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Welcome to Stoicism

The waves were high on the wine-dark sea, and the weather was getting worse. The ship, laden with valuable cargo, tumbled about the waters, smashing with enormous force against the rocks until the hardwood hull could take no more. With terrible noises of crunching and tearing, the ship broke apart, and the cargo was lost to the bottom of the Aegean Sea.

Somehow, the owner of the cargo survived. Battered and half-drowned, Zeno, a previously wealthy merchant now made penniless, made his way into the city of Athens, and visited – as you would after surviving a shipwreck – a bookshop. There, he didn’t despair about his money having entirely vanished in one bad sea trip but fell into conversation with the bookshop owner about the latest philosophical teachings.

Perhaps stunned by being the sole survivor of the wreck, and being surrounded by intense debates around existence, Zeno began to develop his own philosophy. His followers came to be known as Stoics after the Stoa Poikile, the covered walkway in the public space of ancient Athens where they met each day. (Stoicism was originally called Zenonism, but they swiftly switched away from naming it after their teacher in recognition that any teacher would be flawed and it could potentially develop the philosophy into a personality cult). After Zeno’s death, the next Stoic leader was Cleanthes, a water carrier and boxer known as ‘the ass’ for his strength and patience; then Chrysippus, a long-distance runner and prolific writer. Chrysippus’s many written works were a key factor in the spread of Stoicism, and his death was pretty enviable – he died laughing, heckling a donkey eating figs. Some time after him came Posidonius, an athlete, astronomer, mathematician and politician, who travelled across Europe and Africa and calculated the circumference of the Earth and the effect of the Moon on tides. His acclaim brought figures from around the world to his Stoic school.

Around a hundred years later was Epictetus, the scholar who obtained his freedom from enslavement despite a physical disability, and who turned Stoicism from a discursive theory into a practical way of living. He so objected to theoretical teaching that he refused to write anything down – everything we have of his lessons comes from an enthusiastic student who took notes that are still coming in handy two thousand years later, in the form of both the Discourses and Enchiridion. Epictetus was referenced by the founder of cognitive behavioural therapy as being one of the primary influences on the tool.

Our final major Stoic figure is Marcus Aurelius, the last great emperor of Rome and the philosopher king, who struggled with his own sickness throughout his life and dealt with plague, wars and the deaths of his many children. He kept personal notes on the subject of Stoic philosophy and his life within it, purely for his own self-improvement, but the text was at some point published and has continued to be shared ever since. It’s still one of the key texts of Stoicism, containing hundreds of pages of wisdom, struggle, learning and debate.

In the subsequent years, Stoicism grew to have many acclaimed followers in ancient Greece and Rome, and soon spread far beyond those countries and their captured lands, even through the rise of Christianity when many other philosophies were suppressed. Its belief in building a path to a ‘good’ life, in growing your character, and living in a good state of mind daily, travelled around the world and across many different cultures.

Throughout the thousands of years of Stoicism, many Stoic philosophers have suffered for their beliefs: the emperor Domitian exiled all philosophers from Rome, including the Stoic leader Epictetus, and Domitian’s father Vespasian had previously gone one better and exiled specifically Stoic philosophers for corrupting their students with ‘inappropriate teachings’. Musonius Rufus was held in such suspicion for his Stoic beliefs in Nero’s court that he was exiled not once but twice.

But none of the Stoic philosophers ever stopped teaching Stoicism, believing that passing on these life lessons was more important than maintaining their own existence. Once you discover more about what Stoics value in life, it’s hard to avoid the idea that those in power don’t really like it when citizens start to say, ‘Maybe we don’t need to buy so much or fight each other so much for our own little bit of power.’ People who are content and unafraid might become harder to influence if you’ve only got fear and consumerism to do it.

