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The School of the Porch (Stoà)
, wherefrom comes the current denomination of the Stoicism, rose in times when Greece was already under the hegemony of the Macedonian kingdom, Alexander the Great had conquered a large part of the former empires of Persia and Egypt and expanded the Greek culture all around the eastern Mediterrānean Sea. The Stoics, as the Epicureans, propose a philosophy suitable to this new horizon of cultures and civilizations. The Epicureans creating a unifying, materialistic (supposed scientific) system of rational interpretations of the world, a  dogmatic theory of knowledge and a well tempered rule of life, where no factual role in man’s life was played any more by the local deities of the Greek Olympus
, even if they were thought living peaceful widely apart in their exclusive world, distant from human history. The Stoics, on their hand, maintained the same systematic pretension on theory of knowledge, on moral rules, however they put the religious question in a quite different way, as God became synonymous of the rational order of the world, of ethics, of politics and of the whole cosmos intended to be accepted by man without frontiers.

301 BC is the date in which tradition puts the very start of Zeno’s School, after having been disciples of various teachings then flourishing in Athens. Scholars stress numerous references the previous classics. His philosophy somehow simplifies and at the same time gives a more clear order to them in order to convey precise rules of thinking and living. His school actually aimed at firmly directing man’s behavior and view. His life became a proper model to the purpose.
Zeno was the generally recognized founder (334-262 BC), a contemporary of Epicurus. He was  followed by Cleanthes (330-232 BC), Chrysippus (280-204), considered the columns of early Stoicism. Then came a long list of scholiarchs (leaders of the School). Among them Posidonius (135-51 BC), who introduced the Stoic teachings in Rome, where the School was thriving until the end of the Roman Civilization, interacted with early Christianity and all its following development. The Roman phase, the last of the Stoicism, is represented by maybe the most famous personalities of its whole history: namely Seneca (4 BC – 65 AC), Epictetus (50-c.138 AC), Marcus Aurelius (121-180 AC). Remarkably, in the Roman period we find among the Stoics a chief counselor of the emperor Nero, a set free slave and a very emperor.
A theory of decision-making knowledge 

In Stoicism we find the same stress on the problem of knowledge as by the Epicureans, their contemporaries.  The same firm confidence put on the objectivity of senses, but with a different interpretation of it. The Stoics maintain the intellect and the sensations there is a strict correlation so that we can speak of an intellect capable of sensibility, of sensorial receptivity, and of senses adapted to understanding. The result of such a cognitive harmony is the certitude of what reality of what senses convey to understanding. This harmony was called ‘cataleptic’ (which means wholly suitable and all-comprehensive). The Stoics interpreted this harmonious relation between senses and intellect as if there was in the intellect a kind of ‘consenting will’: when the senses do impress their sensations on the intellect, the intellect gives a kind of assenting reaction. This assenting reactivity is preeminent in the process of knowledge, therefore it is called ‘hegemonic’. So the Stoics maintained a specific operation  for the intelligent soul, because his proper action consisted in ‘receiving and assenting’:

“If one takes away the assent from the cataleptic process of knowledge, there is no comprehension at all”

There is no twofold world like that supposed by Plato: the world of the perfect idea that we receive a priori (innate ideas) from a beyond-world and that of senses. The Stoic basic principle for knowledge is sensorial reliance and consequent sensorial certainty. No place for cognitive dualism and reference to any other true reality outside that conveyed by senses.
On the nature of the soul

The consenting will did not mean that soul ought to be conceived in terms of a monolithic pure spirit. 

Even though all is body, there is still a distinction among different aspects of this corporeity. They asserted: provided that the soul cannot live separated from the body because it is born with it and needs it in order to work,  nevertheless three dimensions had to be taken into account:

1) The corporeal body

2) The soul as life-giving principle

3) The ruling principle or warm breath

In man were present then three levels of corporality.  

The third dimension, which characterizes man, was thought to be strictly connected with God. It was usually associated with the famous term used by Socrates when he claimed to be inspired by a superior divine call, namely the ‘demon’, to stress the powerful dynamics it reveals. It is this dimension of the soul that consents man to attain the true and deepest understanding of reality, to attain the ultimate meaning of nature and its divine laws. It was called also ‘fire’, because like the fire’s work, it penetrates, dominates and shapes anew everything. So is also the work of the soul towards psyche and body. It is the ‘pneuma’ that makes one a wise man. 
‘The ruling principle’ in man operates in a way similar to that of God in nature. Therefore is sometimes called ‘mind’s god’, a kind of interior bridge between man’s soul and God:

“Live with the gods. And he does live with the gods who constantly shows to them, his own soul is satisfied with that which is assigned to him, and that it does all that the daemon wishes, which Zeus has given to every man for his guardian and guide, a portion of himself. And this is every man's understanding and reason.”

Consequently the Stoics argued that all supposed spiritual qualities and operations of mind were bodily: word, good, feelings,  vices, etc.. The spiritual world is at every level also corporeal. The Plato’s and Aristotle’s  dualism becomes monism:
“ … your question [is] whether the good is corporeal. Now the good is active: for it is beneficial; and what is active is corporeal.  The good stimulates the mind and, in a way, moulds and embraces that which is essential to the body.  The goods of the body are bodily; so therefore must be the goods of the soul.  For the soul, too, is corporeal.  Ergo, man's good must be corporeal, since man himself is corporeal.  I am sadly astray if the elements which support man and preserve or restore his health, are not bodily; therefore, his good is a body.  You will have no doubt, I am sure, that emotions are bodily things (if I may be allowed to wedge in another subject not under immediate discussion), like wrath, love, sternness; unless you doubt whether they change our features, knot our foreheads, relax the countenance, spread blushes, or drive away the blood?  What, then?  Do you think that such evident marks of the body are stamped upon us by anything else than body?  And if emotions are corporeal, so are the diseases of the spirit - such as greed, cruelty, and all the faults which harden in our souls, to such an extent that they get into an incurable state.  Therefore evil is also, and all  its branches - spite, hatred, pride; and so also are goods, first because they are opposite poles of the bad, and second because they will manifest to you the same symptoms.  Do you not see how a spirit of bravery makes the eye flash?  How prudence tends toward concentration?  How reverence produces moderation and tranquillity?  How joy produces calm?  How sternness begets stiffness?  How gentleness produces relaxation?  These qualities are therefore bodily; for they change the tones and the shapes of substances, exercising their own power in their own kingdoms. Now all the virtues which I have mentioned are goods, and so are their results.  Have you any doubt that whatever can touch is corporeal?  Nothing but body can touch or be touched, as Lucretius/a says.  Moreover, such changes as I have mentioned could not affect the body without touching it.  Therefore, they are bodily.  Furthermore, any object that has power to move, force, restrain, or control, is corporeal.  Come now! Does not fear hold us back?  Does not boldness drive us ahead?  Bravery spur us on, and give us momentum?  Restraint rein us in and call us back?  Joy raise our spirits?  Sadness cast us down?  In short, any act on our part is performed at the bidding of wickedness or virtue.  Only a body can control or forcefully affect another body.  The good of the body is corporeal; a man's good is related to his bodily good; therefore, it is bodily”

A natural Theology

The analysis of the Stoics’ vision of sensation (like that of the Epicureans) deserves particular attention just because from this point can easily be inferred some major consequences concerning their theology.

In fact, after having assumed the principle of corporeity of all things, they further distinguished two modal qualities of it: one passive, t. is the matter, which is without shapeless, and another active, causing the single beings to be identified, because this active principle is similar to the reason in man.

Always according the vision of cosmos with man’s microcosm they supposed that bodies could penetrate one into the other as it happens for human soul and body. Hence:
· This active principle was viewed as a fire that gives life to the universe and causes everything emerging to existence: it preserves, nourishes, enhances, supports and gives sense to all.
· Being the eternal cause of the whole imperishable universe it was necessarily eternal: namely God, the superior and active principle (egemonikòs) of the universe as a whole.

· In this connection God was called also ‘logos spermaticòs’, t. is ‘seminal reason’, in whom every being founds preserved its substance and can be realized both in contemplating the cosmos and in any single being, for he is all pervading and all embracing.

· The Stoics were used to see in such a fully integrated rationality of the universe the specific action of  God’s ‘Providence (Prònoia in Greek language).

