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			ABOUT THE AUTHOR

			Dominic Byrne writes from the place where despair collides with renewal, where life’s hardest struggles can spark profound psychological growth.

			When his wife, Louise, became too unwell to write about her cancer journey, Dominic stepped in to continue her story. After her passing, he found healing through words, continuing to share his reflections and discoveries. Writing became both therapy and a compass, guiding him through grief toward self-discovery, resilience and a deeper understanding of happiness.

			On this journey, Dominic came to realise that our “set point” for happiness isn’t fixed and it can be raised. What began as a heartfelt guide for his youngest sibling gradually evolved into the foundation of his first book, The Foundations of Feeling Good.

			Based in Sydney, Dominic runs a web design and development business while also raising his two children as a full-time single parent. A former professional athlete, he has rediscovered the discipline, drive and joy of challenge, building a personal framework to support his body, mind and soul. His values are anchored in one clear vision: to live fully and remain active long enough to be a present, supportive grandparent decades from now.

		

	
		
			

			   

			To Noah and Evie 

			Thanks to your mother’s beautiful genes — and the steady love of your grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins and friends — you’ve grown into the kindest, most respectful, creative, empathetic, fair, and fiercely independent souls I know.

			Lou’s star, and the entire galaxy around it, shines brighter because you’re in this world.

			Every word in this book reflects my love for you.

			Dad

		

	
		
			

			   

			Introduction

			“When you arise in the morning, think of what a precious privilege it is to be alive to breathe, think, enjoy, and love.” — Marcus Aurelius 

			When I was 45, I wrote down 50 goals I wanted to achieve before my 51st birthday – my 50by50 list. There are several reasons why I did this, and I will explain, but first, let me tell you why you’re here. 

			One of the goals on my 50by50 list was “Write a book.”

			I lived in the fast lane from my teenage years until my mid-forties. I worked hard during this time. I studied my way through university, was a professional athlete for four years, built my own business, got married and started a family. But, holy shit, did I party. 

			For close to 30 years of my life, I wouldn’t have been out of place if I had been seen with John Daley, Charlie Sheen and Lindsay Lohan in their prime party days. My childhood and school years were also full of wacky adventures. I have some crazy stories to tell, and I always thought a book of legendary tales would be enjoyable to publish. I even mapped out some fun, thrilling chapters of comical yarns that would form the foundation of my book. 

			When I was 39 and my children were five and three, my wife, Louise, was diagnosed with breast cancer. Eighteen months after her diagnosis, Louise would be dead. 

			Louise died in my arms in a hospital bed in Germany, her tiny body riddled with tumours. I returned home from Frankfurt to Sydney with our beautiful babies and an empty seat beside us on the plane. From this day, my life would take a different direction, and my priorities would shift. 

			

			My energy and attention were channelled into finding my feet as a single parent and raising the two beautiful children Louise had gifted me. Through the first few years on my own, I still managed to self-medicate with alcohol and drug binges of epic proportions. As a full-time single parent, there were fewer windows of opportunity to party, but when that window opened, I certainly took advantage of it. 

			After three years of being a widower and on my own, I entered into a relationship that fell apart as soon as it started. This was the catalyst that sent me into a spin. I got into the deepest rut and wallowed in so much despair that I barely functioned. Many mornings, after dropping the kids off at school, I would collapse back into bed in a foetal position and stare at the wall, motionless, mustering any scarce energy to get moving for the day and do the bare minimum so my business wouldn’t implode. Without the responsibility of caring for Noah and Evie, I hate to think where the lowest point would have landed. 

			When my depressive state and emotional turmoil bled into my physical appearance, and people were asking questions about my welfare, I knew I had to make a change. I constructed a one-page plan and put the skerricks of effort I had left into crawling my way out of the trench that I emotionally resided in. 

