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Introduction
Scott Aikin and William O. Stephens

Interest in Stoicism has been on the rise in recent years. To start, there are the
popular and practical applications of the tradition. Blogs, YouTube channels, and
popular publications explaining the insights of the school and showing its
connection to a variety of other issues (whether to material minimalism, to
athletic training, to psychological well-being) abound. Moreover, scholarly
interest in the school is as strong as ever. Stoicism’s development, its theoretical
approach to the emotions, its model for duty and virtue, its anti-skeptical tools,
and its model for intellectual aspirationalism are seen as rich sites for
philosophical reflection. This is a period of Stoic renaissance.

We, the editors (Aikin and Stephens), believe that the Stoic tradition has
much to offer. For that reason, we present the essays in this special issue of
Symposion as contributions toward continuing the rich lineage of this tradition.
The essays we have collected on the topic of Contemporary Stoicism offer a broad
range of interpretations of what that subject means. It could describe the most up-
to-date interpretive scholarly work on the ancients. Or it could refer to bringing
contemporary issues to bear on, challenging, and even updating those ancient
texts. Or it could involve the contemporary applications and extensions of the
tradition’s insights. Or it could articulate an interface between the scholarly
uptake of the tradition and its popular applications. Stoicism, as a philosophical
school, represents a picture of success in terms of its lasting influence and cultural
relevance. Few philosophical figures or schools have this kind of purchase.
Epicureans, Cynics, and Skeptics also have similar status, but beyond the odd
person who might know about Socrates, existentialism, Buddhism, or
utilitarianism, few other programs wield as much basic cultural clout. One of the
troubles with influential cultural trends is that their impacts ripple well beyond
what the originators had in mind. Ancient Cynicism is often confused with
cynicism - the amoral worldview of putting one’s own interests first. But the latter
is precisely what the former would have abhorred. And Epicureans would find
practices called ‘epicurean’ these days exactly the kind of things they avoided -
better to have barley cakes and water than wine and fine dining. The
contemporary picture of someone who is ‘stoic’ is not quite so wide of the mark
from Stoicism as these others, but it is still inaccurate. The ‘stoic’ is without
emotion, utterly detached and unfeeling. Not so for the Stoic, since the objective is
not to eliminate all emotions but only those that undercut one’s self-control,
namely, disruptive passions. Moreover, Stoicism encourages maximal
engagement with, not isolation from, the world.

Symposion, 9,1 (2022): 7-10
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To these ends, the Stoics approached philosophy as a system integrating
their insights in the three main domains of philosophy - logic, physics, and ethics.
In their ancient context, these areas were more expansive than they are in our
contemporary usage. Logic extended from formal logic, to argumentation theory
and rhetoric, to philosophy of language, to epistemology. Physics spanned the
breadth of basic physics, metaphysics, ontology, cosmology, theology, philosophy
of mind, and a theory of human nature and development. Ethics included theories
of human relations and virtues, ethical principles and meta-ethics, and a theory of
human flourishing. We are told that the Stoics thought these three domains were
organically connected, like parts of an egg (the shell, the white, the yolk), or a
fertile field (the fences, the crop, and the soil), or even an animal (the bones, the
muscles and sinews, and the soul) (DL viii.40). This implied that logic, physics, and
ethics are interrelated disciplines — one cannot, for example, do ethics without
knowing what kind of creature we are finding norms for, and we cannot know
those norms without a clear picture of good reasoning. A virtue of systematic
philosophical approaches is that they can be robust and useful accounts in which
practitioners may live - they are ways of life. A problem for systematic approaches
is that they are highly vulnerable to being undermined, since if everything is
essential to the system, the whole can be unraveled by a single patch of
controversy. The recent interest in Stoic philosophy is exemplary, since the
attention has been almost exclusively to Stoicism as an ethics. There is
comparatively little uptake in Stoic logic or Stoic physics in its popular instances.
In scholarly contexts, as controversial as Stoic ethics is, Stoic physics and logic
have even steeper hills to climb with philosophical critique and defense.

This scholarly landscape occasions a question: to what extent must Stoic
ethics depend on Stoic logic and physics?

Can one do Stoic ethics without the heavy metaphysics of Providentialism
or the demanding epistemology of kataleptic impressions? (Moreover, one can ask,
alternately, whether commitment to Stoic epistemology or physics really implies
something in Stoic ethics, e.g. how does belief in ekpyrosis entail commitment to
Stoic virtues?) To the question of how beholden Stoic ethics is to the other
domains of Stoic philosophy, a variety of answers have been given. These are not
exhaustive options, but they locate points of conversation in this volume
represented in its articles.

Strong Stoic Minimalism: Stoic ethics is free-standing. It does not depend on
any particular physics or logic (Stoic or otherwise).

Modest Stoic Minimalism: Stoic ethics stands free of global theories of Stoic
physics and logic but depends on a Stoic theory of human nature.

Stoic Systemic Conservatism: Stoic ethics depends on Stoic physics and logic,
which are defensible with minor modifications.

Stoic Systemic Revisionism: Stoic ethics depends on Stoic physics and logic,
which must be revised considerably to be defensible.
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Introduction

Versions of these four positions are identifiable in the ancients, and they all
find contemporary expression with authors in this volume. Aristo of Chios held
that one should be interested only in ethics and left physics and logic to the side
(DL vii. 162). Marcus Aurelius held that his (quasi-Stoic) ethics bound him under
conditions of either Providence or atoms in the void (M. ix.28). Aristo and Aurelius
were strong minimalists, and Chuck Chakrapani’s “Stoic Minimalism” carries on
this tradition. Representatives of the modest minimalists can be found in
Stobaeus’s and Cicero’s reports that the key thesis is that humans are rational and
social and are thereby capable of enduring astonishing hardship (Stobaeus, Anth.
5b1; Cicero De Fin. 3.42). A case for this form of moderated minimalism is made in
Christopher Gill's “Stoic Ethical Theory: How Much is Enough?” The systemic
conservative approach is exemplified by Chrysippus’s view that all of philosophy’s
programs are designed to, in concert, help us harmonize with nature (DL vii.88).
Kai Whiting, Aldo Dinucci, Edward Simpson, and Leonidas Konstantakos’s essay,
“The Environmental Battle Hymn of the Stoic God,” makes the case that Stoic
theology is plausible by contemporary standards and has significant relevance to
how we ought to view the crisis of the environment. Then there are the systemic
revisionists, with which Seneca famously identified when he said the founders of
the tradition are our guides, not our masters (Ep. 33.11). Scott Aikin’s “The Stoic
Sage Does not Err: An Error?” is a case for the revised program in Stoic
epistemology and ethics, based on the thought that the requirements of never
making mistakes are equivocal and need clarification, and these new
interpretations yield significant differences in how the system works.

The cases for Stoic ethical minimalism (and some instances of systemic
revisionism) generally come in three forms, with arguments that proceed
according to the following lines:

Defensibility: Ancient Stoic physics/logic/theology is not defensible by
contemporary standards, so Stoic ethics should not be derived from it.

Controversy: Ancient Stoic physics/logic/theology were sites of controversy
among the Stoics, so Stoic ethics cannot depend on any one particular view.

Actuality: Contemporary (and some ancient) practitioners of Stoic ethics
successfully practice the ethics without commitment to (or even knowledge of)
Stoic physics/logic/theology. This shows it is a free-standing program.

If any of these argumentative lines have any plausibility, the revisionist and
minimalist take the lead carrying on the Stoic tradition. The ancients may have
had insights about some things, but it's possible for a philosopher to be right about
those things, but wrong about how it all hangs together. Every systematic
philosopher thinks it all has to come as a complete package, but they are not
always right. Some parts of systematic programs are detachable without
significant loss. (Consider, simply, the fact that arguments from poverty of the
stimulus can establish epistemic nativism without a metaphysics of abstract
objects, contrary to Plato’s views on the matter; or consider the fact that one can
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be moved by Hegel’s ‘sense certainty’ argument against empiricism without also
being committed to Absolute Idealism, contrary to Hegel’s announcement of the
implication.)

A further topic of scholarly reflection is the relevance of the Stoic program
to contemporary questions - how can a philosophical system from the ancient
world inform us in the 21st century? In this regard, we’'ve seen the case that
Stoicism offers philosophical resources for accounts of autonomy that are
consistent with the feminist insight that relations are central to our identity. Emily
McGill’s essay, “Prohairesis and a Stoic-Inspired Feminist Autonomy” argues that
Stoicism has the tools for such a cutting-edge case, using this ancient program as
a resource for developments in feminist theory. William O. Stephens’s essay
“Stoicism and Food Ethics” draws a line of connection between the ancient
material minimalist viewpoints on consumption and our contemporary
challenges of managing not only our personal health but the manifold harms of
the vast ‘meat industrial complex.’ Tristan Rogers, in “Stoic Conservatism,” argues
that Roman Stoicism offers a model for conservative politics that, while being
neither thinly cosmopolitan nor passively communitarian, encourages virtue to
emerge from within societies. Finally, Alyssa Lowery contends in “Problems and
Promises of Two Stoic Big Tents” that though popular Stoicism has problems of
misplaced emphasis and even moments of moral failing, it should be seen as an
extension of an expansive conception of the philosophical tradition.

With this collection of essays our hope is to spur discussion of its range of
topics, demonstrate the value of studying ancient Stoic philosophers alongside
contemporary philosophers in the Stoic tradition, and enthuse readers about
lively, competing visions of what contemporary Stoicism is and ought to be.
However its specifics are conceived, it is clear that contemporary Stoicism is
thriving.

Ancient Sources

Aurelius, Marcus. 2021. Meditations. Translated, introduced, and edited by Robin
Waterfield. New York: Basic Books. (Referenced as M.)

Cicero, Marcus Tullius. 2001. On Moral Ends. Edited by Julia Annas, translated by
Raphael Woolf. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. (Referenced as De
Fin.)

Laertius, Diogenes. 2018. Lives of the Eminent Philosophers. Edited by James Miller,
translated by Pamela Mensch. Oxford: Oxford University Press. (Referenced
as DL)

Seneca, Lucius Annaeus. 1920. Epistles. Translated by R. M. Gummere. Cambridge:
Harvard University Press. (Referenced as Ep.)

Stobaeus. 2008. Anthology. In The Stoics Reader, translated and edited by Brad
Inwood and Lloyd P. Gerson, 124-151. Indianapolis: Hackett. (Referenced
as Anth.)
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Stoic Minimalism: ‘Just Enough Stoicism’ for
Modern Practitioners!
Chuck Chakrapani

Abstract: Stoic Minimalism may be described as ‘just enough Stoicism.” Just
enough for what? Just enough to lead the good life. Just enough to cope with the
stress of modern life. Just enough to not be rattled by the constant changes that
characterize the times we live in. Just enough to be resilient in the face of
misfortune. Just enough to have the freedom to reject unproven or unprovable
concepts.2 In essence, Stoic Minimalism is an attempt to retain whatever is
valuable in ancient Stoicism and the freedom to discard whatever is unproven,
unhelpful, or incompatible with our everyday lives. For the Stoic Minimalist,
Stoic ethics is a logically self-contained system in which rationality is the
principle, wisdom is the means, and happiness is the end. The purpose of this paper
is to expand on this theme.

