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José Ferrater Mora

Cynics and Stoics

First published in the Revue de Métaphysique et de Morale (1957). This English translation follows the Greek text, which was itself translated by P.-X. Despilho from the Spanish original.

If human beings are to go on living, and to escape total despair within a society that at times becomes a ‘concentration camp’, they possess, among other resources, one means: lucidity. Two kinds of sage, initiated into opposing schools, understood this well—the Cynics and the Stoics. The same essential endeavour may certainly be found among the Epicureans, Platonists and Sceptics. We shall leave them aside, however, because the two schools already named will suffice to disclose what might be called ‘the philosophers’ human response’. What, then, can these schools reveal when we ask what attitude they adopted towards what we shall provisionally call ‘history as catastrophe’?

First, the Cynic school. There is no doubt that the Cynics constructed a reasonably well-defined philosophical doctrine; historians have scarcely disputed this. In presenting the philosophy of Antisthenes, Diogenes Laertius already used the expression entasis biou—a ‘form of life’1. Not just any form, for entasis plainly evokes a way of life realised through tension and effort. Socrates was the first to glimpse this, so that Cynicism would remain unintelligible without the Socratic contribution. Thus the sequence Socrates–Antisthenes–Diogenes, judged historically inadmissible by some critics, nevertheless remains psychologically coherent2. Observing that society would strangle itself either through excessive organisation or through anarchy, Socrates made a capital discovery: beneath society we always recognise the human being. The human being—at once a unique entity and a representative of all humankind—thereafter became, for many philosophers, a reality that does not merely pose problems but is itself already a problem.

This was no commonplace discovery; it could have been made only by someone who had felt, deep within himself, a void that society could not fill. Human reality was no longer perceived as equivalent to social function. An essential part of human existence—for Socrates, the essential part—remained inactive, socially unrooted and available. Socrates himself did not clearly formulate the fact, for he had only glimpsed it. During the next two centuries, however, the theory that human beings are only relatively adaptable to society spread beyond philosophical circles. Increasing economic ruin, the rapid ‘industrialisation’ of Hellenistic society, and the formation of a socially uprooted proletarian mass were among the factors that strongly contributed to this ideological development. We shall not address the causal relations between ‘realities’ and ‘ideas’; it is enough to note their coexistence. If Cynicism drew its impetus from the Socratic discovery, it developed only because it found a sufficiently favourable social environment. It is therefore readily understood as a human and social phenomenon, rather than merely as a phase in some more or less abstract ‘history of ideas’.

All this explains the ‘climatic’ character of Cynicism. It is difficult to measure it by the usual standard of philosophical systems. Whether the figure in question is Antisthenes, Diogenes or the philosopher Sallustius, the Cynics invariably laboured to shape an attitude towards life into a doctrine and to transcribe the reflections arising from it into works whose most frequent literary form—especially from the second century BC onwards—was the ‘discourse’ or diatribe3. No less than the proverbial wallet and staff, the diatribe allowed Cynics to distinguish themselves from the crowd and present themselves to it as an ‘example’. Despite their frenzied individualism, Cynic philosophers therefore formed a ‘school’. That should not surprise us in an age when, as today, groups, sects and circles multiplied4, and when people abounded who, without aspiring to power, sought to act upon society and to become its leaven—perhaps its seed. Our description thus concerns both the ‘type’ of the Cynic philosopher and the Cynic ‘school’. The school knew two periods of flourishing.

The first was the age of Diogenes. The heavy sky threatened a genuine deluge. It was the age of confusion so admirably described by Dio Chrysostom in his eighth Discourse5. Four centuries later, the second age was no less dark, and Lucian of Samosata painted its portrait6. In the interval people entertained the hope—or fear—that Roman power might permanently stabilise society. Yet the differences between the two periods enable us to understand the only notable differences within the Cynic school. In Greece, Cynicism, chiefly intellectual in origin, addressed minorities, those who wished to live by ideas alone. In Rome it assumed the character of a phenomenon of life; without invariably being, as is sometimes claimed, the philosophy of the dispossessed classes, it displayed a particular ability to attract them. In Greece, in short, Cynicism was a ‘mode of expression’; in Rome it became a ‘rule for action’—an imperative to act which, paradoxically, licensed a stubborn refusal of action.

