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Preface

My Stoic journey began in 2012 when I was invited to a workshop on Stoicism. Back then, I wasn’t nearly so much into Stoicism, wrongly identifying it with ‘sucking it up’.

There I met Chris Gill, John Sellars, Donald Robertson and others who became part of what has become Modern Stoicism. We decided to run an online Stoic Week, where people could ‘live like a Stoic’ for a week based on readings we supplied. Importantly, we measured participants’ well-being – before and after – to learn whether Stoicism actually worked.

We were stunned. Our little experiment attracted more people than we’d anticipated. Many reported significant benefits. Since then, thousands have participated in annual international Stoic Weeks. The initial positive findings have been replicated, consistently.

The more I learned about Stoicism, the more I realized its massive potential. I started to adopt it as my own life philosophy and introduced some Stoic ideas to my clients, who responded very positively.

When asked to write this book, I saw this as a chance to share these ideas with a wider audience. It was important to include real-life stories of how modern Stoicism helps, and I’m so happy to be able to include over 30 such guest contributors. I would like to thank every guest story contributor for their generosity in sharing their Stoic experiences.

I was extremely fortunate that Kasey Pierce was suggested as editor for this book. I thought I was quite good at communicating complex ideas. Kasey takes this to the next level! I would write an entry, send it to Kasey asking her to work her magic on it – and back it would come, so much more relatable. If you find yourself laughing out loud, thank Kasey!

I’d like to thank my wife, Beata, and children, Mike and Katie, for their love and support as well as offering an apology if I seemed a little busy over the last year. I promise to make it up to you!

I would like to thank all my friends and colleagues at Modern Stoicism, the Aurelius Foundation and TalkPlus for their amazing work and support over the years. Chris Gill, who introduced me to Modern Stoicism, has been a consistent fount of wisdom.

I am especially grateful for those, including David Arnaud, Eve Riches, Shamil Chandaria and Peter Cooper, who were kind enough to offer feedback on specific entries or chapters. I take sole responsibility for the views I express.

This book contains a mixture of real-life stories and fictionalized or semi-fictionalized vignettes. Here’s how to tell which is which. Where an entry is credited with the author’s full name – for instance 82: Stoic forgiveness – John Harlow’, this is a real story. Where only a first name is given without a credit (e.g. 55: Freya’s frustrations), this is a vignette. Two exceptions are the stories of ‘Roy’, a client who kindly gave permission to share his story, and ‘Shane’, a modern Stoic who requested his story be anonymized. Where I’ve drawn on client work, I’ve disguised identifying details.

Over 100 Stoic quotations have been selected to illuminate many entries. They’ve been adapted so they are gender-neutral and, occasionally, for readability.

This book contains 365 lessons on how to be more Stoic. Whether you read one entry a day or binge-read them, I hope that Stoicism helps you as much as it has helped me and my clients.

Tim LeBon

Guildford, May 2022




Introduction

Happiness, serenity and fulfilment are within your control, and within your power to have. So, too, are constructive ways to handle frustration, adversity and even your own mortality.

This is a guide to help you navigate through the controllable and inevitable, and, ultimately, to a meaningful life, filled with happiness.

This is 365 Ways to Be More Stoic.

Stoicism is now experiencing a massive resurgence, having struck a chord with seekers of wisdom who value personal improvement based on a solid foundation. This is despite misconceptions about this school of philosophical thought – one of the most popular being that Stoicism is all about ‘keeping a stiff upper lip’. That is ‘stoicism’ with a lowercase ‘s’ and has nothing whatsoever to do with the philosophy you will be learning about in these pages. Real Stoics don’t button up negative emotions because they don’t need to. Stoicism shines a different, more positive light on situations so you don’t get so worked up in the first place.

Key Stoic ideas that help us achieve this emotional stability include:

[image: image]   Much human misery is self-imposed and depends upon your outlook.

[image: image]   Only focus on what you can control, such as your thinking and behaviour.

[image: image]   If you develop a good character, leading a happy and fulfilling life becomes easier.

Studies confirm that Stoicism reduces anger and anxiety. Significantly, it also increases enjoyment, optimism, resilience and zest.

Stoicism began in the third century bce, when Zeno of Citium, a prosperous merchant from Cyprus, was shipwrecked near Athens. Soon after, he happened upon a book of Socratic dialogues that inspired him to devote his life to the pursuit of wisdom, otherwise known as philosophy, rather than material wealth. He lectured publicly in the Stoa Poikile, or Painted Porch, in the Athenian agora. His followers therefore became known as Stoics.