			During this period of focused recovery, I was gifted two books: one by my sister and one by my dad. My sister handed me a transformative guide that explores the power of releasing attachments and surrendering to the flow of life for greater emotional freedom. My dad gave me a book based on a 2,000-year-old philosophical school of thought that emphasises rationality, virtue and self-discipline to achieve inner tranquillity and resilience in the face of external circumstances. 

			

			I hadn’t read a book in over a decade, and never one centred around self-help and guidance. These two books aided my emotional recovery and sent me on a crusade to read dozens more books and embark on a healing journey. The momentum and thirst for more knowledge sent me on a pursuit to achieve a state of psychological stability and composure that was undisturbed by the exposure to emotions or pain that would have previously unbalanced me. In the proceeding chapters, I will tease apart multiple books I have combined with my experiences to demonstrate how they helped me—and will help you. 

			While hitting rock bottom was the catalyst for wellness, the truth is, if my happiness were charted against a horizontal line in the middle from the age of 20 to 45, it would look something like this. 
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			For half of my life, I hovered around or even below the line of contentment. I functioned well—had fun, smiled and laughed—but beneath it all, happiness often felt diluted by the weight of life.

			Life isn’t easy. It throws us daily challenges, unexpected turns, and moments of adversity. Time moves quickly—minutes into hours, days into years—and with it comes constant change. Societal pressures, family expectations and our own inner critics can create a sense of inadequacy. Mental health struggles, like anxiety, depression or unresolved trauma, can make even the most ordinary tasks feel overwhelming. Relationships, too—while capable of bringing joy—can also bring conflict, misunderstandings and painful loss. At times, life can feel relentlessly heavy.

			My internal dialogue often echoed the same thoughts: “This whole living thing is hard. Why am I here? What’s the point of all this? I’d rather not be here.” While these weren’t typically suicidal thoughts, I won’t pretend they never touched the edges of that darkness during my lowest moments. More often, it wasn’t a desire to die—it was simply not wanting to exist. Life felt like it demanded more effort than the reward it offered. And I know I’m not alone in feeling that way.

			But, through time, introspection and hard work, I discovered something powerful: the happiness “set point” is not immovable. I had once accepted that it was fixed. Now I had worked my way through it and beyond it.

			The happiness set point refers to the idea that each of us has a genetically influenced baseline level of happiness. It may rise or fall with life events, but eventually, we return to this personal default setting. However, in reflecting on my own journey—especially those times when I felt like life required more than it gave—I realised something important: it wasn’t that happiness was unreachable; I was just investing energy in the wrong places.

			So, I asked bigger questions: What is happiness? Am I happy? Can my set point be shifted—and how? What emotional states do I return to after highs and lows? Do I lean towards optimism, or am I weighed down? What habits fuel my wellbeing and which ones drain it? What are my values? What is the best version of me?

			

			Eventually, I learnt this truth: happiness cannot be chased directly. It emerges; a by-product of consistent, meaningful habits that nourish the mind, body and relationships. The practices that elevated and sustained my happiness were not expensive or exclusive. In fact, they were freely available, simple and abundant.

			True fulfilment doesn’t come from obsessively pursuing happiness. It comes when you focus on what’s meaningful—growth, connection, purpose. Happiness then becomes the natural outcome.

			But make no mistake: elevating your baseline happiness takes serious work. It requires building a personal framework—one that aligns with your values and supports your body, mind and soul. You must seek or create a sense of purpose and align your daily actions with it. You must show up for yourself. Contributing to something greater than yourself or deeply caring for others can create profound shifts in your sense of meaning and joy.

			When you don’t live up to your potential—when you ignore your own capacity to grow—you may feel the burden of frustration, guilt and regret. You begin to question your worth, lose motivation and sink into cycles of self-doubt. These feelings compound, becoming barriers to growth and joy.

			In building my own framework, I wanted to share what was working with my youngest sibling, who was facing challenges that kept her from fully flourishing. I wrote a guide for her. Alisha’s feedback was so heartfelt and encouraging that I began sharing it with more friends and family. As the circle widened, and as people began finding healing through these ideas, I knew it was time to share them more broadly.