Reduced to a common denominator, Cynicism thus appears as a way of confronting crisis: first by carrying that crisis to its extreme and affirming itself as the philosophy of universal insecurity and complete disorder. This should not surprise us. Cynicism spread through a world full of very concrete threats. The themes of the ancient Cynic diatribe—exile, slavery and subjection—were not merely literary commonplaces but immediate, tangible realities7. At certain moments people discover that they may cease to be human. Their whole effort then consists in resistance; above all, they must not allow themselves to be overcome. This does not mean climbing the social hierarchy, but precisely the opposite: despising its positions and gathering every available strength to satisfy a single need—the need to be human. Cynicism definitively adopted this course. To that end it renounced what others considered the principal factor of life: action. In a society where every action seemed futile, the Cynic preferred arrested motion. Yet this attitude must not be confused with that of many Christians in apostolic times. Christians ceased acting by virtue of hope; Cynics sought tranquillity after excessive despair. Diogenes, if Laertius is to be trusted, repeatedly praised those who came to the point of marrying and then declined to do so, and those who were about to enter political life and abandoned their plans8. The Cynics seem to have followed a rule as logical as it was difficult: ‘There are things it is better not to see.’ Christian tranquillity was only apparent; acting as though he were not acting, the Christian disclosed the inner movement of his soul and the infinite tension of his hope. Cynic tranquillity was, by contrast, quite real, while every inner tension seemed to the Cynic a hypocrisy to be exposed at any cost. Since human beings cannot refrain from acting altogether, however, the Cynic’s power of action was soon concentrated in one simple, brazen and incontestable act: contempt.

Nothing seemed to exist within society except its mask: conventions. These were not living conventions reflecting an intense faith, but dead conventions, faded and almost unrecognisable traces of an earlier golden age. What attitude could be adopted towards such relics? For many there was no doubt: they found the solution in a once-flourishing but now anaemic form of life—‘propriety of manner’. The Cynic could accept no such thing, hence his first battle cry, ‘Down with conventions!’, and his contempt for every social propriety. He came to believe that there was absolutely nothing between a moribund society and the isolated individual. He did not admit that between vanity and aversion there might be a third possibility: devotion.

Outside himself the Cynic found only a terrifying void that nothing could fill, and he did not hesitate to abolish it. If conventions no longer represented anything, why try to preserve them? Why hypocritically keep up appearances? Better to cast everything off, live sincerely and face the crisis without grimacing. That is the essence of Cynicism. A person might remain a Cynic while being ascetic or moderately hedonistic, since the only thing that mattered was to survive amid the universal shipwreck. The Cynic could therefore summarise his thought without attending to verbal propriety: ‘You no longer believe in anything,’ he proclaimed in word and deed, ‘and you try in vain to conceal it. Why struggle to preserve your hollow conventions? Do what you think right; be what you are. Perhaps in this way you will obtain the one thing you most deeply desire: your salvation.’

The whole life of the Cynic, tense in its very calmness, had only one purpose: to resist through contempt and to break the decayed shell of a dying society. As one of their finest historians put it, the Cynic was a ‘bastard’, an alien element within ‘classical’ society9. It could scarcely have been otherwise. Yet what is paradoxical in relation to the present may sometimes conceal an affinity with the future. Cynicism does indeed seem to foreshadow certain attitudes of emerging Christianity—monasticism, for example. Unlike the Christian, however, the Cynic attained no inner peace and confined himself to heroically accepting the perpetual rending of his existence. This arose not from a more or less abstract reflection upon humanity’s inevitable solitude, but from the experience of a radical dismemberment of human society. It also explains why two very different attitudes are sometimes so difficult to distinguish: the cynicism of power and the cynicism of spirit. They were shades of the same reflex, forms of the same will to despise. Cynicism ultimately appeared as a refuge both against society and against the human being himself. Society and humanity were equally demanding, while the Cynic refused every obligation. Coercion, external or internal, was the great enemy of what he finally sought: peace, serenity and tranquillity.

The calm so ardently desired was difficult to secure, yet the Cynic made the search harder by narrowly restricting his field of action. The weakness of the Cynic attitude sprang from the conviction that it could find within itself—where there was nothing but the ruins of an exhausted society—the vigour required to face the situation. In pursuing a truly ‘radical’ solution, the Cynic ended stripped of everything. He had to deny everything: knowledge, political life and the possibility of mutual aid. Cynicism, which began as a form of life contemptuous of knowledge, therefore could not avoid becoming a caricature of knowledge—an abstract and inadequate knowledge of a moribund form of life. Like every ‘radical system’, Cynicism exhausted itself. A few could plainly become Cynics, but not everyone, nor even a respectable majority. Another solution had to be sought.

Was that solution the Stoic one?

