emerges here also. ‘Non-attachment’ in Buddhist terms is the realisation that there is in fact no ‘other’ - ‘oneness’ is ‘non-separation’ and so ‘non-attachment’ is our ability to let go entirely of any concept of duality, i.e., the mistaken idea that there is an ‘us’ and a ‘them’, a ‘me’ and a ‘what is not me’. We have seen this realisation emerge recently, albeit in a rather cloaked fashion, with popular protest slogans such as: ‘Je suis Charlie… Je suis Muslim… Je suis Juif…,’ etc. This solidarity-phenomenon is now appearing spontaneously across the globe after major tragedies or any major acts of unethical aggression. People instinctively feel today that they are one brotherhood and as Shakespeare’s Shylock put it so well: ‘If you prick us, do we not bleed? If you tickle us, do we not laugh? If you poison us, do we not die?’ This human unity of our nature and being is very clearly emphasised and understood by the Stoics, but unlike Buddhism, there is a recognised separation inherent in Stoic teaching - a ‘me’ and a ‘not-me’. In Stoicism the world is populated by individuals working together to achieve a mutual happiness or flourishing, whereas in Buddhism there is no self, merely habituations, and there are no individuals, simply a deluded conscious awareness misguided by a misleading world of perceptions.[8] So when a Stoic speaks about ‘interpersonal detachment’ - it makes little sense to a Buddhist like me as there is nothing to be detached from, except perhaps, our deluded perceptions. The central teaching in regard to ‘non-attachment’ in Buddhism is compassion, and pure compassion is ultimate wisdom.

Thirdly, from what I have read on Stoicism, our belief-systems also enjoy other similarities. If Buddhism is, as the Dalai Lama suggests ‘a science of mind’, then Stoicism is every inch a science of mind. Modern Stoicism is an uncompromising investigation into the workings and the relationships of mind with the world. Both philosophies also construct their beliefs, not from sacred texts, but from negotiable beliefs that have been wrought and derived out of human experience. Texts are, of course, consulted in both Buddhist and Stoic debates but are not the dogmatic glue of either philosophy. In the case of Buddhism, the differing traditions have a wide variety of texts according to their specific lineages and, as for the Stoics, they gather together their various strands of thought from a wide variety of sources that have been developed through wise and intelligent observations in all areas of human activity from the writings of Emperors to the deliberations of modern psychologists. But, for both, it is within the mind itself that all heaven and hell are created and reside. One very telling text from Marcus Aurelius explains clearly this central understanding in Stoic reasoning which I’m sure Modern Stoicism would also endorse. In this particular passage, Marcus Aurelius is observing how people are generally inclined to go off somewhere, to a different place far away; to a retreat or off to the coast in order to relax and find some peace. But in the text Aurelius wisely observes:

… this is altogether unphilosophical, when it is possible for you to retreat into yourself at any time you want. There is nowhere that a person can find a more peaceful and trouble-free retreat than in his own mind, especially if he has within himself the kind of thoughts that let him dip into them and so at once gain complete ease of mind; and by ease of mind, I mean nothing but having one’s own mind in good order (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 4.3).

If this excellent translation does not implicitly imply that we should seek solutions within ourselves, then Marcus Aurelius again emphasises his point by recommending that we all should constantly give ourselves time-out for an inner personal retreat that can renew and replenish our lives. And indeed, Aurelius is right: we are frequently inclined to think that if only we could manage to go somewhere else, or to acquire some particular item then we would achieve true contentment but my Buddhist practice has shown me over the years the exact opposite, i.e., that Nirvana is not achieved by the acquisition of anything material but rather by the removal of that which obscures and creates confusion. Both philosophies are a science of mind and of how the mind can become a source of happiness.

So finally, I would like to finish by gathering these three quintessential differences between Modern Stoicism and Western Buddhism into one key observation that, to my mind, precipitates a fundamental dichotomy in our two paths; namely the fact that Stoicism is ultimately a materialistic philosophy, whereas Buddhism is not. In order to clarify this observation, I shall draw upon the Buddhist tradition of Koans or ‘crazy wisdom tales,’ which are short, paradoxical stories aiming to direct the listener to the ultimate nature of reality in ways that transcend conceptual or logical thought. I have no doubt there is a good reason why such a tradition is not to be found in Stoicism.

Hui-Neng was totally illiterate and looked after himself and his elderly mother by collecting and selling firewood.[9] One day Hui-Neng was going about his business when he heard some verses being recited from the Diamond Sutra.[10] He was so impressed by this that he immediately went to the monastery of the 5th Patriarch, Hung-Jen. Hung-Jen took Hui-Neng into his monastery to do only menial tasks. Eventually, however, it was time to choose a new Patriarch. Shen-Hsui was the most intellectually brilliant of all the monks in the Monastery, and so he composed a poem to prove that he was worthy of the position:

The Body is the Bodhi tree,

The mind - a mirror bright;

Take care to keep it dust-free,

So it may reflect the light.

Shen-Hsui’s verse, like Marcus Aurelius in his Meditations, urges us to maintain clarity in our thinking and a constant vigilance in regard to our behaviour, for only then shall we cultivate and maintain a mind that is ‘in good order’. Nonetheless, Hui-Neng was not greatly impressed by this and so he decided to compose his own poem:

In truth there is no Bodhi tree,

No mirror on a stand,

There’s nothing there but emptiness,

No place for dust to land.

After reciting this poem, Hui-Neng was installed as the 6th Patriarch, but he had to flee for his life from the other monks. Buddhist practice is not about dealing with life: it is life. Its aim is to reflect the true nature of the mind and its reality which is, in Buddhist terms, absolute emptiness.

Therefore, may I conclude this short essay by commending all my Stoic friends whose philosophy in worldly terms offers, for all those who practise it correctly, clarity of mind, an ordered and purposeful life, but most importantly of all a deep inner eudaimonia or happiness that cannot and will not be frustrated by the ‘slings and arrows of outrageous fortune’. I am firmly convinced that it is those who follow such a resourceful philosophy who will, in the end, achieve their personal dreams and aspirations by accessing their own maximum inner potential… fearlessly, wisely and of course, with good temperance. It is undoubtedly people with such a mindset as that championed by the Stoics, who will become the best captains of industry, the most honest politicians, the wisest in this material world while alas, I and my Buddhist friends will be still up a mountain somewhere in Tibet, watching our village being ransacked by hostile invaders. But, I suppose, that is why I am a Buddhist and not a Stoic.


Part III: Stoicism and Society


The Stoic Love of Community
by Matt Van Natta

Did you know that the Stoic view of humanity is one of love, compassion, and concern? It is. However, if you missed this fact, I wouldn’t be surprised. The common conception of the ‘stoic’ individual doesn’t immediately bring to mind an enthusiastic and engaged community member. Even as Stoicism has surged in popularity, much of the conversation has remained focused on the philosophy’s ‘psychological tool kit’ without going on to address the wider Stoic view of the world. This is unfortunate. Stoic psychology is a powerful system that can build mindfulness and resilience into its practitioners. Such inner strength is helpful for everyone, but it becomes admirable when applied to the real problems of the world. One of my favourite descriptions of Stoicism well lived comes from Seneca. He writes:

No school has more goodness and gentleness; none has more love for human beings, nor more attention to the common good. The goal which it assigns to us is to be useful, to help others, and to take care, not only of ourselves, but of everyone in general and of each one in particular (Seneca, On Clemency 3.3).

What a vibrant description! The philosophy to which Seneca had devoted himself did not encourage detachment. The Stoicism he had learnt and lived was deeply engaged with the world. It was, and continues to be, a philosophy of community. Its goal is to bring the best out of Stoics so they, in turn, can give their best to the people around them. These community-embracing Stoics are not the aloof men and women of popular conception. They are the friends, neighbours, and citizens who take up the hard work of life because they are not concerned with the obstacles in their way.

As an example of this community focus, let’s look at the Stoic concept of ‘oikeiôsis’. A lot of meaning is packed into that Ancient Greek term which makes it difficult to translate, but words like affinity, affiliation, and endearment cover many of its facets (it literally means ‘the process of making something a part of one’s home, or ‘oikos’). Stoicism claims that humans have a natural affinity for one another. This natural affection begins as love of the self, but quickly grows to encompass our caregivers and close family. In the Stoic view, the wise will work to expand this endearment until it covers each and every person. The clearest example of this is given by Hierocles, a Stoic contemporary of Marcus Aurelius. Hierocles spoke of a series of expanding circles. The first circle is our individual self, the next is our family, then our local community, our nation, and lastly the whole of humanity. As we grow our Stoic oikeiôsis, we are required to bring people from the outer circles into nearer ones. We challenge our perception of humankind until we can say that all people are our sisters and brothers. The expected outcome is that, in all of our actions, we will consider the needs of others as equal to our own.

Stoicism interacts with the outmost circle, the whole of humankind, through the lens of cosmopolitanism. The ancient Stoics referred to themselves as citizens of the world. To them, all the barriers to human cooperation, whether political, economic, or social were irrational constructs. At our human best, we are capable of working with anyone because, as Marcus Aurelius reminds himself, ‘…we were born into this world to work together like the feet, hands, eyelids, or upper and lower rows of teeth’ (Meditations 2.1). This body-focused imagery is found throughout Stoic teaching. Humans are treated as part of a single organism, wherein our individual selves are best served by taking into account everyone’s needs. Epictetus actually combines the concept of citizenship with this body imagery:

What then does the character of a citizen promise? To hold nothing as profitable to himself; to deliberate about nothing as if he were detached from the community, but to act as the hand or foot would do, if they had reason and understood the constitution of nature, for they would never put themselves in motion nor desire anything, otherwise than with reference to the whole. (Epictetus Discourses 2.10).

This outlook explains why so many ancient Stoics were bold political animals, a boldness facilitated by other aspects of the philosophy they practised. Did they separate events into what they could and could not control? Yes. Did they consider the actions of others and the happenings of life as indifferent to their purpose? Again, yes. How, then, did they use the freedom they found through disregarding the external obstacles of life? Stoic freedom was fuel for brave actions taken in the name of what was just. Indeed, Marcus Aurelius said: ‘Let your impulse to act and your action have as their goal the service of the human community, because that, for you, is in conformity with your nature’ (Meditations 9.31). What does it mean for us, as modern Stoics, to serve the human community? I do not believe there is any one clear answer. The world is complex, and we all inhabit unique spaces and have individual strengths and shortcomings. Some of us may have the wherewithal to engage in higher level politics. Some of us may be interested in making our neighbourhood school a better place. Personally, I try to serve my community during disasters large and small through the Red Cross. I’m guessing that all of us are aware of inequities and imperfections worth addressing in our communities. As Stoics, we have the fortitude to act courageously on behalf of others. We should use that strength.

Of course, modern politics seems to be built on division and strife. Even something as simple as improving a local park is guaranteed to rile up passions and conflict. How are we supposed to go out and fight for justice while remaining our serene Stoic selves? By practicing Stoicism! In particular, we can use the Stoic reserve clause to maintain our tranquillity during long-term projects. The reserve clause is the Stoic habit of saying that we will do this or that, ‘fate permitting’. It’s a constant reminder that our actions are up to us, but the outcomes are outside of our control. As Seneca says: ‘In short, the wise man looks to the purpose of all actions, not their consequences; beginnings are in our power but Fortune judges the outcome, and I do not grant her a verdict upon me’ (Letters, 14). This is an outlook that encourages Stoics to think big. Does something in your neighbourhood need to change? Go change it. Will you succeed? Who knows? Do your best work and be satisfied in doing it. ‘Don’t wait for Plato’s Republic! Rather, be content if one tiny thing makes some progress, and reflect on the fact that what results from this tiny thing is no tiny thing at all!’ (Meditations, 9.29).

Stoicism is community focused. Stoic mental practices were developed to free us to thrive in the face of the world as it is. The freedom we gain, in turn, allows us to act with conviction. We may not all change the world, but we can each find our one tiny thing. Many people, doing many tiny things, can add up to something big. Even if it doesn’t, at least we were able to practice our Stoicism. That in itself is worth doing.


Stoicism and the Environment
by Christopher Gill

Introduction

Can Stoic ethical ideas help us respond more effectively to the current environmental crisis, especially global warming, which seems to be largely a product of human action? This suggestion might seem implausible at first sight. The ancient Stoics had no experience of a crisis of this kind; so we cannot refer to their own discussions in the way we can on other topics. However, there are several Stoic ideas we can draw on to inform and deepen our own response to this crisis. My focus is on the ethical framework we should use for this purpose, rather than on the specific practical measures we can take, and on our response as individuals, rather than on government action. But I assume that the ethical framework we apply can help us to determine the specific measures we should take and that our response as individuals underlies what we urge governments to do on our behalf.

Of special value for this purpose is the Stoic ideal of the brotherhood of humankind, and the Stoic beliefs that human beings form an integral part of nature as a whole and that human ethical life should consist in part in bringing our life into harmony with nature. However, to show how these ideas can be useful for this purpose, we need to put them in their context in Stoic ethics. Also, there are some more general features of Stoic ethics that are potentially valuable in this connection.

Thinking about environmentalism in terms of virtue and happiness

The Stoic ethical framework, as in most other ancient philosophical theories, and some modern ones, is couched in terms of virtue and happiness (or ‘flourishing’, eudaimonia); it also gives a central place to development, conceived as a life-long process. The contemporary moral dilemmas generated by the environmental crisis are often formulated in terms of the question of where our duty lies or whom (or what) we should benefit above all. Does our duty lie above all in doing what is best for our present way of life (our comfort and convenience and that of our families and businesses, as these currently function)? Or should our overriding duty be to the environment, or the planet, or future generations - actually not much in the future now that the signs of global warming are already obvious? Alternatively, should we benefit ourselves, our families and our businesses by continuing to act in our habitual way or should we modify our lifestyles in ways that will benefit humanity more generally, as well as other animals (now and in the future), by helping to reduce damage to the environment we all share?

However, an alternative (and perhaps compatible) way of framing the dilemma is in terms of virtue and happiness. Arguably, we should see the exercise of the virtues (analysed by the Stoics as subdivisions of wisdom, courage, self-control and justice) as including actions designed to minimise damage to the environment. This involves some extension to the normal way we think about the virtues, since we tend to think about them in terms of our relationship to other human beings. However, the environment crisis has a direct effect on other human beings and on ourselves: global warming carries the threat of massive disruption to existing modes of human life and resources and, in the longer term, to the maintenance of human life at all on earth. So this is a natural extension to the way we should think about what virtuous action involves.

What is the advantage of reflecting on this question in terms of virtue and happiness? One powerful reason for doing is that it can help to promote the motivation to act in an environmentally responsible way and to do so consistently. According to a number of ancient and modern ethical approaches, our happiness or flourishing, as moral agents or human beings, depends on developing and exercising the virtues. Stoicism holds this view in the strongest possible form, maintaining that happiness, or the best human life, consists in developing and exercising the virtues. Things other than virtue, such as health, property and a stable family life, while naturally pursued by human beings, are not integral to our happiness in the same way. So, if we accept that virtuous action includes acting in an environmentally responsible way, we will come to see such action as contributing to our happiness and the best human life. We will not see our situation as one in which we are forced to choose between acting in a way that promotes our own happiness and acting in a way that minimises harm to the environment or which benefits future generations of human beings. This is one advantage of adopting a virtue-ethics approach to this question, and especially of adopting in this context the Stoic view of the relationship between virtue and happiness.

The relevance of the Stoic theory of development

Stoic thinking on virtue and happiness is closely linked with a well worked-out theory of development (understood as ‘appropriation’ or ‘familiarisation’, oikeiōsis). The Stoics set the bar for virtue, and thus happiness, very high, while still maintaining that all human beings are fundamentally capable of carrying out the developmental process that leads to virtue and happiness. Hence, in Stoic theory, ethical development is seen not just as a phase of human life (a normal part of growing up) but as a potentially life-long process. Put differently, ethical life (or just life, properly lived) is an on-going project of aspiration towards virtue and happiness.

How is the Stoic view of ethical development relevant to the question of how we should respond to the environmental crisis? There are several relevant features. One is that, if we accept Stoic ideas about human psychology (though these have often been challenged in ancient and modern times), ethical development carries with it a progressive transformation of emotions and desires. By contrast with Platonic and Aristotelian thinking (and with comparable strands in modern thought), human psychology is seen as functioning in a unified or holistic way, so that changes in belief affect emotions and desires directly without the need for a distinct process of habituation of non-rational parts. On this view, changing our beliefs about what constitutes virtue and happiness brings with it a unified motivational response that shapes our actions directly. Hence, coming to believe that virtuous action (and the happy life) involves acting in an environmentally responsible way carries with it motivational change, which feeds directly into the actions we take.

A second relevant feature of Stoic thinking about development is this. Stoic theory presents the movement towards achieving virtue and happiness as highly demanding (one we are unlikely ever to complete), while stressing that all human beings are fundamentally capable of developing in this way. Also, according to Stoicism, determining the specific actions in which virtue is properly expressed is not straightforward and is not subject to codified, exception-free rules or laws. Rather, a progressive movement towards gaining a better understanding of virtue forms an integral part of the process of ethical development. These features of Stoic thinking are also potentially relevant to our response to the environmental crisis. Although it is sometimes suggested that this crisis can be somehow managed in a relatively effortless way by technological progress, this seems to me largely wishful thinking. It seems much more likely that an effective response to this crisis will involve all of us in substantial changes in lifestyle, affecting how we travel (and how much), how we heat our houses (and how much), what we eat (and how much), and a great deal more. The Stoic view of ethical development as, on the one hand, demanding in its aspirations, and, on the other, requiring us to work out for ourselves the specific actions that virtue involves, thus offers a good general framework for an effective response to the environmental crisis.

The brotherhood of humankind

The Stoic theory of development also provides the framework for the two ideas which are potentially most useful for this question: the idea of the brotherhood of humankind and the belief that nature as a whole provides a moral standard. One of the two principal strands in ethical development is a social one, which takes its start from what Stoics see as a primary animal instinct (parallel to the instinct for self-preservation), namely the desire to benefit others of our kind. The clearest illustration of this instinct is parental love for offspring, which is shared by human and non-human animals. During human development, this is transformed into a more rational and structured pattern of motivation, with two main outcomes. One is reasoned engagement in family and community life, and the other is coming to recognise that all human beings are our brothers or sisters, or our fellow-citizens, in so far as they share this in-built capacity for rational ethical development. These two outcomes are not mutually exclusive (though we need to work out carefully the proper relationship between them). Rather, our commitment to our family and community is conceived as one aspect of the fellowship we have with humanity as a whole.

This idea is potentially valuable for us now as we reflect on the ethical challenges posed by global warming and related environmental problems. On the one hand, it makes good sense for us to work out strategies which can help to maintain the viability of our own families, communities and businesses (although the way these operate may need quite substantial modification, as already noted). On the other hand, our planning needs to take into account of the global nature of the problem, and of the fact that decisions taken in any one context have serious implications for others. Also, and crucially, we need to recognise that human beings as such have a legitimate claim on our ethical concern, and not simply those human beings that fall within the current boundaries of our family, community or nation. Otherwise, appeals to act in an environmentally responsible way for the sake of humanity as a whole or for future generations will have little hold on us. Of course, adopting this view is highly demanding, and it still requires us to work out with care the specific actions with follow from it. But, as already stressed, these points are in any case fully recognised by the Stoic ethical framework; and taking effective action in this respect depends on our making ethical progress in general, including gaining a better understanding of what virtue and happiness involve.

Taking nature as a whole as an ethical norm

The second Stoic idea that has special value in this connection is that nature as a whole constitutes an ethical norm for human beings. ‘Naturalism’, in some sense, is a prevalent feature of ancient ethical thought. Aristotle, for instance, in a famous passage (Nicomachean Ethics 1.7), argues that, to understand what constitutes happiness (eudaimonia), it is useful to reflect on what is distinctive of human beings, so that we can define more exactly what counts as human happiness. However, the Stoics go further in this direction than Aristotle, claiming that, in reflecting on virtue and happiness, we should see ourselves not just as part of the human species but of the natural universe as a whole. They also maintain that the natural universe embodies characteristics which we should take as exemplary for our own lives and that we should work towards bringing ourselves into line with these features.

Determining just what the Stoics mean by these claims is not easy and has been much debated by scholars. I offer a possible interpretation, which is designed to show how these ideas can contribute to our efforts to respond properly to the environmental crisis. I think that the Stoics see nature as a whole as exhibiting two main characteristics which are also expressed in human life, at its best. One is order, rationality and structure, and the other is providential care. The Stoics think that nature as a whole embodies order, rationality and structure. They see this as manifested most clearly in the regular patterns of nature (the movements of the planets, cycle of seasons and so on), and in the seamless web of causes and effects that operates throughout the universe. Stoics also see order, rationality and structure as properties of human life at its best. These properties are expressed, for instance, in the virtues (seen by the Stoics as a coherent, interconnected set of qualities) and in the ordered structure of human life and happiness when these are consistently based on the virtues. The Stoics also believe that nature as a whole embodies providential care; this is manifested, for instance, in the fact that certain component parts of nature (human and non-human animals) are instinctively inclined to preserve their own lives and to care for their offspring. The distinctively other-benefiting motives that are characteristic of fully developed human beings (including ethical concern for human beings as such) are seen as an extension of the providential care that is in-built in nature as a whole. Ethical development thus enables human beings to embody features that are characteristic of nature as a whole, and also to form a better understanding of those features and to use them as models for shaping their own lives and actions.

These are quite complex ideas and they may seem alien or unconvincing to us today. People may feel that the Stoic view of nature is not compatible with the modern scientific world-view - though that is a large question that would need separate consideration. However, it is worthwhile reflecting on these Stoic ideas to see how much of them we can accept and how far they help us to address the environmental crisis. In the first instance, it is useful to be reminded that human beings form an integral part of nature, even though we often act in the modern world as if we were somehow separate from nature or as if we relate to nature only as its master. It is also helpful to be confronted with the idea that nature as a whole should figure as part of our moral horizon and that morality is not just a matter of our relationship to other human beings. But the potential value of these Stoic ideas may go further, even if we have reservations about the credibility of the Stoic world-view. For instance, we may see the force of the idea that providential care for others is in-built in nature, as manifested, for instance, in the animal (and human) instinct to care for one’s offspring. And we may also accept the idea that ethical development, in its social strand, results in the expression of providential care for others (those who share our lives and also human beings more generally), and that this is an extension of a more general feature of nature. Indeed, we may also take this idea rather further than the Stoics themselves did, though in a direction consistent with their thinking. We may see the exercise of providential care by human beings as something that should be appropriately extended to nature as a whole, taking into account our special natural capacities for rationality, social organisation and technological skill. Regarding the environmental crisis, we have a special reason for doing so since our exercise of providential care is a matter of trying to repair the damage that we have done to the natural environment, above all in generating global warming by human action.

Similarly, we may feel able to accept the Stoic view that virtue and the happiness that depends on virtue constitute a kind of inner rational structure and order. We may also accept that this inner structure is characteristic of human nature at its best and that in this sense it is natural for us to develop this structure. We may also see the force of the idea that for human beings to develop in this way reflects a kind of structure and order in-built in nature as a whole (even if we have reservations about the credibility of this Stoic view in other respects). If, again, we extend this idea further than the Stoics did, though consistently with their approach, we may see this internal moral structure as one that is incomplete and deficient if it leaves out of account the fact that human life is situated within the natural environment as a whole. Virtues, in other words, need to be expressed in actions that affect nature as a whole and not simply those that affect human lives. In this sense, we need to work towards a view of virtue and happiness that is consistent with our understanding of nature as a whole and of our human life as an integral part of nature as a whole.

None of these ideas are easy or straightforward; but then neither is the situation in which we currently find ourselves, as we struggle to get to grips with the enormity of the threat to humanity and nature posed by global warming. My proposal is that there are several Stoic ideas on which we can draw to supplement and deepen our ethical response to this crisis, by adopting or extending Stoic ideas for this purpose.

Further Reading

Here I list reading which relates to the various Stoic ideas used here for this purpose. On Stoic ideas about nature as a whole (as ordered and providential), about development, virtue and happiness, emotions and political ideals (including the brotherhood of humankind), see A. A. Long and D. N. Sedley, The Hellenistic Philosophers (Cambridge, 1987, sections 54, 57, 59 D, 61, 63, 65 and 67), also Cicero, On Duties 1.11-14 and 53 on development and the brotherhood of humankind. On development and ethical ideals, see C. Gill, The Structured Self in Hellenistic and Roman Thought (Oxford, 2006, pp. 129-66); also on these ideas, and nature as a norm, as understood by Marcus Aurelius, see C. Gill, Marcus Aurelius: Meditations Books 1-6, translated with introduction and commentary (Oxford 2013, pp. xxxiv-xlix, lxiii-lxvii). For an accessible overview of Stoic philosophy, see J. Sellars, Stoicism (Chesham, 2006, esp. chs. 4-5 on Stoic physics and ethics).


Would A Stoic Save The Elephants?
by Leonidas Konstantakos

The ancient Stoics never had to worry about problems of biological extinction and resource sustainability on a scale such as ours. But if the newsreels are correct, elephants could be extinct in the wild in as little as four years with all of them having been hunted to death for their tusks, and sometimes their meat. But if a sage were arguing for saving the wild elephants (assuming a sage would), what would that argument look like? Presumably a Stoic argument for keeping the elephants from environmental decimation by discussing the methods in which elephants are hunted and slaughtered for the ornamental value of their ivory wouldn’t appeal to the reader’s emotions. A Stoic probably wouldn’t see anything honourable in inciting pity by merely presenting the gruesome pictures of butchered elephants with their faces hacked off. After all, humans routinely slaughter other animals anyway and boogeymen only scare children. So would a Stoic instead save the elephants (inasmuch as a Stoic could), by considering their plight in the light of his theory of value, namely that nothing except virtue and vice have any moral value? We might expect this to be his starting point. But then a new problem emerges: the ancient Stoic also believed that the death of an animal, any animal, was no ‘bad’ thing. Would the Stoic hold such a view even when an entire species might become extinct? Indeed, since Stoics typically denied any justice existed between men and animals (or any irrational living thing), it may be objected that this poses a significant problem for any Stoicism-inspired environmental ethics. For instance, Chrysippus ‘excellently remarked’ that everything in the world was created for the sake of men and gods, and that men could therefore use animals for their own ends. In fact, Chrysippus believed the salty flesh of pigs was evidence that they were providentially appointed to be human food! (Cicero, On Ends 3.62-8 [Long and Sedley 57F]; Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods 2.64.160 [Inwood and Gerson 30.160]) In that case, wouldn’t the Stoics accept the slaughter of elephants for the sake of profit from the ivory trade, or for beautiful ivory decorations and furniture? Or at least in order to eat them? The ancient Stoic might not have objected to the actions of the ivory hunters, save for encouraging them not to value the material wealth they accumulated from their trophies. In other words, the ancient Stoic would have been concerned with the character of the ivory hunter, but not with the life of the animal being hunted. One could argue that our concept of environmental ethics, let alone any modern concept of animal rights, would certainly seem bizarre to the ancient Stoics.

But a philosophical school must have within it the ability to adapt to new circumstances, otherwise it remains ossified in the past. I will attempt to show that the Stoics of today, and everyone else, should feel moral obligations towards the elephant and, indeed, all creatures, not just those facing extinction. Support for my view stems from an often underappreciated ancient Stoic of the 2nd century AD, Hierocles, who, had he been alive today, would undoubtedly have cared for the plight of the elephant. Let me now show why and, in doing so, I will posit an outline of a Stoic environmental ethics for the modern age.

There are two aspects of Hierocles’s thoughts, and Stoic philosophy generally, that are important in our implementation of an environmental ethic. These are: the Stoic view of the universe as a divine organism, and Hierocles’s discussion of the concentric circles of moral concern. First, we will begin with a discussion about the Stoic pantheistic view, which would have been the metaphysical foundation on which Hierocles based his ethical doctrine. As an orthodox Stoic, Hierocles understood the entire universe to be an organism. This pantheistic universe is identical with Zeus (or the logos), and everything in it is a part of the logos, that is, a part of the whole. Included in this divine organism are humans, of course, but we are different than other living things in that we are imbued with what the ancients called a ‘spark’ of Zeus’s divine reason (hence, in large part, the anthropocentric nature of ancient Stoicism). That is, we are parts of the universe that can reason and we thereby can participate in ‘Zeus’s mind’, or the logos. We can, to some extent, understand necessity and causality - we can figure out the way the world works. Ever the naturalists, the Stoics observed the nature of every part of this divine organism, including the living parts, to understand what is natural and appropriate to those things. Certainly humans are no exception, and so the Stoics understood that, for us, living in accordance with nature means willingly perfecting that which is appropriate for human rationality and sociability. In other words, to be virtuous: prudent, just, moderate, and courageous. These things are up to us, and therefore the only human ‘good’ in the Stoic worldview. So, to be virtuous is to have perfectly developed the moral character. To achieve wisdom means to know what is in fact appropriate for a human being, and to select these things. This, for the Stoics, is of utmost importance for a flourishing life. To live according to nature then, to live virtuously, means perfecting our choices in accordance to what is appropriate for ourselves. For Hierocles, this appropriation for a human being leads first to self-preservation, which in turn leads naturally to concern for external things:

Just as our appropriate disposition relative to our children is affection, and to external property, choice, so the animal’s appropriate disposition relative to itself is self-preservation and, to things which contribute to the needs of its constitution, selection. (Hierocles 9.3-10, [Long and Sedley 57D])

As we shall see, this natural appropriation leads the human being from self-preservation to concern for externals, and eventually leads us necessarily to include the other people around us into our concern for ourselves. Because if choosing the correct things for our human nature is our appropriate disposition to external property, and (as humans) if affection is our appropriate disposition to our children, and (as living things) if self-preservation is our appropriate disposition to ourselves, then it follows that we humans must consider our external environment carefully and choose the correct external things for the sake of ourselves and our loved ones. What this means is that, for the Stoics, our natural disposition necessarily requires us to be virtuous (prudent, just, moderate or courageous) about externals. Below I will argue that our environmental resources and wildlife, including the elephants, must be included in these concerns for externals, and in so doing, we show concern for ourselves. To help us see how this is so, let us turn to the ethical implications of Hierocles’s doctrine of human appropriation.

Central to the ethical aspect of Hierocles’s thinking was to understand our role as humans in having a moral concern for those around us. Here is his ‘concentric circles’ model:

Each one of us is as it were entirely encompassed by many circles, some smaller, others larger, the latter enclosing the former on the basis of their different and unequal dispositions relative to each other. The first and closest circle is the one which a person has drawn as though around a center, his own mind. The circle encloses the body and anything taken for the sake of the body. For it is virtually the smallest circle, and almost touches the center itself. Next, the second one further removed from the center but enclosing the first circle; this contains parents, siblings, wife, and children. The third one has in it uncles and aunts, grandparents, nephews, nieces, and cousins. The next circle includes other relatives, and this is followed by the circle of local residents, then the circle of fellow-tribesmen, next that of fellow-citizens, and then in the same way the circle of people from neighboring towns, and the circle of fellow-countrymen. The outermost and largest circle, which encompasses all the rest, is that of the whole human race (Stobaeus 4.671, 7-673, 11 [Long and Sedley 57G]).