But Stoicism has lasted so long for one key reason: it’s practical. This means several things – the fact that Stoicism is a philosophy of living means that it’s flexible. There’s no point in having rigid lines about what to eat or who is in the out group or what actions are forbidden if you accept that people live in wildly different circumstances and situations. It also means that it’s accessible: you don’t have to study millions of words, or disappear from society, to understand the philosophy and begin living a Stoic life. In fact, some of the most Stoic people I know have never even heard of it, let alone studied it. And these aspects mean that Stoicism is incredibly appealing. You can start it today, and you’ll find an improvement in your life today. It delivers exactly what it offers, and the whole philosophy is about practising daily. You don’t become more Stoic as you follow that path, leading to a peak Stoicism you achieve. Instead, you build good habits that make good choices easier, which leads to happiness for you and, with you developing more patience, empathy and wisdom, a better time for those around you. It’s all about giving ourselves the chance to start those tiny good habits, to make a decision about how we want to live in the world and to put them together to find Stoic flourishing.

Whether we would necessarily use the word, we still all have our own philosophy. Maybe it’s about how we treat people and allow others to treat us, maybe it’s a wider view of the shape of the world. However we express it – or don’t – we each develop a philosophy about our lives, a theory of behaviour, which shapes how we choose to live.

Zeno didn’t invent something new with Stoicism – he tapped into a set of universal truths about people, how we behave, what we like and don’t like, and what makes us thrive and flourish in any situation. Each chapter addresses one of those universal truths that perhaps we’ve lost sight of, and I hope each one brings some of that contentment and happiness from Stoicism to you.

This is a practical guide to life. There are philosophy books that will make you ask questions about existence, belief, morality and self, but this book isn’t a scholarly study of theory or a dense history. It’s designed to be a daily template for living a life with more peace, more happiness and in a world that’s better for everyone – fairer, calmer, wiser and more enjoyable. This is about giving you the tools to be the best, happiest version of yourself. I don’t want to gate-keep Stoicism; I want this book to show everyone how simple, accessible and joyful the Stoic philosophy is. Stoicism isn’t about studying for exams with hundreds of books. In fact, some of the most Stoic people in the world might never even have heard of the philosophy. Stoicism is about living in a way that improves life for all, not just the few who have the financial or time resources to live ‘well’. And that’s the key: it’s all about living.

I hope you enjoy the book, and then go out and enjoy your Stoic life.





Day by day, what you choose, what you think, and what you do is who you become.



HERACLITUS






CHAPTER 1

What’s Wrong with My Life, Anyway?

or How Stoicism Can Make Everything Better




Maybe you wake up happy every morning and put your head on the pillow at the end of the day feeling fulfilled, pleasantly tired, and immediately fall into a blissful rest, readying yourself for the next day of joy. Perhaps you never have a disagreement with a friend or colleague, never experience stress in a long queue, and have never minded the end of a relationship or the loss of a job. Maybe you’re the kind of person who sees every glass as not just half-full but overflowing.

In which case, congratulations. You probably don’t need to read this book.

But for the rest of us, life can sometimes feel like it’s just one thing after another. From the tiny complaints – a missed bus, a car out of petrol, a friend cancelling on you, an extra meeting when you’d cleared your calendar – to the big challenges of life – separation, unemployment, death – life in the twenty-first century is an endless list of emotional, financial, mental and life tasks, all buried under the pressures and pulls of social media and an endlessly connected internet society.

We don’t earn enough, we don’t eat right, we don’t look or dress how we should, we don’t have enough friends and, if we do, we aren’t doing the right things with them. Our homes should be better, our jobs should be better, we should be monetising our hobbies and performing self-care at all times, and we should be engaging in every bit of news so we can be informed and prepared for everything that might happen.

It’s exhausting.

With the current pace and stresses of the world, it doesn’t seem like learning to not care about a missed bus could make that much of a difference. There are such big issues in the world! Why does it matter if you can shrug off someone pushing in ahead of you at the supermarket?

But the strange truth is that those tiny little releases do make a difference. Our lives are made up of moments – right now, your current moment is sitting here, reading these words. Other tiny moments make you feel better, or worse, and enough negative moments on the wrong kind of day can make you feel that the whole day has been ruined, or whole month, whole year. On the wrong kind of day, after a few tiny bad events on previous days, it can feel like this entire thing is just too much.

