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REDISCOVERING
THE ANCIENT ART
OF LIVING: THE
WISDOM OF
PIERRE HADOT
PHILOSOPHY AS A
WAY OF LIFE

In an age of
information overload
and constant
distraction, the quest
for a meaningful
existence often feels
more urgent than ever.
Yet, before the rise of
modern academic
philosophy with its
focus on logic,

metaphysics, and
abstract theorizing,
there existed a
different, more
practical vision of what
it meant to think and
to live. This vision,
rooted in the ancient
Greco-Roman world,
was rescued from near-
obscurity by the French
scholar and historian of
philosophy, Pierre
Hadot. His seminal
work, popularized in
the English-speaking
world largely through
the collection of essays
titled Philosophy as a
Way of Life, offers a
profound and
transformative


https://template-dev.mobaptist.org/

reorientation of our
understanding of
philosophy itself.
Instead of a detached
intellectual exercise,
Hadot presents it as a
holistic, spiritual
practice designed to
transform the
individual from the
inside out. This article
explores the core
tenets of Pierre Hadot
philosophy as a way of

life, its historical
grounding, its
relevance for

contemporary seekers,
and why his ideas
remain a vital antidote
to the fragmentation of
modern existence.

Hadot's central thesis
is deceptively simple
yet revolutionary:
ancient philosophy was
not primarily a system
of abstract propositions
to be debated in
lecture halls. Rather, it
was a set of lived
practices—a spiritual

exercise—aimed at
cultivating wisdom,
inner peace, and a
transformed perception
of reality. For the
Stoics, Epicureans,
Platonists, and Cynics,
philosophy was a

practical art, like
medicine for the soul.
The goal was not

merely to know what
virtue or happiness
was, but to learn how
to become virtuous
and achieve happiness
through daily
discipline. This
understanding of Pierre
Hadot philosophy as a
way of life reclaims the
original, therapeutic
function of
philosophical inquiry.

The
Ancient

2 Pierre Hadot Philosophy As A Way 2023-01-11
Of Life



Pierre Hadot Philosophy As A Way Of Life 3

Roots:

Spiritual
Exercises
and the
Philosoph

Ical

School

Hadot meticulously
excavated the
practices of schools
like Stoicism and
Epicureanism. He
showed that belonging
to a philosophical
school was akin to
joining a religious order
or a community of
healing. The teacher
was a spiritual guide,
and the teachings were
not just read but
performed, memorized,

meditated upon, and
acted out. These
spiritual exercises
were designed to
reshape the student's
entire being. Some of
the most prominent
among them included:

¢ Attention
(prosoche): A
constant, vigilant
awareness of the
present moment
and of one’s own
thoughts and
judgments. For
the Stoics, this
meant being
mindful of
distinguishing
between what is
up to us and
what is not,
thereby guarding
against
emotional
disturbance.

¢ Meditation on
Death (melete
thanatou): Not
a morbid
fixation, but a



daily reminder of
human mortality.
It served to
dismantle the
illusion of time as
a limitless
resource,
thereby instilling
a sense of
urgency and
preciousness to
each moment.
This practice,
Hadot shows,
was central to
both Stoic and
Epicurean
thought.

View from
Above
(theoria): An
imaginative
exercise where
one mentally
ascends into the
cosmos and
looks back down
at the earth. This
cognitive shift
diminishes the
perceived
importance of

personal
troubles, political
disputes, and
worldly
ambitions,
revealing the
vast and
indifferent
perspective of
nature. It
cultivates a
profound sense
of cosmic
belonging and
inner
detachment.
Reading and
Writing as
Dialogue: Texts
were not to be
passively
consumed. They
were to be
pondered,
annotated, and
internalized as
tools for self-
transformation.
Hadot
emphasizes that
ancient
philosophical
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writing was often
a therapeutic
form of self-
examination,
akin to a
personal journal.

Through these
exercises, philosophy
became a living art.
Pierre Hadot
philosophy as a way of
life, therefore, is not
about memorizing
doctrines but about
engaging in a
continuous training of
the soul, a
metamorphosis of the
personality.

