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INTRODUCTION

STOICISM IS ONE OF THE WORLD’S MOST ENDURINGLY INFLUENTIAL PHILOSOPHICAL TRADITIONS. Emerging from the bustling intellectual landscape of Hellenistic Athens, the Stoic school adapted much of what was best in classical Greek philosophy while also breaking bold new ground. The Stoics took the probing questions of Socrates, the simplicity of the Cynics, and large helpings of Plato’s cosmological thought, and from these ingredients forged something new and distinctive: a comprehensive and systematic vision of the world and of humanity’s place within it.

The early heads of the Stoa saw their philosophical system as a tightly integrated system, with ethics, physics, and logic forming inseparable parts of a seamlessly connected whole. They believed that the universe is governed by divine reason and that human beings are capable not only of understanding this rational order but of aligning themselves, both inside and out, with the structure of the cosmos. Later generations of ancient Stoics, and our Roman sources in particular, seem to have placed greater emphasis on the ethical dimensions of the school’s world view, but they never let go of the idea that human behaviour is only one part of a larger, more complex system.

Modern exponents of Stoicism tend to focus exclusively on Stoic ethical teachings, and on the therapeutic dimension of the school’s teachings, in particular. And there is indeed much to be gained from this approach. From the spread of Stoic equanimity among business executives to the influence of Stoic psychology on Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT), Stoicism continues to offer tools for navigating the complexities of the human condition.


Yet the original vision of the founders of the school was more ambitious – a complete explanation of reality itself, from the nature of knowledge to the structure of the cosmos and all points in between. This unified perspective – which blends a radical rationalism and a radical corporealism (the view that everything that exists is material) with a divine creator god – may seem foreign to modern sensibilities. Certainly, its metaphysical commitments are hard to reconcile with the secular assumptions about the world that are widespread today. Nevertheless, there is an elegance to this holistic vision that continues to inspire, even if we may question some of its foundations.

This book traces the development of this remarkable philosophical tradition, from its origins in Athens to its adoption in Republican and Imperial Rome and onwards through millennia of Western thought. Starting from the texts of the ancient Stoics themselves, we explore how these thinkers developed their distinctive vision of the good life and why their ideas continue to resonate with those seeking wisdom in our own time.


“ τοιαῦτα λέγεται τοῖς Στωικοῖς ”

‘Such things are what the Stoics say.’






THE FIRST STOICS


THE STOIC SCHOOL EMERGED IN ATHENS AT THE BEGINNING OF THE THIRD CENTURY BCE. Early Stoic thought was firmly rooted in the traditions of the Athenian philosophers to which it was an heir. Throughout their school’s history, the Stoics labelled themselves as part of the Socratic tradition, treating Socrates as an idealized Stoic sage in a world in which such perfection was vanishingly rare. However, the early Stoics were also heavily influenced by many of the other thinkers they encountered in the bookshops and public meeting places of Athens. The Cynics, Heraclitus, and Plato are just some of the earlier philosophers who left significant marks on the body of thought that would become Stoicism.

The thought of the Early Stoa is defined by the views of the first three heads of the school: Zeno of Citium (334–262 BCE), Cleanthes of Assos (331–232 BCE), and Chrysippus of Soli (280–207 BCE), all immigrants to Athens who became central figures in the city’s intellectual life. While they all wrote prolifically – Chrysippus alone is said to have written more than 700 books – only one complete text from this period has survived, a short poem by Cleanthes. Reconstructions of the precise views of these thinkers thus rely on the reports of later writers, which we can then analyse in the light of the more extensive Stoic texts from the Roman period. The picture that emerges is of three thinkers who between them encompassed an extraordinary philosophical range, and who each added a distinctive dimension to the theories that were passed down to subsequent generations of Stoics.
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Zeno of Citium (334–262 BCE).
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Zeno of Citium

334–262 BCE


“ It is stated by Hecato and by Apollonius of Tyre that he consulted the oracle to know what he should do to attain the best life, and that the god’s response was that he should take on the complexion of the dead. Whereupon, perceiving what this meant, he studied ancient authors. ”