· In popular language they used also to speak of Gods, ruling the world

· However their philosophical standpoint was better expressed in terms of pantheism

The Stoic vision of God, of course, had nothing to do with the anthropomorphic pantheon of the traditional deities, even if the Stoics used to comment some of them symbolically, as if they represented nothing but the different forms in which the Provident God was displaying his operations:
Zeus, the overall penetrating Egemonikòs, the guiding principle
Athena, image of the Provident Rule of the ether

Demetra, of the earth
Efestos, image of the life-giving fire

Poseidon, the Providence ruling the waters

A Stoic philosopher of the 1st century AC gave the following description of his vision of God polemizing with an Epicurean (Vellius) and an Academic (Cotta, post-platonic) opponent:
“I  am now to show that the world is governed by the providence of the Gods. This is an important point, which you Academics endeavor to confound; and, indeed, the whole contest is with you, Cotta; for your sect, Velleius, know very little of what is said on different subjects by other schools. You read and have a taste only for your own books, and condemn all others without examination. For instance, when you mentioned yesterday that prophetic old dame 'Pronoia,' Providence, invented by the Stoics, you were led into that error by imagining that Providence was made by them to be a particular Deity that governs the whole universe, whereas it is only spoken in a short manner … To express ourselves, therefore, more fully and clearly, we say: ‘The world is governed by the providence of the Gods.’  Be not, therefore, lavish of your railleries, of which your sect has little to spare: if I may advise you, do not attempt it. It does not become you, it is not your talent, nor is it in your power. This is not applied to you in particular who have the education and politeness of a Roman, but to all your sect in general, and especially to your leader — a man unpolished, illiterate, insulting, without wit, without reputation, without elegance.  
I assert, then, that the universe, with all its parts, was originally constituted, and has, without any cessation, been ever governed by the providence of the Gods. This argument we Stoics commonly divide into three parts; the first of which is, that the existence of the Gods being once known, it must follow that the world is governed by their wisdom; the second, that as everything is under the direction of an intelligent nature, which has produced that beautiful order in the world, it is evident that it is formed from animating principles; the third is deduced from those glorious works which we behold in the heavens and the earth.

First, then, we must either deny the existence of the Gods (as Democritus and Epicurus by their doctrine of images in some sort do), or, if we acknowledge that there are Gods, we must believe they are employed, and that, too, in something excellent. Now, nothing is so excellent as the administration of the universe. The universe, therefore, is governed by the wisdom of the Gods. Otherwise, we must imagine that there is some cause superior to the Deity, whether it be a nature inanimate, or a necessity agitated by a mighty force, that produces those beautiful works which we behold. The nature of the Gods would then be neither supreme nor excellent, if you subject it to that necessity or to that nature, by which you would make the heaven, the earth, and the seas to be governed. But there is nothing superior to the Deity; the world, therefore, must be governed by him: consequently, the Deity is under no obedience or subjection to nature, but does himself rule over all nature. In effect, if we allow the Gods have understanding, we allow also their providence, which regards the most important things; for, can they be ignorant of those important things, and how they are to be conducted and preserved, or do they want power to sustain and direct them? Ignorance is inconsistent with the nature of the Gods, and imbecility is repugnant to their majesty. From whence it follows, as we assert, that the world is governed by the providence of the Gods.”

Briefly, Cicero quotes this conclusion of Zeno on the topic:

“According to this manner of reasoning, every particular nature is artificial, as it operates agreeably to a certain method peculiar to itself; but that universal nature which embraces all things is said by Zeno to be not only artificial, but absolutely the artificer, ever thinking and providing all things useful and proper; and as every particular nature owes its rise and increase to its own proper seed, so universal nature has all her motions voluntary, has affections and desires (by the Greeks called 'hormas') [ορμάς] productive of actions agreeable to them, like us, who have sense and understanding to direct us. Such, then, is the intelligence of the universe; for which reason it may be properly termed prudence or providence (in Greek, 'pronoia') [πρόνοια], since her chiefest care and employment is to provide all things fit for its duration, that it may want nothing, and, above all, that it may be adorned with all perfection of beauty and ornament.”

Almost along the whole Book II of Cicero’s work the Stoic partner of the dialogue tries to prove the rational  necessity  of the divine providence as testified by the splendid order of the universe.  This should demonstrate not only that at the very beginning we must suppose a supreme intelligent cause, but also that this supreme cause made the universe with a final reasonable purpose. Consequently two are the only possible partners: God himself and man, who are the only subject having the required traits to realize and enjoy this purpose of the whole:
“If it should be asked for whose sake this mighty fabric was raised, shall we say for trees and other vegetables, which, though destitute of sense, are supported by nature? That would be absurd. Is it for beasts? Nothing can be less probable than that the Gods should have taken such pains for beings void of speech and understanding. For whom, then, will any one presume to say that the world was made? Undoubtedly for reasonable beings; these are the Gods and men, who are certainly the most perfect of all beings, as nothing is equal to reason. It is therefore credible that the universe, and all things in it, were made for the Gods and for men.”

A moral (theological) code of harmony 
Since the universe is a masterpiece of the Provident God who arranges everything in the best disposition, man’ s chief virtue ought to be that of consenting, of partaking consciously this harmonious project of the universe. Coherence with the nature will be the leading program of man’s behavior. Zeno wrote, in a no more extant book on ‘Man’s nature’, that the final end of life is to live according to nature and this is at the same time the true virtue to be first of all attained and happiness.
Seneca (see below) quotes a poem of Cleanthes, the second scholiarch of the Stoà, to voice this basic moral code in the language of a mystical call:
     
“Let us address Jupiter, the pilot of this world-mass, as did our great Cleanthes in those most eloquent lines:
Lead me, O Master of the lofty heavens, 
My Father, wherever you shall wish 
I shall not falter, but obey with speed. 
And though I would not, I shall go, and suffer 
In sin and sorrow what I might have done 
In noble virtue. Sure! the willing soul 
Fate leads, but the unwilling drags along”

Follows a commentary of Seneca to the poem that stresses even more what precisely intend the Stoics when speaking of virtue: as the Provident Reason rules the world outside of man and harmony rises from this guidance, so man ought to rule himself willingly, in full confidence, to consent to, to agree with such harmony. ‘Follow the fate’ is another synthetic expression of what ethic means for the Stoics.

What are then the evil passions that one feels. They are instinctual distorted habits emerging from a distorted vision of reality, of nature, that the wise man ought to dominate and to rectify. The matter of fact the man owns this capacity should just be considered as part of the Provident design of Nature.
Marcus Aurelius (se below) echoes Cleanthes and Seneca when he directs a solemn profession of faith, urging himself to  follow whole-heartedly the Divine Project of Nature:
“Everything harmonizes with me, 
which is harmonious to you, O Universe. 
Nothing for me is too early nor too late, 
which is in due time for You. 
Everything is fruit to me 
which Your seasons bring, O Nature: 
from You are all things, 
in You are all things, 
to You all things return. 
The poet says: 
‘Dear city of Cecrops’
; and will not you say: ‘Dear city of Zeus?
’ “.

Referring to the already discussed theory of knowledge and inferring by analogy with the role assigned there to the will, the Stoics when they try to answer the question why do evil exist and wherefrom do the human passions come, they maintain repeat firmly that thy are evil only by opinion and stress the ultimate responsibility towards them of man’s will. They are not due to an objective external reality, not even to a supposed guilty nature and deities. They rather as a voluntary rebellion of man’s will, which doe not control itself in evaluating reality according  what they call ‘the right reason, a reason namely abler to see that evil is not properly evil. 
The task of the wise man is then that of full governance of the interpretation of passions to the point that he may attain the apathìa [απάθεια] and the ataraxìa [αταραξία]: both highlighting a soul’s condition of active indifference. This is actually the hard core of the whole Stoic system.

What did they mean by that? They meant various soul’s attitude:

· The responsible decision to adhere to nature, in which all things are generated and received
· The basic unshakable believe that such nature - as a whole - is good

· The ethical firm attitude not to be shaken by the apparent adversities and hardships nature presents

· The belief that all contradictions are nothing but transitory and solved in nature’s wholeness

· The certitude that what seems evil in man and history helps definitely to accomplish a nature’s goal
· The claim that in nature nothing is casual or without sense.

