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Introduction


Have you ever pondered life’s deeper questions, like the meaning of existence or your true purpose? If so, you’ll likely feel a strong connection with Stoicism. This ancient philosophy, originating in Ancient Greece and rooted in practicality and wisdom, offers timeless guidance for navigating life’s challenges with grace and resilience.


Far from being an obscure, academic discipline, Stoicism is a vibrant, living philosophy that has inspired people for over 2,000 years. In a world often marked by fear and uncertainty, Stoicism provides a clear, empowering framework for living well.


At its core, Stoicism teaches self-mastery: that you can’t control external events, but you can control how you respond to them. The philosophy details the small but profound steps for achieving personal growth, encouraging the cultivation of wisdom, courage, temperance and justice (Stoicism’s core virtues).


In this book, you’ll journey through the history of Stoicism, exploring its key figures, principles and all-important virtues. By the end, you’ll understand how this ancient philosophy can help you achieve tranquillity of mind and eudaimonia – a life well lived.
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A brief history of Stoicism







To understand Stoicism, it’s crucial to explore its roots. This chapter takes you back to where it all began – the bustling Agora of Athens around 300 BCE – when a merchant named Zeno of Citium developed a fresh approach to thinking and living. His innovative ideas laid the groundwork for a philosophy that would go on to inspire countless individuals throughout history.


But Stoicism didn’t emerge in isolation; it was heavily influenced by the philosophies that came before it. Socratic questioning, Cynic defiance and Aristotelian ethics all paved the way for Zeno’s teachings, especially Cynic philosopher Crates of Thebes’ focus on virtue and self-sufficiency. Over time, the concept of virtue became a foundational element of Stoicism, shaping its central framework.


From these beginnings, Stoicism evolved through distinct phases: the Early Stoa, the Middle Stoa and the Late Stoa. Each period brought new ideas and key figures, from Zeno himself to later philosophers, such as Panaetius and Seneca, who adapted it for a wider audience.


In this chapter, you’ll discover how a fledgling school of thought transformed into the dominant philosophy of the Hellenistic world and the Roman Empire.










Philosophy’s Golden Age


In Ancient Greece, philosophy wasn’t just an academic discipline; it was the foundation of intellectual and civic life. Unlike today, where philosophy is often confined to universities, in the Classical Era of Greece (fifth to fourth century BCE), it shaped public life, politics and personal conduct.


It was during this Golden Age that Athens became a hub of philosophical enquiry, with thinkers like Socrates, Plato and Aristotle creating standards for contemplating life’s big questions. One of the key figures during the period was Heraclitus, whose idea of the logos, or a rational principle guiding the cosmos, later became central to Stoicism.


Following this, the Hellenistic period emerged after the death of Alexander the Great in 323 BCE, spreading Greek culture (and its love of philosophy) across civilizations in Egypt, the Middle East and Europe. This era saw the fusion of Greek and Eastern traditions, creating a rich intellectual environment that nurtured the development of Stoicism and other schools of thought.










A timeline of the key thinkers and founders


Thales of Miletus (C.624–C.546 BCE)


Greek philosopher from Miletus (near Söke in present-day Turkey), often regarded as “the first philosopher”.


Heraclitus (C.540–C.480 BCE)


Greek philosopher from Ephesus (now Selçuk, present-day Turkey).


Socrates (C.469–399 BCE)


Greek philosopher from Athens.


Plato (C.427–C.347 BCE)


Greek philosopher from Athens. Student of Socrates. Founded the Academy in Athens (c.387 BCE).


Diogenes of Sinope (C.412–323 BCE)


Greek philosopher and key figure in Cynicism. Disciple of Antisthenes, a student of Socrates.


Aristotle (384–322 BCE)


Greek philosopher from Stagira. Student of Plato at the Academy. Founded the Lyceum in Athens (335 BCE).


Crates of Thebes (C.365–C.285 BCE)


Greek Cynic philosopher who taught Zeno of Citium.





Zeno of Citium (C.334–262 BCE)


Greek philosopher. Founded Stoicism; taught that the goal of life was “to live consistently”.


Cleanthes of Assos (C.330–C.230 BCE)


Greek Stoic. Succeeded Zeno. Wrote Hymn to Zeus.


Chrysippus of Soli (C.279–C.206 BCE)


Greek Stoic. Student of Cleanthes. Systematized Stoicism.


Panaetius of Rhodes (C.185–C.110 BCE)


Greek Stoic. Helped introduce Stoicism to Rome.


Posidonius of Apamea (C.135–C.51 BCE)


Greek Stoic. Student of Panaetius. Explored ethics, cosmology and psychology.


Seneca (C.4 BCE–65 ce)


Roman Stoic. Advisor to Nero.


Epictetus (C.55–135 ce)


Roman Stoic and former slave. Teachings compiled in Discourses.


Marcus Aurelius (121–180 ce)


Roman emperor and Stoic philosopher. Wrote Meditations.