From
Discourse
to
Practice:

The

Distinctio
n Hadot
Drew

To fully grasp the
impact of Hadot's
work, it is crucial to
understand the
distinction he drew
between
philosophical
discourse and
philosophical
practice. Philosophical

discourse is the
rational, systematic
exposition of

ideas—the arguments,
definitions, and logical
proofs that populate
academic journals. This
is the form of
philosophy most
recognizable today.
However, for the
ancient thinkers,



discourse was not an
end in itself. It was
always in service of a
deeper, existential
goal: the practice of a
way of life.

Hadot argued that this
distinction was lost
during the Middle Ages
when philosophy
became a handmaiden
to theology, and then
again in the modern
era with the rise of the
university system. The
professionalization of
philosophy turned it
into a technical
discipline, accessible
only to specialists. The
existential urgency, the
transformative

dimension, and the
universal appeal of
philosophy as a healing
art were largely
forgotten. His own
work, therefore, was a
deliberate act of
retrieval. He wanted to
remind us that even
the most abstract

philosophical
systems—like those of
Plotinus or Marcus
Aurelius—were
ultimately grounded in
a lived experience and
a method for achieving
inner serenity. This is
the core lesson of
philosophy as a
practice.

Hadot’s life
exemplified this
integration. He did not
just write about
ancient exercises; he
approached his
scholarly work with
immense discipline and
humility. He saw his
own writing as a form
of spiritual exercise, a
way of training his
attention and his soul.
His biography, written
by his second wife,
reveals a man who
deliberately sought to
live simply and to
detach from the ego-
driven pursuits of
academic fame. This

own
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congruence between
his ideas and his life
lends immense
authenticity to his
message.

The Stoic
Influence:
A Central
Pillar of

|
Hadot's
Vision
Perhaps no ancient
school resonated more
deeply with Hadot’'s
vision than Stoicism.
The Stoic emphasis on
inner freedom,
acceptance of fate
(amor fati), and the
discipline of judgment
perfectly illustrates the

marriage of discourse
and practice. Hadot’s

analysis of Marcus
Aurelius’'s Meditations
is a landmark in
philosophical

interpretation. He
shows that the
Meditations is not a
polished, systematic
treatise but a personal
notebook of spiritual
exercises—a series of
reminders and
meditations that
Marcus wrote for
himself to maintain his

philosophical
composure as
emperor.

In his analysis, Hadot
demonstrates how
Aurelius repeated

specific Stoic themes:
the division of things
into those that are
within our power and
those that are not, the
constant remembrance
of the transient nature
of all things, and the
practice of the "view
from above." These
were not intellectual



curiosities but lifelines.
They were the practical
tools Aurelius used to
navigate the immense
pressures of ruling an
empire while remaining
inwardly free. Through
Hadot's lens, the
philosophy of
stoicism emerges not
as a cold, detached
doctrine but as a
passionate, therapeutic
calculus for enduring
suffering and
sustaining virtue.

Hadot also draws
attention to the Stoic
concept of the inner
citadel—an

invulnerable core of
the self that can
remain unaffected by
external events if we
choose to align our will
with nature. This
metaphorical fortress is
built and reinforced
through daily spiritual
exercise. It is the
product of a philosophy
lived, not just thought.

Why
Philosoph
y as a
Way of
Life
Matters
Today

The relevance of Pierre
Hadot philosophy as a
way of life in the
twenty-first century is
both profound and
urgent. Modern life is
marked by a pervasive
sense of
fragmentation, anxiety,
and meaninglessness.
We are bombarded
with information but
lack wisdom. We have
unprecedented

material comfort but
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suffer from spiritual
poverty. Hadot’'s work
offers a  powerful
antidote. It provides a
framework for
reclaiming philosophy
from the ivory tower
and putting it to work
in our daily lives.

Here is how Hadot's
teachings can be
applied by a
contemporary seeker:

1. Cultivating
Mindfulness:
The ancient
practice of
attention
(prosoche) is
strikingly similar
to modern
mindfulness
meditation. By
focusing on the
present moment
and our
judgments about
it, we can break
free from
automatic
reactions and

emotional
turmoil. This is a
core tenet of
applying
philosophy as a
way of life.