Stoicism was embraced by Romans a century later, becoming popular among the ruling class and even some slaves. Stoics believe that wisdom and happiness are accessible to all.

The ‘big three’ Stoics, whose ideas you’ll be learning about, are Seneca, Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius:

[image: image]   Seneca, born 4 bce, was an advisor and former tutor to Emperor Nero. Seneca wrote letters full of practical Stoic wisdom to his friends. He also wrote insightful essays to help with anger and time management.

[image: image]   Epictetus, born 55 ce, was a crippled former slave. He wrote nothing, but his lectures were transcribed as The Discourses by a student named Arrian, who also distilled key quotes into the briefer Enchiridion, or Handbook of Epictetus.

[image: image]   Marcus Aurelius, born 121 ce, was both a Roman emperor and a committed Stoic. His personal journal has survived as the Meditations.

In the twentieth century, therapists drew on Stoicism to create modern cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), while self-help groups like Alcoholics Anonymous popularized Stoic-like ideas through the Serenity Prayer.

Recently, top Stoic writers like Massimo Pigliucci, John Sellars and Donald Robertson – whose personal accounts are featured in this book – have further popularized Stoic ideas.

Modern Stoicism, a group of academics and therapists, started the first International Stoic Week in 2012 – in which thousands of people ‘live like a Stoic’ for a week.

I often wondered: What if we all lived like a Stoic for more than a week?

365 Ways to Be More Stoic is my attempt to produce a book that offers guidance in living a wiser, happier and, yes, more Stoic life.




Chapter 1

What is Within Your Control?

 

One of the most powerful Stoic lessons is contained at the very start of the Enchiridion, or Handbook of Epictetus: ‘Some things are within our direct control and other things are not.’ We should focus all our energies on those things under our direct control.

So, what, according to the Stoics, is under our direct control? Less than most of us think. Essentially, only what we do and how we think about things. The problem is we spend so much time trying to control other things. This inevitably leads to all kinds of serious problems including disappointment, frustration and bad relationships.

In my work as a psychotherapist and life coach, this apparently obvious truth has probably had the most profound impact of all the Stoic ideas. Many clients have found that this key Stoic idea helps with anger management, worry, sleep issues, social anxiety, and dealing with various adversities such as illness and injury, to name a few.

We will be returning to this theme in future chapters, for example those on Stoic serenity, anger and adversity. I hope the introduction to the dichotomy of control in this chapter lays a solid foundation to you becoming more Stoic and at the same time a calmer, more rational version of yourself.


1     Control the controllables

After winning her match in the 2021 US Open quarter-finals, 18-year-old outsider Emma Raducanu was asked the secret of how she, such a young and inexperienced player, could look so composed on the court.

‘Control the controllables, be in the moment and concentrate on the next point’ came the reply.

Three days later, Raducanu made history by becoming the first qualifier ever to win a grand slam.

‘Controlling the controllables’ has become a byword for top sportspeople. It also happens to be the simplest way to express the fundamental truth put forward by Epictetus at the start of the Handbook. Its application is by no means confined to elite sport.

When you concentrate on the things you can control – such as being in the present moment and what you do next – you become more focused, calm and effective.

When you focus on things outside of your control, your attention is scattered, you become more anxious and less effective.

Think back over the last 24 hours. How could controlling the controllables have helped you?



2     Coach A and Coach B

Imagine two tennis coaches.

Coach A offers this advice:

Try to stop the crowd from cheering for your opponent. Reflect on how rotten your luck has been. Pray that your opponent gets tired.

Coach B offers very different advice:

Focus all your energy on your next shot and how best you can play it. Ignore the crowd. Forget everything that has gone before and focus on the present moment.

We know that coach B is offering much sounder advice, but why? Reflect on the why and ready yourself for its practical application when you find yourself in a pressing moment – at work or in the home – today.



3     What you can and can’t control: a self-check-in

Trying to control what you can’t may become a non-stop cycle of frustration and disappointment. If, instead, you focus on what you can control, you will feel more positive and be much more efficient.

Get ahead of the day, and this cycle, and perform this brief self-check-in:

[image: image]   What is on your mind today?

[image: image]   What aspects of these things can you control?

[image: image]   What can’t you control?



4     The Stoic solution: the dichotomy of control

Some things are within your control and others are not.

