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The Metaphor of the Tree

Why, then, do you wonder that good men are shaken in order that they may grow strong? No tree becomes rooted and sturdy unless many a wind assails it. For by its very tossing it tightens its grip and plants its roots more securely; the fragile trees are those that have grown in a sunny valley. It is, therefore, to the advantage even of good men, to the end that they may be unafraid, to live constantly amidst alarms and to bear with patience the happenings which are ills to him only who ill supports them.

Seneca, On Providence
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Note on terminology and citations

I’ve chosen to retain conventional translations of certain key terms employed in ancient Stoic literature, while sometimes offering alternative translations. My aim has been to make this book more contemporary in feel and accessible to a modern reader, without compromising too much on meaning. Eudaimonia, I’ve translated using the conventional ‘Happiness’, although this is problematic and I’ve chosen to address that in the book; it’s also therefore capitalized to highlight the special sense of the word.

Referencing, Translations and Further Reading

This book follows the standard Teach Yourself series format. I’ve deliberately omitted many citations because the series is geared towards general readability and practical application. In many cases, I’ve quoted or paraphrased ancient sources without including the specific reference.

Throughout this book I’ve quoted many different ancient sources, most of which are available in different English translations. For the sake of consistency, I’ve typically retranslated passages from the original Greek myself, often drawing on several existing translations in doing so. The main English translations I’ve quoted from, or consulted, are listed below:

•  Seneca, Dialogues and Essays (trans. John Davie, 2007).

•  Oxford: Oxford University Press. [Includes selections from On Anger, On Clemency/Mercy, the Consolations to Marcia and Helvia, and On Earthquakes, etc.]

•  Seneca, Selected Letters (trans. Elaine Fantham, 2010). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

•  Cicero, On the Good Life (trans. Michael Grant, 2005). Middlesex: Penguin.

•  Cicero, On Moral Ends (trans. Raphael Woolf, 2001). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

•  Musonius Rufus, Lectures and Sayings (trans. Cynthia King, 2010). Lulu.

•  Marcus Aurelius, The Meditations (trans. C.R. Haines, 1989). The Loeb Classical Library. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

•  Epictetus, The Discourses & Handbook (trans. W.A. Oldfather, 1925). The Loeb Classical Library. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

•  Lucan, The Civil War (trans. Susan H. Braund, 1992). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

•  Diogenes the Cynic, Sayings and Anecdotes (trans. Robin Hard, 2012). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

•  Cicero, On Moral Ends (De Finibus) (trans. Raphael Woolf, 2001). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

•  Cicero, On the Good Life (trans. Michael Grant, 1971). Middlesex: Penguin. [Includes Tusculan Disputations, On Duties, Laelius: On Friendship, and The Dream of Scipio, etc.]

•  Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers (trans. R.D. Hicks, 1925). The Loeb Classical Library. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

The two main translations of early Greek Stoic fragments are:

•  The Hellenistic Philosophers (Vol 1): Translations of the Principal Sources with Philosophical Commentary. (1987). (A.A. Long & D.N. Seldey, Trans.). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

•  The Stoics Reader: Selected Writings and Testimonia. (2008). (B. Inwood, & L. P. Gerson, Trans.) Cambridge: Hackett.

Translations of Cynic fragments, Hermetic, and Pythagorean texts, as well as the writings of Plato, can be found in:

•  Diogenes the Cynic, Sayings and Anecdotes. (2012). (Robin Hard, Trans.). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

•  The Way of Hermes: New Translations of The Corpus Hermeticum and The Definitions of Hermes Trismegistus to Asclepius. (1999). (C. Salaman, D. van Oyen, W.D. Wharton, J.P. Mah, Trans.). London: Duckworth.

•  The Pythagorean Sourcebook. (1988). (K.S. Guthrie, Trans.). MI: Phanes.

•  Plato: Complete Works. (1997). (J. M. Cooper, ed.). Cambridge: Hackett. [Contains all the works attributed to Plato, translated by a number of different academics.]

You’ll find information on suggested further reading for each chapter at the end of this book, along with a more-detailed bibliography section. Where I’ve referred the reader to one of the ancient sources, I’d recommend consulting the published translations above. In general, the Loeb Classical Library series contains reliable English translations of Stoic texts from Epictetus, Marcus Aurelius, and Seneca, although a number of other versions of the most-popular works are now available.