Hierocles does not merely describe the existence of these circles. Rather, he uses the natural sociability of humanity, along with our aforementioned concern for self-preservation, to get to the core of his virtue ethics. In his view, in order to progress toward human virtue we ought to:

… draw the circles together somehow toward the center, and to keep zealously transferring those from the enclosing circles into the enclosed ones… it is incumbent on us to respect people from the third circle as if they were from the second, and again to respect our other relatives as if they were those from the third circle. For although the greater distance in blood will remove some affection, we must still try hard to assimilate them. The right point will be reached if, through our own initiative, we reduce the distance of the relationship with each person… (Ibid.)

Hierocles argued that our social roles, and our affections, naturally endear us to those (in various senses) closest to us more than to those further out, but a good person will vigorously attempt to reduce the moral distance between ourselves and others. So our ability to understand our interconnectedness with others, and our understanding of our ability to deliberately affect the world, leads us to our obligations. We flourish when we take into account Hierocles’s concept of incorporating the outer rings of social relationships into our inner rings of moral concern. In a sense, we consciously keep moving others into us.

We are now in a position to see how Hierocles’s paradigm, despite what I will argue to be its incompleteness, provides general guidelines for new Stoics two millennia later- especially in terms of creating a Stoic environmental ethics. My main argument is that our modern understanding of biological kinship with other animals (and, indeed, with all life on Earth), along with our modern understanding of our chemical relationship to the Earth, and the modern environmental challenges our species and many others face, would have been enough for Hierocles to add a few more circles to his model had he known about them. Certainly it is right for the new Stoics to add them, in light of humanity’s common evolutionary kinship with the planet. In this, we should model the ancient Stoics, who were never averse to incorporating reasonable ideas from other philosophers. Besides, the concepts of evolution and symbiosis were not entirely outrageous ones in ancient philosophy. Prior to our own philosophical school, the pre-Socratic Anaximander had already reasoned that humans evolved and emerged from the sea. He even reasoned that fish played a fundamental role in our evolutionary past. Millennia later and in the same philosophical spirit, his intellectual descendent Charles Darwin posited the theory that we humans share common ancestors with other animals. Since then, we have come to the well-reasoned conclusion that our species shares ancestry even with plants and other organisms. To keep with an analogy of Hierocles’s model, a few more rings have been discovered in our concentric circles of kinship. Because we share our roots with these beings, and because a virtuous person incorporates those further out in his evolutionary circles into his inner circles, we can include non-human animals (particularly our elephant cousins, in light of the immediate danger they face) into our circles of moral concern merely by virtue of our relative biological closeness. The Stoics would not have done this given the state of the biology in their time. However, they would certainly have accepted that we ought to care for our resources if doing so means preferable circumstances for ourselves and those to whom we have moral obligations. But this new scientific evidence, along with their reasoning of the beings of the universe as parts of a whole (the ‘divine organism’), and their views of appropriation (which means choosing the things in life which are conducive to self-preservation and human flourishing), would have obliged them to accept our new paradigm as following necessarily from their own doctrines. As the early Stoics held, and Hierocles explains, rational social animals are obligated to take the entire cosmic city into consideration. Before we get into the practical implications of Hierocles’s model, however, more must be said about this ‘cosmic city’ and how the new Stoics can come to accept an updated view of the ancient pantheistic concept of the ‘divine organism’.

Stoic theology, with its pantheistic metaphysics and its ‘cosmic perspective’, will help lead us to a conservation ethic by allowing us to see ourselves as the thinking and deliberating part of something complete, beautiful, and divine. Along with Hierocles, the earlier Stoics Zeno, Chrysippus, and Posidonius all discussed the pantheistic view of the universe as god - an immortal, rational animal.[11] Ancient Stoic pantheism can find an interesting analogy, perhaps even a modern counterpart, in biological observations on super-organisms made by members of the scientific and philosophic community. For instance, the evolutionary biologist Edward O. Wilson discusses in his book, Biophilia, the intricate parts and precision of an enormous Brazilian leafcutter ant colony. Each particular ant, in a certain sense, is a tiny part of a giant organism - the ant colony. For Wilson, the entire colony is an animal - an ‘organic machine’. (36) In a sense, this is much like the way our own cells are living parts that make up a larger organism - the human animal. But it doesn’t stop there. The Stoics added to this by saying that we, in turn, make up something larger- the city, our particular city and the cosmic one in which everything is controlled by natural law. In biological terms, the Stoics show us that we are all parts of the living universe, the greatest organism. The metaphysical position that an ant colony is itself an animal (a super-organism) is helpful for understanding the Stoic view that we humans all make up another animal, the greatest organism of all, the universe. For the Stoics who used theological terminology, Zeus, or god, is this divine organic machine. So positing the universe as a super-organism did not end with the ancient Stoic Hierocles, and super-organisms are now seen as biological facts of nature. A Stoic virtue ethics approach to our modern ecological problems that takes our oneness as a foundational principle, and emphasises our interrelatedness with all else, deeply considers our intricate connections with our environment, our living universe, and offers us harmony with our extended family and our home: all life on Earth, land and air. As Neil de Grasse Tyson once said, ‘we are all connected to each other biologically, to the earth chemically, and to the rest of the universe atomically… [We] are part of the universe. We are in the universe and the universe is in us’.[12] The ancient Stoics agreed, and added that this makes us responsible for our world, insofar as our judgements and choices are involved.

But how can we begin putting into practice an environmental virtue ethics based on Hierocles’s paradigm that is not trite or sentimental to the point of meaninglessness? Fortunately, the Stoic himself provides us with some advice as to how we may get closer to virtue, and to incorporate the distant circles of relationships into our closer ones, by our own inherent impulse to preserve ourselves. The continuation from Hierocles’s quote above becomes our starting point for action:

The principle and practical point has been discussed. But it is necessary to add in also usage in regard to modes of address, calling cousins, uncles, and aunts “brothers,” “fathers,” and “mothers,” and still others “cousins,” in whatever way their ages may run, for the sake of the affection in the names. For this kind of address is a by no means faint sign of the concern we feel for each and at the same time can excite and intensify the above-indicated contraction, as it were, of the circles (Stobaeus 4.84.23 [Ramelli 93]).

Simply put, we need to start including animals in our ‘circles’ and draw these circles inwards. Indeed, in a very real sense, separated by mere chance, time, and circumstance, other animals on this planet are our kinsmen, and even plants are our (no longer so distant) cousins. Just as, in another sense, the Earth is our mother and the universe is our city. The new Stoics, as Hierocles suggests, can start by using inclusive terminology when referring to the outer circles of our ecological family, and educate the young in our inclusive paradigm of progression toward virtue: how social, rational animals ought to behave toward their family members (including these less-rational animals) and their surroundings. Beside the interesting analogy of how the ant colony super-organism relates to all living things in the universe, Wilson’s biological observations mentioned above shed some light on another reason new Stoics can grant that we have moral obligations to animals, even the insects that he found so fascinating: our genetic kinship with these other organisms. Insects and human beings, though separated by more than 600 million years of evolution, have a common ancestor that existed in the form of one of the earliest multicellular organisms. We are truly related to them in a way Hierocles could not have imagined. Interestingly, Wilson even ruminated on whether ‘some remnant of psychological continuity’ exists between the two species despite the ‘immense phylogenetic gulf’. (36) In his musings he is echoing the observations of the early Stoic Cleanthes, who changed his views on the rational (and perhaps moral) kinship of humans and animals, coincidentally also by observing the social behaviour of ants. Cleanthes anticipated Wilson’s observations and those of other evolutionary biologists (and disagreed with some of his fellow Stoics) when he observed that ants ‘possess the elements of reason’ in their interactions with members of another colony (Aelian, De natura animalium 6.50 [Ramelli lx]). If only he had been able to observe the many ‘elements of reason’ and the copious examples of social behaviour in our closer cousins, the elephants! But what is important here is that knowledge gained through observation changed Cleanthes’s opinions on the similarity of rational elements in animal and human behaviour. This similarity in reason, and our common ancestry, obliges the Stoic to take other living things into moral consideration; this is the road to the Stoic virtues of justice, temperance and prudence (I will say something more about Stoic courage later).

But what is the usefulness of a Stoic model to our modern challenges? Here I am indebted to the ideas in Donald G. Richards’ essay, “Eudaimonia, economics and the environment”. Richards connects Hellenistic philosophy to economic theory and environmental virtue ethics. He believes Hellenistic philosophy (although I will argue for merely a Stoic approach), with its emphasis on eudaemonic human flourishing, provides a more coherent account of human behaviour and a more reliable guide to policy choices than our modern theories. For Richards, the ancient doctrines like those of the Stoics with their emphasis on the virtues are more useful than the contemporary economic counterparts:

Stoic ethical writings are replete with injunctions to live moderately and prudently, characteristics that are entirely consistent with a sustainable lifestyle. The virtue of moderation serves to reign in our individual and collective appetites to a level that is less likely to have harmful impacts on the natural environment as well as to allow us to focus on the non-material aspects of human flourishing. The virtue of prudence serves to guide our decision making in ways that pays due respect to the limits of our knowledge and our dependence on environmental integrity. (Part IV, Eudaimonism and EVE section, paragraph 7)

Attempting to be prudent and moderate towards our environment will lead us to justice with regards to our moral obligations toward our animal kin. Richards’ view of a conservationist virtue ethic is certainly anthropocentric, as was the worldview of the Stoics, and yet we can see that such a human-centred approach is not a refutation of environmentalism. On the contrary, Hierocles would have agreed with him that we can take an ‘appropriately wide view’ as to ‘what is valuable to human welfare in relation to nature and the environment’ (Part IV, Environmental Virtue Ethics section, paragraph 5). Stoic virtues, as Richards attempts to show, are better adapted to the modern challenges precisely because the ancient philosophers valued a virtuous character rather than material ‘goods’ as good in themselves. Let’s take a concrete example in Richards’ thought on a possible guide to Stoic environmental policy - the one regarding the preservation of wild areas. Richards argues that there are many perfectly anthropocentric and self-interested reasons why we humans can and should ‘value wildness’, and he argues this without having to argue for any dubious, difficult to defend, and un-Stoic concept of animal rights. Such reasoning could include keeping wild areas as repositories of natural resources, should we one day be required to use them. Or, they could be kept as laboratories where natural processes can be observed by the scientific (and I hope philosophically-minded) researchers. What is no less important, wild areas ought to be kept wild for their cultural value. More immediately, this type of preservation may place limits on human population growth near these wild areas, which would in turn require us to consider a balanced and equitable approach to social and economic development, and force us to address the challenges of the landless poor (Ibid. paragraph 6). Certainly this kind of moderation requires us to consider what is, in fact, a viable rate of growth for the population of our own species. At any rate, this is some practical advice where Richards has set the outline for a modern environmentalism based on ancient Hellenistic virtue ethics that may prove very useful for solving our modern challenges. There seems to be nothing in Richards’ ideas that does not follow the implications of the doctrines set forth by the ancient philosophers. I, however, argue that only a Stoic approach, rather than an Epicurean or Aristotelian one, suffices. New Stoics, however, would do well to incorporate the affective and linguistic aspect of Hierocles’s teachings, as his literally anthropocentric model of concentric circles of moral concern gives Richards’ environmental virtue ethic a decisively personal and intimate antecedent.

How can the Stoic message of affection for those further out in our circles of concern, along with the seemingly contradictory position that virtue is the only good, be put to those out there who would never have heard of ancient Stoicism? While Wilson approaches a conservation ethic for our natural resources and wildlife through his biological empiricism, Richards puts the emphasis on the character traits of prudence, temperance, and moderation as essential to achieving this sustainability. I would emphasise the Stoic virtue of courage, for the new Stoics will have no easy task before them given the precarious state of our present environment. The most immediate direction might be found in what, for me, became the very entrance through the door of Stoicism: the moral exemplar. This is arguably what leads many historically-inclined practitioners to Stoicism in the first place - the many anecdotes of tough, brave individuals who have progressed on the road of virtue by their disdain for indifferent things in light of concern for the state of their characters. Stoic heroes throughout the ancient Greek and Roman world had often been placed in situations where they set out to accomplish what they reasoned to be their appropriate actions, regardless of what was often seen as insurmountable hardships. I can briefly give only a few examples here. The Spartan king Kleomenes III attempted to restore greatness to his corrupt and vicious kingdom, and then to the rest of the Peloponnese, by defying the superpowers of the time (Macedon and the Achaean League) with his Stoicism-inclined social reforms. Another austere figure, Cato the Younger, stood for what he believed to be justice against tyranny when he decided to stand and fight against the juggernaut of Caesar’s army in his attempt to maintain the last vestige of the Roman Republic. Lastly for now, the philosopher-emperor Marcus Aurelius also endured tremendous hardships throughout those long, freezing winter sojourns in his wars against northern tribesmen in order to maintain Roman law in his Empire. Some of these heroes failed, of course (though only in the sense that the resulting consequences were dispreferred), and this seems to loom darkly and ominously over our own modern plight. Yet our school holds proudly and cheerfully that we don’t control the outcomes, but we do control the things on which we choose to expend our energies. In the particular case of our impending environmental desolation, a Stoic can’t control what other people do, namely poachers, unenlightened nation-states, and logging corporations, but certainly this ‘What would the sage do?’ type of immediate philosophical environmental action can influence the behaviour of others in our own concentric circles (regardless of whether or not they’ve ever heard of Stoicism), and lead them to follow suit in the way that the honourable, public deeds of the staunch Stoic heroes do for us. Similar examples (preferably more peaceful ones) of this kind of steadfastness against enormous opposition must be accomplished by modern Stoic environmentalists today, and against what also seems like overwhelming odds. But fate permitting, these appropriate actions may be witnessed and reciprocated by others. Here we must remember that the Stoic virtue of moderation is not a mediaeval humility-to-the-point-of-secrecy. Let others see us donating to conservationist charities. Explain to them, when the topic arises, the plight of your most endeared endangered animal and why it behoves us to consider its welfare. Allow non-Stoics to observe the high-mindedness of a person who cares not a bit for the newest environment-destroying status-symbol or gadget. Let them watch how someone on the road to virtue is concerned only with what is conducive to a flourishing human life and who behaves, because of that, on behalf of all others on our home - the cosmos. We can even upstage our ancient Stoic heroes in a way: whereas they had merely other human kindred in mind when drawing their circles of concern closer to themselves, we surpass them by acting on behalf of our non-human kin as well. Ancient Stoic moral concern certainly ended at rational agents. But in our modern world, moral concern for ourselves, each other, and our descendants involves concern for our natural environment - human and non-human, living and non-living parts alike. Even without allowing anything like moral rights to wildlife, a Stoic environmentalism can make policies that will allow us to progress to virtue, and attempt to meet the material needs of those in our innermost circles of concern, by taking care of our increasingly-scarce natural resources.

For the Stoics, our membership in the cosmic super-organism that they called Zeus, our own social nature, and our ability to understand and deliberately affect the world, leads us precisely to our obligations to ourselves and each other. Stoicism allows and obliges us to consider our intricate connections with our environment to live in harmony with our extended family and our universe. I have argued that the guiding daimon to a Stoic environmental ethic is the often-overlooked Hierocles, who suggests that we flourish when we take great effort to incorporate the outer rings of distant strangers into our inner rings of moral concern. Just like our heroic Stoic forbears did, even if we now know that our obligations do not end merely at the furthest human stranger. In attempting to implement different kinds of environmental ethics, the emphasis has typically been placed on utilitarian consequences or the supposed rights of the environment and/or future generations. This is in sharp contrast to what an environmental ethics based on Hierocles’s paradigm might look like. For our Stoic philosophical ancestors, the problem about choosing to slaughter elephants for the sake of profit, greed or gaudy ivory decorations would’ve been about what these decisions do to us, to our characters. Moreover, if the Stoics were to have our modern understanding of evolutionary biology, and therefore a view of the biological relationships we share with all life on earth, they would certainly have incorporated a few more circles into their model of moral concern. They would not have treated animals like the elephants as moral agents with rights, but certainly as ‘preferred indifferents’ whose welfare we are obligated to take into account, along with our own. The fact that these animals are not ‘rational’ should no longer matter. As in the heartening anecdote about Cleanthes, we’ve learnt much more about our natural world through science and human observations since the early Stoics, and like him we should also revisit and, if necessary, revise the old doctrines. We can agree with Cleanthes, and the many later Stoics who reworked Stoic doctrine in light of observation and reason, that Zeno is our friend, but Truth is a greater friend. The Stoic is a person of social action, and there are few problems as universal and deserving of our own appropriate acts as that of our environmental situation. The Stoics, and particularly Hierocles, show us that human appropriation provides perfectly good motivation to take care of our wildlife and resources. We need not challenge the most fundamental of the ancient doctrines in order to find reasons to protect the fellow-inhabitants of our planet and universal city. On the contrary, we must merely add to them the modern scientific data and then follow the cosmopolitan Stoic doctrines to their logical and ethical conclusion. We may even, Zeus permitting, save our elephant kinsmen from unnecessary suffering and extinction in the wild.
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The Internet and the Dinner Party: Cultivating Stoic Calm in the Online World
by Tanya Brodd

Reputations are made and ruined in the blink of an eye these days. A few months ago, in Indiana, USA, a pizza company gave an interview supporting the new Religious Freedom act. The proprietor of the small, family-owned company said they would serve a gay couple who came into their restaurant but they wouldn’t cater for a gay wedding. The interview went viral and the Internet responded in a way that has been becoming increasingly commonplace. Their ‘Yelp!’ site was flooded with one star reviews (they had only had two reviews previously) and by the end of the day they announced they were closing their doors due to threats. In the predictable follow-up to this story, they started a GoFundMe page which raised over $400,000 in 24 hours. Clearly, expressing oneself on the Internet goes far beyond either trolling, the comments section of the newspaper, or Facebook comments. People lose jobs and are made to feel in fear of their safety frequently. Others have been bullied to the point of taking their own lives. On the other hand, it is very easy to express solidarity with whatever cause by joining in on the side we support of any issue. When a bus monitor was the victim of bullying by students hundreds of thousands of dollars were raised to support her and, as it was hoped by many, to shame the students. When a man was shamed for dancing on a subway, strangers halfway around the world offered to throw him a dance party and several pop stars joined in. Any incident, no matter how trivial or huge, can quickly go viral and change someone’s life forever due to a picture or quote on the Internet.

Memes pop up about social issues, political viewpoints, even parenting styles, disabilities and anything else that people have strong feelings about. Navigating this quickly changing world can be very difficult for the modern Stoic and I am no exception. It may seem as though the ancients would have little in the way of advice to offer us today. Yet, in many ways the modern Internet can be thought of as similar to an ancient dinner party. Epictetus, in particular, had a lot to say about this. His words have helped me form an unofficial policy for my own online interaction.

But before I share that policy: Why my own interest in applying Stoicism to my virtual life? At the beginning of 2015, I wrote a story for a blog about disabilities featuring my own children and their struggles with autism. I was really surprised at how quickly this story spread around the Internet. At first, I was reading all the comments and so many were positive. Writing about our journey was something I had wanted to do for a long time and this was my first tentative step in that direction. It was clear that this story really struck a chord with a lot of parents. But, as the story was shared to groups outside of the autism community some comments turned negative. My parenting ability, my reason for writing the article and the value of my children’s lives were all thrown into question. And when I read those comments, Stoic practice or not, it hurt. I had to go back and pull out my books and start my practice all over again. These words of Epictetus particularly resonated and led to the first building block of my online Stoic practice:

When someone treats you ill or speaks ill of you, remember that he acts or speaks thus because he thinks it is incumbent upon him. That being the case, it is impossible for him to follow what appears good to you, but what appears good to himself; whence it follows, that, if he gets a wrong view of things, the man that suffers is the man that has been deceived. For if a person thinks a true composite judgement to be false, the composite judgement does not suffer, but the person who has been deceived. If, therefore, you start from this point of view, you will be gentle with the man who reviles you. For you should say on each occasion ‘He thought that way about it’ (Epictetus, Handbook 42).

So my first rule: What is said about me, well, I can’t control that. Furthermore, they are making a judgement (whether based on an article, a comment on an article, a belief I have, a cause I support, etc.) based on one small piece of who I am. The best thing to do is to not respond at all. In the case mentioned above, that story was written to be a snapshot about one instance in my life. It needed to stand alone and not be defended. It required me to be quiet, calm and dignified. In order to do that I had to skip reading the comments - both good and bad. I owed that to myself and my children. It can be hard to remember the basics of Stoic principles and to be gentle. But anger benefits no one in these situations.

That’s not to say that I don’t need to be concerned and careful about what I put out for public consumption. The Internet is public. Most of us do need to be mindful of our careers, our families, and, to a degree, our reputations. Epictetus again guides me in my interactions and comments online:

Be silent for the most part, or else make only the most necessary remarks, and express these in few words. But rarely, and when occasion requires you to talk, talk, indeed, but about no ordinary topics. Do not talk about gladiators, or horse-races, or athletes, or things to eat or drink - topics that arise on all occasions; but above all, do not talk about people, either blaming, or praising, or comparing them. If, then, you can, by your own conversation bring over that of your companions to what is seemly (Epictetus, Handbook 33).

This is one of the hardest things to do. The Internet provides the perfect place for gossip, mindless chatter, praising public (and sometimes private) figures I admire, tearing down those whose values run counter to mine. This rule, designed to make my interactions online positive, uplifting, and focused on ‘what is seemly’, is easy to say but hard to live by. Judging by what others post, it is the one most people find challenging. At least I’m not alone in this. For even as I know the Internet is public, it still feels like a solitary pursuit. It is easy to lose our composure, lose sight of our Stoic values, forget what we can and cannot control. Stoicism can be a hard practice and sometimes it feels as though I am the only one trying, especially online. So this is the personal, unofficial rule: pursue what is seemly. I try to practise this one more often, which includes not forwarding nasty or harsh articles and memes, by those who have a viewpoint different to mine, under the guise that they are funny. It also, for me, includes exposing myself to those whose viewpoints run counter to mine. I do not want to live in an echo chamber where only those who believe as I do are the ones who talk to me. This helps me to be gentle with those who do disagree with me.

These two simple rules - firstly, deal gently with those who judge me, since they aren’t judging the whole me; and secondly, try to keep my online interactions focused on ‘what is seemly’ - may feel simplistic. But, in reading Epictetus, Marcus Aurelius and even Seneca, the essence of this comes out again and again. If I follow these rules I will have less concern with the negative side of the Internet. I won’t have to worry about my reputation and dealing with anger and the often unwanted consequences that come from the quick retort. I won’t have to hide what I’m doing under a veil of anonymity. To be sure, I am far from perfect in this regard. But, this is the ideal I strive to move towards continually. This living philosophy which informs my everyday life is one of which I think the ancients would approve.
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How Does the Stoic Tweet?
by Massimo Pigliucci

If from the moment they get up in the morning they adhere to their ideals, eating and bathing like a person of integrity, putting their principles into practice in every situation they face - the way a runner does when he applies the principles of running, or a singer those of musicianship - that is where you will see true progress embodied, and find someone who has not wasted their time making the journey here from home (Epictetus, Discourses 1.4.20).

This piece concerns Twitter, the popular social network on whose platform interactions among users are limited to 140 characters at a time. I have been using it since March 2010. So far, I have tweeted 20,200 times, have 11,700 followers, and follow 13 people. These stats are a reflection of how I use Twitter: 1) as a way to alert people to my own work, or to work by people I think should be read more widely; and 2) to keep up with news in my own areas of interest (I follow a number of philosophers and philosophical organisations). I tweet often, but rarely enter discussions on Twitter. Indeed, by its very nature, Twitter is most definitely not suited to discussions. While it is an interesting challenge to be able to come up with something clever and engaging to say in fewer than 140 characters, there simply is no way that that sort of exchange, even if prolonged, lends itself to anything thoughtful or insightful. Twitter, in other words, is a great platform to let people know about certain things, but is poorly placed to engage in discussions about those very things.

I wrote all the above to provide some context and to explain why I rarely answer people on Twitter, and usually do so only in response to specific questions concerning additional sources they are seeking. But occasionally I do engage in ‘twiscussions’ (I believe this is a neologism; you’ve heard it here first!) and, frankly, I usually regret it. One such case occurred recently, after I sent out a link concerning a petition from a number of academics to world leaders, aimed at having the latter take the issue of global warming more seriously. Predictably, I received a relatively high number of negative, and in some cases downright nasty, comments from climate change ‘sceptics’. A wide range of reactions can stem from such a situation. First, it is all too easy to get upset or angry (at being called nasty names in public). Second, one is at a loss as to how to respond properly (or whether to respond at all, or block some people, or ‘mute’ others, and so on). Third, one gets discouraged by being reminded once more that even mainstream science and a rather mild open letter can be vehemently rejected out of hand by people who are otherwise intelligent and articulate on other topics.

What is a Stoic to do? Let us begin with the first problem: upset feelings, offense or anger. When we are insulted, Epictetus advises us to ‘be like a rock’:

Remember that it is we who make difficulties for ourselves - that is, our opinions do. What, for instance, does it mean to be insulted? Stand by a rock and insult it, and what have you accomplished? If someone responds to an insult like a rock, what has the abuser gained with his invective? (Epictetus, Discourses 1.25.28-29)

The point is that negative opinions expressed by others need to be considered objectively, because they might have a valid point of criticism, but not subjectively, i.e. as ‘insults’, ‘offenses’ and the like. Of course, we are all humans, not Sages, so we cannot avoid our ‘immediate’ emotional emotions to such insults, but we can take a step back after those reactions, in order to reframe what has happened to us from a sensible distance. The obvious counsel here, therefore, is to create a space between you and your emotions — say, by getting up and walking away from the keyboard for a few minutes — until you have regained enough self-control to inquire about the emotion in question and decide whether you want to give it ‘assent’, as the Stoics say, or not. This, I’m sure the reader knows, is much harder to do in practice than it sounds, because social networking lends itself to immediate engagement, usually with regretful outcomes. Nevertheless, it is surely the Stoic thing to do.

The second problem identified above is how to respond properly. I think a Stoic here would have to reflect on what is the purpose of engaging others on Twitter, given the special characteristics of the medium. As I said above, my purpose is to alert people to interesting material, not to change their minds about any specific topic. Seen that way, ‘twiscussions’ are beside the point, and since they are more likely than not to generate ill feelings, they should probably be avoided altogether. Again, this is easier said than done, partly because the instinct of a teacher is to converse with people, and partly because we all think we know better than our antagonists. What I try to do — if I feel like I really do wish to engage — is to bring up a couple of points that my interlocutor may not have considered, and then explain that Twitter is just not a proper platform for involved conversations and bow out. But I should probably simply establish a policy of never answering a Tweet, even though there is a risk of coming across as rude or close-minded.

Finally, how does one deal with the feeling of discouragement one feels from the responses to one’s tweet? The Stoic would respond: we are responsible for our own opinions, not for those of others. The first part also entails, of course, that I need to listen carefully to what others are saying about my own opinions, because I may, of course, be wrong on certain issues. The second part means that I ought to keep my goals realistic and not dependent on certain external outcomes occurring. My aim isn’t to change other people’s minds, but rather to put forth the best material available for public consumption. Whether others read and learn from such material is up to them, not me.

‘We are responsible for some things, while there are others for which we cannot be held responsible (Epictetus, Handbook 1.1).


Stoicism in Business - Let’s Try Something Old!
by Jacob Henricson

Volkswagen and the diesel exhaust scandal was to me another piece of evidence that something is wrong in the way we run businesses today. Having recently discovered Stoicism I wondered: can there be an antidote to corporate irresponsibility in the teachings of the Ancient Stoics? Tired and disillusioned with the way we run corporations today, I was ready to try something else, and Stoicism looked like it fit the bill.

I decided to stop lying. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve never been a big liar before in my life, but I decided - to the best of my abilities - not to lie at all. I defined some rules for borderline cases (for example, it would be fine to avoid or withhold the truth, when the effects of telling it would be harmful for myself or someone else) but, in general, I was determined not to tell a direct lie, however small it might be.

The inspiration for this particular experiment came from James B. Stockdale’s book Thoughts of a Philosophical Fighter Pilot. Stockdale was shot down during the Vietnam War and endured torture for eight years before returning home to the US as a celebrated hero. He had read Epictetus before being shot down and later credited Stoic philosophy for his endurance during those years. One lesson I took away from his book was this: guilt was leverage for the torturers. If you were guilty and they knew it, they would use that guilt to extract something from you. As James expressed it:

The point, then, is to do nothing shameful, nothing unworthy of yourself. Because if you do, and you are in any way honourable, it will haunt you and corrode your will. These are simple but very true, very powerful, very important facts (Stockdale 1995, p. 51).

These words were eerily familiar. I live in Sweden and have made a career in security and risk management in companies such as Ericsson and PwC. I have been in the corridors of top-level corporate politics for more than ten years. While not being under the power of torturers, there are similarities. I have seen good people lose their footing and morals as they climb the slippery slopes to the top. I have seen good people corrupted by money and power to the point where they can no longer distinguish between their self-interest and those of their fellow humans or even the company they work for. Being in this kind of working environment, Stockdale’s message really resonated with me.

For, if anything, Stoicism is about valuing the right things and having the courage to stand by those things. It requires you to do ‘nothing unworthy of yourself’, as Stockdale put it, and thereby remain free in yourself and strong in the face of external events. Of course, you might think that making a lot of money and having a lot of power makes you less vulnerable and more independent. In my experience, the exact opposite usually happens. As your income and prestige grows, you develop more expensive tastes. A small house is no longer enough. Wine at a low price suddenly loses its appeal. Before you know it you have become dependent on an income which is much higher than what you would get from most other jobs. I’ve heard it called ‘the golden cage’. Cage is a good word: it is much more painful to step down from a privileged position than it is enjoyable to climb up. You are trapped. Epictetus again expressed it best:

And who is your master? Whoever has authority over anything that you’re anxious to gain or avoid (Discourses 2.2.26).

All of a sudden your boss, your shareholders, your customers become more important than those closest to you: your spouse, your children, your parents. They will have to wait in line because you have to please the people that control your income and your social status. But why did you climb to the top in the first place? For me, and I think for many others, it was a combination of having an exciting challenge at work, and providing for my family. But if I were asked which was most important to me, I would say my family. I think most people would. But if you are not careful, the dependence on a high social position or salary can make you do things you will come to regret.

We have all seen examples in the media of top executives who have misused their power for personal gain. But even lower down the chain you are often pressured to stand behind things you do not believe in. For example, your budget is cut in half while still being expected to deliver the same result. You know that it will put unreasonable pressure on your staff and you do not stand behind it. So what do you do? Most managers will challenge the decision, but few are ready to back up their challenges with concrete action (such as resigning) and will ultimately bow to the decision and embrace it as their own, because anything else would be unacceptable in the hierarchy of things. Sometimes this goes to extremes, and the corporate culture becomes completely broken. When you find yourself acting in ways contrary to your conscience, you have become part of a system you deplore. You can no longer blame your boss or your colleagues for the way things turn out. You cannot say that you were ‘forced’ to do it, because nobody can force you to do anything, and besides, that never sounds very good to the media. You have to live with your own guilt, and that makes you more susceptible to future pressure.

So how do you withstand that pressure? Well for one thing, a clean conscience helps. When I started telling the truth, life became more complicated. Instead of delivering a vague euphemism or exaggeration, I was forced to admit setbacks head on. Instead of agreeing to targets I did not believe in, I had to run the risk of being fired for maintaining my opposition. Some colleagues must have found me more stubborn and uncompromising than I was before, but I believe the positives outweighed the negatives. No lingering problems that might come back later and bite, and there was no doubt as to where I stood on issues. In respect to clients, I have found that it reduces stress as I never promise to deliver anything that I do not feel reasonably comfortable that I can deliver. And for some reason it seems to work better than overpromising, which is the usual modus operandi of a management consultant.