Keywords: Stoicism, Ethics, Stoic Minimalism, Eudaimonia.

1. What Stoic Minimalism Is and what It Is not

Stoic Minimalism focuses on Stoic practice. Stoic Minimalism focuses on those
aspects of Stoicism that help us live better rather than debate better. Such aspects
may or may not include what is considered important from an academic
perspective.

Stoic Minimalism aims to define its terms such that they are lean and rational
and not unnecessarily bloated, paradoxical, vague, or all encompassing. Because
ancient Stoicism developed over five centuries, and Stoics didn’t agree among
themselves on the meaning of many basic concepts, many concepts such as ‘living
in accordance with nature,” ‘god,” ‘virtue,’ and so on have bloated or multiple
meanings in Stoicism. They could mean whatever one wants them to mean,
providing rich fodder for academic arguments. (If we review academic papers on

1 This article is an expansion and formalization of the paper I wrote a few years ago: “Stoic
Minimalism: Stripping the Dead Bark off Orthodox Stoicism,” Modern Stoicism, October 20,2018
(https://modernstoicism.com/stoic-minimalism-stripping-the-dead-bark-off-orthodox-
stoicism-by-chuck-chakrapani/). An extended but informal version of the concepts discussed in
this paper can also be found in a series of open letters exchanged between the author and CBT
therapist Tim LeBon. The letters are available in a book format: Stoicism: Cobwebs and Gems,
published by The Stoic Gym, 2021. A free ebook version is available from thestoicgym.com or
academia.edu.

2 When I say ‘unproven or unprovable concepts,’ | mean unproven or unprovable concepts by
modern inductive and deductive logic rather than by Stoic logic which covers a larger range of
topics.

Symposion, 9,1 (2022): 11-29
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Stoicism, it becomes obvious that the academic arguments still swerve around
what Stoics could have meant by such terms.3)

Stoic Minimalism is not intellectually ambitious and does not attempt to
rewrite Stoic philosophy. It is modest in what it seeks to do: to clear the cobwebs
surrounding ancient Stoicism and adapt it to modern sensibilities without
compromising the basic principles of Stoicism. It is like renovating a property -
throwing out things that are no longer or never were useful, minimizing things
that may only be marginally useful, and making sure that whatever remains is
strengthened, polished, and preserved.

Stoic Minimalism is not against orthodox Stoicism but holds that Stoic ethics
can be understood and practiced without the help of superfluous, vague, or dated
concepts. It asserts that Stoic ethics is at the core of Stoicism and it is based on
reason and not revelation. It argues that, if reason underlies Stoic ethics, we
should be able to derive the principles of Stoic ethics logically without having to
resort to things that are unproven, unprovable, or proven wrong.

2. The Rationale for Stoic Minimalism

Stoic Minimalism is not an academic intellectual exercise. It goes to the core of
Stoicism. As Martha Nussbaum says in her interview with Roger Crisp,

[The Stoics] ... thought that philosophy should be not merely theoretical, but also
practical. ... people should be in charge of their own critical thinking.4

A similar stand is taken by Pierre Hadot.

[Stoic philosophy] is not the deposit of philosophical concepts, theories, and
systems to be found in the surviving texts of Graeco-Roman antiquity, the subject
matter of courses of study in the curricula of modern universities. (Hadot 2002,
127)

If we accept Nussbaum'’s and Hadot’s views of Stoicism (as Stoic Minimalism
does), what we should be really concerned more aboutis the relevance and
application of Stoicism to modern life rather than treating it as fossilized subject
matter of courses of study in academe with all the trappings and obscure
arguments that accompany such treatment. As A.A. Long points out, Stoics were
proudly committed to consistency using deductive methodology (Long 2018). We

3 For instance, if we search in Academia.edu for academic articles that deal with (Stoic) god,
nature, or ethics, we will find papers that rival the controversies that centre around the number
of angels that dance on the head of a pin such as ‘Stoic soul in Stoic corpses,’ “The compulsions
of Stoic assent,” ‘Stoic ontology and Plato’s sophist,” and ‘Quasi-being in Stoic ontology,’” to name
a few. I don’t dispute the need for such scholarly papers but just want to point out how little
relevance such distinctions have for average practitioners of Stoicism who approach Stoicism
to better their lives.

4 Martha C. Nussbaum in conversation with Roger Crisp. https://www.3ammagazine.com/
3am/oxford-think-festival-10th-18th-november-2018/.

12
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will follow this tradition. Our eventual aim is to follow the path defined by
Epictetus:

To assent to what is true, dissent from what is false, and suspend judgment when
uncertain. (Discourses iii.3)

In areas of uncertainty, a Stoic minimalist is free to believe whatever she
chooses to, provided it doesn’t contradict the basic tenets of Stoicism. In the next
section, I outline a framework for these tenets.

3. A Framework for Developing Stoic Minimalism

A framework is a set of propositions that give a structure to the discussion. It
outlines logical means of accepting, rejecting, or revising what constitutes Stoic
Minimalism. Here are the basic propositions of Stoic Minimalism.

1. Stoicism is a eudaimonic philosophy. Its goal is happiness. [All Stoics]

2. Stoicism is a rational and deductive system. [A.A. Long 2018]

3. Thereis no obligation to accept things that are neither rational nor deducible. [Corollary
of (2) above]

4. When multiple versions of the same concept are offered, the least complicated version
should be preferred. [Loosely based on Occam’s razor].

5. Concepts that are less widely agreed upon and for which there is no direct proof should
be avoided, especially if we can achieve the same results without using those concepts.
[Corollary of (4) above]

6. Metaphysical explanations that cannot be proven one way or another should be avoided.
[Corollary of (2) above.]

7. Stoic Minimalism does not attempt to rewrite Stoic principles. It only aims “to assent to
what is true, dissent from what is false, and suspend judgment when uncertain.”

8.  When established modern science conflicts with ancient Stoicism, ancient Stoicism may
be modified to reconcile the two. However, this should be done carefully, sparingly, and
only when it is absolutely necessary, because modern science itself is subject to change.
There is no need to modify Stoicism every time a scientific paper is published.

9.  Ancient expression of Stoicism may be modified to conform to modern usage and idiom
of the day. [Making Stoicism relevant to a wide variety of practitioners.]

With this framework in mind, we are now ready derive modern Stoic
Minimalism from ancient Stoicism.
4. Traditional Stoic Theory

Ancient Stoics believed that Stoicism consisted of three aspects.

1. Physics How the universe is organized and run.
2. Logic How to establish what is true.
3. Ethics How best to live our lives.

The essence of Stoicism for a practitioner is Stoic ethics, which deals with how
best to live our lives. However, according to the ancient Stoics, Stoic ethics cannot
stand on its own. On the face of it the ancient schema sounds reasonable. Who
could possibly object to knowing how the world works (physics) and knowing

13
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what is true (logic) before understanding how we can apply this to live our lives?
But when we specifically examine the contents of Stoic physics and Stoic logic, a
different picture emerges. So, before exploring Stoic Minimalism in detail, let’s
review briefly the contents of Stoic physics and Stoic logic to understand if we
need these two disciplines to understand and practice Stoic ethics.

5. Stoic Physics: A Brief Outline>

Stoic physics covers both physics (the scientific understanding of how things work)
and metaphysics (the first principles of things, including abstract concepts such
as being, knowing, substance, cause, identity, time, and space.) As Tad Brennan
points out,

Stoic physics... included theology, ontology, determinism, the nature of causation,
as well as topics such as cosmology and the study of plants and animals.
(Brennan 2015, 32)

Stoic physics is a blend of what we call physics and the ancient Stoic notions of
how everything works, not necessarily based on principles of physics.

The Stoics wanted to understand Nature because Nature taken as a whole is the
greatest thing there is, and we are parts of it. (Sellars 2015)

However, wanting to understand something and actually understanding it are two
different things. The Stoics might have thought that they had identified the
foundation of Stoic ethics. But did they? Before concluding one way or another,
let’s quickly review what the Stoic physics says.

5.1 Creation of universe

Our world has a starting point. Before that, only the perfection of Zeus (God or
Reason) existed. Zeus or Reason is corporeal, and it is continuous in space. In the
beginning, everything else was inert. Zeus pervaded through inert matter and
created the living body and the cosmos. Creation started when divine fire
condensed into a liquid. This liquid was partly vaporized and partly condensed
into the earth, while the fire continued to exist. The fire has been the source of all
objects and all changes to come. The principles inherent in fire drove the creation
and development of our world.

5.2 The basis of rationality

We are influenced by two principles: active and passive. These two principles are
based on four elements: Fire, Air, Earth, and Water. Air and Fire are light elements
dominated by an active principle. Earth and Water are heavy elements dominated

5 This summary of Stoic physics is not based on a single source but on several sources I have
consulted over the years. They include Sambursky (1959), Gaca (2000), Wiegardt (2009) White
(2003), and Hahm (1977).

14
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by a passive principle. When we are influenced more by an active principle, we are
rational and divine; when influenced by a passive principle more, we are less so.

The world is an interaction between the active principle (fire, air, or
pneuma) and the passive principle. They constitute a dynamic continuum, fluid
and in flux with no independent part. There is no void in the cosmos. [t begins only
at the edge of the cosmos.

5.3 Causal determinism and the nature of the soul

After having created the cosmos, Zeus set in motion an inexorable causal chain of
events. So, all events in the course of history are connected, each cause producing
an effect which causes the next effect.

The human soul consists of eight streams: five senses and three faculties
(reproduction, speech, and command). All our cognition takes place in our
command center. Command faculty controls the remaining seven streams of the
human soul. It is a two-way street from the center to the surface and back. We are
nurtured by Eros, the God of Love, the creative force. It unifies the opposites,
bringing active and passive principles together (as noted by Gaca 2002 and
Weigardt 2009). Life is created, nurtured, and reproduced through Love and it is
as important as eating, resting, sleeping, and other important activities. As a
rational being, one can experience love without attachment to any particular
person, place, or thing.

Death occurs when the soul loosens its tension and separates from the
human body. Even though the active and passive principles are thoroughly
intertwined, they retain their unique properties and separate at death. The soul
then joins with the ‘World Soul.’ In Stoic physics, there is no reward or punishment
after death. There is no heaven, no hell. In fact, there’s no after-life.

5.4 Hierarchy of beings

The entire cosmos is a rational animal but there is a hierarchy. The hierarchy is
determined by the nature of the pneuma (divine breath) that shaped each layer.

e God has perfect logos and therefore he is on the top of the Stoic hierarchy.
e Humans come next. They have logos.
e Then come non-rational animals. They can perceive.

e Plants come fourth. They neither think nor perceive but they respond to their
environment.

e All non-living stuff is inert and therefore at the bottom of the hierarchy.

6. Do We Need Stoic Physics?
As we discussed earlier, Stoic physics is deeply into metaphysics speculating on
the origin, the development, and the ending of the universe and the individual.

15
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Many modern Stoics - probably the majority - don’t consider Stoic physics
relevant. But there are others who still do. Let’s briefly review the assertions of
Stoic physics and see if they bear any relevance to the practice of Stoicism now.