Swept along by the immense wave of his age, a person could not swim straight against the current. Yet it is possible to meet the violence of the waters without insisting on surmounting them, and without surrendering oneself to the waves: by enduring them. That was the Stoic solution. In ‘endurance’ we already encounter the key word of Stoicism. All the other terms so abundantly employed by the Stoics—‘abstention’, ‘tension’, ‘spirit’, ‘universal reason’ and ‘nature’—revolve, in effect, around endurance.

The Stoic attitude and Stoic thought must therefore be considered from this standpoint. The Stoics, too, formed a ‘school’. But was it a ‘school of knowledge’? The history of philosophy leaves no room for doubt. Yet that history has a marked tendency to inform us about ideas and to forget the human attitudes of which those ideas are often the efflorescence. If there is a Stoic doctrine, it is not an ‘indifferent’ one. We do not deny that the Stoics, especially the ‘early Stoics’, cultivated Physics and Logic, nor that they made very notable discoveries in the latter field. Yet Zeller already stressed that, although they explored the different parts of philosophy in detail, ‘the true kernel of their system’ was Ethics10. Physics itself, ‘that divine part of philosophy’, served as preparation for ethical reflection. This was fairly common in many Hellenistic systems, in which, as Émile Bréhier observed, ‘education’ rather than ‘theory’ remained the centre of philosophical activity11. In Stoicism, as in Cynicism, we therefore find a ‘form of life’. Yet the Stoics’ extensive cultivation of the theoretical part of philosophy reveals an important difference: unlike the Cynics, they did not mock knowledge and even sought to ‘save’ it12. Epictetus certainly did not regard an inquiry into the ‘constitution’ of the world as indispensable, but this must be understood in light of the traditional interweaving of the parts of philosophy. These should not be separated (Diogenes Laertius VII.40), but should form ‘a fortified city governed by reason’. To know ‘the things that depend upon us’, we must first learn which things do not.

For the Cynic, knowledge was admissible only insofar as it served life as a direct and immediate lever. The conclusion is plain: knowledge and life are identical; ‘to know’ means nothing other than ‘to know how to conduct oneself’. What purpose, then, could Logic and Physics serve? The Stoic, by contrast, although he too regarded knowledge as a function of human life, actively resisted the despotism both of knowledge and of existence13. Every despotism must be avoided; life itself is no exception. The Cynic had likewise refused to acknowledge the authority of life, but he lost—or rather severed—the threads connecting life to knowledge, and convention to nature14. The only possible relation between life and what lay outside it was therefore that of master and slave. The Stoic rejected both this identification and this severance. Uneasy in his role as mediator, as a master in the art of building bridges and tending wounds, he could not easily yield to the temptation that seduced the Cynic: the defect that, by despising itself, became a virtue, and freedom transformed into the rule of existence. Cynicism, carried to its ultimate consequences, allowed a person to shape in his own way a life already drained of all strength and cut off from every relation. What a person did could therefore have no connection with what he was, and an entirely ‘lax’ morality might replace an ascetic one without impediment. The ancient Cynics—least of all those whose names the historians have preserved—did not live in such a wretched state; but had they done so, they would not thereby have ceased in the least to be Cynics.

Here we discover one reason why the Stoics did not turn away from knowledge. In their eyes knowledge was more than an instrument; it was a medicine. For the Stoics, ‘to know’ ultimately meant ‘to heal’15.

The fact that Chrysippus and Posidonius sometimes wrote veritable encyclopaedias does not refute this claim or alter our hypothesis about the role they assigned to knowledge. Consider Stoic Physics. Can it really be called Physics? Is it not, rather, a kind of labyrinth? Heraclitus’ fire, the ‘seminal reasons’, the world as a living being, fate ruling the universe and sometimes identified with it—what would we not find if we attempted to enumerate the elements of this imago mundi, where common sense alternated with fantasy?16 Yet there is an Ariadne’s thread capable of leading us through the confusion: the human being. At first the world and any description of the universe ought to be indifferent to us. In the end, humanity’s omnipresence in the world makes it important and, indeed, unavoidable. Like the Platonists, we must therefore ‘save the appearances’; unlike them, we must never do so at the price of ourselves. This is not, certainly, from individualism. Does not the Stoic preach the dissolution of each person in the Whole, the final surrender of our existence to Nature? Yet we should not deceive ourselves: Stoic ‘objectivism’ is intelligible only through the support supplied by a ‘human’ ethical attitude. Were the universe emptied of human beings, the whole of Stoic Physics would vanish. This Physics therefore marked not a beginning—as did Ionian ‘physiology’ or Aristotle’s ‘science of Nature’—but an end. Classical Greek philosophers such as Empedocles or Democritus could still derive their conduct from their conception of the universe. The Stoics sought a conception of the universe fitted to their conduct. Knowledge did not disappear, but was subordinated to practice. Since personal salvation dictated the wish to ‘save the appearances’, Stoic knowledge may be said to have been an instrument of action.