Note on gender

The ancient sources are all written by men. They tend to refer to Stoics in general in the masculine. I’ve retained this use of gender in relation to the Sage for the sake of consistency with the source texts but I’ve deliberately tried to vary the gender assumed when speaking about modern (aspiring) Stoics, for the sake of balance often referring to hypothetical students of Stoicism as ‘she’. Zeno, the founder of Stoicism, began his training in philosophy by studying for many years with the famous Cynic philosopher Crates of Thebes whose wife Hipparchia of Maroneia was one of the most notable female philosophers of antiquity. Zeno and his followers apparently considered men and women to be equals and Stoic schools were known for accepting female students, at a time when this was unusual. We have two surviving lectures from the great Roman Stoic Musonius Rufus, in which he argues that girls have a right to benefit from the same philosophical training as boys because they are capable of possessing the same fundamental virtues of character. They are called: ‘That Women Too Should Study Philosophy’ and ‘Should Daughters Receive the Same Education as Sons?’
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The Teach Yourself Breakthrough series has a number of features to help you get the most out of reading this book. Stoicism and the Art of Happiness includes the following boxed features:
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‘Key idea’ boxes that distil the most important ideas and thoughts
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‘Remember this’ boxes to help you take away what really matters
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‘Try it now’ boxes to provide you with useful exercises and techniques
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‘Focus points’ at the end of each chapter to help you hone in on the core message of each chapter.




At the end of the book you will also find a list of resources providing further information and help.
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Preface: Modern Stoicism

O ye who’ve learnt the doctrines of the Stoa

And have committed to your books divine

The best of human learning, teaching men

That the mind’s virtue is the only good!

She only it is who keeps the lives of men

And cities safer than high gates and walls.

But those who place their happiness in pleasure

Are led by the least worthy of the Muses.

(Athenaeus the Epigrammatist, quoted in Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers)

Well – I’m not the final word on this, Mr. Croker, but what [the ancient Stoic teacher Epictetus is] saying, it seems to me, he’s saying that the only real possession you’ll ever have is your character and your ‘scheme of life,’ he calls it. Zeus has given every person a spark from his own divinity, and no one can take that away from you, not even Zeus, and from that spark comes your character. Everything else is temporary and worthless in the long run, your body included. You know what he calls your possessions? ‘Trifles.’ You know what he calls the human body? ‘A vessel of clay containing a quart of blood.’ If you understand that, you won’t moan and groan, you won’t complain, you won’t blame other people for your troubles, and you won’t go around flattering people. I think that’s what he’s saying, Mr. Croker. (Wolfe, A Man in Full)

What’s this book all about?

This book is about Stoicism, a philosophical school founded in Athens by Zeno of Citium around 301 BC, which endured as an active philosophical movement for almost 500 years, and has experienced a resurgence in popularity over the past few decades. However, it’s also a ‘how to’ guide that will hopefully show you ways in which Stoicism might provide, or at least contribute towards, a ‘philosophy of life’ for the modern world – an art of living with Happiness that aspires to be both rational and healthy. (This book is unlike others on the subject because it follows the Teach Yourself series format, which breaks the content down into manageable chunks designed to help learners and repeats key information so it's easier to remember.)

If you ask most modern philosophers ‘What’s the meaning of life?’ they’ll probably just shrug and say that’s an unanswerable question. However, the major schools of ancient philosophy each proposed competing answers to that question. In a nutshell, the Stoics said that the goal (telos, ‘end’ or ‘purpose’) of life is to live consistently in harmony and agreement with the Nature of the universe, and to excel with regard to our own essential nature as rational and social beings. This is also described as ‘living according to virtue’ or aretê, although as you’ll see it’s best to think of that word as meaning excellence in a broader sense than the word ‘virtue’ normally implies – something I’ll explain later. It's synonymous with living wisely.

The word ‘stoic’ (small ‘s’) is still used today to mean being calm or self-controlled in the face of difficulties. Curiously, the adjective ‘philosophical’ is used to mean more or less the same thing, e.g., ‘He developed a serious illness but remained philosophical about events.’ The Oxford English Dictionary includes the following, virtually identical, definitions:

philosophical. adj. Calm in adversity.

stoical. adj. Having or showing great self-control in adversity.

Isn’t that striking? It’s as though, when it comes to actually living philosophically, rather than just talking about philosophy, these two words have come to be almost synonymous. You could say that Stoicism is the quintessential (Western) 'philosophy as a way of life'.

However, to the majority of non-philosophers, the word ‘stoical’ also means being ‘unemotional’, or ‘having a stiff upper-lip’ in the crude sense of repressing one’s feelings. That’s definitely not what it originally meant, though. In other words, it’s not what ‘Stoicism’ (with a capital ‘S’) means. A lot of confusion therefore tends to arise when people mix up lower-case stoicism, the personality trait, with upper-case Stoicism, the school of Greek philosophy.