The issue of the relevance of Stoic physics to Stoic ethics hinges on two
questions:

1. Does what Stoic physics says correspond to the principles of modern physics?

2. If it does, does it make any difference at all to our understanding of Stoic
ethics?

The latter question is the more important one because if Stoic physics has
no bearing on Stoic ethics, then it would make little difference whether its
principles are true and whether modern physics confirms it. So, let’s look at the
second question: Does Stoic physics have any bearing on Stoic ethics?

6.1 Do the principles of Stoic physics affect Stoic ethics?

Stoic physics asserts our universe begins and ends with fire. Let's examine the
implications of the universe beginning and ending with water instead of fire.
Would it have any bearing on Stoic ethics? There’s nothing in our Stoic ethics - the
principle of dichotomy, living in accordance with nature, living a virtuous life -
that depends on how the universe began or will end.

Stoic physics informs us that we are rational when dominated by an active
principle, such as fire or air. As with the previous one, we cannot prove this
proposition either and, even if we could, it has no bearing on Stoic ethics.

Stoic physics says that the human soul consists of eight streams: five senses
and three faculties. If the human soul is the same as our senses and faculties, does
Stoicism accept an abstract notion of a soul? If the human soul is more than our
senses and faculties, how is it defined and how does it relate to Stoic ethics?

Stoic physics believes that we are nurtured by Eros, the God of Love. We
cannot prove this. Whether it is true or not, Stoic ethics will work equally well.

Stoic physics conceives of the entire cosmos as a rational animal with a
hierarchy (God at the very top and non-living beings at the very bottom.) Again,
this has no bearing on Stoic ethics. Even if the entire universe is an unconscious
jumble of atoms, Stoic ethics would still work. As we shall soon see, even the Stoics
who believed in Stoic physics such as Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius
acknowledged this. We all assume some sort of rational world (such as the sun
rising in the morning, seasons changing) which is broadly governed by cause and
effect (such as gravity pulling things down, fire burning things, and so on). But
there is no reason to view the entire cosmos as a rational animal.

Stoic physics views death as the soul loosening its tension and separating from
the human body. If the human soul is no more than our senses and faculties, then
this proposition has nothing to contribute to our understanding of death, since it
has nothing to say as to why the tension between human body and soul is loosened.
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As we can see, there is nothing in the basic principles of Stoic physics that
contributes to our understanding of Stoic ethics. We will return to this later to
discuss more topics arising out of Stoic physics.

6.2 Evaluating the argument for Stoic physics

It is not just ancient Stoics such as Chrysippus and Cleanthes who believed that
Stoic physics provided the foundation for Stoic ethics. Some modern scholars also
believe it. For example, Pierre Hadot, an influential modern Stoic scholar and an
ordained priest, believes that the discipline of assent can be derived from Stoic
physics (1998). Some academics such as Massimo Pigliucci (2017) accept this
assertion presumably under the assumption that Hadot's derivation is strictly
based on logic. But Hadot’s derivation is not based on formal logic. Rather it is an
assumed connection.

From a strictly logical perspective though, if A can be derived from B, it does
not follow that B is indispensable for deriving A; it may simply be one of the many
antecedents from which it can be derived. It could also be a non-causal connection.
Therefore, to demonstrate that Stoic physics is needed for Stoic ethics, one has to
demonstrate not just that Stoic ethics can be derived from Stoic physics but also
that Stoic ethics cannot be derived without Stoic physics. To my knowledge, Stoic
scholars haven’t demonstrated that Stoic ethics can be derived from Stoic physics
and ONLY from Stoic physics. Without such a demonstration, Stoic physics cannot
be considered the foundation of Stoic ethics. As a matter of fact, Stoic scholar Julia
Annas points out that Stoic ethics can stand on its own two feet without having to
be propped up by Stoic physics.

I don’t believe that we are under any obligation to conform our use of the term

‘Stoic ethics’ to the ethical part of philosophy as understood by the Stoics

themselves. I am more comfortable using Stoic ethics as an independent area of

Stoic inquiry that does not in any way depend on Stoic physics for its existence.
(Annas 2014, 330)

A.A. Long, one of the most respected modern Stoic scholars, maintains that
Stoic physics is foundational, and “Stoic ethics should be understood in terms of
Stoic physics.”(Long 2018, 23) And yet, he goes on, as Julia Annas points out,

[T]o discuss impulse, emotion, virtue, and indifferents and the other ethical
topics we find in the ancient sources and do so without once bringing in pneuma
or the cosmos, indeed often locating Stoic understanding of these topics in
engagement with Socratic and other traditions of ethical thinking. (Annas 2014,
215)

It is tempting to believe that Stoicism derives its ethics from a
comprehensive understanding of the universe. But, so far as [ can see, Stoic ethics
is self-contained and can be derived from self-evident principles, as A.A. Long
(2018) himself appears to have done. It can be treated as any other branch of
social science. As Julia Annas contends this is exactly what even those who believe
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is Stoic physics often end up doing. In any case, there is nothing new or
revolutionary about focusing our attention on Stoic ethics to the exclusion of Stoic
physics and Stoic logic. As Brad Inwood points out, “The narrow focus on ethical
improvement is also an authentic component of ancient Stoicism.” (2018, 106)

6.3 Stoic physics in its historical context

The rejection of Stoic physics, especially for a practitioner, is not a modern
revisionist idea. Almost as soon as it was proposed by Zeno, one of his students,
Aristo(n) of Chios challenged it. Aristo wanted to discard Stoic physics saying that
Stoic physics “was beyond our reach” (Diogenes Laertius 7.161). Cleanthes stood
against this view. Although Cleanthes’ view on Stoic physics prevailed, Aristo
continued to be influential for centuries to come. Some scholars believe that it was
the writings of Aristo that finally transformed the 25-year-old Marcus Aurelius
into a full-fledged philosopher, as evidenced in his letter to his rhetoric teacher
Marcus Fronto (see Haines 1919, 218 and Richlin 2006, 142).

The acceptance of ethics as the sole purpose of philosophy goes all the way
back to the Cynics, who greatly inspired Stoicism. The Stoic philosopher
Posidonius of the middle Stoa did not reject Stoic physics or logic, and yet he
“clearly treated ethics as the ultimate point of philosophy” (Inwood 2018, 36). The
last undisputed scholarch of Stoicism, Panaetius, ignored Chrysippus and rejected
the notion of a phoenix cosmos (Holowchak 2008).6

Later Stoics such as Musonius Rufus, Epictetus, Marcus Aurelius, and Seneca
did not explicitly reject Stoic metaphysics but gave it less prominence. They went
out of their way to state explicitly (although not frequently) that many of these
theoretical topics may be superfluous. For example, this quote with reference to
metaphysical questions is attributed to Epictetus:

What do I care whether matter is made up of atoms, indivisibles, or fire and
earth?... Questions beyond our ken we should ignore, since the human mind may
be unable to grasp them. However easily one assumes they can be understood,
what’s to be gained by understanding them in any case? It must be said, I think,
that those who make such matters an essential part of a philosopher’s knowledge
are creating unwanted difficulties. (Fragment 1)

Marcus Aurelius expresses a similar view in several passages in Meditations,
emphasizing that Stoic principles will work even if we don’t accept Stoic
metaphysics. For example,

Either all things spring from one intelligent source and form a single body (and

the part should accept the actions of the whole) or there are only atoms, joining
and splitting forever, and nothing else. So why feel anxiety? (Meditations 9.39)

6 Panaetius did not reject Stoic physics completely but did not accept Chrysippus’ version of it.
What is of relevance here is that no matter who believed which version of Stoic physics, it made
zero difference to Stoic ethics.
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Musonius Rufus also talked in general against the multiplicity of concepts
and argued for a form of Stoic Minimalism.

... nor is there any need that pupils should try to master all this current mass of
precepts on which we see our sophists pride themselves; they are enough to
consume a whole life-time. (Lecture 11)

Neither do all modern Stoics believe that Stoic physics relevant to Stoic
ethics. For instance, Julia Annas (2014) has this to say about the (non-existent)
relationship between Stoic physics and Stoic ethics.

We find no texts in which virtue, impulse, and the like are derived from Stoic
physics. (315)

Not just that. She goes a step further and concludes that

We have no support for the claim that Stoic ethics can only be understood in
terms of the concepts of Stoic physics. (315)

As we see from this historical account Stoic physics is not a universally
accepted part of Stoicism, ancient or modern.

7. Causal Determinism

As we noted earlier, Stoics were causal determinists. Who can disagree with the
cause-and-effect chain? Our entire learning is based on finding causes for things
that happen. Even children understand the relationship between cause and effect.
But strict causal determinism poses a dilemma. If there is a strict causal chain from
the time things were set in motion, then it can’t be interrupted. Presumably, the
first cause, whatever it may be, had decided the rest of history. If someone
apparently interrupts it, that interruption itself has to be the effect of an earlier
cause. Even though you may think that you took it upon yourself to interrupt it,
you did not. You are helplessly carrying out what is in fact your part in the causal
link.

7.1 The lazy argument and Chrysippus’ reply

So, it would seem that everything is predetermined. If everything is
predetermined, what need is there for us to act? Why should we bother to go to a
doctor when we are ill? Why should we take any responsibility for our actions?
Why should we be virtuous? If we are immoral, that is predetermined. If we are
not virtuous, that is predetermined too. So where is individual responsibility in all
this and why should we bother to study Stoicism or any other philosophy for that
matter? This argument is called the lazy argument. One may call it a ‘lazy’
argument, but as we will see, it is not a stupid one.

In an attempt to counter this ‘lazy’ argument, Chrysippus introduced a
rather clever position known as compatibilism. It is based on the concept that
there are two types of causes: internal and external (Cicero, On Fate 28.9).
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The external cause (for example, that you fall ill) may be predetermined, but
the internal cause (your decision to go to the doctor) is generated by you. Another
person, depending on his or her personality may have decided differently. Thus,
both causal determinism and your freedom/responsibility are both preserved.
You are free to act, even though everything is predetermined.

To explain compatibilism Chrysippus introduced a rather disingenuous
analogy. Suppose there is a cone and a cylinder, each standing on end motionless.
Even if it is predetermined that both would be pushed, they don’t respond the
same way. When a cylinder is pushed (an external act) and falls over, it rolls,
compatible with its internal nature; when a cone is pushed and tips over, it spins,
compatible with its internal nature. So, although the universe (the external cause)
is deterministic, the individual (the internal cause) is free to make her choice and
choose what is compatible with her nature. Suddenly, everything that is
predetermined can be overruled and depending on what an individual decides to
do (the internal cause), the course of events can be changed forever.

But wait a minute. Who determined my nature that is the cause of my
internal decision? Surely, it couldn’t have been me because I myself am a unit in
the causal chain and my nature is a consequence of other causes. Who instilled in
Donald Trump his potential responses and, in Mother Teresa, her potential
responses? Who gave the cone the attributes of a cone and the cylinder the
attributes of a cylinder? Since cones cannot choose to roll and cylinders cannot
choose to spin, they simply do not have a choice. Marcus Aurelius reasons similarly:
“A cylinder cannot move at will” (Meditations 10.33). We are back to hard
determinism. The apparent freedom of cones to spin and cylinders to roll is an
illusion. What they could possibly do when pushed is fully determined long before
they were ever pushed. As Tad Brennan puts it, compatibilism is an unstable and
unsatisfying compromise,

...the doctrine that Fate causes but Fate does not necessitate turns out to be an

unstable and unsatisfying sort of compromise. (Brennan 2005, 278)

Stoic determinism suffers from the same shortcomings as the other aspects
of Stoic physics - trying to answer unanswerable questions and then trying to
justify them by logical-sounding arguments that don’t add up.