So why not make Stoicism mandatory in business? I think that would be a bad idea. Stoicism, to me, is a personal thing. I don’t believe you can or should force it on someone who is not interested. Taking Stoicism and making it the doctrine of a company would not work very well. Previous dogmatic experiments have usually led to more problems than happiness. Or, as they say, the road to hell is paved with good intentions. Having said that, some core elements of Stoicism, such as community, virtues and ethics are very relevant for business life, because they offer a perspective on the challenges all companies face.

In my experience, a lot of problems in companies come from a minority of individuals behaving badly. It may be bad actions with good intentions, such as breaking budgeting rules or hiring procedures in the name of efficiency, or it may be bad actions with bad intentions, such as embezzlement or fraud. The classic response to someone doing something wrong in a company is to impose new rules. But anyone who has held a managerial position over time can tell you that good people will always try to follow the rules, while bad people will always find a way around them. The Roman historian Tacitus expressed it well:

The more numerous the laws, the more corrupt the government (Annals, 3.27).

This goes for society as well, where more and more legislation is thrust upon corporations for various purposes. Every time something terrible happens, the knee-jerk reaction from media, politicians and people on the street is to require more laws, more control. This view fits into the ‘scientific management’ paradigm that was coined by Fredrick Winslow Taylor at the beginning of the 20th century, which has since - with the help of technology - evolved into the excel-sheet driven ‘mechanical management’ we utilise today (or ‘New Public Management’ for those poor sods in the public sector). Mechanical management is essentially an adaptation of the empiricism which has worked so well in the natural sciences: observe regularly - interpret - predict - control. If you apply those steps to humans it works well for simple (boring) jobs, such as factory work, but as soon as you add complexity and reliance on people’s judgement, it creates side effects such as inefficiency, cheating, lack of motivation and innovation. To put it another way: there is no room for ethics in the excel-sheets, only results matter.

Stoicism offers a different perspective that I believe is more suited to the increasingly interconnected and complex world we find ourselves in. First of all, it assumes that people are naturally inclined to work for the benefit of each other. Second, it gives a moral code in the form of ethics and virtues. If you translate that into a corporate environment, it means that you assume that people are worthy of trust until proven otherwise, and that some behaviours are desired and expected. It also means that you will focus on the right behaviour, instead of the right result. As Musonius Rufus said:

If you accomplish something good with hard work, the labor passes quickly, but the good endures; if you do something shameful in pursuit of pleasure, the pleasure passes quickly, but the shame endures (Fragment 51).

To most organisations today, that focus will seem counter-intuitive. Surely, results are rewarded above all? They are right in a sense: without profit, there will be no company to act virtuously in. But it is only contradictory if you believe that the two are mutually exclusive. I believe they are not. If you are hard-working, honest, fair, wise and brave, that’s a pretty good starting point for success. Imagine the opposite.

The problem is not entirely unaddressed: most companies today have adopted ‘virtues-lite’ in the form of ‘company culture’, or ‘values’. ENRON’s values were ‘Integrity, Communication, Respect and Excellence’. Volkswagens are ‘Responsibility and Sustainability’. Look at any company’s values and you will find that they are usually generic derivatives of the cardinal virtues. But when it comes to implementation, the results vary widely. I believe that the reason for this is that the values are often poorly articulated and poorly understood. What does “Respect” mean? How should you understand it in daily life? Virtue ethics, whether you believe they are natural or not, have been discussed for millennia. There is a wide body of literature and knowledge to draw from to understand them better. I also believe that most corporations do not live their (written) values, and they don’t look for them in their employees. They look for cold, hard results and how you got there often does not matter all that much. I think a sounder approach would be to actively look for the people who behave badly and make an example of them, while encouraging the rest to bring their personal virtues into the workplace. Of course, that would have to start with top management, because if there is anything top management are really, truly useful for it is setting an example by their own leadership.

But society increasingly looks for ‘a throat to choke’ at the top of an organisation if something goes wrong. With a more ethics based approach it takes a lot of courage and perseverance to tell the media that ‘we will do our best, but we cannot guarantee anything’. But that is, and always has been, the reality. There are no guarantees and the more rules, regulations, procedures and compliance we introduce, the longer we store up and postpone problems so that when they finally come, the effects are worse. In Sweden we have a saying: ‘Trolls crack in the sun’. If we can be honest about our problems, wrongdoings and mistakes, we will get a healthier and more trusting environment, which is advantageous for everyone in the long run.

‘Wait a minute’, someone exclaims, ‘how can this be relevant to today’s society when it is so old?’. Well, I don’t believe in progress in human development. That is, I believe that the history of human relations is more a cycle than a ladder. While we have made great strides in understanding the natural sciences, we still do not know much about the human mind with certainty. The changes we see around us are mainly technological, not human, and I believe that we are deep down still the same cave dwellers we were when the land ice receded 10,000 years ago. If we weren’t, then how is it that Seneca’s writing feels as real to me as if it had been written today? And if we are still the same humans, but in a changed environment, I think we can look back at history and learn from how previous generations have dealt with challenges.

My little experiment and my reflections around it have convinced me that Stoic principles can be used in modern life. Stoicism is not a clear cut solution that will solve every problem we have in society, but I believe it can help guide us in the confusing and stressful times we live in, just like it has guided others for millennia. I believe this so much that I am willing to take a bet on it. That is why I have left my corporate career and instead become self-employed. I am now spending all my time working on how to lead organisations towards results with a basis in ethics, trust and well-being. And lo and behold, I have clients, which means that I am not the only one who feels that way. I may not make as much money as I used to, but I get to spend more time with the people I love, doing things I love, and I am the captain of my own ship.
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What Stoicism Taught Me About the Royal Marines
by Mark Hardie

‘There is no excuse among professional officers for not having a 5000 year old mind.’- Jay Luvaas

The Royal Marines were formed in 1664 for service at sea with the Royal Navy. Today, they continue in that role but in World War II they took on the Commando role, during the darkest days of World War II when the shadow of Nazi Germany had cast itself over most of Europe. It was Winston Churchill who ordered the creation of the Commandos - organic, self-reliant fighting units that could operate independently to strike against a larger enemy. Originally volunteers from the Army, the Royal Marines took on the role in 1942, and this heritage is an essential component in the ethos and mindset of the organisation. But it is also an ethos and mindset which are, I later came to learn, considerably Stoic. Indeed, the first Commando Training Instruction (written 15 August, 1940) states that the desired results of training are as follows:

(a) A very highly developed team spirit and esprit de corps.

(b) Self-reliance and resourcefulness on the part of each individual.

… the greatest stress must be laid on the ability of each individual to decide their own course of action without being told what to do.’

In this short article, I consider the skills of self-reliance and resourcefulness that the Royal Marine must learn so as, as Epictetus might say, ‘to act well the part that is given to you.’

***

Some my most enduring memories of my service in the Royal Marines are from my initial training. I spent 15 months with 20 other young men going through the crucible of pressure that is the Commando Training Centre. Just getting selected to start had been a challenge, and at least two people chose to give up after two days. I distinctly remember our Instructor imploring us to conceal the pain and fatigue that he had personally delivered us unto and that he could see in the eyes of many of us. ‘Show some steel!’, he would cry. Others would call this your ‘game face’ or ‘the cold face’ - focus, determination and composure - when the pressure is building. This can be seen in the eyes, especially when it feels like you have nothing left to give. Others instructors would encourage us to be more ‘stoic’ with the challenges we faced, but at that stage, that was as much ancient knowledge as we were going to be exposed to.

With my exposure to Stoicism now, however, I can look back on this time and see how Stoic values were, albeit unintentionally, a part of my training. Indeed, I now look at Generals like William Slim in a new light. Slim led the 14th Army through Burma in World War II. In 1952, he spoke of moral courage as a rare but essential component of leadership: ‘Moral courage means that you do what you think is right without bothering too much about the effect on yourself.’ This is a challenge in the military where the ‘group’ can exert tremendous pressure, both positive and negative, and Stoicism can be hugely positive in this environment. CS Lewis summed this kind of pressure up when he wrote:

… Of all passions the passion for the Inner Ring is most skilful in making a man who is not yet a very bad man do very bad things.

… Once the first novelty is worn off, the members of this circle will be no more interesting than your old friends. Why should they be? You were not looking for virtue or kindness or loyalty or humour or learning or wit or any of the things that can be really enjoyed. You merely wanted to be “in”. And that is a pleasure that cannot last (Lewis 1965, p. 61-64).

Slim knew that for a soldier, and for a General in particular, setting your moral compass for good was critical, because to set it to any other direction could lead to the shadows. This is the first point of similarity between the Stoic mindset and that of the good Marine. In the same way that Epictetus claimed we should focus on the good, and that alone, and not on what others think, so too must the Marine have an inward ethical compass to live by.

The Royal Marines also taught me about the value of the correct mindset and then put me into situations where that mindset would be tested. I prepared thoroughly but recognised that my greatest strength during the action would be my ability to adapt. This mindset gave me mental distance as I operated, and a well-prepared mind rarely goes blank. I reviewed each decision, thought about how I would do it next time and reflected. It takes strength of character to allow for a margin of chaos and uncertainty - to let go a little - but what you lose in control you gain in flexibility and speed (Greene 2006). I now see that Stoicism, too, is all about taking what you learn in theory, applying it in practice and reviewing your actions often in line with your principles and carefully considered ethical yardsticks, along with the ability to adapt these yardsticks to ever-changing situations, as circumstances demand.

Thirdly, the Royal Marines taught me about emotional self-regulation - recognising that anger can be a positive state, but that rage rarely is. It is not that I did not feel emotions, more that I harnessed them because courage is as infectious as fear. Rational thinking under pressure is difficult. Most people who like to think things through in detail, do so because they are terrified of making a mistake, and what that might mean for them personally and for their career. Thinking quickly and thinking well is good, when there is time, but action should be the outcome and decisive action at the critical moment rarely comes from detailed, methodical thought as Green writes in his excellent The 33 Strategies of War. I needed to be able to regulate my emotions quickly, apply my principles efficiently in difficult situations and put clear-headed decisions into action. And then, of course, I also needed to be able to move on. Slim simplified this process: ‘Do not sit in a corner and say “Oh, if I had only gone to the left instead of the right…” You have done the best you could - it hasn’t come off. All right, what’s the next problem? Get on with that.’ The same is true of Stoicism: the Stoic, while learning from the past, moves on to what he needs to focus on next, and doing his best with whatever that may be.

Finally, the Royal Marines taught me about - without mentioning Stoicism at all - the Stoic distinction between what is and is not in our control. For the Stoic, there are things that are ‘up to you’, ‘within your power’ and, in a word, that which is certain. And then there are those things that are not ‘up to you’, ‘not within your power’ and, in a word, that which is uncertain. There is a quotation from Robert E. Lee, which I valued greatly during my time as a Marine: ‘I cannot trust a man to control others who cannot control himself.’ It took me a long time to stop worrying about things I could not control, and I learnt the lesson during the most demanding job of my career. What that gave me was greater freedom to cut through the noise of other people and focus on what was important.

In conclusion, resilience comes from exposure to stress. However, it must be preceded by exposure to the impact of stress on your mindset, your emotions, your environment and your self-control or control of others. That is what Commando training is all about. It is not enough to challenge people, to force them to endure without giving them skills first. It is not so much about enduring but about adapting with every step. As you move forward, you are not the person you were even one step before. It is only when you stop before your objective that you fail. Stoicism, like Commando training, is painful. It is about awareness. The outcome of Marine training should be that you are aware of form and technique, from running to swimming to climbing to shooting. Aware of what your weapon systems can and can’t do. Aware of your fellow marines, their strengths and limitations. Aware of how you move your body; aware of your effort levels, of your breathing pattern, aware of what you eat (and don’t eat). Most importantly, though, you are aware of what is right, and what is wrong. Stoicism allowed me to look at the military in a new light, to recognise and value the human element as the absolutely critical part of the machine, not equipment, or vehicles or ships. To realise that, when faced with a challenge or problem, I should not ‘…assume it’s impossible because you find it hard but to recognise that if it is humanly possible, you can do it.’ (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 6.19). Stoicism taught me far more about the military than I realised. It is only after I encountered Stoic philosophy that I truly valued my time in the military. Today, I am neither a soldier nor a Stoic, but I have the skills to be both if I so choose.
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A Blueprint for a Philosophical CBT
by Jules Evans

Imagine being able to practice philosophy through the NHS. The idea is not as far-fetched as it sounds. In fact, therapists and counsellors in the UK are beginning to put together something called ‘Philosophical CBT’, which could radically change how people see philosophy and the wider humanities.

CBT, or Cognitive Behavioural Therapy, is now at the heart of the British government’s mental health policy. Successive British governments have committed a combined £580 million to a policy called Improved Access for Psychotherapies (IAPT), which hugely increases the availability of CBT through the NHS, and will train 6,000 new cognitive therapists by the end of 2014. It is the boldest expansion of mental health services anywhere in the world. While many mental health charities have welcomed this initiative, others in the mental health industry have fiercely criticised it. Therapists from other traditions say it has too much of a ‘one size fits all’ approach,[13] and that 8 to 16 weeks of CBT only offers a short-term fix that ‘papers over the cracks’. Others have criticised CBT’s intense focus on an individual’s thoughts and beliefs rather than their socio-cultural and economic context.[14] Speaking personally, I found CBT very useful when I had depression and anxiety in my late teens. I went to a CBT support group: there wasn’t actually a therapist present, but we followed a CBT tape course, did the ‘homework’ and, after a few weeks, I stopped having panic attacks and got on the long road to recovery. That experience of CBT piqued my curiosity, because CBT reminded me very much of ancient Greek philosophy. Indeed, it led me to research CBT, and to interview the two founders of it - Albert Ellis and Aaron Beck. I discovered they had been directly inspired by ancient Greek philosophy, particularly by Stoicism, which insisted that ‘it’s not events, but our opinions about them, that cause us suffering’ [Epictetus, Handbook 5]. CBT also takes from ancient philosophy the ‘Socratic method’ - Socrates’s idea that humans can be taught to examine their minds, bring unconscious beliefs into consciousness, and then rationally consider and challenge any beliefs that make them sick. Ellis and Beck took ideas and techniques from ancient philosophy and brought them into the heart of western science, but in doing so, they removed any mention of ethics, values or the ‘higher meaning’ of life. They also removed the social, political and religious aspects of ancient philosophy, and turned it into a ‘tool-kit’ of non-moral, instrumental techniques for the individual. Beck then tested out the therapeutic effectiveness of these techniques with a barrage of empirical tests. This impressive body of evidence for CBT is what convinced our government to put half a million pounds into making it more available.

Yet something was lost along the way. Ancient philosophy wasn’t merely a set of instrumental techniques for the individual. Schools like Stoicism, Epicureanism and Skepticism also offered ethical theories about the good, which linked the personal to the social, cultural, political and cosmic. These schools didn’t agree on whether God existed or whether there was a higher meaning to human existence, but at least they recognised that was a conversation worth having. CBT narrowed the focus down to just the individual, and the result is a somewhat atomised and amoral version of self-help. What we’re now seeing is the rise of the so-called ‘third wave’ of cognitive behavioural therapies, including mindfulness-CBT, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), and Positive Psychology. These therapies often engage more directly with Eastern philosophies (particularly the mindfulness techniques of Buddhism), and in the case of ACT, they’re less afraid to include questions of values in therapy. Furthermore, Positive Psychology has also included some mention of the ancient Greek philosophical schools that gave rise to CBT. Jonathan Haidt, for example, includes the Stoics and Aristotle in the course on ‘flourishing’ that he teaches at Virginia University. But on the whole, sadly few cognitive therapists are aware of the links between CBT and ancient Greek and Roman philosophies. The emphasis is on training new practitioners and putting them to work, rather than teaching them where their techniques come from, or allowing them to question some of CBT’s ethical assumptions.

That’s beginning to change, however, thanks to a handful of therapists and counsellors here in the UK. Several years ago, Donald Robertson, another member of the Stoicism Today project, brought out an excellent book called The Philosophy of CBT, which expertly traced the many connections between ancient philosophy and CBT. He’s started to give workshops in ‘resilience’ that combine CBT, Positive Psychology and ancient philosophy. Meanwhile, Tim LeBon is another who has championed the integration of CBT with philosophy. His 2001 book Wise Therapy argued for the synthesis of philosophy and traditional therapies - including CBT. Tim was one of the first to set up a philosophical counselling practice in the UK, but found that the market for philosophical counselling was small and that many clients benefitted more from a combination of philosophy and more traditional therapy rather than from philosophy alone. He undertook specialist CBT training and now combines a private practice with NHS work. Tim has successfully run workshops on ‘the good life’, which teach ideas from philosophy within the format of group discussions, and believes such a workshop could be adapted to work successfully within the framework of the NHS.[15]

The UK is uniquely well-placed to develop ‘philosophical CBT’. We have in this country a wealth of talented people who are interested in the therapeutic benefits of philosophy - people like Mark Vernon, Antonia Macaro, Julian Baggini, Clare Carlisle, Alain De Botton, Robert Rowland Smith and others. And we also have a government uniquely committed to mental health services, and to a therapy whose roots are in philosophy. It would be valuable to strengthen the links between these two movements, as people like Donald and Tim are beginning to do. Philosophical CBT would bring together the empirical, practical focus of CBT, and the more values-conscious, open-ended and participatory approach of philosophy. It would bring together the sciences and the humanities, drawing on the best of both worlds. It would teach practical and evidence-based techniques for self-management, but also explore the original philosophical contexts for these techniques, and create a space for philosophical discussion about wider questions - what am I seeking? what is the goal of life? what is the good society? - which could be discussed in a non-directive and open way, with a facilitator who drew links to different philosophical answers to these ‘big questions’.

How and where could we practice this ‘philosophical CBT’? First of all, we could provide workshops for cognitive behavioural therapists who are interested in exploring the historical and philosophical roots of CBT, and who want to discuss some of the wider assumptions of CBT - for example, what do we mean by ‘flourishing’ or ‘the good life’? Secondly, clients and service users could be given access to philosophical CBT workshops on themes like resilience, flourishing and the good life. The NHS already provide ‘self-help workshops’ at their IAPT centres around the country, so there is a space and a precedent for this. And thirdly, philosophical CBT could inform how we teach well-being in schools. The government has already looked at teaching Positive Psychology in schools: the problem with Positive Psychology is it presents itself entirely as a morally neutral science of the good life. That means it teaches a technocratic, instrumental model of the good life that leaves out goodness. It leaves out the important role of ethics, and of practical deliberation over values and ends. It tells people to seek a ‘higher purpose’, but leaves out any deliberation over whether the purpose you’re serving is good or bad. It tells people to seek ‘flow’ by engaging intensely in an activity, but leaves out the question of whether the activity you’re engaging with is genuinely worthwhile or not.

You can’t teach the good life without bringing in these subjective questions of values and ends. Positive Psychology tries to steer clear of ethical debate (that would be messy and unscientific), but the result is a process where people passively consume happiness techniques and ‘thinking styles’, and are deprived of the possibility of engaging in a conversation about the good life. And the source material for ‘well-being classes’ is typically badly written, bureaucratic and (I’m sorry to say) soulless. Why not at least mention some of the original source material for these ideas? Philosophers like Seneca, Marcus Aurelius, Epictetus and Plato are some of the greatest writers our culture has ever produced - so why not introduce young people directly to them?

It’s exciting that our government is taking well-being and mental health seriously, both in schools and in the wider society. But the danger of the ‘politics of well-being’ is that it becomes technocratic, illiberal and elitist. The scientific experts get to decide what ‘well-being’ means, and the masses are simply conditioned in the correct techniques and lifestyles, rather than being empowered to engage in the ethical conversation as autonomous reasoning persons.

A ‘Philosophical CBT’ could be one way forward, combining the evidence-based approach of CBT with the more open-ended and values-conscious approach of philosophy. And it would introduce people to philosophies that connect the personal to the social and political, and that empower us not merely to overcome emotional disorders, but also to follow richer and more examined lives.
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How to Become Virtuous - Lessons from Compassion Focussed Therapy (CFT) [16]
by Tim LeBon

If someone is able to show me that what I think or do is not right, I will happily change, for I seek the truth, by which no one was ever truly harmed. It is the person who continues in his self-deception and ignorance who is harmed (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 6.21).

Many people are attracted to Stoicism because it seems to offer something more profound than the usual self-help palliatives. Stoicism proposes philosophy as a foundation for wise living. One aim of the Stoicism Today project has always been to increase awareness of Stoic ideas and practices. The Stoicism Today team has written booklets, recorded guided meditations, started Facebook groups and given workshops at annual conferences to help spread Stoicism. At the same time it has aimed not merely to disseminate information about Stoicism but also to test Stoicism out and develop it into a modern Stoicism. To this end the Stoicism Today team has designed and administered questionnaires, emphasised some elements of Stoicism more than others and incorporated a number of ideas from contemporary psychology. Marcus Aurelius (Meditations 6.21) alludes to one way to achieve personal and philosophical growth, namely to treat criticism as useful feedback. In this article I want to tackle two criticisms of Stoicism. By addressing them I hope to work towards making Modern Stoicism even more wise and helpful.

Two comments about Stoicism have given me particular cause for reflection. One came from participants at the London Stoic Conference of 2014. They pointed out that whilst many speakers had talked of the importance of virtue, they hadn’t fully explained what virtue was or how we could become more virtuous. My Stoicism Today colleague Christopher Gill has since responded to the question ‘What is Stoic virtue?’.[17] He points out that the cardinal virtues are not plucked out of thin air, but rather:

Taken together they [the virtues] make up the qualities essential to leading a full human life. The four are: (wisdom) understanding how to act and feel correctly; (courage) knowing how to act and feel correctly in situations of danger, in facing things seen as fearful (above all, death and other ‘disasters’); (self-control) knowing how to act and feel well in situations arousing other emotions such as desire, appetite, lust; (justice) knowing how to act and feel well in our relationships with other people, at individual, family or communal level, knowing how to act generously and with positive benevolence, with friendship and affection.

The Stoic cardinal virtues are, therefore, the key qualities required to flourish as a human being. Here I will look at the second part of the question - how to become more virtuous. To be sure there is already much in Stoicism and the Stoic Week Handbook about developing virtue.[18] This is not the place to rehearse the plentiful advice contained in the Handbook. On careful examination, however, it could be argued that much of the philosophy contained within that Handbook (for example counsel such as ‘control the controllables’ and ‘only virtue really matters’) relates more to Stoic wisdom than to the other specific virtues. One approach, of course, would be to collect all the Stoic maxims we can find about those specific virtues - and this would actually be a very useful thing to do. But are there other things we could do instead?

How to best build justice, self-control, courage, wisdom and other virtues is essentially an empirical question. One of the key take-home points from contemporary psychology is this: While some plausible methods turn out to work well, other, equally plausible ideas do not.[19] Thinking about how to develop virtue in our armchairs will only get us so far. A promising idea, therefore, is to look at modern evidence-based psychologies to see if they can tell us anything about how to develop virtue.

Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) and Mindfulness

Two obvious candidates are Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) and Mindfulness: perhaps these could help us be more virtuous? Although the focus of CBT is traditionally on reducing emotional distress rather than building virtue, CBT has a huge evidence base and should not be dismissed too lightly. We can certainly use CBT to help us develop the habit of thinking more realistically and constructively, which is definitely part of wisdom. Furthermore, CBT practitioners have developed a large toolkit of techniques that can be adapted to build individual virtues. Behavioural experiments, guided discovery, exposure to feared situations, thought records and formulation - to name but a few CBT tools - could all be adapted to help develop virtue.[20] For example, to build courage you could challenge unhelpful negative thinking (‘great harm will come to me if I tell the truth’) and develop behavioural experiments - for example: plan to do one act of courage today, record your predictions as to negative and most likely outcomes, note what happens and decide what you can learn from the experiment. To build self-control you could learn to challenge thinking biases that contribute towards a lack of self-control. For example, you could challenge the short-term bias of the thought ‘What I gain in the short-term is more important than what I lose in the long-term’. CBT could also help you create environments more conducive to virtue. For example, ‘In order to go out for a run every day I will put my running clothes next to my bed so I put them on when I get up’. Indeed, the Stoic self-monitoring record sheet of Donald Robertson, a member of the Stoicism Today project, is an excellent example of how drawing on CBT has already helped modern Stoicism teach us how to build the virtue of wisdom.

A second candidate is Mindfulness. Mindfulness has become part of the Zeitgeist, there is proven benefits that it can help and there is a good argument for incorporating mindfulness into Stoic Practice.[21] Learning mindfulness - the capacity to take a step back and respond rather than react - could certainly be a useful part of virtue training. However, there is reason to doubt whether learning mindfulness will also lead to becoming more virtuous, in and of itself, unless it is explicitly placed within a context of ethical training. This kind of objection to the ‘secular’ forms of mindfulness currently found practically everywhere is often made by Buddhist scholars, from whose philosophy the practice has been adapted. For many Buddhists, mindfulness without an ethical basis could actually do harm. As the Buddhist monk Mathieu Ricard, a veteran of thousands of hours of mindfulness and a well-known exponent of the practice, points out:

… a sniper waiting for his victim… To succeed in his ominous goal, he has to ward off distraction and laxity, the two major obstacles to attention. The practice of mindfulness thus needs to be guided by right view and insight… and motivated by the right intention.[22]

In other words, mindfulness needs to be guided by virtue and wisdom - otherwise it can be used in the service of morally indifferent or even evil ends - such as becoming a more skilled sniper. To what end do we cultivate better attention? If mindfulness is to be a part of the modern Stoic’s daily practice, it needs to be placed in the context of deliberately cultivating virtue.

So far we have found two evidence-based psychologies that can help us provide tools to develop virtue - CBT and mindfulness. We can and should incorporate these ideas into our approach - but it would be even better if we could find an evidence-based approach that already uses these ideas and is more focussed on building virtue rather than a part of virtue. We will return to this quest, after considering the second criticism of Stoicism that has given me much food for thought.

This objection will already be familiar to many readers. Some critics say that Stoicism comes across as a cold, unemotional philosophy, perhaps thinking of Star Trek’s Mr Spock. Unfortunately, this impression isn’t restricted to those who are ignorant of Stoicism. No less a philosopher than Martha Nussbaum has gone on record as saying that ‘Stoicism is an anti-compassion tradition’.[23] Of course, Nussbaum’s view is highly contentious. Unlike Epicureanism, its ancient rival, Stoicism has always had a strong political dimension. Hierocles’s concentric circles provide ample illustration of Stoicism’s benevolent concern for the whole of mankind. Perhaps the issue isn’t so much about Stoicism not really being compassionate, but about how Stoicism presents itself. Maybe Stoicism needs to put its most compassionate foot forwards?

However, it isn’t just compassion to others that’s an issue, it’s also compassion to oneself. A couple of years ago, after I gave a workshop which included the Evening Meditation exercise, someone came up to me and said ‘This is all very interesting, Tim, but I’ve got a bit of a history of being hard on myself, and my worry is that this material will make that worse’.[24] It has to be agreed that the language of Marcus and Epictetus does not always appear very self-compassionate. To take a few examples from Marcus’ Meditations:

Yes, keep on degrading yourself, soul. (2.6)

Stop talking about what the good man is like, and just be one. (10.16)

Enough of this wretched, whining monkey life. (9.37)

It could very reasonably be argued that Marcus knew this was the best way of giving himself a good pep talk, and that he wasn’t suggesting that everyone else would be motivated by the same language. Marcus was, as far as we know, writing his Meditations purely for himself. However unlike Marcus, we are writing for a broader audience, including those who already have a tendency to be too self-critical. So perhaps we need to be mindful of the dangers of using language which isn’t compassionate.

So far we have looked at two apparently separate topics. First, how to help people become more virtuous. Second, how Stoicism might benefit from presenting itself in a more compassionate and self-compassionate manner. It would be very good news indeed if there was an evidence-based therapy that addresses both of these concerns.

Compassion-Focussed Therapy and Compassionate Mind Training

It’s entirely possible that there is such a therapy, and its name is Compassion Focused Therapy (CFT) and its related set of practices Compassionate Mind Training (CMT).[25] CFT is an integrative, evidence-based, therapy. Sometimes classified as part of the third-wave of CBT therapies, developed largely in the UK by psychologist Paul Gilbert and colleagues. CFT draws on ideas from CBT and mindfulness as well as neuroscience, developmental psychology (e.g. attachment theory), evolutionary psychology and philosophy, especially Buddhist ideas relating to compassion.[26]

A key idea is that we have three emotional regulation systems.[27] These are:

1. The threat system, associated with negative emotions such as fear and anger, which motivates us to deal with threats

2. The drive system, associated with dynamic positive emotions such as excitement and achievement which motivates us to move towards pleasure and success.

3. The soothing and affiliative system which is associated with calm positive emotions such as contentment and trust, which manages distress and promotes bonding.

Each state has typical emotions, motivations and neurochemistry. The ultimate aim of CFT/CMT is to develop a compassionate self which is strong enough to achieve optimal emotional balance between these three emotional systems.

In order to do this, CFT/CMT takes people through a number of stages, as follows:-

1. Clearing up misconceptions about what is meant by compassion. A key point is that there is much more to compassion than just being kind and warm. CFT/CMT holds that compassion, in rather Buddhist language, involves sensitivity to the suffering of self and others, with a deep commitment to try to relieve it.

To do this, you need much more than just sentimental warmth and kindness. If you ask people for examples of compassionate people, they will give you names like the Dalai Lama, Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther King, Jesus, Mother Teresa, Florence Nightingale and Gandhi. These people are warm and kind, but they are also courageous, strong, wise and responsible. When CFT/CMT tries to build compassion, it also tries to build these other qualities.

It was when reading this that I had one of those ‘Aha’ moments. Virtue in ancient philosophy means justice, courage, wisdom and self-control. Compassion in CFT/CMT sounds rather similar to Stoic virtue. If CFT/CMT provides an evidence-based route to building ‘compassion’, could this help us, therefore, with building virtue?

2. The second stage of CFT/CMT is psychoeducation about the brain, including the new brain and old brain, the amygdala and the three emotional regulations systems. An important message here is that we all have ‘tricky brains’ and many of us have difficult pasts. The behaviours that cause you problems are not your fault but rather, are reflective of the functioning of a mind that you did not choose or design (in fact, it was ‘designed’ for you through evolutionary processes) and a set of social circumstances that shaped you, but that you had little control over. However learning to deal skilfully with your reactions and tricky brain is your responsibility. Note that CFT/CMT uses truly compassionate language - combining warmth and non-judgement with the need for courage and responsibility.

3. The next stage of CFT/CMT involves building up and strengthening the compassionate self through a variety of experiential practices. These include:

• Soothing Breathing Rhythm:[28] Breathing more slowly and deeply than usual for a few minutes to get into the habit of getting the soothing and affiliative system on line (e.g. stimulating the parasympathetic nervous system).

• Safe Place Guided Meditation:[29] Imagining a safe, welcoming place to help get the soothing and affiliative system on line.

• Mindfulness: Developing attentional awareness and stability, the capacity for acceptance of experiences, and learning how to choose a response rather than merely react.

• Ideal Compassionate Self-Guided Meditation:[30] Having got the soothing system on line first with soothing breathing, imagining yourself having the qualities of compassion -kindness, confidence, maturity, strength and authority, wisdom and insight- and imagining acting in a compassionate way.

• Ideal Compassionate Other Guided Meditation:[31] Imagining compassion flowing to you from another ideally compassionate being, imagining what advice they would give you - to help you build up the feeling of what it is like to feel compassion.