When the sage is guided by these principles, the Stoics thought he was able to stand every situation showing active indifference as he could say to himself: what happens is not so relevant, I shall not be shaken if only I succeed to convince myself that what happens affects definitely.
The same Marcus Aurelius expressed such a standpoint through the wonderful image of the olive at season’s end portrayed in mild submission after having accomplished its natural cycle. He uses this metaphor at the very end of a full set of human events and famous personages that seem to be, at a first sight, prominent, while on the contrary they should not be considered that like for a wise man:

“Consider, for example, the times of Vespasian
. You wilt see all these things, people marrying, bringing up children, sick, dying, warring, feasting, trafficking, cultivating the ground, flattering, obstinately arrogant, suspecting, plotting, wishing for some to die, grumbling about the present, loving, heaping up treasure, desiring counsulship, kingly power. Well then, that life of these people no longer exists at all. Again, remove to the times of Trajan
. Again, all is the same. Their life too is gone. In like manner view also the other epochs of time and of whole nations, and see how many after great efforts soon fell and were resolved into the elements. But chiefly you should think of those whom you have yourself known distracting themselves about idle things, neglecting to do what was in accordance with their proper constitution, and to hold firmly to this and to be content with it. And herein it is necessary to remember that the attention given to everything has its proper value and proportion. For thus you will not be dissatisfied, if you apply yourself to smaller matters no further than is fit …

And, to conclude the matter, what is even an eternal remembrance? A mere nothing. What then is that about which we ought to employ our serious pains? This one thing, thoughts just, and acts social, and words which never lie, and a disposition which gladly accepts all that happens, as necessary, as usual, as flowing from a principle and source of the same kind…
… everything that exists is in a manner the seed of that which will be. But you art thinking only of seeds which are cast into the earth or into a womb: but this is a very vulgar notion….

Think continually how many physicians are dead after often contracting their eyebrows over the sick; and how many astrologers after predicting with great pretensions the deaths of others; and how many philosophers after endless discourses on death or immortality; how many heroes after killing thousands; and how many tyrants who have used their power over men's lives with terrible insolence as if they were immortal; and how many cities are entirely dead, so to speak, Helice and Pompeii and Herculaneum
, and others innumerable. Add to the reckoning all whom you have known, one after another. One man after burying another has been laid out dead, and another buries him: and all this in a short time. To conclude, always observe how ephemeral and worthless human things are, and what was yesterday a little mucus to-morrow will be a mummy or ashes. Pass then through this little space of time conformably to nature, and end thy journey in content, just as an olive falls off when it is ripe, blessing nature who produced it, and thanking the tree on which it grew.”

Such a condition could reportedly bring harmony with oneself and with whatsoever external event. The Stoic wise man should be marked by extreme calm and composure, no more yearning for nor afraid of  anything. This particular character would have accompanied the portrait of the Stoics from then on, down to the present when still is current the term ‘stoic’ to mark an attitude of steadfastness and imperturbability.
For a wise man who wants to suit his life to virtue some things have to be rejected, other remain neutral and other preferable. Preferable of course all conditions that support the  attainment of virtue and the accommodation to nature. The Stoics listed a large set of them, according to the degree one has reached:
The death of the sage

As a consequence of this vision of fate and of virtue as willing accordance with fate, the Stoics pleaded the cause of the voluntary suicide when life was no more sustainable with the dignity virtue required for a wise man. Famous is an epistle of Seneca in which the usual Stoic distinction among preferable, neutral, indifferent and wholly unacceptable behaviors is expounded in full and clear extent. It represents the most systematic and coherent development of the issue in the extant classic literature:
“ (On the proper time to slip the cable)      After a long space of time I have seen your beloved Pompeii./a I was thus brought again face to face with the days of my youth.  And it seemed to me that I could still do, nay, had only done a short time ago, all the things which I did there when a young man. We have sailed past life, Lucilius, as if we were on a voyage, and just as when at sea, to quote from our poet Vergil, 

Lands and towns are left astern,

even so, on this journey where time flies with the greatest speed, we put below the horizon first our boyhood and then our youth, and then the space which lies between young manhood and middle age and borders on both, and next, the best years of old age itself.  Last of all, we begin to sight the general limit of the race of man.  Fools that we are, we believe this limit to be a dangerous reef; but it is the harbor, where we must some day put in, which we may never refuse to enter; and if a man has reached this harbor in his early years, he has no more right to complain than a sailor who has made a quick voyage.  For some sailors, as you know, are tricked and held back by sluggish winds, and grow weary and sick of the slow-moving calm; while others are carried quickly home by steady gales. 
You may consider that the same thing happens to us: life has carried some men with the greatest rapidity to the harbor, the harbor they were bound to reach even if they tarried on the way, while others it has fretted and harassed.  To such a life, as you  are aware, one should not always cling.  For mere living is not a good, but living well.  Accordingly, the wise man will live as long as he ought, not as long as be can. He will mark in what place, with whom, and how he is to conduct his existence, and what he is about to do.  He always reflects concerning the quality, and not the quantity, of his life.  As soon as there are many events in his life that give him trouble and disturb his peace of mind, he sets himself free.  And this privilege is his, not only when the crisis is upon him, but as soon as Fortune seems to be playing him false; then he looks about carefully and sees whether he ought, or ought not, to end his life on that account.  He holds that it makes no difference to him whether his taking-off be natural or self-inflicted, whether it comes later or earlier.  He does not regard it with fear, as if it were a great loss; for no man can lose very much when but a driblet remains. It is not a question of dying earlier or later, but of dying well or ill. And dying well means escape from the danger of living ill. 
That is why I regard the words of the well-known Rhodian
  as most unmanly.  This person was thrown into a cage by his tyrant, and fed there like some wild animal.  And when a certain man advised him to end his life by fasting, he replied:  "A man may hope for anything while he has life." This may be true; but life is not to be purchased at any price.  No matter how great or how well-assured certain rewards may be I shall not strive to attain them at the price of a shameful confession of weakness.  Shall I reflect fortune has all power over one who lives, rather than reflect that she has no power over one who knows how to die?  
There are times, nevertheless, when a man, even though certain death impends and he knows that torture is in store for him, will refrain from lending a hand to his own punishment, to himself, however, he would lend a hand. It is folly to die through fear of dying.  The executioner is upon you; wait for him.  Why anticipate him?  Why assume the management of a cruel task that belongs to another? do you grudge your executioner his privilege, or do you merely relieve him of his task?  Socrates might have ended his life by fasting; he might have died by starvation rather than by poison. But instead of this be spent thirty days in prison awaiting death, not with the idea "everything may happen," or "so long an interval has room for many a hope" but in order that he might show himself submissive to the laws and make the last moments of Socrates an edification to his friends.  What would have been more foolish than to scorn death, and yet fear poison?
Scribonia, a woman of the stern old type, was an aunt of Drusus Libonius
. This young man was as stupid as he was well born, with higher ambitions than anyone could have been expected to entertain in that epoch, or a man like himself in any epoch at all. When Libonius had been carried away ill from the senate-house in his litter, though certainly with a very scanty train of followers, - for all his kinsfolk pitilessly deserted him, when be was no longer a criminal but a corpse, - he began to consider whether he should commit suicide, or await death. Scribonia said to him:  "What pleasure do you find in doing another man's work?" But he did not follow her advice; he laid violent hands upon himself.  And he was right, after all; for when a man is doomed to die in two or three days at his enemy's pleasure, he is really "doing another man's work" if he continues to live. 
No general statement can be made, therefore, with regard to the question whether, when a power beyond our control threatens us with death, we should anticipate death, or await it.  For there are many arguments to pull us in either direction.  If one death is accompanied by torture, and the other is simple and easy, why not snatch the latter?  Just as I shall select my ship when I am about to go on a voyage or my house when I propose to take a residence, so I shall choose my death when I am about to depart from life.  Moreover, just as a long-drawn out life does not necessarily mean a better one, so a long-drawn-out death necessarily means a worse one.  
There is no occasion when the soul should be follow the inspiration of our mind more than at the moment of death.  Let the soul depart as it feels itself impelled to go, whether it seeks the sword, or the halter, or some drought that attacks the veins, let it proceed and burst the bonds of its slavery. Every man ought to make his life acceptable to others besides himself, but his death to himself alone.  The best form of death is the one we like. Men are foolish who reflect thus:  "One person will say that my conduct was not brave enough; another, that I was too headstrong; a third, that a particular kind of death would have betokened more spirit." What you should really reflect is:  "I have under consideration a purpose with which the talk of men has no concern!" Your sole aim should be to escape from Fortune as speedily as possible; otherwise, there will be no lack of persons who will think ill of what you have done.
You can find men who have gone so far as to profess wisdom and yet maintain that one should not offer violence to one's own life, and hold it accursed for a man to be the means of his own destruction; we should wait, say they, for the end decreed by nature. But one who says this does not see that he is shutting off the path to freedom.  The best thing which eternal law ever ordained was that it allowed to us one entrance into life, but many exits.  Must I await the cruelty either of disease or of man, when I can depart through the midst of torture, and shake off my troubles?  This is the one reason why we cannot complain of life; it keeps no one against his will.  Humanity is well situated, because no man is unhappy except by his own fault.  Live, if you so desire; if not, you may return to the place whence you came.  You have often been cupped in order to relieve headaches. You have had veins cut for the purpose of reducing your weight.  If you would pierce your heart, a gaping wound is not necessary - a lancet will open the way to that great freedom, and peace can be purchased at the cost of a pin-prick.
What, then, is it which makes us lazy and sluggish?  None of us reflects that some day he must depart from this house of life; just so old tenants are kept from moving by fondness for a particular place and by custom, even in spite of ill-treatment.  Would you be free from the restraint of your body?  Live in it as if you were about to leave it.  Keep thinking of the fact that some day you will be deprived of this tenure; then you will be more brave against the necessity of departing.  But how will a man take thought of his own end, if he craves all things without end?  And yet there is nothing so essential for us to consider.  For our training in other things is perhaps superfluous.  Our souls have been made ready to meet poverty; but our riches have held out.  We have armed ourselves to scorn pain; but we have had the good fortune to possess sound and healthy bodies, and so have never been forced to put this virtue to the test.  We have taught ourselves to endure bravely the loss of those we love; but fortune has preserved to us all whom we loved.  It is in this one matter only that the day will come which will require us to test our training.
You need not think that none but great men have had the strength to burst the bonds of human servitude; you need not believe that this cannot be done except by a Cato
, - Cato, who with his hand dragged forth the spirit which he bad not succeeded in freeing by the sword.  Nay, men of the meanest lot in life have by a mighty impulse escaped to safety, and when they were not allowed to die at their own convenience, or to suit themselves in their choice of the instruments of death, they have snatched up whatever was lying ready to hand, and by sheer strength have turned objects which were by nature harmless into weapons of their own.  For example, there was lately in a training-school for wild-beast gladiators a German, who was making ready for the morning exhibition; he withdrew in order to relieve himself, the only thing which he was allowed to do in secret and without the presence of a guard.  While so engaged, he seized the stick of wood, tipped with a sponge, which was devoted to the vilest uses, and stuffed it, just as it was, down his throat; thus he blocked up his windpipe, and choked  the breath from his body.  That was truly to insult death!  Yes, indeed; it was not a very elegant or becoming way to die; but what is more foolish than to be over-nice about dying?  What a brave fellow!  He surely deserved to be allowed to choose his fate!  How bravely he would have wielded a sword! With what courage he would have hurled himself into the depths of the sea, or down a precipice!  Cut off from resources on every hand, he yet found a way to furnish himself with death, and with a weapon for death.  Hence you can understand that nothing but the will need postpone death.  Let each man judge the deed of this most zealous fellow as he likes, provided we agree on this point, - that the foulest death is preferable to the fairest slavery.  
Inasmuch as I began with an illustration taken from humble life I shall keep on with that sort.  For men will make greater demands upon themselves, if they see that death can be despised even by the most despised class of men.  The Catos, the Scipios
, and the others whose names we are wont to hear with admiration, we regard as beyond the sphere of imitation; but I shall now prove to you that the virtue of which I speak is found as frequently in the gladiators' training-school as among the leaders in a civil war.  Lately a gladiator, who had been sent forth to the morning exhibition, was being conveyed in a cart along with the other prisoners; nodding as if he were heavy with sleep, he let his head fall over so far that it was caught in the spokes; then he kept his body in position long enough to break his neck by the revolution of the wheel.  So he made his escape by means of the very wagon which was carrying him to his punishment.
When a man desires to burst forth and take his  departure, nothing stands in his way.  It is an open space in which Nature guards us.  When our difficult condition is such as to permit it, we may look about us for an easy exit.  If you have many opportunities ready to hand, by means of which you may liberate yourself, you may make a selection and think over the best way of gaining freedom; but if a chance is hard to find, instead of the best, snatch the next best, even though it be something unheard of, something new.  If you do not lack the courage, you will not lack the cleverness, to die.  See how even the lowest class of slave, when suffering goads him on, is aroused and discovers a way to deceive even the most watchful guards!  He is truly great who not only has given himself the order to die, but has also found the means.
I have promised you, however, some more illustrations drawn from the same games.  During the second event in a sham sea-fight one of the barbarians sank deep into his own throat a spear which had been given him for use against his foe.  "Why, oh why," he said, "have I not long ago escaped from all this torture and all this mockery?  Why should I be armed and yet wait for death to come?" This exhibition was all the more striking because of the lesson men learn from it that dying is more honorable than killing.
 