As we’ll see, Stoicism, like most ancient Western philosophies, assumed that the goal of life was Happiness (eudaimonia). The Stoics believed this coincides both with rational self-love and an attitude of friendship and affection towards others, sometimes described as Stoic ‘philanthropy’, or love of mankind. For instance, the Stoic Emperor Marcus Aurelius, writing in his journal, repeatedly advises himself to ‘love humanity from the bottom of your heart’ while rejoicing in doing good to others for its own sake and treating virtue as its own reward (Meditations, 7.13).

We might say that a central paradox of Stoicism is therefore its assumption that, far from being heartless, the ideal wise man, called the ‘Sage’ (sophos), will both love others and yet be undisturbed by the inevitable losses and misfortunes that life inflicts on him. He has natural emotions and desires but is not overwhelmed by them, and remains guided by reason.

In fact, Stoicism provides a rich armamentarium of strategies and techniques for developing psychological resilience, by changing our feelings rationally and naturally rather than simply trying to block them by force. In a sense, ancient Stoicism was the granddaddy of all ‘self-help’. Its doctrines and practices have inspired many modern approaches to both personal development and psychological therapy. Moreover, it’s generally accepted that the modern psychotherapy that most resembles ancient Stoic ‘remedies’ for emotional problems is Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) and its precursor Rational Emotive Behaviour Therapy (REBT). Indeed, the founder of REBT, Albert Ellis, and the founder of cognitive therapy, Aaron T. Beck, both cite Stoicism as the main philosophical inspiration for their respective approaches. In the first major textbook on cognitive therapy, for instance, Beck and his colleagues wrote: ‘The philosophical origins of cognitive therapy can be traced back to the Stoic philosophers’ (Beck, Rush, Shaw & Emery, 1979, p. 8).

Although CBT is mainly remedial in nature, dealing with clinical anxiety and depression, it has also been adapted for use as a preventative approach, for generic psychological ‘resilience-building’. Ancient Stoic ‘therapy’ was likewise more of a general resilience-building approach, although it also set out to remedy extreme distress where necessary. CBT happens to have the strongest scientific support of any modern form of psychological therapy. So we’re looking at an ancient philosophical system, employed for emotional resilience-building, which has inspired a hugely successful modern therapy with a scientifically proven track record.

Stoicism is currently experiencing a major resurgence in popularity. However, Some people question how we can study it today when the original tradition basically died off in late antiquity, along with other ‘pagan’ philosophical schools, following the rise of Christianity. The Stoic school was an influential philosophical movement, which endured for many centuries in both Greece and Rome, but it gradually came to an end as a living philosophy. Indeed, the Emperor Marcus Aurelius, who died in 180 AD is the last major Stoic figure we know much about today. You may have seen the Hollywood film Gladiator in which Marcus is portrayed by the actor Richard Harris. There’s not much reference to Stoicism in that film, incidentally, although Russell Crowe’s character says near the end:

I knew a man once who said, ‘Death smiles at us all. All a man can do is smile back.’

That’s not a real quotation from Marcus Aurelius but it’s obviously inspired by passages from his personal journal, the Meditations, probably the best-known surviving Stoic text today. Many modern readers base their understanding of Stoicism solely on this short book. Despite its popularity, though, the Meditations was a private journal of Marcus’ Stoic practice and never intended as a comprehensive introduction to Stoicism. So we're going to be going a bit deeper into the subject by looking at a wider range of ancient sources.

In fact, Zeno’s original Stoic school was based on the study of detailed arguments contained in its many founding texts. The early Stoics alone reputedly wrote over a thousand ‘books’ (although, some of these were probably more like long essays). The original Stoic school disappeared along with the centres of other major philosophical schools at some point following the sack of Athens by the Roman dictator Sulla in 86 BC. Nevertheless, Stoicism continued to flourish for several centuries, during the Roman Imperial period, albeit in a more dispersed and fragmentary form.

By the time of Marcus Aurelius, Stoics presumably had access to a much more limited handful of Stoic texts, many early Greek writings having already been lost over the intervening centuries. Marcus appears to have drawn mainly on the Stoic teachings of Epictetus as recorded in his Discourses, about half of which still survive today. By contrast, he does not make any reference to Seneca, the Stoic author from whom we have the largest volume of surviving writings. Marcus’ seemingly impoverished access to the original teachings of Stoicism might be compared to that of a modern student of the subject, although he did also benefit from personal acquaintance with several Stoic tutors and lecturers.

We have to reconstruct a picture of Stoicism from the fragments that remain, over 2,300 years after the school originated. However, we benefit from five or six volumes of detailed modern commentary and analysis (Long, 2002; Hadot, 1998), and we have numerous examples of practical guidance from people applying Stoicism to modern life (Evans, 2012; Irvine, 2009). In some ways we’re therefore no worse off than students of Stoicism in late antiquity and may even have advantages that they lacked, including access to texts they had perhaps not read.