7.3 Can we resolve this?

[ believe that this is an unresolvable issue like the existence of God. I prefer to be
an agnostic on unresolvable issues. [ don't want to accept any answer because [
cannot produce the correct answer. The foundations of Stoic ethics are logical and
empirical. To claim that Stoic ethics needs the support of Stoic physics in any
shape or form is a purely academic exercise and has no foundation in fact.

Academic credentials are not proof. Endlessly parsing and guessing what
secondary sources might have meant is not proof. Belief is not proof. Obscure
arguments are not proof. Tenuous connections are not proof.
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Evidence, at least in my view, is what stands up to logical scrutiny and
empirical observations that can be proved, disproved, or modified.

As | have been saying, there is no evidence whatsoever that any aspect of
Stoic ethics needs the support Stoic physics to be proven true. Not even a little.
There is no evidence whatsoever to the claim that we need Stoic physics to
understand Stoic ethics. Not even a little.

Let me conclude this section with these two earlier quotes from Julia Annas
(2014), which are unequivocal and unambiguous.

We find no texts in which virtue, impulse, and the like are derived from Stoic
physics. (315)

We have no support for the claim that Stoic ethics can only be understood in
terms of the concepts of Stoic physics. (315)

8. Academic Contention

Of course, there is the academic contention that we need Stoic physics and Stoic
logic because they provide the foundation for Stoicism.? Without necessarily
challenging that point of view, I would like to relate my personal experience8as a
practitioner. While I have been familiar with Stoicism for decades, I had not read
much about Stoic physics and Stoic logic until the past few years. After studying
Stoic physics more closely (including a full-length book on Stoic physics by
Sambursky 2016) I can confidently say my understanding of Stoic ethics has not
increased even marginally after my exposure to Stoic physics.

Stoic ethics has been found useful in healing professions. Stoic ethics has
also been acknowledged as the source of some models of psychotherapy,
especially Cognitive Behavior Therapy (CBT) and Rational Emotive and Behavior
Therapy (REBT). It is also used by the US military to build discipline as well as to
overcome trauma. In all cases where the application of Stoic principles is the focus,
Stoic physics has no role to play. I believe it is fair to say that the resurgence of
Stoicism in the past decade is largely due to practitioners for whom Stoic physics
and logic hold no relevance.

Because the Minimalist believes that Stoic ethics is a self-contained system
that can be built on verifiable and self-evident truths (or on axioms if necessary),
she avoids all religious and metaphysical explanations in preference to potentially

7 See for example, Massimo Pigliucci. How to Be a Stoic, 2018. Basing his arguments on Pierre
Hadot'’s original exposition (The Inner Citadel, 1998), Pigliucci makes the point that discipline
of desire and the virtues that relate to them (courage and temperance) are based on Stoic
physics. Even if this is true, it does not follow that Stoic ethics can only be derived from Stoic
physics and Stoic logic, and not in any other way. A link between two concepts, even it is a
sufficient condition, cannot be assumed be a necessary condition.

8 | am aware that this is just my personal experience. While personal experience is not proof, it
nevertheless supports the argument that Stoic physics is not needed to understand Stoic ethics.
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provable propositions. (A Stoic Minimalist, however, is not necessarily against
religion or metaphysics.)

9. Stoic Logic: A Brief Outline

Stoic logic is broader in scope than the term logic implies in modern usage. While
ancient Stoic logic included what we understand by logic today (a systematic
study of the valid rules of inference), it included many other things including
epistemology, such as development of reasoning in human beings.

Stoic logic is the study of logos and it includes speech and reason. It has two
aspects: broad and narrow. The broad aspect deals with what makes us rational
and the narrow aspect deals with proper ways to assess the true value of what is
presented to us (sayables and meanings). In modern usage, the word ‘logic ‘refers
to the narrow aspect.

Human beings are born with several preconceptions and an innate
structure. But the mind at birth has no conceptual content. It is a blank slate,
tabula rasa. Different stimuli - some real, some imaginary - make impressions on
the soul. Stored impressions become memories. These memories are what we call
experience. Memories are organized into categories to form common notions.

We judge the truth and falsity of new impressions based on our experience
with the collection of past (similar) impressions. Such judgments are called reason.
We assent to what appears true to us, dissent to what appears false to us. We
withhold assent when we don’t have a common notion to guide us.

Only human beings are capable of thought, and this is because we are
capable of rationality. Other animals are not capable of rationality. Thought is
mediated by language and has three aspects:

1. The signifiers (the spoken word, vocal or subvocal);
2. The signified (the meaning of that word); and
3. The denotation (the object referred to by the word).

Syllogisms are concerned with valid forms of deductive reasoning. Stoic
logic went beyond simple syllogisms and included modal and propositional logic.
Stoic contributions to logic are still considered very sophisticated.

10. Do We Need Stoic Logic?

When we ask the question “do we need Stoic logic?”, we are not asking whether
Stoic logic is useful or not. We are asking if we need Stoic logic to understand Stoic
ethics. As we saw, Stoic logic broadly deals with two aspects: how our reasoning
develops and what the rules of valid arguments are. The Stoic theory of how our
reasoning develops may or may not be correct. Either way it has no implications
for Stoic ethics. Stoic logic pertaining to deductive reasoning (syllogisms), modal,
and propositional logic have been found to be valid and useful. However, we don'’t
need the help of complex Stoic logic to understand Stoic ethics. In fact, the logic
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that one implicitly uses in studying any subject such as natural sciences, social
sciences, architecture, geology, or mathematics is sufficient to understand Stoic
ethics.

No subject - be it science, mathematics, psychology, or any other - can be
understood without some kind of logical reasoning. This is true of Stoic ethics as
well. However, no special study of Stoic logic is needed to understand Stoic ethics
any more than is needed to understand any other subject. While Stoic logic has
contributed a lot to inductive and deductive reasoning, one has no need to study
Stoic logic to understand and practice Stoic ethics. A vast majority of modern
Stoics are not exposed to Stoic logic at all. An Amazon search yields no more than
3 books on Stoic logic, all of them obscure. Even general books on Stoicism do not
pay much attention to Stoic logic. It is interesting to note that none of the popular
modern Stoic books devote even a chapter to explaining what Stoic logic is even
as they emphasize its importance.®

Logic is a very useful subject in its own right and the Stoic contribution to
logic is substantial. But Stoic logic is not a prerequisite for understanding Stoic
ethics.

11. Clarifying the Concepts: God, Nature, Virtue, and Ethics

Concepts like God, virtue, and ethics have religious overtones. However, many
religions are largely based on faith while Stoicism is based on reason. So, what
exactly did the Stoics mean by these concepts? This is an important question
because demonstrating the logical basis of Stoic ethics would make it accessible
to a wide variety of practitioners.

11.1 God in Stoicism

A generally accepted view is that the Stoics were pantheists and equated God with
Nature or the universe, which is the totality of everything. Yet there are passages
in Stoic literature that conceive of God not just as Nature, but a separate being with
intent. Here is an example:

How else could it come about so regularly ... when he [god] tells plants to flower
they flower, and to bud, they bud, and bear fruit, they bear it, and to bring their
fruit to ripeness, it ripens ... how else could it be that the moon waxes and wanes
and the sun approaches and recedes... (Discourses 1.14.3)

This passage gives the impression that God and Nature are not the same but
God is a separate entity instructing Nature how to act. This impression is
strengthened by Epictetus’ assertion,

9 See for example, see recent books by Pigliucci (2017), William Irvine (2019), and Donald
Robertson (2018) on Stoicism.
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So, a wise and good man...submits his mind to him [God] who administers the
universe (Discourses 1.12.4)

God is not the universe, but someone who ‘administers it Seneca also
seemed to have in mind a separate entity that controls Nature:

Seneca presents Nature as being under the control of a deity (Sellars 2019, 24).

It is possible other Stoics believed that the universe or Nature is identical
with God. It is unclear whether the Stoics had an agreed upon view of God.

Nevertheless, we will go along with the view expressed by the modern Stoic
scholar Christopher Gill (1995) who contends that God in Stoicism stands for the
“inherent rationality and order” (xxi) of the universe. If we assume that most
Stoics were indeed pantheists and equated God with the totality of Nature, the
term God can be interpreted as ‘the way things are’ or ‘the way things work.” The
Stoic Minimalist accepts this definition of the Stoic God. We don’t have to know
why Nature, or the universe, works the way it does. Stoicism is a way of facing up
to whatever happens. Therefore, to a Minimalist, it matters little whether a Stoic
believes in God or is an atheist or is an agnostic. It has no bearing on the practice
of Stoicism.

11.2 Ethics in Stoicism

Ethics, as we understand the word now, relates to moral right and wrong. Ethics
is derived from the objectives of the system. Thus, for example, business ethics
may be based on different principles compared to religious ethics. What then is
Stoic ethics? Because Stoicism is a eudaimonic philosophy and its goal is
eudaimonia (happiness or the good life, however one defines it), to a Stoic
Minimalist whatever contributes to eudaimonia is ethical; whatever stands in the
way of eudaemonia is unethical. The rest are indifferent.

11.3 Virtue in Stoicism

As with ethics, ‘virtue’ also has moral and religious overtones. What did ancient
Stoics mean by virtue? Here we will again turn to Christopher Gill, “virtue is a form
of expertise or skill, knowledge of how to live well” (2015). Virtue is wisdom and
it has four components to it: Practical wisdom (knowing what is good and what is
bad and what is neither), moderation (knowing what to select and what not to
select), courage (knowing what to fear and what not to fear), and justice (knowing
how to apportion things properly).10

To a Stoic Minimalist, virtue is a special skill that is needed to achieve
eudaemonia. It is the perfection of wisdom, which has four aspects: practical
wisdom, moderation, courage, and justice.

10 The definitions of virtues are based on Arius Didymus’s conceptualization.
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11.4 ‘Living in accordance with Nature’ in Stoicism

One of the fundamental themes in Stoicism is ‘living according with Nature.” But
what does this mean to a practitioner? Living according to Nature can be seen as
reconciling with Nature.

Hierocles suggested that there are two main classes of reconciliation:
internal and external. Internal reconciliation occurs when there is no conflict
between us and our Nature (Ramelli 2009). External reconciliation occurs when
there is no conflict between us and Nature that is external. A.A. Long calls these
human nature and external nature (2018).

What is human Nature? Of all the animals, humans are the only ones who
are endowed with reason. Human nature is rationality. So, we live in accordance
with our internal nature when we live rationally. We try to exert control only on
things we have control over.

What is ‘external’ Nature? It is what is presented to us, what we are faced
with every minute of every day. It is reality itself. So, we live in accordance with
our external nature when we accept reality as presented to us. We accept what is
not under our control.

So, to a Stoic Minimalist, living according to Nature means living rationally
(living according to human Nature) and not struggling against reality, no matter
what it is (living according to external Nature.) We control what we can but don’t
struggle against what we cannot.

