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On the uses of philosophy

There is a pleasure in philosophy, and a lure even
in the mirages of metaphysics, which every student
feels until the coarse necessities of physical
existence drag him from the heights of thought
into the mart of economic strife and gain. Most of
us have known some golden days in the June of life
when philosophy was in fact what Plato calls it,
"that dear delight"; when the love of a modestly
elusive Truth seemed more glorious,incomparably,
than the lust for the ways of the flesh and the
dross of the world. And there is always some
wistful remnant in us of that early wooing of
wisdom. "Life has meaning,”" we feel with
Browning "to find its meaning is my meat and
drink.” So much of our lives is meaningless, a self-
cancelling vacillation and futility; we strive with
the chaos about us and within; but we would
believe all ' the while that there is something vital
and significant in us, could we but decipher our
own souls. We want to understand; "life means for
us constantly to transform into light and flame all
that we are or meet with"; we are like Mitya in
The Brothers Karamazov'one of those who don't
want millions, but an answer to their questions"”;
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we want to seize the value and perspective of
passing things, and so to pull ourselves up out of
the maelstrom of daily circumstance. We want to
know that the little things are little, and the big
things big, before it is too late; we want to see
things now as they will seem forever "in the light
of eternity.” We want to learn to laugh in the face
of the inevitable, to smile even at the looming of
death. We want to be whole, to coordinate our
energies by criticizing and harmonizing our
desires; for coordinated energy is the last word in
ethics and politics, and perhaps in logic and
metaphysics too. "To be a philosopher,” said
Thoreau, "is not merely to have subtle thoughts,
nor even to found a school, but so to love wisdom
as to live, according to its dictates, a life
of simplicity, independence, magnanimity, and
trust." We may be sure that if we can but find
wisdom, all things else will be added unto us.
"Seek ye first the good things of the mind,” Bacon
admonishes us, "and the rest will either be
supplied or its loss will not be felt." Truth will
not make us rich, but it will make us free.

Some ungentle reader will check us here by
informing us that philosophy is as useless as chess,
as obscure as ignorance, and as stagnant as



content. 'There is nothing so absurd,"” said Cicero,
"but that it may be found in the books of the
philosophers.” Doubtless some philosophers have
had all sorts of wisdom except common sense; and
many a philosophic flight has been due to the
elevating power of thin air. Let us resolve, on this
voyage of ours, to put in only at the ports of light,
to keep out of the muddy streams of metaphysics
and the "manysounding seas" of theological
dispute. But is philosophy stagnant? Science seems
always to advance, while philosophy seems always
to lose ground. Yet this is only because philosophy
accepts the hard and hazardous task of dealing
with problems not yet open to the methods of
science problems like good and evil, beauty and
ugliness, order and freedom, life and death; so
soon as a field of inquiry yields knowledge
susceptible of exact formulation it is called
science. Every science begins as philosophy and
ends as art; it arises in hypothesis and flows into
achievement.  Philosophy is a hypothetical
interpretation of the unknown (as in
metaphysics), or of the inexactly known (as in
ethics or political philosophy); it is the front
trench in the siege of truth. Science is the captured
territory; and behind it are those secure regions in
which knowledge and art build our imperfect and
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marvelous world. Philosophy seems to stand still,
perplexed; but only because she leaves the fruits of
victory to her daughters the sciences, and herself
passes on, divinely discontent, to the uncertain
and unexplored.

Shall we be more technical? Science is analytical
description, philosophy is synthetic interpretation.
Science wishes to resolve the whole into parts, the
organism into organs, the obscure into the known.
It does not inquire into the values and ideal
possibilities of things, nor into their total and final
significance; it is content to show their present
actuality and operation, it narrows its gaze
resolutely to the nature and process of things as
they are. The scientist is as impartial as Nature in
Turgcnev's poem: he is as interested in the leg of a
flea as in the creative throes of a genius. But the
philosopher is not content to describe the fact; he
wishes to ascertain its relation to experience in
general, and thereby to get at its meaning and its
worth; he combines things in interpretive
synthesis; he tries to put together, better than
before, that great universe-watch which the
inquisitive scientist has analytically taken apart.
Science tells us how to heal and how to kill; it
reduces the death rate in retail and then kills us



wholesale in war; but only wisdom desire
coordinated in the light of all experiencecan tell us
when to heal and when to kil To observe
processes and to construct means is science; to
criticize and coordinate ends is philosophy: and
because in these days our means and instruments
have multiplied beyond our interpretation and
synthesis of ideals and ends, our life is full of sound
and fury, signifying nothing. For a fact is nothing
except in relation to desire; it is not complete
except in relation to a purpose and a whole.
Science without philosophy, facts without
perspective and valuation, cannot save us from
havoc and despair. Science gives us knowledge,
but only philosophy can give us wisdom.

Specifically, philosophy means and includes five
fields of study and discourse: logic, esthetics,
ethics, politics, and metaphysics. Logic is the study
of ideal method in thought and research:
observation and introspection, deduction and
induction, hypothesis and experiment, analysis
and synthesis such are the forms of human activity
which logic tries to understand and guide; it is a
dull study for most of us, and yet the great events
in the history of thought are the improvements
men have made in their 'methods of thinking and



research. Esthetics is the study of ideal form, or
beauty; it is the philosophy of art. Ethics is the
study of ideal conduct; the highest knowledge, said
Socrates, is the knowledge of good and evil, the
knowledge of the wisdom of life. Politics is the
study of ideal social organization (it is not, as one
might suppose, the art and science of capturing
and keeping office)) monarchy, aristocracy,
democracy, socialism, anarchism, feminism these
are the dramatic yersonce of political philosophy.
And lastly, metaphysics (which gets into so much
trouble because it is not, like the other forms of
philosophy, an attempt to coordinate the real in
the light of the ideal) is the study of the 'ultimate
reality” of all things: of the real and final nature of
"matter” (ontology), of "mind" (philosophical
psychology), and of the interrelation of "mind"
and "matter” in the processes of perception and
knowledge (epistemology).

These are the parts of philosophy; but so
dismembered it loses its beauty and its joy. We
shall seek it not in its shrivelled abstractness and
formality, but clothed in the living form of genius;
we shall study not merely philosophies, but
philosophers; we shall spend our time with the
saints and martyrs of thought, letting their



radiant spirit play about us until perhaps we too,
in some measure, shall partake of what Leonardo
called "the noblest pleasure, the joy of
understanding.” Each of these philosophers has
some lesson for us, if we approach him properly.
"Do you know," asks Emerson, "the secret of the
true scholar? In every man there is something
wherein I may learn of him; and in that I am his
pupil.” Well, surely we may take this attitude to
the master minds of history without hurt to our
pride! And we may flatter ourselves with that
other thought of Emerson's, that when genius
speaks to us we feel a ghostly reminiscence of
having ourselves, in our distant youth, had vaguely
this self-same thought which genius now speaks,
but which we had not art or courage to clothe
with form and utterance. And indeed, great men
speak to us only so far as we have ears and souls
to hear them; only so far as we have in us the
roots, at least, of that which flowers out in them.
We too have had the experiences they had, but we
did not suck those experiences dry of their secret
and subtle meanings: we were not sensitive to the
overtones of the reality that hummed about us.
Genius hears the overtones, and the music of the
spheres; genius knows what Pythagoras meant
when he said that philosophy is the highest music.



So let us listen to these men, ready to forgive them
their passing errors, and eager to learn the lessons
which they are so eager to teach. "Do you then be
reasonable,” said old Socrates to Crito, "and do not
mind whether the teachers of philosophy are good
or bad, but think only of Philosophy herself. Try to
examine her well and truly; and if she be evil, seek
to turn away all men from her; but if she be what I
believe she is, then follow her and serve her, and
be of good cheer.”



On the Constancy of the Wise Person

Introduction
Title, Topic, and Structure

Somewhat surprisingly, On the Constancy of the
Wise Person (De Constantia Sapientis) does not
contain a single instance of the Latin word
constantia. The fact is, at some point in the
tradition this short title became a more convenient
way to refer to the work than the longer, original
title, which asserts a famous Stoic paradox: That
the wise
person receives neither injury nor insult. AS
Seneca tells Serenus, his friend to whom the work is
addressed, the Stoics stand out from the other
schools of philosophy in alone pursuing “a man’s
path” (1.1-2). This challenges Serenus (the path is
steep and direct), but it also encourages him (the
slope will become -easier), and it adumbrates
the work’s central topic: the path “rises . . . beyond
the reach of any missile” (1.1).

We soon learn that Serenus has recently expressed
outrage that Cato the Younger was verbally abused
and spat on (1.3-3.2). Seneca’s response at the time,
he recalls, was to reassure Serenus that “the wise
person is safe and sound” (2.3). The present
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dialogue is launched from that dispute: Seneca now
presents a skeptical and impassioned speech of
Serenus (3.1-2) and responds to it with an initial
clarification of what is meant by “not receiving” an
injury or insult (3.3-4.3).