			That’s why you’re here.

			

			You’ve probably figured it out by now: this isn’t the book you might’ve expected. It’s not a recount of wild escapades, near-death experiences or drunken stupidity, though I’ve had my fair share of all of that. In fact, this entire project started from a very different place.

			Somehow, I’ve landed on the other side of a paradigm shift. I started in a hollow, hedonistic, self-destructive place—and arrived here. Now, I’m recommending lifestyle and behavioural changes that, if applied consistently, can help close the gap between merely surviving and actually feeling happy.

			Here’s what you’ll gain as you move through the pages of this book:

			
					What happiness is—from my perspective to yours

					The core of Stoicism and how it supports lasting happiness

					Why continual learning matters—keep the knowledge flowing

					Discipline, discipline, discipline

					The truth about habits—and how to change them

					Alcohol—quit for 12 months, then decide

					Nutrition—because food really is medicine

					Movement—use your body or lose its potential

					Mindfulness—rest your body, mind, and soul

					The magic of early rising—feel the difference

					Post-traumatic growth—rise, and rise again

					Living like a Stoic

					Letting go—clear what blocks your joy

					Finding and working on your purpose

					Stitching it all together—where happiness follows

			

			   

			I’m not a doctor, a dietitian, a psychologist or a personal trainer. I’m a full-time single parent and a self-employed business owner who’s just trying to keep all the balls in the air and do life well. I’ve made plenty of mistakes, but I’ve also made progress—and that’s what this book is really about.

			

			It’s never too late to make a change. If you’re unhappy, there is a way through. And if you’re already happy, why not raise the baseline even higher?

			The principles in this book can elevate the quality of your work, your play and your relationships. I’ve become a happy person, not by luck, but through intentional choices—and you can too. Life is so much more vibrant when you move from “getting by” to “feeling good most of the time.”

			When you’re in a good place, something beautiful happens:

			
					Music sounds better.

					Colours appear brighter.

					Spring air smells fresher.

					Healthy food tastes incredible.

					A loving touch hits deeper.

					You’re more patient, more motivated.

					You make better decisions.

					You sleep well.

					You live wide awake.

					Your awareness sharpens. 

					The present moment becomes a refuge, not a blur. 

					You feel grounded in a world that often feels chaotic. 

					Your perspective shifts, revealing the deeper meaning and connection in everyday life.

			

			   

			Change begins now. The hardest part is starting, but what may feel like turning your life upside down is actually just setting it the right way up.

			Feeling good most days is a journey, not a fluke. I found the silver bullet to happiness, but I had to cast the casing, source the primers, mould the projectiles, and learn to aim accurately at life’s daily challenges. You’ll have to craft your own ammunition too. Each chapter is designed to give you the tools or spark the motivation to do just that.

			

			Creating your own system for happiness is a deeply rewarding process. It’s not easy—it demands discipline, focus and heart. But the work is good. And the pay-off is better than you can imagine.

		

	
		
			

			   

			Chapter 1

			What happiness is, from my perspective to yours

			“The groundwork for all happiness is good health.” — Leigh Hunt

			When we inquire about someone’s happiness in relation to their performance, daily experience or activity, we refer to a transient form of happiness—a fleeting perspective. You could call it micro-happiness. 

			Whenever we ask someone if they are happy—happy in a relationship, at work or at home—it is associated with a constant, a more profound life satisfaction in the long term; it’s macro-happiness. You can have many positive micro-happiness experiences and subpar macro-happiness. Many people do, and I did. 

			We are deeply concerned if a loved one has expressed unhappiness based on a “constant” enquiry or observation. Our self-evaluation only requires a little investigation to know if we are not feeling good. When you don’t feel good, you may encounter a list of emotions and feelings often associated with unhappiness, including sadness, loneliness, frustration, anger, disappointment, despair, hopelessness, guilt, regret, anxiety, fear, resentment, bitterness, envy, jealousy, grief, stress, agitation, irritability, insecurity and more. 