• Being Compassionate to Others Meditation: Imagining compassion flowing out from you to others and noticing the feelings that arise

• Compassionate Letter Writing: Using expressive writing to understand your problems compassionately and planning how to deal with them more skilfully.

• Behavioural experiments: Testing out more helpful strategies that cultivate compassion and self-compassion.

Can CFT/CMT help Modern Stoicism?

We are now in a position to explore whether CFT/CMT can help. Modern Stoicism and CFT/CFT have many similarities but there are also important differences.

• Stoicism is rooted in philosophy, so we can expect from Stoicism more discussion of the nature of wisdom than in CFT/CMT.

• CFT/CMT is based on modern science, so we can anticipate that it is based on a contemporary understanding of the brain (‘in accordance with nature’) and will include many evidence-based techniques.

Table 1 below gives a more complete comparison of some of the similarities and differences between Stoicism and CFT/CMT.
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5 Practical Ideas for Modern Stoicism

I believe that there is the potential for a powerful synergy between Stoicism and CFT/CMT. To conclude, here are five practical ideas which address the two concerns raised and could help Modern Stoicism be wiser and more helpful.

1. Use the language of compassion and self-compassion

If we start to use more compassionate language, then there is less risk Stoicism will be confused with a non-compassionate or even anti-compassionate practice. Here are some good sayings to try out

• ‘We are all fallible human beings.’

• ‘It’s not your fault.’

• ‘You can’t choose what’s happened to you so far - your genes, your upbringing - but you can choose how you respond to it.’

• ‘Work towards being the best possible version of yourself.’

All of these are often used in CFT/CMT and would sit well in Stoic Training.

2. Learn soothing breathing and mindfulness so you have a better chance to notice the ‘first movements’ and bring the soothing system on line.

3. Use CFT-informed Compassionate Self meditations as rehearsals for the day ahead and for challenges you face in general. These are eyes closed exercises, starting with soothing breathing. Like an actor, you imagine yourself with all the elements of virtue - wisdom, courage, persistence, justice, compassion, self-control, moderation. You imagine yourself behaving in a virtuous way, even when difficulties arise. This is obviously similar to the morning meditation and negative visualisation - the value added is in incorporating ways to bring the soothing and affiliative system on-line and to rehearse using specific virtues.

4. Use CFT-informed ideal compassionate-other meditations to review how you’ve done in the day in facing life’s challenges.[32] Again, this is an eyes closed exercising starting with soothing breathing. You imagine an ideal virtuous other - someone who fully embodies the virtues - wisdom (including Stoic wisdom), courage, persistence, justice, compassion, self-control, moderation. You imagine yourself interacting with this being - and that they are encouraging you, being warm to you, and also helping you become the best version of yourself.[33]

5. Blending CMT/CFT/CBT/Mindfulness & Modern Stoicism

The idea is to blend Stoic ideas about wisdom and other specific virtues using compassionate language and evidence-based methods like soothing breathing, mindfulness and compassionate self-meditations. So that you can see what I mean by this kind of ‘blending’, I give here the full script and a recording on persistence:[34]

Modern Stoic Meditation on the Virtue of Persistence

Introduction: Epictetus would say that there were two vices much blacker and more serious than the rest: lack of persistence and lack of self-control. Lack of persistence stops us from enduring hardships that we need to tolerate, lack of self-control stops us from resisting pleasures or other things we ought to resist.

“Two words,” he says, “should be committed to memory and obeyed by alternately exhorting and restraining ourselves, words that will ensure we lead a mainly blameless and untroubled life”. These two words, he used to say, were “persist and resist”.
(Epictetus, Fragment 10, Discourses and Selected Writings.

Anyone who says that philosophers are too obscure or complicated should be made to read that quote. Stoicism couldn’t be simpler. We must commit the words ‘Persist and Resist’ to memory and keep saying them to ourselves. Move over mindfulness: recite the ‘persist and resist’ mantra instead.

At the time when we feel like giving up, we can train ourselves to become aware of the negative thoughts that make us feel that way. We can then remind ourselves ‘This thought is just an impression in my mind and not an objective fact like it claims to be’. For example, if you are running a marathon and thinking ‘I won’t be able to finish’ remind yourself: ‘This is just a thought, not a fact.’ - at the same time reminding ourselves that we need to make a wise judgement, which at times may be about resisting and persisting and at other times about not doing so if this causes us harm.

As well as negative thoughts, people often give up because of a setback or an obstacle. Here the Stoic advice to think of what the sage would do in this situation is valuable. When it comes to dealing with setbacks, I really admire the attitudes of Winston Churchill and Thomas Edison. Churchill said: ‘Success is stumbling from failure to failure with no loss of enthusiasm.’ Thomas Edison suggested: ‘Negative results are just what I want. They’re just as valuable to me as positive results. I can never find the thing that does the job best until I find the ones that don’t.’ When asked by a journalist how he had coped with failing in his first 10000 attempts to invent the light bulb he responded: ‘I had not failed. I had just found 10,000 ways that won’t work.’ The Stoics give us one more relevant piece of wisdom in the analogy of the archer. An archer should take accurate aim, and then accept fate if the arrow gets blown off course. In the same way we should focus on what is under our control and not get discouraged if fate prevents success. We should control the controllables.

So the Stoics give us four excellent pieces of advice when it comes to persisting and developing grit. We can use the mantra ‘persist’, we can challenge the validity of discouraging thoughts, we can reframe failure in the same way as the sages on success and failure do, and we can focus on what we can control and leave the rest to fate.

The Meditation:

• Let’s spend a few moments using a visualisation informed by Stoicism and Compassionate Mind Training to help us build up the virtue of persistence.

• So think of something you want to achieve - it could be developing Stoicism into daily rituals, or changing career, or getting fitter - or something else that is important to you.

• If you are comfortable doing so, now close your eyes and prepare for this modern Stoic meditation.

• First to help your mind be in a calm state, let’s try a few moments slow soothing compassionate breathing.

• Imagine trying to achieve this and then something getting in the way. Now in your mind’s eye imagine saying to yourself ‘Persist, Persist’. Next imagine a negative thought getting in the way - perhaps ‘I’ll try again next year when circumstances are better’. Remind yourself that this thought is just an opinion, it’s not an objective fact. Reflect, like Thomas Edison did, on what you can learn from this setback. Perhaps you’ve learnt another way not to do it!

• Next think of something you can do that is under your control to take you in the right direction. Imagine doing it, while repeating to yourself - persist, persist, persist in a kind caring encouraging tone and then imagining yourself persisting until you succeed.

• Finally imagine feeling satisfied for having persisted, despite the temptation to give up, putting into practice the virtue of persistence.

Conclusions

Some readers may still be thinking that Stoicism is fine as it is, and does not require any synthesis with CFT or anything else. A few others may be attracted by CFT, and be tempted to jump ships to this modern, evidence-based approach. The article may well have raised some questions which I would welcome further discussion on, such as:

• What else has contemporary psychology and psychotherapy to offer modern Stoicism?

• To what extent will the resulting theory and practice end up looking like Stoicism?

• What does a complete theory of wisdom look like? - Is it just what is contained in Stoicism, or has CFT or indeed other philosophies anything useful to add?

• To what extent can we rely on these contemporary psychological theories - how good is the theoretical and practical evidence?

In this final section I want to argue that a synthesis of Stoicism and CFT is an option worthy of serious consideration.

Stoicism has indeed helped many people, but it was not - could not have been - based on a modern understanding of the brain and its emotional systems which modern neuroscience provides. Neither did some of its main writers frame their writings in particularly self-compassionate language, an issue which it is relatively easy to remedy. CFT, conversely, has less focus than Stoicism on the nature of wisdom and virtue as a whole, and so can be enriched by a philosophical perspective. I would like to see further developments towards integration. These would include:

• Modern Stoic Meditations to use self-compassionate language

• A suite of modern Stoic Meditations to use CFT inductions - soothing breathing and safe place imageries as well as Virtuous/Compassionate Self and Wise/Compassionate Other meditations. It would even be possible to run a trial comparing this Stoicism/CFT synthesis against standard Stoicism

• Blending Stoicism and ideas from CBT/CFT and other evidence-based approaches to produce meditations to help build specific virtues (like the one provided above on persistence)

• CFT to consider synthesis ideas from Stoicism, including a richer notion of wisdom and virtue.
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Is Stoicism for the Seriously and Persistently Mentally Ill (SPMI), Too? A Reflection on the Clinical Use of Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations
by Ian Guthrie

In my own studies of Stoicism, I had come to recognise some similarities between the subject matter and certain counselling perspectives such as Rational Emotive Behavioural Therapy (REBT), founded by Albert Ellis, and Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT), pioneered by Aaron Beck. The population I work with consists of individuals with a wide age range from young adult to elderly, who are considered to be seriously and persistently mentally ill (SPMI). The majority of these clients are diagnosed with bipolar disorder or a type of schizophrenia, and a smaller percentage experiencing other mental illnesses including anxiety disorders or traumatic brain injuries. Considering the benefits that individuals receive from CBT and REBT, I thought they might also benefit from understanding the ancient philosophies from which those therapies - in some ways - stem, so I began considering how to educate them in Stoic philosophy.

I selected Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations because it provided short passages that could be broken up more easily and discussed within the time constraints of the sessions. The challenge hinged on my ability to translate the Meditations into something accessible to this population of SPMI adults. I decided to keep the audience small: a weekly men’s group, which I had recently begun facilitating, became the forum because it allowed more opportunity for each member to explore his thoughts as needed.

Our sessions progressed slowly. After each passage, the group would take time to explore where the information was coming from historically as well as how it could be applied to their contemporary lives. Early on, none of the members showed either great enthusiasm or an overwhelmingly negative response. Clients were quietly receptive but offered only occasional remarks. However, after we finished the first book and began the second, a new client joined the group. I asked if any of the more seasoned clients would like to explain what we were discussing. One of the clients, ‘John’, who had suffered a traumatic brain injury, with resulting memory issues, spoke up. He described Meditations and recalled the brief biographical information about Aurelius I had given the very first day, with a minor embellishment. ‘And this Marcus Aurelius guy is one badass dude.’ At that point, it was obvious that these clients had developed some personal investment.

Our sessions continued and they are currently ongoing. We are entering the ninth month and have only covered up through half of the fifth book. Different topics received varying levels of reception. For the purposes of brevity, I will highlight three topics, in no particular order, which seemed to resonate most with my clients.

The first of these topics is personal productivity and following through with natural duty. Meditations 5.1 reads: ‘At day’s first light have in readiness, against disinclination to leave your bed, the thought that “I am rising for the work of a man”.’ The passage goes on to discuss that to love one’s self, one would ‘love your nature, and nature’s will’. This was a fairly long passage. The clients usually have difficulty comprehending what the longer passages are about, but this one resonated to such an extent that many of them needed no interpretation. They understood, and they summarised the message perfectly. One client, ‘Peter’, diagnosed as having bipolar disorder type 1, spoke about how he had always struggled with motivation, but he always felt better after being able to work on something productive. Most of my clients have been judged unable to maintain employment and, therefore, receive government support. However, each noted having the desire to contribute to society. So, we spent time discussing how each member could satisfy his natural duty. Some have since begun taking steps to follow through on their ideas, such as volunteering or pursuing hobbies.

The second Stoic topic that resonated with the group is self-regulation by rational thought. This is a topic that is mentioned frequently in Meditations and is a key concept in Stoicism. Several passages prompted lengthy discussions on the topic, such as the following suggestion:

… put from you the belief that ‘I have been wronged’, and with it will go the feeling. Reject your sense of injury, and the injury itself disappears (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 4.7).

Following this reading, there was a brief discussion that beliefs prompt emotions which can affect how we carry ourselves through our daily lives, when all that need be done to control the emotions is to regulate those beliefs with rational thoughts. The men began sharing previous experiences where they had been successful in practicing this, such as being able to control themselves when confronted with aggressive and irritating drivers, or where they had been unsuccessful and envisioning how they ought to have acted differently.

One client in particular, ‘Bruce’, diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia, struggles greatly with paranoid delusions. When I read one of the passages relating to self-regulation, he immediately referenced his thought disorders, describing how hard it is to cope with them from time to time. I encouraged him, in moments of particular paranoia, to consider his emotions and the thoughts that prompted those emotions and to embrace as reality only what he knew empirically. He has subsequently reported some small success in the management of his paranoia. As I have encouraged him to process his thoughts, he has begun to practice this on his own.

The third topic is that of understanding natural events, not as good or evil, but as indifferent. Having a mental disorder is something that I point to specifically when this comes up. Stoicism encourages us to view events, like having a mental illness, toward which some in the group have harboured resentment for limiting their opportunities, as a thing that does ‘neither elevate nor degrade; and therefore they are no more good than they are evil’ (Meditations, 2.11). Rather, they should hold the perspective of the headland being constantly assaulted by waves, to adopt the view, ‘not, “This is a misfortune”, but “to bear this worthily is good fortune”’ (4.49).

When considering natural events, the idea of death is brought up, by both Marcus and my clients alike. This is observably more difficult for some to accept than it is for others as a non-evil, natural indifferent. When mentioned as ‘no more than a process of nature’ (2.12), some clients did express some difficulty accepting this view. They described their experiences of friends dying at young ages and even some of their own brushes with death. In the Stoic sense, seeking death prematurely, such as is entertained in suicidal ideation, is in conflict with our natural duty to be productive members of society. However, in instances of a seemingly premature death (such as when a non-group member, female fellow client died suddenly of natural causes), Stoic philosophy would question the very idea of prematurity, ‘for the sole thing of which man can be deprived is the present’ (2.14). This usually prompts contemplation among the clients, and something I expect to discuss more as the topic is brought up in future sessions.

The following can be gleaned from these sessions. First, my clients seemed to have benefited, not just from the topics presented in Meditations, but also from the philosophical depth of ideas. They have been challenged intellectually and engaged in healthy thought. Second, Stoicism provides a blend of both simple guidelines and complex concepts which have allowed the men the opportunity to engage with Stoicism at their own level. Third, Stoicism, in its embrace of the rational, has the potential to provide SPMI clients with intellectual tools to aid them in addressing a world which may appear, by virtue of their respective delusions, overly irrational. Take, for instance, the example of Bruce and his paranoid thoughts that cause him to view the world in an emotional context. He has been developing the tools necessary to separate his emotions from his view of reality. Further, individuals with bipolar diagnoses suffer mood swings which affect their approach to life. Through encouraging a thoughtful and rational approach, they may learn to lessen the impact that their moods swings have.

I admit to having had some reservations before electing to share Stoic philosophy in the form of Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations with my clients. This was not because I doubted the worth of Stoic philosophy itself, but because my clients, individuals diagnosed SPMI, have somewhat impaired functioning and reasoning. This entire endeavour might have proven to be an exercise in futility. Even if the clients could comprehend Stoic teachings, they may have had no interest in them. However, in light of our sessions and to supplement conventional psychotherapies like REBT and CBT, I fully intend to continue on with Meditations and beyond as long as my clients will listen, because they have reported Stoicism has had a beneficial effect on their lives.


The Police Officer as Stoic
by Peter Villiers

Albert Camus began his study of the rebel by asking:[35] ‘Who is a rebel’? The answer is someone who says no. We begin by asking: ‘Who is a Stoic?’ To which we answer, not necessarily someone who has read and absorbed the reflections of Marcus Aurelius, but again, someone who says no.

No to obsequiousness and flattery. No to career-mindedness. No to expecting that others, even members of his own profession, will understand and accept his values and motivation, which may be rather different to their own. Most occupations, I would suggest, do not acknowledge and reward Stoicism. The Stoic, indeed, may be seen as eccentric; unsociable; not a team player: a useful person to have around during an emergency, perhaps, but not someone in whose presence others are always comfortable. The Stoic does what he believes to be right, not to impress others but to impress himself.

Is virtue, then, its own reward? Not quite; for Stoicism does not rest upon any commonplace notion of reward or punishment, even if those concepts be individually generated and judged. The average police officer is not, we would suggest, a declared Stoic; and nor would it necessarily be beneficial if he were.

Nevertheless, the virtues of the Stoic are worth considering within the context of the doctrine of ‘policing by consent’ (which we shall return to later). Police work is demanding. Contrary to its normal portrayal, the virtues it requires are patience; determination; the ability not to be deterred or distracted by irrelevant considerations; an awareness of human frailty and weakness, together with the ability to withstand a consequent assumption of cynicism - in a word, Stoicism.

These are not, however, the virtues for which police officers are necessarily rewarded; and the popular image in the media, in police recruiting publicity, and even in the carefully constructed memoirs of retired police officers, does not always reflect the reality of the work that will be encountered.

What do police officers actually do, on a day-to-day basis? Work which, if they are honest, industrious and disinterested in their labour, reflects the virtues of Stoicism.

Remember:

- much of police work is dull;

- nevertheless, it often presents a conflict of objectives;

- the police do not direct the criminal justice system; and

- victims are not always cared for, nor villains punished.[36]

How, then, are we to see police work as benefiting from being carried out from within a Stoical framework - especially as Christopher Gill in his article on Stoic virtue[37] points towards a respect for justice as being one of the four cardinal virtues of Stoicism? Let us examine the Stoic conception of justice a little further, within the context of the four cardinal virtues of Stoicism.

The Four Cardinal Virtues of Stoicism Applied to Policing

Gill explores the basis of Stoicism as resting on four values: wisdom, courage, self-control or moderation, and justice. These four virtues are inter-related and mutually supportive, and none works on its own in the absence of the other three. How does this relate to policing?

Wisdom

A good police officer needs wisdom, in the sense of professional skill: what tends to be described in policing recruiting folklore as judgement. A good police officer can prevent a riot, simply by the way in which he approaches a crowd; and a bad police officer can cause one. What is the difference? Something that cannot necessarily be taught, and is not necessarily acquired simply by experience: judgement. (The capacity to reflect on experience, however, is an extremely useful characteristic in any police officer: and what are Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations but his own reflections on his own experience? Was he the original ‘reflective practitioner’, and are we entitled to speculate as to how much he might have questioned the use of such a phrase?)

Courage

Courage is a necessary quality for any police officer: both physical courage and the moral courage to stand up for what he believes to be his duty, whether in the face of the mob or the disapproval of his own colleagues in the aftermath of an unpopular decision and action (such as in reporting one of them for a dereliction of duty.)

The Golden Mean

We may note here that Aristotle’s concept of the golden mean is of considerable value in considering the identification of the true meaning of courage. We seek police officers who are neither recklessly impetuous (without fear, and therefore easily capable of putting their colleagues in avoidable danger), nor ‘lacking in moral fibre’, and therefore incapable of displaying courage when it is needed.

We may note, however, that the Stoically inclined police officer does not necessarily attack and blame his colleagues if they fail to show the qualities, in action, which he believes to be commensurate with good policing. What counts is his behaviour.

Self-control or Moderation

Sir Robert Peel, the founder of modern policing,[38] is supposed to have said that the police constable’s most important requirement was a perfect command of temper. (We say ‘supposed’, for there is a certain element of myth about the foundation of the New Police, soon to become the Metropolitan Police Service under joint commissioners). Be they real or mythical, Peel’s words represent a fundamentally Stoic view, appositely expressed.

Justice

Police officers must desire to achieve justice (i.e., the notion that the guilty should be identified, arrested, tried, convicted and punished - and, we presume, that the virtuous should be rewarded), for otherwise their work lacks a justifying rationale.

Policing is in essence a moral activity, not in the sense that ethics and law coincide, although they should bear some relationship to each other, but in that a good police officer believes that criminal activity is not just illegal but wrong: although there is an infinitely adjustable scale of wrongness, and a working police officer makes good use of his discretion as to when and how to enforce the law.

We would expect the police officer to feel a healthy moral outrage at the carrying out of certain crimes, such as in the abuse of children; and to exercise an immoderate commitment towards their investigation. As we have seen in regard to other virtues, however, moderation is generally desirable, and there is a fine but needed barrier between the passionate pursuit of justice and the blind desire for vengeance which is the hall-mark of the vigilante. Police officers need to be aware that:

a) justice, however defined, cannot always be achieved;

b) that they play an investigative part in the criminal justice system, and not a judicial one.

Moreover, there is a necessary element of pragmatism to the police mentality. The fundamental purpose of policing, where there is a conflict of objectives, is not to serve justice but to keep the peace. Thus, for example, one does not arrest a leading criminal when his arrest at that time and place is likely to provoke a riot. One hopes to do it later: for the police officer must be able to take a long-term view, and to cope with the frustration of his occasional inability to achieve a short-term objective.

Effective Policing by Consent Requires Stoic Qualities

The British police service attempts to put into practice the doctrine of policing by consent; and this places an additional demand on the virtue of the police officer. Before I can show how policing by consent requires Stoic qualities, let me explain in detail what policing by consent involves.

What does it mean, to police by consent? In essence, it removes the supports of policing by authority on which the police officer might otherwise have relied, and places its major weight upon the shoulders of the individual police officer. Policing by consent rests upon the constitutional position of the police officer under common law, that he holds his powers as an individual and not as a subordinate. No one may order him to enforce the law, and to where, when and how it is his responsibility to do so. He has discretion, and there will be many occasions on which he may choose not to exercise his powers (but not to ignore his responsibilities.) Secondly, although he has superior officers within the organisation, and the police service as a whole has some aspects of a military or paramilitary organisation, the image is a misleading one. Senior police officers do not command, as do army officers; and the constable retains his original powers, for which he is accountable in court. If asked: ‘Why did you arrest this man?’ The answer: ‘Because I was ordered to do so’ is not the right answer. Furthermore, policing by consent is the opposite to policing by force, or, paradoxically, by authority. Policing by force is simply the exercise of brute strength; and, we would argue, the person being policed (the victim, as it were) is under no moral obligation to accept the dictates of the police officer, although he may well find himself physically compelled to do so. Policing by authority, however, is quite another matter; although it may also involve the use of force. If the police force (or service: the choice of word is significant, at least in terms of aspiration) is policing by authority, then it has legitimacy, and the subject should accept the actions of the police officer as intended to serve the common good (provided, in modern terms, that those actions are within the law, and necessary, and proportionate - and so on.)

What does Policing by Consent Require?

What we shall argue is for key factors, a combination of which tends to suggest the presence of policing by consent, and an absence of a significant number of which may indicate or precipitate its withdrawal. Those factors are not necessarily constant over time, and nor are they finite in number. However, there is what we might call a critical combination of successful factors, which good police leaders need to keep in mind if they are to be able to continue to police without force, or with only such force as is tactically necessary. Those factors include:

• upholding the rule of law, which means, most importantly, the police not seeing themselves as above the law;

• not acting as a political police, but preferring to deal with ‘crime ordinary’;

• maintaining a visible presence in the community;

• remaining an unarmed and civil police, and not a paramilitary organisation;

• preferring to use persuasion rather than coercion where possible;

• tending to use the official power of the law as a last resort;

• attempting to balance the rival interests at stake in any conflict, and find a common sense solution in which no-one is an absolute loser;

• emphasising the original authority and discretion of the constable as an officer of the law—which means considerable variation in how problems are dealt with;

• playing a specific and constrained role in the criminal justice system;

• defining its other duties inclusively rather than exclusively;

• not being directly accountable to central government, but recognising and applying the principle of accountability in everything that it does;

• attempting to be and remain locally recruited, responsive and accountable;

• showing that the idea of the police as a friend in need is not entirely mythical.

Policing by consent is a renewable, organic and realistic doctrine. It implies that the police service engages with a dialogue with the public both as to its duties and modus operandi. That dialogue will, of course, include the propensity of the public to complain about the police. Complaints are a good thing, in that they indicate that the complainant believes it to be both safe and worthwhile to make a complaint. The same logic applies to the police complaining about the public, for example in not volunteering information that would help to solve crimes.

Policing by consent is an organic doctrine. Its tenets cannot always be neatly separated into philosophy, doctrine or style; and it is not necessarily the case that top police leaders deal with policy, intermediate commanders with strategy, and more junior officers with tactics—although police training manuals would like to have us believe that this is so. In reality, policing by consent is an organic doctrine that cannot easily be separated into its constituent parts, nor applied by one section of a police service in isolation from its other parts.

Policing by consent is a realistic doctrine. One of the problems of the performance management culture, in its various manifestations, is the sometimes huge disparity between what the organisation is supposed to be doing, according to its official policies, priorities and procedures, and what is actually going on. Our comments here are certainly not restricted to policing, but apply to other public sector organisations. We would suggest that what happens at street level is both the reality of policing, by definition, and more likely to correspond to the practice of policing by consent. Police officers are street-corner politicians, and their essential role is to negotiate between conflicting parties and find a way forward.[39]

The reality of policing by consent includes negative as well as positive factors. Policing by consent is not necessarily the best solution to any problem. It may not appear the most efficient way to make use of the resources available to the police; and it is bound to give rise to disparities between the apparent productivity of one force, unit or officer and another. We would argue, however, that improvements in efficiency do not necessarily lead to corresponding improvements in effectiveness; and that policing by consent is the most effective form of policing for the United Kingdom.

Returning to Stoicism: Why is Policing by Consent an Inherently Stoic Doctrine?

I now give three links between policing by consent and Stoicism, the first two being shared qualities of character which both require and the third being an example of the need to respond to a difficult situation with qualities that that situation demands.

Discretion

Because, more than any other style of policing, it places a fundamental onus on the individual police officer to exercise his discretion on all occasions as to how to interpret and enforce the law.

A scrupulous and unaffected dignity

The police officer is, at least in theory, both omni-competent and autonomous; and his role requires the continuous exercise of judgement. Moreover, there is an immense satisfaction to be obtained from proper police work, founded upon the principle of policing by consent, which allows the individual officer to rise above, as it were, the inevitable restrictions and frustrations of his work. As Marcus Aurelius says:

At every hour, give your full concentration, as a Roman and a man, to carrying out the task in hand with a scrupulous and unaffected dignity and affectionate concern for others and freedom and justice, and give yourself space from all other concerns. You will give yourself this if you carry out each act as if it were the last of your life, freed from all randomness and passionate deviation from the rule of reason and from pretence and self-love and dissatisfaction with what has been allotted to you. You see how few things you need to master to be able to live a smoothly flowing and god-fearing life; the gods will ask no more from someone who maintains these principles (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 2.5, trans. Hard).

Listening and acting: a worked example

Policing by consent means, in effect, taking a variety of shades of opinion into account before choosing a course of action, and is therefore not always a popular option with the police service’s ‘natural’ supporters. Consider the example of hunting. Before hunting with dogs was banned under current legislation (2004), the police faced a considerable difficulty in policing hunts where protest was active.

The hunters, many of whom would have seen themselves as ‘natural’ supporters of the police, and indeed included magistrates, judges and police officers amongst their number, tended to see the role of the police as ensuring that protesters and ‘hunt saboteurs’ were stopped in their tracks and that the hunt was enabled to progress. The protesters, on the other hand, and especially the saboteurs, tended to condemn hunting as a barbaric activity which should be stopped by any means possible.

And what of the police themselves? My impression, from many conversations with police officers, was that they resented having their allegiance taken for granted - by either side. Hunting was, before 2004, a lawful activity. On the other hand, peaceful and law-abiding protest was also a lawful activity: and a sensible police service supports and indeed facilitates the right to demonstration and legitimate if impassioned protest (and did so before the incorporation of the Human Rights Act into domestic law with effect from 2000 A.D. gave legal substance to what had been previously a common law tradition.)

What, then, are police officers to do, when faced with one group which is determined to sabotage the activities of another? It is here that Stoic qualities, once more, come into the picture. In short, the police officers are to look:

- To do their duty honestly and vigorously, ‘without fear or favour’;

- To be aware that they cannot please everyone, and that indeed by not ‘taking sides’ they are liable to be unpopular with both sides in any essentially arid confrontation; and

- To be constantly aware that, if virtue is not necessarily its own reward, there is an absence of alternatives. Policing by consent, whether in regard to managing protest, investigating domestic violence, or dealing with community conflicts, as well as an almost infinite range of other issues, requires a long term investment by the police officer, in the face of what may be unrealistic expectations - with the pay-off, as it were, remaining the sometimes somewhat grim satisfaction of doing one’s duty.

Conclusion

Police work, under any system or doctrine of policing, can place considerable demands on the individual police officer. Those demands are exacerbated under the doctrine of policing by consent, with its emphasis upon dialogue and negotiation, and its view of the exercise of brute force as a last resort - or rather, one of a range of tactics and possibilities open to the thinking police officer, rather than an immediate and obvious response (see, for example, controversies in the use of TASER.) The good police officer finds the golden mean in his choice of behaviour; does not expect too much of the public, or indeed of his colleagues on some occasions; and maintains a cautious and pragmatic optimism in his view of human nature. He is neither naive nor unduly cynical, and is prepared to accept failure as a part of his work. Policing has been described as a Sisyphean task. Is it? Quite possibly: but it has to be done.

We could supply many references on the meaning and doctrine of Stoicism, as an academic pursuit. Need we do so? Let us rather conclude our main argument by saying what it means to be Stoic. To be a Stoic means to be able to accept what fate has to offer, with neither despair nor disillusionment. To accept disappointment, if not with equanimity, then with a full command of one’s emotions. And to continue to believe in doing one’s duty. In this sense, it is a good creed for a working police officer - whether policing by authority or consent. The rewards, in other words, come from within.

References

Camus, Albert (2000) The Rebel Penguin Modern Classics.

(eds.) Adlam, Robert and Villiers, Peter (2003) Police Leadership in the 21st Century: Philosophy, Doctrine & Developments, Waterside Press, Winchester.

Villiers, Peter and Adlam, Robert (2004) Policing a safe, just & tolerant society:

An international model, Waterside Press, Winchester.

Villiers, Peter (2009) Police and Policing: An Introduction, Waterside Press, Hampshire.

Ker Muir Jr., William (1977) Police: Street Corner Politicians, Chicago.


‘Barbarians at the Gates’: Stoic Responses to the Refugee Crisis
by Kevin Kennedy

Blood on the streets of what had just been peaceful neighbourhoods. The mutilated bodies of men, women and children, innocent victims of sudden violence, strewn among the wreckage. The survivors, wounded and terrified, trying to understand what has just happened to them. Only slowly will they realise that their lives have been shattered forever. But the state then responds quickly with all the armed force it can muster. The perpetrators are either killed on the spot or hunted down and taken prisoner. Those captured are then sent to the capitol, where they paraded before a jeering crowd before being publicly executed. As readers will surely realise after the last sentence, this is not a description of the recent terror attacks in Paris. The event referred to is instead the invasion of the Roman province of Pannonia (the upper Danube region) by the Marcomanni and the Quadi (ancient Germanic tribes) sometime between 167 and 170 CE. The ‘Marcomannic Wars’ (ca. 167-180) in no way prefigured the current conflict with the terror group Daesh (better known as ISIS). Nevertheless, those of us interested in Stoic philosophy may find it worthwhile to consider how second-century Romans, living during the final flourishing of Stoicism in the ancient world, responded to a violent attack on their own way of life.