Under your control are what you do and the way you think about things.

Everything else – what others do, what they think about you, the past and the outcome of your actions – is not under your control.

This ‘dichotomy of control’ gives a Stoic spin to controlling the controllables.

Focus only on your actions and thoughts.

Don’t let anything not under your control upset you.

That’s the way to Stoic serenity.



5     The dichotomy of control comes to my rescue

I found a great opportunity to practise the dichotomy of control when I lost my wallet shortly before I was due to travel abroad. My first reaction was to be furious with myself for letting it happen. Then I remembered Stoicism.


What couldn’t I control? That the wallet had gone.

What could I control? I could ring the bank.

What could I learn from it? To be more careful in future.



My new credit cards arrived in time for my travel, and Stoicism helped me deal with the situation calmly and rationally. When we take a logical point of view, we become less panicky. That clarity allows us to see that the solution to this problem is simply, well, simple!



6     Heather has a blind date!

Heather has a blind date tonight and she’s nervous. Can Stoicism help her out?

Which of these are within her control and which are not?

a. Whether her date will be her ‘type’

b. Whether she will be their ‘type’

c. If the date goes well, whether they’ll be happy together

d. Having a positive attitude towards her date

The answer? Only d.

Once Heather lets go and stops worrying about the things she cannot control, she feels calmer and begins to actually feel excited about the evening.



7     Another weekend

It’s Saturday morning and Paula is starting to feel blue. Nothing is going her way. Her boss doesn’t appreciate her, she is sure she flunked a recent job interview, and her lover hasn’t responded to her suggestions for date night.

Then she remembers Stoicism and controlling the controllables.

She uses this simple three-column technique to get over the weekend blues, remembering that all she can control are her thoughts and actions.




	Issue
	Can’t control
	Action plan





	Work
	Boss
	?



	Interview
	What happened
	?



	Love life
	Lover
	?





What do you think would be a Stoic approach for her going forward? Help Paula by entering a wise plan of action into the last column.



8     Saturday serenity

Here’s how Paula used Stoicism to help turn her weekend around.




	Issue
	Can’t control
	Action plan





	Work
	Boss
	Accept not being appreciated, become indifferent to it, and look for a new satisfying position.



	Interview
	What happened
	I don’t know for sure that I didn’t get the job. If I didn’t, I’ll reflect on what I can learn from the interview experience.



	Love life
	Lover
	Well, if he’s not interested in me, then I can’t change that. It is what it is and his perception of me does not determine my value.





Do you agree with her action plans?

Try out the same three-column technique today to achieve Stoic serenity, every day.



9     The Serenity Prayer

In recovery programmes, the first lines of the Serenity Prayer are traditionally recited at the start of every meeting:

God, grant me the serenity to accept the things 
I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, 
and wisdom to know the difference.

Fun fact – the seeds of the Serenity Prayer can be seen in Epictetus’s Handbook written nearly two thousand years ago! Regardless of your beliefs, ‘God’ can be viewed as what directs you – whatever power motivates and drives you personally. It’s a very memorable way of expressing the dichotomy of control.

Use this mantra as a serene reminder to wisely discern what you can and cannot control, so as to avoid disturbing your inner peace.



10     ‘But I want to have an impact on the world’

Harry very much likes the idea that he will feel tranquil once he lets go of everything outside his control. But he is concerned that Stoicism might mean he accepts too much and becomes passive, and so not an agent for change.

‘I don’t want to accept the world stoically! I want to help make the world a better place!’ he cries.

This is a misconception, confusing lowercase stoicism (keeping a ‘stiff upper lip’) with uppercase Stoicism – real Stoicism! Ancient Stoics like the Roman senator Cato the Younger were very involved in politics. Stoicism isn’t about being passive at all. In fact, it’s all about doing the right thing when it’s time for action and embracing radical acceptance when it’s not.

The Serenity Prayer captures this part of Stoicism memorably.

Real Stoics have the courage to change what they can (and should) change and the serenity to accept what they truly cannot.



11     What about things you can influence?

Ricky, a Stoic novice, isn’t so sure that the Stoics have got it right:

‘Shouldn’t there be a third category – things that you haven’t got full control over but can still influence? For example, I want to request time off work. I agree it’s not completely under my control, but surely I have some influence over the outcome, right?’

‘And how would you best influence the outcome?’ replies Sam, Ricky’s friend and a more experienced Stoic.