But imagine living a life where those tiny things don’t get to you. And where you build up such good habits around the tiny things, that when the big things come around, you’re already used to thinking differently about them. About what you can control, and what you can’t. About the inevitability of death, and the preciousness of life. About the footprint you want to leave in the world, and among other people. About how easily you can find happiness, if you know how to look for it.

There have been times in my life when I’ve struggled. Big struggles and small struggles, but all of them felt heavy and overwhelming, shaping me first into an unhappy and anxious teenager, and then an adult who was worn down, negative and angry. I struggled so much with shyness and anxiety, worrying incessantly about how to exist and help those around me, but always paralysed by fear and my own thoughts. I’d cross the road to avoid friends and not turn up to events because I’d been overthinking about what I’d said or what I could say. It cost me friendships, jobs and opportunities. I stopped eating, stopped sleeping and became a prisoner of my own limitations. Every self-help book I read at the time seemed to be written by someone brimming with confidence, who always had the answers, who never doubted their success, and seemed a million years from where I was.

Then I discovered Stoicism.

Or, more specifically, my mum introduced me to Stoicism. She was a single mum raising seven children by herself, and a nurse with short pink hair. She is still the strongest person I’ve ever known.

I was working as a building-site labourer at the time, commuting four hours a day for a small wage in a job I didn’t love, for a boss I didn’t get on with. I’d ask him to at least pay me minimum wage and he’d refuse, saying if I really wanted more money I’d work every weekend, instead of just most of them. It felt like my life was slipping away, and every day I was feeling like my plans for the future and my ambition were being drained out of me. Then Mum gave me a book. I’d never been much of a reader before, but she pointed out I had all that time to kill on buses every day, so if it didn’t make me travel sick, why not spend it reading? At the time a nurse, my mum had previously run a drug rehabilitation centre, so many of her books were about recovery, addiction and psychology; an unusual range to start a new reader on. But I slowly moved from one book to another, choosing things from her overflowing bookcase, and began to discover worlds I’d never dreamed of, voices I’d never imagined. I realised one day that I no longer saw those four hours as a waste of my life, but as a gift I was being given that other people might have been desperate for. A curse had been turned into a blessing.

One day, when I was waiting in the early morning for my bus, a bin man came over and held a book out to me. I must have looked confused, so he explained that he always saw me reading there in the mornings and had spotted this book lying on top of a bin and kept it for me. He didn’t say anything else, just accepted my thanks and went on his way. I didn’t see him again, but that small gesture from a stranger shifted something in my head. Was it possible that people weren’t always potential threats? Could it be true that most people wanted to do good things for others around them?

Eventually, I came to Marcus Aurelius’s Meditations. At first glance, it seemed an impossibly dense read for someone who’d barely opened a book a year before – a two-thousand-year-old philosophical journal, originally written in ancient Greek? But as I began reading, it quickly became clear that the writing was fascinating and completely relevant to my life and the lives of those around me. I remember one passage I read, where Marcus Aurelius wrote of his goal to be ‘like the rock that the waves keep crashing over. It stands unmoved and the raging of the sea falls still around it.’ I lived in such turbulence and uncertainty that the mental image of being still and certain in an unstable world made me stop completely, and gave me a small hope that my future could look different to anything I’d imagined before. The more I read, the more I was surprised that this acclaimed historical figure, last of the great Roman emperors, was just a human like me – worried about his family, his temper, his confidence, his colleagues. He may have led wars and run an empire, but his main concern was how he could be the good man he wanted to be, finding a strength through kindness, fairness and care for others.

Stoicism seemed to, if not answer every question, then start me asking questions about how to live and die so the world can be better for us all. It spoke about honesty and connection, self-improvement and simplicity, choice, strength and truth.