Heraclitus


Heraclitus, a pre-Socratic philosopher, believed that everything in the universe changes, opposites are interconnected and life is governed by the universal principle of logos. This idea of logos – a rational, divine order of the universe – became a cornerstone of Stoic philosophy.


Early founders of Stoicism drew from his belief in the cyclical nature of change and the importance of reason in understanding the world. They integrated logos into their ethical system, teaching that living in harmony with this natural, rational order leads to a virtuous, fulfilling life (see p.68). For the Stoics, as with Heraclitus, change and challenges were not to be feared but embraced as part of the natural flow of life. To live in harmony with nature means accepting life (and death) as it unfolds, aligning our actions and desires with our human need for connection and recognizing the underlying order amid constant change.


Heraclitus believed opposites, like life/death or awake/sleep, are essential to the universe’s balance, with conflict driving change and harmony. The Stoics adapted these ideas, viewing conflict and adversity as natural, essential elements for personal growth.










Socrates


There’s been no figure more influential to Stoicism than Socrates. Living in ancient Athens, he urged people to prioritize virtue over wealth, power or fame. For Socrates, virtue was a state of understanding or deep awareness that guides moral behaviour. His famous declaration, “The unexamined life is not worth living”, embodies the Stoic quest for self-improvement and wisdom. In Plato’s Republic, Socrates discusses four virtues – courage, moderation (or temperance), wisdom and justice. These virtues are attributed not only to individuals but also to the ideal city. He suggests that when these virtues are present in the city, it becomes “completely good” or functions harmoniously.


Socrates spoke of philosophy as care of the soul and believed knowledge and virtue go hand in hand. This deeply influenced Stoic thinkers, who saw philosophy as therapy and virtue as the key to fulfilment.


Socrates’ calm acceptance of his death sentence in 399 BCE (for charges of impiety and corrupting the youth) exemplified the Stoic ideal of facing life’s challenges with courage and composure.










Plato


Plato, a student of Socrates, agreed with the idea that the eudaimonic (well-lived) life is achieved by cultivating wisdom and prioritizing the soul’s health. Plato viewed wisdom and knowledge as key to living a good life, a concept that Stoics embraced wholeheartedly.


While the Stoics rejected Plato’s idea of an immortal, tripartite soul (made up of reason, spirit and desire), they adopted his belief that true happiness comes from inner harmony and unity. In pursuit of this balance, practices like journalling (see p.73) and voluntary discomfort (see p.81) were actively practised and encouraged. The Stoics believed that such activities foster inner coherence and lead to a fulfilled life.


Zeno of Citium, the founder of Stoicism, studied at Plato’s Academy for over a decade. It was a place for students (known as “Academics”) to explore big questions about life, justice and the cosmos. In many ways, Stoicism is a continuation of Plato’s quest for wisdom but with an emphasis on a practical application to everyday challenges.










Aristotle


Aristotle was a philosopher who explored so many topics that, by the Middle Ages, he was considered the philosopher. A student of Plato, he made contributions to many areas, including biology, ethics, politics, logic and theatre.


He believed the human ability to reason sets us apart from other animals, and it is by using this reason that we can live virtuous, fulfilled lives.


Aristotle also argued that humans are social creatures by nature, designed to live in communities and contribute to the common good. This idea fed directly into the Stoic belief in justice as a virtue and the conviction that individuals should act for the greater good of humanity, not just their own self-interest.


He believed happiness, or eudaimonia, isn’t a fleeting feeling but the result of living in accordance with one’s full potential over an entire lifetime; something that can only be evaluated once life is complete. The Stoics similarly focused on cultivating virtue and a well-lived life through continuous effort.










The Cynics


Cynicism, one of Ancient Greece’s most unconventional schools of thought, gained its name from the Greek word kynikos, meaning “dog-like”, or kyôn, meaning “dog”. Though there’s debate on how exactly this term came to represent the Cynics, many scholars believe it was initially a slur aimed at their defiant and often bizarre behaviour. Cynic philosophers lived in extreme simplicity, disregarding social norms to the point of openly engaging in acts like public defecation – similar to the behaviour of stray dogs. Yet for the Cynics, this lifestyle wasn’t mere eccentricity; it was a radical rejection of societal expectations.


The Cynics believed true happiness was found not in wealth, reputation or possessions but in self-sufficiency, virtue and living simply and freely in nature. Living virtuously meant focusing only on life’s essentials. Diogenes of Sinope, perhaps the most famous Cynic, took this philosophy to its extreme. He chose to live in a barrel, mocked social customs and even roamed the streets of Athens with a lantern “searching for an honest man”. His disdain for wealth and power, along with his contempt for superficial social values, challenged the norms of Greek society.