The exordium and narration are followed by a
division of topics (5.1-2) in which Seneca
bifurcates his theme into “injury” (iniuria)
and “insult” (contumelia), and explains that he will
deal with each separately. As it happens, his
separate treatment goes somewhat against the grain
of the Roman law of delicts, in which the actio
iniuriarum since the second century bce had
encompassed not only physical injury (the primary
sense of iniuria in early Roman law such as the
Twelve Tables) but also defamatory actions and
words. Seneca’s goal, however, is not to scrutinize
Roman law but to demonstrate how, for each of the
distinct ways in which the reader might
understand a person’s being intentionally harmed,
the  wise  person  remains  untouchable.
Distinguishing injury and insult at 5.1 allows him to
explore the full spectrum more gradually: he uses
the category of injury to focus primarily on
instances comparable to physical assault, that are
objective and in clear violation of laws, whereas he
uses the category of insult to focus on instances in
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which harm is inflicted by words, involves
interpretation, and may lie beyond the laws (i.e.,
even if we know that clear instances of defamation
lay firmly within the actio iniuriarum). This is also
Seneca’s way of homing in on the recipient’s
interpretation as the real determinant of whether
harm has been inflicted at all.

In the discussion of “injury” that fills out the work’s
first half (5.3-9.5), Seneca directly addresses the
question of how someone can do an injury, yet the
wise person not receive it—something which,
as Serenus’s skeptical reaction already suggests,
sounds just as counterintuitive in Latin as it does in
English. One broader supposition helps us to make
sense of this: injury relates to the body and other
external things that are irrelevant to the security of
the mind. This idea is reinforced by clusters of
syllogistic argument (5.3-5, 7.2, 8.1-2), all of
which seek to separate the agent’s intention from
the action’s outcome. Intentionality, it turns out, can
be actively ignored by the wise person, who brushes
off wrongdoers’ deeds as if they were chance
events of no importance (8.2-9.1). The discussion is
brought to life with the historical example of Stilpo
of Megara (ca. 360-280 bce; 5.6-6.7), who shows
what it means to distinguish between a
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“wellfounded mind” (6.4) and the destroyed
foundations of his city belonging to fortune.

The second topic, insult, is dealt with more
extensively than the first (10.1-18.6). Insult is
classified in one sense as a lesser, or less real, form
of injury (10.2, 16.3). Yet insult also receives
sensitive treatment in its own right, with Seneca
focusing on the more ambiguous matter of
interpreting people’s words. The psychological
profile of what makes a person likely to perceive
insult (10.3) is the opposite of the wise person’s
magnificence of mind (11.1), and the analysis of
“insult” (contumelia) as deriving from “scorn”
(contemptus) introduces considerations of the two
parties’ relative status. This allows Seneca to
dismiss the different causes of supposed insults
typically received by elite Roman men from their
social inferiors (e.g., 10.2), except that real
superiority is not social but moral: someone’s status
as, say, king of the Medes (13.3) is irrelevant in the
eyes of the wise person. The extended example with
which the discussion of insult concludes centers on
the assassination of Gaius Caesar (Caligula), both
an avid user of insults and a hostile interpreter of
them (18.1-5).
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In his peroration (19.1-4) Seneca recasts the topic:
what he has really been talking about is mental
freedom (libertas), and he suggests a replacement
of political freedom with an interiorized, personal
autonomy grounded in reason. Indeed, Seneca now
hints to his contemporary readers, living in the
conditions of the principate, that “those who are not
perfect . . . should be put on alert that they
themselves must live among injuries and insults”
(19.3). In the work’s closing sentence also, he hints
at a replacement of one res publica with another: of
traditional political freedom with the cosmopolitan
ideal of a community of reason shared in by human
beings and gods alike.

Constancy and Wise Men

Despite what was said above, the later-added title,
On the Constancy of the Wise Person, helps us to
perceive a major thread of the work. Seneca
elsewhere uses constantia to characterize
consistency of behavior from one day to the next or
perseverance in what one has proposed or judged,
without giving ground (e.g., Letters 55.5,
92.3,120.19-22).00 In the present work he places
particular emphasis on two characteristics of the
wise person that are elsewhere closely linked
with constantia and with its corresponding Greek
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term, karteria. One is patientia, “endurance” (2.2),
which in the case of the wise person is closely
connected to another characteristic: magnitude
animi or magnanimitas (Greek megalopsuchia),
“magnificence of mind” (11.1).These notions are
elaborated by the work’s two main patterns of
imagery. One is hardness (the Latin terms include
duritia and robur), which captures both the wise
person’s immunity and the dynamic weakening
effect the wise person has on those who attack him.
The second is vertical elevation, which brings
together such distinct spatial metaphors as
ascending to virtue, rising above fortune, being out
of the reach of missiles, contemplating others from
a tranquil vantage point, and proximity to god; the
theme also tends to trigger a shift to a “sublime”
style in Seneca’s prose (e.g., at 9.4).

This portrait of inviolability is aided further by
Seneca’s focus on the wise person as such: the work
IS not about constancy in the abstract but is “a
complex meditation on the nature of the Stoic
sapiens,” both as instantiated in Cato and Stilpo and
as seen against the background of popular
paradigms (Hercules, Ulysses, 2.1) and abstract
philosophical definitions. Although Seneca makes
concessions to his reader, focusing at one point not
on the sapiens uir (“wise man,” 16.3) but on the
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consipiens (“man in his right mind”), the work’s
last sentence serves as a reminder of the didactic
possibilities that come from knowing of a wise
person’s having existed at some point in time.

Seneca’s picture of the Stoic “wise person”
(sapiens) in this work is decidedly masculine. This
iIs signaled in the first sentence, with
its gendered distinction between Stoics (for whom
uirtus, originally “manliness,” is the highest good)
and other philosophers (1.1). It is worth pointing
out, however, that the emphasis on uir is also about
being an adult. In a possible allusion to Lucretius
(On the Nature of Things 2.55-58) or to Plato’s
cave, Seneca describes children frightened by
shadows and other illusory objects as a comparison
for how people are led by the mere “thought of
pain” to perceive insults as injuries (5.2). This
enhances our understanding of the “man’s path” of
Stoic philosophy as a progression to the adulthood
defined by perfection of our rational nature.

Serenus and the Paradoxes of Roman Public Life
In seeking to offer its addressee, Serenus, a path
toward enduring the injuries and insults of everyday
high society, this work already has a lot in common
with On Anger, addressed to Novatus. Both works
argue against revenge and place particular emphasis
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on magnificence of mind, and both also draw on the
reign of Caligula to illustrate the extremes of
supposed injury and equally the advantages of
restraint.

Annaeus Serenus was a friend of Seneca (or, as his
family name may suggest, a relative) whose
position during the reign of Nero, if not also in prior
emperors’ reigns, clearly shadowed Seneca’s own.
Most scholars have wanted to date On the
Constancy of the Wise Person to the mid- to late
50s, and prior to On Tranquility of Mind, which is
also addressed to Serenus; prior also to On Leisure,
if that is addressed to him too. Their reasoning is
that in On Tranquility of Mind and On Leisure,
Serenus speaks for the most part from the position
of a Stoic, whereas in the present work he is
referred to as suspicious of Stoic claims (3.2), even
if he should probably not be seen as one of the
Epicureans to whom Seneca refers quite critically
later in the work (15.4-16.1). The different
portrayals of Serenus certainly invite us to speculate
that he converted to Stoicism—the very thing he
jokes about here (3.2).

Serenus’s indignation is prompted in large measure
by the Stoics’ use of paradoxes, which he catalogs,
with counterexamples, at 3.1. In fact, most of the
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paradoxes mentioned by Serenus here are attested
elsewhere in the Stoic tradition, including the one
that is central to the present work. Plutarch, for
example, alludes to Chrysippus’s claim “that the
wise person is not wronged (adikeisthari).”

What annoys Serenus is that the Stoic paradoxes
are often falsified by reality: Cato was abused and
spat on, despite being wise. Seneca’s response is not
to pretend that the climate of the Late Republic was
anything other than poisonous, and indeed, the
Caligula example at the end of the work, in which
the ambiance of the popular assembly (contio) has
migrated from the forum into the imperial
dining room (18.2), shows new dishes of indignity
being served up. His response, rather, is to clarify:
his analytical arguments, as well as his forays into
satire, are intended to throw into relief the
misguided values and attachments of Roman social
life. In the process of revealing the central paradox
to be no paradox at all, Seneca seeks in turn to
reveal the far worse and more genuine
contradictions (if not technically paradoxes) in how
people value what has no value.