The Historia Augusta claims that the Marcomannic Wars had ‘surpassed any in the memory of man.’ The Romans themselves, accustomed as they were to war, brigandage and violent crime, were shocked by the brutality of the attack. Even though the fighting never came close to the city of Rome itself, panic still broke out there, for this was the first time that Italy had been invaded in over 260 years. The man who had the task of repelling the invaders was the emperor Marcus Aurelius (emperor from 160-180 CE). Today, Marcus is far better known as a Stoic philosopher than as a warrior. While the Marcomannic wars have long been forgotten, Marcus’ philosophical journal, the Meditations, still enjoys great popularity. But Marcus spent much more of his reign fighting wars than writing philosophy. His valiant, yet frustrated, attempts to pacify the region only ended with his death. In the year 176 CE, however, Marcus decided he had achieved enough success to hold a triumph in Rome, which he celebrated together with his son and successor Commodus (emperor from 180-192 CE). Victorious but traumatised, the Romans would never forget the Marcomannic onslaught. Proof of this can still be seen in Rome today at the Palazzo Colonna. Dominating this square is the ‘Aurelian’ column, dedicated to Marcus Aurelius and his triumph over the Marcomanni and the Quadi. The column, originally erected at the Campus Martius, the ‘Field of Mars’ (dedicated to the Roman god of war), is some 30 metres tall. Running down the entire length of the column is an elaborate relief, comprised of many scenes from the wars Marcus fought: terrified women and children fleeing the attackers, the savage combat between the legions and their foes, as well as the gruesome retribution taken by the victorious Romans. To the side, impassively viewing the suffering, fighting and dying, is Marcus Aurelius himself. The Romans had repelled the ‘barbarians’ - at least for the time being - and restored their sense of security. How will we in the West today, the cultural heirs of Rome, confront our own security threats?

To most of us today, comparing the Germanic invasions of Rome to 21st century Islamist terrorism sounds far-fetched. The ‘barbarians’ who poured over the Roman defensive lines came by the hundreds of thousands. ISIS, IS, or Daesh (however one wishes to call them), possess no more than a few tens of thousands of fighters: in no way do they have the power to bring about the decline and fall of Western civilisation. And yet, such comparisons can be found in contemporary media debates. Just as Rome fell because it allowed too many Germanic people to live within its borders, some argue, so Western society is now threatened by an influx of Muslim refugees and immigrants, who bring with them values supposedly incompatible with Western culture. Such rhetoric is not only coming from private citizens in their personal blogs, but also from serious thinkers writing in respected media sources. The well-known but controversial historian Niall Ferguson, for instance, compares the West to a tottering empire. As he views it:

… the distant shock to this weakened edifice has been the Syrian civil war, though it has been a catalyst as much as a direct cause for the great Völkerwanderung[40] of 2015. As before, they have come from all over the imperial periphery — from North Africa, from the Levant, from South Asia — but this time they have come in their millions (Ferguson 2015).

Ferguson does not claim that all Muslims living among us potential terrorists, or even that they are prone to radicalism. He does, however, contend that:

… the majority of Muslims in Europe hold views that are not easily reconciled with the principles of our modern liberal democracies, including those novel notions we have about equality between the sexes and tolerance not merely of religious diversity but of nearly all sexual proclivities. And it is thus remarkably easy for a violent minority to acquire their weapons and prepare their assaults on civilization within these avowedly peace-loving communities (ibid).

By using the term Völkerwanderung, Ferguson equates the refugees coming to Europe today with the Germanic tribes who once invaded the Roman Empire. But like Rome, Ferguson argues, Europe has so far been too ‘decadent’ and ‘complacent’ to defend itself. His conclusion is clear: the refugees are an alien people who practice a religious faith hostile to Western values. We should fear them, prevent more of them from coming to our homelands, and roll back the influence of those who are already here. Otherwise, we shall suffer the fate of the Romans.

Stoicism Today is a forum for philosophical matters. The historical accuracy of Ferguson’s argument and similar ones, as well as the proper political responses to terrorism and migration, must be discussed elsewhere. But we can still view these problems from a Stoic perspective. Like the ancient Romans in the aftermath of the Germanic invasions, many Europeans today live in an atmosphere of fear and anger. The desire to eliminate threats to our physical safety and to punish those who assault us is natural. As the ancient Stoics admonish us, however, we must not allow primordial passions to guide our thinking, but rather reason and practical wisdom. Stoics recognise the need to take a step back from our emotions, examine the representations of reality they create, and analyse their accuracy before formulating a reasoned response. As citizens, voters, family members and individuals we are called upon to formulate opinions about war, terrorism and mass-migration. As Stoics, we are expected to ensure that those opinions are grounded in reason and humanity.

The greatest Stoic teacher we know of, Epictetus (lived c. 55-135 CE), held that Stoic principles ‘make love in a house, concord in a state, peace among nations and gratitude to God’ (Discourses 4.5.6). That is to say, Stoicism believes in the community of all humankind. The goal of Daesh, however, is to destroy that community by sowing discord both within Muslims and between Muslims and non-Muslims. As the BBC-journalist Owen Bennett-Jones wrote, ‘To maintain the flow of recruits in the long term, the jihadists need to make Muslims feel more vulnerable and alienated in Western societies’.[41] The greatest individual contribution a Stoic could make toward establishing world peace would be to cast aside his or her own fears and welcome all those now fleeing from violence and terror in the Middle East. The presence of the refugees already here, as well as the fact that many more are on the way, are matters that lie beyond our personal control. What is up to us, however (no matter how we believe the refugee crisis should ultimately be addressed), is to show them the kindness all Stoics are expected to show every inhabitant of this planet. As Marcus Aurelius said: ‘Adapt yourself to the environment in which your lot has been cast, and show true love to the fellow-mortals with whom destiny has surrounded you’ (Meditations, 4.39). The growing anti-immigration movements point out that some who have applied for refugee status have either committed crimes or even engaged in terrorist acts themselves. While we cannot deny this, reason still dictates that the majority of refugees, especially the elderly, parents and their children, have fled their homes because their lives were threatened. The few cases who pose a danger to us are a matter for the authorities. Meanwhile, in order to live with the uncertainty, we need to have the courage of our convictions.

The problem is that we too often cast aside our Stoic principles when remaining true to them requires an effort on our part. As Epictetus also said: ‘We indeed are able to write and to read these things, and to praise them when they are read, but we do not even come near to being convinced of them’ (Discourses 4.5.6). The author of the essay you are now reading is as guilty of this failing as anyone else. I live in Germany and Sweden, the two European nations who have accepted the greatest number of refugees so far. (Sweden, with only 9 million inhabitants, has taken in more Syrian refugees per capita than any other country.) Sweden is proud of its tradition of providing a safe haven to those in need. Germany is eager to show that it has learnt the lessons of its history. Nevertheless, both countries now want to limit the number of new refugees they accept, partly to allay the fears of their citizens, fears which I myself share. When I encounter refugees with what I would consider stereotypical features of conservative Muslims (men with beards, women with headscarves), my first reaction is a sense of unease: ‘Who are these people? Why are they here? What do they want?’. But then I try to step back and consider the soundness of my immediate reactions. Am I the type of person to judge others by their outward appearance? After all, my own grandmother never went out of the house without a headscarf, and she was a devout Protestant. Moreover, when I’m out on the streets of Gothenburg and Berlin, I see bearded hipsters by the score. But I have no fear of grandmothers or hipsters. What have these refugees done to deserve my apprehension? Are they not here precisely because they didn’t want to live in a land dominated by extremism? They have taken on incredible hardships to get here. (Many of them don’t get here at all.) While it is safe to assume that the refugees I see on the streets don’t share all of my values (which is the same case as with almost all of the native Europeans I meet), I have no rational reason to believe that they pose a threat to me, my family and friends, or European society in general. The immediate representation of ‘Muslims’ in my head does not correspond to the reality of the individual before my eyes. These people are not barbarians, but human beings.

We need to rethink some famous words from that ancient ‘anti-terrorist’ fighter, Marcus Aurelius. They have been quoted time and time again, usually in reference to the tribulations of our daily lives. But before we reconsider them, let us imagine Marcus himself, a soldier who knew battle, blood and death. His experiences in war also found their way into his Meditations: ‘Have you ever seen a severed hand or foot, or a decapitated head, just lying somewhere far away from the body it belonged to?’ (Meditations 8.34). When we separate ourselves from the rest of humanity, Marcus writes, we too sever ourselves from what makes us human. When Marcus challenges us to remain decent in the face of horror, he speaks from experience. He prosecuted his wars with all the force needed to vanquish his enemies. But there is no evidence that he ever punished an entire people for challenging Rome, as was common practice among Roman emperors and generals. And now, finally, consider this, perhaps the most powerful passage from the Meditations, in light of our own situation:

Be like the headland against which the waves break and break: it stands firm, until presently the watery tumult around it subsides once more to rest. ‘How unlucky I am, that this should have happened to me!’ By no means; say, rather, ‘How lucky I am that this has left me with no bitterness; unshaken by the present, and undismayed by the future (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 4.49).
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Meditation on Past Evils: A Neostoic Spiritual Exercise
by John Sellars

Much has been written about the Stoic idea of premeditation on future evils: pre-rehearse potential bad events so that if they come you are better prepared to deal with them and, if they don’t, be all the more grateful for your good fortune. But what about past evils? Is there anything to be gained from reflecting on evils that have already happened? In the sixteenth century Justus Lipsius thought there was.

Lipsius was a Humanist and committed to Stoicism. His work of 1584, On Constancy, is a dialogue about how Stoicism might help people then caught in the middle of horrific religious wars. He went on to produce an important edition of the works of Seneca in 1605 and published with it two volumes that, for the first time, tried to bring together all the surviving evidence for the early Stoics, in 1604. In the history of Stoicism he is probably the most important figure after the ancient Stoics.

Lipsius’s On Constancy is an attempt to offer remedies for public evils, that is, suggestions to help people trying to cope with adverse situations out of their control. One of his remedies tries to show that the public evils then afflicting people are, when put into an appropriate historical context, neither especially grievous nor unusual. Lipsius the Humanist thinks that the study of history can offer us therapeutic benefit. What follows is somewhat brutal, but that is part of the point. Lipsius recounts the death tolls of wars recorded in ancient historians. In the wars of the ancient Jews 20,000 died at Caesarea, 13,000 at Scythopolis, 2,500 at Ascalon, 2,000 at Ptolemais, 50,000 at Alexandria, 10,000 at Damascus, and so on. He then turns to Greek and Roman history. Drawing upon the ancient historian Procopius and other sources, Lipsius continues with graphic descriptions of ancient plagues and famines, of which just one gruesome example from a famine should be enough: ‘Two women (I quake to speak it) killed seventeen men in the night by treachery and did eat them; at length they themselves were slain by the eighteenth, who perceived the matter.’

Cruelty is nothing new either, Lipsius says, citing examples from the historian Valerius Maximus. Lipsius draws on his impressive knowledge of ancient history and literature to furnish us with numerous examples to support his claim that public evils such as civil war, tyranny, famine, and plague are by no means limited to the present age. All of these public evils are constant features of history and so we should not be surprised to find them in our own time. Indeed, it would be truly miraculous if our own time were exempt from such events. All countries and all ages have had their share of public evils; so must our country and our age.

This strategy involves a version of an idea known as ‘moral distance’. This is the idea that we tend to care more for those things closer to us than those far away, and it is traditionally credited to David Hume. Our natural sympathy for those closest at hand, it is suggested, is a distortion that we must overcome when making moral judgements. Lipsius’s version is different though: his aim is to show that moral distance can distort our perception of public evils, making our own immediate troubles appear much more significant than they actually are. If we step back and consider those evils within a wider historical context we shall see that in fact they are neither especially grievous nor unusual. This shares something with what Pierre Hadot called ‘the view from above’, but in this case proposing a wider historical perspective rather than a wider geographical view.

Lipsius was not wrong when he said that all ages have their share of public evils. For us the Holocaust has come to be seen as the archetypal example, and for good reason. Reflecting on horrific events from the past such as the Holocaust is important for a number of obvious and well-known reasons: some things should never be forgotten. For Lipsius this sort of reflection on past evils can also be a chilling way to put our current troubles into stark perspective.


Part IV: Debating Stoicism Today


The Stoic Worldview
by John Sellars

Editor’s Note: The following is the text of a workshop that John Sellars gave at Stoicon 2015. In it, John talked about Stoic physics and its relationship with what we would today call religion and science. His aim was to try to give participants a sense of the broader, ancient ‘Stoic worldview’. Here it serves as a guide to that worldview for those who might be unfamiliar with it, before the debates about the relevance of that worldview for those interested in Stoicism in the modern world which follow.

1) Bodies

The Stoics begin with the claim that only bodies exist (Cicero, Acad. 1.39). Everything that exists is a physical thing. Anything that has any kind of causal power must ultimately be a physical body. So, if the Stoics claim that virtue impels us to act, for instance, and so has some causal power, then virtue must be a body. And they think it is: virtue is an excellent mental state, i.e., the physical soul organised in an optimal way. Closely connected to this claim that only bodies exist, the Stoics reject the existence of universals (i.e., Plato’s Ideas or Forms). Only particulars exist. So when they talk of ‘virtue’ they are not talking about some general concept or abstract ideal, which doesn’t exist, but rather about specific virtuous actions or specific optimal brain states. (Talk of ‘brain states’ might sound anachronistic but it is pretty much what they have in mind.)

2) Breath

They go on to claim that all bodies are composed of two principles or aspects: matter and ‘breath’ (pneuma) (Diogenes Laertius 7.134). Matter is passive; breath is active. Breath is what makes things alive, and because everything is composed of both matter and breath, everything is alive. Breath comes in a variety of degrees of ‘tension’ (tonos) and the greater the tension the more complex the object. Inanimate objects such as stones have the lowest level of tension; living things such as plants have a higher degree; animals with the powers of sensation and movement are higher again; adult humans with rationality have the highest degree of tension. The higher the tension of the breath, the more complex the living organism will be (see Philo, in Long-Sedley 1987, 47P-Q).[42] An important point here is that there is no difference in kind between a stone and a human being, only a difference in tension of breath (we might say a difference in internal organisation or structural complexity; A.A. Long once proposed ‘wave-length’ as a way of thinking about this).

3) Nature and God

The physical world, Nature as a whole, is a continuum and is infinitely divisible; the divisions between physical objects are to an extent only relative. Ultimately there is just one physical thing, Nature, of which we are all parts. The breath that structures and animates all of Nature the Stoics call ‘God’. Some sources say God is the breath, the soul of the world, just as the breath in our bodies is our soul. Other sources identify God with Nature as a whole, with the breath being his soul and the matter his body (the difference is between God being an animating force within Nature or simply being Nature). So, Nature is a living organism comprised of a soul and a body, breath and matter, and because, by definition, there is nothing greater than this, it, if anything is, must be God. On either view, we are fragments of God. If God is the world soul, the breath animating all of Nature, then the breath that animates us, our soul, is simply one part of that.

4) How Religious?

It is difficult to know how serious this talk of ‘God’ was. The early Stoic Cleanthes appears very sincere in his ‘Hymn to Zeus’, for instance, and we have no reasons to doubt his sincerity. However, the Stoics were also well known for offering allegorical interpretations of the pagan Gods, including allegorical interpretations of the portraits of the Gods in Homer for instance. Famously, the Stoic Chrysippus once said that Zeus and his wife Hera are actually the active and passive principles in Nature, breath and matter. (In one source, Diog. Laert. 7.147, divine names for Nature are explained on the basis of their etymology.) Much later, in the third century AD, the philosopher Plotinus said that the Stoics bring in God into their philosophy only for the sake of appearances (Enn. 6.1.27). If ‘God’ is simply another name for Nature then it doesn’t really do much work in their philosophy; it doesn’t add or explain anything, so one might easily drop the word without any obvious loss. However the idea of a divine breath permeating Nature would later influence the Christian idea of a Holy Spirit (pneuma), and then would be interpreted by Church Fathers and others looking to harmonise Stoicism with Christianity right through to the seventeenth century. Perhaps that afterlife gives Stoic accounts of pneuma stronger religious overtones than they originally had. It is very hard to know. But again, Cleanthes’s ‘Hymn to Zeus’ appears quite sincere.[43]

5) How Scientific?

When the Stoics developed this idea of the soul as breath permeating the body they were doing so in a dialogue with the science of their day. The image they give of the human soul comprised of a commanding centre with tentacles spreading pneuma (breath) throughout the body was inspired in part by the work of early anatomists (esp. Praxagoras; also Erasistratus) who were cutting open bodies and finding arteries and nerves. Chrysippus located the commanding centre of the soul in the chest (following Praxagoras), which of course contains the heart and arteries leading off it that spread through the entire body. (Praxagoras thought that arteries were pipes also connected to the lungs, carrying pneuma.) A later Stoic disagreed with Chrysippus and said the commanding centre of the soul was in the head, which of course contains the brain with nerves leading off it spreading through the entire body. This shift in position may well have been prompted by further observations (i.e. dissections): the distinction between arteries and nerves was still unclear in Chrysippus’s day and he commented that the scientific evidence was only tentative and one ought to wait for further discoveries. The important point to make here is that all this talk of a soul pervading and animating the body was actually part of a first step towards developing an account of the brain and nervous system. As crude as it may have been, this was a theory based on the cutting-edge scientific knowledge of the day.

6) Some Concluding Comments

The Stoics give us arguments for why we ought to think that Nature is rational, alive, and intelligent. We have those properties, nothing without those properties can give birth to something with them; therefore they must be properties of Nature (Cicero, Nat. D 2.22). (There are philosophers of mind today who continue to argue against the claim that consciousness could be an emergent property.) The Stoics then call this living Nature ‘God’. If Nature (or the Cosmos) encompasses everything, and if only bodies exist, and if God is something other than which there is nothing greater, then it looks as if God must be identified with Nature. God cannot be anything lesser than Nature and cannot be anything outside Nature. However it remains difficult to know how seriously we ought to take this: is it a devout pantheism (you really ought to worship Nature), simply a deflationary use of language (when you say ‘God’ what you really mean is Nature), or a cautious pragmatism (rather than deny the existence of God, let’s call Nature ‘God’)? We do know the Stoics repeatedly engaged with (what we would now call) the science of their day: Chrysippus drew on the anatomist Praxagoras, the Stoic Posidonius studied botany and geology, a later Stoic, Cleomedes, wrote on astronomy, and Seneca wrote not just his ethical works but also his Natural Questions (on meteorology). The Stoics wanted to understand Nature because Nature taken as a whole is the greatest thing there is and we are parts of it. They aspired to a ‘smooth flow of life’, which they defined as a life in harmony with Nature, something that will require at least some appreciation of how Nature works. Whether we choose also to call Nature ‘God’ or ‘Zeus’ or ‘Gaia’ is perhaps less important.


The Argument For: In Praise of the Logos
by Mark Vernon

Ancient Stoics believed that life was grounded in a benign principle they called the logos - one of those Greek words that can be translated in numerous ways, as ‘word’ or ‘reason’, ‘discourse’ or ‘principle’, ‘law’ or ‘activity’, ‘allure’ or ‘attraction’. Take the earliest extended Stoic text to survive the centuries. It’s a hymn to Zeus, penned by Cleanthes, the second head of the Stoic school. He praises the high god for the logos that ‘moves through all creation’. He celebrates the logos as the wellspring of unity, direction, meaning, purpose. Suffering, he argues, arises from refusing the logos. Ignorance of its workings leads men and women into all manner of false hopes and expectations - the pursuit of fame and fortune or of pleasure for pleasure’s sake. Troubles resolve themselves in the letting go inherent in learning to follow the logos.

It’s worth reading this hymn in full, not only because it is the Stoic document closest to the founder, but because it conveys the crucial dimension of ancient Stoicism that all too often, and sadly to my mind, is lost today:

Most glorious of the immortals, invoked by many names, ever all-powerful, Zeus, the First Cause of Nature, who rules all things with Law, Hail!

It is right for mortals to call upon you, since from you we have our being, we whose lot it is to be God’s image, we alone of all mortal creatures that live and move upon the earth. Accordingly, I will praise you with my hymn and ever sing of your might.

The whole universe, spinning around the earth, goes wherever you lead it and is willingly guided by you. So great is the servant which you hold in your invincible hands, your eternal, two-edged, lightning-forked thunderbolt.

By its strokes all the works of nature came to be established, and with it you guide the universal Logos of Reason which moves through all creation, mingling with the great sun and the small stars.

O God, without you nothing comes to be on earth, neither in the region of the heavenly poles, nor in the sea, except what evil men do in their folly. But you know how to make extraordinary things suitable, and how to bring order forth from chaos; and even that which is unlovely is lovely to you. For thus you have joined all things, the good with the bad, into one, so that the eternal Logos of all came to be one.

This Logos, however, evil mortals flee, poor wretches; though they are desirous of good things for their possession, they neither see nor listen to God’s universal Law; and yet, if they obey it intelligently, they would have the good life.

But they are senselessly driven to one evil after another: some are eager for fame, no matter how godlessly it is acquired; others are set on making money without any orderly principles in their lives; and others are bent on ease and on the pleasures and delights of the body. They do these foolish things, time and again, and are swept along, eagerly defeating all they really wish for.

O Zeus, giver of all, shrouded in dark clouds and holding the vivid bright lightning, rescue men from painful ignorance. Scatter that ignorance far from their hearts and deign to rule all things in justice, so that, honored in this way, we may render honor to you in return, and sing your deeds unceasingly, as befits mortals; for there is no greater glory for men or for gods than to justly praise the universal Logos.

To put it another way, ancient Stoics did not believe that it is possible to live contentedly largely by ignoring what you can’t control, as Stoicism is sometimes interpreted today. They did not presume that those most human of feelings - fear and anger - are simply our personal choices, to be turned off and on by some trained trick of the will. They saw that life can gradually be re-ordered to serve a deeper, divine imperative that runs through all things. Let go into that fundamental goodness, and whatever happens will ultimately be shaped after its beneficent, magnificent pattern. It’s a commitment of faith to a changed perception of life, not a commitment to reprogramming aimed at a personality adjustment, again as Stoicism can sometimes seem to its modern advocates.

It was a question of knowing the divine in nature through ‘felt experience’ as much as reasoned argument. Hence, Seneca, speaks of intuiting the presence of God in nature:

If ever you have come upon a grove that is full of ancient trees which have grown to an unusual height, shutting out a view of the sky by a veil of intertwining branches, then the loftiness of the forest, the seclusion of the spot, and your marvel at the thick unbroken shade in the midst of the open spaces, will prove to you the presence of deity. If a cave, made by the deep crumbling of the rocks, holds up a mountain on its arch, a place not built with hands but hollowed out into such spaciousness by natural causes, your soul will be deeply moved by a certain intimation of the existence of God (Seneca, Letter 41).

Seneca also seems to have felt he had a relationship with God. In the same letter, he writes: ‘God is near you, he is with you, he is within you… a holy spirit indwells within us, one who marks our good and bad deeds, and is our guardian.’ Philosophy is nothing if not a promise that we can know the deity, and not primarily by our efforts but because God wills to be known to us. In letter 73, he writes: ‘God comes to men; nay, he comes nearer, - he comes into men. No mind that has not God, is good. Divine seeds are scattered throughout our mortal bodies; if a good husbandman receives them, they spring up in the likeness of their source and of a parity with those from which they came. If, however, the husbandman be bad, like a barren or marshy soil, he kills the seeds, and causes tares to grow up instead of wheat.’

Epictetus, too, had a powerful sense of God in his life. This is important to note because it is often from Epictetus that contemporary Stoics lift injunctions about how to live, though leaving the crucially divine setting behind - the metaphysical big picture that is required to make full sense of how we respond to what happens. We are ‘children of Zeus’, he says, before addressing God as father in prayer, acknowledging God’s omnipresence, and God as the source and sustainer of our life. Indeed, our life is but a reflection of God’s life, which is why it makes sense to let go of our own striving and trust life. In Discourses 1.14, he says: ‘If our souls are so bound up with God and joined together with Him, as being parts and portions of His being, does not God perceive their every motion as being a motion of that which is His own and of one body with Himself?’ Knowing this fact in every moment of our lives is what secures the Stoic promise of tranquility and freedom. ‘Remember never to say that you are alone, for you are not alone; nay, God is within, and your own genius is within,’ Epictetus adds.

Our task in life is not only to know the divinity in the sinews of our being, in every breath we take, but also to fulfil our part in God’s purposes. This engages us in a struggle that is personal, not mechanical; there is a moral element of choice about how we might live, and struggle with yourself as well as with discerning the divine around and about, within and before. We are interpreters of God’s world and witnesses of God’s work. In a climactic celebration of Stoic life in Discourses 1.17, Epictetus declares:

Why, if we had sense, ought we to be doing anything else, publicly and privately, than hymning and praising the Deity, and rehearsing His benefits? Ought we not, as we dig and plough and eat, to sing the hymn of praise to God? ‘Great is God, that He hath furnished us these instruments wherewith we shall till the earth. Great is God, that He hath given us hands, and power to swallow, and a belly, and power to grow unconsciously, and to breathe while asleep.’ This is what we ought to sing on every occasion, and above all to sing the greatest and divinest hymn, that God has given us the faculty to comprehend these things and to follow the path of reason. What then? Since most of you have become blind, ought there not to be someone to fulfil this office for you, and on behalf of all sing the hymn of praise to God? Why, what else can I, a lame old man, do but sing hymns to God? If, indeed, I were a nightingale, I should be singing as a nightingale; if a swan, as a swan. But as it is, I am a rational being, therefore I must be singing hymns of praise to God. This is my task; I do it, and will not desert this post, as long as it may be given me to fill it; and I exhort you to join me in this same song.

Knowing that there is a God is, therefore, the first thing a Stoic must learn. Theology is not an optional extra for a few die-hard theists. It is the very heart and resting place of the Stoic view. In Discourses 2.14, Epictetus says:

[Stoicism] says that the first thing we must learn is this: That there is a God, and that He provides for the universe, and that it is impossible for a man to conceal from Him, not merely his actions, but even his purposes and his thoughts. Next we must learn what the gods are like, for whatever their character is discovered to be, the man who is going to please and obey them must endeavour as best he can to resemble them. If the deity is faithful, he also must be faithful; if free, he also must be free; if beneficent, he also must be beneficent; if high-minded, he also must be high-minded, and so forth; therefore, in everything he says and does, he must act as an imitator of God.

Today, it is religious scholars of the ancient world who understand this essential aspect of Stoicism and aren’t embarrassed to write about it. In his recent book on St Paul, Paul and the Faithfulness of God, NT Wright summarises Stoicism, observing: ‘Once one has this knowledge [of God], one is ready for the philosopher’s specific active vocation: to be dispatched like a scout or a spy in a time of war, to search out what is really going on, and then to come back and explain to people that they are mistaken in their perceptions of good and evil, and to point out the truth of the situation whether people want to hear it or not. Philosophers… are to be like owls who see in the dark - and then like heralds who announce the message with which they have been entrusted.’

I’ve laboured the point about the theology, and included several key texts, because this is what you will miss if you read most introductions to Stoicism today. To be frank, I think it is disingenuous if not dishonest to sideline the divine foundations. It turns Stoicism into an atmosphere without air, a sea without water. Such reductionism is doubly misleading when it comes to Stoicism because the Stoics prided themselves on their rational approach to life that adds up because all its different parts link together - physics, ethics and metaphysics. Drop one element and they felt you are on the way to losing the lot.

That, I fear, is what today’s atheistic interpreters of Stoicism risk doing. Unfounded and ungrounded, Stoicism loses its promise, its efficacy, and its divine energy.

It’s clear why modern interpreters often turn away from the logos. In short, they don’t believe in God. Indeed, I suspect that for many of them, the discovery of Stoicism was directly linked to a rejection of theism. To find that Stoicism has an integral theology is, therefore, profoundly unwelcome.

A common response to this discovery in the tradition is to suggest that modern Stoicism can be shown not to need the divine underpinning Zeno, Cleanthes, Seneca and Epictetus sought. That was then, but now, science shows that secular Stoicism works just as well without. Well, I’m not so sure about that either. Cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) is the best known contemporary version of Stoic practices and, increasingly, the evidence is emerging to suggest that it’s losing its initial efficacy; or possibly was not as efficacious as the first findings promised. And it’s always been unclear how long the benefits last. Now that longitudinal studies of CBT are being published, counted in years rather than months, it seems to be the case that CBT can frequently offer help out of a deep rut, but then a while down the line, the individual feels themselves to be trapped again.

I suspect that part of the issue here is prizing apart Stoic practices from the logos-centric worldview. It undermines Stoicism’s raison d’être. It leaves the cognitive method uprooted from felt foundations. The difficulty is that the scientifically sanctioned stance towards the cosmos today is that the cosmos is not benign, as the ancient Stoics discerned. Rather, it is indifferent. Science, for the most part, works on the assumption that nature is mechanical, no more purposeful than a car crash or Mediterranean storm. Neither is the cosmos to be trusted with your life. In fact, much of the modern economy and our personal energies are geared towards resisting and fighting what can happen to us, to preserving our happiness in spite of happenstance. The double difficulty is that much good is achieved in this process too.

The ancient Stoics were not passive in the face of suffering. Pain need not be masochistically endured if cures are known or could be found. But the deeper sense of trusting life is crucial for the way of life to bed down. If a sense of the divine is written off ahead of time, the techniques have nowhere to go. Further, if nature were shown to be blind, Stoic logic might conclude, it may be more rational to rail at fate, to become angry when things go wrong, to kick against the goad, to not go with the flow.

But I don’t think that need be the conclusion. A better one is that atheistic versions of Stoicism conceal a scientific prejudice and therapeutic flaw. That can be remedied in the traditional way: by practicing the Stoic way of life with an open mind and heart, and not sticking doggedly to metaphysical commitments. More specifically, I think it means reimagining the possibilities of the human mind. The nous, as the ancients called it, is the dimension of our being in which the logos can be detected and engaged. It’s known when we become aware of the depth of experience, the implicit pulse of things; and then further, become aware that we are aware. With that self-awareness, can come a final step: a sense that is radically unexpected. We realise that we are not simply enfolded in the emotional hubbub of life but can step back from it too. We can know the cycles of life from a place that is beyond their passing.

To put it another way, nous detects eternity. It’s the faculty humans have which can contemplate life as well as be immersed in life. It’s what Aristotle called our immortal part; the Stoics our divine seed; the Platonists our kinship with the good, beautiful, and true. Many feel they occasionally glimpse this dimension of existence and call it a peak experience, an oceanic feeling, a moment of egolessness. All the philosophers taught is that, with practice, it’s possible to know it permanently. Life can be lived with a steady consciousness of the ground of being that sustains life.

What it involves is a kind of dying - dying to a life obsessed with the anxieties of material life; dying even to the dreams and hopes of the aspiring soul. With that death a shift of perspective arises and we can know ourselves as we truly are. I’ll leave the last word to Epictetus, from Discourses 2.8. ‘You are a fragment of God; you have within you a part of Him. Why, then, are you ignorant of your own kinship? Why do you not know the source from which you have sprung? Will you not bear in mind, whenever you eat, who you are that eat, and whom you are nourishing? Whenever you indulge in intercourse with women, who you are that do this? Whenever you mix in society, whenever you take physical exercise, whenever you converse, do you not know that you are nourishing God, exercising God? You are bearing God about with you, you poor wretch, and know it not!’


The Argument Against: In Praise of Modern Stoicism
by Tim LeBon

How many twenty-first century readers can accept the claims made in the following ancient Stoic passage quoted approvingly by Mark Vernon in the previous piece?

The whole universe, spinning around the earth, goes wherever you [Zeus] lead it and is willingly guided by you.

How many of us can believe that the universe spins round the earth? How many of us believe that Zeus is in charge of our fate?