			On the flip side, emotions and feelings often associated with being happy include joy, contentment, excitement, love, gratitude, satisfaction, peace, enthusiasm, optimism, pride, amusement, euphoria, relief, delight, cheerfulness, warmth, hopefulness, confidence, serenity and elation. These negative and positive emotions can vary in intensity and may be experienced in combination, contributing to an overall sense of happiness—or lack of it.

			

			These associated emotions and our different perspectives of fleeting or constant happiness produce a mosaic definition. With its myriad interpretations and deeply personal, subjective nature, it is challenging to establish a universal standard for happiness. But it’s a subject everyone can relate to, prompting each person to reflect on their unique understanding of it. 

			When I was more than 60 per cent through this book I had a perspective on what happiness is, but struggled to articulate it. Since I didn’t have my definition of happiness, I went on a quest to create one, and then altered the book accordingly. 

			We each need a definition of happiness. Therefore you have a framework for understanding happiness, because achieving happiness requires self-discipline and moral integrity that can be challenging to maintain. 

			Austrian psychiatrist and Holocaust survivor Victor Frankel said, “… happiness cannot be pursued; it must ensue, and it only does so as the unintended side-effect of one’s dedication to a cause greater than oneself or as the by-product of one’s surrender to a person other than oneself. Happiness must happen, and the same holds for success: you must let it happen by not caring about it.”

			Frankl emphasised that happiness is not a goal that can be achieved directly. Instead, it comes as a natural outcome of dedicating oneself to meaningful pursuits or caring deeply for others. Frankl suggests that true fulfilment arises not from chasing happiness, but from focusing on something greater than yourself—a cause, a purpose, or a connection with others. If you immerse yourself in a purpose without obsessing over personal happiness, happiness will naturally follow. 

			

			Friedrich Nietzsche, a 19th-century German philosopher, had a complex and often counterintuitive view of happiness. Unlike many thinkers who equate happiness with comfort, pleasure or peace, Nietzsche associated true happiness with struggle, growth and the pursuit of meaning, even through suffering. In Nietzsche’s view, happiness is not about avoiding pain, but about embracing life fully, including its hardships. He believed that joy comes from overcoming difficulties and from the feeling of power that arises when we face challenges and grow stronger. One of his most famous lines sums this up: “What does not kill me makes me stronger.”

			He also linked happiness to the concept of the will to power—the inner drive to grow, to assert oneself and to create. For Nietzsche, happiness was the result of living authentically, pushing beyond conventional morality and affirming life in all its complexity.

			Moreover, Nietzsche admired those who could create their own values and live courageously in a world without objective meaning. In this way, happiness was not passive contentment, but an active expression of strength, creativity and self-overcoming. Nietzsche defined happiness not as comfort or ease, but as the deep, often hard-won joy that comes from living boldly, embracing struggle and becoming who you truly are.

			Haemin Sunim, the Korean Buddhist monk and author, defines happiness as a state of inner peace, self-acceptance and presence. For him, happiness is something that can be experienced in the present moment, not something to be chased or achieved in the future. He emphasises that we can still be happy while working towards our goals, as happiness isn’t far away—it lives in the here and now. A central part of his teaching is the importance of self-compassion: when we stop judging ourselves harshly and begin to accept ourselves as we are, we open the door to inner contentment. Happiness, in his view, also grows from slowing down and appreciating the small, simple joys of life, like a warm drink, a gentle breeze or a shared smile. He highlights the value of love and connection, encouraging us to nurture meaningful relationships and approach life with an open heart. True happiness arises from mindfulness, kindness and the quiet beauty of everyday life rather than in external success or perfection.

			

			Socrates, Plato and Aristotle were significant influences on the Stoics, and the Stoics have been a considerable influence on my version of happiness. Their focus is on a state of flourishing and living well, characterised by fulfilling one’s potential and living a life of virtue and reason. It’s about stable mental health and mood, characterised by a sense of wellbeing, emotional balance, and a concept of excellence and fulfilling purpose while embodying the highest quality and effectiveness.