Some ancient Stoics were prolific writers and lecturers, who dedicated their lives to educating others. Indeed, early Stoics reputedly taught that all wise men have a natural love of writing the sort of books that can help other people. So perhaps modern students of Stoicism, although far removed from the lofty ideal of the Sage, can nevertheless be expected to enjoy writing self-help books or blogs with the purpose of aiding others and exchanging ideas about the modern relevance of Stoicism. Nobody should dare claim to be wise, although everyone should dare to try to be so.

The role of a modern author on Stoicism might perhaps be best described as resembling that assumed by Seneca. He says to his aspiring Stoic friends that he is like an invalid in one bed discussing how his therapy is going with the man in the bed beside him. As we'll see, the Stoics had no gurus because they denied anyone was perfectly wise. Perhaps even Zeno, the founder of the philosophy, adopted Seneca's attitude, treating his students as peers. The Stoics were greatly inspired by the original philosophy of Socrates and they treat him as the closest thing they possess to an ideal role model. Socrates, of course, made a point of stressing that he was merely a lover of wisdom (philosopher) and not someone claiming to be truly wise himself.

Less than one per cent of the original Stoic literature has survived but, if that were compiled into one publication, it would probably be about seven or eight volumes in length – so not an insignificant amount of material. Unfortunately, we often need the help of modern academic commentators to help us reconstruct the meaning of these early Greek fragments. However, they provide an important resource that can help us understand the underlying philosophical system taken for granted by more widely-read Stoic authors such as Seneca and Marcus Aurelius.

Yet we should be especially cautious that Stoicism does not turn into a deadened and bookish subject. One solution to this problem is provided by the first chapter of Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations, where he shows how an aspiring Stoic may contemplate the virtues of his friends, family, colleagues, and perhaps even some of his enemies, to find traces of inspiration.

Throughout this book, I’ll refer to many specific examples of people, both ancient and modern, whose lives have been changed by Stoicism. My own interest in this area began when I was about 17 years old and a college lecturer suggested I should study philosophy. I began reading the classics, mainly Plato, and went on to do my degree in philosophy at Aberdeen University. I was also a member of the student Buddhist society and regularly practised meditation. I went on various Buddhist retreats because I wanted to find a lifestyle and daily practice that somehow complemented my study of philosophy.

After graduation, I trained in and started to practise counselling and psychotherapy because I felt this gave me a practical vocation that complemented my interest in philosophy. However, I always yearned to bring these three things – therapy, philosophy and meditation – more closely into harmony, and it was only some years later that my eyes were opened to the rich tradition of spiritual exercises in ancient philosophical literature by the writings of the eminent French scholar, Pierre Hadot, such as his Philosophy as a Way of Life (1995).

Hadot’s marvellous books ignited my interest in Stoicism and inspired me to begin publishing short articles on the subject. This led to a longer article on Stoicism for one of the main counselling and psychotherapy journals (2005), and eventually a book on Stoicism and modern psychotherapy called The Philosophy of Cognitive-Behavioural Therapy: Stoic Philosophy as Rational and Cognitive Psychotherapy (2010). I’ve been trying to assimilate Stoicism, in terms of specific practical strategies as well as the overall way I live my life, for nearly twenty years now. I’ve also had plenty of experience discussing aspects of Stoicism with anxious or depressed clients, in relation to my work as a CBT practitioner. (My previous book in the Teach Yourself series, Build your Resilience (2012), draws on Stoic philosophy in relation to modern mindfulness and acceptance-based CBT and psychological resilience-building.)

I’m interested in Stoicism, therefore, because I agree with what I consider to be its core doctrines, and because I believe its psychological exercises are of practical value in modern living. However, I also find much of the surviving Stoic literature to be both beautiful and profound. Part of its enduring appeal is undoubtedly the literary merit of writings such as the letters and essays of Seneca, and the aphorisms of Marcus Aurelius.

Why focus on Stoic Ethics and psychotherapy?

This book won’t give equal weight to all aspects of ancient Stoicism. As we’ll see, the Stoics divided their philosophical curriculum into three topics, called ‘Ethics’, ‘Physics’ and ‘Logic’. (These words aren’t very good translations but they’re the ones commonly used.) We’re mainly going to focus on Stoic Ethics. There are several reasons for doing this:

•  We know far more about Stoic Ethics than about their Physics or Logic, because the extant writings, particularly those of the ‘big three’ Roman Stoics – Seneca, Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius – are mainly concerned with this topic, which may have been the central focus of late Roman Stoicism in general.

