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“Two words should be taken to heart and obeyed when exerting ourselves for good and restraining ourselves from evil — words that will ensure a blameless and untroubled life: persist and resist.”

— Epictetus











  
  
  The Four Stoic Virtues

  
  





“The man who has virtue is in need of nothing whatever for the purpose of living well.” — Cicero





Stoicism was a school of philosophy established in Athens by Zeno of Citium in the early 3rd century BC. It gets its name from the Greek word stoa, which translates to porch. This is a nod to the location where Zeno initially imparted his teachings to students.

In the vast tapestry of human philosophy, Stoicism emerges as a timeless guide, offering principles that resonate across the ages.

According to this philosophy, the root of our troubles lies in our perception of things, not the things themselves. Stoicism instructs us that our “reasoned choice,” as coined by Epictetus, is the only aspect within our control. It emphasizes our ability to employ reason in choosing how we interpret, react to, and realign ourselves with external events.

In Stoicism, virtue or excellence (aretê) is seen as a set of values and qualities essential for living a good and fulfilling life. The Stoics held the belief that virtue is the only key to true happiness, and they earnestly sought to lead a life free of passions, recognizing them as disturbances and damaging to the soul.

At the heart of this ancient philosophy lie the Four Stoic Virtues—Wisdom, Courage, Justice, and Temperance. These virtues, far from being abstract ideals, form a compass that directs us toward a life enriched with purpose, resilience, and goodness.

Whenever we encounter crossroads—be it in the workplace, at home, or within the community—adhering to these virtues is the pathway to a life marked by honor, glory, and excellence in every respect.

The virtues are closely connected and indivisible, yet each maintains its distinctiveness. Acting rightly often requires courage, and discipline relies on the wisdom to discern what merits choosing. Courage loses its value if not applied to justice, and wisdom’s worth is questioned if it fails to foster modesty. Each virtue plays a vital role in leading a good life.

The Stoics revered these four virtues. For them, these were nothing short of extraordinary, and as per the Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius, “the touchstones of goodness.” In fact, the very term “the cardinal virtues” underscores their pivotal nature. Interestingly, “cardinal” in this context doesn’t denote a religious role; rather, it originates from the Latin word cardos, meaning “hinge.” These are the ideals of central importance; they open the door to the good life.

Aristotle equated virtues to crafts and explained that they are things to acquire just as one acquires mastery of any occupation or skill. He wrote, “We become builders by building and we become harpists by playing the harp. Similarly, then, we become just by doing just actions, temperate by doing temperate actions, brave by doing brave actions.”

The call of Stoicism is not merely an intellectual exercise; it’s a call to action. To truly embody the Four Stoic Virtues is to embark on a transformative journey, where philosophy meets the crucible of everyday life.

Each situation, every moment, provides a chance to showcase these expressions of human excellence. No challenge or problem exists that doesn’t warrant the application of courage, moderation, justice, or wisdom.

Virtue, in essence, is a conscious act, something we choose for our better well-being and for the common good. It’s a daily undertaking, a continuous and recurring challenge that we encounter not just once, but constantly.

Goodness or evil? Hard way or easy way? Heroism or cowardice? Knowledge or ignorance? Maturity or naivety? Progress or stagnation?

Ultimately, it’s a choice that you have to make — again and again, throughout each day of your life.

So, let’s go deeper and learn more about these Four Stoic Virtues and how to employ them in day-to-day life.



. . . 



1. The Virtue of Wisdom (Sophia)


“The chief task in life is simply this: to identify and separate matters so that I can say clearly to myself which are externals not under my control, and which have to do with the choices I actually control. Where then do I look for good and evil? Not to uncontrollable externals, but within myself to the choices that are my own.” — Epictetus, Discourses, 2.5.4–5





Imagine wisdom as a compass, directing our thoughts and actions towards the path of understanding. In Stoicism, wisdom isn’t just about knowing facts; it’s about grasping the fundamental nature of things and discerning what truly matters. It encourages us to question, to seek knowledge, and to cultivate a deep understanding of ourselves and the world around us.

Wisdom calls us to pause, reflect, and question. In the rush of life, taking a moment to understand the deeper implications of our decisions becomes a powerful tool. Whether faced with a crossroads in our career or a dilemma in personal relationships, Stoic wisdom prompts us to consider the broader perspective, enabling us to make choices aligned with our values and the greater good.

Stoic wisdom transcends cultural and temporal boundaries. It beckons us to draw from the collective wisdom of humanity, recognizing that the truths it imparts are not bound by the constraints of a specific epoch.