The Stilpo and Caligula examples help in particular
to counter Serenus’s resorting to history to prove
that the paradoxes are wrong. Though Stilpo
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himself belonged to his own, Megarian school,
and his actions might be taken more generally as an
illustration of “self-sufficiency” (autarkeia), his
example here (5.6-6.7) embodies Stoic paradox by
having the conquered come out on top as the
conqueror.

The Caligula example (18.1-5) offers its own kind
of vindication that is grounded in the syntax of
Julio-Claudian  history.  Seneca’s  argument
throughout the work would lead us to expect that
when Caligula insulted Valerius Asiaticus, simply
Valerius’s magnificence of mind would allow him
to rise above the insult and live in tranquility (18.2).
Yet surprisingly Seneca does not dwell much on
Valerius’s response, except for giving the
impression that Valerius let the insult go. He
proceeds instead with retelling history and
juxtaposing the insult to Valerius to the
assassination of Caligula led by Chaerea (18.3) in
such a way that it appears that one is the
punishment for the other. This turns the story into
an illustration of the claim that the perpetrator of an
injury “sooner or later will meet his match:
someone will emerge to avenge you also” (17.4; cf.
18.5). But Seneca is not explicitly endorsing
revenge: as he soon emphasizes, Caligula’s
assassination was self-infl icted, stemming from his
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own pathological tendency to see insults where
there were none, and to react to these
with cruelty (18.4-5). So although the Caligula
example Dbegins as an illustration of how the
restrained man (Valerius) will be vindicated, it
serves equally as an illustration of how the
unrestrained man (Caligula) who allows himself to
be off ended by what people say will meet with a
self-inflicted punishment—thereby reinforcing a
central lesson of the work. It is always easy to
suspect that Seneca himself savored Caligula’s
assassination as vindication for himself and others
who were mistreated by Caligula but showed
restraint; he does this here, however, in a way that
allows him to remain opposed to the act
of revenge while finding some satisfaction in its
outcome.
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(1.1) It would not be unfair for me to say, Serenus,
that there is as much of a difference between the
Stoics and the rest of those who make a claim to
wisdom as there is between females and males.
Both contribute to communal life in equal measure,
but the one was born to comply, the other to
command. The other wise persons give soft
and soothing treatment, just like doctors when they
are friends of the sick people whose bodies they are
treating, or when they belong to the same
household: they do not treat them in the way that is
best and most direct, but as they are permitted. The
Stoics, having embarked on a man’s path, are not
concerned with making it seem pleasant to those
who enter on it, but are concerned rather that the
path should remove us as soon as possible and lead
us out to that elevated peak which rises so far
beyond the reach of any missile that
it towers over fortune.

(2) “But the way we are being called to is steep and
rough.” Well? Can the heights be reached by a flat
path? Yet the way is not even as steep as some
people think. Only the first part has rocks and cliffs
and looks impassable. It is just as when things we
spy from afar often seem broken or intertwined
because our eyesight is deceived by the distance;
but then, when we get closer, those same things that
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the error of our eyes had lumped together are
gradually spread out. Beyond that point, the things
that from far off seemed precipitous are reduced to
a gentle slope.

(3) Recently, when mention happened to be made of
Marcus Cato, you expressed outrage (as you can
never tolerate injustice) that Cato’s own age did not
fully appreciate him: although he surpassed the
Pompeys and the Caesars, his own age ranked him
below the likes of Vatinius. It seemed outrageous to
you also that when Cato was preparing to oppose a
law, his toga was torn off him in the forum, he was
shoved by the hands of a seditious faction all the
way from the rostra to the Fabian arch, and he
endured verbal abuse, and spitting, and all the other
insults of a frenzied crowd.

(2.1) At that time | responded that you had reason to
be upset on behalf of the republic, which was being
put up for sale by Publius Clodius on the one side,
and on the other by Vatinius and all the most
shameful persons. These men were so swept away
by their blind desire that they did not understand
that while they were selling the republic they were
also putting themselves up for sale. As for Cato
himself, | told you not to be concerned. For | said
that the wise person can receive neither injury nor

vy



insult, and that the immortal gods had given Cato to
us as a more reliable exemplar of the wise
man than they had given Ulysses and Hercules to
previous ages. Our fellow Stoics, you see, declared
that these men were wise, being unbeaten by labors
and being scorners of pleasure and victors over
every kind of fear.

(2) Cato did not go into hand-to-hand combat with
beasts, which are typically pursued by hunters and
country dwellers, nor did he chase monsters with fi
re and steel, nor did he happen to live in times
when it could be believed that the heavens rested on
the shoulders of a single man. Now that the
gullibility of the ancients had been fully
shaken off and the age had reached new heights of
cunning, Cato fought against ambition, a bad thing
that comes in many shapes, and unbounded lust for
power, which the entire world divided into
three was not able to satisfy. He stood alone against
the vices of a decadent city sinking under its own
weight, and he kept a hold on the falling republic as
much as it could be dragged back by just one
hand. Ultimately, he lost his grip and gave himself
as a companion to the ruin he had long postponed,
and the two of them were snuffed
out together (it would have been an unthinkable
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offense for them to be separated). For Cato did not
outlive freedom, nor freedom Cato.

(3) Do you think an injury could have been done to
this man by the people because they took away
either the praetorship or his toga, or because they
spattered that sacred head with the scum from
their mouths? The wise person is safe and sound,
and he cannot be affected either by any injury or by
any insult.

(3.1) It seems to me that | can see your mind
burning up and boiling over. You are on the verge
of crying out: “These are the things that take
authority away from your school’s teachings. You
people promise things greater than can even be
wished for, let alone believed .Then, making your
huge pronouncements, after saying that the wise
person is not poor, you do not deny that he usually
lacks a slave, shelter, and food. After saying that the
wise person is not insane, you do not deny
that he departs from himself and utters words of
little sanity, that he dares to do whatever the force
of his sickness compels him to do. After saying that
the wise person is not a slave, you (the same people
who said this!) do not contest that he will be put up
for sale and will do what has been commanded and
will perform servile duties for his master. So it is
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that, while haughtily holding your nose in the air,
you descend to the same level as the rest, simply
changing the names of things.

(2) 1 suspect, then, there is something similar in this,
that at first glance seems beautiful and grand: that
the wise person will receive neither injury nor
insult. It makes a great difference, however,
whether you place the wise person beyond
indignation or beyond injury. For if you say that he
will bear it with a calm mind, he has no
special status: he possesses a thing that is common
and that can be learned through nothing more than
being repeatedly subjected to injury, namely,
endurance. If you say that he will not receive an
injury, that is, that no one will try to do him an
injury, | am abandoning all my occupations and
becoming a Stoic!”

(3) Indeed, it was my intention not to adorn the wise
person with an illusory honor composed of words,
but to situate him in that place where no injury is
permitted. “What? There will be no one who
challenges him, who makes trial of him?” Nothing
in the nature of the world is so sacred that it does
not encounter sacrilege. But divine things are no
less sublime because there exist those who, though
they will never touch the greatness that is located
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far beyond them, nevertheless attack it. An
invulnerable thing is not what is not struck but
what is not harmed. This will be what distinguishes
the wise person | present to you. (4) Surely there is
no dispute that firmness is more certain if it is
undefeated than if it is not challenged, since
strength that has not been tested is open to doubt,
whereas durability is rightly judged more certain if
it has repelled all attacks? In the same way, you
should know that the wise person is of a better
nature if no injury harms him than if no injury is
perpetrated. And | will say that that man is brave
whom wars do not defeat, and who feels no fear at
the approach of an enemy force—not the man who
lives off the fat of peacetime among inactive
peoples.

(5) This I say, therefore: that the wise person is
vulnerable to no injury. So it does not matter how
many missiles are thrown at him, because none can
penetrate him. Just as the hardness of certain
stones cannot be penetrated by iron, and adamant
cannot be cut or crushed or worn away but actually
blunts the things that hit it; just as certain things
cannot be consumed by fire but, even when
surrounded by flames, still preserve their sturdiness
and their form; and just as certain rocks projecting
upward break the sea and yet show no traces of its
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ferocity despite being assaulted through the ages—
just so solid is the wise person’s mind, and it has
gained such robustness that it is as safe from injury
as those things | have recounted.

(4.1) “What? Will there not be someone who tries to
do an injury to the wise person?” He will try, but
the injury will not reach him. For he is too far
removed from contact with lower things for any
harmful force to carry its strength all the way to
him. Even when the powerful seek to do him harm,
being held aloft by their power and kept strong by
the compliance of their subjects, their attacks will
all fall as far short of wisdom as objects that are
shot high into the air from bows and catapults, even
if they fly further than the eye can see, nonetheless
fall back before reaching the sky.