What then?  If such a spirit is possessed by abandoned and dangerous men, shall it not be possessed also by those who have trained themselves to meet such contingencies by long meditation, and by reason, the mistress of all things?  It is reason which teaches us that fate has various ways of approach, but the same end, and that it makes no difference at what point the inevitable event begins.  Reason, too, advises us to die, if we may, according to our taste; if this cannot be, she advises us to die according to our ability, and to seize upon whatever means shall offer itself for doing violence to ourselves. It is criminal to "live by robbery"; but, on the other hand, it is most noble to "die by robbery." 
Farewell.”

Towards a Roman Stoicism
Stoicism was particularly thriving in Rome starting from the second half of the 2nd century BC due to the presence in Rome of Panaetius of Rhodes, the scholiarch of the School in that time. He succeeded in introducing Stoicism inside some of the most important circles of the Roman aristocratic families, first of all the Scipios. No work of his extant. He way of teaching was marked by a general softening of the most stern statements of his tradition. He allowed that some pleasures might be considered in accordance with nature and the precepts of wisdom itself had to be conveyed in a more suitable way so that they could be approached by a larger audience.
Also Posidonius (143-51 BC), who lead the Stoic school after Paneaetius,  softened the harsh traditional Stoic dogma of the passions being always due to man’s fault. He rather approache the Plato’s view that they were in full part of human nature. 
The most famous Stoic philosopher in Rome was Lucius Annaeus Seneca, already mentioned above, whose production is very wide ranging and almost entirely extant due to the great value of their contents and the permanent renown his thought enjoyed all along the history of the western culture. 
His very beginning was characterize by a choice marked by extreme severity. He was actually part of a School of vegetarians philosophers, who claimed the right of the wise man to feel free in front of any political power. A position close to some tenets of the Stoicism that maintained to address man beyond political, ethical and social frontiers. After overcome a long sequence of difficulties inside the upper class of the Roman empire he was more and more involved in its leading politics, not only because he owned immense private reaches but also by means of his extraordinary skill in writing an speaking that created around him a large general support so that he got access to the most influent circles of the imperial court. During the first period of Nero’s life when he was a very young emperor, Seneca was even entrusted to be his moral an cultural trainer. In such a position he inspired remarkable political decisions. This was actually recognized as the golden period of Nero’s power in which politics and wisdom seemed to have accomplished the ideal of the philosophers leading politics. 
When Nero grew up, he decided to remove his counselor and after having accused him of conjuration forced him to suicide.  Tacitus, the great Roman historian, gives a vivid report of the last moments of Seneca’s life. They correspond to what he proclaimed in his letter on the suicide:
“… in the presence of Poppaea and Tigellinus, the emperor's most confidential advisers in his moments of rage, he [Nero] asked whether Seneca was meditating suicide. Upon this the tribune asserted that he saw no signs of fear, and perceived no sadness in his words or in his looks. He was accordingly ordered to go back and to announce sentence of death…Seneca, quite unmoved, asked for tablets on which to inscribe his will, and, on the centurion's refusal, turned to his friends, protesting that as he was forbidden to requite them, he left them the only, but still the noblest possession yet remaining to him, the pattern of his life, which, if they remembered, they would win a name for moral worth and steadfast friendship. At the same time he called them back from their tears to manly resolution, now with friendly talk, and now with the sterner language of rebuke. "Where," he asked again and again, "are your maxims of philosophy, or the preparation of so many years' study against evils to come? Who knew not Nero's cruelty? After a mother's and a brother's murder, nothing remains but to add the destruction of a guardian and a tutor." Having spoken these and like words, meant, so to say, for all, he embraced his wife; then softening awhile from the stern resolution of the hour, he begged and implored her to spare herself the burden of perpetual sorrow, and, in the contemplation of a life virtuously spent, to endure a husband's loss with honorable consolations. She declared, in answer, that she too had decided to die, and claimed for herself the blow of the executioner. There upon Seneca … replied: "I have shown you ways of smoothing life; you prefer the glory of dying. I will not grudge you such a noble example. Let the fortitude of so courageous an end be alike in both of us, but let there be more in your decease to win fame." 