Stoic wisdom is not found in lofty ideals alone but in the pragmatic choices we make. It challenges us to apply our understanding in the realm of actions—making decisions that align with our values, understanding consequences, and seeking continuous self-improvement. In the workplace, this might mean making decisions with a long-term perspective, and in personal relationships, it might involve empathetic listening and understanding.

In an era where information flows like a mighty river, Stoic wisdom becomes a lifeboat. It encourages us to navigate the vast seas of data with discernment, separating the signal from the noise. In a world bombarded by opinions and perspectives, it is not enough to accumulate facts; true wisdom lies in understanding the essence of things. The Stoic call to discern the essential from the trivial is a guiding principle for making informed choices, navigating complexities, and seeking self-discovery.


2. The Virtue of Courage (Andreia):


“Don’t you know life is like a military campaign? One must serve on watch, another in reconnaissance, another on the front line. . . . So it is for us—each person’s life is a kind of battle, and a long and varied one too. You must keep watch like a soldier and do everything commanded. . . . You have been stationed in a key post, not some lowly place, and not for a short time but for life.” — Epictetus, Discourses, 3.24.31–36





Life often throws challenges our way, testing the resilience of our spirit. Courage, in the Stoic sense, is not the absence of fear, but the ability to face fear head-on. It’s about staying “solid” in the face of hardship, embracing discomfort, and recognizing that growth often resides just beyond the edges of our comfort zones.

Courage is not reserved for grand gestures; it resides in the small, everyday acts of bravery. It’s the courage to express vulnerability, to admit mistakes, and to confront challenges with a resilient spirit. In embodying this virtue, we discover that each small act of courage prepares us for the larger battles, forging a character unswayed by the storms of life.

The language of courage is universally understood. Whether in ancient Rome or the modern metropolis, the call to face adversity with fortitude resonates across the ages. The Stoic courage, deeply rooted in the acknowledgment of our own agency in the face of challenges, serves as a torch lighting the way through the darkest tunnels of life.

In the modern landscape, where the pace of change can be dizzying, Stoic courage serves as an anchor in the storm.

The challenges of today may differ from those of ancient times, but the call for courage remains constant. Stoic courage invites us to confront the uncertainties of a rapidly changing world with resilience. It’s the courage to question prevailing norms, to speak up when faced with injustice, to step into the unknown with confidence, and to stand firm in our values even when faced with misfortune. In the workplace, this might involve taking calculated risks for innovation, and in personal growth, it might require confronting fears that hinder progress.


3. The Virtue of Justice (Dikaiosyne):


“Justice in all activity that is initiated by yourself—that is, impulses and actions the purpose of which is just acting for the common good—because this is in accord with your nature.” — Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, 9.31





Picture justice as the glue that binds societies together. It’s not merely about legal systems; it’s about fairness, equity, and treating others with respect and kindness. In the Stoic framework, justice extends beyond societal norms to encompass a personal responsibility to contribute positively to the collective well-being of humanity.

Justice is a lantern guiding our interactions with others. It encourages us to treat every person with fairness, empathy, and dignity. By understanding the interconnectedness of humanity, we cultivate a sense of responsibility for the well-being of our fellow travelers on this journey. In our families, workplaces, and communities, justice becomes the cornerstone of harmonious relationships.

Justice is the bridge that connects generations. The call to treat others with fairness and equity echoes through time, forming the basis for ethical societies. In a world marked by diversity, Stoic justice provides a common ground—a moral compass that guides us in creating communities founded on respect, empathy, and the understanding of our shared humanity.

As our world becomes increasingly interconnected, Stoic justice takes on a global dimension. It challenges us to consider the impact of our choices not just on our immediate communities but on the broader tapestry of humanity. In a world where borders are porous and issues transcend geographical boundaries, Stoic justice inspires us to act responsibly and ethically, recognizing the inherent dignity of all individuals.

Stoic justice isn’t a passive ideal; it’s a call to actively contribute to the well-being of others. It’s about fostering an inclusive environment, standing against discrimination, and advocating for fairness in our diverse and globalized world. In community engagement, this might involve volunteering for causes that promote social justice, and in daily interactions, it might mean treating everyone with respect and kindness.


4. The Virtue of Temperance (Sophrosyne):


“Until we have begun to go without them, we fail to realize how unnecessary many things are. We’ve been using them not because we needed them but because we had them.” — Seneca





In a world that often encourages excess, temperance emerges as a calming
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