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Philosophy As A Way Of Life Hadot

Introduction: Reclaiming the
Ancient Purpose of Philosophy

In a world saturated with abstract theories, complex jargon, and
academic  debates  confined  to  seminar  rooms,  the  idea  that
philosophy might be a practical,  transformative way of  life can
seem almost revolutionary. Yet, for centuries before the rise of the
modern  university,  philosophy  was  precisely  that:  a  set  of
exercises,  practices,  and  attitudes  designed  to  heal  the  soul,
cultivate wisdom, and help individuals live better, more meaningful
lives. No one has done more to revive this ancient understanding
than the French historian of philosophy, Pierre Hadot. His work on
philosophy as a way of life remains a powerful antidote to the
purely  cerebral  and  systematic  approaches  that  dominate
contemporary  thought.

Hadot’s central  thesis,  developed through meticulous studies of
ancient Greek and Roman schools, is that philosophy was originally
a  concrete,  experiential  practice—a  form  of  spiritual  and
intellectual training. The goal was not simply to produce a coherent
system of propositions, but to transform the practitioner’s entire
being. This article explores Hadot’s vision of philosophy as a way
of life,  its roots in ancient traditions, its key practices, and its
enduring relevance for modern readers seeking depth, purpose,
and inner peace.

Who Was Pierre Hadot?

Pierre Hadot (1922–2010) was a French philosopher, historian, and
philologist  whose  work  focused  predominantly  on  ancient
philosophy, particularly Stoicism, Epicureanism, and Neoplatonism.
Much of his career was spent at the prestigious École Pratique des
Hautes Études and later as a professor at the Collège de France.
Despite  his  academic  credentials,  Hadot  wrote  in  a  clear,
accessible  style  that  appealed  to  both  specialists  and  general
readers.

His  most  famous  works  include  Philosophy  as  a  Way  of  Life:
Spiritual Exercises from Socrates to Foucault and What Is Ancient
Philosophy? In these books, Hadot argued that modern philosophy
had lost  its  way by reducing itself  to  an intellectual  discipline,
forgetting the existential and therapeutic functions it once served.
He drew a sharp distinction between the ancient “philosophical
life” and the modern “philosophical discourse”—the latter being a
set of abstract arguments that often have little impact on how one
actually lives.

Hadot’s  influence  extends  far  beyond  classical  studies.  Thinkers
like Michel Foucault drew upon his ideas (notably in Foucault’s later
work on the “care of  the self”),  and his writings have inspired
contemporary movements in  practical  philosophy,  life  coaching,
and even cognitive behavioral therapy.

The Core Idea: Philosophy as a Way
of Life

At the heart of Hadot’s project is the claim that ancient philosophy
was  first  and  foremost  a  “way  of  life”  (maniere  de  vivre).  Each
major  school—Stoics,  Epicureans,  Cynics,  Skeptics,
Platonists—offered not just a theory of reality, but a comprehensive
system of spiritual exercises designed to reshape the practitioner’s
perception, emotions, and actions.

For example, Stoicism taught that we should focus only on what is
within  our  control—our  judgments  and  choices—and  accept
everything else with equanimity. This was not merely a creed to be
recited; it was a discipline to be practiced daily through exercises
such as premeditatio malorum (the premeditation of future evils)
and the view from above  (a cosmic perspective that relativizes
personal  troubles).  Similarly,  Epicureanism  aimed  at  achieving
tranquility (ataraxia) through simple pleasures, friendship, and the
elimination of irrational fears, especially the fear of death and the
gods.

Hadot  emphasized  that  these  schools  saw  philosophy  as  a
continuous  effort,  a  conversion  of  the  entire  person.  The
philosophical life required constant vigilance, self-examination, and
the cultivation of virtues. It was not a weekend hobby but an all-
consuming vocation.

Spiritual Exercises: The Practical Core of Ancient
Philosophy

In his celebrated essay “Spiritual Exercises,” Hadot catalogues the
various practices that ancient philosophers employed. The term
“spiritual” here does not necessarily imply religious belief; rather, it
points to the inner transformation of the individual’s being—a shift
in perspective, a liberation from passions, an awakening to a more
universal viewpoint.

Key spiritual exercises include:

Attention (prosoche): A constant awareness of the present
moment, of one’s thoughts and actions. The Stoic Epictetus
urged his students to guard their impressions like sentinels.
Meditation on Death (melete thanatou): Contemplating
mortality not as a morbid fixation, but as a way to appreciate
the fleeting nature of life and to prioritize what truly matters.
Reading and Writing: Not as passive consumption, but as
active exercises in assimilating wisdom. Students were
expected to ponder short maxims, write in journals
(hypermnemata), and engage in dialectical questioning.
Dialogue: The Socratic method was not about winning
arguments but about exposing contradictions in one’s beliefs
and leading the interlocutor toward self-knowledge.
The View from Above: Imagining the Earth as a tiny speck
in the vast cosmos, thus gaining a sense of proportion and
detachment from petty concerns.

Hadot argued that these exercises were designed to produce a
permanent  change  in  the  practitioner’s  mindset.  They  were
therapeutic in the deepest sense—healing the soul from anxiety,
greed, and self-deception.

Hadot’s Influence on Modern
Thought

Pierre Hadot’s ideas have had a profound impact on contemporary
philosophy and beyond. One of the most notable heirs of Hadot’s
thought was Michel Foucault, who in his later works (especially The
Care of the Self  and Technologies of the Self) explored ancient
ethical practices of self-formation. Foucault acknowledged his debt
to Hadot, although he applied the concepts in a more socio-political
context, focusing on how individuals could resist power structures
through self-cultivation.

Hadot himself was wary of some of Foucault’s interpretations. He
insisted that ancient philosophical exercises were not merely about



personal  aesthetics  or  “self-fashioning,”  but  about  a  radical
transformation that aligned the individual with universal reason or
nature. Nevertheless, the dialogue between these two thinkers has
spurred renewed interest in the practical dimensions of philosophy.

Today, the legacy of philosophy as a way of life can be seen in
the  rise  of  philosophical  counseling,  Stoic  week  or  month
challenges, and an explosion of popular books on Stoicism (e.g.,
Ryan  Holiday’s  The  Obstacle  Is  the  Way).  Many  people  are
rediscovering  that  ancient  wisdom  offers  concrete  tools  for
managing  stress,  building  resilience,  and  finding  meaning—tools
that  are  often  more  effective  than  generic  self-help  platitudes
because they are rooted in a coherent worldview and a time-tested
discipline.

How to Practice Philosophy as a
Way of Life Today

One of the most valuable contributions of Hadot’s work is that it
shows us how to reclaim philosophy for everyday life. You do not
need to be an academic to engage in spiritual exercises. Here are
several practical ways to begin integrating the ancient tradition of
philosophy as a way of life into your daily routine:

Adopt a Morning and Evening Philosophical
Practice

The Stoics recommended starting each day by mentally preparing
for potential challenges, and ending it by reviewing one’s actions.
Write down a few lines in a journal: What did I do well today? What
could  I  have  done  better?  What  did  I  avoid?  This  discipline
cultivates self-awareness and gradual improvement.

Practice the Premeditation of Adversity

Spend  a  few  minutes  imagining  a  hypothetical  difficulty—losing
your job, falling ill, facing a conflict. Then, rehearse your response:
“I  can choose how to react.  I  will  focus on what  is  within  my
control.” This prepares you mentally, reducing the shock of real
events.

Read Slowly and Reflectively

Choose a short passage from a Stoic, Epicurean, or other ancient
text (e.g., Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations, Seneca’s Letters from a
Stoic).  Read it  word by word,  then sit  with it  for  a  while.  Ask
yourself: How does this apply to my life right now? What would it
mean to live according to this principle?

Cultivate the View from Above

Find a quiet place and visualize the Earth from space. Imagine the
vastness  of  the  cosmos,  the  billions  of  years  of  history,  the
countless  beings.  Then  bring  your  attention  back  to  your

immediate concerns. Let their apparent urgency dissolve in the
light of this larger perspective.

Engage in Philosophical Dialogue with a Friend

Find a partner who is also interested in self-improvement. Set aside
time to  discuss  fundamental  questions:  What  does  a  good life
consist of? How do we handle injustice? What is the role of reason
in our emotions? The goal is not to agree, but to clarify your own
thinking and learn from another.

Criticisms and Limitations

While Hadot’s vision of philosophy as a way of life is inspiring, it
is  not  without  its  critics.  Some  scholars  argue  that  Hadot
romanticizes  ancient  philosophy,  overlooking  the  political  and
social  dimensions  of  schools  like  Stoicism,  which  were  often
entangled with imperial power structures. Others point out that the
ancient “life” of a philosopher was reserved for a small elite who
had  the  leisure  to  devote  themselves  to  full-time  self-
cultivation—hardly  a  democratic  ideal.

Moreover, the modern world presents unique challenges that the
ancients  could  not  have  foreseen:  the  overwhelm  of  digital
information, the pressures of a capitalist economy, the atomization
of  community.  Adapting  spiritual  exercises  to  a  21st-century
context requires creativity and a willingness to integrate insights
from contemporary psychology and neuroscience.

Despite  these  caveats,  the  core  of  Hadot’s  message  remains
powerful: philosophy can be a tool for genuine transformation. It
does  not  have  to  remain  trapped  in  academic  journals.  By
recovering the ancient sense of philosophy as an art of living, we
open the door to a more meaningful, intentional existence.

Conclusion: The Enduring
Relevance of Hadot’s Philosophy

Pierre Hadot gave us a gift: he reminded us that philosophy once
belonged  to  everyone,  not  just  to  specialists.  The  idea  of
philosophy as a way of  life  beckons  us  to  step  out  of  the
abstract and into the concrete—to practice wisdom rather than
merely talk about it. Whether through Stoic meditation, Epicurean
appreciation of simple pleasures, or Socratic self-examination, we
can all participate in the ancient quest for a good life.

In  a  time  of  unprecedented  change  and  uncertainty,  Hadot’s
recovery of spiritual exercises offers a compass. It invites us to ask
not only “What do I believe?” but “How shall I live?” The answer
lies  not  in  a  single  doctrine,  but  in  a  lifetime  of  practice—a
continuous dialogue between theory and action, between mind and
soul. That is the true path of philosophy as a way of life, and it is
never too late to begin walking it.