Then by one and the same stroke they sundered with a dagger the arteries of their arms. Seneca, as his aged frame, attenuated by frugal diet, allowed the blood to escape but slowly, severed also the veins of his legs and knees. Worn out by cruel anguish, afraid too that his sufferings might break his wife's spirit, and that, as he looked on her tortures, he might himself sink into irresolution, he persuaded her to retire into another chamber…”  
A new approach to the divine 
Not to go into more details of his large written heritage, rich in philosophical insight and critical debate about the main open questions both of the Stoic teachings and of all contemporary Schools of Thought, it remains to see how he considered at least one point of his religious vision, namely God. 
He changes no basic tenets of the School. However the way he speaks of God conveys at least the impression of more intense experience, that likens it to a kind of personal intercourse. This explains why in early Christianity some authors imagined that Seneca and Paul had were somehow in touch and even a collection of letter was ascribed to them. They supposed that Seneca’s high moral precepts and the words he used to address God represented almost a premonition and a preparation of what Christianity just in that time was starting to announce in Rome itself, namely a vision of God that approaches and takes care of everyone. Most probably, Seneca was re-opened the influence of Plato, but giving to his already mystical view a touch of a more personal experience. To a certain extent the ideal world of Plato becomes a leading reference for a new spirituality. This trend is confirmed by the interest Posidonius took to Plato, commenting the dialogue Timaeus, the highest point of reference for Plato’s religious reflections.
Here are some passages of the Epistles to Lucilius, his masterpiece, which might suggest many arguments in favor of the Platonic influence on Seneca:

“You are doing an excellent thing, one which will be wholesome for you, if, as you write me, you are persisting in your effort to attain sound understanding; it is foolish to pray for this when you can acquire it from yourself.  We do not need to uplift our hands towards heaven, or to beg the keeper of a temple to let us approach his idol's ear, as if in this way our prayers were more likely to be heard.  God is near you, he is with you, he is within you.  This is what I mean, Lucilius: a holy spirit indwells within us, one who marks our good and bad deeds, and is our guardian.  As we treat this spirit, so are we treated by it. Indeed, no man can be good without the help of God.  Can one rise superior to unless God helps him to rise?  He it is that gives noble and upright counsel.  In each good man a god does dwell, but what god know we not
.

If ever you have come upon a grove that is full of ancient trees which have grown to an unusual height, shutting out a view of the sky by a veil of interlaced and intertwining branches, then the loftiness of the forest, the seclusion of the spot, and your marvel at the thick unbroken shade in the midst of the open spaces, will prove to you the presence of deity.  Or if a cave, made by the deep crumbling of the rocks, holds up a mountain on its arch, a place not built with hands but hollowed out into such spaciousness by natural causes, your soul will be deeply moved by a certain intimation of the existence of God.  We worship the sources of mighty rivers; we erect altars at places where great streams burst suddenly from hidden sources; we adore springs of hot water as divine, and consecrate certain pools because of their dark waters or their immeasurable depth.  

If you see a man who is not terrified in the midst of dangers, untouched by desires, happy in adversity, peaceful amid the storm, who looks down upon men from a higher plane, and views the gods on a footing of equality, will not a feeling of reverence for him steal over you, will you not say: "This quality is too great and too lofty to be regarded as resembling this petty body in which it dwells? A divine power has descended upon that man." When a soul rises superior to other souls, when it is under control, when it passes through every experience as if it were of small account, when it smiles at our fears and at our prayers, it is stirred by a force from heaven.  A thing like this cannot stand upright unless it be propped by the divine.  
Therefore, a greater part of it abides in that place from whence it came down to earth. Just as the rays of the sun do indeed touch the earth, but still abide at the source from which they are sent; even so the great and hallowed soul, which has come down in order that we may have a nearer knowledge of divinity, does indeed associate with us, but still cleaves to its origin; on that source it depends, there it gazes at and strives to go, and it concerns itself with our doings only as a being superior to ourselves. 
What, then, is such a soul?  One which is resplendent with no external good, but only with its own.  For what is more foolish than to praise in a man the qualities which come from without?  And what is more insane than to marvel at characteristics which may at the next instant be passed on to someone else?  A golden bit does not make a better horse… No man ought to glory except in that which is his own ... Praise the quality in him which cannot be given or snatched away, that which is the peculiar property of the man.  
Do you ask what this is?  It is soul, and reason brought to perfection in the soul. For man is a reasoning animal.  Therefore, man's highest good is attained, if he has fulfilled the good for which nature designed him at birth.  And what is it which this reason demands of him?  The least difficult thing in the world: to live in accordance with his nature. But this is turned into a hard task by the general madness of mankind; we push one another into vice.  And how can a man be recalled to salvation, when be has none to restrain him, and all mankind to urge him on?  Farewell.”

Seneca tries to venture which shape will assume the encounter of the sage’s soul with the divine world in the life after death. He calls that moment ‘the birthday of eternity’ and thereby the circumstances of suffering that maybe could come first, preceding the liberation from the earthly life and the attainment : 

“As the mother's womb holds us for ten months, making us ready, not for the womb itself, but for the existence into which we seem to be sent forth when at last we are fitted to draw breath and live in the open; just so, throughout the years extending between infancy and old age, we are making ourselves ready for another birth.  A different beginning, a different condition, await us… That day, which you fear as being the end of all things, is the birthday of your eternity… When you left the warm and cherishing protection of your mother's womb, a freer air breathed into your face; then you winced at the touch of a rough hand, and you looked in amaze at unfamiliar objects, still delicate and ignorant of all things…  

Some day the secrets of nature shall be disclosed to you, the haze will be shaken from your eyes, and the bright light will stream in upon you from all sides. 

Picture to yourself how great is the glow when all the stars mingle their fires; no shadows will disturb the clear sky.  The whole expanse of heaven will shine evenly; for day and night are interchanged only in the lowest atmosphere.  Then you will say that you have lived in darkness, after you have seen, in your perfect state, the perfect light - that light which now you behold darkly with vision that is cramped to the last degree”

  
All equal citizens in the world, also the slaves
For sure a further issue that could support how close Seneca was very close with one central tenet of Christianity concerns the way he considers human brotherhood. Arguments on this topic were already current in the Stoic tradition. They are summed up in the conviction that the sky, the air, birth and death are definitely common to every man. As a consequence, there should be no significant reason to maintain basic differences on ground of other superficial differences.