•  There tends to be most interest in Stoic Ethics among modern readers because of its obvious relationship with contemporary self-help and psychological therapies, such as CBT, whereas the remnants of their (theologically-grounded) Physics may be perceived as less relevant today, and ancient Logic can be less accessible to the average reader.

•  Some important, albeit unorthodox, Stoics focused solely on Ethics. For example, we’re told one of Zeno’s followers, Aristo of Chios, ‘discarded altogether the topic of physics, and of logic, saying that the one was above us, and that the other had nothing to do with us, and that the only branch of philosophy with which we had any real concern was ethics’ (Lives, 7.160).

•  The Stoics generally held their forerunners the Cynics in particularly high esteem and some saw their austere and challenging lifestyle as a ‘short-cut to virtue’, even though they deliberately eschewed technical philosophical debates about Logic or Physics; this admiration for the Cynic way of life is particularly apparent in the Discourses of Epictetus, the only surviving book-length text from an actual Stoic teacher.

•  If technical knowledge of Stoic Physics and Logic were absolutely essential to the goal of life, then ancient Stoics would presumably not have revered historical and mythological figures such as Hercules, Socrates and Diogenes the Cynic as exemplary role models. In other words, the individuals ancient Stoics typically sought to emulate, in their daily lives, were not primarily logicians or natural philosophers, but men of exemplary ethical virtue and practical wisdom.

•  From the outset, all Stoics appear to have agreed that Ethics was ultimately the most important aspect of their philosophy, e.g., Chrysippus, the influential third leader of the school, allegedly said that the only reason for studying Physics was for the sake of Ethics.

Cicero, one of the most important ancient commentators on Stoicism, described the question of what is the supreme ‘good’ in life, the central topic of Stoic Ethics, as the foundation of their whole philosophy. He says the ‘most important’ Stoic doctrine was that ‘the only good is virtue’ and calls it ‘the veritable head of the Stoic household’ (De Finibus, 4.14; 4.44). Indeed, Epictetus repeatedly warned his students that excessive concern with other, more academic, aspects of philosophy risks becoming a diversion from the central task of living virtuously.

However, as we shall see there is overlap between Stoic Logic, Ethics and Physics and so our discussion will bring in some elements of the other topics where it seems necessary or helpful to do so. In particular, we’ll be looking at the lived practice of Stoicism in terms of three practical ‘disciplines’, which scholars have correlated with the three topics of the theoretical curriculum: Judgement, Action, and Desire.

Some people feel that modern Stoicism isn’t faithful enough to the ancient tradition but hopefully these remarks help to justify the differences. On the other hand, others can feel that too much emphasis is placed on what the ancient Stoics said. However, Stoicism (with a capital ‘S’) is, by definition, an ancient philosophy. Even those who adapt it for modern living, generally consider themselves to be united by an interest in the original Greek and Roman teachings, from which they seek inspiration. These texts are still immensely valuable and highly-regarded. In many cases, they’re remarkably beautiful. In fact, Seneca (a Stoic) and Cicero (not a Stoic but an important source nevertheless) are renowned as two of the very finest writers of antiquity.

I’ve therefore quoted the ancient Stoics frequently; partly to provide evidence where some interpretation may be in question, but also because they’re frankly much better writers than I could ever hope to be and deserve to be more widely read. Indeed, these are some of the greatest philosophical minds and most accomplished writers of all time. However, even the ancient Stoics were conscious that a balance needs to be struck between too much and not enough reliance on the original texts of their sect. Over three centuries after the Stoic school was founded, Seneca wrote:

So am I not following our predecessors? Yes I am, but I allow myself to discover some new thing and to change or abandon others: I am not a slave to them but I agree with them. (Letters, 80)

To paraphrase a famous Latin saying: ‘Zeno is our friend but truth is an even greater friend.’ We now have access to enormous volumes of psychological research, which tell us many things about human nature that the Stoics could not have known so easily. In particular, a large body of research on CBT exists that tells us a great deal about healthy and unhealthy ways of responding to emotional distress. As we shall see, this was a major concern for the Stoics and they were traditionally perceived as the philosophical school with the most explicit ‘therapeutic’ focus. Readers today are naturally interested in what the Stoics said about therapy, and how it compares to modern research on the subject.

Stoicism was often employed therapeutically, as a remedy for overwhelming distress, as in the many examples of ancient ‘consolation’ letters, written to help others cope emotionally with traumatic bereavements and other misfortunes in life. Sometimes people mistakenly assume that Stoicism is being turned into a psychotherapy by modern commentators. In fact, it was the ancient Stoics themselves who introduced the medical model of philosophy and described the practices they developed as a moral and psychological 'therapy' (therapeia).