I imagine that very few modern-day readers will accept these and some of the other metaphysical claims made by the ancient Stoics. Logic therefore dictates that we have a choice. We could discard Stoicism on the grounds that it is based on claims that we can no longer believe. The title of this article - “In Praise of Modern Stoicism” - suggests an alternative. Rather than abandon Stoicism we can and should develop a modern, acceptable and helpful form of Stoicism. In this article, I will be using the term ‘Modern Stoicism’ to refer to the Stoic Programme developed by the Stoicism Today team since 2012, as described in the various Stoic Week Handbooks and associated material.

Consequently: two key questions for the modern practitioner of Stoicism are:

1. Which parts of ancient Stoicism can be accepted?

2. Which Stoic practices turn out to be helpful?

The first question has been well explored in an article in the first Stoicism Today volume by Antonia Macaro, entitled ‘What Can the Stoics Do for Us?’. Macaro argues that a ‘lot of [Stoicism’s] foundational beliefs, such as the ideas that our rationality is a fragment of the divine…clash with what we in fact know about the world.’ She concludes however that some Stoic ideas are both acceptable and helpful (pp. 53-54):

Most of us could probably benefit from adopting Stoic perspectives like questioning what is really valuable in life, reminding ourselves that a lot of the things we commonly worry about are not that important; the habit of scrutinising our emotions, remembering that we can have a degree of influence on how we feel by changing how we think; and accepting that much of what happens to us in life is beyond our control.

Such philosophical arguments can be taken a stage further by conducting empirical research. This is a key part of the Stoicism Today project. The results so far are encouraging. Here is a summary of what we have found:

Our findings supported the view that Stoicism is helpful - Stoicism passed its initial test. Participants reported a 14% improvement in life satisfaction, a 9% increase in positive emotions and an 11% decrease in negative emotions [after engaging in Stoic practices for a week]. (LeBon 2014).

The development of the SABS (The Stoic Attitude and Behaviours Scale) has enabled us to go further and begin to understand which parts of Stoicism are most beneficial as opposed to the elements which may not really be ‘active ingredients’. As I wrote in my 2014 article, our findings so far suggest that four elements of Stoicism are the most helpful:

• Stoic mindfulness - making an effort to pay continual attention to the nature of my judgements and actions.

• Stoic disputation of thoughts - reminding oneself that an upsetting thought is just an impression in my mind and not the thing it claims to represent.

• Affinity with others - thinking of oneself as part of the human race, in the same way that a limb is a part of the human body.

• Stoic Premeditation - trying to anticipate future misfortunes and rehearse rising above them.

These four elements of Stoicism happen to be amongst those emphasised in what Donald Robertson has called a ‘Simplified Modern Approach to Stoicism’.[44] Key parts of this ‘Modern Stoicism’ are the morning Stoic preparation, an evening Stoic reflection on the day, and practicing ‘Stoic mindfulness’ throughout the day. I agree with Mark Vernon that some aspects of Stoic Metaphysics including the idea of a divine purpose feature much less heavily than Stoic ethics and Stoic practices in ‘Modern Stoicism’. As the research shows, however, this Modern Stoicism has proved to be very helpful to the majority of participants.

The analysis of SABS items also allows us to make a tentative judgement on the extent to which logos-related attitudes and behaviours may be helpful. The analysis of data relating to 2013 Stoic week suggests that logos-related beliefs are moderately helpful, but much less so than the Stoic ideas listed above. The belief that ‘there’s no overall plan to the universe’ was inversely related to flourishing by a factor of .14, so it would seem it is somewhat conducive to flourishing to believe there is an overall plan to the universe. For the belief that ‘the cosmos is a single, wise, living thing’ there was a similar positive association with flourishing (.16). However, three other Stoic attitudes and behaviours were much more significantly associated with flourishing (factors of .34 and .32 and .31 respectively). These were:

I make an effort to pay continual attention to the nature of my judgements and actions.

When an upsetting thought enters my mind the first thing I do is remind myself it’s just an impression in my mind and not the thing it claims to represent.

I consider myself to be a part of the human race, in the same way that a limb is a part of the human body. It is my duty to contribute to its welfare.

These three most helpful Stoic attitudes and behaviours are, of course, taught as part of Modern Stoicism.

Some of Mark Vernon’s comments convey a false impression of the scope and nature of Modern Stoicism. Vernon claims that Stoicism without God and the logos aims to ‘[turn] off and on [feelings of fear and anger] by some trained trick of the will’. This is not true. Modern Stoicism is a training in virtue, not in willpower. The virtuous Stoic doesn’t have an urge to feel fear and anger which they then repel by willpower. Instead, they form different value judgements about external events, so they don’t feel fear or anger in the first place. Neither is Modern Stoicism a ‘reprogramming aimed at a personality adjustment’ as Vernon suggests. Modern Stoicism involves character change rather than personality adjustment. The Stoic quotations and readings give the participant an understanding of acceptable Stoic ideas, particularly relating to ethics, nature, emotions and what can and cannot be changed. The meditations then give the participant the opportunity to develop the skills to be virtuous - they give you the chance to rehearse and reflect on your behaviour. The Stoic Monitoring form is another tool to help people develop key skills, such as noticing what is within our control and what is not and responding appropriately. Use of social media allows people to discuss their progress with fellow participants. A virtuous character is being developed by a process of training and practice, based on Stoic principles.

So far I have argued that:

1. Some parts of Stoicism, particularly those that relate to Zeus, fate and a divine purpose, will not be acceptable to many modern readers.

2. The parts that remain of Stoicism form a substantial and coherent set of ideas and practices, as illustrated in the Stoicism Today blog and Stoic Week Handbook. This version of ‘Modern Stoicism’ will continue to be refined and already includes some aspects of Stoic Metaphysics, e.g. the idea that we are - by nature - social beings and how this helps reinforce Stoic Ethics.

3. Modern Stoicism aims to help people lead a flourishing life as well as be virtuous, and is committed to research to see whether its practices actually do work.

4. The empirical research we have undertaken so far suggests that Modern Stoicism is indeed helpful.

5. Whilst logos-related parts of Stoicism appear to be moderately associated with flourishing, they do not seem to be the most ‘active ingredients’ of Stoicism.

I will finish with three further comments in praise of Modern Stoicism and against the idea of including the logos in Modern Stoicism. Mark Vernon blurs the issue by referring to ‘God’ rather than Zeus in his article. The ancient Stoics did not believe in the Judeo-Christian God. The Stoic god is wholly impersonal - it is just nature, doing its thing. You can’t pray to the Stoic god. Of course, Vernon or anyone else is quite entitled to propose a version of Stoicism that includes elements of Christianity, but then they can hardly criticise anyone else for being unfaithful to ancient Stoicism.

Furthermore, were the logos to be included in Modern Stoicism it would make it less inclusive as well as less credible. Many readers would struggle to get past page 1 of the Stoic Week Handbook were it littered with references to Zeus, a divine providential Fate or even God. By diluting the religious component, Modern Stoicism is following the path of esteemed writers such as Viktor Frankl and Stephen Covey. Both Frankl and Covey were religious - Frankl was Jewish and Covey was Mormon - yet their most famous works (Man’s Search for Meaning and The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People respectively)- were based largely on principles that don’t require religious faith. You can be religious and follow Modern Stoicism, but you don’t have to be.

A final objection to Modern Stoicism, hinted at by Vernon, is that that it shouldn’t call itself Stoicism. Personally, I like the term ‘Modern Stoicism’. It accurately conveys the idea that what is being taught is not identical to ancient Stoicism. At the same time, the name ‘Modern Stoicism’ also implies that Stoicism is being adapted to be helpful in the modern world. Now, it could be argued however that just as Buddhism without Buddhist metaphysics is called ‘mindfulness’, so Stoicism without the logos and other elements of Stoic metaphysics should be called something else, perhaps ‘Stoic Mindfulness’. But, as Patrick Ussher has argued ‘all Stoic mindfulness…is really about is remembering the key precepts of Stoic ethics and putting them into practice’.[45] That’s also a good description of what Modern Stoicism is all about - remembering the key ideas of Stoic ethics and putting them into practice.
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Editor’s note: Following the initial publication of both of these pieces on the Stoicism Today blog, both authors were offered a ‘right to reply’. Tim LeBon waived his right to reply. Mark Vernon added the following in response to Tim’s piece.

‘On testing the benefits of Modern Stoicism, I would add more scientific caution. For example, my sense is that the experience of empirically investigating CBT increasingly suggests that the harder the evidence, the easier statistics are to amass and the more readily headlines can be produced; but the less insight and quality the supposed findings offer. It seems that the difficulties of doing science in the domains of well-being and mental health emerge particularly in qualitative studies and over the long term.

On the subject of prayer and God, ancient Stoics most certainly did pray to and praise the logos. Seneca, for one, definitely has God in mind too, and he’s not much informed by the Judeo-Christian tradition, about which he seems to have simply shared common Roman prejudices. I think the problem for us here is not just theological but also physical. The ancient view of nature is not the same as the modern scientific view, which is mechanical and dead, unlike the organic, living, soul-filled cosmos ancient ‘pantheism’ implies. Similarly, Cleanthes’ Hymn to Zeus needs to be read as metaphysical poetry not modern scientific theory, and perhaps moves even now when related to as such.

Moderns need to approach ancient ideas about reasonableness with caution too. For us, reason tends to mean justified deductions or detached proofs, whereas in the ancient world reason implies a harmonious attunement with, and participation in, a pattern - or logos - much wider than humans can fully grasp.’


Providence or Atoms? Providence! A Defence of the Stoic Worldview
by Christopher Fisher

‘If I know Providence, I know my good and can follow it; so, no complaint. If I know not my good, I do not in reality know Providence. So if I complain, I complain of a specter and not a Deity: I complain as an animal, not as a man.’ - Antony, Earl of Shaftesbury (from Rand, B. (2005), 44).

Either providence or atoms. By repeated use of this simple disjunction, Marcus Aurelius condensed and contrasted the worldviews proposed by the Stoics and the Epicureans, and emphasised the importance of the choice for those who wish to live according to Nature. Marcus understood what many modern readers of Stoicism overlook: the choice between these opposing worldviews has psychological and ethical implications for anyone attempting to live the excellent and flourishing life described by the Stoics.

The division between the Stoics and Epicureans over the nature of the cosmos is renowned. This was not a sterile academic debate over the minutia of philosophical terms or concepts. It was a deep divide over how one should view the cosmos and live in it as a rational being. Each argued forcefully for their worldview because they believed there were consequences for the lives of their practitioners. The chasm between the providentially ordered cosmos of the Stoics and the random atomic universe of the Epicureans was deep and wide, and it could not be bridged. Thus, as Marcus asserts, one must make a choice between them — either providence or atoms.

For the Epicureans, acceptance of providence invited the gods into the lives of humans, and this they believed was a primary source of psychological distress. Conversely, for the Stoics, a rational and providential cosmos provided psychological and emotional support that helped them live virtuously and flourish regardless of external circumstances. The Stoics revered an immanent God as the providential force within Nature; the Epicureans regarded the gods as disquieting intruders in our lives and celebrated their disinterest in human affairs. The difference between these worldviews is insurmountable; additionally, as Marcus Aurelius makes quite clear with his repeated use of the disjunction ‘providence or atoms,’ the Stoics considered the choice important.

What is Providence?

Our English word providence is derived from the Latin word providentia. Cicero and Seneca used providentia to translate the Greek word pronoia.

Christopher Gill defines pronoia as ‘providential rationality and care’ (Gill 2013, pg. 90). F. E. Peters defines pronoia as ‘forethought’ or ‘providence,’ and writes:

The early history of the concept of providence is to be seen in the emergence, from Diogenes to Aristotle, of a notion of intelligent purpose operating in the universe. In all of these thinkers it is clearly associated with the intelligent God whose features begin to appear in the later Plato… and in Aristotle. For the Stoics, the immanent Logos governs all by nous and pronoia (Peters 1967, p. 164).

Providence entails the causal determinism of the mechanistic worldview used by modern sciences. Causal determinism is an ancient concept which simply means every event is necessitated by prior (antecedent) events. Stoics refer to this as a causal chain or web. Providence infers divine cause and purpose to this chain of events. Therefore, there are no accidents or miracles; just causes, which rely on prior causes, which ultimately rely on God as the ultimate cause.

Providence and Stoicism

Edward Arnold offers a beautiful portrait of providence within Stoicism:

It is a principal dogma of the Stoics that “the universe is ruled by providence.” Cicero indeed assures us that the word “providence” is merely an abbreviation for “the providence of the gods,” and that the dogma really asserts that “the universe is ruled by the gods with foresight”… If “providence” is on the one hand interpreted as God’s providence, it is on the other hand equivalent to Nature, and again to the Mind of the universe; it is the Logos, the universal Law, the creative force; not merely an attribute, but a manifestation and bodily presentment of deity (Arnold 1911, p. 203-4).

Providence is central to Stoicism. Without providence, Stoic ethical theory loses much of its coherence, and the psychological consolations of its therapeutic practices are greatly diminished. Marcus Aurelius understood its importance and accepted the Stoic worldview, which includes a rationally ordered and providential cosmos.

Additionally, Marcus relied on the Stoic theory of psychology, which asserts that our emotions are connected to our value judgements. Therefore, he understood how one’s accepted worldview could affect their judgements of events in the world. In his Meditations, Marcus links acceptance of a providential worldview to a ‘cheerful mind’ (2.3) and sees it as a call to action (2.4). Again, in Meditations 4.3, he suggests our resentment of the circumstance of our lives is the result of denying providence.[46]

Likewise, Seneca emphasised providence by highlighting the causal link between the trials we face in life and the development of our personal virtue. Thus, Seneca declares, ‘fire tests gold, misfortune brave men’ (On Providence 5.10) as a source of consolation and inspiration for those who undergo seeming misfortunes in life. Approximately ten years before Seneca’s death a young slave was born in Asia Minor who would be tested by those fires of providence. His name was Epictetus, and he did indeed prove to be gold. As a result of his trials, Epictetus would come to esteem the subject of providence above all others:[47]

The philosophers say that the first thing that needs to be learned is the following, that there is a God, and a God who exercises providential care for the universe… (Epictetus, Discourses 2.14.11)[48]

Epictetus also provides a defence of providence by linking it to his distinction between what is ‘up to us’ and ‘not up to us’:

What are we to do, then? To make the best of what lies within our power, and deal with everything else as it comes. ‘How does it come, then?’ As God wills. (Epictetus, Discourses 1.1.17)

A strong reliance on providence was not unique to Seneca, Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius. Quite the contrary. If anyone doubts the importance of providence in Stoicism consider the criticism offered by Plutarch:

… that the universal nature and the universal reason of nature are destiny and providence and Zeus, of this not even the Antipodes are unaware, for the Stoics keep harping on about this everywhere…[49]

Plutarch complained that even those residing in the farthest corners of the earth had heard the Stoic arguments for providence since they went on about them incessantly.

The debate over these opposing worldviews divided Hellenistic thinkers and philosophical schools. Moreover, history records the influence of this debate on Western thought since that time; it predates the Stoics and Epicureans and still reverberates just below the surface of thought and culture today.

For most people, however, providence is a foreign concept. It became a casualty of Western thought during the progression from the Enlightenment to modernity.[50] While the concept of providence is pervasive in the extant Stoic texts and was the subject of several lost Stoic books, today one is unlikely to confront this concept outside of a seminary. Modern scientists and philosophers rely on the concept of causal determinism. Nevertheless, most reject teleology and the concept of a providential cosmos.

The Stoics observed order and rationality in the workings of the cosmos and subsequently inferred a cosmic reason or consciousness, which they called the logos. Like some modern thinkers, they assumed consciousness as a fundamental aspect of the cosmos. Next, they assumed this logos is beneficent and then argued for the providential nature of the cosmos. Unfortunately, this idea is not given consideration by the majority of moderns studying and practicing Stoicism. Thus, the twenty-first-century popularisation of Stoicism is occurring without any discussion of providence in spite of the fact that this concept was traditionally considered essential. In part, this is a byproduct of our secular age.[51] The concept of providence evokes religious connotations and turns many moderns away without further consideration. Additionally, many modern popularisers of Stoicism are themselves atheists and are therefore steering modern Stoicism away from its foundational teachings in physics and theology and toward a recently envisioned secularised version of Stoic ethics. This divergence is unfortunate primarily because providence plays a central role in Stoic practice and psychological well-being.

Certainly, one can benefit from the ethical practices of Stoicism without consideration of the Stoic worldview in general, or providence in particular. The creators and practitioners of Rational Emotive Behavioural Therapy (REBT) and Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) have aptly demonstrated that fact. Nevertheless, it appears the Stoics believed their conception of a providential cosmos fortified the thought-changing power and life-changing effectiveness of their therapeutic practices. The extant texts support the idea that a proper understanding of providence will help the Stoic practitioner extinguish anger, overcome discontent with their life circumstances and thereby help them develop the virtue necessary for a good flow in life. There is no reason modern Stoics cannot benefit in the same way.

Why Providence is Important

The concept of a providential cosmos provides psychological comfort and supports the ethical framework of Stoicism. When the threads of providence are unravelled from the fabric of Stoicism, the whole tapestry begins to fall apart, and the practitioner is left without the essential therapeutic tools the Stoics thought were necessary to face the vicissitudes of life.

The connection between modern cognitive therapies, such as CBT, and Stoicism is well documented.[52] Moreover, the connection between a person’s worldview and their perception of events is understood by CBT practitioners. As Jean-Baptiste Gouryat explains, cognitive therapy is based on three hypotheses, the first of which is, ‘one’s behaviour springs from one’s view of oneself and the world, and our psychological difficulties and disturbances derive from these views and from our (misconceived) perception of external events.’[53] The Stoics also understood this connection and relied on a providential cosmos as the foundation for their therapeutic practices. Thus, Marcus could make the connection between an emotional state of discontent with life’s circumstances, and trust in a providential cosmos:

But perhaps you are discontented with what is allotted to you from the whole? Then call to mind the alternative, ‘either providence or atoms’ and all the proofs that the universe should be regarded as a kind of constitutional state. (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 4.3.5)

Christopher Gill suggests that Marcus repeats the ‘providence or atoms’ disjunction in the above passage, ‘and sometimes elsewhere’ in Meditations, ‘simply to reassure himself of the providential nature of the universe (that it is a ‘kind of city’), as assumed in Stoic theory’[54] and ‘to reaffirm his conviction in the Stoic worldview and thus provide himself with ethical and emotional support’.[55]

Epictetus’ Prescription for Psychological Resilience

Epictetus’ discourse, On Providence, opens with a powerful prescription for psychological resilience:

From everything that happens in the universe it is easy to praise providence, if one has within him two things: the faculty of taking a comprehensive view of the things that happen to each person and a sense of gratitude (Epictetus, Discourses 1.6).

Here, Epictetus prescribes two qualities one must develop for psychological resilience. The first involves taking a ‘comprehensive view of things that happen’. This view from above allows us to consider events from the perspective of the whole rather than from our own individual self-interest. Once we understand the nature of the cosmos and our place in it, we begin to understand that external events are neither good nor bad, in a moral sense, because they are beyond our control. The only events which have moral implications for us are those we can control—our judgements. External events cannot harm our inner Self; only our thoughts about events can.

The second part of Epictetus’ prescription involves developing a ‘sense of gratitude’ for everything that happens. Stoicism does not promote a shallow Pollyanna attitude that attempts to put a positive spin on events. Instead, the Stoic concept of providence offers insight into the nature of reality and the meaning of human existence. The cosmic perspective helps us deal with life’s tragedies. How? By teaching us to take control of what is ‘up to us’— our judgements of events—and to love and praise what we cannot control — external, co-fated events.

Gratitude is what distinguishes a love of one’s fate from resignation and fatalism. There is no resignation in Seneca, Epictetus or Marcus because each embraced fate with a sense of gratitude and used it to fulfil their unique mission in life. This sentiment is eloquently expressed by Marcus Aurelius:

Everything suits me that suits your designs, O my universe. Nothing is too early or too late for me that is in your own good time. All is fruit for me that your seasons bring, O nature (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 4.23).

Life is often challenging, and we do not control the circumstances we face; however, we do control our thoughts about those circumstances. Trials can make us bitter or they can make us better. The choice is ours. The analogy of a dog tied to a cart is prevalent in Stoic literature. However, our tendency is to focus on the dog being compelled or dragged, rather than on the freedom the dog has to follow willingly:

They too [Zeno and Chrysippus] affirmed that everything is fated, with the following model. When a dog is tied to a cart, if it wants to follow it is pulled and follows, making its spontaneous act coincide with necessity, but if it does not want to follow it will be compelled in any case. So it is with men too: even if they do not want to, they will be compelled in any case to follow what is destined (Long and Sedley 1990, 62A).

In this analogy, freedom can only be found by following where fate leads. By willingly following the cart, the dog creates slack in the rope that affords it freedom to move within the constraints of the rope’s length. Alternatively, if the dog resists, it will be dragged, yelping all the way. Analogously, our freedom comes from willingly following fate. By accepting the constraints determined by Nature and human nature, we discover the freedom of our unique individual nature and thereby become coauthors of our destiny. Or, we will be dragged through life, yelping all the way.

O ME! O LIFE!

Those words from Walt Whitman’s poem of the same title, have echoed in the minds of countless people who have questioned the meaning of life. Many of us have expressed a similar feeling at one time or another. Often, it is simply giving voice to a momentary frustration. Occasionally, however, circumstances overwhelm us and the initial lament—’O me! O life!’— reverberates and develops into an agonising and soul-searching questions, ‘Why me? Why this life?’.

Trust in a providential cosmos provides consolation for those who have felt the angst of Whitman’s refrain, by shining a light into the darkness of the existential abyss and allowing us to find purpose and meaning in our life. Whitman’s own answer in his poetic refrain is profound:

That you are here— that life exists and identity,

That the powerful play goes on, and you may contribute a verse (Walt 1993, p. 221)

We do not get to pick all the actors or write many of the lines in our play. We do not know how long we will be on stage, nor do we know how many of the scenes will be tragic or comedic. Nevertheless, the powerful play goes on and is incomplete without our participation. Nature casts each of us in a unique role where we may contribute a verse. Or, we can stomp our feet and cry because we do not like the play or our role:

I don’t want a supporting role; I want the lead role!

— Then you will lament, and have a troubled mind.[56]

I don’t want these actors around me; I want different actors!

— Then you will lament, and have a troubled mind.

I don’t think what happens to my character is fair!

— Then you will lament, and have a troubled mind.

Providence requires our willing participation so we can become what Nature intends. As Epictetus points out in Discourses 1.6, Hercules was moulded by his challenges. Without the lion, hydra, boar and the unjust and brutal men, Hercules’s true nature would never have been known; those trials revealed his greatness. Likewise, our trials will mould us and reveal our excellence of character. That is if we focus on what is ‘up to us’ and trust the rest to a providential cosmos. In another passage, Epictetus likens providence to a trainer who prepares us for life’s hardship.

It is difficulties that reveal what men amount to; and so, whenever you’re struck by a difficulty, remember that God, like a trainer in the gymnasium, has matched you against a tough young opponent.

“For what purpose?” someone asks.

So that you may become an Olympic victor; and that is something that can’t be achieved without sweat. It seems to me that no one has had a difficulty that gives a better opportunity than the one you now have, if only you’re willing to tackle it as an athlete tackles his young adversary (Epictetus, Discourses 1.24.1-2).

Providence or Atoms Today

Marcus Aurelius repeatedly reminded himself of the difference between the Stoic and Epicurean worldviews because he understood the choice between them made an important difference in his life. Our understanding of Nature has increased exponentially since the Hellenistic Age. Nevertheless, we face the same essential choice today — either providence or atoms? Either the cosmos is rationally ordered and providential or it is the result of meaningless, serendipitous chance. Many mistakenly assume this is a religion versus science debate; it is not. One need not subscribe to traditional religions to assent to the idea of a rational, providential cosmos.

While Stoicism was a spiritual practice for the ancient Stoics, it bears no similarity to traditional religion beyond personal piety toward God. Stoicism is a philosophical system meant to be lived as a way of life. While some of its therapeutic practices are spiritual in nature, the path of Stoicism involves internal comprehension and coherence with Nature, rather than conversion and conformity to dogma. The philosophical God of Stoicism is not our grandfather’s God. Stoics trust in the rationality of their minds rather than revelation.

Human psyches need meaning and connection lest they risk drifting aimlessly into the dark abyss of nihilism. Even some atheists are beginning to acknowledge openly that we are in need of something to fill the ‘existential vacuum’ left by the nineteenth-century death of God.[57] As Sam Keen observed:

We exist in a God-shaped vacuum. That which is no longer present (but is not completely absent) gives shape to our aspirations and longings.

Although longing seems to be perennial, the historical tide of faith ebbs and flows. Currently in the industrialized nations it seems to have receded, depositing its driftwood of nihilism and violence on the shore, leaving us devoid of a vision of the sacred that we need in order to create a hopeful society. We suffer from a spiritual autoimmune disease. Lacking antibodies of faith to keep us from despair, we attack ourselves (Frankl 1992).

Keen further warns:

It is doubtful that the imperatives springing from modern secularism can create a civil community… I can’t help wondering if the idea of a secular civilization is an oxymoron, a failed dream of the Enlightenment (ibid).

Sam Keen is not alone in his concern. The chorus of atheist and humanist voices, calling for something more than unbelief, has risen to a crescendo in recent decades. This is apparent from the titles of recently published books: In the Absence of God, Religion for Atheists, Religion Without God, The Little Book of Atheist Spirituality, etc. Even Sam Harris, one of the ‘Four Horsemen’ of New Atheism, recently published, Waking Up: A Guide to Spirituality Without Religion. Harris opposes traditional religions; yet, he reveals an epiphany he had about the ruins of those religions, ‘I now understood that important psychological truths could be found in the rubble’.[58] Moreover, he now concedes, ‘there is more to understanding the human condition than science and secular culture generally admit’.[59]

At the dawn of this new millennium, many people are becoming aware of the existential vacuum we successfully ignored in the past. This void may, in part, explain the recent widespread interest in Stoicism in the west, where an Epicurean mindset formerly reigned supreme. It appears the veneer of meaning left behind by our religious traditions is beginning to crack, and nihilism is leaching into our individual psyches and collective zeitgeist. Our ‘unacknowledged inheritance from a rich godfather’ has been spent;[60] we are now spiritually bankrupt and forced to support our psychological well-being without the ability to do so. Unexpectedly, many moderns find themselves psychologically vulnerable and longing for more than unbelief while simultaneously rejecting the dogmas of traditional religions.

Fortunately, Stoicism offers a way forward. It provides a meaningful, spiritual alternative without the supernaturalism, revelation and dogma of traditional religion. Stoicism guides us along an ancient path, which circumnavigates the existential abyss of meaninglessness without requiring abdication of our rational mind. It begins by teaching us to use our rational faculty to distinguish between what is ‘up to us’ and what is not. Circumstances beyond our control can take away our wealth, health, good reputation, and loved ones. However, circumstances cannot affect our psychological well-being if we learn to judge them properly as things ‘not up to us.’

Once we understand the irrationality of attempting to control what is not up to us, we can begin to consider the path of the Stoic prokopton (the one making progress). At the beginning of the path we will need to get a clear picture of cosmic nature, our human nature, and our unique individual nature. Next, we must excavate our desires and aversions since these distract us from the pursuit of our primary goal—the attainment of an excellent (virtuous) life.

Finally, we must grasp our expanded role as citizens of the cosmos. We are individuals; however, we are also interdependent social beings. Each of us is a part of the whole and virtue cannot be developed in isolation. Therefore, to practice the virtues of practical wisdom, temperance, courage and justice, each of us must live in society as a friend, partner, spouse, parent, responsible citizen, etc.

The deep spiritual practice of Stoicism relies on trust in a providential cosmos. While the concept of providence is not difficult to grasp, many moderns attempting to practice Stoicism will find it difficult to accept. Regrettably, many object to providence without giving it due consideration. This aversion may result from the religious implications of providence. However, for those new to Stoicism, it is likely they do not understand the meaning of providence within this holistic philosophical system and the essential role providence plays in its ethical theory and practice.

Trust in providence allows us to take a step back from our circumstances and view the whole of our life from a distance. We are often unable to see the whole picture because we are too focused on the individual events. When we step back, a different picture begins to emerge. The threads of painful events and difficult circumstances are still there; yet, they are woven into the tapestry of our life. This perspective of the whole allows our judgements of the parts to dissolve into equanimity. Additionally, this panoramic view of our whole life allows us to see the causal chain of providence playing itself out. We begin to understand how each of those events was a necessary causal link in the story of our life; they are now part of the person we have become. More importantly, a view of the whole may reveal a trajectory to our life we did not see before, and this may open our minds to new possibilities for our future.

The Stoic providential worldview deserves our honest consideration because of its inherent psychological power to change our lives. For Stoics, it is within the context of providence that we find the freedom to act as excellent human beings according to Nature. As Pierre Hadot points out:

Our perspective is changed once again when the self, as a principle of freedom, recognizes that there is nothing greater than the moral good, and therefore excepts what has been willed by Destiny, that is to say, universal reason… As the Stoics used to say, the self accepts the role which the divine director has reserved for it in the drama of the universe… As the self accepts this role, however, it becomes transfigured: for what the free self wills is all of Destiny, the entire history of the world, and the entire world, as if the self were that universal Reason which is at the origin of the world, or universal Nature. At this point, the self as will and as freedom coincides with the will of universal Reason and of the logos dispersed throughout all things (Hadot 1998, p. 180).

Providence can be a big pill to swallow for moderns because the concept is foreign to our secular age. Thus, we often resist fate and allow bitter circumstances to sit on our tongue like a dissolving pill, a little too long. We refuse to swallow until the bitterness becomes so unpleasant we cannot do otherwise. As a result, we often become discontented and angry about the circumstances of our lives.

Stoicism teaches us that there is a better way. We can choose to follow the cart of fate willingly, with gratitude for the life given to us. We can take control of what is ‘up to us’ and leave the rest to providence. Or, we can continue to get dragged through life yelping all the way. The choice is ours, and the choice is critically important to our psychological well-being.

Either providence or atoms.
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Providence or Atoms? Atoms! A Defence of Being a Modern Stoic Atheist
by Donald Robertson

Although most Stoics appear to have placed considerable importance upon belief in God, there is some indication that others may have adopted a more agnostic stance, something relatively unusual for the period in which they lived. This debate naturally interests modern Stoics, many of whom are agnostics or atheists themselves and seek to reconcile Stoic ethics and psychological practices with their own contemporary world-view. In this article, I will focus in particular on Marcus Aurelius, who frequently wondered whether the world was permeated with providence or composed merely of atoms, as the ancient Epicureans believed. For example, he wrote: ‘Recall once again this alternative: ‘if not a wise Providence [God], then a mere jumble of atoms’ (Meditations 5.30). Indeed, he alludes to these contrasting viewpoints around nine times in his Meditations, in such a way that it seems the Epicurean viewpoint had given rise to considerable doubts in his own mind as to the existence of providence. It is in the kind of answers that Marcus gave himself to such questioning, that we can detect a basis for a form of Modern Stoicism which does not require a belief in God.

So let us consider what Marcus Aurelius actually says. As I go along, I will consider the implications of each quotation, implications which will show, from the outset, why it is possible to be both a Stoic and an atheist. First of all:

1. Alexander of Macedon and his stable-boy were brought to the same state by death; for either they were received among the same creative principle of the universe [God], or they were alike dispersed into atoms (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 6.24).

The key point from this is essentially that the Stoic’s attitude towards death should be the same whether he believes in divine providence or not.

2. If the choice for action is yours alone, then all actions are up to you. If another’s, where are you to lay the blame for it? On the gods? On atoms? Either would be insanity. All thoughts of blame are out of place (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 8.17).