11.5 Concepts that are time- and context-specific

We often tend to judge the past with the wisdom of the present. We fail to take
into account that what was seen as neutral or progressive at one time may be seen
as offensive at some other time. We may consider ourselves progressive today but
there is no guarantee that we will be so seen by generations to come.

In particular, there are passages (although not many) in Stoic literature
which would perhaps be considered sexist if we judged them by present day
sensibilities. Does it make Stoicism sexist? Stoics by and large didn’t fight against
slavery. Does that mean that Stoicism approved of slavery? Some Stoics believed
in omens. Does that mean that Stoicism is superstitious?

Since Stoic philosophy does not say anything specific about these things, it
is more likely that such beliefs were the beliefs of the time with no particular
relevance to Stoic philosophy in general. This means that a Stoic Minimalist
ignores time- and context-specific ideas that cannot be shown to be a part of Stoic
philosophy.

12. Interim Summary
So far we have discussed

e Why Stoic physics does not have any relevance to a practitioner of Stoic
ethics and so can be safely ignored;
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e Why Stoic logic, useful by itself as it may be, is not needed to follow Stoic
ethics;

e How terms such as God, virtue, ethics, and Nature can be understood and
used without relying on metaphysical explanation; and

e  Why we should ignore time- and context-specific references.

We are now left with only Stoic ethics without metaphysical explanations and
without incidental concepts that are not relevant to our times. We call this Stoic
Minimalism, and I outline its principles in the next section.

13. The Principles of Stoic Minimalism

Here then are the basic principles of Stoic Minimalism:
1. Happiness may be defined as a life that flows smoothly, without friction.

2. Avoiding friction means being in harmony with Nature. In concrete terms this
means that we should be rational (our Nature) and not struggle against reality
(external Nature).

3.  We are not bothered by events but by our thoughts about them. By managing
our thoughts, we can cease to be bothered by events.

4. The basic principle of Stoicism is ‘Some things are up to us and others are not’.
This first principle - that we can achieve happiness or eudaimonial! by confining our
thoughts and actions to things under our control (‘up to us’) and ignoring what are not
(‘notup to us’) - contains the wisdom needed to achieve happiness and is fundamental
to Stoic ethics. However, this principle by itself is not enough to achieve the good life.

5. To use the basic principle correctly, we need wisdom. Wisdom is made up of four
cardinal virtues. Even if we get rid of our anxieties and worries using the basic
principle, it is quite possible that our decisions with regard to what is under our
control could go wrong. For example, whether to control your anger or not is under
your control. But if you choose to be angry, it may not lead to happiness. Therefore,
the corollary to the third principle is that, to achieve excellence as conceived by
Stoicism, we need special knowledge in four different areas: self, others, our desires,
and our aversions. The special knowledge we need is practical wisdom (in all our
dealings), justice (in dealing with others), moderation (in dealing with our desires),
and courage (in dealing with our aversions). These four virtues are aspects of wisdom.

For the Stoic Minimalist, Stoic ethics is a logically self-contained system in
which rationality is the principle, wisdom is the means, and happiness is the

11 Eudaimonia is a single concept with multiple shades of meaning. For example, when Socrates,
Nelson Mandela, and Gandhi were thrown in prison, they had means of not being imprisoned in
the first place or means of getting out. They chose not to because doing so would have put them
in conflict with their nature and made them unhappy. In fact, Gandhi told the judge that he had
no option but to send him to jail, which he was willing to accept completely, if the judge believed
the law to be just. So, what to an outsider is an unflourishing life was indeed a flourishing one
for them. They did not consider a preferred indifferent as the source of their happiness.
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end. Anyone who accepts this definition, in my opinion, is a Stoic irrespective of
whether they agree or disagree with anything else about Stoicism.

14. Conclusion

Any rational idea should be subject to refutation. How then can we refute Stoic
principles if we claim that Stoicism is a rational system? The answer is simple. The
refutation of any of the Stoic ethical principles can be done in the same way as it
is done in other disciplines. For example, Stoicism holds that we have total control
of our inner lives (Stoic dichotomy). What if science proves that while this is
mostly true, there are parts of our inner lives over which we have no control? We
just accept this and move the line between what we can or cannot control. This
does not have to be a major issue. It does not call for a major rewrite of the basic
principle. As I suggested earlier, this can be done, but it has to be done sparingly,
carefully, and only when it is absolutely necessary. There is no need to revise Stoic
ethics to conform to the latest scientific finding, which may itself change as we are
exposed to more research.

There is a reason why the philosophy that provided solace to a Greek slave
and a Roman Emperor 2000 years ago continues to provide solace to modern
people from various walks of life (such as James Stockdale, Rhonda Cornum of the
US military, presidents of many countries, corporate CEOs, modern
psychotherapists, and hundreds of thousands of modern adherents to Stoicism.)
The underlying philosophy of Stoicism works and it works well, even without
having to conform to the latest scientific findings.

While a rational philosophy of life cannot be totally at odds with science, it
would be a mistake to continually update Stoicism to conform to the latest
research findings. Philosophy is not science and it does not have to change every
time there is a new scientific insight. Science is always in a state of flux, while
philosophy seeks relatively enduring truths and ideas. There are many ideas on
which scientists themselves don’t agree. Many scientific findings are overturned
by subsequent research. It is a belief of Stoic Minimalism that the core concepts of
Stoicism should be tampered with lightly, if at all.

By clearing the cobwebs of Stoic physics, metaphysics, and religiosity along
with “its paradoxes, and the willful misuse of language, ... its extravagance,” (Stock
1908, 1), and by paying greater attention to the differences in time, changes in
language and culture over the past 23 centuries since Stoicism was first
propounded, we come upon a timeless philosophy, simple, yet profound. This is
Stoic Minimalism.
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Stoic Ethical Theory: How Much is Enough?
Christopher Gill

Abstract: How much theory is enough for a complete account of ancient Stoic
ethics and for modern life-guidance? Stoic ethics was presented either purely in
its own terms or combined with the idea of human or universal nature (or both).
Although the combination of ethical theory with human and universal nature
provides the most complete account, each of these modes of presentation was
regarded as valid and can provide modern life-guidance.

Keywords: ethics, human, nature, Stoic, worldview.

Introduction

The question posed in my title has two possible meanings. One is: how much Stoic
theory do we need to gain the benefits of Stoic life-guidance under modern
conditions? The second is: how far do we have to refer to the Stoic worldview to
provide an adequate account of Stoic ethical theory? Does Stoic ethical theory
need to include reference to the Stoic worldview in order to be complete, and does
the ethical theory depend conceptually on this worldview?

This has been a highly controversial question in modern philosophical
responses to Stoicism. Lawrence Becker, for instance, assumed that ancient Stoic
ethics depended on its worldview and argued that, since we now do not share this
worldview, a contemporary version of Stoicism needs to be reconceived and
grounded on a credible picture of human, rather than cosmic, nature. His view,
that Stoic ethics needs to be reformed in this way has been adopted by other
recent writers, including those who are engaged, unlike Becker, in presenting
Stoic ethical principles as the basis of life-guidance.! On the other hand, Kai
Whiting has argued that we have our own, contemporary, reasons for adopting a
version of the Stoic worldview as well as Stoic ethical principles. He maintains that
the combination of Stoic principles and a Stoic-type worldview can help us to
construct a robust ethical basis to support a sense of environmental responsibility
and effective environmental action.? These discussions have centered on the
question how contemporary thinkers should use Stoic ideas for modern purposes.
There is a parallel debate among scholars of ancient philosophy about how to
reconstruct and interpret the original Stoic view on this question. Some scholars,
including A. A. Long, have presented Stoic ethics as grounded, conceptually, on the
Stoic worldview. Others, including Julia Annas, have questioned this supposition,
and have pointed to evidence that Stoic ethical principles were sometimes

1 Becker 2017, 3-6, and ch. 5; Pigliucci 2017, ch. 6; Stankiewicz 2020, x, and 263-271.
2 Whiting and Konstantakos 2019, 193.
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presented independently, without reference to the worldview, or, alternatively,
linked with ideas of human nature. This interpretative debate has been quite
intense and has given rise to intermediate and nuanced versions of these
positions.3 These two kinds of debate (about the modern uses of Stoic ideas and
about the precise character of the ancient Stoic theory) amount to two ways of
asking, ‘how much is enough,” in the second sense of this question.

Here, I aim to bring closer together these two kinds of dialogue, about the
modern significance of Stoic ideas and about the scope and character of ancient
Stoic ethical thinking. I also explore the implications of the second question posed
(how far does Stoic ethical theory depend on their worldview?) for the first
question (how much ethical theory is needed for modern life-guidance?). After
preliminary comments on the ancient evidence for Stoic ethics, I give an overview
of Stoic ethical ideas. I then turn to the question of the relationship between these
ethical ideas and Stoic thinking on nature, in various senses, including their
worldview. Subsequently, I discuss the implications of these ancient ideas for the
modern use of Stoic ethical thinking, including its use for life-guidance. In these
ways, | aim to offer an answer to the question ‘how much is enough,’ in both the
senses outlined here.

1. Core Stoic Ethical Ideas

Before discussing the relationship between Stoic ethical ideas and their thinking
on nature, I need to clarify what ethical ideas I have in mind, as [ do shortly.
However, this raises a preliminary question: what is the ancient evidence for these
ideas? Those approaching Stoic ethics for modern purposes, especially for life-
guidance, often focus on the writings of the Roman Imperial Stoic thinkers, Seneca,
Epictetus, and Marcus Aurelius, which survive largely intact and are readily
available in modern translations. However, these thinkers did not aim to present
their own independent ideas but to convey, in distinctive ways, the philosophical
teachings developed by a series of Hellenistic thinkers, from Zeno onwards. The
writings of the Hellenistic Stoics have been largely lost. However, the best guide
to their doctrines is usually taken by scholars to be certain ancient summaries,
taken together with discussions of their ideas by Cicero, a highly informed thinker
and writer, though not a Stoic, and by Seneca. In ethics, the most important works
are Cicero’s On Ends Book Three and two summaries by late writers of handbooks,
Diogenes Laertius and Stobaeus, all of which seem to be firmly based on
Hellenistic sources. These constitute the primary evidence for Stoic ethics, which
can be supplemented by other discussions of Stoic theory by Cicero and Seneca,
and also by the more informally presented works of Epictetus and Marcus, in so

3 See Long 1996, ch. 6; Annas 1993, ch. 4; Annas 2007, 58-87; Salles 2009, chs. 7-8. For reviews
of the debate, see Gill 2006, 145-166; Briillman 2015; Becker 2017, 75-88.
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far as they are consistent with the other evidence.4 The following outline of Stoic
ethical ideas is based on this ancient evidence; the same goes for the subsequent
discussion of Stoic ideas about ethics and nature.5