However in Seneca such a traditional principle receives a more advanced interpretation in the precise sense that it involves the most sensitive class of men of the past, namely the slaves. The words and the arguments Seneca puts forward are particularly acute and stringent. This supposes that the opposition stood firmly against. Seneca’s standpoint however was not that of a social revolutionary. He upheld rather a change of mentality, He pointed out what he considered most important, namely an ethical reform of conscience. It is possible from the text to infer the heads of such a burning debate, all the more so because Seneca occupied a prominent rang in that time. Seneca himself introduces the objections of the opponents as they were directly speaking. Besides his epistle gives an awful portrait of how the slaves were treated and sometimes cruelly abused. In the very last words of this text we find maybe an autobiographic document of how Seneca definitely evaluated Nero’s despotic attitude, just few months before his death. This text deserves to be quoted in full extent, so precious and rare is for what says and testifies:
“I am glad to learn, through those who come from you, that you live on friendly terms with your    This befits a sensible and well-educated man like yourself. "They are slaves," people declare." Nay, rather they are men. "Slaves!" No, comrades. " Slaves!" No, they are unpretentious friends. "Slaves!" No, they are our fellow-slaves, if one reflects that, Fortune has equal rights over slaves and free men alike.
That is why I smile at those who think it degrading for a man to dine with his slave.  But why should they think it degrading?  It is only because purse-proud etiquette surrounds a householder at his dinner with a mob of standing slaves.  The master eats more than he can hold, and with monstrous greed loads his belly until it is stretched and at length ceases to do the work of a belly; so that he is at greater pains to discharge all the food than he was to stuff it down.  All this time the poor slaves may not move their lips, even to speak.  The slightest murmur is repressed by the rod; even a chance sound, - a cough, a sneeze, or a hiccup, - is visited with the lash.  There is a grievous penalty for the slightest breach of silence.  All night long they must stand about, hungry and dumb.
The result of it all is that these slaves, who may not talk in their master's presence, talk about their master.  But the slaves of former days, who were permitted to converse not only in their master's presence, but actually with him, whose mouths were not stitched up tight, were ready to bare their necks for their master, to bring upon their own heads any danger that threatened him; they spoke at the feast, but kept silence during torture.  Finally, the saying, in allusion to this same highhanded treatment, becomes current: "As many enemies as you have slaves." They are not enemies when we acquire them; we make them enemies. 
I shall pass over other cruel and inhuman conduct towards them; for we maltreat them, not as if they 
were men, but as if they were beasts of burden.  When we recline at a banquet, one slave mops up the disgorged food, another crouches beneath the table and gathers up the left-overs of the tipsy guests.  Another carves the priceless game birds; with unerring strokes and skilled hand he cuts choice morsels along the breast or the rump.  Hapless fellow, to live only for the purpose of cutting fat capons correctly - unless, indeed, the other man is still more unhappy than he, who teaches this art for pleasure's sake, rather than he who learns it because he must.  Another, who serves the wine, must dress like a woman and wrestles with his advancing years; he cannot get away from his boyhood; he is dragged back to it; and though be has already acquired a soldier's figure, he is kept beardless by having his hair smoothed away or plucked out by the roots, and he must remain awake throughout the night, dividing his time between his master's drunkenness and his lust; in the chamber be must be a man, at the feast a boy. Another, whose duty it is to put a valuation on the guests, must stick to his task, poor fellow, and watch to see whose flattery and whose immodesty, whether of appetite or of language, is to get them an invitation for to- morrow. Think also of the poor purveyors of food, who note their masters' tastes with delicate skill, who know what special flavors will sharpen their appetite, what will please their eyes, what new combinations will rouse their cloyed stomachs, what food will excite their loathing through sheer satiety, and what will stir them to hunger on that particular day.  
With slaves like these the master cannot bear to dine; he would think it beneath his dignity to associate with his slave at the same table!  Heaven forfend!But how many masters is he creating in these very men!  I have seen standing in the line, before the door of Callistus, the former master of Callistus; I have seen the master himself shut out while others were welcomed, the master who once fastened the "For Sale" ticket on Callistus and put him in the market along with the good-for-nothing slaves.  But he has been paid off by that slave who was shuffled into the first lot of those on whom the crier practises his lungs; the slave, too, in his turn has cut his name from the list and in his turn has adjudged him unfit to enter his house.  The master sold Callistus, but how much has Callistus made his master pay for!  
Kindly remember that he whom you call your slave sprang from the same stock, is smiled upon by the same skies, and on equal terms with yourself breathes, lives, and dies.  It is just as possible for you to see in him a free-born man as for him to see in you a slave.  As a result of the massacres in Marius's day
, many a man of distinguished birth, who was taking the first steps toward senatorial rank by service in the army, was humbled by fortune, one becoming a shepherd, another a caretaker of a country cottage.  Despise, then, if you dare, those to whose estate you may at any time descend, even when you are despising them.
I do not wish to involve myself in too large a question, and to discuss the treatment of slaves, towards whom we Romans are excessively haughty, cruel, and insulting.  But this is the kernel of my advice:  Treat your inferiors as you would be treated by your betters. And as often as you reflect how much power you have over a slave, remember that your master has just as much power over you. "But I have no master," you say.  You are still  young; perhaps you will have one.  Do you not know at what age Hecuba entered captivity, or Croesus, or the mother of Darius, or Plato, or Diogenes?
Associate with your slave on kindly, even on affable, terms; let him talk with you, plan with you, live with you. I know that at this point all the exquisites will cry out against me in a body; they will say: "There is nothing more debasing, more disgraceful, than this." But these are the very persons whom I sometimes surprise kissing the hands of other men's slaves.  Do you not see even this, how our ancestors removed from masters everything invidious, and from slaves everything insulting? They called the master "father of the household," and the slaves "members of the  " a custom which still holds in the mime
.  They established a holiday on which masters and slaves should eat together, - not as the only day for this custom, but as obligatory on that day in any case.  They allowed the slaves to attain honors in the household and to pronounce judgment/b; they held that a household was a miniature commonwealth
"Do you mean to say," comes the retort, "that I must seat all my slaves at my own table?" No, not any more than that you should invite all free men to it.  You are mistaken if you think that I would bar from my table certain slaves whose duties are more humble, as, for example, yonder muleteer or yonder herdsman; I propose to value them according to their character, and not according to their duties.  Each man acquires his character for himself, but accident assigns his duties. Invite some to your table because they deserve the honor and others in order to acquire it. If any slavish quality in them as the result of their low associations, it will be shaken off by intercourse with men of gentler breeding.  You need not, my dear Lucilius, hunt for friends only in the forum or in the Senate-house; if you are careful and attentive, you will find them at home also.  Good material often stands idle for want of an artist; make the experiment, and you will find it so.  As he is a fool who, when purchasing a horse, does not consider the animal's points, but merely his saddle and bridle; so he is doubly a fool who values a man from his clothes or from his, which indeed is only a robe that clothes us.
"He is a slave." His soul, however, may be that of a freeman. "He is a slave." But shall that stand in his way?  Show me a man who is not a slave; one is a slave to lust, another to greed, another to ambition, and all men are slaves to fear.  I will name you an ex-consul who is slave to an old hag, a millionaire who is slave to a serving-maid; I will show you youths of the noblest birth in serfdom to pantomime players! No servitude is more disgraceful than that which is self-imposed.You should therefore not be deterred by these finical persons from showing yourself to your slaves as an affable person and not proudly superior to them; they ought to respect you rather than fear you.  
Some may maintain that I am now offering the liberty-cap to slaves in general and toppling down lords from their high estate, because I bid slaves respect their masters instead of fearing them.  They say: "This is what he plainly means: slaves are to be respected as if they were clients or early-morning callers!"
 Anyone who holds this opinion forgets that what is enough for a god cannot be too little for a master.  Respect means, and love and fear cannot be mingled. So I hold that you are entirely right in not wishing to be feared by your slaves, and in lashing them merely with the tongue; only dumb animals need the thong.  That which annoys us does not necessarily injure us; but we are driven into wild rage by our luxurious lives, so that whatever does not answer our whims arouses our anger.  We don the temper of kings For they, too, forgetful alike of their own strength and of other men's weakness, grow white-hot with rage, as if they had received an injury, when they are entirely protected from danger of such injury by their exalted station.  They are not unaware that this is true, but by finding fault they seize upon opportunities to do harm; they insist that they have received injuries, in order that they may inflict them.
I do not wish to delay you longer; for you need no exhortation.  This, among other things, is a mark of good character: it forms its own judgments and abides by them; but badness is fickle and frequently changing, not for the better, but for something different.  Farewell.
Epictetus, the teachings of a Stoic slave
Seneca reflected in a very humanitarian way on slaves as a  first rang Stoic philosopher, an upper class Roman representative. Epictetus was a slave himself, now a a freedman, according to the original Socrates’ choice, condition, did not write any teaching. The works that take his name are notes made by Arrian, a historian who collected his precepts. However distant their status might appear, both of them  maintain the basic of the Stoic School. Only Epictetus’ extant thoughts are not so wide-ranging like Seneca’s. Yet his personality exerted a similar great influence in the audience of the Roman empire. 
Both insisted that philosophy, to say with Seneca, ‘is not in words, but in deeds’. Accordingly Epictetus criticizes some contemporary philosophers who were very able to expound theories on issues they did not make transparent in their lives. Just what happens for incoherent commentators of Chrisippus, one of the chief Stoic scholiarchs:
“When someone thinks they can expound and interpret the books of Chrysippus, say to yourself, "If Chrysippus had not written obscurely, this one would have nothing upon which to interpret."
But what do I want? To understand nature and follow her. So I seek someone who is expounding; 
and having heard that Chrysippus does, I go to him. But I do not understand what has been written; so I seek the one expounding. And so far of these there is nothing holy yet. But when I find the one expounding,
it remains to use the instructions; this itself is alone the holy. But if I admire this expounding itself, what other accomplishment is it other than grammatical instead of philosophical?  Except that instead of Homer it is expounding Chrysippus. So rather, when someone says to me, "Read to me Chrysippus," I blush, when I cannot show similar actions harmonizing with the words.”


In this sense philosophy become properly a religion, because consents to conform life and reason, reason being the way to disclose the divine project conveyed by nature. 
The core of his teaching consists actually in being happy and fully satisfied with what nature any time provides, which means that one ought not only avoid unattainable desires, but also pay the most accurate attention to what is in fact at one’s disposal in order to seize the opportunity God provides. Epictetus explain this idea with the splendid the charming image of the banquet to which every man is asked to take part by nature:
“Remember that you ought to conduct yourself as at a banquet. 

When something is passed around to you, stretching out your hand partake of it politely. It passes on; do not hold it back. It has not arrived yet; do not project the desire forward, but wait around until it comes to you. Do so toward children, do so toward a wife, do so toward officers, do so toward wealth; and then you will be worthy of the gods' banquets. 

But if you do not take what is put before you, but look down on it, then not only will you share in the banquet of the gods but also in ruling with them. For by doing thus Diogenes and Heraclitus and similar ones were deservedly divine and called so.”

The mind’s attitude suggested by Epictetus does mean that one should consider everything to be simply at disposal, yet not at any rate. It is not owned, but only temporarily just provided for that precise moment. One should train his mind to the perspective of losing it. So in the view of the Stoic sage everything is an occasion of enjoying and renouncing. Epictetus thinks that the very condition to enjoy  is that of the non-attachment to the object one enjoys. He tries to convince his audience that in fact man is never properly deprived of whatsoever, even when are concerned the most beloved ones. The correct interpretation of what we call disgrace and death ought rather to be read as ‘return’ to the divine nature of something that was merely a loan:
“Never say about anything, "I lost it”, but "I gave it back”. 