Were they concerned only with ethics? No; but they acted as though the only questions worthy of the name were ethical. The hierarchy of knowledge was organised in accordance with this fundamental condition. Epictetus tells us so clearly. The first thing a philosopher must do is obey rules such as ‘One must not lie.’ He must next prove why one must not lie. Finally, he must analyse why such a proof deserves the name ‘proof’. The third point is necessary because the second exists, and the second because the first exists; but only the first is genuinely indispensable. The second and third are useful, but do not justify themselves. The rule of conduct is therefore, in every respect, the guiding principle of knowledge. For this reason Stoic ethics cannot be called merely descriptive, even if it grounds the proof that knowledge is possible, and the proof of all its formal structures, upon a realistically explicit imperative17. But let us leave a subject that would carry us too far and resume the thread of our inquiry.

The Stoics, then, were chiefly concerned with ethics. But with which ethics? For there are at least two. On the one hand, we may seek rules enabling us to declare certain realities good and clear the paths leading to them. On the other, we may seek to discover the Good itself and prepare ourselves to live in accordance with it. As good mediators, the Stoics tried to exclude nothing possessing ethical significance. In ethics, as in physics, they sought to combine elements and mingle materials. Beyond every eclecticism, however, they maintained one inflexible principle that allows us to grasp the foundation of Stoic ethics: the continual return to oneself. Like every ancient ethics, Stoic ethics sought happiness, eudaimonia. Yet the happiness pursued by the Stoics was not always of the same order as simple, everyday happiness.

What, then, does happiness—eudaimonia—mean? Once again, two answers are equally admissible. First, there is the euphoria felt when, stretching out our arms towards all people and all things, we proclaim, ‘I am happy!’ We then overflow with a generous life that seems to flood the rest of the world. Second, there is the contraction we impose upon ourselves so as to reduce, as it were, the intensity of our existence. In ages overflowing with vitality the first mode prevails; in times of crisis the second imposes itself. Every representative of Stoicism adopted the second without hesitation. They withdrew into themselves, into the sole oasis of real peace from which it was possible—or prudent—to set out again towards the world. Once the solidity of that inner dwelling had been tested, a person could finally be sure of possessing a possible refuge and perhaps, as Marcus Aurelius wrote, find there the source of a wonderful and inexhaustible personal renewal, ‘the fountain of good’ ready to spring up without ceasing. The Stoic sought happiness in the ‘self’, among ‘the things that depend upon us’. He sought it by retreating, by diminishing his vitality. Life is the great enemy: it gives rise to disquiet and anguish. One must withdraw, fold oneself inward, and face the world with a serene and enduring eye. The Stoic submitted—and made that submission the centre of his life. Hence the ‘luxury’ so uncommon in his age: the luxury of freedom. This meant not political but individual freedom. Adapting Guizot’s familiar formula, we might call it a ‘freedom for endurance’. Yet ‘endurance’ does not have the same meaning for the Stoic as for the French statesman. For Guizot it is expressed through a double movement: freedom emerges in a dialectical course running ceaselessly from anarchy to authority and from authority to anarchy. For the Stoic, endurance was no perpetual movement. He possessed a small island to which he withdrew and from which he claimed to cast off both the crushing weight of authority and the dissolving action of anarchy. He therefore had no need to concern himself with temporal power. In the period of ‘late Stoicism’, at least, he adopted towards it an attitude resembling that of the Gospel. This is perfectly intelligible. One may render to Caesar what is Caesar’s precisely because these are merely external things. Caesar may exercise authority over everything except the conscience.

For the Stoic, freedom is therefore foreign to things. To be free does not mean to hold a consulship or govern a province; it means to know how the sage must live in order to become an ‘example’. Since being a sage is incompatible with being an orator, tax collector or imperial procurator, we must perform these functions, when circumstances press us into them, as though we were not performing them. In this ‘as though’ the Stoic found the great device of his life. Unable, like the Cynic, to abandon everything, he seemed obliged to wear a mask, even while knowing that a mask can mummify the face. The failure of Stoicism to serve, as it aspired to do, as a religio ultima for the still assimilable masses of the Roman Empire may be the penalty for excessive confidence in such evasions. The Stoic always tended to live ‘on the boundary’. It is therefore not strange that, as we observed, he eventually became a support of the very society against which he had initially directed his harshest insults. The difficulty was that society declined his services. In fact it rejected the offers of every philosopher, for, as always in times of grave crisis, many people endlessly philosophised upon the proposition: ‘This is no time for philosophy.’