The idea seen in antiquity as most characteristic of the Stoic ethical position
is that virtue forms the sole basis for happiness. This was, typically, contrasted
with the view, derived from Aristotle, that happiness depends on the combination
of virtue and what are sometimes called ‘bodily and external goods,” such as one’s
own health and prosperity and that of one’s family and friends.¢ This idea, along
with the contrast with Aristotelian-type views, is central to Cicero’s discussion of
Stoic ethics in On Ends Book Three, one of the three main ancient summaries of
Stoic ethical ideas, and is also accentuated in the other two.” This idea goes along
with another, which is presented in ancient sources as a fundamental Stoic theme.
Things such as health and prosperity, which are presented by Aristotle as ‘good
things,’ alongside virtue, are characterized as ‘indifferents’ or ‘matters of
indifference’ by the Stoics, when compared with virtue. This does not mean that
such things have no value at all. For most Stoics at least, things such as health have
areal or ‘natural’ value and are things that human beings naturally prefer to have
rather than not; in their terms, they are ‘preferable indifferents,’ by contrast with
‘dispreferable indifferents’ such as one’s own illness and poverty and that of one’s
family and friends. But, if they have positive value, why do they not count as good
things, like virtue, and why are they still ‘indifferents,” though preferable ones?
They are ‘indifferents’ because they do not make the difference between happiness
and misery. Happiness and its absence do not depend on whether we have these
things or not but on whether we have and exercise the virtues (or not), and
whether we ‘make good (or bad) use’ of these things, as the Stoics put it.8

These ideas may seem strange and unconvincing if we assume the standard
English meanings of these terms. The virtues are often understood in modern
English as moral virtues, generally taken to mean virtues which benefit other
people and not ourselves. ‘Happiness’ is often assumed to mean a pleasurable or
contented state of mind or mood. Claiming that virtue is the only basis for

4 For these primary sources (by Diogenes Laertius, and Stobaeus, thought to be based on Arius
Didymus, and Cicero, On Ends 3, along with other important sources), presented continuously,
see Inwood and Gerson 1997, 190-260; Inwood and Gerson 2008 (= IG in all subsequent notes),
113-205. See also Long and Sedley 1987 (=LS in all subsequent notes), sections 56-67. For
discussion of these sources, see Schofield 2003, 233-256.

5 For other overviews of Stoic ethical ideas, see Inwood and Donini 1999, 675-738; Sellars 2006,
107-134. See also Annas 1993, discussing Stoic ideas under different headings, e.g. “The
Virtues”, “Happiness”.

6 See Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1.7-10.

7 For translations of Cicero, On Ends 3, see (incomplete) IG, 151-161; also Cicero, On Moral Ends,
trans. Annas and Woolf 2001. On the debate between Stoic and Aristotelian-type theories, e.g.
that of Antiochus, see Annas 1993, 388-425; Russell 2012, chs. 5, 8.

8 For primary sources on these topics, see LS 58 esp. 58 A-B, 61, esp. 61 A, 63, esp. 63 A. See also
Vogt 2017, 183-199.
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happiness, with these meanings in mind, seems strained and implausible. °
However, the Stoics define these ideas differently, in a way that makes their claim
much more intelligible, though it remains challenging. The virtues are described
as forms of knowledge or expertise; the four cardinal virtues (wisdom, courage,
justice, and moderation or self-control), with their subdivisions, are seen as
mapping the four main areas of human experience. The virtues, then, constitute
forms of knowledge or skill in leading a good human life, one that benefits both
oneself and the other people affected by one’s life.10 They are also, for the same
reason, forms of expertise in living happily. Happiness is not conceived as a (long-
term or short-term) mood or state of mind, though it carries with it a certain state
of mind, marked by stability and equanimity. Happiness is seen as a form of life;
the standard Stoic definitions of happiness include ‘the life according to virtue’
and ‘the life according to nature.’!! What sort of life constitutes happiness? It is
characterized in various ways. These include a good human life, one that benefits
both us and others affected by our life; and this characterization helps to show
why the Stoics claim that virtue is the sole basis for happiness. Both happiness and
virtue are also characterized in terms that bring out their essential similarity. The
virtues enable human beings to live a life marked by a combination of rationality
and sociability; and this kind of life is also seen as a happy human life.12 The
virtues are seen as constituting the best way to care for ourselves and others of
our kind (other human beings); they are also conceived as constituting a form of
internal structure, order, and wholeness. These same qualities are also seen as
characteristic of a happy life.13 Hence, although virtue and happiness constitute
different types of entity (a form of knowledge on the one hand, and a form of life
on the other), their fundamental character is the same. This helps to explain the
otherwise surprising claim that virtue forms the sole basis for happiness. Virtue is
a form of expertise that ‘makes good use’ of whatever ‘indifferents’ are available;
and so happiness does not depend on the presence of specific ‘preferable
indifferents,” such as one’s own health and prosperity and that of one’s family and
friends.1*

These two distinctive Stoic ideas (about the relation between virtue and
happiness and virtue and indifferents) are presented as core features of Stoic
ethics in the ancient summaries and other writings. They are generally combined
with two other distinctive Stoic ideas, about ethical development and about
emotions. Stoic thinking about ethical development forms part of a broader theory

9 On the contrast between ancient and modern ideas of happiness, see Russell 2012, part 1.

10 See LS 61 A, C-D, H; also Stobaeus 5b5 (IG, 127).

11 See LS 63 A-B.

12 See Stobaeus 5b1, 5b3, 6, 6e: see IG, 125-126, 132-133.

13 For the idea of virtue and happiness as structure, order, and wholeness, see Diogenes Laertius
7.90, 100, Stobaeus 5b8, 51, 11a (IG, 114, 116-117, 128, 140); Cicero On Ends 3.21, Cicero On
Duties 1.98, Seneca, Letters 120.11; also Long 1996, ch. 9; Gill 2006, 150-157.

14See LS 58 A-B.
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of animal and human development, which is characterized as ‘appropriation’
(oikeiosis).1> The Stoics believe that the capacity to develop towards virtue and
happiness is a natural one, in-built in all human beings, 1¢ and that this
development can take place in any social and political context. However, they
think that there are certain causes of corruption which are also in-built in human
life and are reinforced by social influences; and this explains why so few people,
as the Stoics believe, achieve complete virtue or ‘wisdom.’t” Hence, for the vast
majority of people, the best that can be achieved is what they call ‘making progress’
towards virtue and happiness, a process that is ongoing and life-long.18 Ethical
development, in their view, has two main strands. One strand consists in working
towards virtue and happiness, through an activity that forms part of any human
life, namely ‘selecting’ between ‘indifferents,” that is, things such as health and
prosperity. The outcome of this strand consists in understanding fully the
substantive difference in value between virtue and indifferents. It also consists in
developing and exercising virtue, in part by selecting correctly between
indifferents, and thus achieving the happy life (the ‘life according to virtue’). The
second strand also consists in working towards, and achieving, virtue and virtue-
based happiness; but its special focus is not selection between indifferents but
interpersonal and communal relationships. What is involved here is the
development, in adult life, of two kinds of relationship, that is, with specific people
and communities (one’s family or friends, and one’s own city or nation) and with
the broader community of humankind. These two strands, while they can be
analysed separately, are in practice interdependent and inseparable parts of a full
human life.1?

Stoic thinking on ethical development also underlies their ideas about
emotions. They believe that development towards achieving virtue and happiness
carries with it a substantive change in the kind of emotions one experiences. They
see most human emotions (including fear, anger, intense desire, and grief) as
based on mistaken judgements, specifically a certain kind of misjudgement. This
is the mistaken belief that preferred indifferents, such as health and prosperity,
one’s own and that of one’s family and friends, constitute what counts as good and
determines happiness or its absence. Ethical development, progress towards
virtue and happiness, by itself, brings about the removal of these misguided beliefs
and emotions. In Stoic terms, it brings about ‘absence of passion’ (or freedom from
misguided emotions); however, this does not mean the absence of all emotional
states. Development also brings about ‘good emotions’ (such as wish, caution and

15 See LS 57; also Inwood 1985, ch. 6.

16 See LS 61 K-L; also Gill 2006, 132-133, 180-182.

17 See Graver 2007, 149-163.

18 On progress in Stoic ethics, see Inwood and Donini 1999, 724-735.

19 On these two strands, see Cicero, On Ends 3.16-22, 3.62-68; also LS 59 D, 57 F; on the two
strands seen as integrated, see Cicero On Duties 1.11-15. On the first strand, see Gill 2006, 145-
166; on the second, social, strand, see Schofield 1995, 195-205; Reydams-Schils 2005, ch. 2.
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joy), which are fully compatible with, and depend on, the kind of knowledge or
expertise in living which is constituted by virtue. These emotions differ from
‘passions’ in their subjective effect on the person experiencing them; typically,
they are not intense, overwhelming, disturbing or internally conflicted, as
misguided emotions sometimes are. However, the most important difference
consists in the belief-content, which reflects in turn the extent to which the person
involved has or has not achieved virtue and happiness.20

2. And What about Nature?

[ turn now to the question of the relationship between these core ethical ideas and
the Stoic conception of nature, focusing, in the first instance, on the three main
summaries of ethical doctrine. The first point to make is that, in these sources and
others, Stoic ethics is presented in three different ways. Throughout most of the
summaries, these ethical ideas are presented without much explicit reference to
nature. When the ethical claims are argued for (such as the idea that happiness is
based solely on virtue, or that things such as health are only ‘preferred
indifferents’), this is, often, without any reference to ideas about nature. However,
all three summaries also incorporate some reference to nature, with variations in
the extent to which the reference is explicit or implicit and is integrated or not
integrated with the account of the ethical ideas.?!

For instance, the summary in Stobaeus refers, consistently, only to human
nature, in this connection, and makes virtually no reference to universal or cosmic
nature.22 One idea stressed is that human nature is, constitutively, rational and
sociable; and this underlies the comments on natural human motives, on virtue,
and on happiness. The virtues are presented as forms of knowledge of how to live
rationally and sociably, and happiness is defined as a life ‘according to nature,’
meaning according to human nature. This passage is typical: “Since a human being
is a rational, mortal animal, sociable by nature, [the Stoics] say that all human
virtue and happiness constitute a life which is consistent and in agreement with
nature.”?3 This linkage between the characterization of virtue and happiness is, by
implication, used to support one of the distinctive claims of Stoic ethics, namely
that virtue is the sole basis of happiness. This claim depends partly on the

20 For primary sources, see LS 65 A-J; also Inwood 1985, ch. 5; Brennan 2003, 269-274; Graver
2007, chs. 2, 7-8.

21 On primary sources for Stoic ethics, including the three summaries, see text to n. 4; on
variations within Stoic thinking on this subject, see Annas 2007, 84-87; also Inwood 2009, 201-
207.

22 Contrast Stobaeus 64, e (IG, 132-133, LS 63 A-B) with Diogenes Laertius 7.88-9 (IG, 114, LS
63 C) in this respect; Stobaeus 6a contains just one brief reference to universal nature. Stobaeus’
summary is thought to be based on Arius Didymus, and through him, Chrysippus (Schofield
2003, 236).

23 Stobaeus 6 (IG, 132).
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distinction between virtue and indifferents, discussed earlier.24 But it is further
supported by the presentation of virtue and happiness as sharing the same,
essential, character: both, in different ways, express human nature, conceived as
a combination of rationality and sociability. 25 Virtue does so as a form of
knowledge and happiness does so as a form of life.2¢ The Stoic philosophical move
made here, of analysing ethics as, distinctively, human ethics can be paralleled in
Aristotle, and also in some modern forms of virtue ethics, those of Rosalind
Hursthouse and Philippa Foot. Interestingly, all these (ancient and modern)
versions of ethics assume a rather similar conception of human nature, namely as
a combination of rationality and sociability.2” Hence, the appearance of the idea of
nature, in the sense of human nature, in this summary of Stoic ethics, is readily
intelligible from a philosophical standpoint.