. Embracing

Serenity and
Acceptance:
The Stoic
distinction
between what is
in our control
and what is not
offers a powerful
psychological
tool for reducing
anxiety. When
we clearly
identify what we
can change (our
own judgments
and actions) and
accept what we
cannot (other
people’s
opinions, the
weather, our own
death), we
immediately
experience a
sense of



liberation.

. Gaining

Perspective:
The "view from
above" is a
remarkable
antidote to our
obsession with
our own
problems. By
mentally
stepping back
and seeing our
life, our city, and
our planet as a
tiny speck in the
vast cosmos, our
personal dramas
are putinto a
larger, often
soothing,
context.

. Committing to

Daily Practice:
Hadot insists that
philosophy is not
a weekend
hobby. It
requires a daily
commitment.
This might mean
reading a

10

passage from a
philosopher each
morning,
journaling about
your choices, or
simply pausing
for three breaths
before reacting
to a difficult
situation. It is the
consistent, small
acts that build
the "inner
citadel."

Many people today,
feeling disillusioned
with both organized

religion and
materialistic
consumerism, are

turning to this ancient
model. The explosion
of interest in practical
Stoicism, in particular,
owes a great debt to

Hadot's scholarly
foundation. He gave a
historically rigorous

and deeply humanistic
voice to a movement
that might otherwise
have been dismissed
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as mere self-help. He
showed that true
wisdom is not a
collection of tips and
tricks but a complete,
lifelong transformation
of the self.

Critiques
and
Clarificati
ons: Not
Just
Ancient
Self-Help

While Hadot’'s work is
widely celebrated, it is
not without its critics.
Some scholars argue
that he overstates the
discontinuity between
ancient and modern
philosophy, and that

11

certain medieval and
modern philosophers
(like Spinoza or
Kierkegaard) also had
a practical, existential
dimension to their
work. Others contend
that his focus on
personal
transformation
downplays the political
and communal aspects
of ancient schools,
particularly in Stoicism
and Epicureanism,
which also had strong
social and political
theories.

Hadot himself was
careful to distinguish
his vision from
individualistic self-help.
He emphasized that
ancient philosophy was
always practiced within
a community—the
school—and it was
oriented toward a
universal, cosmic
perspective. It was a
transcendence of the
self, not a mere



assertion of it. The goal
was not to build a
stronger ego but to
achieve a state of
wisdom characterized
by inner freedom,
peace, and service to
others. This is a crucial
clarification. While
philosophy as a way
of life is deeply
personal, it is not
egoistic. It is a journey
from the narrow self to
the universal self, from
the passions of the
individual to the reason
of the cosmos.

Furthermore, Hadot
was not advocating for
a simplistic return to
the past. He was a
scholar deeply aware
of the modern context.
He saw the ancient
model as an important
alternative—a resource
for rethinking the
purpose of intellectual
life today. He wanted
to restore the idea that
ideas can change lives.
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This is the enduring
legacy of Pierre Hadot
philosophy as a way of
life.

CONCLUSION: THE
ENDURING CALL
TO LIVE
PHILOSOPHICALLY

Pierre Hadot’s great
gift to us is the
rediscovery of
philosophy not as an
abstract system but as
a living, breathing art
of existence. He
reminded a world
grown weary of
specialized knowledge
that the deepest
calling of the human
mind is not just to
understand the world,
but to transform the
self within it. His work
serves as a powerful
invitation to step away
from the noise of daily
life and to engage in
the ancient and noble
practice of spiritual
exercise. By
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integrating meditation
on death, the view
from above, and
vigilant attention into
our routines, we can
begin to live more
wisely, more serenely,

and more
authentically. In a time
of crisis and

fragmentation, Hadot’s
voice is not a nostalgic
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echo of the past but a
guiding light for the
future. The practice of
philosophy as a way of
life remains as potent
and necessary today as
it was in the gardens of
Epicurus and the
porticoes of Zeno. It is,
perhaps, the most
important task we can
undertake.



