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PREFACE 
 
 
 
For a short book, this one has had quite a long history. It began life over ten 
years ago as an idea for a history of ancient moral philosophy. Compared with 
my original plan, the final product is less ambitious in its scope, focusing on 
only four philosophical movements and their major figures instead of the whole 
of ancient philosophy. On the other hand, the way these schools are treated here 
goes some way beyond what was originally intended. In particular, there is now 
a strong emphasis throughout the book on the practical dimension of ancient 
philosophy, on the way that a particular outlook on the world led to a particular 
way of living in it. The point is made more than once that a philosophy was a 
way of life. The writings of Pierre Hadot and others in recent years have helped 
to shine increasing light on this practical side of ancient philosophy and I have 
sought to incorporate some of their insights here. 
 Unfortunately, while there have been some excellent books on ancient 
philosophy published since I first had the idea of writing one, there have also 
been others of considerably inferior quality. Those to which I object most treat 
works of ancient philosophy primarily as sources of quotations, caring little for 
context or theory. While it is both possible and permissible to quote from any 
text, there is only so much that can be understood about, for example, Stoicism, 
from, for example, a quotation from Marcus Aurelius. A particularly bad 
example I stumbled across quoted an observation on pleasure by Epicurus, but 
failed to point out that by “pleasure” he meant specifically “the absence of 
pain”, and so managed to give a thoroughly misleading impression of 
Epicureanism. Even if there has been an increased emphasis on the practical 
side of ancient philosophy in recent years, it is important not to neglect the 
theoretical side. The philosophical schools articulated outlooks on the world that 
were meant to be both coherent and supported by argument. There can be no 
proper understanding of them without looking at how they sought to justify and 
explain themselves. 

It may be worth pointing out that ancient philosophy often tends to be seen 
as a specialist field within classics rather than within philosophy. In some ways, 
this is no bad thing. Clearly classicists may be expected to be much more 
sensitive to and proficient with regard to textual matters, and less likely to 
interpret (or misinterpret) ancient works in the context of contemporary 
philosophical debates. On the other hand, classicists may also sometimes 
concern themselves with matters that are of relatively little interest to 
philosophers. And those coming to ancient philosophy from modern philosophy 
need to feel that it has something relevant to say to them in terms they can 
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understand. Despite the fact that my own first formal educational encounter with 
philosophy came while studying Latin, my training and background are 
primarily philosophical rather than classical, and so it is primarily a 
philosophical rather than classical perspective that I have brought to bear upon 
discussions. Consequently, no knowledge of either Greek or Latin is assumed. 

However, while philosophers tend to take pleasure in dissecting theories and 
revealing their flaws for all to see, my aim here has been a little different. I have 
sought to explain the outlooks of the different schools as sympathetically as 
possible on the assumption that their adherents were no more lacking in 
intelligence than the readers of this book. Whether or not they were wrong, they 
clearly thought they were right and I think it is worth trying to understand why. 
Bearing in mind that all of the philosophies discussed in this book were 
influential for hundreds of years, the very least they seem to deserve is a fair 
hearing. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

ANCIENT PHILOSOPHY AND EVERYDAY LIFE 
 

 
 
Why should anyone living in the twenty-first century want to read a book about 
ancient philosophy? The answer is that ancient philosophy was about everyday 
life and in many ways everyday life has changed very little since the days of the 
ancient philosophers. Despite all that has happened in the intervening centuries, 
the basic elements of the human condition remain substantially unaltered. Love 
and death, toil and strife continue to confront us. These matters and more 
occupied the minds of ancient philosophers. But they did not just think about 
these things, they also talked publicly about them and put their theories into 
practice. This brought with it certain risks. When Diogenes the Sophist 
(probably a Cynic) harangued Vespasian’s son Titus and his mistress in a 
crowded Roman theatre in AD 75, he was flogged. When Heras (definitely a 
Cynic) did the same thing some time later, he was beheaded. No wonder 
Vespasian was one of several Roman emperors who tired of philosophers and 
banished them Rome. Three hundred years later, simply being a philosopher 
was virtually proof of treason as far as the Emperor Valens was concerned. 

But that was then and this is now. Although even today philosophy is not 
entirely a risk-free activity (as recently as 1977, the Czech philosopher Jan 
Pato�þka died of a heart attack during interrogation), modern philosophers are far 
more likely to be ignored than banished. The world has moved on in all kinds of 
ways since the time of Vespasian and philosophy has moved on with it. That 
might suggest that the best book to read about philosophy and everyday life 
would be one that deals with modern philosophy. Paradoxical as it may seem, 
the answer may be “no”. It may be an exaggeration to say that the life 
expectancy of philosophers has gone up as the scope and relevance of 
philosophy has gone down, but there is an element of truth at the heart of it. 
Where ancient philosophers took the whole of life as their challenge, modern 
philosophers have narrowed their focus. 

Life constantly requires us to make choices. Should I get out of bed now or 
later? Which clothes should I put on? What should I have for breakfast? And so 
it goes on throughout the whole day, each and every day. Many of these choices 








