This point, taken on its own, is relatively straightforward. Stoic thinking on
the ethical significance of universal or cosmic nature is more complex and raises
various kinds of questions. I begin by highlighting the main connections between
the Stoic worldview and ethical doctrines, and then considering how these
connections are understood in Stoic thinking. The most relevant Stoic account of
their worldview comes in their theology, which falls (rather strangely from a
modern standpoint) within ‘physics’ or philosophy of nature, conveyed in works
such as Cicero’s On the Nature of the Gods Book Two.28 What is offered in such
writings is a highly ‘ethicized’ account of nature, designed to show that the world
and the universe as a whole are good.2? Two main grounds are given for the
goodness of the universe (and world). One is that the universe is characterized by
rationality; and its rationality is demonstrated by the presence of structure, order,
and wholeness. The regular pattern of movement of the planets in (what we call)
the solar system is taken as the most obvious indicator, along with other such
regular patterns (night and day, the seasons and so on) in the world.3? The second
salient feature is the providential care of the universe, and its in-built divinity, for
all elements in the universe and the world. Within the world, although human
beings, as constitutively rational animals, are special recipients of providential
care, this care is also extended to all aspects of the natural world, including living

24 See text to nn. 7-8.

25 For this set of ideas, see Stobaeus 5b1, 5b3, 5b5, 6, 6e (IG, 125-127,132-133).

26 For the contrast, see Stobaeus 5b5, 6a (IG, 127, 132).

27 See Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1.7; also Hursthouse 1999, chs. 9-10; Foot 2001.

28 For translation, see Cicero, The Nature of the Gods, trans. Walsh 1997. See also a selection of
texts in LS 54.

29 See Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods (hereafter NG), 2.37-39, Diogenes Laertius 7.147 (LS 54
A); also Mansfeld 1999, 458-460.

30 See Cicero NG 2.15, 2.43, 2.49-59, 2.154-156.
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things and other natural entities, such as sea and air, which are seen as making up
a cohesive whole, which has its own inherent goodness.3!

The most obvious point of connection between this worldview and ethics
comes in accounts of development, conceived as ‘appropriation’ (oikeiosis). In
Cicero’s On the Nature of the Gods Book Two, nature’s providential care is
presented as indicated by the fact that animals, including human beings, have the
bodily equipment and instinctive motives to maintain life and take care of
themselves and also to procreate and care for their offspring. In effect, animals
‘internalize’ in this way the providential care of universal nature.3Z A similar point
is made in Stoic writings on development, which fall within ethical theory: animals
are presented as appropriating themselves, by maintaining life, and appropriating
others of their kind, by procreating, in a way that reflects nature’s appropriation
of the animals themselves.33 In other words, in animals, including human beings,
the motives of care for oneself and care for others of one’s kind are presented as a
reflection of broader natural patterns in the world and universe that express
goodness.

A second point of connection is this. In a well-known ancient quotation from
the Stoic thinker Chrysippus, virtue and happiness at the human level are
presented as ‘harmonizing’ oneself with the reason and order in-built in the
universe, a passage cited early in Diogenes Laertius’ summary of Stoic ethics.34
The exact significance of this passage is not spelled out and has been variously
interpreted by scholars. However, one possible meaning of the passage is that
virtue and happiness, at the human level, correspond to the features taken as
expressing goodness in nature as a whole.3% These features are rationality, as
shown in the structure, order, and wholeness of the universe and world, and
providential care for all the elements in the universe. In Stoic ethical writings
virtue and happiness are repeatedly associated with the qualities of structure,
order, and wholeness. In the theory of development, the emergence of virtue and
happiness is sometimes characterized in this way; also human development is
presented as the realization, in a rational form, of the in-built animal motives of

31 On providential care for all aspects of nature, see Cicero, NG 2.73-153, including plants (2.83),
sea and air (100-101); on special care for human beings as rational animals, see 2.154-168,
especially 2.154, also 2.133. See Frede 2002, 85-117.

32 Cicero NG 2.120-4, 128-129.

33 See Diogenes Laertius 7.85 (LS 57 A(2)); Cicero, On Ends 3.62; on these two in-built animal
motives underlying ‘appropriation’, see also LS 57 A-F. See also Schofield 1995, 193-199, and
Klein 2016.

34 “The virtue of the happy person and his good flow of life are just this: always doing everything
on the basis of the harmony of each person’s guardian spirit [= his mind] with the will of the
administrator of the whole [= Zeus or the divinity in-built into universal nature]”, Diogenes
Laertius 7.88 (LS 63 C(4)), LS trans. modified.

35 Chrysippus defined happiness as ‘the life according to nature’ in the sense of both human and
universal nature: Diogenes Laertius 7.89 (LS 63 C(5)).

38

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://symposion.acadiasi.ro



Stoic Ethical Theory: How Much is Enough?

care for oneself and for others of one’s kind.3¢ These are all features that help to
make sense of the idea expressed in Chrysippus’ statement that human virtue and
happiness correspond, at the human level, to the best qualities of nature as a
whole. This is a second connection between ethical theory and the Stoic
worldview.

How did the ancient Stoics themselves conceptualize these connections?
Two main types of analysis are offered in our sources. One line of thought is that
core principles of ethics are, in some sense, explained by key features of the
worldview; a recurrent idea is that universal nature forms the ‘starting-point’
(arché) for making sense of Stoic thinking on what is good and bad or on virtue
and happiness. This statement in Cicero’s On Ends 3 is typical:

The starting-point for anyone who is to live in accordance with nature [that is, to
achieve happiness] is the universe and its government. Moreover, one cannot
make correct judgements about good and evil unless one understands the whole
system of nature and indeed the life of the gods, as well as the question whether
human nature matches universal nature.37

Comments of this kind seem to present accounts of the worldview (falling
within Stoic physics or theology) as authoritative for ethics or as conceptually
prior to, or more fundamental than, ethics.38 However, this idea seems to conflict
with the way in which the branches of philosophical knowledge are generally
understood in Stoicism. The Stoics, while subdividing philosophical knowledge
into logic (or dialectic), ethics, and physics (or philosophy of nature), also stress
that, ideally, these branches of knowledge should be seen as making up an organic
unity. There is no indication that any one branch is epistemologically superior to
any other or authoritative over it.3° The implication is, rather, that the relationship
between them is a reciprocal or equal one. Which of these two lines of explanation
fit better with the way the connections between the Stoic worldview and ethics
are presented in the ancient sources? Also, how far are these competing ways of
analysing the relationship between branches of knowledge consistent with each
other?

If we examine closely the way in which the main relevant ideas are
presented in Stoic ethics and theology, I think the reciprocal model emerges as
more appropriate than a hierarchical or foundationalist one. Although the
quotation from Chrysippus (about happiness and universal nature) appears early
in the ethical summary of Diogenes Laertius, this idea is not worked out
systematically throughout the rest of the summary. In fact, in this summary as well
as the other two, the core ethical principles are analysed largely in their own terms;
they are, certainly, not shown as derived from ideas about universal nature in the

36 See references in nn. 13, 31-33.

37 Cicero, On Ends, 3.73 (trans. Annas and Woolf 2001). See also LS 60 A.
38 For this view, see Long 1996, 145-151; also Striker 1996, 228-231.

39 See LS 26 A-E; also Annas 2007, 58-63.
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way that the Ciceronian statement, and some others, might lead us to expect.*0
Also, as noted earlier, in Stobaeus’ summary universal nature, by contrast with
human, barely appears at all.4! We should not be misled by the reference to
theology and divine providence into supposing that Stoicism resembles Judaeo-
Christian thinking in this respect, in which God serves both as a transcendental
creator of the world (and universe) and as the ultimate source of moral principles,
sometimes framed as laws.#2 There is also a contrast with certain modern moral
theories, such as Kantian deontology and Utilitarianism, in which moral rules are
presented as based on, or derived from, foundational principles (the Categorical
Imperative or the Greatest Happiness of the Greatest Number).43 Also, if we look
at the Stoic characterization of theology, what is striking is the extent to which the
central claim (that the natural universe and its in-built divinity are good)
presupposes a pre-existing understanding of the ethical notion of goodness.
Similarly, and in a further contrast with Judaeo-Christian thought, the goodness of
God or the universe is not assumed or postulated, but needs to be argued for, using
criteria that apply also to goodness in human beings.#4 In this respect, just as Stoic
ethics is informed by Stoic physics or worldview, so Stoic physics or at least
theology (a subdivision of physics) is informed by Stoic ethics.*5 In these respects
the presentation of the points of connection between these two branches of
knowledge supports the reciprocal model rather than a hierarchical one or
foundationalist one.6

This conclusion raises the further question: why is the Stoic worldview
sometimes presented as foundational (or, at least, as a ‘starting-point’) for ethics,
as in the Ciceronian passage cited earlier.#” Of course, given the incomplete and
indirect nature of our evidence for Stoic philosophy, not all such questions can be
answered.*8 However, we can see that such comments (and also the prominent
reference to universal nature at the start of Diogenes Laertius’ summary) can
serve a useful conceptual purpose, though not, I think, that of showing that the
Stoic worldview forms the basis for Stoic ethics. Such comments underline that,

40 See Diogenes Laertius 7.88; also 7.90-91, which reviews the core ethical ideas (discussed here
in text to nn. 6-20) without mentioning universal nature again.

41 See text to n. 22.

42 For Judaeo-Christian, God-given laws, see Exodus 20 (the Ten Commandments), Matthew 22:
35-40 (Jesus’ commandments). The Stoic idea of ‘natural law’ is quite different from these laws
and is not directly linked with the divinity in-built in universal nature.

43 On the contrast between ancient ethics and modern moral theories in this respect, see Annas
1993, ch. 22; on modern principles of this kind, see Korsgaard 1996, chs. 1-4.

44 See text to nn. 29-31; also Briillmann 2015, 115-117.

45 In LS 26 C, theology is presented as the final part of physics and as preceded by study of logic
and ethics.

46 See also Gill 2006, 162-166, supporting the reciprocal view of the relationship between the
branches of knowledge.

47 See text to n. 37.

48 See text to n. 4.
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for Stoicism, it is not only the concept of human nature that is ethically significant,
but also that of universal nature. On this point Stoicism seems closer to Plato, at
least in the Timaeus, a text which seems to have been an important prototype for
Stoic thinking in this respect, than to Aristotle, who stresses the ethical
significance of human nature.4° In other words, for Stoicism ethics should not just
be seen as human ethics (though it is partly that, as Stobaeus’ summary shows); it
is also human ethics viewed in the context of nature as a whole.5? The connections
between ethics and worldview are worked out from ethical and theological
standpoints, and both are weighted equally without either standpoint being seen
as authoritative for the other.