In other words, whether a Stoic believes in God or in random atoms, either way he should not think in terms of ‘blame’, but rather he should focus his concern on his own ethical agency.

3. It may be that the World-Mind [God] wills each separate happening in succession; and, if so, then accept the consequences. Or, it may be there was but one primal act of will, of which all else is the sequel; every event being thus the germ of another. To put it another way, things are either isolated units [atoms], or they form one inseparable whole. If that whole be God, then all is well; but if aimless chance, at least you need not be aimless also (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 9.28).

The Stoic, therefore, reminds himself that even if the whole universe is composed of aimless chance, or random atoms, rather than being steered by God, he should himself not act aimlessly. In other words, we should make it our constant goal to pursue the good, wisdom and the other virtues, whether or not we believe in Providence.

4. Either things must have their origin in one single intelligent source [God], and all fall into place to compose, as it were, one single body - in which case no part ought to complain of what happens for the good of the whole - or else the world is nothing but atoms and their confused minglings and dispersions. So why be so harassed? (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 9.39).

From this we can see that whether one’s fate is the product of an intelligent God or the mere random collision of atoms, the Stoic should not feel personally harassed. Tied in with this is clearly the point that the only true good is virtue, something which is under our own control, and external matters are morally indifferent. Therefore, once again, whether or not there is divine providence, it does not necessarily matter for how you actually live.

5. No matter whether the universe is a confusion of atoms or a natural growth, let my first conviction be that I am part of a Whole which is under Nature’s governance; and my second, that a bond of kinship exists between myself and all other similar parts (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 10.6).

Therefore, the Stoic principle of kinship to all mankind, and to Nature as a whole, holds good, whether or not we believe in a provident God.

6. There must be either a predestined Necessity and inviolable plan, or a gracious Provident God, or a chaos without design or director. If then there be an inevitable Necessity, why kick against the pricks? If a Providence that is ready to be gracious, render thyself worthy of divine succour. But if a chaos without guide, congratulate thyself that amid such a surging sea thou hast in thyself a guiding rational faculty (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 12.14).

From this we can see that even if the natural world is all ‘chaos without a guide’, the possibility of exercising virtue remains strong and, indeed, is a necessary thing to do. In this passage especially, Marcus shows how divine providence is not necessary for making use of Stoic ethics.

In short, whether there is a divine providence or not, we can still focus on virtue; we can still have an aim; we can still not be harassed by that which is outside of our control; we can still be part of a kinship with nature and also with all other citizens of the world and we can still face the fate of death with equanimity. Stoic ethics can be employed in a world without divine providence, therefore, and we do not need to read outside of the Stoic texts to see why.

But was it just Marcus who allowed for the possibility of practising Stoicism without the divine? Let us now turn to Epictetus and Seneca. This passage from Epictetus, whose philosophy Marcus studied closely, sheds further light on the contrast between the ‘God or atoms’ debate. In one of the fragments attributed to Epictetus (fr. 1) we are told he said the following:

What does it matter to me, says Epictetus, whether the universe is composed of atoms or uncompounded substances, or of fire and earth? Is it not sufficient to know the true nature of good and evil, and the proper bounds of our desires and aversions, and also of our impulses to act and not to act; and by making use of these as rules to order the affairs of our life, to bid those things that are beyond us farewell? It may very well be that these latter things are not to be comprehended by the human mind, and even if one assumes that they are perfectly comprehensible, well what profit comes from comprehending them? And ought we not to say that those men trouble in vain who assign all this as necessary to the philosopher’s system of thought? […] What Nature is, and how she administers the universe, and whether she really exists or not, these are questions about which there is no need to go on to bother ourselves.

It is not clear how we are to interpret this passage, and it may perhaps not be authentic. However, if it comes from one of the lost books of Epictetus’ Discourses, this may be the source of Marcus Aurelius’ comments about ‘God and atoms’. What is clear is that, in this passage, Epictetus says that questions concerning Nature (Phusis), which the Stoics use as a synonym for God, are unnecessary and potentially distracting elements of philosophy. He even says that whether Nature (as an active force or ‘God’) really exists or not, is a question about which there is no need for Stoics to bother themselves. He also says that specific questions such as whether the universe is made of atoms or of elements such as ‘fire and earth’ are fundamentally indifferent with regard to Stoic ethics. The Stoics believed that the universe is composed of a divine fire-like substance with causal powers (aka ‘pneuma’), identified both with God and the ‘spark’ or fragment of divinity within humans, and the inert earth or matter upon which it acts. Furthermore, Epictetus goes on to say that the elements of nature ‘perhaps are incomprehensible to the human mind, but even if one should suppose them to be wholly comprehensible, still, what good does it do to comprehend them?’ As the Stoic thought God to be material, this might be read as a kind of agnosticism, which questions whether knowledge of God is comprehensible or necessary to the practical aims of Stoic philosophy.

To turn to Seneca, there is a passage in which he appears to be alluding to the same distinction as Marcus, between God and atoms (or ‘chance’). In this passage too, it is clear that another one of the great Stoic thinkers believes it possible - and indeed necessary - to practice Stoic philosophy, regardless of whether or not God exists:

Perhaps someone will say: “How can philosophy help me, if Fate exists? Of what avail is philosophy, if God rules the universe? Of what avail is it, if Chance governs everything? For not only is it impossible to change things that are determined, but it is also impossible to plan beforehand against what is undetermined; either God has forestalled my plans, and decided what I am to do, or else Fortune gives no free play to my plans.” Whether the truth, Lucilius, lies in one or in all of these views, we must be philosophers; whether Fate binds us down by an inexorable law, or whether God as arbiter of the universe has arranged everything, or whether Chance drives and tosses human affairs without method, philosophy ought to be our defence. She will encourage us to obey God cheerfully, but Fortune defiantly; she will teach us to follow God and endure Chance (Seneca, Letters 16).

In conclusion, the ancient Stoics, in general, obviously did believe that a divine principle was at play. Nature was ‘Reason’, understood as a divine principle, which permeated the entire material world. This, of course, I do not dispute, but neither is it the point. What I have merely wished to show in this article is that, despite this widespread view in antiquity, the ancient Stoics also clearly did believe that whether this divine principle existed or not, it was still possible to follow their philosophy, and, in fact, that this was the thing to do anyway. From this, therefore, we can see how the ancient Stoics paved the way for the possibility of being both an atheist and a follower of Stoic ethics. You do not need a God to exist in order to find virtue helpful in facing hardship and overcoming it. The central principle of Stoicism can hold true whatever your world-view: the only true good is virtue. You don’t need God to be virtuous. Those who claim that you cannot be a Stoic without God should bear in mind that the ancient Stoics would, if pressed, disagree with them.
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Without the Divine, there is no Stoicism
by Nigel Glassborow

Can Stoicism really be called Stoicism, without divinity? My aim in this piece is to show why you can’t take the divine out of Stoicism. This is quite a challenge seeing as how the whole of the teachings are based on an understanding of the Divine Fire, or more correctly ‘Phusis’ - that is ‘Nature’ seen as ‘intelligent’ and ‘purposeful’. My apologies if I fall short of the task.

It cannot be enough to talk of virtue, striving for excellence and ethical theory. We need to see why we ought to choose the ‘life of good’ as is recommended by Stoicism together with all that implies. And the start of understanding not only why we should live the ‘good life’ but also the nature of the ‘good life’ is first of all an understanding as to how the Divine Fire manifests the whole Cosmos as the Oneness that it is. Stoicism uses many words to describe and explain the many aspects of the living conscious Cosmos - however there is no separation between the Divine Fire, Phusis, and so on. The differing words are just human attempts to construct a framework of understanding - so if I shift between terminologies please follow Seneca’s advice and see past the words in order to see the whole picture. Stoic teachings are not to be understood by examining the individual words or ideas in isolation. While Stoicism encourages the individual to think for themselves, key to being a Stoic is acceptance of the guidance to ‘Live in accord with Phusis’. The principle of the nature of the Divine Fire gives understanding as to Phusis being the intelligent and purposeful Whole of which we are a part - hence the idea that each individual is a ‘spark of the Divine Fire’.

Any attempt at a ‘therapeutic form’ of Stoicism will fall short of the mark if it ignores Stoicism proper and only looks to limiting itself to the range of Stoic practices that are meant to be used as a means to train oneself to be able to ‘habitualise’ the Stoic life. The practices were never meant to be used as a standalone ‘treatment’. The thing is that the Stoic ‘practices/exercises’, without the rest of the teachings, are just CBT under a different title with all the limitations of CBT. It is known that CBT needs constant top-up sessions as its effects wane over time. (A search of the web will bring up many learned papers and articles to this effect.) This is because there is no ‘teaching’ as to one’s place within the Whole behind the practices being taught.[61]

Many attempts to ‘restate’ Stoicism end up watering it down, especially where teachings that are contrary to atheistic ideas are ‘re-interpreted’ or omitted (presumably ‘in the interest of inclusivity’). It has been said to me that ‘people are free to incorporate theism into Stoicism if they wish to’. The Stoic pantheism that is the understanding of the Divine Fire is a teaching to be seen through all of the Stoas, so it is already incorporated into Stoicism. The Stoic theism where the Stoics of old recognised a ‘god’ is to be seen throughout the Classical writings - in fact part of what the Stoics of old were trying to do was to arrive at an understanding of man’s relationship to the ‘gods’. So it is not the case that ‘people are free to incorporate theism’ but rather that they are free to delude themselves by omitting it, which raises the question as to if they can then still call what they then follow Stoicism or call themselves Stoic if they reject the Divine Fire.

Stoicism is a life philosophy that combines knowledge and faith in order that we have a better understanding as to how to make the most of the life we have been given. It is ‘the philosophy of the sphere’. The Stoics of old recognised the sphere as the shape achieved when all the inward and outward forces were in balance - and they state that the Stoic philosophy is just such a balance. All the key teachings of Stoicism are needed if it is to continue to be ‘one of the loftiest and most sublime philosophies in the record of Western civilisation’ (Encyclopedia Britannica). And that includes the ideas about the ‘Divine Fire’.

So down to business. Stoic ‘science’ is still valid in all of its key areas. Such was based on the ‘common perceptions’ of the day, logic and an element of faith. Compare this to today’s quantum science which is based on ‘imaginative’ mathematical equations, instruction to rewrite the rules of logic and an element of faith. Modern science is looking to try to understand the construction and evolution of the Cosmos. Stoicism looks to trying to understand how the Cosmos is manifested here and now. In years gone by the Stoics saw the Cosmos as being manifested out of an ‘element’ they called the Divine Fire. Bear in mind that what they called an ‘element’ we would today more likely call a ‘property’, ‘quality’ or ‘state’. To explain how the Cosmos is manifested it is seen that the Divine Fire had two indivisible aspects. There is the ‘passive principle’ that is matter without purpose - today this would more accurately be described as a sea of sub-atomic particles popping in and out of existence that are bashing around and not forming any of the elements or forces that are necessary for all that exists today to actually exist. In fact scientists are claiming that just such a state existed soon after the supposed ‘Big Bang’.

In order to explain how anything is manifested out of this sea of chaos, the Stoics talk of the ‘active principle’ - this is what causes the ‘passive principle’ to organise and manifest itself as all the individualisations within the Cosmos. Scientists have glimpsed some of the workings of the ‘active principle’ and they call them the ‘laws of nature’ and ‘the laws of science’. The scientists recognise the need for order, and in their descriptions of the quantum universe they are hard pushed to explain it without reference to what some of them call ‘the consciousness’. The Stoics describe this ‘consciousness’ as the active principle - that is, ‘the universal governor and organiser of all things’. I would emphasise that the consciousness that permeates the whole of existence is not consciousness as we know it. It is used by Stoics and scientists to describe something akin to human consciousness, but beyond full explanation. It describes an essential aspect needed to explain how the Cosmos is manifested. As we are part of this manifestation, as individualisations within the sea of subatomic particles, so we are part of the Whole. As the Stoics of old describe it, we are each a ‘spark of the Divine Fire’, or as scientists poetically describe it, we ‘are made out of stardust’.

It is not a case of ‘why you can’t take the divinity out of Stoicism’; it is more a case of Stoicism being to some degree irrelevant, for we are ‘sparks’ of the living Cosmos whether we like it or not. It is just that the Stoics had recognised the fact two millennia before it began to dawn on the scientists that there has to be an immanent ‘consciousness’ that permeates the whole of existence in order to explain how everything fits together. When the scientists eventually overcome their problems of marrying ‘matter’ and ‘forces’ with ‘the consciousness’ there might be less antagonism towards the teachings of Stoicism in this area. Some are ahead of the game. Sir James Jeans [11 September 1877 - 16 September 1946, an English physicist and astronomer] on talking about Quantum Theory stated ‘The universe begins to look more like a great thought than a great machine.’

So we come to that little word that causes so much controversy - God. No, it is not a swear word as many seem to treat it. It is all a matter of definition, usage and baggage. As a result of the study of Quantum Theory, Martin Rees [Astronomer Royal] said: ‘The universe could only come into existence if someone observed it. No longer is it a case that ‘believers’ are allowed to have ‘the God of the gaps in the knowledge of science’ with the idea that even these gaps would be closed in time so eliminating God. It is now becoming apparent in scientific circles that God, the consciousness, is a prerequisite for a full understanding of all that is around us and for it to be made manifest. God does not just fit in the ‘gaps’. God/Phusis/the Divine Fire/the consciousness permeates the whole of existence.

We Stoics, as the Stoics of old did, look to the ‘common perceptions’ and to personal experience. Throughout the ages there have been many differing attempts to describe ‘the consciousness’ that is involved in the manifestation of the Cosmos. Stoics look to this and see a common theme running through all such attempts.

In the Judaic/ Christian/Islamic traditions and many others there is talk of the One God. Other traditions talk of many gods and others talk of some form of ‘state of being’.

We Stoics recognise that the Cosmos is a living conscious singular state. For want of a better word the English word ‘God’ is as good a word as any other to describe and recognise that Phusis, that is Nature as a living conscious purposeful entity, operates on a rather larger scale than we do. It also recognises that we ought to show it some respect. All of this is why we are advised to live in accord with Nature (Phusis, God, the Logos or whatever you want to call it).

By Stoic teachings, ‘God’ is immanent for the Divine Fire manifests us through the quantum world moment by moment and so permeates our very being. And knowing this, that we are ‘sparks of the Divine Fire’, gives us cause to study and take on board the Stoic teachings in order that we may better harmonise with the Whole.

However, coming back to the issue of ‘common perceptions’, it is recognised that the Wisdom of the Ages (to be found as a common theme throughout most faiths) encourages us to live a life of good rather than a life of selfish self-interest. We are expected to even rise above the drive of ‘the selfish gene’ and to see the imperatives of the ‘God’, the Whole, as our imperatives - we are asked to live in accord with Nature ‘so doing none of those things which the common law of mankind is in the habit of forbidding’ while striving to fulfill our rolls in life to the best of our abilities.

Why? Because we are one with the Whole, so what harm we do to the whole we do to ourselves and what harm we do to ourselves we do to the whole. We may view in isolation what we see as our interests, but to do so is to bring about disharmony. We Stoics are taught that our interests have to harmonise with the interests of the Whole. Not just that of our family, our tribe, our society etcetera, but that of the whole Cosmos at all of its levels. Stoics are taught to be selfish through selflessness. If it is in the interests of the Whole then it is in our interest. Even to the point that we must be prepared to sacrifice ourselves if necessary.

From the understanding of the Divine Fire comes the rest of the teachings to help the Stoic through the good times and the tough times. Stoicism will offer little help if it is treated as a coat that one can put on and take off as needed. Unlike CBT which aims to make a person ‘feel better’ about themselves at a particular time and place, Stoicism helps the Stoic all of the time to be as contented as possible with whatever is thrown at them for they will be looking to the bigger picture.

Stoicism is a philosophy for life (and death). It teaches an understanding of our place within the Whole. It teaches about human nature and ethics. It teaches us about our relationship to the One God, the manifestor and sustainer of existence. It then offers some practices/exercises so as to enable the habitualisation of the thought processes needed to enable the living of a contented life while also living an honourable life in harmony with the Whole.

So it is that the Divine Fire is the starting point for understanding all of the teachings. Until one understands the very foundation of the Stoic framework one cannot start to understand one’s place in life. And it is through understanding one’s place in life that a life of contentment (eudaimonia) can be achieved.


Stoics Are Not Ascetics
by Piotr Stankiewicz

A few days ago I befriended an intelligent young woman on Facebook. We first met following the recent publication of my book on Stoicism and so, in her view, I was ‘a practicing Stoic’, ‘a Stoic evangelist’ or at least a representative of the Stoic way of life. It was telling, in the first place, that she found it surprising that I was on Facebook. She was also confused that my Facebook wall was not a potpourri of inspirational and philosophical quotations. Why was that? This friend of mine has fallen prey to a common misunderstanding of Stoicism, one which I will call the ‘ascetic misinterpretation’. One should not, of course, condemn those who fall for this misinterpretation, as it is quite commonplace. It took me quite some time to see that it was false. Furthermore, it has rarely been dealt with adequately, either by our ancient Founding Fathers or by those who lead the Stoic life today. Finally, the incomplete transmission of Stoic ideas and the resulting lack of many ancient sources may account for the popularity of the ascetic misinterpretation. And so I now feel that it is my duty to make right this state of affairs.

The gist of the ascetic misinterpretation is simple: Stoicism is often perceived as a philosophy of a frugal, simple or even austere, life. A Stoic, according to this view, is someone who represses their earthly desires and imposes significant restrictions upon themselves when it comes to food, drink, sex, rock and roll, spending money and other pleasures of life. In a word, a Stoic is someone who refrains from indulgence. Stoicism is sometimes accompanied with a hermit’s tinge, i.e. an assumption that the Stoic way of life entails some degree of reclusiveness and detachment from society. Furthermore, it is often followed by an expectation that Stoicism offers a clichéd cure for the craziness of modern life: that only a tranquil abode of a withdrawn and simple life constitutes a proper remedy for the dynamic, vibrant and perpetually changing contemporary world.

But this view is wrong, for two key reasons.

First of all, we, as Stoics, reject any form of transcendence. We hold that the only actual realm of existence is the earthly, material world of common experience. Thus, our human destiny and duty is to thrive in this world, in the circumstances and conditions we actually find ourselves in. Escape is not an option. Mentally and spiritually we must be here, and therefore we must not retire to daydreaming, prayer, mysticism or thoughts about an afterlife. We must face the lushness, diversity and - yes! - sensuality of life and we have to live and thrive inside this world, accepting it as it is. Therefore, we don’t worship any transcendent, supernatural God or gods. Instead, we are focused on this world: natural, self-evident and accessible to everyone in their everyday experience. We don’t worship the ‘natural world’ in any religious sense, but we do respect it in the sense that we don’t a priori discard any aspect of the world in the way the ascetic does. The Stoic is not a monk.

Secondly, Stoic ethics is not concerned with separating good elements of the world from evil ones, embracing the former while forgoing the latter. It’s quite the contrary: for us, there is no good or evil outside the moral realm. All physical objects, all external conditions and all outside events are absolutely neutral. They are neither good nor bad. This includes all the things that an ascetic vows to renounce: wealth, sensual pleasures and all worldly well-being. None of these, therefore, are intrinsically bad things. They are just raw material which human actions transform into good or evil output. Thus, when it comes to things and events that the earthly life presents us with, we may say that the Stoic solution is not to withdraw from them, but rather to use them wisely.

Let us now move towards our conclusion. As they used to say in antiquity, a beard doesn’t constitute a philosopher. Today, we can also add that a simple life doesn’t constitute a Stoic life. Living a quiet, frugal life, withdrawn from sensual fulfilment and disengaged from the political turmoil of our time is a variable totally independent of living Stoically. They are like two circles which can intersect but don’t have to. The crucial paradox of Stoicism, that there is no good or bad except for moral actions, should serve as a reminder that Stoic ethics is all about agency, and not about the outward circumstances in which that agency is exercised. The circumstances are beyond our control and the only thing we can - and should - control is how we approach those circumstances. And there is no necessary reason to actively make them tougher for us. We boast that our ethics works well always and for everyone: for a rockstar just as well as for a scrawny anchorite. Thus, I assured my friend that there is no need for me to cancel my Facebook account. Marcus Aurelius says that ‘it is possible to live in a palace, [so] it is also possible to live well in a palace’ (Meditations, 5.16). Accordingly, it is also possible to live well with and on Facebook. We, the new Stoics, know no bounds to thriving with our virtue. We can live a plethora of different lives and we will be able to live them well and fruitfully.

I end with the words of Seneca: ‘I prefer to display the state of my soul clad rather in the toga and shoes than showing naked shoulders and with cuts on my feet’ (On the Happy Life 15.2).


Stoics Are Ascetics
by Kevin Patrick

Above, Dr. Piotr Stankiewicz makes his case for a modern, hedonic Stoicism by asserting that the ancient Stoics were not ascetics. I will be rebutting that claim as ungrounded in the Stoic literature by showing that, in fact, the opposite was argued by our classical sources, and more specifically that the ideas contained in Dr. Stankiewicz’s article are a divergence from the Stoicism of Musonius, Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius. I suspect that his position also entails a misunderstanding of the purposes of ascetic practice, seeing it mistakenly as an end in and of itself, rather than as a means to an end.

Stankiewicz’s argument lies in something which he calls the ‘ascetic misinterpretation’. While he is correct that there are several stereotypes of Stoicism, he misidentifies those stereotypes and uses them as the basis for his argument. Since nowhere does he actually support this ascetic misinterpretation, at best it’s an unsubstantiated assertion. The most common stereotype of Stoics is that they are emotionless and unfeeling, not that they were ascetics. It’s incorrect to call the asceticism of the classics a stereotype, as I will support, because it was a stated truth.

Stankiewicz states that modern Stoics have not ‘done all that is possible’ to combat these stereotypes. Contributors to the Stoicism Today blog and others have made an effort to discuss eupathai (good feelings) and focus on the actual doctrinal positions on impressions, judgements and emotions.[62] While it is probably true that not ‘all that is possible’ has been done, an effort in good faith has been made by modern Stoic writers to combat the stereotype of the unfeeling philosopher. But ultimately, the views of others are not ‘up to us’, and we live our lives and follow our philosophy attentively regardless of the stereotypes…or at least we should.

Stankiewicz writes:

Stoicism is often perceived as a philosophy of a frugal, simple, or even austere, life. A Stoic, according to this view, is someone who represses their earthly desires and imposes significant restrictions upon themselves when it comes to food, drink, sex, rock and roll, spending money and other pleasures of life. In a word, a Stoic is someone who refrains from indulgence.

Why, I ask, might this be the common conception of Stoicism? I would suggest, in this specific case, that it is because this is precisely what the classical Stoics themselves have told us it is. Let’s look at some examples in the order Dr. Stankiewicz lays out. We will first start out with the Roman Stoic of the 1st century AD, Musonius Rufus.

Musonius’ suggestions are the end-result of a process through which he attempted to apply his philosophy to real issues of human life. It is not mere academic musing, but the process of ‘doing’ philosophy as a way of life. This process of training for virtue carries through from Musonius, to Epictetus, to Marcus; and, if we’re open to it, down to the modern Stoic prokopton as well. Now, in Lectures 18 A and B, Musonius lays out clear prescriptions for philosophers. They include abstaining from the consumption of animal flesh, and eating foods which are simple, inexpensive, easy to acquire, and fitting for humans. The issues with food are paramount, since we are presented with this choice several times a day. Unlike some of the other, less frequent pleasures of life, this one is ever-present and so requires extra diligent attention. Musonius says:

Thus the oftener we are tempted by pleasure in eating, the more dangers there are involved. And indeed at each meal there is not one hazard for going wrong, but many.

Not only is the danger of immoderation present, but there is also the danger of not acting in accordance with nature. While the specifics of what that means are debatable, it is fair to say that the manner, the material and the setting of our eating are all opportunities for non-virtuous habits to be formed. Musonius is particularly concerned with the formation of habits, so something we engage in twice or three times a day is ripe for his notice.

Musonius also counsels us on the virtuous use of human sexuality, which is best put in context of seeing the family unit as foundational to society. Musonius was living in a decadent and turbulent time, not too unlike ours. For him, a bolstering of the family has consequences in the community, the state and the world. Musonius’ ethics are often communitarian in focus, and noting that context often shows his suggestions in a slightly different light than at first glance they might appear to be. Musonius argues for what likely seems to us a very socially conservative view of virtuous sexual practice in Lectures 12 and 13 A and B:

Men who are not wanton or immoral are bound to consider sexual intercourse justified only when it occurs in marriage and is indulged in for the purpose of begetting children, since that is lawful, but unjust and unlawful when it is mere pleasure-seeking, even in marriage.

Musonius doesn’t have much to say about rock ‘n roll, but he does mention frugal living in Lecture 19 and 20. The following well captures the spirit of the piece:

[I]t is possible for us to eat quite safely from a wooden table without longing for one of silver.

It may even be safer, as Epictetus would learn later in regards to his lamp. Epictetus picks up in this vein in Book 3, Chapter 1, as noted in Arrian’s Discourses. Epictetus argues against finery in dress, and even uses his own bearded, cloaked figure as a counter-example to the figure cut by the dapper and fashionable young man featured in that discourse. While Musonius offers the most explicit suggestions, Epictetus takes up the motivation behind Musonius’ suggestions: training.

To say that the Stoics were not ascetics, when their primary ethical focus was on training seems off to me. After all, asceticism comes from the Greek ‘áskēsis’ meaning training. The Stoic philosopher is called the ‘prokoptôn’ or the ‘one making progress.’ Stoic asceticism is not an end in and of itself, but a means whereby one inculcates virtue. As Dr. Stankiewicz notes, these things are external to us and necessarily indifferent from our moral will. Yet, as those making progress, we train and make progress in part by manipulating those very indifferents.

Epictetus advises us to ‘practice yourself, for heaven’s sake in little things, and thence proceed to greater’ (Discourses 1.18). In situations where we are not yet up to snuff, such as in weighing certain judgements and impressions, he advises us to abstain from those judgements all together. There’s a lesson here. We train by manipulating our externals, and we delay or abstain in situations above our practice.

Marcus notes in Book I of his Meditations that he is explicitly thankful for the opportunity ‘to have desired a plank bed and skin, and whatever else of the kind belongs to the Grecian discipline’. Grecian discipline likely refers either to the paideia or the agoge; both of which contained clearly ascetic practices. Despite living in a palace as emperor, the ascetic rigor of his youth, until the intervention of a family member, stuck with Marcus for the rest of his life.

It is a far more arduous task to mine the Stoic sources for evidence of hedonism and sensuality than it is for asceticism. The message of Stoicism for personal development, which is not a misinterpretation, is that even while engaging in the world and exercising our social roles we can live conformably to nature. We can be just, self-controlled, courageous, and wise in the here and now. That does not mean that all of the trinkets, sweet and soft foods, luxurious items and decorations should be taken up by philosophers. Just the very opposite! While living in the world, we can dress for protecting the body and for modesty, not vanity. We can eat healthy, natural and fitting foods, not for the pleasure of the tongue but nourishment of the body and training for the soul. We can exercise justice in our lives, not bend to political or social pressures. We can be courageous every day in the practice of becoming better people, not coast on a misapprehension of indifferents.

We inculcate the virtue of self-control (sophrosyne) by actually regulating our passions, i.e. saying ‘no’ to some things and using moderation for others. How can we learn to be just unless we practice justice? How can we learn to be courageous unless we face down our fears relative to moral issues? We must actually practice denying the impressions that indifferent things are goods by, well, denying them. It is one thing to say, ‘I don’t value all these adornments of sensuous living’ but the possibility for self-deception in that is high if one doesn’t also practice not valuing them. The Stoic Sage may be able to indulge in every earthly pleasure and maintain a philosophical outlook and a soul in a state conformable to nature. But we are not Sages: and our methods as prokoptontes are necessarily designed towards our own state.

In Handbook 34, Epictetus gives us nothing else but an endorsement of ascetic practice:

[T]hink of the two periods of time, first, that in which you will enjoy your pleasure, and second, that in which, after the enjoyment is over, you will later repent and revile your own self; and set over against these two periods of time how much joy and self-satisfaction you will get if you refrain.

Stankiewicz’s position falls into the more common trap and misinterpretation, that since externals are indifferent to us, we should go ahead and indulge in all of those things for which we have a proclivity. Yet, indulgence also trains our moral will, and we must ask ourselves what that training is getting us. Is it conducive to Stoic virtue, or is it conducive to something else entirely? Is it within the rigors of the Stoic school, or is it merely a cover for our vices? The Stoic conception of preferred indifferents are preferred insofar as they are conducive to virtue, not our mere liking or vicious desire.

The purpose of these examples is to show the tip of the iceberg relating to the advocacy for strict training in classical Stoic sources. While it is possible to live well in a palace, it might not be advisable. To suggest that since it is possible there is an open permission for the sensuous enjoyment of luxury misses the point entirely. It is possible to live well in a palace, only because living well has nothing to do with the palace. It is only by training our ruling faculties to live in accordance with nature that we can have a flourishing and excellent life.

Stankiewicz’s article asked a core question, ‘Are Stoics Ascetics?’ That answer, for most modern Stoics, is ‘no’. But they ought to be.
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Discussing the Stoic Revival

Editor’s Note: This discussion took place at a one day event in London as part of the Stoicism Today’s project “Stoic Week” in November 2013. The panel was chaired by Prof. Christopher Gill, Emeritus Professor of Ancient Thought at the University of Exeter, who starts the discussion by introducing the other panellists.

Christopher Gill: On my left is Mark Vernon, an author and journalist who writes a great deal on religion and philosophy in everyday life. His latest book is How to Believe, a book about Carl Jung. Richard Sorabji is Emeritus Professor of Ancient Philosophy at King’s College London and has written many books and one of them most relevant to today’s discussion is: Emotion and Peace of Mind: From Stoic Agitation to Christian Temptation. And Richard, I may say, took a lead in the 1990s, especially in exploring the relationship between ancient philosophy and modern practices including psychotherapy. Richard brought to London James Stockdale, who once wrote a fascinating book about his own experiences in how Epictetus helped him through torture and imprisonment in Vietnam. So Richard has really taken a lead on all of this and I feel we are in your footsteps really. Julian Baggini, is an author of a number of books on philosophy for a general audience including, The Pig That Wants To Be Eaten: And 99 Other Thought Experiments and he’s a very well-known writer on philosophy and everyday practice. Antonia Macaro is a psychotherapist and counsellor especially in the drugs and alcohol field and together they write articles in the Financial Times and have written a book under the title of The Shrink and the Sage. So I think Julian is the Sage and Antonia is the Shrink in this conversation.

Julian Baggini: She’s both actually.

CG: Well, we’ll let you fight over the roles as time goes on! And Jules Evans is already part of our group and he writes extensively on philosophy and practice. So the questions we’re going to think about in some order or other are: ‘Can Stoicism be revived as a guide to life today? Should Stoicism be revived today? How much of Stoicism do we have to embrace if we try to revive it? Do we take the whole hog or just bits and pieces and is that good enough? And can we in fact establish its effectiveness by evidence and is that a good and useful thing do?’ There may, of course, be other questions. But let us begin: ‘Can Stoicism be revived as a guide today?’