However, as noted above, prevention is better than cure, and the main focus of Stoic psychological exercises would be better described as resembling what we now call ‘emotional-resilience building’. Hence, Musonius Rufus, one of the pre-eminent Stoic teachers of the Roman Imperial period, reputedly said that ‘in order to protect ourselves we must live like doctors and be continually treating ourselves with reason.’ He advised his students, the most famous of whom was Epictetus, that we should not use philosophy like the prescription of a drug for remedial purposes, to be discontinued whenever we’re feeling better. Rather, we must allow philosophy to remain with us, continually guarding our judgements throughout life, forming part of our daily regimen, like eating a nutritious diet or taking physical exercise.

This notion of practical philosophy as a foundation for building general emotional resilience seems to appeal to many modern readers and its part of the reason people are drawn to the subject. Just like in ancient times, those who are unsatisfied with life, and in need of emotional healing, are often drawn to Stoicism, searching both for peace of mind and a sense of purpose. As we’ll see, the Stoic ‘therapy of the passions’ aimed at nothing less than the transformation of our character. Stoic ethics and therapy go hand in hand, lie at the centre of the subject, and are the aspects people tend to find most relevant and intriguing today.

However, there are also aspects of Stoicism which people find extremely challenging. Some will be put off by their fundamentally uncompromising stance on ethics. Others will find it refreshing and intriguing, perhaps even quite radical and exciting. The Stoics were undoubtedly regarded as a philosophical force to be reckoned with in the ancient world. Even those who disagreed with them were impressed by the scope and consistency of their philosophical vision but they were also criticized for being obscure at times. Cicero wrestled with Stoicism and complained:

In both its foundations and in the edifice itself Stoicism is a system constructed with great care; incorrectly perhaps, though I do not yet dare pronounce on that point, but certainly elaborately. It is no easy task to come to grips with it. (De Finibus, 4.1)

This book focuses on providing a practical introduction to Stoicism and so it doesn’t explore the criticisms of their philosophy in much detail. However, Cicero’s De Finibus provides a classic account of relatively even-handed arguments for and against Stoicism. Plutarch’s essay on ‘Stoic Contradictions’ likewise provides another classical source of criticism. A modern appraisal of Stoicism that tries to provide a detailed technical defence of its doctrines in relation to ethical philosophy can be found in Becker’s A New Stoicism (1998).

Nevertheless, although a detailed critique of Stoic philosophy is beyond the scope of this book, it’s not the intention to portray Stoicism as somehow above philosophical or scientific criticism. Stoicism is a philosophy not a religion. So readers should take it upon themselves to think through these ideas carefully and question them deeply. Of course, you need to learn what the Stoics actually believed first, before you can do that. So let’s plunge right in…

A taste of the Stoic paradoxes

Although Stoicism was a philosophical system that prized rational understanding, the original philosophical arguments of Zeno were notoriously terse and remained unconvincing to his philosophical critics. Zeno proclaimed many famous ‘paradoxes’, which literally meant ideas that go against what the majority believe, flying in the face of popular opinion. They portrayed a radical but impressively coherent world view that attracted many people who wanted to see if it could be defended more rigorously.

The third head of the Stoic School, Chrysippus, one of the very greatest intellectuals of the ancient world, attempted to do this, writing hundreds of volumes of detailed philosophical arguments in defence of Stoic doctrine, particularly engaging with the criticisms made by ancient Skeptics who represented a rival school, the Academy of Plato. He basically transformed Stoicism from the small movement founded by Zeno into one of the philosophical heavyweights of the ancient world.

For if Chrysippus had not lived and taught,

The Stoic school would surely have been naught. (Lives, 7.183)

We’re told he was known for making the striking remark to his teacher Cleanthes that he only wanted to be instructed in the core doctrines (dogmata) of Stoicism and that he could discover better arguments for and against them himself. Many modern readers will likewise first be attracted to the attention-grabbing ideas of the Stoics, which promise to turn our prevailing philosophy of life on its head, and then seek to weigh them up rationally in their own terms. Some Stoics even referred to this upheaval in our world-view and system of values, turning away from the conventional view of the majority, as a philosophical ‘conversion’ (epistrophê), literally a ‘turning around’ or ‘U-turn’ in life. In this regard, the Stoics were influenced by the Cynics, who we’re told would walk against the flow of the crowds leaving a theatre, or walk about backwards in public. This illustrated their desire, paradoxically, to swim against the current in life and go in the opposite direction from the majority of people.

The Stoics recognized that they were saying things many people would struggle to accept at first, although they also believed that their philosophy was ultimately based on common sense assumptions, accessible to everyone on reflection. For example, Cicero defends six notoriously cryptic ‘Stoic Paradoxes’ in his short book of that title:

1  Virtue, or moral excellence, is the only good (conventional ‘goods’ such as health, wealth and reputation fundamentally count as nothing with regard to living a good life).