"Did the child die? It was given back. Did the woman die? She was given back."The farm was taken away." So this also was given back.
"But the one taking it away was bad." What do you care by whom the giver took it back? So long as one gives it, as a stranger's take care of it, just as the ones passing by do of an inn.”

Such a radical profession of full indifference (the Stoic apathies) presupposes a fully agreeable, consenting will with nature’s events, supposed to be inside a superior, divine project. As such every and each event cannot be nothing less than reasonable and providentially good.  
On certain similarities between Stoicism and some post-Socratic currents
From this point of view the Stoics partook the radical positions of the Cynics and of some post-Socratic philosophers, who generally speaking stressed that virtue was grounded on a subjective decision of value, not depending from substantial references of the outside world.
Aristippus of Cyrene (c. 435 – c. 356 BC), for example, a disciple of Socrates was supposed to have given a u-turn to his master’s teaching as he followed reportedly a very hedonistic vision of virtue. He was supposed to maintain that adapting circumstances one’s gratification was the supreme attainable goal. Not abstinence, but control of pleasure and opportunities may render circumstances adaptable to a happy life. He was supposed to be a hedonist and a traitor of the original message of Socrates. It looks better like that he simply exalted the ‘subjective’ power of man’s will to determine what is good instead of stressing  a supposed power of the ‘objective’ good over it. In his view the pleasure exerts the prominent attractive power, not the good. More precisely, good itself ought to be connected with pleasure in order to be so attractive as it proves being.

The Cynic Philosophers, starting from Antisthenes (c. 445 – c. 365 BC),  a disciple of Socrates as well, took a quite opposite stand, as they put virtue as a supreme goal and rejected pleasure to the point that they said it was better to be mad than taking delight or pleasure. So they assumed sometimes a scandalous behavior  just to speak out their indifference for the audience and for the most traditional customs. They too claimed to ‘live according to nature’, to be indifferent towards false opinions and current conventions, like dogs. Accordingly they were named ‘Cynics’, from the Greek word for ‘dog’ (kyon, κύων). 

Famous was in this connection Diogenes of Sinope (c.412-323 BC) who choose to live of extremely poor  natural means, abiding inside a tub with a single bowl to drink and nothing else except a lamp he brought around in full daylight to look for, he said, an honest man. Numerous odd and puzzling stories were told on his account, all highlighting his attitude to  bewilder his contemporaries, included the famous Alexander the Great. He was asked by the him whether he wanted something. Diogenes reportedly answered he needed only that Alexander moved over a bit, to let free of him the rays of the sun.

Living according to reason, nature and God
Here we meet the dominant Stoic idea of the ‘perfect nature’ and of the ‘perfect virtue’ which consists in ‘living according to nature’
. A sentence that likens ‘living according to reason’.

The rigid Stoicism maintains that perception of the evil is only a false opinion built up improperly by our perception of the reality, as God and nature, cannot be charged to be the origin of evil. 
The necessary consequence of this vision is that only man must be responsible of evil. It depends on his decision, on his interior attitude to be free of the distorted vision of God and nature. In front of good and evil man is fully independent and self-sufficient. This condition attained by the wise man was called ‘autarchy’ (self-sufficiency).
 The deep meaning of this word involves the Stoic idea of ‘liberty’, namely the capacity of the wise man not to be shaken by whatsoever event for he is master of his will in interpreting them independently of their quality. Nothing outside can force this will, neither desire nor anxiety.

Men of this kind form a kind of universal community beyond any frontier. They are cosmopolitan, abiding a city where reigns sovereign the Supreme Reason, the divine Logos.
In order to attain this divine sphere, the wise man owns the only way of the indifference in front of what appears to be evil at a first perception. Only by being free from attachment to the external events one can attain and perceive the divine order of the world.
All this is expressed with sharpness in the shortest sentence of the Encheiridion:

“Just as a mark is not set up in order to be missed, so neither does the nature of evil occur in the universe”.


That means: nothing happens in nature without a precise end. Epictetus recalls the classic arguments to prove the extraordinary features the Providence assumes in order to ever attain what she intends. 
On this point the arguments are shaped in the mystic language of prayer:
“… what words are enough to praise them or bring them home to us? If we had sense we ought to do nothing else, in public and in private, than praise and bless God and pay Him due thanks. Ought we not, as we dig and plough and eat, to sing the hymn to God? 'Great is God that He gave us these instruments wherewith we shall till the earth. Great is God that He has given us hands, and power to swallow, and a belly, and the power to grow without knowing it, and to draw our breath in sleep.' At every moment we ought to sing these praises and above all the greatest and the highest divine praise, that God gave us the faculty to comprehend these gifts and to use the way of reason.

More than that: since most of you are walking in blindness, should there not be some one to discharge this duty and sing praises to God for all? What else can a lame old man as I am do but chant the praise of God? If, indeed, I were a nightingale I should sing as a nightingale, if a swan, as a swan: but as I am a rational creature I must praise God. This is my task, and I do it: and I will not abandon this duty, so long as it is given me; and I invite you all to join in this same song.”

In nature there is no evil, according the Stoics. Evil in it does not exist except in the evil perception of man.
What is then the true religion? Epictetus answers to the question in the 31st thought which can be considered the summary of all said before on nature, virtue and religious attitude towards divinity:
“Concerning piety toward the gods be aware that the most lordly is that, to have correct conceptions about them as existing and administering the things whole beautifully and justly, and to have appointed yourself into this, to obey them and to submit to everything happening and to follow voluntarily as being accomplished by the best intelligence. 

For thus you will never blame the gods nor accuse them for neglecting. But no other way can this happen, than by withdrawing from things not in your power and putting good and bad only on things in your power. Since if you conceive of any of the former as good or bad, by absolute necessity, when you fail in things you wish and fall into things you do not wish, you will blame and hate those responsible.  For this is the nature of all living things to flee and turn aside from things appearing harmful and things responsible for them, and to go after and admire things beneficial and things responsible for them. 

Thus it is impractical for someone thinking they are being harmed to be glad at what seems to be harming, just as it is impossible to be glad at the harm itself. Therefore even a father is insulted by a son, when he does not share with the child what seems to be good … 

Because of this also the farmer insults the gods, because of this the sailor, because of this the merchant, because of this the ones who have lost wives and children. For where the profit is, there also is piety. Therefore, whoever is careful of desire and aversion as one should, at the same time also is taking care of piety.  But it is fitting to pour libations and offer and sacrifice according to ancestral ways each time purely and not slovenly nor carelessly nor sparingly nor beyond ability.”
The mild Stoicism of Marcus Aurelius
Marcus Aurelius, one of the most able an estimated Roman emperors on the brink of the first serious crisis of the empire due to the overhanging barbarian invasions, during almost all his life was engaged in travels and fighting along the vast expanse of its borders. Surprisingly almost nothing appears of this very tormented experience in the Meditations
 he left, a kind of everyday’s notes written during the pauses of his intense work. In the first books he marked also the place, that was in the front of a military campaign. This aspect however conveys one of the leitmotivs of his work. He proposes to himself almost in every page to face life and whatever may happen with the unshakable conviction that nothing evil can occur to a man who knows nature and its supreme, divine laws. Only when one’s will is weak and distracted or distorted events may appear being evil:
“Things themselves touch not the soul, not in the least degree; nor have they admission to the soul, nor can they turn or move the soul: but the soul turns and moves itself alone, and whatever judgments it may think proper to make, such it makes for itself the things which present themselves… to it. 

Does another do me wrong? Let him look to it. He has his own disposition, his own activity. I now have what the universal nature wills me to have; and I do what my nature now wills me to do.”

 He, being a Roman emperor, was fascinated by the teaching of Epictetus, a freed slave. He developed further his trend intended to soften the most stern requirements of the stoic dogmatic. This aspect however does not so much come out from the fact that Marcus Aurelius does doubt at all the dogmatic itself . It is instead the interior landscape of his spiritual struggle to absorb them into his life that makes the Meditations one of the most interesting books of spirituality. Maybe, the same could likewise be the case if we had at disposal similar day after day report of other philosophers. 