3. Modern Responses to Stoic Thinking on Ethics and Worldview

[ return to the question posed at the start, about how much is enough for
contemporary versions of Stoicism and how far we moderns can accept the Stoic
position on the relationship between ethics and worldview. I focus initially on the
second version of this question: does Stoic ethical theory need to include reference
to the Stoic worldview in order to be complete? Subsequently, I refer to the first
version of this question: how much Stoic theory do we need to gain the benefits
offered by Stoicism as life-guidance?

[ noted earlier that Becker and some other contemporary thinkers argue
that, if we adopt Stoicism now, we should do so in a reformed way that excludes
reference to the Stoic worldview, though it can and should refer to human
nature.5! It is worth highlighting, first, that in doing so, they are adopting one of
the ways that ancient Stoicism was, in fact, presented, as we can tell from Stobaeus
summary of Stoic ethics, which also matches the approach in Cicero’s On Duties.5?
In this respect, their version of Stoicism is not reframed, but simply one that
selects one of the ancient options. A second point arises in connection with
universal or cosmic nature. Becker, at least, assumes not only that ancient Stoic
ethical theory refers to the Stoic worldview; he also assumes that the core
principles of Stoic ethics were seen in antiquity as depending on, or derived from,
the distinctive features of the Stoic worldview.53 However, | have just argued that
this is a less plausible way to interpret Stoic thinking on ethics and worldview.
Ancient Stoic thinkers saw significant connections between ethics and worldview

49 On Aristotle and human nature, see Nicomachean Ethics 1.7; on Plato’s Timaeus as an
influential text for the Stoics, see Gill 2006, 16-20.

50 Chrysippus combines reference to human and universal nature in his definition of happiness
(Diogenes Laertius 7.89, LS 63 C (5)); he seems also to have provided the basis for Stobaeus’
summary of Stoic ethics; see Long 1996, 130; also Schofield 2003, 236. So this combination of
human and universal nature may be characteristic of Chrysippus, the major theorist of Stoic
philosophy.

51 See textton. 1.

52 Compare Stobaeus 5b3 (IG, 126) and Cicero, On Duties 1.11-15; also text to n. 61.

53 This is implicit in Becker 2017, 5-6.
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and regarded theology and ethical theory as mutually informing. But they did not
see ethics as grounded in physics in the way that some contemporary thinkers find
conceptually unacceptable. Of course, contemporary thinkers may object not only
to Stoic thinking about the relationship between ethics and worldview but also to
the Stoic worldview and the Stoic conception of human nature. These objections
raise further and more complex questions, which are not taken up here. However,
my discussion may defuse a concern about the ancient Stoic understanding of the
relationship between ethics and worldview.

My discussion of ancient Stoic thinking on this topic is also relevant for the
use of Stoic ideas to support contemporary environmental ethics. Whiting has
argued that the Stoic approach to ethics is particularly helpful for contemporary
environmental ethics precisely because ancient Stoic ethics recognized significant
connections between ethics and the natural world.>* I agree with this view, though
[ would also stress that our use of Stoic ideas for this purpose must be a selective
one; there are certain Stoic ideas, notably about relations between human beings
and other animals, that we would not want to adopt from the standpoint of
environmental responsibility.55 I think the idea that the world constitutes a type
of natural structure, order, and wholeness has a special relevance and force in
supporting current efforts to address climate breakdown. This breakdown is an
index of natural disorder, and as such it is a condition we have powerful reasons
to prevent or modify. Further, this disorder is primarily a product of human action,
thus strengthening the ethical grounds for prioritizing environmental action. To
this extent, reference to the Stoic worldview can have a positive moral benefit
today. Also potentially relevant is the linkage made by the Stoics between order at
the level of universal nature and order at the human level, where it is identified
with virtue and happiness.5¢ Arguably, in our current situation, we cannot achieve
internal order (virtue and happiness) unless we act in a way that promotes
environmental order. From this point of view, the Stoic connection between
worldview and ethics is a positive feature and one we have reason to adopt, rather
than a conceptual obstacle to contemporary versions of Stoicism. In arguing for
this view, we do not need to assume that, according to the ancient Stoics, the
worldview provides the fundamental ground for ethics. We need only adopt the
interpretation recommended here that, according to the ancient Stoics, accounts
of ethics and worldview are mutually supporting.

[ turn now to the first version of the question posed earlier: ‘how much
(theory) is enough’ to form the basis for life-guidance that provides the benefits
offered by Stoicism? Of course, the answer depends on how far the person
concerned is prepared to go in her exploration of Stoic thought and, thus, on the

54 See text to n. 2. See also Stephens 1994.

55 There are some markedly anthropocentric features in the Stoic view of relationships between
human beings and other animals: see Cicero, NG 2.158-61, On Ends 3.67. This point is developed
in ch. 7 of the forthcoming book cited in n. 77.

56 On order in universal nature and in human virtue, see text to nn. 13, 30.
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kind of benefit she can reasonably expect to gain. However, I focus on the case of
someone who aims to take this process as far as can be done, and thus to gain the
greatest possible benefit from the process. In this case too, the question arises
whether the completion of this process depends on an understanding of the Stoic
worldview. In considering this question, I focus on the conceptual underpinnings
of a response often seen as typically Stoic in ancient and modern thinking. This is
the kind of ‘tough-minded’ response involved in carrying out a right action or
enduring extreme suffering or loss and doing so with equanimity and without
experiencing ‘passions’ such as fear, anger, or resentment. In Stoic ethical thinking,
this kind of response is seen as one of the characteristics of fully achieved virtue
(or ‘wisdom’) and virtue-based happiness: hence, in a famous image, the wise
person is happy on the ‘rack’ or torture.>” The question addressed here is whether
this response is conceived as resting, crucially or necessarily, on an understanding
of the Stoic worldview or whether it can also be based on other kinds of
understanding.

The short answer to the question whether this response necessarily
depends on an understanding of the Stoic worldview is ‘no.” Ancient writings
present this response as based either, purely, on an understanding of core Stoic
ethical ideas, or on a combination of those ethical ideas with an understanding of
human or universal nature (or both). This point matches the mode of presentation
found in the three ancient summaries of core ethical ideas outlined earlier, which
are framed either in purely ethical terms or in ethical terms combined with the
idea of human or universal nature. Book Five of Cicero’s Tusculan Disputations
provides an illustration of the first type of presentation. The question addressed
there is what kind of philosophical framework can best provide the basis for the
‘tough-minded’ response, especially for enduring disaster or suffering without
loss of peace of mind. Cicero’s answer is that Stoicism provides the best basis
because of its distinctive ethical thesis that happiness depends wholly on virtue,
and not (as in theories of an Aristotelian type) on the combination of virtue and
bodily and external goods, such as one’s own health and prosperity and that of
one’s family and friends. 58 Cicero’s discussion is not framed from a Stoic
standpoint but from a non-doctrinaire one (that of Academic Scepticism, which is
Cicero’s favoured stance).5? However, the idea that such a response can be based
on this core Stoic thesis appears in contexts framed in more orthodox Stoic terms,
such as Cicero’s On Ends 3, and does so without reference to the Stoic worldview.60

57 See Cicero, On Ends 3.42, 5.85: on this type of Stoic image, see Gill 2006, 88-95.

58 See Cicero, Tusculan Disputations 5.12-14, 21-22, 47, 68-76, 82.

59 See Cicero, Tusculan Disputations 5.32-3. On Cicero’s philosophical stance, see Woolf 2015,
chs. 1-2, and on Tusculans Book 5, see Woolf 2015, 241-247.

60 See Cicero, On Ends 3.42, linked with the contrast between the Stoic and Aristotelian positions
on virtue and happiness, 3.41-44, more broadly 3.30-39; for a similar conjunction of ideas, see
Cicero, On Ends 5.79-86, especially 5.84.
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Cicero’s On Duties, a work based on a Stoic prototype and on Stoic ideas, is
close on this topic to the ethical summary of Stobaeus. The overall approach
incorporates a combination of standard Stoic ideas on virtue and indifferents and
on human nature, understood as a combination of rationality and sociability.
Conspicuously, at certain key points in Books One and Three, Cicero supplements
his argument with reference to ideas about human nature, especially those related
to sociability and community.¢! Book Three of On Duties centers on offering
guidance in situations where performing right actions, those in line with the
virtues, especially justice, involves giving up what are normally seen as benefits
or advantages, that is, in Stoic terms, ‘preferred indifferents.’ 62 The work
concludes with an extended illustration of the ‘tough-minded’ response, in which
the Roman exemplary figure Regulus is presented as doing the right thing, in
political and military terms, even though it requires him to leave his family and
friends in Rome and go back to torture and death in Carthage. In fact, the
justification of his act is couched in terms of virtue (specifically, the virtues of
courage or ‘greatness of spirit’ and justice) and (loss of) advantages, without
explicit reference to human nature in support of these ideas.3 However, the
prominence in On Duties of the idea of human nature, especially in connection with
the virtues and social community, means that this combination of ideas forms part
of the background for this climactic example as well as of the framework of
guidance throughout Book Three.

The third way of presenting the basis for the Stoic ‘tough-minded’ response
is by reference to the Stoic worldview; and this is a prominent theme in the Roman
Imperial Stoic writings of Seneca, Epictetus, and Marcus. As already indicated,
reference to the Stoic worldview plays several roles in Stoic ethics. Chrysippus
uses the idea of ‘harmonizing’ oneself to universal nature as one way of
characterizing virtue and virtue-based happiness;®* and, accordingly, the idea of
‘harmonizing’ yourself to nature in this sense is often used as one Stoic way of
promoting the aspiration towards virtue and virtue-based happiness. It is also
used in connection with the adoption of a tough-minded response to what is
normally seen as misfortune or disaster. Marcus uses this idea repeatedly to
prepare himself for his own death, sometimes alluding to Chrysippus’ famous
statement about ‘harmonizing’ yourself to nature. Here is one such passage:

What is brought about by the nature of the whole and what maintains that whole
is good for each part of nature. Just as the changes in the elements maintain the
universe so too do the changes in the compounds [including human beings]. Let

61 Cicero, On Duties 1.11-15, 1.50-59, 1.105-106, 3.21-28, 3.53. On Stobaeus and human nature,
see text to nn. 23-25.

62 Cicero, On Duties 3.7-19.

63 Cicero, On Duties 3.99-115, especially 3.99-100, 3.104 on the virtues illustrated.

64 See text to nn. 34-36.
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these things satisfy you; let these be your doctrines ... so that you do not die
grumbling on, but positively, genuinely, full-heartedly grateful to the gods.¢5

It is worth noting that for Marcus, as for other Stoic thinkers, reference to
universal nature is not the only way of supporting this kind of response; he also
cites purely ethical considerations, notably the virtue-indifferents contrast or the
idea of human nature as rational and sociable.®¢ [t is also significant that Epictetus
stresses that appeals to the Stoic worldview or to its in-built divinity only have a
positive effect if directed at those who are virtuous or at least are progressing in
that direction.¢” So we should not suppose that Stoic thinkers believe that
reference to universal nature is sufficient by itself to bring about ethical progress.
What, then, does reference to the nature of the universe add to these other factors?
[ think the passage just cited from Marcus gives us an indication, bearing in mind
the close association between this theme and accepting one’s own death or that of
others close to you. In Stoic theology, as outlined earlier, the goodness of the
u