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Fate and Providence 
 
1. Praising and Lifting 
 
(1) A follow-up. The word for pride in the Discourses is a cognate of epairō, which 
means to lift, swell, raise, or excite. In Notes 5, pleasure is characterized as an 
irrational elevation (alogos eparsis). We will clarify the material connotations later; for 
now, what is thus rendered as ‘pride’ has negative connotations of conceit (e.g., 
1.8.8–10 or 2.8.15), or being ‘proud’ of something undeserved (e.g., 3.10.15, 4.1.22, 
4.4.35). The words for praise are epaineō (verb) or epainos (noun), but Epictetus does 
not use those. Why? 

(2) Pride is not a ‘rational swelling’ (eulogos eparsis)—joy (chara), i.e. of the true 
feelings: a sense of elation, perhaps, about one’s situation in life. Remember that joy 
is further characterised as ‘delight’ (terpsis), ‘mirth’ (euphrosunē), a sort of 
lightheartedness, and ‘cheerfulness’ (euthumia), which could also be a sense of 
contentment. Recall too that εὐπάθειαι (eupatheiai) are like emotional undertows. 

(3) Put together, pride is bad (a passion) because we are ‘elated’ for the wrong 
reasons—we are merely pleased with ourselves. See also Seneca, Letter 76.17. 
 
2. Stoic Physics Sketched 
 
(4) Cosmos (world): one finite continuous body (no gaps); contains all individual 
bodies. The cosmos is a plenum surrounded by the infinite void (τὸ κένον, to kenon, 
which means ‘the empty’). The ‘all’ (pan) = kosmos + void. 

(5) Void: a three-dimensional empty expansion; perhaps something like absolute 
(Newtonian) space, i.e. independent of the things that occupy it. Void is 
unoccupied, but occupiable, space. The thought: conflagration (ἐκπύρωσις, 
ekpurōsis), when the universe burns itself out and then recycles, requires empty 
space for the cosmos to expand into, because fire is an expansive process. 

(6) Thought experiment. Imagine standing at the edge of the cosmos (you can, 
since it is finite). Now stretch out your hand. If you cannot, there is something 
there that resists you. So the cosmos is not finite. If you can, there is a void beyond 
the cosmos. Either way, the cosmos does not end where you thought it would. 

(7) Space and place are ‘incorporeals’, and hence real, but do not strictly 
existing. One thought: place is a portion of space occupied by, and coextensive 
with, at least one body at a time (a maximally occupied spatial region). If place 
were a body, motion would be impossible: for motion happens when a body 
empties a place and occupies another. Place is thus what remains, yet makes 
movement possible. Other incorporeals: time and lekta—sayables or propositions. 

(8) Only bodies (σώµατα, sōmata) exist. Slogan: to exist is to have causal powers 
(cf. Plato, Sophist 247d–e, Seneca Letter 117.2–3). Existence is thus dynamic. Matter 
or ‘stuff’ as such is passive, but bodies are not, since they are infused by logos, which 
is the active principle. 

(9) Pneuma (πνεῦµα) or ‘breath’ realises the active principle. Pneuma is 
composed of fire and air and permeates the entire cosmos (or the one cosmic body, 
since there are no gaps), but is ‘condensed’ in different ways. Pneuma bestows unity 
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and cohesion on everything. It is a constitutive force. There are pneumatic degrees: 
tenor (ἕξις, hexis), which derives from ἔχω (echō), which means to have or to hold. 
Stones are ‘tensed’ or ‘held’ in this sense. There is also ‘physique’ (φύσις, phusis), in 
virtue of which things have vital properties, ‘soul’ (ψυχή, psuchē), which provides 
sensation, and the ‘commanding faculty’ (ἡγεµονικόν, hēgemonikon), i.e. reason. 
These are but ways of pneumatic tension: it reflects Stoic materialism. 

 
3. Determinism and Fatalism 

 
(10) For Zeno, a cause is ‘that because of which’, or literally the ‘thing responsible’: 
what brings about an effect, and what also explains it. The word for ‘cause’ (ἄιτιον, 
aition) means both cause and reason (see Seneca Letter 65.2). Only bodies can be 
causes (see 8), but effects are not other bodies, but predicates (incorporeals): the 
knife causes the flesh to acquire the predicate ‘bleeds’. 

(11) There is a ‘swarm of causes’ (LS 55N): some are decisive, initiating, or 
triggering, and look like Aristotle’s ‘efficient’ causes (prokatarktika); others keep 
things together and sustain them (sunektika), maintaining a thing’s pneumatic 
tension (see 9); others are contributing or co-causes (sunaitia). Illustration: a football 
team ontologically depends on its individual members, and thus has minimal tenor 
(coherence), and hence a minimal sustaining cause; so each individual player is the 
co-cause of the team’s win. 

(12) Nothing in the world exists or happens without a cause or reason. Fate 
(εἱµαρµένη, heimarmenē) is the inescapable sequence of inter-connected causes or 
reasons; the unbroken cosmic flow of causes; ‘the substance of fate [is] a power of 
breath, carrying out the orderly government of the all’ (LS 55M). 

(13) As pneumatically infused part of the universe, we are part of that causal 
chain. There is only one causal flow, which plays out right in front of us and is 
realised by us and everything else in this universe. Providence (προνοία, pronoia) is 
not due to a wise and pre-destined divine plan (as it would be in theism)—the 
divine plan or logos is immanent in every bit of matter that is infused with pneuma, 
and thus dispersed throughout the cosmos. The world ‘worlds’, or nature ‘natures’, 
and this is what fate is: it is ‘fate as you go’. The evolving cosmic coming-about is 
nothing but that divine reason which plays out as it goes. Things happen just as 
they do, or must, because the emerging cosmic causal economy is optimally 
rational. Instead of being ‘merely’ fated or destined to realise a pre-ordained plan 
(like cogs in a machine), to be fated is to go with that cosmic flow, and, indeed, help 
providence along. Most events are thus ‘co-fated’ (confatalis) by our decisions; our 
actions are conditions for the occurrence of ‘fated’ events. And insofar as we ‘gel’ 
with that flow, we can be happy and truly free. 

(14) We do not know the overall cosmic causal structure. Given our (severe) 
epistemic limitations, we can only do what we think is best: the only guarantee that 
some of our actions are successes is the fact that we are, each of us, portions of 
cosmic mind. Other criteria: assent only to impressions we can firmly grasp, make 
proper use of our rational faculty, and extend our knowledge of the world and the 
things in it, including ourselves. 