2  Virtue is completely sufficient for Happiness and fulfilment, a man who is virtuous lacks no requirement of the good life.

3  All forms of virtue are equal as are all forms of vice (in terms of the benefit or harm they do to the individual himself).

4  Everyone who lacks perfect wisdom is insane (which basically means everyone alive; we’re all essentially mad).

5  Only the wise man is really free and everyone else is enslaved (even when the wise man is imprisoned by a tyrant, or sentenced to death like Socrates, he is still freer than everyone else, including his oppressors).

6  Only the wise man is truly rich (even if, like Diogenes the Cynic, he owns nothing that he can’t carry in his knapsack).

These puzzles require some explaining, as we’ll see. Musonius Rufus apparently used to say that students were expected to be left in stunned silence following his lectures rather than applauding him. They felt that they’d heard something radical and powerful but they were often unsure what to make of it all at first. I’d say that this is true for modern readers as well. If we don’t feel at least slightly unsettled by what the Stoics are saying then we’re probably missing something important about their philosophy.

Yet despite the paradoxes, Stoicism was in many respects the most down-to-earth of the Athenian philosophical schools, being grounded in our experience of daily life. We’re told Cleanthes, the second head of the Stoa, used to remark: ‘Possibly the philosophers say what is contrary to opinion [or ‘paradoxical’], but assuredly not what is contrary to reason’ (Epictetus, Discourses, 4.1).
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Case study: The University of Exeter’s research project on modern Stoicism




Stoicism was the original philosophical inspiration for cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT). Both approaches interpret emotions as being due mainly to our beliefs and patterns of thinking (‘cognitions’). They also share the assumption that by altering relevant beliefs we can overcome emotional distress. An impressive body of scientific evidence from clinical trials and other types of research has provided support for the efficacy of CBT, particularly as a treatment for anxiety and depressive disorders.

This might be seen as lending indirect support to ‘Stoic therapy’. However, until recently, there’s been no attempt to provide direct evidence of Stoicism’s psychological benefits.

In November 2012, however, Patrick Ussher, a doctoral student researching Stoicism at the University of Exeter (Ussher, 2012), organized an informal pilot study called ‘Stoic Week’, under the supervision of Christopher Gill, a professor of Ancient Thought who has written and contributed to academic research on Stoicism (Gill, 2006; 2010; 2011).

A multi-disciplinary team of philosophers, classicists, psychologists and psychotherapists were involved in the project (myself included). A handbook explaining basic Stoic concepts and practices was made available online for participants to use in their daily lives over a one-week period as an initial feasibility test. (I wrote some sections of the handbook and the book you’re reading was partly inspired by this and several of our findings.) It generated a lot of interest and was covered in several articles in The Independent and Guardian newspapers.

Stoic Week has been running each year since. In 2018, 7,000 people participated in the project online, and data were collected from them. The philosopher and psychotherapist Tim LeBon, author of Wise Therapy (LeBon, 2001) published several statistical reports that are also available from the website.

So what are the findings? It must be stressed that these are still just initial pilot studies and more formal research is required. However, the data each year have consistently shown a roughly 10 per cent increase across three different self-report measures of psychological wellbeing, after as little as one week of following the project’s Stoic handbook. Of course, that's a very brief period of practice from which to expect much measurable change. There was also a decrease of about 10 per cent in measures of negative emotions, although positive emotions increased by only around 5 per cent. Participants were able to choose from a range of Stoic strategies and have reported the three most useful to be the following:

✽  Stoic mindfulness (prosochê)

✽  The retrospective evening meditation

✽  The view from above

We’ll therefore be exploring these three classic Stoic strategies in more detail, in later chapters. The main finding of our research, though, was that it appeared feasible to construct a regime of Stoic exercises simple enough for people to learn in a few days and apply to modern living. Participants enjoyed following the exercises, perceived them as helpful, and were keen to do more. These initial studies weren't carefully-controlled scientific experiments so we have to be cautious about the findings but the data are suggestive that even practising Stoic exercises for a week may have a positive psychological effect that can be measured using scientifically-validated scales. You can find more information at: http://modernstoicism.com
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Stoicism today in the modern world

What about Stoicism today? Well, there is a growing community of people studying it around the world, connected via the Internet. If you just type ‘Stoicism’ into Google, it probably won’t take you long to find practising Stoics because there are many who participate in online forums, etc. We recently estimated that roughly 100,000 people are members of the various communities for Stoicism online.

