
Philosophy for 
beginners

Week 6.  24th October 2018: The Stoics



Class aims

■ What is a Stoic?

■ What does it mean to be Stoical?

■ Inner freedom in a pre-determined universe

■ Learning how to live and die

■ Zeno, Chrysippus, Seneca, Epictetus, Marcus Aurelius, Lucretius



“There are indeed mistakes made, through the fault of our 

advisors, who teach us how to debate and not how to live. 

There are also mistakes made by students, who come to their 

teachers to develop, not their souls, but their wits. Thus, 

philosophy, the study of wisdom, has become philology, the 

study of words.”

- Lucius Seneca, Letters from a Stoic



Learning how to live

■ What comes to mind with the word ‘Stoic’?

■ Often, it is a cold, unemotional individual who somehow does 

not feel pleasure or pain when others do

■ But for the Stoics, the goal was not to rid oneself of all 

emotions, but rather reduce negative emotions

■ Apatheia

■ Develop an inner strength and mental freedom capable of 

withstanding adversity and making the most of daily life





Where did the Stoics come from?

‘At the north-west corner of the agora, the great central square of 

Athens, stood the Stoa of Poikile, or Painted Colonade, so called from 

the mural paintings by Polygnotus and other great artists of the fifth 

century BC that adorned it. Here, in the early part of the third century 

BC, could often be seen a seated figure talking to a group of listeners; 

his name was Zeno and his followers, first called Zenonians, were 

later described as “men from the Stoa” or “Stoics”’

- F.C. Sandbach, The Stoics



Where did the Stoics come from?

■ Philosophy in the marketplace, concerned with 

everyday life

■ Zeno of Citium, a foreigner without citizenship

■ Inspired by Socrates after discovering writings 

about him in a bookshop

■ Authored many works, including a Republic, or 

ideal society based on Stoic principles of equality, 

with everyone living under the same laws

■ ‘Live according to nature’







Where did the Stoics come from?

■ Also called for the abolition of money, uniformity of dress among men 

and women, and attacked education, worshipping in temples

■ ‘Zeno of Citium thought that Love was the God of Friendship and 

Liberty and the author of concord among people, but nothing else. 

Hence, he says in his Republic, that ‘Love is a God, who cooperates in 

securing the safety of the city’’ (Athenasius)

■ Zeno also separated knowledge into three parts: logic, physics, and 

ethics

■ Take a look at the description of Zeno’s ethics and discuss in pairs: 

what characterises Zeno’s view of human happiness?



Where did the Stoics come from?

■ Works of the early Stoa now lost, often consisting of often 

hostile quotations, secondary reporting (‘Zeno says…’ in 

Diogenes) or reports without attribution (Cicero)

■ The Stoa develops markedly under Chrysippus, who 

publishes around 700 works

■ ‘but for Chrysippus, there had been no Stoa’

■ Key developments in propositional logic

■ Everything happens according to fate, or a cause, and 

there is no escaping interdependent, causal relations

■ After him, Stoicism gradually becomes the prevailing 

philosophy in the Hellenistic and Roman worlds



469–399 BCE Socrates

427–347 Plato

412–324 Diogenes of Sinope

387 Academy founded

365–270 Pyrrho (Scepticism)

384–322 Aristotle

342–271 Epicurus

337 Lyceum founded (Peripatos)

334–262 Zeno of Citium (Cyprus): begins teaching the painted colonnade

280–206 Chrysippus of Soli: ‘but for Chrysippus, there had been no Stoa’

99-55 Lucretius

86 Sulla captures Athens, ending its intellectual hegemony

78 Cicero meets Posidonius (135-50) in Rhodes

46–45 Cicero: On Moral Ends, Stoic Paradoxes, Academica, On the Nature of the Gods

20BCE–90CE Musonius Rufus

4 BCE–65 CE Seneca: Letters, On Anger, etc.

50–120 Plutarch: On Stoic Self-Contradictions, On Common Notions

55–135 Epictetus: Discourses, Manual (compiled by Arrian)

121–180 Marcus Aurelius: ‘Meditations’

160–210 Sextus Empiricus: Outlines of Scepticism, Against the Professors

250–300 Diogenes Laertius: Lives of Eminent Philosophers





Learning how to live and die

■ Stoic philosophy became more developed as it was adapted by 

Roman thinkers like Seneca, Epictetus, and Marcus Aurelius

■ For each, the universe is complex but harmonious, and invested 

with a divine power that is immanent, and not transcendent

■ The benefit of philosophy then is not to try to transform the 

world, or find a way around the inevitability of suffering and 

death – but to face and accept these realities

■ Take a look at the excerpts on the handout, and discuss in pairs: 

what characterises the Stoic outlook on human beings and our 

place in the universe?



Learning how to live and die

■ Everything in the universe is pre-determined by prior causal 

events

■ ‘Some things are up to us and some things are not up to us’ -

Epictetus

■ So, to what extent do we have any freedom at all?