I look back now at some of the ways I behaved, how I felt, how I would react to situations, and it feels like a different person. I would be paralysed about going into shops, unable to speak to friends, would miss out on parties, would be silent at school. I was a shadow, anxious and terrified, often unable to do the simplest thing. But the Stoic philosophy made me think differently about everything, including my underpaid, overworked labouring job. I’d felt such a loyalty to my boss despite his behaviour – perhaps because of fear of an unknown alternative – but Stoicism finally made me quit my job and start on the path to what I really wanted.

My life changed then. Growing up, the seven of us were raised by my mum on her own, and there were debt collectors banging on the door. We’d always escaped into films, watching not just the films themselves but the behind-the-scenes extras about the filming and background work, following everything we could about how films were made. Now, I set up a business with my brothers, making films to help improve people’s lives, with dreams that the three of us would take on Hollywood.

Soon, we had an office in our mum’s attic, an area that was more of a crawl space full of Christmas decorations. It was also the bedroom of me and another brother, with bright pink fibreglass insulation bursting out of the rafters, and with no space to stand up even at the tallest point under the roof. We saved every penny from our labouring jobs to buy the computers to work on and set up Mulligan Brothers, a media company with the sole purpose of inspiring change. We had multiple fans running in the summer to try and keep the computers from overheating and spent the winters working and sleeping up there in several layers of coats and gloves – but my brothers and I had our minds set on our plan. As we worked, I read everything I could about the Stoic philosophy, before gradually seeing it, month by month, day by day, bring me greater happiness and contentment. (When the company was finally a success, we clubbed together to buy our mum her house in an attempt to thank her for everything she’d done for us.)

One of the most interesting things about Stoicism is the idea that it’s about practical habits, simple aspects that can be built on day by day to create a virtuous circle – the more we access the ideas of Stoicism, the easier we find it to react in ways that leave us feeling good and make the rest of the world around us feel better too. Far too often, we continue with the known difficulties in our lives – relationships that aren’t right, jobs we are miserable in, friendships that bring us down – because we don’t know if we can make the correct choices to steer our lives into a better situation. Sometimes we need to be forced into change to discover better lives, and if our lives haven’t objectively improved, Stoicism offers the opportunity to discover and build resilience, optimism, perspective, wisdom and joy.

Doesn’t that sound like it’s worth a try?


IN SUMMARY

Stoicism is about building practical habits.

Just starting it will bring new enjoyment to your life.







One isn’t necessarily born with courage, but one is born with potential. Without courage, we cannot practise any other virtue with consistency. We can’t be kind, true, merciful, generous or honest.1



MAYA ANGELOU






CHAPTER 2

Here Are the Basics

or The Four Virtues




We’ll talk a lot about the Four Virtues in this book – Wisdom, Justice, Courage and Moderation – but first we need to clarify all of their various meanings and interpretations that are open to a Stoic. The Virtues are the foundation for everything a character should be, the tried-and-trusted guide for us to be a good person, and the very basis of Stoicism. Stoics understand that if we prioritise these values, we can’t really go wrong – if we’re wise, just, courageous and moderate, it’s hard to imagine how we could be existing in a destructive or unhappy way, because the Virtues breed contentment and this contentment encourages more of the Virtues.

It’s vital to have this foundation, because whether we name it or not, we all have a subconscious grounding for how we think, behave, approach others. If we don’t base our foundations on some kind of moral philosophy, we’ll be handed a basis for living by pop culture, social media, people we might only see a small part of in passing, and we end up prioritising possessions, presentation, accumulation. Our desires can also be influenced by and inherited from our parents – even with the best will in the world, often they impress upon us that our desires ‘should’ be the same as theirs, that we should wish to follow in their footsteps: many children, for instance, are raised to go into the family business. But as children are increasingly exposed to the internet



EXERCISE























	— Wisdom is essential to know what is and isn’t in our power, and what is good and bad in the world.

	— Courage is essential to act on our knowledge and wisdom.

	— Justice is essential to share and spread the Four Virtues and the philosophy of Stoicism.

	— Moderation is essential to maintain our practices and our habits.





	— Foolishness

	— Cowardice

	— Injustice

	— Intemperance





IN SUMMARY
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