Mark Vernon: Well, I’m going to take the plunge and say that I feel that Stoicism doesn’t need reviving because I think it’s still around in a certain form, that it’s actually been alive and kicking for the last two thousand years and that is in the form of Christianity. I think that the early Christians, when they were looking for resources to understand what happens in the life and death of the person Jesus, drew heavily upon Stoic ideas, particularly the notion of the Logos and their ideas of how to live well. Interestingly, the early Christians were called philosophers, because philosophers in an ancient Greek world weren’t “Professors” but were people who lived in groups and communities and practiced the way of life that challenged the city states in which they lived. So to get the debate going: I think that Stoicism is actually still around in a different form and it would interest me how many people have been drawn to “Stoic Week” because they find Christianity difficult or objectionable for some reason, but somehow sense that maybe there is something that they want to take into their lives nonetheless and perhaps they’re trying to find that in Stoicism.

Jules Evans: Yes, I think that’s an interesting position. I think there are obviously quite big differences between Stoicism and Christianity and one of the things which I think attracts me about Stoicism is that it’s a philosophy that people can use in their lives, a philosophy of the ‘good life’ which people can obviously find useful whether they believe in God or not, or if they’re not sure. So, even within our team, and indeed within the wider community of people who are interested in Stoicism, you’ve got people who think there definitely is no God, to people who are open-minded about it, to people who do believe in God. And so what I like about it is that Stoicism is a meeting ground for people of many different views and it gives you an opportunity to live a good life even if you’re not entirely sure what’s “out there”.

CG: Antonia?

Antonia Macaro: For me, it depends on what you mean by ‘can’ in your question ‘can Stoicism be revived?’. Since if you just mean ‘Is it realistic? Are people interested?’, then, of course, it seems like people are. But the question for me is: ‘Is it relevant to us? Can it be useful to us?’ And I think my answer to that is qualified. Yes, there’s a huge amount in Stoicism that is really relevant but for me the things that are particularly relevant are things that are divorced from their metaphysical system, a system which I find quite challenging. However, the problem is that it is difficult to extract the things that don’t depend too much on the metaphysics because Stoicism was an integrated system, in which the physics, ethics, and logic were all intertwined. But I still believe it would be worth extracting the ethical side alone as that side of Stoicism is potentially the most useful and relevant. Also it is possible to extract some exercises and techniques on their own - the Stoics have interesting and memorable ways of putting things - apart from any Stoic context, and that that is something useful to do.

JB: I think that the ‘can’ question is the question I didn’t find the most interesting - you can revive anything if you’re determined enough. For me the question is ‘Should we revive Stoicism and how?’. I suppose the question mark I have is that when people talk about all the good things in Stoicism, they usually point to things which are the genuinely good things in Stoicism. Of course, there is a genuine source of wisdom in Stoicism. However, when we extract those things, does that actually mean that we are reviving Stoicism? To be, well not provocative, but to say something which not everyone may agree with it, it seems to me that whenever we see something similar between Stoicism and a lot of things we find useful today, such as aspects of cognitive therapy, then Stoicism wins bragging rights on priority. Got there first - well done! But when we look at what is the most useful version of that similarity - whether the ancient Stoic or modern version - I don’t think you often find that your answer is Stoicism. To give a broad example: the very general idea that our thoughts or beliefs inform our emotions. True, Stoics got there first, well done: let’s give them credit for that. But in understanding the relationship between our beliefs, cognitions, and emotions, I would say that it is the more recent work in psychology and cognitive therapy that have actually got a much more realistic and fuller idea of how that works. So I don’t really see why we want to go back to the Stoics. We can go back to acknowledge their priority, but I think a lot of the best ideas they had have been developed by others since, in ways which make them fuller. And so I don’t think we should be tempted to return to the Stoics too much.

CG: Richard?

Richard Sorabji: Well, I think I can answer the first question by skipping to the third. My answer is: yes, Stoicism can be revived and should be revived, but how far or how much of it is quite an important question. Now, the third head of the Stoic school, Chrysippus, who was the most influential of the earliest Stoics, did say that he could teach peace of mind to people who didn’t believe Stoic views. I think he’s absolutely right. Stoic techniques can be taught without you having to believe in the rest of Stoicism. Now as to believing the whole of Stoicism, I wouldn’t recommend it for ordinary circumstances. I do recommend these techniques for peace of mind and I recommend quite a lot of other things. For example, I recommend learning how to make decisions in life by considering who you are, that is to say by considering your roles in life. It helps to remember what family you belong to, what profession you’ve chosen, what your talents are, what expectations to create, and who you are as an individual. I think remembering such things is terribly important in life. But there are some things I rather regret in Stoicism although I think they’re also sometimes valuable. I’ll give you an example. Mahatma Gandhi shared the Stoic view that very few things in life in the end really matter tremendously. And so he gave up marital relations with his wife. He gave up any desire for liberty from prison. He gave up the desire to live. He didn’t mind whether he lived or died, although he hoped he’d have an effect. He didn’t want to die pointlessly, but he wasn’t afraid of dying. Such an attitude was necessary in his situation in order to get rid of colonial power as it was only a person who had decided that really these things don’t matter who could withstand the pressures. And the result was that when the Viceroy had Gandhi put him in prison, who was afraid? The Viceroy, he was the terrified one! If Gandhi died in prison, India would become ungovernable and Gandhi wasn’t put out in the least. He read his only Stoicism in prison actually. For the rest of us, however, I wouldn’t like us unnecessarily to decide that only one or two things matter, such as character. It’s actually much better for ordinary life if we think it matters whether our son or daughter wins the game of football tomorrow. Of course, it seems trivial in one perspective, but actually the reason why life is difficult in our happy circumstances is that there are hundreds of things that matter. But if you are trying to free your country from colonial power, then it’s effective to think that only one or two things matter, and that produces a saint. Gandhi was a saint, but you don’t want too many saints in a country. You don’t want too many people who have neglected their families in order to love the whole of mankind. There’s just one other example I’ll give which I find problematic, and that is bereavement. The Stoics thought that if you accepted all their views then you could deal with even something like bereavement. I’m quite sure I couldn’t deal with bereavement - I have lived a very lucky life so far. But the recipe as I see it - I’m sure Chris will disagree with me, and so will others - involves spending your life being a little bit too detached from your family and your loved ones, so that when your loved ones die you are not affected too much. However, for me, the game is not worth the candle. I believe it better to be absolutely shattered.

However, to return to more positive aspects of Stoicism, I think there are certain helpful techniques one can employ when something that is apparently bad has happened and affected us. For example, immediately, within less than a second, ask yourself; ‘But does this really matter? Or is this even possibly an advantage, or is it perhaps neutral?’ That kind of technique costs nothing. It doesn’t take as much as one second. It’s a habit which is incredibly useful. It makes a difference between some little incident spoiling the whole of your day and it being absolutely nothing at all. Or in making decisions in life, remembering who you are, and also who you want to be. These are the things which have no cost. They don’t require you to take this attitude that only one thing matters, and that you should be detached from your husband or wife because they are going to die. These questions can be asked in a second, and you don’t pay a fee to anybody. And that’s the Stoicism that I find extremely valuable and the Stoicism which can and should be revived.

CG: Jules?

JE: I think Julian raised a good question. If CBT has developed some of these ideas, some of these techniques from Stoicism, then why do we need to go back to ancient philosophy at all? After all, we’ve got now this evidence-based short term therapy which seems to work very well. I would give three answers to such an objection. First of all, the ancient Greeks and Romans wrote very beautifully. I have read a lot of CBT but none of them write as well as Seneca, Marcus Aurelius, or Epictetus. And beauty is persuasive, it sinks ideas into the soul. Secondly, CBT took some ideas and techniques and turned them into this evidence-based scientific therapy but in that transformation they left a lot of important stuff out. First of all they left out any idea about virtue, about the good life. What’s the end that you’re using these techniques for? Any ideas about the good society, about your relationship to the cosmos, for example, and of course you can see why they wanted to leave that out, in that they were trying to create a scientific therapy, including for use in the NHS. If you go to an NHS therapist with depression you don’t want them to say to you all you need to do is abandon all possessions and worship the divine logos. Because it wouldn’t be appropriate; nonetheless, after your six weeks of therapy you might then ask ‘what’s the point of it all? What’s the meaning of life? What does it mean to have a good life? Now that I’ve got out of this pit of depression, where do I go from here?’ Stoicism has some good answers to that. But we reach at that point the limit to the empirical method, because it’s quite difficult to measure and prove what the meaning of life is. So that’s why I think it’s useful to have reattached some of these psychological techniques to ethics. I don’t think you can prove one of these answers. I think that’s why it’s useful; we may decide that the Stoic goal isn’t the right goal for us. We might decide we’re Epicurean, Aristotelian, Buddhist or something of our own devising. But it’s useful to ask these kinds of questions for ourselves and see that these aren’t just short term techniques but these are originally things to use as a way of life.

CG: Any responses to that, Antonia?

AM: Well, I wanted to respond to both things, and so I’ll start by adding to what Richard was saying, about the danger of taking on too much Stoicism. Because I think definitely there is a danger. And I think people could read, in particular, Epictetus, who is quite radical, and people could be seduced by this idea of being self-sufficient - almost invulnerable - and that could lead them to detach from people, reject their emotions, and so on. And you could say that Stoicism in general, or other Stoic writers, have more subtle views on this. But there are certainly these very drastic, radical views and someone could be seduced by them and then be led to live in a way that isn’t particularly wise. And I think, even stronger than that, it could actually reinforce some pathologies in us. For example, you could imagine that someone who has a problem making relationships with people could take up Stoicism as a way of not dealing with these things, supporting difficulties that they have but without dealing with them. So I think definitely there’s a danger of too much Stoicism.

CG: Does anyone want to come in on that particular point before you go on. If not I will! Well, it’s paradoxical to hear the Stoics being described as people who don’t think relationships matter, because in the ancient world they were of course famous for engagement; engaging in family life, engaging in communities, it was they, who urged engagement, as opposed to the Epicureans who were much more accused of not doing that. I myself don’t see any contradiction between a philosophy that urges you to be completely, fully and ethically engaged with other people emotionally, and indeed to do everything in your power to help them, to prolong their life, to give them health and happiness, and so on, and, on the other hand, to recognise that as a matter of fact we all die. We are mortal. It’s part of nature. I will die. Everyone in this room will die. And when it happens we should realise that it’s not the worst thing in the world. Death does not devalue the life of the person who’s died, nor does it devalue your life. There is still an ethical project that you can engage in and indeed one of the most valuable things you can do, speaking partly from my own experiences, is to try and embody some of the values and principles of the person you’ve lost and to build those into your own life. And that’s a response in line with Stoicism. I think it doesn’t mean that you’re going around all the time holding yourself back and not engaging. But you’re just engaging as a whole person, as an ethically engaged full person, both when the person is there for you and when they’re not.

RS: Well, I wasn’t expecting to come here to speak against Stoicism. I’m tremendously for it! But my qualification might be this. You’re taught for very good reasons that what really matters about your wife or husband is their character. That’s the thing that really matters. Now if your wife has lost her necklace, the necklace is neither here nor there. The same goes with your son, if he loses disastrously at football and he’s kicked out of the first team, that’s trivial. What matters is his character, and his rationality. If you bear that in mind, you’ll be a much better family man, because you’ll never be subject to jealousy. Anything that might make you jealous would be one of the things which you realise isn’t in the end terribly important in life, because it’s your character, it’s their character and that’s the one thing that matters. It’s very admirable but it’s not the bit of Stoicism I want. I’d rather most people thought their sons winning at football did matter, or that their wife losing the necklace did matter. Of course, I understand why, in a way, the Stoics have that position. However, I think that you ought to think that many ‘trivial’ things do actually matter.

JB: For my part, there’s danger in the question ‘what is the authentic interpretation of Stoicism in scholarly debate?’ Although the answer to that is obviously significant I also think that - and I don’t know whether Chris would disagree with this - how much importance one places on things like relationships is a matter of interpretation. For example, the Stoics had the whole category of ‘preferred indifferents’, where things like relationships, health, wealth and good reputation have some value attached to them. But it does seem pretty clear to me nevertheless that the mainstream position in Stoicism was that, when it comes down to it, the only thing of supreme value was the rational principle, the development of character in accordance with our nature as rational beings. Therefore, if you’re going to be Stoic in a thorough-going way, you do have to see that rational principle as being the thing of most importance. I must say I don’t see why we should think that. I think for a lot of people the things that they consider most valuable in life are things like their relationships, things like art, and beauty, and creativity. Now there are always ways of glossing these things in such a way that it turns out to be part of the Stoic logos after all but, frankly, that would be a bit of a stretch.

MV: I wonder whether it helps to think about the differences between the common assumptions of the ancient Greek and Roman worldview and how they’re different from ours, and maybe this will help to throw some light upon these kinds of ‘pick and mix’ problems which have been thrown up here. Just as we’re talking three things occur to me. One is I think that the ancient Stoics would not have had the sense of being an individual which we have today. Self-sufficiency, therefore, for the Stoics probably does not imply a ‘post-Kantian’ autonomy. I think it means living in accordance with nature and flourishing according to a ‘deeper sense of things’, and not being swept around by the everyday emotional ups and downs of everyday experience. But being attached and aligned with something that’s deeper; that’s where I understand Stoic freedom to lie. And that is very different from the kind of autonomous self-sufficiency that we perhaps smuggle in today into modern forms of Stoicism.

The second thing I’d like to talk about refers to the idea of rational autonomy. Again I think that we perhaps tend to operate with a rather heady abstract notion of reason whereas I think in ancient Greek philosophy, and certainly in Stoicism, there’s something aesthetic about their conception of rationality. For the ancient Stoics, I think their conception of rationality included a much more intuitive ‘felt sense’, which entailed following a certain kind of pattern in accord with the ‘deeper sense of things’. And so, if we have a rather reduced notion of what it is to be an individual, then I think we also have a rather reduced notion of what it is to be rational, and that the ancient Stoics would have been slightly bemused by it. Indeed, Stoicism is about much more than changing your beliefs to change your emotions, as if were almost like computers that can be ‘reprogrammed’. I don’t think they thought like that at all.

And the third thing I want to mention is the issue of Providence. Personally, I think it does matter whether you feel that aligning your life with nature can be trusted. Is nature benign? For the Stoics it certainly was. We, however, believe that nature is indifferent at best, mechanical and harsh probably; it’s random, it’s Darwinian, it’s red in tooth and claw. It may just not be very sensible to pursue Stoic ideas if that is the truth; it may actually be much better to be angry, to be frustrated, to protest, and that might be a much more rational position if you feel the cosmos is not benign.

JE: I want to talk more on the idea of whether you have to be a fully paid-up Stoic, or how much of it is useful. In my own story, Stoicism was enormously helpful to me in my early 20s. I had social anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder and various different problems like that. I had a brief course of CBT and then went on to explore ancient philosophy and read a lot of Epictetus which I found incredibly useful. It helped me not to focus too much on the past. It helped me to realise often it was my own thoughts which were causing the suffering. I was the one beating myself up essentially. And it helped me think about not being too reliant on the approval of other people. So when I was about 25 or 26, I was a fully capital ‘S’ paid-up Stoic (I even got a Stoic tattoo which if you come to my workshop I’ll show you). After a few years nonetheless when I got through that crisis I decided that perhaps I wasn’t a fully paid up Stoic. I should have probably thought of this before getting the tattoo. There was something fundamentally missing in Stoicism for me - I was hungry for more community. I always believed in God and I thought there wasn’t at the time enough Stoic community to feed that desire to worship God with other people. So now I think of Stoicism as a kind of beloved ex-girlfriend, that even if we’re not still going out, I’m still extremely fond of them. And I still believe in the benefit and the point of spreading their ideas.

RS: I think we shouldn’t neglect an earlier remark that modern psychotherapy has found out so much more than the Stoics (with certain qualifications). Based on what I’ve learnt from cognitive therapy, it doesn’t fit with that. But I shouldn’t interrupt this discussion, let’s come back to that.

AM: I would like to say that there are certain Stoic psychological claims that we should take with a pinch of salt. To take a most prominent example: the idea that our judgement and choices are ‘up to us’ or ‘in our power’. Epictetus is very keen to stress that these are completely ‘up to us’, indeed that they are the only things that are ‘up to us’. In my view, however, it is not as straightforward as that. Indeed, we now know from psychological research that our judgements and choices are only ‘up to us’ to some extent. For example, a lot of our functioning is unconscious - not in a Freudian sense - but rather in terms of which areas of the brain are driving much of our overall behaviour. To a large degree, the origins of action are not really open to us. We are also subject to lots of biases and environmental influences that we’re not usually aware of. Of course, we can become aware of them, up to a point, and we can challenge them up to a point, but only up to a point. My point, therefore, is that the Stoics might give us some kind of unrealistic idea that these things are more changeable, or more ‘up to us’ than they actually are. And the same thing applies to changing our emotions by changing our beliefs; again, we can only do this up to a point. We also know that emotions can be resistant to rational input. So we should be careful about some of the key Stoic claims.

CG: Does anyone wish to respond to that particular point?

RS: I have something to say on that particular point. I had the privilege of talking with the cognitive therapist who has now got the chair of psychology in Oxford, David Clark. I had introduced him to Admiral Stockdale and asked him to evaluate what Stockdale had said. And if we take ‘cognitive’ in a very narrow sense, the picture I got from David Clark was that it was extremely difficult to find anything that was purely cognitive that the Stoics hadn’t invented. Of course I believe, but please correct me if I am wrong, that modern cognitive therapy is concerned with behavioural change as much as with cognitive change, and that these are in fact intertwined. And that makes a big difference, of course, whereas the Stoics were purely cognitive in their therapy. The only example I’ve noticed in the whole of ancient philosophy of something that was purely behavioural and not cognitive, was that it was said of Socrates when he thought he might be getting too angry in discussion, that he would put a smile on his face, he would slow down his gait if he was walking, and that change of behaviour had neurological effects which prevented him from getting angry. For the Stoics I believe their approach was entirely cognitive.

JE: What do you think about the emphasis on training though, on askesis, in Stoicism? So as Epictetus says, we may be fluent in the lecture room, but drag ourselves into practice, and we’re miserably shipwrecked. Musonius Rufus talked a lot about how philosophy can’t just be theory, it has to be training, practice. Indeed, it has to involve your diet, how you treat other people, how you react in different situations. Isn’t that behavioural?

RS: Concerning diet…it’s very interesting if you look at the second century A.D. doctor Galen. In one work, Galen, speaking in his capacity as a medical doctor, says that it’s no good doing all this if your diet’s wrong because then your body balance will be wrong, so come to me first and I’ll get your diet right. Now I don’t think that the Stoics do mention that, if I’m recalling correctly, when they talk about askesis or philosophical training, since it is usually cognitive askesis so that, for example, that very famous scenario Epictetus imagines where the tyrant says ‘I’m going to put you in chains’. You ought to be able to reply, ‘Me? You can’t put me in chains; you can only put my leg in chains because ‘me’ is something quite different from my body. ‘Me’ is just my moral purpose or policy. That’s what I am’. He has narrowed himself down to something that the tyrant can’t touch. I think it’s just the form that the practice, the exercises, often take rather than the diet.

JE: However, I think the Stoic Musonius Rufus wrote about diet. He famously banned all cookbooks from philosophy household.

RS: But was that because they encourage luxury?

JE: Luxury, yes.

RS: Well, I would say that what that involves was a sort of cognitive idea, essentially, and you shouldn’t set your heart on luxurious pleasures because they don’t really matter in the end.

JE: Okay.

MV: I’d like to add something about the CBT element we’ve been talking about as there is a very interesting shift going on in the CBT world, and I think you see it in a couple of ways. One is the ongoing discussion now between CBT and mindfulness, because, broadly speaking, I think that CBT is increasingly being shown to have limited usefulness. But in the long term it needs to be embedded in something more than what CBT can offer on its own. The biggest study of this is the situation in Sweden where a lot of money was diverted to CBT and then over a 10 year study it was shown to actually cost more to pick up the pieces when people were left only with CBT. It’s not to say that CBT isn’t of some use, but it’s of limited use, and I think that the broad difference between CBT and mindfulness that is emerging is that - again this is a bit general, so forgive me - the risk with CBT is it sets up internal conflicts between what you’re feeling and what you feel you ought to believe. And while that can help you out of the situation, it doesn’t necessarily resolve the conflicts. Whereas what mindfulness does is try to develop the capacity to accept and to tolerate whatever is happening. That is to say that it creates, as it were, distance from emotionally overwhelming experiences. It’s very subtle but perhaps over the long term I think it would be quite a profound difference.

JE: In response to that, I’d like to mention that that Swedish CBT project was a welfare to work programme. In other words, it was concerned with using CBT to help people in unemployment back to work. And what they found was that it didn’t significantly help people get back to work. So it wasn’t really a test of its therapeutic efficacy, ie. whether it actually made them feel better.

JB: I wanted to pick up the point about what beats CBT, which is of course the most common type of therapy. But what other common forms of therapy leave out which Stoicism might in fact help add to - as Jules mentioned earlier - is the idea of virtue, the good life, and so forth. Now I’ve just got two points about that, which are different but equally important. On the one hand, it’s not necessarily a problem that the other therapies leave them out. Sometimes people are going to see therapists because they have a very specific problem in their lives; they get anxiety, for example. Now if therapy for that specific problem fixes that problem, then I’m happy for it to do so, without the need for any big discussion about the ultimate ends of that person’s life, or virtue, or meaning. It’s not a failure of CBT if it does not address those broader issues, if it can help with the specific problem the person seeking therapy has. Perhaps we could extend CBT to consider issues around virtue, character and the good life, which could work, but that might not also be the role of therapy and, in any event, if it is the role of therapy to move into philosophy, then I don’t see any particular reason why Stoicism in particular should be the bedrock of that. Indeed, when Jules was describing his three reasons why is is good to revive Stoicism in a modern therapeutic setting, those reasons need not in fact apply just to Stoicism. Any ancient philosophy - it has to be said - is very good at making us ask these kinds of bigger questions about life. For example, I’m a big fan of Aristotle, and of all of his really big questions about meaning, value, and purpose in life. So let’s go to all of ancient philosophy not just the Stoics, and their interesting answers. But my second point is that I remember that I once had to do an impromptu appreciation of someone who was working with me, and I wasn’t prepared for the speech, and I thought I’d better praise them for being a ‘mine of information’. In fact they were quite treacherous, and I inadvertently said a ‘minefield’ of information, and I think in a way this is same with Stoicism. Stoicism is a mine of wisdom, but it is also a minefield of wisdom, and so it is with lots of other philosophies. You can find gems within it, but be careful where you step because there is some material that you really wouldn’t want to live by. We’ve already mentioned what they are: things like the idea of divine ‘Providence’ and the logos.

RS: I have a couple of comments. In one way I’m very much in favour of the Stoic emphasis on virtue because I think it is terribly good to always be ready to ask yourself what sort of person do you want to be. However, I think it is better if this is your secondary and not primary motive. For example, I think it’s best to do things for other people because they’re in trouble, or because they’re in need, and not primarily because of a desire to practice virtue. On the positive side, though, sometimes chosing to be a virtious person may be your only motive, as when other people are extremely disagreeable. So trying to be virtuous can be a very good fall-back.

The other thing I was going to say, if I may, was something that David Clark put to me which surprised me greatly. He said that of the two great eating disorders, bulimia and anorexia, fifteen years ago cognitive therapy had tremendous success with one and zero success with the other, which is quite interesting and he had no explanation at that time.

JE: That’s a good point, and David Clark has pioneered this huge expansion of CBT in the NHS, training 6000 new therapists. You can now all go and get free CBT and other therapies on the NHS, without a referral. So this raised the question, ‘What should be the government’s proper role in disseminating some of these ideas?’, whether we call it CBT or Stoicism. I agree with Julian that in the NHS, you don’t need to have these ideas about the meaning of life or virtue. Rather, you just want that short term assistance to get you out of the hole. But what about if you’re teaching these ideas in schools, because there’s been some interest in teaching CBT ideas in schools to try and teach character, to teach flourishing, to teach virtue. However, the way this is taught in schools is often problematic as it is usually from an empirical, psychological perspective, where it is claimed that we have scienfticially ‘proven’ what the flourishing life is, which leaves out the role of philosophical discussion and enquiry in forming one’s values and beliefs. This is a problem as you shouldn’t just teach one form of ethics. You shouldn’t just teach Stoicism in my opinion. You should teach various different ones and enable the kind of discussions in which people can consider for themselves their own idea of flourishing. Living ethically is not something which should be ‘settled’ by a supposedly empirically proven ‘feel-positive’ psychology.

AM: Can I just add something to the CBT issue? I think of course there are big similarities with Stoicism, and they have been mentioned. There’s been quite a lot on the influence on the founders of CBT and REBT from Stoicism. But I just wanted to say that that particular quotation from Epictetus Handbook 5, that ‘it’s not the thing themselves that disturb us, it’s our judgements on these things’ is a great quotation, but it is also very general, and it could be consistent with many different philosophical and psychotherapeutic approaches. Merely because this quotation could be uttered by a CBT psychotherapist or by a Stoic does not mean that both practise the same approach to life, as what underpins CBT and Stoicism is actually quite different. So let me speak of the differences between the two, and these are huge. First of all CBT is a targeted intervention for particular kinds of distress. And clients usually can choose the beliefs they’re going to work on; the ones that are more problematic for them, the ones that cause distress or interfere with their day to day functioning, and things like that. They can choose that with the therapist. They don’t have to completely overhaul their whole value system. Whereas if you’re a proper Stoic, a traditional Stoic, you are supposed to overhaul your whole value system, and you can’t choose what beliefs you’re going to work on - you have to work on all of them. It’s part of the dogma; you’ve got to take it all on board. To be a proper Stoic, therefore, is to undergo a radical transformation, unlike the person taking CBT where only specific problematic beliefs are worked on. So yes, there are similarities, but they are also very different.

MV: I wonder whether we need to be a bit bolder with Stoicism; we’re all standing back and saying, ‘Oh, you know, we don’t want the world view of the Stoics’. But maybe it’s our world view that’s causing all these problems. And perhaps challenging that might be part of what Stoicism could bring to this modern world: the blind, consumption driven, meaningless universe that we little atomised individuals struggle to make some sense of. And so maybe the real lessons from Stoicism is that we do actually need to shift our world view - as was their ultimate aim too - and do this without fear of causing offence.

JB: Thinking about the materialism you mention…people always talk about living in this world in which ‘everyone’s so materialistic’, and all that. Indeed, if you talk to a room full of people about the woes of our materialistic age, then what you can guarantee is that everyone will nod their heads. No one sticks a hand up and goes, ‘Oh no, no. Yeah, I’m in favour of this materialist world!’. In a sense, I think that everyone is against it but everyone thinks the rest of the world is following it.

MV: Stoicism has something to say to that, which is about it’s how you deeply perceive things. Everyone might say ‘materialism is wrong’, and then we all trot off to the shops this afternoon. The point is to try and develop a deeper, more realistic shift in perception - it’s an attentive issue as much as anything. And that’s, in a way, what is the richer and, for me, much more exciting programme about Stoicism and other ancient schools of philosophy.

JB: I’d like to add some reflections on the idea of creating an evidence base for the effectiveness of Stoicism. I think that’s quite interesting because it relates to the real question: ‘What is it exactly we’ve got here in front of us?’ Now, if you say what’s the evidence for it, if you assume it’s a kind of a therapy in the contemporary sense, then the evidence you’re looking for is that it’s going to improve your measures of subjective well-being, and so forth. If you thought it was a cosmological theory, however, that would be absolutely irrelevant. You might have completely the wrong cosmology, metaphysics, and feel better as a result of it. Not many would think that scientology was verified if it turned out that scientologists on average reported greater subjective well-being than other people! Now, I know that people will say that Stoicism has a hugely therapeutic side to it and that, in some way, it was always ‘meant’ to make you feel better. But this is to read Stoicism the wrong way round, as it was only meant to make us feel better because it was true. In other words, the ancient Stoic felt better because his philosophy led him to live ‘in accordance with nature’, in accordance with the way the universe is. These ideas about the providential basis of nature in Stoic thought were central to their overall endeavour and so, today, when we want to create an evidence base for Stoicism’s effectiveness, I think we should also be looking at what evidence there is to suggest that the Stoic theory about nature is also true. And you can’t get that from just analysing questionnaires on subjective well-being. So, of course, we may be able to derive benefit from this or that Stoic technique and run various tests on those techniques. But the more fundamental question is whether Stoicism as a whole stands up or not, and that is not something one can answer by merely measuring the evidence of its efficacy.

JE: I would argue that you do not have to accept the whole Logos, but just some areas of Stoicism, such as the idea of building a good life and having a good character. But that is difficult to measure with questionnaires as well. It’s very hard to answer the question ‘How wise are you?’ It’s like trying to measure humility with the question ‘How humble are you from one to ten?’ So the only way that you can really test this is by following someone around for a year or so and secretly spying on them and see how they actually live when no one’s watching, which is obviously a hard thing to do.

MV: I think another problem is that we in the modern world tend to put beliefs before practice, whereas I think in the ancient world practice came before beliefs. And it’s only after the training and the spiritual exercises that maybe this metaphysics would start to really make some sense to you. So that adds another challenge to this evidence issue.

CG: I’ll add some of my own thoughts here. Certainly, you cannot answer the debate on the truth of Stoicism in any questionnaire, nor do you need to. Of course, debates on the truth behind different ancient philosophical systems went on extensively in the ancient world too. They were pitting against each other very substantial ethical philosophies which were bold attempts at different kinds of life . But whether those are the kinds of things one should measure empirically - quite apart from whether one can or not - I’m not sure you should. It is more important just to see how effective any given philosophy is at addressing specific problems.

JB: I’m glad we seem to agree on that but I would add the following concern. Is there a sense in which, or is there a concern that, by putting too much emphasis on the evidence, instead of the ‘radical challenge’ which Mark has been talking about, that we’re actually buying into an agenda which we should be undermining? If modern Stoicism is mainly about cognitive interventions to improve wellbeing, interventions which can be scientifically validated, then surely we are missing something very important about what it means to live a ‘good’ life in a truly philosophical sense? If we do this, we are subjecting Stoicism to a modern worldview of current psychology - that of measurable subjective wellbeing - which is antithetical to the whole Stoic project. Indeed the real radical challenge would be to say: ‘This is great and is great not because we can prove it has some increase in your subjective well-being scores - which, by the way, also increase things like your economic productivity and so forth - but it’s great because we think the good flourishing human life requires an examination of values which in turn form into character and virtue. And, do you know what, if that makes the average person in the street feel a little bit more miserable, we’ll go with that too.’

JE: I think that the empirical aspect is useful up to a point. It’s useful in terms of measuring the therapeutic benefits, but as I think we agree, well-being is not all of it. But in terms of helping get CBT government funding, it’s been very useful. Measuring the therapeutic aspects of Stoicism, to turn to our work in Stoicism Today, is one aspect of our project, and it might produce interesting results, but we’re in agreement that it is not the whole thing.

CG: I can add to that by saying that we are trying to create a Stoic Attitudes and Behaviours Scale, thanks to the work of Tim LeBon, which will be able to map which therapeutic benefits are the result of which specific aspects of Stoicism. In this way, we’re trying to refine that very question that you raised. In any event, I think the well-being of our audience might improve with lunch now! But, before we end, let me thank very much our participants for a wonderful discussion.
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Table 1: Stoicism and CFT/CMT - a comparison

Developing Soothing Breathing Rhythm
&Mindfulness, first as exercises, then in
difficultsituations, to calm down the threat
‘and drive systems and bring the soothing
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Marcus Aurelius”
Meditations - his own
personal diary to help
him develop Stoic virtue.

CFT/CMT

To build Compassion (which it turns out
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