			I will elaborate on this as we progress through the pages. Still, by practising virtue, maintaining mindfulness, visualising adversity, detaching from externals, developing resilience and cultivating gratitude, we can achieve a state of eudaemonia—a deeply fulfilling and enduring form of happiness. The Stoic path to happiness is a lifelong journey of self-improvement and philosophical reflection. 

			Influenced by others, like Frankl, Nitzsche, Sunim and the Stoics, I arrived at my definition from a philosophical standpoint because it provides guiding principles and frameworks to help me achieve a balanced and meaningful life. It encourages me to consider the totality of my life, including relationships, personal growth, knowledge, mindfulness, health and contributions to society. It focuses on flourishing and fulfilling one’s potential over a lifetime rather than just seeking momentary micro-happiness. The philosophical perspectives I admire link happiness to virtue and ethical living, suggesting that true happiness is intertwined with a morally good life. Emphasising the importance of self-examination and personal growth is crucial for achieving a more profound sense of happiness.

			

			In my research on the definition of happiness and the pursuit of it, I understand that being happy every single day is inherently improbable due to the dynamic nature of human experiences, emotional variability and external circumstances.

			Human emotions are inherently fluid and subject to change. The complexity of the human emotional spectrum makes it impossible to sustain a single emotional state, such as happiness, continuously. Emotions are not static; they ebb and flow in response to internal and external factors. This variability is a fundamental aspect of the human experience, allowing us to navigate different situations and adapt to changing circumstances.

			External factors significantly influence one’s emotional state. Life is replete with challenges, setbacks and uncertainties that can disrupt feelings of happiness. Personal losses, health issues, financial difficulties and interpersonal conflicts are common occurrences that can evoke negative emotions. These experiences are part of the human condition and contribute to emotional diversity. The inevitability of encountering difficult situations makes the idea of perpetual happiness unrealistic.

			Humans have a remarkable capacity for psychological adaptation, which can impact the sustainability of happiness. The set point concept I mentioned in the introduction suggests that people tend to return to a baseline level of happiness regardless of positive or negative life changes. For instance, achieving a significant goal or acquiring a desired possession may lead to temporary happiness. Still, over time, people often revert to their pre-existing level of happiness (which I know now can be elevated). This adaptation mechanism highlights the transient nature of happiness and underscores the difficulty of maintaining it consistently.

			Expectations and societal pressures can also affect our ability to experience happiness. Contemporary society often emphasises achieving constant happiness, fuelled by portrayals of idealised lives on social media. This creates unrealistic expectations, which can lead to feeling inadequate and dissatisfied when one’s life does not measure up. The pressure to be perpetually happy can paradoxically result in increased stress and reduced overall happiness.

			

			Experiencing various emotions, including those perceived as unfavourable, is essential for personal growth and emotional resilience. Negative emotions such as sadness, frustration and anxiety serve essential functions by signalling when something is wrong or needs attention. They encourage introspection, problem-solving and adaptation. Without the full spectrum of emotions, we would lack the depth and understanding to contribute to a meaningful and fulfilling life. 

			A meaningful and fulfilling life is where my sense of happiness comes from, which is the philosophical lens through which I will write this book. In my opinion, you can regularly feel joy, pleasure and delight and still have a subpar level of happiness. 

			Focusing on the philosophical perspective of happiness can help us better understand what it means to live a good and fulfilling life. This perspective goes beyond immediate gratification and integrates virtue, personal growth and meaningful living, offering a profound and enduring sense of fulfilment. It encourages us to strive for excellence and contribute positively to society, leading to a richer and more satisfying life.

			The philosophical influences I have adopted often advocate for a balanced approach and recognise that excess or deficiency in any area can impact overall wellbeing. The philosophers I follow encourage rational thought and critical analysis, helping us to make informed decisions that lead to lasting happiness and emphasising the importance of finding meaning and purpose, which are crucial to elevating happiness.