By embracing poverty and a disregard for public decorum, the Cynics advocated a life free of material desire and false pretences. Their approach heavily influenced the founders of Stoicism, particularly Zeno of Citium, who reportedly studied with Crates, a prominent Cynic philosopher. The Stoics adopted Cynicism’s emphasis on inner freedom and resilience, though they developed it into a more structured and practical ethical system. Where Cynicism promoted extreme asceticism and a rejection of all social conventions, Stoicism took a more moderate stance. Stoics valued similar virtues, such as self-discipline and rationality, but believed that one could engage with society while maintaining inner detachment and virtue.


An evolving word


The term “cynical” as we use it today – suggesting distrust or negativity towards others’ motives – evolved around the eighteenth century. Thinkers of that time admired the ancient Cynics’ challenge to social norms and their critique of greed. Yet, as “cynical” became more common in language, it narrowed to imply a jaded view of human behaviour. This limited definition doesn’t capture the Cynics’ broader philosophy, which prioritized happiness through independence and a life free from society’s superficial values.










Diogenes of Sinope


Diogenes of Sinope, known as “Diogenes the Cynic”, was a philosopher famed for his eccentric lifestyle and sharp criticisms of social conventions. Born in the fifth century BCE in Sinope (in present-day Turkey), Diogenes moved to Athens and became a student of Antisthenes, who had himself been a student of Socrates. Diogenes pushed Antisthenes’ teachings to an extreme, embracing a life of poverty, simplicity and utter rejection of social norms. He believed that virtue was best achieved by living in harmony with nature, which meant freeing oneself from societal conventions, such as wealth, status and even modesty.


Diogenes’ unusual lifestyle drew much attention, as did his sharp wit and unabashed criticism of society’s hypocrisy, materialism and moral corruption. One of the most famous stories of his life involves his encounter with Alexander the Great, who, intrigued by Diogenes’ reputation, visited him in Corinth. Standing over the philosopher, Alexander offered to grant any wish Diogenes desired. Unimpressed by the conqueror’s fame and power, Diogenes merely replied, “Stand out of my sunlight.”










Hellenistic period


The death of Alexander the Great in 323 BCE – and Aristotle’s just a year later – marked a transformative moment in Greek history, signalling the beginning of the Hellenistic period, which would last until Roman dominance in 31 BCE. This period brought significant shifts in Greek culture and philosophy as Greek influence and ideas spread throughout the Mediterranean, Egypt and parts of Asia. With the sudden fragmentation of Alexander’s empire, traditional philosophical ideas were re-examined and adapted to address the complexities of a vast, interconnected world.


Instead of the abstract, theoretical questions that characterized the Classical period under Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, Hellenistic philosophers focused on practical approaches for coping with life’s uncertainties and challenges. Cynicism, popularized by Diogenes of Sinope, epitomized this turn towards personal resilience and independence from social conventions, rejecting wealth and status in favour of a simple, self-sufficient life. This shift towards practicality prepared the way for Stoicism to become the era’s most influential philosophy, offering much-needed guidance for navigating a rapidly changing world.










Zeno of Citium


Zeno of Citium’s journey to founding Stoicism began, as many great stories do, with a twist of fate. Zeno was a wealthy merchant from Citium, Cyprus, but his life took an unexpected turn when he was shipwrecked near Athens around 314 BCE.


Stranded, and with his fortune lost to the sea, Zeno wandered up to a bookseller’s stall and stumbled upon a copy of Xenophon’s Memorabilia, a text about Socrates’ life and teachings. Fascinated, he asked the bookseller where he could meet a real philosopher, and by remarkable coincidence, Crates of Thebes, the leading Cynic philosopher, walked by at that very moment!


Zeno went on to study with Crates and other prominent philosophers of the time, including other Cynics (see p.14) and Academics (see p.12). While he admired their teachings, especially the Cynics’ emphasis on living in accordance with nature and denying societal excess, Zeno sought a more structured, balanced approach. After years of learning from others, he eventually broke away and began teaching his own philosophy in the Agora of Athens – specifically in the stoa poikilê, or “painted porch”. It was here that Stoicism, named after this famous location, was born.





Unlike the Cynics, who were known for avoiding material comforts, Zeno’s philosophy didn’t demand a rejection of society. Instead, he emphasized personal virtue and emotional resilience, and encouraged individuals to embrace the principles of nature, cultivate reason (mastering emotions through logic) and practise self-control. According to Zeno, pathos (an irrational, excessive response to external impressions) “is a disturbance of the mind repugnant to reason, and against Nature”. For him, happiness wasn’t found in wealth or fame but in living a life aligned with virtue and reason – values that people could control even amid external chaos.


Zeno’s teachings resonated deeply with those living in the turbulent Hellenistic world. Stoicism quickly grew in popularity, spreading beyond the painted porch and influencing not just the educated elite but also soldiers, slaves and statesmen alike. It was a philosophy for everyone, offering a path to inner peace and moral clarity, regardless of one’s external circumstances.




I made a prosperous voyage when I suffered shipwreck.


Zeno of Citium, in Diogenes Laertius’ Lives of Eminent Philosophers
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