‘By the way I make my case,’ answers Ricky.

‘Can you control how you make your case?’ asks Sam.

‘For sure.’

‘Can you control whether your boss approves your request?’

‘Not really.’

‘Then influence the outcome by focusing fully on what you can control – your actions.’

It all comes back to the dichotomy of control. Sure, we can influence things, but we best do this by focusing only on those aspects that are under our direct control.



12     The Stoic Archer

The Stoics came up with a super-helpful analogy to help us further understand the dichotomy of control – that of an archer. Archery is an outdoor sport, so we know the archer’s performance is vulnerable to the elements. This would include the wind, of course. So even when an archer fires a ‘perfect’ shot, they still might miss. A gust of wind might blow the arrow off course, an external factor the archer can’t control.

Here’s the question:

What attitude should the archer take if they do everything right but then the wind makes them miss?

The Stoic answer is to be unconcerned.

As long as you did your best, you should not blame yourself for the outcome if an external, uncontrollable factor blows you off course.

I find that a very reassuring idea, don’t you?



13     ‘Be the Stoic Archer, Dad’


From Scott Corey of Stoic Archer Academy LLC – mental health coach, Stoic mentor, substance use clinician

My son, at eight years old, tried his hand at archery for the first time. He was sincerely enjoying just shooting the arrows at the ground and hoping they would stick. I asked him to shoot for a goal and aim for a target. Just a few misses and my son let out an audible sigh of disappointment. I taught him the Stoic Archer’s lesson: the dichotomy of control and its benefits, the dangers of outcome-based thinking, the importance of practising doing your best in everything you do and how that is what truly matters. Now, when I strive for goals, my son says to me: ‘Be the Stoic Archer, Dad.’




14     A problem with goals

Tom wants to lose weight. His doctor has advised him that he needs to lose a significant amount, but he feels overwhelmed by the prospect. He flits between avoiding dieting altogether and going on crash diets that he can’t sustain.

Sound familiar?

The Stoic approach to setting goals can help Tom and others feel more in control. It has two key steps:


	Define what needs to be done to achieve your outcome.

	Make sure the steps are within your control.



What is within Tom’s control as he sets out on his weight loss journey?



15     Tom’s Stoic diet

The Stoic approach to setting goals is to focus on the process more than the outcome. The process, the journey, is under our control; the outcome is not.

Tom lays out his plan of action:

[image: image]   Meal and snack prepping for the week

[image: image]   Avoiding processed junk foods

[image: image]   Setting a reasonable calorie limit

[image: image]   Moderate exercise

[image: image]   Talking to a trusted friend about the plan

He is excited by this plan but pauses to ask whether his action plan is made up of things within his control. For a Stoic sage – yes! But his self-knowledge tells him that he would struggle with the avoiding junk food part. So, he moderates this rule – one takeaway a week is allowed so long as he follows all the other rules.

Three months later, Tom is happy to report that his Stoic diet is going very well. What do you think of this approach?



16     Your Stoic step-by-step plan

Is there anything you would like to achieve that feels a bit daunting? Would you like to try a Stoic goal-setting approach? You can apply Tom’s approach to nearly any goal!

Make your Stoic step-by-step plan below. It will only take five minutes and you’ll be glad you did!

[image: image]

The most common trap is to make the steps too ambitious – things that might be in your control if you were a Stoic sage but aren’t realistic for you … yet!

Tip: Prefer baby steps to big steps. For example, if your goal is to exercise more but you are finding it difficult to find time between school, work or the kids, prefer increasing your step-count each day. Even getting in some laps around the block can be worked into the busiest of schedules.

These baby steps are steps within our control and a precursor to larger achievements. With each success, confidence and ability grow.



17     Use the reserve clause

When stating goals, ancient Stoics would often add phrases like ‘fate permitting’ or ‘unless anything prevents me’.

Why? Because then they weren’t setting themselves up for expecting outcomes outside of their control and subsequent disappointment. This is called adding a reserve clause.

So why not experiment yourself? Try:


‘I will see you tomorrow – fate permitting’ or

‘I will go on holiday next month – unless anything prevents me.’



Alternative reserve clauses might be ‘God willing’, ‘if all goes well’ or ‘other things being equal’.

Which reserve clause resonates the most with you?



18     The true cause of unhappiness?

In his excellent book Lessons in Stoicism, John Sellars, a leading Modern Stoic scholar, makes the startling claim that much unhappiness is down to us misclassifying things as being under our control when they are not.