Anyway in this book almost all points of Stoicism are affirmed as definite and ultimate goal to be aspired to. Nothing new in this respect.
Yet Marcus Aurelius stresses the difficulties on such a way. This is evident from the repeated and persistent going back to the same principles from beginning to end. See for instance some of the final thoughts of the 12th Book, the last one:

 “What do you definitely yearn for? To rub along?  more precisely, what do you expect in your  life? to feel emotions? To improve and to fall down again and leave off? To use words? Build up syllogisms? Which one among these things seems to you really worthy to be yearned for?  Supposed that each of them is wholly contemptible, apply yourself definitely to follow earnestly and faithfully the reason and God”

A divinity closer to man

The Meditations look like to be a continuous training aimed to make the author convinced of the basic Stoic tenet:  all what happens and occurs is after all, all things considered, not only reasonable, yet not according to whatsoever project of the Nature but of a Nature identified with God. 
This basic tenet takes in Marcus Aurelius (161-180 AC) assumes a peculiar tone when he speaks of the prayer we should address to  him. Here we find an unusual closeness, almost likening familiarity, that goes far beyond what was to be expected from the pure Stoic doctrine, where the doctrinal view appeared largely dominant. Marcus Aurelius suppose actually that a wise man should not simply accept God’s will as something definitely fixed, but also try to influence it, to interact with it by praying, by suggesting one’s  personal needs, to the point that they even might change the course of the events. He speaks of  God’s special care for man. This was somehow thinkable already when the Stoic teaching maintained  that the order of the universe reason was a divine work, and inside nature the prominent fruit of man’s reason. But all was conceived and exposed by means of impersonal laws. In Marcus Aurelius the relation between man and God is a closer one.
Therefore some critics have even suggested that had been somehow influenced by the biblical vision of God. He is unlikely to have had any inside news of Christianity. The only passage of the Meditations in which is found a hint to Christians is very short and, chiefly, speaks out a judgment of plain misunderstanding. The context discusses of the attitude towards death and supposes that Christians believers do hold death in contempt:
“What a soul that is which is ready, if at any moment it must be separated from the body, and ready either to be extinguished or dispersed or continue to exist; but so that this readiness comes from a man's own judgment, not from mere obstinacy, as with the Christians, but considerately and with dignity and in a way to persuade another, without tragic show”.

We know that Marcus Aurelius started a period of persecution against Christians that caused several victims in different parts of the empire. The spark that set off the persecution was the popular allegation to be the cause of some natural calamities due allegedly to the gods’ anger and vengeance for the new religion. Maybe the emperor did not understand why Christians could so courageously stand the cruelties that usually accompanied the death sentence. He in fact argues that they are simply affected by obstinacy, by a kind of sectarian fanaticism. He does not suppose that they had a very firm believing in an endless life after death and in a personal encounter with God. Quite different vision was that of Marcus Aurelius and of the Stoicism as a whole, which on the specific point  of the life after death did not pay enough attention, sometimes no attention. Or, on the contrary, diluted the problem in the general assertion of  the generative and destructive forces of the nature.  That said emerged all the more the capital question about what could ever be the very sense of being or not being wise. 
This highly problematic theme, a permanent question point all along the history of Stoicism, takes shape many times inside the Meditations, which presents traces of a very uncertain and vague thinking.
See for instance the following passages that could hardly compose a homogeneous conceptual map:

Though you should be going to live three thousand years, and as many times ten thousand years, still remember that no man loses any other life than this which he now lives, nor lives any other than this which he now loses. The longest and shortest are thus brought to the same. For the present is the same to all, though that which perishes is not the same; and so that which is lost appears to be a mere moment. For a man cannot lose either the past or the future: for what a man has not, how can any one take this from him? These two things then thou must bear in mind; the one, that all things from eternity are of like forms and come round in a circle, and that it makes no difference whether a man shall see the same things during a hundred years or two hundred, or an infinite time; and the second, that the longest liver and he who will die soonest lose just the same. For the present is the only thing of which a man can be deprived, if it is true that this is the only thing which he has, and that a man cannot lose a thing if he has it not…
You have embarked, you have made the voyage, you have come to shore; get out. If indeed to another life, there is no want of gods, not even there. But if to a state without sensation, you will cease to be held by pains and pleasures, and to be a slave to the vessel, which is as much inferior as that which serves it is superior: for the one is intelligence and deity; the other is earth and corruption… 
If souls continue to exist, how does the air contain them from eternity? But how does the earth contain the bodies of those who have been buried from time so remote? For as here the mutation of these bodies after a certain continuance, whatever it may be, and their dissolution make room for other dead bodies; so the souls which are removed into the air after subsisting for some time are transmuted and diffused, and assume a fiery nature by being received into the seminal intelligence of the universe, and in this way make room for the fresh souls which come to dwell there. And this is the answer which a man might give on the hypothesis of souls continuing to exist.”

� From the Stoà Poikìle (Ποικίλη Στοά, depicted porch), in the Athens market, where the founder of the School used to walk and teach.


� Olympus, is a Geek, rather high mountain, always covered by snow (the name means ‘wholly splendid’), where the major traditional Greek deities were thought being living.


� Sextus Empiricus, Against the Mathematicians, Book VIII. 


� Σώματιον (poor, little body)


� Ψυχή (the psyche)


� Πνευμα (the spirit, the mind)


� Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, 27


� Seneca, Epistles, 106 (original title: Ad Lucilium Epistularum moralium libri XX (Twenty books of letters on ethical issues to Lucilius) . This collection represents one of the masterpieces of the classic tradition both from a philosophical and from an artistic point of view due to its excellence in Latin style and to the importance of the contents.


� Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods, Book II, 29-30.  


� Ib., Book II, 22.


� Ib., 43


� Seneca,  Epistles .., 107.


� Primordial Greek deities, sons of the Earth, to whose stock goes back the mythological foundation of Athens


�Called Jupiter in Rome. Considered ‘king’ or ‘father’ of all other deities in the Greek traditional pantheon. A huge quantity of myths were concerned with him and his deeds, some of them extremely anthropomorphic, so that they were object of sharp critical attacks either during the classical period and mostly after by Christian apologists. His name and figure was still used by some philosophers as the general name of God as the Supreme Being.


� Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, 23


� Vespasianus emperor (69-79 AC), the founder of the Flavia dynasty in the 1st century AC


� Trajan emperor (98-117 AC), the founder of the Adopted Emperors, to which belonged also Marcus Aurelius.  Under Trajian’s rule the Roman Empire reached its largest extent. In order to avoid emperors that became tyrants tyrants the Roman Senate and Trajan decided that the succession should not happen through father and natural son, but instead from father emperor and a son he adopted choosing him among the most valiant politicians. He ought to be also approved by the Senate.


� Helice was a Geek town swalled up by the sea. Pompeii and Herculanum, Roman towns, destroyed by the Vesuvius’ eruption in 79 AC. (near Neaples).


� Meditations, Book IV, 32, 33, 48


� Virgil, Aeneid , III, 72


� Seneca is speaking a certain Telesphoros, imprisoned in a cage after having been awfully mutilated by Lysimacos, a tyrant.


� Charged of making attempt on the imperial power, detected and freed by emperor Tiberius to commit suicide.


� Marcus Porcius Cato, a prominent Roman politician and a stern follower of Stoicism. He took a surname from Utica, a city in which he committed suicide after Caesar, his political enemy, was triumphing in the civil war. He became in the following history the ideal of opposition to tyrants and liberty’s defense. 


� Two famous (even though contrasting) families of  first rang politicians and leaders during the Republican phase of the Roman History (3rd-2nd  centuries BC)


� Reference to a sea-fight on 64 AC one year before  the death of Seneca. 


� Seneca, Epistles, 70.


� Here Seneca quotes the Aeneid  of Virgin, Book VIII, 352.


� Seneca, Epistles, 41.


� Ib., 102.


� Seneca recalls a phase of the civil war that opposed Marius to Silla, two leaders and generals, in an unprecedented period of cruel fighting and vengeances.


� The mime is a gender in Roman Theatre, very popular and sometimes particularly coars. Seafter in this same letter a hint to it.


� The use to go at daybreak to pay a homage to a patrician-patron’s house was intended both a a sign of reverence and as an occasion to receive support and presents.


� Epictetus, Encheiridion (Εγκειρίδιον, Handbook), 49.


� Ib., 15


� Ib., 11.


� These words summed up the Stoic program (ομολογουμένων τη φύσει ζην / convenienter naturae vivere, as Cicero translated them in Latin)


� Αυτάρκεια in original Greek language.


� Ib., 27.


� Epictetus, Discourses, Book I, 16 ( http://www.sacred-texts.com/cla/dep/index.htm).


� The original Greek title sounds literally ‘To himself’ (Εις εαυτόν).


� Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, Book V, 19, 25.


� Ib., Book XII, 31.


� Ib., Book XI, 3.


� Ib., Book II, 14; Book III, 3; Book IV, 21.