			And my definition of happiness:

			

			Happiness begins with sound metabolic health, serving as the foundation for overall wellbeing. It is living in alignment with your core values. Happiness is not a fixed destination but an ongoing journey of personal growth. True happiness involves striving for excellence in every interaction, consistently fulfilling your potential with authenticity and integrity. It embodies resilience, remaining steadfast amid external challenges. Happiness is knowing and living your purpose, contributing positively to society, and embracing self-acceptance and inner peace. It is rooted in gratitude for the present moment, fostering a sense of contentment and fulfilment.

			While my definition is a continuous journey, and it may change with time, I have learnt that it’s only really the beginning. Because if you are healthy in body and mind, flourish, and teach yourself to be grateful, happiness can be everywhere and everything. In the realm of emotions, happiness is the golden thread weaving through the fabric of our lives, illuminating our existence with its warm glow. It’s that ineffable sensation, like catching the sunlight in your hands and feeling its gentle warmth seep into your soul.

			Imagine consistently waking up to the soft hues of dawn painting the sky and feeling a gentle flutter in your chest as you realise that today holds promises yet to unfold. Your heart dances to the rhythm of anticipation, eager to embrace the adventures ahead. As you step outside, the world seems to shimmer with possibility. Every blade of grass, every whispering breeze, seems to whisper secrets of joy. The air is alive with the melody of birdsong, and the fragrance of flowers dances on the breeze, lifting your spirits higher with every inhalation. You find yourself smiling at the simplest things—the flutter of a bird, the sight of a child walking their dog, the warmth of a stranger’s smile. In these moments, happiness is found in the small, fleeting moments that make life beautiful.

			It’s the feeling of connection, of belonging, as you share laughter with friends or bask in the warmth of familial love. It’s the warmth of a hug, the comfort of a shared silence, the knowledge that you are seen and cherished for exactly who you are.

			

			Happiness is the gentle rhythm of contentment, the sense of peace that settles in your soul like a warm, comfortable bed on a chilly night. It’s the feeling of being exactly where you’re meant to be, of finding solace in the present moment and gratitude for all that you have.

			It’s the exhilarating adrenaline rush as you chase your dreams and the sense of accomplishment as you reach new heights and overcome obstacles. It’s the thrill of discovery, the joy of creation, the satisfaction of knowing that you are living a life true to yourself.

			And yet, happiness is also the quiet stillness of a moment paused—a sunset painting the sky in tones of fire, a cup of tea shared with a loved one, or a book that transports you to another world. It’s the ability to find beauty in the ordinary, to savour the sweetness of life’s simple pleasures.

			In the tapestry of human experience, happiness is the thread that binds us, the universal language that transcends borders and cultures. It’s a gift we give ourselves and each other, a reminder that even in the darkest times, there is always a glimmer of light waiting to be found.

			In our pursuit of happiness, we often chase after fleeting moments of joy—vacations, promotions, social approval or material possessions. While these can offer temporary boosts, true, enduring happiness is more nuanced and deeply rooted in a foundational element: wellness.

			As the Dalai Lama says, “Happiness is the highest form of health.” Through my journey and reflection, I’ve come to realise that wellness must come first. It’s the scaffold upon which happiness is built. Without a solid base of physical, mental, emotional and spiritual health, happiness becomes unstable, fragile and transient. But when wellness is prioritised, happiness becomes a steady, enduring baseline that supports us through life’s inevitable ups and downs.

			

			For me, when the elements that make up this book are in harmony, they create a resilient foundation that underpins my macro-level happiness. Without wellness, happiness can become superficial or fleeting, dependent on external circumstances rather than internal stability. Prioritising wellness allows me to develop a strong sense of self-awareness, respond thoughtfully rather than react impulsively, cultivate sustainable habits that support long-term happiness and see happiness as a tool for self-care and reflection, not just a fleeting emotion.