(2) What? Do you think, on the occasion when that
foolish king darkened the day with so many
missiles, that any arrow hit the sun, or that Neptune
could have been touched by the chains that he threw
into the deep sea? As celestial things elude human
hands, and as no harm is done to divinity by those
who demolish temples and melt down statues, so
too, no matter what shameful, reckless, arrogant
thing is done against the wise person, the attempt is
made in vain.
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(3) “Yet it would have been better if there had been
no one who wanted to do this.” You are
hoping for a difficult thing for the human race:
innocence. Further, for this not to be done is in the
interest of those who would do it, not of him who
can endure even if it should be done. Indeed, |
suspect that tranquility amid provocations provides
a better display of wisdom’s strength, just as the
greatest proof that a general is powerful in arms and
men is for him to be safe and free of anxiety within
the land of the enemy.

(5.1) Let us distinguish, if you will, Serenus,
between injury and insult. The first of these is more
serious by nature, the second slighter and only
serious to those who are coddled: people are not
harmed by it but simply off ended. Yet such is the
weakness and vanity of people’s minds that some
think nothing is more harsh. Thus you will find a
slave who prefers to be whipped than to be boxed
on the ears, and who believes death and beatings
(uerbera) to be more bearable than insulting words
(uerba).

(2) We have reached such a height of absurdity that
we are vexed not only by pain but by the thought of
pain, like children who are frightened by a shadow,
by grotesque masks, or by a disfigured appearance;
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and who are brought to tears by names unpleasant
to their ears, by gesticulations of the fingers, and by
other things which in their ignorance they try to
flee, driven by erroneous thinking.

(3) Injury’s intention is the following: to affect
someone with bad. But wisdom does not leave a
place for bad, since for wisdom the only bad is
shamefulness, which cannot enter where virtue and
the morally good already are. If, then, there is no
injury without bad and there is nothing bad except
what is shameful, and what is shameful cannot
reach one who is engaged in morally good things,
injury does not reach the wise person. For if an
injury is the suffering of something bad, but the
wise person suffers nothing bad, no injury pertains
to the wise person.

(4) Every injury is a diminishing of that which it
attacks, and no one can receive an injury without
some detriment to his status, to his body, or to the
things that are placed outside us. But the wise
person is not able to lose anything: he has placed
everything in himself, he places no trust in fortune,
and he has his goods on solid ground, being content
with virtue, which does not have need of fortuitous
things and therefore cannot be increased or
diminished. For it is the case both that things that



have reached the highest point have no place for
increase, and that fortune snatches away nothing
except what it has given. But fortune does not give
virtue, and therefore does not take it away. Virtue is
free, inviolable, unmoved, unshaken, so hardened
against chance events that it cannot be made to
bend, let alone be defeated. It stares down the
devices of terror. whether it is presented with
hardships or with blessings, its expression remains
unchanged.

(5) He will not, then, be losing a thing whose
passing he will feel. For he is in possession of virtue
alone, from which he can never be dislodged. Other
things he uses as if on loan. And who is upset by the
loss of what is not his? But if injury cannot harm
any of the things that are a wise person’s own,
because his things are safe so long as virtue is safe,
then injury cannot be done to the wise person.

(6) Megara had been captured by Demetrius, who
was called Poliorcetes (Stormer of Cities). The
philosopher Stilpo, being asked by Demetrius
whether he had lost anything, said, “Nothing: all my
things are with me.” Yet his estate had become
plunder, the enemy had seized his daughters, his
fatherland had fallen under foreign domination, and
he himself was being interrogated by a king backed
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up by the weapons of his victorious army and
standing on higher ground.

(7) Even so, Stilpo wrested that man’s victory from
him by testifying that although his city had been
captured, he was not only unconquered but actually
unscathed. For he had with him his real goods,
which none can lay claim to, whereas those things
that had been snatched away and scattered around
and were being passed from hand to hand he judged
to be not his but rather things that come and go at
fortune’s beck and call. Therefore he had enjoyed
them, but not as his own, because the possession of
things that flow in from outside is slippery and
uncertain.

(6.1) Now consider whether a thief, a defamer, an
insolent neighbor, or some wealthy man lording it
like a king over Stilpo’s destitute old age could do
an injury to this man. War, an enemy, and that
expert in the fine art of storming cities could wrest
nothing away from him!

(2) Amid swords flashing everywhere and the
tumult of soldiers pillaging, amid the flames and
blood and carnage of an overthrown city, amid the
crash of temples falling down on their gods, one
man was at peace. There is no reason, then, for you
to think my promise is reckless. If, though, you do
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not fully trust me, | have a guarantor | can give you.
For you are skeptical that such great endurance, or
such greatness of mind, can be present in a human
being. But one comes forth in our midst to say:

(3) “You have no reason to doubt that someone
born a human being can raise himself above human
affairs; that he can look without anxiety on griefs
and losses, sores and wounds, and great
catastrophes crashing down around him; that he can
bear hardships calmly and favorable conditions
moderately, neither yielding to the former nor
depending on the latter, but rather can remain the
same amid diverse events; and that he can think
nothing to be his except himself—and even himself
only in that part in which he is better.

(4) Look, | am present to prove to you that under
the command of that destroyer of so many cities the
fortifications are being shaken with a battering ram;
the high towers, undermined by tunnels and secret
trenches, are suddenly toppling; and a mound is
rising up that will rival the height of the tallest
citadels—and yet no machinery can be found that
will unsettle a well-founded mind.

(5) Just now | crawled out from the ruins of my
house, and with fires blazing all around me I fled
the flames through a trail of blood. As for the fate
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my daughters met, whether it was worse than our
public fate, I do not know. Old and alone, and
seeing only enemies around me, | nevertheless
declare that my assets are intact and unharmed.
Whatever | had that was mine, | have and | hold.

(6) You should not think that 1 am conquered and
that you are the conqueror. Your fortune conquered
my fortune. As for the whereabouts of those fleeting
things whose masters are changing, | do not know.
As far as my things are concerned, they are with
me. They will be with me.

(7) The wealthy folks have lost their estates; the
lustful have lost their lovers and their favorite
whores, purchased at great expenditure of shame;
the ambitious have lost the Senate house, the forum,
and places designated for exercising vices in public.
The moneylenders have lost their account books, in
which avarice gleefully hallucinates its wealth. As
for me,l have everything intact and uncompromised.
Go, then, and question those people who weep and
lament, who cast their naked bodies before drawn
swords in defense of their money, who flee from the
enemy with their pockets weighed down.”

(8) This is the way, then, Serenus, you should
understand how that perfected man, full of human
and divine virtues, suffers no loss. His goods are
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encircled by solid and insurmountable fortifications.
With these walls you cannot compare the walls of
Babylon, which Alexander entered, not the walls of
Carthage or Numantia captured by a single hand,
not [Rome’s] Capitol or citadel. Those bear the
traces of the enemy. These walls that protect the
wise person are safe both from flame and from
infiltration. And they offer no way in, being lofty,
unstormable, equal to the gods.

(7.1) You cannot say, as you often do, that this wise
person of ours is found nowhere. We are not
making up an empty paragon of human nature or
inventing a huge image of something false. Rather,
we have produced, and we will produce, such a one
as we fashion— perhaps rarely, and just one, even
after great intervals of time. For great things that
surpass the normal and common measure are not
generated often. And yet | feel awe to think that
Marcus Cato himself, from whose mention this
disputation proceeded, may surpass our model.

(2) Ultimately, that which harms needs to be
stronger than that by which it is harmed. But
wickedness is not stronger than virtue. Therefore
the wise person cannot be harmed. Injury is not
attempted against the good except by the bad. Good
people are at peace among themselves, whereas bad
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people are as malicious to good people as they are
to one another. But if only a weaker person can be
harmed, and a bad person is weaker than a good
person, and the good need not fear injury except
from one who is not his equal, then injury cannot
befall a wise man. You no longer need to be
reminded, of course, that no one is good except the
wise man.

(3) “If Socrates,” he says, “was condemned unjustly
(iniuste), then he received an injury (iniuriam).” At
this point we need to understand that it can be the
case that someone does an injury to me and
| do not receive it. It is just as when someone puts a
thing in my city house that he has surreptitiously
taken from my country villa: he has committed a
theft, but I have lost nothing.

(4) Someone can be harmful, even though he has
not harmed. If a man should sleep with his own
wife thinking she is another man’s wife, he will be
an adulterer, even though she is not an adulteress.
Someone gave me poison, but the poison lost its
power when mixed with food: he, by giving
poison, made himself guilty of a crime, even if he
did not harm. A bandit is no less a bandit if his
weapon was thwarted by a barrier of clothing. As
far as guilt is concerned, all crimes are complete
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even before the outcome of the action. (5) Certain
things by their very nature are joined together in
such a way that A can be without B, but B cannot
be without A. I will try to make clear what | mean. |
can move my feet without running; | cannot run
without moving my feet. | can, despite being in
water, not be swimming; if 1 swim, | cannot not be
in water.

(6) The thing we are dealing with is also in this
category: if | have received an injury, necessarily it
was done; if it was done, | did not necessarily
receive it. For many things can come about that can
avert injury. Just as some chance event can knock
away an outstretched hand or divert missiles that
have been shot, so too something can repel injuries,
no matter what sort, and can intercept them
halfway, so the injuries have been done but not
received.

(8.1) In addition to this, justice (iustitia) cannot
suffer anything unjust (iniustum), because
opposites do not combine; and injury (iniu ria)
cannot be done except unjustly (iniuste); therefore
injury cannot be done to the wise person. Nor can
you be surprised if no one can do an injury to him,
when no one can even benefit him! The fact is that
nothing is lacking to the wise person that he could
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receive in the place of a gift, and equally, that the
bad person can confer nothing that is worthy of the
wise person. For he needs to have before he can
give, but he has nothing which the wise person will
rejoice over when it is passed on to him.

(2) No one is able, then, either to harm the wise
person or to benefit him, since divine things need no
help and are incapable of being harmed; and the
wise person exists as the closest neighbor to the
gods, being godlike except for his mortality.
Struggling and striving toward those things that are
lofty, orderly, fearless, flowing in an even and
harmonious course, free from anxiety, kind, existing
for the public good, and healthy both for him and
for others, he will not desire anything that is lowly,
and he will not shed tears for anything.

(3) One who rests on his reason for support and
proceeds through human events with a divine mind
does not have anywhere he can receive injury.
Do you think I mean injury from human beings
alone? Not even from fortune: whenever fortune has
come into combat with virtue, it never walks away
virtue’s equal. If we receive with calm and placid
mind the biggest thing of all, beyond which angry
laws and the cruelest masters have nothing further
with which to threaten us, and in which fortune uses
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up its power; if we know that death is not a bad
thing, and thus that it is not even an injury—then
we will tolerate other things more easily: losses and
griefs, dishonors, changes of location, deaths of Kin,
and separations. These things do not submerge the
wise person, even if they encircle him all at once.
Still less does he grieve over their individual
assaults. And if he bears the injuries of fortune
moderately, how much more will he bear those of
powerful human beings, whom he knows are the
hands of fortune!

(9.1) So he endures all things just as he endures a
numbing winter and bad weather in the skies, just as
he endures fevers and illnesses and other things that
happen by chance. Nor does he form such a
high opinion of anyone that he thinks the other has
done anything deliberately. That belongs to the wise
person alone. All other people engage not in
deliberations but in deceptions and treachery and
unconsidered motions of the mind. He counts these
as accidents. But chance events all rage around us,
seeking worthless targets.

(2) Consider also the following: that the material for
injuries is most widely available in those things by
which someone has sought to endanger us, such as a
hidden accuser, false charges, or powerful provoked
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into hating us, and whatever other banditry there is
among togate citizens. That other kind of injury is
frequent too: if someone’s profits or a prize long
hunted are forced from their hands, or if an
inheritance earned by hard work is diverted, or the
goodwill of a well-to-do household is withdrawn.
The wise person escapes these things: he does not
know how to live in either hope or fear.

(3) Now add the fact that no one who receives an
injury does so with thoughts unmoved, but is
disturbed at the perception of injury, whereas
someone removed from errors, who controls
himself, a man of deep and placid peacefulness, is
without disturbance. For if injury touches him, it
also moves and pushes him, whereas the wise
person is without anger, which is aroused by the
appearance of injury. Nor could he have been
without anger if he were not also without injury,
which he knows cannot be done to him. This is how
he is so upstanding and joyful, how he is buoyed up
by unceasing joy. But so far is he from being caught
up in the offenses caused by things and by people,
that injury itself is useful to him, allowing him to
put himself to the test and to make trial of his virtue.

(4) Let us show our favor for this plan, I beg you
all, and let us be present with calm minds and ears



while the wise person is withdrawn from injury.
Nothing is thereby subtracted from your petulance,
your rapacious desires, or your blind recklessness
and your arrogance: your vices are safe while this
freedom is acquired by the wise person. We
are acting not to prevent you from being permitted
to do an injury, but rather so that he can cast all
injuries down to the depths and can defend himself
through endurance and magnificence of mind.

(5) Just so, in the sacred games, most men defeat
their opponents’ hands by wearing them out with
stubborn endurance. Consider the wise person to be
of this kind—to be one of those who through long
and committed training have acquired the firmness
to withstand every hostile force, and to wear it out.

(10.1) Since we have run to the end of the first part,
let us pass on to the second, in which we will argue
against insult—in part through certain specific
arguments, but indeed mostly through ones
that are common.lnsult is something less than
injury: we can complain about it more than we can
pursue it, and the laws too have not thought it
worthy of any punishment.

(2) This emotion is stirred up by the lowliness of a
mind that recoils because of some dishonoring word
or deed: “That man did not admit me today, though
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he was admitting others,” “When I was speaking, he
insolently turned away from me, or he mocked me
openly,” “He seated me not in the middle of the
couch but at the foot,” and other things of this
kind.What shall I call these except the quibbles of a
seasick mind? Usually it is the luxurious and the
fortunate who are found uttering them, because no
one has the time to notice such things if he has
worse things to contend with.

(3) Minds with too much leisure, that are weak by
nature, feminine, and idling around in the absence
of genuine injury— they are the ones disturbed by
these things. And the majority of these things are
due to the fault of the interpreter. Someone, then,
who is affected by insult does not show that he has
any good sense in himself or any confidence. For he
judges, without a hint of doubt, that he has been
disrespected, and this sting does not occur without a
certain lowliness in the mind, which depresses itself
and slumps down. The wise person, by contrast, is
not disrespected by anyone: he knows his own
greatness, and he informs himself that no one has
that much power over him. And as for all these
things that | would call not miseries of the mind but
rather annoyances, he does not defeat them: rather,
he does not even feel them.
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(4) There are other things that strike the wise person
even if they do not overthrow him, such as physical
pain, loss of a limb, loss of friends and children, and
during wartime the calamity of his fatherland in
flames. | do not deny that the wise person feels
these,for we do not endow him with the hardness of
stone or of iron. To endure without feeling what you
endure is not virtue at all. What, then, is my point?
He receives some cuts, but those that he receives he
overcomes, he heals, he stanches. Yet these lesser
blows he does not even feel, and he does not use
against them that customary virtue we
have been talking about, by which he tolerates
hardships, but either he does not register them or he
thinks they are laughable.

(11.1) Besides, the fact that the majority of insults
are made by arrogant and insolent men who bear
their good fortune poorly means the wise person has
something by which he can reject that inflated
emotional reaction: magnanimity, the most beautiful
of all the virtues. Virtue passes by anything of that
sort, like empty images from dreams and nocturnal
visions without a trace of substance or truth.

(2) At the same time, he considers that all are too
low to be bold enough to look down on things that
are elevated so much higher. Insult (contumelia) is
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so called from scorn (contemptus), because no
one marks someone with an injury unless he has
scorned him. But no one scorns someone greater
and better, even if he does something that scorners
typically do. For children strike their parents’ faces,
and a toddler has been known to mess up its
mother’s hair and tear it, and to spit on her, or to
expose her naked skin in full view of her family,
and to utter obscenities—and we do not call any of
these insults. Why? Because the one who does them
Is incapable of scorning.

(3) It is the same reason why we are entertained by
our slaves’ insultfilled humor against their masters.
Their boldness even gives itself license against
dinner guests, if it has been initiated by the master.
And the more worthy of scorn each one is, the more
unrestrained is his tongue. For this very purpose
some people buy up cheeky boys and sharpen up
their rudeness and put them under an instructor
so that they can pour out abuse like experts. And we
call these not insults but witticisms. What madness
it is, though, to be entertained one moment and
offended the next by the same things, and to call
something that a friend has said a slander, but
something that a mere slave has said a humorous
reproach!
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(12.1) The attitude we have in our minds toward
children is what the wise person has toward all
those whose childishness persists even after the
arrival of adulthood and gray hair. Or has any
progress been made by those whose minds have
problems and errors that have grown greater—who
differ from children only in the size and shape of
their bodies, but otherwise are no less misguided
and astray, seeking after pleasures indiscriminately,
anxiously, and peaceful only from terror and not
from good character?

(2) No one can say that there is a difference
between these men and children just because
children are possessive toward knucklebones or nuts
and little copper coins, whereas the men are
possessive toward gold, silver, and cities! Because
children play magistrates among themselves and
make believe at having a purple-fringed toga,
fasces, and judge’s throne, whereas the men play at
the same things seriously in the Campus Martius,
the forum, and the Senate house. Because children
make imaginary houses by piling up sand on the
seashore, whereas the men, as if they are doing
something great, busy themselves with piling up
stones and walls and roofs, and take what was
invented for sheltering bodies and convert it into
something dangerous. The situation is similar, then,
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for children and for these men who have proceeded
further— except that the latter’s error concerns
other, greater things.

(3) So the wise person is justified in receiving these
people’s insults as jokes. On occasion too, he
admonishes them, like children, with harm and
punishment, not because he has received an injury
but because they did an injury, and so that they
might stop doing it. For stock animals
too are tamed just so, with a lash of the whip, and
we are not angry at them whenever they refuse a
rider, but we curb them so that pain
can break their insolence. You will see, then, how
this neutralizes the objection that is made against
us: “Why does the wise person, if he has not
received an injury or an insult, punish those who did
them?” If you want to know: he is not avenging
himself but rather is correcting them.

(13.1) But how can you not believe that this mental
durability is able be present in a wise man, when
you can observe the same thing in others due to a
different cause? For what doctor gets angry at
someone who is out of his mind? Who takes
umbrage when someone utters curses because he is
in a fever and has been forbidden cold
water?
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(2) The wise man has the same feeling toward all
people that the doctor has toward his patients: the
doctor is willing to handle their private parts if they
need a remedy, to examine their excrement or urine,
or to take abuse from the raving mad. The wise man
knows that all those who walk around in togas or in
purple, though fit and of healthy complexion, are in
poor health. He regards them as no
different from sick people lacking in self-control.
So he does not even get annoyed at them if in their
iliness they try something reckless against their
healer. He regards their honors as having no value,
and brings the same attitude to their actions which
are performed without virtue.

(3) Just as he will not feel smug when a beggar
fawns on him, and will not judge it an insult just
because a person of the lowest station does not
return his greeting, so too he will not admire
himself when many wealthy people admire him. For
he knows that wealthy people are no different from
beggars—and indeed are more deserving of pity,
because the latter lack a little, whereas the former
lack a lot. Likewise, he will not be affected if the
king of the Medes or king Attalus of Asia should
pass over his greeting in silence, with a haughty
expression. He knows that there is nothing more to
be envied in that man’s position than in the position
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of a slave in a large household whose responsibility
it is to restrain the sick and the insane.

(4) Surely | need not be annoyed if my name is not
returned by one of those who do business at the
temple of Castor buying and selling wretched
human chattels, whose stalls are crammed with a
crowd of the lowliest slaves? | think not. What
good, anyway, does someone have who has only the
bad beneath him? And thus, just as he overlooks
this one’s courtesy or discourtesy, so too he
overlooks the king’s: “You have beneath you
Parthians, Medes, and Bactrians. But you contain
them by fear, and they do not allow you to slacken
your bow. They are your bitterest enemies, they
allow themselves to be bought, and they are on the
lookout for a new master.”

(5) He will not be moved, then, by anyone’s insult.
The fact is that although all men are different from
one another, the wise person regards them all as
equal, on account of their equal stupidity. For if
he lets himself just once descend to being disturbed
by either injury or insult, he will never be able to be
free from anxiety. And freedom from anxiety is the
wise person’s hallmark. Nor will he be caught out
judging that an insult has been done to him and
thereby allowing the one who did it to have honor.
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For one who succeeds in making someone annoyed
by scorning him, by implication can rejoice at being
admired.

(14.1) Some are so crazy that they think that an
insult can be done them by a woman. What does it
matter how privileged she is whom they are dealing
with, how many litter bearers she has, how heavy
her earrings are, how spacious her sedan chair? She
remains an equally thoughtless animal and, unless
knowledge and much learning are added, wild, and
lacking control over her desires. Some get annoyed
if they are bumped by a hairdresser, and they call it
an insult when a doorman gives them trouble, when
a name announcer is arrogant, or a bedroom slave
gets uppity. O how ridiculous these things are!
And how much pleasure one can fill one’s mind
with from the hurlyburly of other men’s errors
while contemplating one’s own peace and
quiet!

(2) “What? Will the wise person not approach doors
where a harsh gatekeeper presides?” Indeed he will
try this, if necessity demands it, and he will soothe
that man, whoever he is, as he would
by throwing food to a fierce dog. And he will not
think it unworthy to spend something to cross the
threshold, considering how certain bridges too
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require a gift for crossing. And so he will give to
that man also, whoever he is, who manages this
revenue at the morning receptions. He knows that
things that are for sale are bought with money. It is
a small-minded person who is smug over having
replied freely to a doorman, over having broken his
staff, over having gone through to the master and
asked for him to be flogged. He who puts
up a fight makes himself into an opponent, and even
though he may win, he is at his level.

(3) “But what will the wise person do when he is
punched?” What Cato did, when his face was
struck: he did not get angry, he did not
avenge the injury, and he did not even forgive it, but
rather he denied that an injury had been done. His
ignoring it required a greater mind than would have
been required for him to forgive it.

(4) We will not linger on this point for long. After
all, who is unaware that none of the things that are
thought bad or good seem to the wise person as they
seem to everyone else? He does not respect people’s
judgments about what is shameful or pitiful. He
does not go on the popular path, but as the planets
pursue a course contrary to the movement of the
heavens, so does the wise person advance against
popular opinion.



(15.1) Stop saying, therefore: “Will the wise person
not receive an injury, then, if he is cut, if his eye is
gouged out? Will he not receive an insult if he is
jostled through the forum with abusive taunts by
foul-mouthed men; if, at a king’s banquet, he is
ordered to recline beneath the table and to eat with
the slaves who are responsible for the most
humiliating chores; if he is compelled to endure any
other contrivance that is offensive to the
sensibilities of a freeborn person?”

(2) However great those things become in number
or in scale, they will be of the same nature. If the
little ones do not touch him, not even the greater
ones will. If a few do not touch him, not even a
great many will. You, though, take your own
weakness as a guide in making a guess about his
huge mind, and when you consider how much you
think you are able to endure, you place the limit of
the wise person’s endurance just a little further. But
his virtue locates him in another part of the
universe: he has nothing in common with you.

(3) Go and find some things that are harsh and
heavy to bear, from which you retreat when you
hear them or see them: a plurality of these will not
overwhelm him, and he will withstand them all just
as he withstands them singly. If someone says that
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one thing is tolerable to the wise person, another
intolerable, and he keeps the mind’s greatness
within fixed limits, he has it wrong. Fortune defeats
us unless our defeat of it is total.

(4) But so that you do not think this hardness is
exclusive to the Stoics, Epicurus—whom you
people adopt as the patron of your inactivity,
thinking that he teaches soft and lazy things and
pathways to the pleasures—says: “Fortune rarely
gets in the wise man’s way.” close he came to
uttering a man’s words! Do you want to speak
still more bravely and to separate fortune from the
rest?

(5) The wise man’s meager house, where there is no
adornment, no clamor, no finery—this house is not
watched over by gatekeepers who divide
the crowd but can be bribed to give their approval.
Rather, over this empty threshold, which has no
doorman, fortune does not pass. It knows that,
where there is nothing that belongs to it, there is no
place for it.

(16.1) But if even Epicurus, who indulges the body
a great deal, rises up against injuries, what part of
what we are saying seems hard to believe or beyond
the measure of human nature? He says that
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the wise person can tolerate injuries, whereas we
say that there are no injuries.

(2) And you cannot say, indeed, that this goes
against nature. We do not deny that being beaten,
being struck, or losing a limb is an unfortunate
thing, but we deny that all these things are
injuries. We remove from these not the sensation of
pain but only the name injury, which cannot be
sustained with virtue intact. We will see which of us
speaks more truly.Certainly we both agree on
scorning injury. Do you seek to know what the
difference is between the two of us? The same diff
erence as there is between two courageous
gladiators, of whom one clamps his wound and
stands his ground, while the other looks to the
people applauding and indicates that it
Is nothing, and does not allow them to intercede. (3)
You should not think that our divergence is great.
As to the thing that 1is at issue, and
the one thing that need concern you, both examples
urge it: to scorn injuries (and insults, which I would
call the shadows and suspicions of injuries).
Despising these requires not a wise man (sapiente. .

uiro) but simply one in his right mind
(consipiente), who can say to himself: “Are these
things happening to me deservingly or
undeservingly? If deservingly, it is not insult, but
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judgment. If  undeservingly,we should be
embarrassed for him who does what is unjust.” (4)
And what is that thing that is called an insult? He
made a joke about my smooth head, my poor eyes,
my bandy legs, and my height. What insult is it
to be told what is evident? When a thing is said
before an audience one, we laugh, but when in front
of many, we get mad. And we do
not give others the freedom to say the same things
that we ourselves are accustomed to saying. By
mild jests we are entertained; at excessive ones we

get angry.

(17.1) Chrysippus reports how a certain man got
mad when someone had called him a “muttonhead
of the deep.”In the Senate we saw Fidus Cornelius,
Ovidius Naso’s son-in-law, weeping when Corbulo
had called him a “shaved ostrich.”Against all the
other abuses intended to wound his character and
his life, his brow retained its firmness, but at this
absurdity the tears welled forth. So great is the
weakness of our minds when reason has departed.

(2) What about our being offended if someone
imitates our way of speaking, our walk, some flaw
in our body or in our voice? As if those things
would be more obvious when another imitates them
than when we ourselves do them! Some are
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reluctant to hear about their old age, their
gray hairs, and other things which we pray we will
attain. Others are inflamed by an accusation of
poverty, when in fact anyone who seeks
to conceal his poverty is accusing himself. And thus
do we deprive of material those petulant persons
who make humor through insult: you need to take
the initiative and get in before they do. No one
prompts laughter if he has already gotten a laugh at
his own expense.

(3) Tradition relates how Vatinius, a man born for
both laughter and hatred, was a charming and witty
joker. He said a great many things at the expense of
his own feet and his scarred neck. This is how he
avoided being made fun of by his enemies, who
were as numerous as his deformities, and especially
by Cicero. If Vatinius was able to accomplish this
by the hardness of his words—he whom constant
invectives had long since taught to feel no shame—
then why can it not be accomplished by one who,
through  his  liberal  studies and  his
of wisdom, has actually made some progress?

(4) Add the fact that it is a kind of revenge to snatch
away the pleasure of having made an insult from the
one who made it. People often say, “Oh dear.
I do not think he understood.” So contingent is the
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outcome of an insult on the victim’s feeling it and
becoming incensed. Moreover, sooner or later the
perpetrator will meet his match: someone will
emerge to avenge you also.

(18.1) Gaius Caesar, a practitioner of insults along
with his other copious vices, was driven by a
strange urge to brand every person with some mark,
though he himself offered rich material for
laughter—so hideous was the pallor that betrayed
his insanity, so savage were the eyes concealed
beneath his old woman’s brow, so misshapen
was his desolate head strewn with fiercely defended
hairs; not to mention his neck covered in bristles,
the thinness of his legs, and the enormity of his feet.
If you wish to recall the individual instances in
which he was insulting to his parents and
grandparents, and to persons of every rank, there is
an endless supply. I will recall those that sealed his
fate.

(2) Valerius Asiaticus was among the emperor’s
foremost friends, a fierce man who could scarcely
be expected to bear with a calm mind insults made
against others.0J0 During a banquet—really,
during a public assembly—and so that all could
hear, the emperor reproached Valerius for how his
wife was in bed. Good gods! For a man to listen to
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this, for the emperor to know this, and for free
speech to have reached such an extreme that, not
just to an ex-consul, not just to a friend, but to a
husband, the emperor should narrate his adultery
and his dissatisfaction!

(3) By contrast, Chaerea, the military tribune, had a
way of talking that did not match his prowess.[11 It
was weak in volume and, if you were not aware of
his deeds, would have made him seem suspect.
When Chaerea asked for the watchword, Gaius once
gave him the sign of Venus, another time the sign of
Priapus, in one way after another reproaching the
soldier for his softness. All of these things he did
while himself dressed in diaphanous robes, slippers,
and earrings! And so he compelled Chaerea to use
his sword so that he would not have to ask for the
watchword anymore. That man was the first among
the conspirators to raise his hand, and it was he who
severed his neck in a single stroke.J[J A great
many swords were then thrust in from all sides,
avenging public and private injuries. Yet the
first man was the one who least seemed to be a man.

(4) But the same Gaius saw insults wherever he
looked, as those with the greatest appetite for
making insults are incapable of enduring them. He
was angry with Herennius Macer, because he had
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greeted him as “Gaius.” And he did not let a top-
ranking centurion go unpunished for having called
him “Caligula” (Little Boot). For this is what he
used to be called, having been born in camp and
being a child of the legions, and he was never
known to the soldiers more closely by any other
name. But now, wearing the high boots of tragedy,
he regarded “Caligula” as a taunt, an abuse. (5) And
so this itself will serve as a consolation: that even if,
in our leniency, we will pass over revenge, there
will be someone who exacts punishment from
the person who is wanton, arrogant, and revels in
doing injury—vices that are never used up in a
single person or a single insult.

(6) Let us look to the examples of those we praise
for their endurance, such as Socrates. He received in
good spirits the witticisms that were published and
staged against him, and he laughed at them
no less than when he had filthy water poured over
him by his wife Xanthippe. Antisthenes was abused
for having a foreign, Thracian mother. He replied
that even the mother of the gods was from
Mount Ida.

(19.1) There is no need to resort to a quarrel or a
physical struggle. We must use our feet to get far
away. We must ignore whichever of these things is
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done by senseless people (they can be done only by
senseless people). And we must make no distinction
between the honors and the injuries given by the
common people,

(2) neither grieving over the latter nor rejoicing
over the former. Otherwise, from fear of insults or
from weariness at them, we will neglect many
necessary things, and we will fail to attend to public
and private duties (which are sometimes also
beneficial)—all because we are vexed by a
womanly concern about hearing something contrary
to our thinking. Sometimes we will even get angry
at the powerful, and will reveal this feeling in an
uncontrolled exercise of freedom. But to
put up with nothing is not freedom: there we are
deceived. Freedom is putting one’s mind above
injuries, making oneself into the sole
source of one’s joys, and separating external things
from oneself so that one does not have to live an
unsettled life, afraid of everyone’s laughter and
everyone’s tongue. For if anyone can make an
insult, who then is not capable of making one?

(3) Different remedies, however, will be used by the
wise person and by one who is aspiring to wisdom.
You see, those who are not perfect and are still
holding themselves to the standard of public
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judgment should be put on alert that they
themselves must live among injuries and insults:
everything that happens will be lighter, if they know
to expect it. The more respectable each person is in
his birth, his reputation, his inheritance, the more
bravely should he conduct himself, knowing that the
tall ranks stand at the front of the battle line. Let
him bear insults, abusive words, dishonors, and
other humiliations as if they were the clamor of the
enemy, weapons thrown from a distance, and rocks
clattering around his helmet but not making any
wound. As for injuries, like wounds, some piercing
the armor and some the breast, let him withstand
them without being knocked down or even giving
ground. Even if you are pushed and shoved by a
hostile force, giving way is still shameful: keep the
position assigned to you by nature. Do you ask what
this position is? Being a man.

(4) The wise person has a different thing to help
him that is the opposite of this. For you are all still
fighting, whereas for him the victory has been won.
Do not struggle against your good. And while
you are still on your way to the truth, foster this
hope in your minds, and willingly take up better
things, and help them along with your attitude and
your will: the existence of something unconquered,
the existence of someone against whom fortune has
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no power at all, is in the interest of the
commonwealth of the human race.
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1- Abelard, Peter (1079-1142)

Among the many scholars who promoted the revival
of learning in western Europe in the early twelfth
century, Abelard stands out as a consummate
logician, a formidable polemicist and a champion of
the value of ancient pagan wisdom for Christian
thought. Although he worked within the Aristotelian
tradition, his logic deviates significantly from that
of Aristotle, particularly in its emphasis on
propositions and what propositions say. According
to Abelard, the subject matter of logic, including
universals such as genera and species, consists of
linguistic expressions, not of the things these
expressions talk about. However, the objective
grounds for logical relationships lie in what these
expressions signify, even though they cannot be said
to signify any things. Abelard is, then, one of a
number of medieval thinkers, often referred to in
later times as ‘nominalists’, who argued against
turning logic and semantics into some sort of
science of the ‘real’, a kind of metaphysics. It was
Abelard’s view that logic was, along with grammar
and rhetoric, one of the sciences of language. In
ethics, Abelard defended a view in which moral
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merit and moral sin depend entirely on whether
one’s intentions express respect for the good or
contempt for it, and not at all on one’s desires,
whether the deed is actually carried
out, or even whether the deed is in fact something
that ought or ought not be done. Abelard did not
believe that the doctrines of Christian faith could be
proved Dby logically compelling arguments,
but rational argumentation, he thought, could be
used both to refute attacks on Christian doctrine
and to provide arguments that would appeal to
those who were attracted to high moral ideals. With
arguments of this latter sort, he defended the
rationalist positions that nothing occurs without a
reason and that God cannot do anything other than
what he does do.