■ For the Stoics, there is one area which the tyranny of fate cannot 

touch –

■ An inner freedom, situated in the mind’s beliefs, emotions, 

reactions, ideas, desires and dispositions



Stoicism in the Roman world

■ In 155 BCE during a political crisis, Athens sends leaders of its 

three philosophical schools to Rome

■ The Stoic, Diogenes of Babylon, is particularly successful with 

the Roman public

■ While critical of Stoicism, Cicero is one of the first to spread 

Stoic ideas in his dialogues

■ After the fall of Athens in 88-86 BCE, Stoics move to Rome, with 

two, Arius and Athenodorus, becoming personal counsellors to 

the first emperor, Augustus





Stoicism in the Roman world

■ Stoicism spreads through charismatic teachers and influential 

political figures:

■ Musonius Rufus (a knight), and Epictetus (a freed slave)…

■ Seneca the Younger, statesman, tragedian dramatist, and 

advisor to Nero, also develops Stoic ideas in his letters ‘On the 

tranquillity of mind’, ‘On the shortness of life’, and consolations

■ Marcus Aurelius, Roman emperor and author of the Meditations

■ Take a look at the two extracts below and discuss:

What characterises the Stoics’ view on political power? 

Why might these ideas have appealed to Roman rulers?



Cultivating inner freedom

■ The Stoics’ four chief virtues were temperance, courage, justice 

and practical wisdom (phronesis) – sound familiar?

■ It accepts fate, and is concerned not with consequences, but 

the virtue of character and duty

■ Virtue can therefore be practised in any circumstance or role, 

whether we are a slave or an emperor

■ We are each responsible for the good and evil that follows from 

our actions (Epictetus)

■ ‘You will find rest from vain fancies if you perform every act in 

life as though it were your last.’ (Marcus Aurelius)



Cultivating inner freedom

■ So while we cannot defy fate, we can live fuller and more 

content lives by cultivating our minds

■ ‘It is not things that trouble us, but our judgements about things’ 

(Epictetus)

■ Developing our minds to withstand the vicissitudes of fate, and 

to not become overwhelmed by negative emotions, nor to base 

our happiness on external things beyond our control…

■ What Epictetus will call a real ‘servitude’

■ ‘It is difficult circumstances that show real men’ (Epictetus)

■ ‘Constant misfortune, brings this one blessing: Those whom it 

always assails, it eventually fortifies’ (Seneca)





Epicurus

■ While influenced chiefly by Socrates, and the Cynical 

Philosophy, Zeno of Citium also engaged with Epicurus

■ Founder of a philosophical school and community in 

Athens called ‘the Garden’

■ Another prolific and major writer whose works do not 

survive except as second-hand testimonies, e.g. 

Diogenes Laertius, as well as hostile commentaries by 

Plutarch and Cicero

■ Fortunately the Roman poet Lucretius presented his 

ideas in a six-part poem, On the Nature of Things



Epicureanism

■ What comes to mind with the word ‘epicurean’?

■ Again, the modern sense of unbridled hedonism misrepresents 

Epicurus’ philosophy

■ Argues that we should pursue a genuine, lasting contentment

■ In contrast to the Cyreniac hedonists, Epicurus prescribes a 

moderate, virtuous and sociable life

■ Pursue natural desires over vain ones e.g. wealth, fame

■ Avoid that which results in sadness and fear, including 

superstitions and beliefs in a human-like God



Epicureanism

■ Knowledge comes from the senses, and ‘pre-conceptions’ like 

body, person, truth, that arise from those sense-experiences 

and which enable us to form ideas

■ Also argued that the universe was made up of tiny, indivisible 

atoms moving in a void

■ Everything again would seem pre-determined, thereby making 

philosophy pointless… so Epicurus introduces the ‘swerve’

■ Again, in a universe that is constantly changing, yet remains one 

harmonious whole, true freedom for human beings comes in 

using our minds to make sense of the world around us





Lucretius (99-55 BCE)

■ Roman poet and philosopher, whose one known work is the 

didactic and unfinished De Rerum Natura

■ Popular in its time, it was lost and eventually rediscovered in 

a German monastery in 1417

■ Over six parts, it presents the core ideas of Epicureanism, 

including atomism, the mortality of the soul, and the 

development of human societies

■ Everything in nature can be explained by natural laws and 

chance, without reference to divine intervention, and the fear 

and exploitation Lucretius and Epicurus associate with it

■ Read the excerpt and discuss: what characterises his view?



Apatheia and Ataraxia

■ Both the Stoics and Epicureans envisioned eudaimonia, or 

human flourishing, in similar ways

■ While the Stoics sought to cultivate virtue and inner freedom, 

the Epicureans sought to moderate pleasure and reduce 

pain, achieving a state of undisturbedness (ataraxia)

■ But unlike Epicurus, the Stoics argued that our passions are 

not merely automatic, but result from a judgement, where we 

give our assent to an impression or motivation

■ Epicurus called for the reduction of pain by non-involvement 

in political life, and developing close friendships…

■ While the Stoics find virtue in social obligation and activity



Next week…

■ We move onto the other great Greek philosopher, Aristotle

■ You’ll have two classes on this remarkable thinker with Dike 

Okoh

■ Possible areas of exploration include causation, the golden 

mean, and virtue ethics

■ If any questions, email dan.taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk

mailto:dan.taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk

