6 Life Rules from Hypatia of
Alexandria, a 5th-Century Genius

Mastering these will place you in the top 1% of thinkers.
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Hypatia Teaching at Alexandria by Robert Trewick Bone; in the Yale Center for British Art, New Haven, Connecticut.
Courtesy Britannica.

It was the early 5th century. The roman empire was collapsing. Religious mobs
roamed the streets, smashing statues, burning libraries, and demanding absolute
obedience. Philosopher and astronomer Hypatia didn’t run. Or hide. Before the
chaos, she ran the most respected school of philosophy and mathematics in the
ancient world. Christians and pagans alike sat in her lectures. Governors asked her
advice. She built a handheld model of the universe. She wrote commentaries on
conic sections that mathematicians would rely on for a thousand years. Hypatia
drove her own chariot. She dressed in the cloak of a scholar, not the robes of a
woman. This was a radical act. The historian Will Durant said of her, “She was so
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fond of philosophy that she would stop in the streets and explain, to any who asked,
difficult ideas in Plato or Aristotle.”

But the city that had celebrated her turned into the city that murdered her. A mob
dragged her from her chariot. Stripped her in the street. Beat her with broken roof
tiles and oyster shells. Then burned what was left of her body. This happened in
Alexandria (Egypt) in the year 415. Her crime was that she taught people how to
think. That made her dangerous. They ended her life, but couldn’t destroy her
philosophy for life. Hypatia’s life gives us a masterclass in intellectual survival. She

lived by clear thinking principles that kept her mind alive.

Rule 1: Reserve your right to think

Seek knowledge for its own sake. Hypatia’s passion for learning was a calling. Her
father, Theon, was a mathematician. He was determined to raise her as “a perfect
human being.” Of course we all know there’s no such thing as perfection. He gave
her a solid education. She studied math, philosophy, literature, rhetoric, and
science. Hypatia made learning a lifelong way of life. She went on to teach others.
Her speciality was Neoplatonism, a philosophy that teaches that objective reality is
beyond the reach of thought. The goal of life was to aim for that reality. “Life is
growth, and the more we travel, the more truth we can understand. Understanding
the things that surround us is the best preparation to understand the things that lie
beyond,” she said.

Hypatia lived the philosophical life. She is described as having “sophrosyne,” — a
virtue combining moderation, integrity, discipline, and sexual abstinence. Her ethics

and her mathematics were one.
She believed in harmony and balance.

“Reserve your right to think, for even to think wrongly is better than not
to think at all,” she said. That quote explains her spirit perfectly. She valued the
act of thinking itself. She believed reason was a gift. And she would not surrender it.

Many brilliant women after her felt the same. Anne Conway, a 17th-century



philosopher, said, “Nature is not simply an organic body like a clock, which has no
vital principle of motion in it; but it is a living body which has life and perception.,”
Conway argues for a world of living spirit. Hypatia would have agreed. She believed
in a universe that was more than just matter. She saw divine geometry in the stars

and numbers.

Hypatia’s thirst for knowledge was inseparable from her belief in a rational universe.
To understand math was to understand the divine. For her, ignorance was the
only sin. The pursuit of truth was the highest form of worship. “Life is an
unfoldment, and the further we travel the more truth we can comprehend. To
understand the things that are at our door is the best preparation for understanding
those that lie beyond,” she said.

Rule 2: Question what everyone assumes is true

Hypatia had no time for false ideologies. She is described as distrusting “dogma of
any kind. This included organised religion. She was not a practitioner of pagan cults.
She refused to convert to christianity, even when it would have been safer to do it.
“All formal dogmatic religions are fallacious and must never be accepted by self-
respecting persons as final,” Hypatia said. She was a philosopher in the true sense.
She questioned everything. She pushed her students to look at the universe with
fresh eyes. She demanded they “inquire more deeply into matters” and question the
accepted axioms of their day. This intellectual independence is her first rule. She
chose science and reason over the safety of the crowd. This is precisely what made

her so threatening.

As the scholar M. Mangasarian wrote, “Hypatia was a remarkably gifted woman.
Her example demonstrates how all difficulties yield to a strong will. Being a girl, and
excluded by the conventions of the time from intellectual pursuits, she could have
given many reasons why she should leave philosophy to stronger and freer minds.
But she had an all-compelling passion for the life of the mind, which overcame every
obstacle that interfered with her purpose.” Hypatia was not content to accept the
limitations placed on her gender or her faith. She broke conventional wisdom. And

refused to become what society required of her.



She chose her own identity.

Hypatia encourages us not to accept the world as it is. Ask why. And dare to imagine
a better way. She didn’t just teach this. She lived it. She wore scholar’s robes, not
women’s clothes. She drove her own chariot. She walked the streets as a public

intellectual. Every action was a challenge to the accepted view of what a woman
could be.

Rule 3: Look for ways to make better connections

Alexandria was a city of factions. Christians, pagans, and Jews were at each other’s
throats. In 412, Cyril became bishop. He was aggressive. He extended church power
into civic affairs. Cyril then expelled the Jews from Alexandria. He created a climate
of fear. Hypatia did the opposite. She accepted students from all religions. Her most
famous student, Synesius of Cyrene, later became a Christian bishop. Her letters to
him show affection and intellectual respect. She taught Christians, pagans, and Jews
alike. She didn’t care about labels. She just wanted to pass on knowledge. Her
students revered her. Synesius once wrote to a friend that Hypatia was “a person so
renowned, her reputation seemed literally incredible. We have seen and heard for

ourselves she who honorably presides over the mysteries of philosophy.”

She was also a close friend of Orestes, a roman civil official, who was a pagan. He
was also Cyril’s, the bishop’s chief rival. Hypatia’s friendship with him was strategic.
It showed her commitment to secular power and reason. It also made her a target.
Hypatia used her influence to counsel leaders. The 6th-century historian Damascius
described her style: “She was not only well-versed in rhetoric and in dialectic, but
she was as well wise in practical affairs and motivated by civic-mindedness. Thus,

she came to be widely and deeply trusted throughout the city.”

Rule 4: Make intellectual freedom a way of life

Guided by logic and clear thinking, she was never afraid to speak honestly to
powerful leaders. Hannah Arendt, a philosopher who lived through the fanaticism of
the 20th century, once said, “There are no dangerous thoughts; thinking itself is
dangerous.” Hypatia lived this. She never considered her thoughts dangerous. She



was surprised when others did. She was a true intellectual. Hypatia’s commitment to
her principles was absolute. Hypatia’s life proves the power of reason. Her life has

become a symbol of intellectual freedom.

As Dorothy L. Sayers wrote, “The only thing that walks back from the tomb with the
mourners and refuses to be buried is the character of a man.” Hypatia’s life was cut
short, but her standard of intellectual rigour outlasted the empire that destroyed
her. Hypatia’s life proves that the greatest achievement is becoming the person who
never stops learning, never stops questioning. And never gives away the freedom to

think independently. And it may be the most important life rule of all.

Rule 5: Protect your boundaries and independence

Hypatia never married. She called herself “a bride of philosophy.” Her mentor, her
father Theon, could have married her off for political gain. He didn’t. He raised her
as an intellectual heir. She repaid that trust by building a school that outshone all
others. Hypatia protected her freedom to choose. She managed her finances. And
moved freely through the city. She chose her students, projects, and schedule. This
was a radical form of freedom in the 5th century. A lot of people didn’t respect her
for this. But it didn’t bother her. This rule is clear. Guard your time and your

choices. Say no to roles that bring out the worst in you.

Build a life where you answer to your own values. Virginia Woolf argued for this
fiercely. She wrote, “A woman must have money and a room of her own if she is to
write fiction.” Hypatia had that room. It was her school. Her chariot. And her
philosophical mind. She created space for herself and protected it in a city that

wanted to confine her. You can do the same.

Rule 6: Don’t let fear hold you back

Hypatia knew the world was changing. Christianity was gaining power. Tolerance
was fading. She saw her pagan colleagues flee. Mob violence was getting worse. But
she stayed in Alexandria. She could have left. Hypatia had invitations from students
and friends in other cities. She chose to remain out of duty. She felt responsible for
her students and her city. She believed the light of reason should not abandon the



darkest place. Hypatia prepared for death in her own way. She continued teaching
and walking the streets. It was a miscalculation. But it may have been her noble way
of practising her virtues. The rule here is to acknowledge the risks. Plan for the

worst. But don’t let fear paralyse you.

Live fully until your last breath. Hypatia’s contemporary, Saint Augustine, once
wrote, “Hope has two beautiful daughters. Their names are Anger and Courage.
Anger at the way things are, and Courage to see that they do not remain as they are.”
Hypatia had that courage. She faced her fate without begging or bargaining. Sappho,
writing centuries earlier, says “I declare that later on, even in an age unlike our own,
someone will remember who we are.” Hypatia knew she would be remembered. She

accepted that memory might be painful. She chose it anyway.



