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Cosmic Love and Friendship 
 
(1) Conceptual clarifications. There are a range of Greek words that cover ‘love’, but 
express nuances. (a) There is erōs, associated with sexual desire, passion, and 
infatuation: ekstasis and mania—an unhinged madness. Lucretius on the mania of 
erotic love: ‘the more we have it, the more it is not enough’.1 See also Aristophanes’ 
myth in Plato’s Symposium 189e ff.: we each seek our counterparts. (b) There is 
philia, a dispassionate affection among equals, a regard for others, loyalty, 
appreciation, a concern for the welfare of others that includes parresia (παρρησία), 
which is frank speech.2 (c) There is agapē, a sort of fellow-feeling, care, and charity; 
being a co-human for others, associated with philanthropy, and benevolence, but 
also the love for the gods. It seems to include an asymmetry that philia lacks. (d) 
More rarely, there is storgē, which denotes a felt bond, especially the fond affection 
between parents and children. 

(2) Recall the passions: as desire for sexual gratification, erōs is about a future 
‘good’—but really is a faulty judgement about something’s worth grounded in an 
irrational impulse. The wise and virtuous have eupatheiai, good feelings are correct 
judgements grounded in rational impulse. Such a ‘well-reasoned appetite’ is wise 
love, boulēsis or ‘wishing’, which is characterised as well-wishing or benevolence 
(εὔνοια, eunoia) , friendliness, (εὐµένεια, eumeneia), respect (ἀσπασµός, aspasmos), 
and affection/love (ἀγάπησις, agapēsis) (see D.L. VII 116). 

(3) The root of love (and ethics) is oikeiōsis.3 Everything has something that 
belongs to it, or to which it belongs; and hence anything’s impulse is to seek out 
what is suited to it, or what it is suited to. Oikeiōsis is like integrating something into 
the scope of what belongs to one’s nature—hence appropriating it—and this comes 
with a sense of being connected to, or affiliated with that something. What befits 
me also ‘be(ne)fits’ me as the kind of thing that I am. Stoic therapy: know yourself. 

(4) Oikeiōsis is continuous. The first impulse concerns me; the first challenge is to 
remain alive, and the to develop an affinity to, or with, oneself—oikeiōsis is thus also 
the process by which we become ourselves. Hierocles (who lived around the same 
time as Epictetus) suggests that the appropriate impulse we should have to 
ourselves is benevolence—eunoētikē.4 This is a nice word, which means something 
like ‘well thought of’, or, more awkwardly, ‘sincerely minded about’, or ‘properly 
attituded towards’. First, we ought to develop a good will towards ourselves. 

(5) This is not egoism, for we are intrinsically also philia-creating, benevolent, 
creatures grounded in familial affiliations (Discourse 1.11). The thought is that 
unless you are (also, but not merely) concerned about yourself, you cannot be 
concerned about others. In spite of self-attachment, attachment to others is possible, 
and indispensable for our self-development—for playing our role as human beings. 
Epictetus stresses this aspect: words expressing humility or respect (aidōs) appear 
about 45 times in the Discourses and the Handbook; modesty and an awareness of 
 
1  DRN IV 1089. 
2  The word derives from pas (πᾶς) and rhēsis (ῥῆσις), which mean ‘all’ or ‘everything’ and 

‘speech’, respectively—friends can speak about anything and everything openly. 
3  See Notes 8, ‘Playing One’s Cosmic Role’, §§7–8. 
4  LS 57D (Papyrus 9780, found in Egypt in 1901). 
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another’s perspective is part of being wise and virtuous—as is the responsiveness or 
alertness to potential shame. (For another exemplary passage, see Discourse 3.13.5.) 

(6) Tension. Early Stoics held that only the wise and virtuous can be friends: only 
they are fully equal and treat each other are they treat themselves (D.L. VII 124). 
Later Stoics held that a good life is one of expanding the domain of our affiliation—
to domain of people we love. Indeed, philia has a distinct political tinge in Greek 
culture, since it vouchsafes social cohesion and a system of reciprocal benefits. So for 
a virtuous and flourishing life we should try to assimilate those with whom we are 
not initially affiliated. This is a constitutive and challenging part of Stoic happiness: 
conceiving of everybody as your friend. 

(7) For we are cosmopolites (πολίτης τοῦ κόσµου, politēs tou kosmou). Seneca: 
‘What is required, you see, of anyone is that he or she should be of use to others—if 
possible, to many; failing that, to a few; failing that, to those nearest him; failing 
that, to himself or herself’ (On Leisure 3.5). And: ‘[T]here are two commonwealths. 
The one is vast and truly common to all, and includes the gods as well as mankind, 
[…] we measure [its] boundaries […] by the sun’s course. The other is the one in 
which enrolled by the circumstances of our birth […] (On Leisure 4.1). One aim of 
philosophy is to induce fellow feeling and sense of togetherness (sensus communis) 
among human beings (Letter 5.4). In perhaps similar vein, Schopenhauer claims the 
ability to resonate with someone else (Mitleid, compassion) to be indispensable for 
morality.5 

(8) Stoic therapy, again: prepare yourself for being a friend—see Discourse 2.22. 
This is part of making proper use of our human endowment (nature): what is truly 
up to us is only rational autonomy and integrity.6 But developing and using our 
powers occurs in a social and civic context: the family, the community, the state. 
Unless there is a reason not to do so, Stoics will also politically engage. 

(9) But remember: maximal oikeiōsis is affiliating with the cosmos. Befriending 
nature is thus also a concern about the world, through which we understand 
ourselves as part of nature, and which in a way is constitutive of who we are. We 

are what we are only as sympath-
etically affiliated to the cosmos, As 
wise and virtuous, when insects 
rapidly disappear, the seas become 
increasingly polluted, and the polar 
ice caps melt, we grasp the demise of 
the insect as our demise, the pollution 
of the seas as—quite literally—our 
pollution, the melting as ours. Thus 
we appropriate the cosmos, making it 
truly ours; or, perhaps better, 
appropriate ourselves to it, and so 
make us belong to it—becoming one 
with it just as in Aristophanes’ myth. 

 
5  Über die Grundlage der Moral, 1839. 
6 See Long, A. A. (2004). Epictetus. A Stoic and Socratic Guide to Life (p. 256). Oxford University Press. 