Diogenes Laertius, Life of Zeno 7.2



The story of Zeno, the founder of Stoicism, consulting the Delphic oracle about his path in life closely reflects one of the most famous tales about Socrates. This similarity is not a coincidence. The Stoics saw themselves as following in the Socratic philosophical tradition and treated Socrates as a Stoic sage before Stoicism. The riddling response Zeno received was a typical example of the oracular utterances one could expect from the Pythia, the High Priestess of Apollo at Delphi.
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The only surviving image of the oracle of Apollo at Delphi shows Aegeus, the mythical king of Athens, consulting the Pythia (c. 440–430 BCE).
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Attic red figure vase depicting Odysseus tied to the mast of his ship to avoid being lured onto the rocks by the sirens (c. 480–470 BCE).
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“ Zeno was shipwrecked on a voyage from Phoenicia to Peiraeus with a cargo of purple. He went up into Athens and sat down in a bookseller’s shop, being then a man of thirty. As he went on reading the second book of Xenophon’s Memorabilia, he was so pleased that he inquired where men like Socrates were to be found. Crates passed by in the nick of time, so the bookseller pointed to him and said, ‘Follow yonder man.’ From that day he became Crates’s pupil, showing in other respects a strong bent for philosophy, though with too much native modesty to assimilate Cynic shamelessness. ”

Diogenes Laertius, Life of Zeno 7.2–3



Zeno is presented here both as inspired by Socrates and as a follower of Crates, a philosopher of the Cynic school. The Cynics were one of several schools that saw themselves as following in the Socratic tradition. They advocated living the simplest life possible and believed that happiness was achieved by living virtuously and in harmony with nature. Cynic thought left a deep impression on Zeno and many of its central tenets are echoed in Stoic doctrines.
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“ And when Zeno was already making progress [studying with Diodorus], he would enter Polemo’s school: so far from all self-conceit was he. In consequence Polemo is said to have addressed him thus: ‘You slip in, Zeno, by the garden door – I’m quite aware of it – you filch my doctrines and give them a Phoenician make up.’ ”

Diogenes Laertius, Life of Zeno 7.25



According to our reports of his early life, Zeno studied with many of the leading Athenian philosophers of his day. Polemo was the third scholarch of the Academy, the school founded by Plato. While the Stoics positioned themselves in opposition to the Platonists on several key issues, they also absorbed many central ideas from the works of Plato and his successors.
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A mosaic from Pompeii depicting Plato surrounded by real and figurative members of his school, the Academy (1st century BCE – 1st century CE).
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Detail from a 19th-century reconstruction of the painting of the Battle of Marathon that formed part of the decoration of the Painted Stoa.
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“ He used then to discourse, pacing up and down in the Painted Stoa, which is also called the colonnade or Portico of Pisianax, but which received its name from the painting of Polygnotus … Hither, then, people came henceforth to hear Zeno, and this is why they were known as men of the Stoa, or Stoics; and the same name was given to his followers, who had formerly been known as Zenonians. ”

Diogenes Laertius, Life of Zeno 7.5



The Stoic school took its name from the place where Zeno and his followers habitually gathered, the Stoa Poikile, or Painted Stoa, in the ancient Athenian agora, a central gathering place for the city. The stoa was a covered walkway, lined with columns and open on one side. The wall on the opposite side bore paintings by a number of artists, including Polygnotus, one of the most famous painters of the Classical period.
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Cleanthes of Assos

331–232 BCE


“ Cleanthes, son of Phanias, was a native of Assos. This man, says Antisthenes in his Successions of Philosophers, was at first a boxer. He arrived in Athens, as some people say, with four drachmas only, and meeting with Zeno he studied philosophy right nobly and adhered to the same doctrines throughout. He was renowned for his industry, being indeed driven by extreme poverty to work for a living. Thus, while by night he used to draw water in gardens, by day he exercised himself in arguments. ”

Diogenes Laertius, Life of Cleanthes 7.168
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