2- Aesthetic attitude

It is undeniable that there are aesthetic and non-
aesthetic attitudes. But is there such a thing as the
aesthetic attitude? What is meant by the aesthetic
attitude is the particular way in which we regard
something when and only when we take an aesthetic
interest in it. This assumes that on all occasions of
aesthetic interest the object attended to is regarded
in an identical fashion, unique to such occasions;
and this assumption is problematic. If an attitude’s
identity is determined by the features it is directed
towards; if an aesthetic interest in an object is (by
definition) an interest in its aesthetic qualities; and
if the notion of aesthetic qualities can be explained
in a uniform manner; then there is a unitary
aesthetic attitude, namely an interest in an item’s
aesthetic qualities. But this conception of the
aesthetic attitude would be unsuitable for achieving



the main aim of those who have posited
the aesthetic attitude. This aim is to provide a
definition of the aesthetic, but the aesthetic attitude,
understood as any attitude focused upon an object’s
aesthetic qualities, presupposes the idea of the
aesthetic, and cannot be used to analyse it. So the
question is whether there is a characterization of
the aesthetic attitude that describes its nature
without explicitly or implicitly relying on the
concept of the aesthetic. There is no good reason to
suppose so. Accordingly, there is no such thing as
the aesthetic attitude, if this is an attitude that is
both necessary and sufficient for aesthetic interest
and that can be characterized independently of the
aesthetic.

3- African philosophy

In order to indicate the range of some of the kinds
of material that must be included in a discussion of
philosophy in Africa, it is as well to begin by
recalling some of the history of Western philosophy.
It is something of an irony that Socrates, the first
major philosopher in the Western tradition, is
known to us entirely for oral arguments imputed to
him Dby his student Plato. For the Western
philosophical tradition is, above all else, a tradition
of texts. While there are some important ancient
philosophers, like Socrates, who are largely known
to us through the reports of others, the tradition has
developed increasingly as one which pays careful
attention to written arguments. However, many of
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those arguments - in ethics and politics,
metaphysics and epistemology, aesthetics and the
whole host of other major subdivisions of the
subject - concern questions about which many
people in many cultures have talked and many,
although substantially fewer, have written outside
of the broad tradition of Western philosophy. The
result is that while those methods of philosophy that
have developed in the West through thoughtful
analysis of texts are not found everywhere, we are
likely to find in every human culture opinions about
some of the major questions of Western philosophy.
On these important questions there have been
discussions in most cultures since the earliest
human societies. These constitute what has
sometimes been called a ‘folk-philosophy’. It is
hard to say much about those opinions and
discussions in places where they have not been
written down. However, we are able to find some
evidence of the character of these views in such
areas as parts of sub-Saharan Africa where writing
was introduced into oral cultures over the last few
centuries. As a result, discussions of African
philosophy should include both material on some
oral cultures and rather more on the philosophical
work that has been done in literate traditions on the
African continent, including those that have
developed since the introduction of Western
philosophical training there.
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4- Skepticism

Much of epistemology has arisen in defense or in
opposition to various forms of skepticism. Indeed,
one could classify various theories of knowledge by
their responses to skepticism. For example,
rationalists could be viewed as skeptical about the
possibility of empirical knowledge while not being
skeptical with regard to a priori knowledge and
empiricists could be seen as skeptical about the
possibility of a priori knowledge but not so with
regard to empirical knowledge. In addition, many
traditional problems, for example the problem of
other minds or the problem of our knowledge of
God’s existence, can be seen as restricted forms of
skepticism which hold that we cannot have
knowledge of any propositions in some particular
domain thought to be within our ken. Although this
essay will comment briefly about some restricted
forms of skepticism, it will focus on the general
forms of skepticism which question our knowledge
in many, if not all, domains in which we ordinarily
think knowledge is possible. Since this essay is not
primarily devoted to a discussion of the history of
philosophical skepticism, the general forms of
skepticism to be discussed are those which
contemporary philosophers still find the most
interesting.
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5- Alienation

‘Alienation” is a prominent term in twentieth
century social theory and social criticism, referring
to any of various social or psychological evils
which are characterized by a harmful separation,
disruption or fragmentation which sunders things
that properly belong together. People are alienated
from one another when there is an interruption in
their mutual affection or reciprocal understanding;
they are alienated from political processes when
they feel separated from them and powerless in
relation to them. Reflection on your beliefs or
values can also alienate you from them by
undermining your attachment to them or your
identification with them; they remain your beliefs or
values faute de mieux, but are no longer yours in
the way they should be. Alienation translates two
distinct German terms: Entfremdung
(‘estrangement’) and Entau ferung
externalization’). Both terms originated in the
philosophy of Hegel, specifically in his
Phenomenology of Spirit (1807). Their influence,
however, has come chiefly from their use by Karl
Marx in his manuscripts of 1844 (first published in
1930). Marx’s fundamental concern was with the
alienation of wage labourers from their product, the
grounds of which he sought in the alienated form of
their labouring activity. In both Hegel and Mary,
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alienation refers fundamentally to a kind of
activity in which the essence of the agent is posited
as something external or alien, assuming the form
of hostile domination over the agent

6- Metaphysics

Metaphysics is a broad area of philosophy marked
out by two types of inquiry. The first aims to be the
most general investigation possible into the nature
of reality: are there principles applying to
everything that is real, to all that is? - if we abstract
from the particular nature of existing things that
which distinguishes them from each other, what can
we know about them merely in virtue of the fact that
they exist? The second type of inquiry seeks to
uncover what is ultimately real, frequently offering
answers in sharp contrast to our everyday
experience of the world. Understood in terms of
these two questions, metaphysics is very closely
related to ontology, which is usually taken to
involve both ‘what is existence (being)?’ and ‘what
(fundamentally distinct) types of thing exist?

/- Mill, John Stuart (1806-73)

John Stuart Mill, Britain’s major philosopher of the
nineteenth century, gave formulations of his
country’s empiricist and liberal traditions of
comparable importance to those of John Locke. He
united enlightenment reason with the historical and
psychological insights of romanticism. He held that
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all knowledge is based on experience, believed that
our desires, purposes and beliefs are products of
psychological laws of association, and accepted
Bentham’s standard of the greatest total happiness
of all beings capable of happiness - the principle of
‘utility’. This was Mill’s enlightenment legacy; he
infused it with high Romantic notions of culture and
character.

8- Philo of Alexandria (c.15 sc-C. ap 50)

Philo of Alexandria is the leading representative of
Hellenistic-Jewish thought. Despite an unwavering
loyalty to the religious and cultural traditions of his
Jewish community, he was also strongly attracted to
Greek philosophy in which he received a thorough
training. His copious writings - in Greek - are
primarily exegetical, expounding the books of
Moses. This reflects his apologetic strategy of
presenting the Jewish lawgiver Moses as the sage
and philosopher par excellence, recipient of divine
inspiration, but not at the expense of his human
rational faculties. In his commentaries Philo makes
extensive use of the allegorical method earlier
developed by the Stoics. Of contemporary
philosophical movements, Philo is most strongly
attracted to Platonism. His method is basically
eclectic, but with a clear rationale focused on the
figure of Moses.

9- Plato (427-347 &c)
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Plato was an Athenian Greek of aristocratic family,
active as a philosopher in the first half of the fourth
century BC. He was a devoted follower of Socrates,
as his writings make abundantly plain. Nearly all
are philosophical dialogues - often works of
dazzling literary sophistication - in which Socrates
takes centre stage. Socrates is usually a charismatic
figure who outshines a whole succession of lesser
interlocutors, from sophists, politicians and
generals to docile teenagers. The most powerfully
realistic fictions among the dialogues, such as
Protagoras and Symposium, recreate a lost world of
exuberant intellectual self-confidence in an Athens
not yet torn apart by civil strife or reduced by defeat
in the Peloponnesian War.

10- Pleasure

From Plato and beyond, pleasure has been thought
to be a basic, and sometimes the only basic, reason
for doing anything. Since there are many forms that
pleasure can take and many individual views of
what pleasure consists in, much attention has been
given to how pleasures may be distinguished, what
their motivational and moral significance might be,
and whether there may not be some objective
determination of them, whether some may be
good or bad, or some better as pleasures than
others.

But first there is the question of what pleasure is. It
has been variously thought to be a state of mind like
distress only of the opposite polarity; merely the
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absence or cessation of or freedom from pain; a
kind of quiescence like contentment; or the
experiencing of bodily sensations which, unlike
sensations of pain, one does not want to stop.
We also identify and class together particular
sources of pleasure and call them pleasures of the
table, company, sex, conversation, solitude,
competition, contemplation or athletic pleasures. In
this sense there may be some pleasures which we do
not enjoy. But most generally pleasure is what we
feel and take when we do enjoy something. This
raises the questions of what is encompassed by
‘'something’, what it is to enjoy anything, and the
extent to which theories of pleasure can
accommodate both our passivity and activity in
pleasure. The most influential theories have been
those of Plato, Aristotle and empiricists such as
Hume and Bentham.
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