It’s worth rereading that sentence.

If true, it means Stoicism can make a huge positive difference to you.

Could it be true for you?

Do any of the things that cause you unhappiness stem from you thinking that you have control over things you don’t?



19     Unhappiness – a psychotherapist’s perspective

As a psychotherapist, the more I explored Stoicism, the more I realized this ancient philosophy is incredibly relatable to my modern-day clients. Going back through my caseload, I see many problems lead back to the same root cause: trying to control the uncontrollable.


Anger and frustration – believing you can control other people

Shame and guilt – believing you had more control over the past

Worry and anxiety – overthinking aspects of the future you cannot control

Procrastination – trying to get everything perfect before you start – you can’t make everything perfect



and this was just a start …

Are the concerns that brought my clients to therapy relevant to you?

Could the dichotomy of control help you manage them better?



20     Worrying about things outside your control

Are you a worrier? If so, the dichotomy of control can come to the rescue.

Simply ask yourself – am I worrying about things outside my control?

If the answer is yes, ignore the worry – it’s outside your control, so why fritter away your energy worrying about it?

On the other hand, if you are worrying about things that are under your control, then act or make a plan. It’s as simple as that.

Consider these three cases. In each case, should you ignore the worry, act or plan?


	The possibility of a financial crash next year

	Having an interview tomorrow

	Anxiety about missing your flight



You’ll find each of these worries covered in the remaining entries in this chapter.

Today, when you notice yourself worrying, simply ask yourself what you’re worried about. If it’s about something you cannot control, don’t worry.



21     Choose the right time to worry

‘Often things that appear terrible during the night, 
seem ridiculous in the morning.’

Seneca, Letters 114.24

We cannot control whether a worrying thought comes into our mind. We can, however, choose when to deal with it.

There are times, when we’re tired or very emotional, when experience tells us worrying about something isn’t going to help. We are simply going to go over things repeatedly, leading us nowhere but to anxiety.

What people often try to do is block the worrying thought or push it away. This is counterproductive: like a beach ball pushed under water, the worry tends to come back to the surface, only with more force.

A much better strategy is to postpone the worry to a time when you‘re better able to think rationally about the issue.

Modern CBT therapists often recommend worriers postpone their worries to an agreed worry time. This is a period of 15 minutes or so when you are allowed to worry as much as you like. At all other times, worrying is banned, though you are allowed to jot down the worry for later, so you don’t forget.

When would be the right time for you to choose to worry?



22     How to ignore a worry

‘It’s all very well telling me to ignore a worry when it’s about something beyond my control, but that doesn’t make it go away.’

Brian’s concern is a very common one. The trick is not to try to make it go away, but to let the worry still be there, and instead to focus your attention on something else. That way it eventually loses its force.

If the worry happens in the daytime, get really immersed in something – such as a game, a conversation with a friend, exercise, whatever works for you.

If it’s when you’re trying to fall asleep, a helpful idea is to play the ‘ABC game’. This involves going through the alphabet, thinking of boys’ names, girls’ names, countries of the world … it really doesn’t matter what: the purpose is just to take your mind off the worry.



23     Stoic mantras to reduce worry

Some people find it helpful to recall and recite to themselves a Stoic saying to prevent them boarding the worry train. Here are some of my favourites:

‘We are more often upset by our own minds than by reality.’

Seneca, Letters 1.43

‘Today I escaped difficulties, or rather I cast them out, for 
they were not outside me, but within, in my judgements.’

Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 9.13

‘If it concerns anything not in our control, be prepared to 
say that it is nothing to you.’

Handbook of Epictetus 1

Which of these could you try today if you noticed yourself engaged in unproductive worry?



24     Worrying makes me a good person …

Carrie, a mother of two typical teenagers, has come to therapy because her worrying is having an impact on her well-being and relationships, but is reluctant to stop.

‘It’s natural to worry about my girls when its 11:00 pm and they aren’t home. What mother wouldn’t?’

The Stoic answer is that while it’s natural – and outside our control – to be concerned, we don’t have to be worried.

‘So, Carrie …’ I began







25     A man of action?








26     The Stoic Worry Tree









27     Stoicism for interview nerves


From Megan Brown – Research Fellow in Medical Education







28     A good night’s sleep










29     Don’t sweat the small stuff


From Lori Huica – Stoic Survival and Resilience Facilitator for the Aurelius Foundation






30     What can you control?
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