Jules Evans also published a book recently called Philosophy for Life, which gives many concrete examples of people who apply ancient philosophy to modern living, particularly Stoicism and related Socratic schools of thought (Evans, 2012). Stoicism has been especially popular with the modern military. For example, Lieutenant Colonel Thomas Jarrett, a former Green Beret, has taught a psychological resilience programme to thousands of personnel in the US army, drawing on Stoic philosophy and elements of CBT. Data gathered from questionnaires completed by 900 participants in his Stoic ‘Warrior Resilience Training’ programme was suggestive of positive results. For example, the statistics showed his participants felt the training would indeed assist them in becoming more resilient during deployment and on returning home (Jarrett, 2008). A recent book called Stoic Warriors: The Ancient Philosophy behind the Military Mind by Prof. Nancy Sherman, former Distinguished Chair in Ethics at the US Naval Academy, has also explored the affinity between Stoic philosophy and contemporary military values (Sherman, 2005).

Many people, on the other hand, will have learned of Stoicism from Tom Wolfe’s acclaimed novel, A Man in Full (1998). Two of the central characters become ‘converts’ to Stoicism at pivotal points, and their use of Stoicism becomes central to the climax of the story. The second half of the book contains many references, therefore, to the sayings of Epictetus. One of the characters, Conrad, comes across the writings of the Stoics by accident while imprisoned. When asked if he considers himself a Stoic:

‘I’m just reading about it’, said Conrad, ‘but I wish that there was someone around today, somebody you could go to, the way students went to Epictetus. Today people think of Stoics – like, you know, like they’re people who grit their teeth and tolerate pain and suffering. But that’s not it at all. What they are is, they’re serene and confident in the face of anything you can throw at them. If you say to a Stoic, ‘Look, you do what I tell you or I’ll kill you’, he’ll look you in the eye and say, ‘You do what you have to do, and I’ll do what I have to do – and, by the way, when did I ever tell you I was immortal?’ (Wolfe, 1998, p. 665)

A good guide to applying Stoicism in the modern world is Keith Seddon’s Stoic Serenity, which is based on his home-study course in the Stoic art of living (Seddon, 2006). His plain-English explanation of Stoicism is as follows: ‘A Stoic can be regarded, perhaps, as someone who continually reminds themselves that their plight is not as bad as it may appear, and that our capacities, to deal with both the petty frustrations of daily life and significant turns of bad fortune, are superior (with philosophy’s aid) to how we usually imagine them’ (Seddon, 2006, p. 78).

The bestselling popular introduction to Stoicism is probably William Irvine’s A Guide to the Good Life: The Ancient Art of Stoic Joy (Irvine, 2009). Nevertheless, Irvine acknowledged that there are a number of key respects in which his account departs from Stoicism as traditionally understood. He claims, for instance, that the focus of his book is on attaining ‘tranquillity’ rather than ‘virtue’ (Irvine, 2009, p. 42).

The resulting version of Stoicism, although derived from the ancient Stoics, is therefore unlike the Stoicism advocated by any particular Stoic. It is also likely that the version of Stoicism I have developed is in various respects unlike the Stoicism one would have been taught to practise in an ancient Stoic school. (Irvine, 2009, p. 244)

To this, more orthodox Stoics might object that ‘tranquillity’ (ataraxia) is traditionally seen as a positive side-effect of virtue rather than the goal of life itself. To put it crudely, if tranquillity is really your supreme goal in life then you can just take tranquilizers. The Stoics argued that the chief good in life must be something that is both good itself and ‘instrumentally’ good, meaning that it brings about good consequences. Tranquillity is typically agreed to be a good thing but it doesn’t lead anywhere, it doesn’t reliably maintain itself or generate other good consequences – it can be misused or abused. A psychopath might experience tranquillity while chopping-up his victims’ bodies! However, the pursuit of wisdom and virtue as the chief goal in life leads to something that both maintains itself and brings about other beneficial things, including tranquillity. As therapists like to put it, there's a real difference between merely feeling better and actually getting better.

In this book, therefore, we’ll be looking at a modern approach to Stoicism that is more closely based upon the characteristic views of the ancient Stoics. We’ll be placing Stoicism within its historical context, and examining the philosophical foundations of the school, particularly the core ethical doctrines, widely regarded in antiquity as the essence of Stoicism. In other words, by drawing extensively on the historical tradition, we’ll attempt to answer the question: What makes someone a Stoic?

• The Stoic Hymn to Zeus

Lead me, O Zeus, and thou O Destiny,

The way that I am bid by you to go:

To follow I am ready. If I will not,

Making myself wretched, I still must follow.

The willing are led by fate, the reluctant dragged.

(Fragment of a Hymn to Zeus, Cleanthes, the second head of the Stoa)
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