The Stoic thinker, however, was little affected by his surroundings’ indifference. He took care to protect himself against every injury. You can become invincible, Epictetus wrote, if you never enter a contest in which victory is not yours to command18. This play on words supports one of the pillars of Stoic existence. It enabled the Stoic to present others with a noble gentleness alongside the severity he practised towards himself. At the root of that gentleness, however, lay freedom from passion. The Stoic repeated that vehemence and impetuosity must be avoided. We must not become enraged with others even when punishing them, even when cutting them off from society through death or exile: destroy them, but without hatred. This may look like goodness, but it is only indifference. Against his will, the Stoic encouraged people to be treated as things. Hence one of the great paradoxes of Stoicism: another person was always ‘the other’, threatening to restrict the inward and irreducible freedom of the Stoic’s judgement. In the last analysis the Stoics might preserve a clear conscience even after destroying their fellows, provided it was done sine ira, sine odio19. Yet it would be unjust to burden them further by asking that, after renouncing almost everything, they preserve the one thing that could have tempered their indifference: sympathy.

What a complex world those souls inhabited. The ‘contradictions’ of Stoicism are, after all, merely aspects of one fundamental contradiction: the claim that love can be reached without sympathy, without recognising that neither can exist without the other. Deceived by an error without which he could not have preserved his freedom from passion, the Stoic believed that other people, if only they wished, could become Stoics. If they failed, some obstacle prevented them from joining the ranks of those making progress. Since this obstacle could not be the will, it had to be stupidity: the inability to understand that only the abandonment of everything external can bring inner peace, and only the breaking of bonds with the world can ensure tranquillity in the embrace of Nature.

Here, however, we face a difficulty. Unlike the Cynic, the Stoic appeared ‘radical’. Yet we have called him a mediator and an eclectic, while Stoic philosophy was essentially a philosophy of compromise. How can these attitudes be reconciled? Very simply, if the ‘radicalism’ of Stoic self-withdrawal is shown to be less proof of a firm will to renounce than a manifestation of diminished vigour. The Stoic did not wish to lose himself in the comforts of eclectic gentleness. At bottom, however, he feared them and imagined that through them life might ‘reappear’. He ought, then, to have taken the lead. But how could he do so when he refused to lead anywhere and preferred the rearguard? The Stoic never anticipated events; at most, he wished to follow them without undue distraction. Epictetus says it totidem verbis: ‘Do not seek for what happens to happen as you wish; wish all things to happen as they do.’ To buttress this doctrine the Stoics employed every kind of sophistry. A human being, they said, is merely an actor in a play and may not even interpolate some improvisation between two scenes. He can only play his role skilfully and becomingly; everything else is indifferent. He must therefore disregard anything that would disturb his advance towards freedom from passion. His ears must be closed to news from the external world. What ‘depends upon us’ is sufficient—or, as Seneca put it in an impeccable formula, ad manum est, quod sat est: what is enough lies ready to hand.

‘Life as a return to oneself’: this might be the fundamental emblem of Stoicism. Yet returning to oneself does not mean escaping. To escape means to flee one place in order to reach another that is pleasanter or more favourable. The Stoic does not escape—or, if we retain the verb, he ‘escapes towards himself’. Withdrawal from the crowd, se ipso esse contentum, retreat on every front: these are ways of practising an ‘interiorisation’ that excludes neither social life nor participation in government, but insists that social life must once again be lived as though it were not necessary. This poses a serious question: can the ‘self’ be considered a genuine refuge? Certain Stoic texts invite doubt. The by no means merely rhetorical theme of voluntary departure from life—suicide—arises from a characteristically Stoic conception of life as a ‘neutral’ reality, one of the ‘indifferent things’. The solution may therefore be recommended in certain circumstances: when virtue demands it, or when one suffers unbearable pain or incurable disease. What, ultimately, would this famous ‘conscience’ mean? Stoic declarations are abundant: above all, the power to master one’s life, to make of it what one wishes, to expose it to society without letting it be contaminated, to treat it harshly and even to take it away. But the question is who or what could master life. Since the Stoics scarcely conceived any reality not modelled upon ‘things’, they fell back upon the celebrated answer: the real being, the final refuge, is Nature. ‘Live in accordance with Nature’: upon this principle, as upon a pedestal, the column of Stoic life is raised. Hence
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