			Happiness is a beautiful state, but it’s not something to chase directly. Instead, focus on building wellness—your personalised scaffolding—that supports a steady, resilient baseline of happiness. By nurturing your mind, body and spirit, you create a life where happiness is not an elusive goal but a natural by-product of a balanced, well-lived life.

			Remember this

			Wellness is a journey. Invest in it daily, tailor it to your unique needs, and watch how happiness becomes a more enduring, enriching part of your life. After all, true happiness flows from a foundation of genuine wellness.

			Stop and think about what happiness means to you. This is important because you must take control of your story and become the creator of your life. My book is relevant regardless of your definition, as it will be a catalyst in the design and architecture of the scaffolding that will become your system to increase the base levels of your definition of happiness. Create and curate your version of happiness, and write it down in your journal. If you don’t have one, start one today. “My definition of happiness” can be the first page. 

			

			So, let’s get disciplined from this day on, with the overarching aim of organically embracing happiness in all its forms—in the laughter that fills our hearts, the love that surrounds us and the beauty that graces our world.

		

	
		
			

			   

			Chapter 2

			What Stoicism is and how it relates to being happy

			“Man is disturbed not by things, but by the views he takes of them.” — Epictetus

			I mentioned a life-changing book in the introduction, a book my dad gifted to me on Christmas Day 2022. It is based on a 2,000-year-old philosophical school of thought that emphasises rationality, virtue and self-discipline to achieve inner tranquillity and resilience in the face of external circumstances. That philosophy is Stoicism, and the book my dad gave me is Reasons Not to Worry by Brigid Delaney. 

			Suppose the first book I read had been one of the ancient publications on Stoicism, like Seneca’s A Short Life, Epictetus’s Discourses, or Marcus Aurelius’s Meditations. I may not have immediately fallen in love with the philosophy. But luckily I arrived through Delaney’s engaging and accessible writing style, as she distilled the ancient wisdom into practical advice without losing the essence of Stoic thought. Her modern interpretations of classical ideas are presented with clarity and relevance, making it easier to apply these concepts to my daily life more effectively. Whether you are new to Stoicism or a seasoned practitioner, Reasons Not to Worry provides valuable insights that resonate deeply.

			This book you are reading now is littered with Stoic ideas and influences. I’ve read more than 20 books on the subject and have applied the concepts I learnt with positive results. 

			

			If you’re new to Stoicism and find the philosophy intriguing, it’s likely to ignite a curiosity that will lead you to delve deeper into the literature and learn more about it. In the following chapters I will only scratch the surface of the surviving history and the Stoic philosophers who created, developed and taught it. 

			People like Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Zeno, Epictetus, Seneca and Aurelius were far brighter than I will ever be. Still, their wisdom is what we, as students, can absorb and apply to become better human beings, elevate our happiness, and perhaps even flourish. 

			Before I explain Stoicism, be aware that being stoic is only distantly related to being a Stoic. The first is a common behaviour, while the second is a philosophical practice. When someone is described as stoic (with a lower-case s), it usually refers to a demeanour characterised by emotional restraint. A stoic person appears composed and unaffected by strong emotions like joy, anger or sadness, often as a way of coping with difficult situations. This is more about behaviour—a “stiff upper lip” approach showing little outward expression of emotions, especially in challenging moments.

			On the other hand, being a Stoic (with a capital S) refers to following the philosophy of Stoicism. The origin of the word has no relation to lower case stoic. 

			If I were to explain Stoicism in one sentence, it would be: We have a purpose: to be the best human we can be. 

			Let me explain Stoicism in a paragraph, and then we will tease it apart. Founded by Zeno of Citium, Stoicism is a 2,000-year-old philosophy that started in Greece and spread to Rome. It’s a practical methodology for seeking wisdom in life. We don’t react to events; we react to our judgements about them, which are up to us. In other words, we don’t control what happens to us, but we do control how we respond to it. Everything that happens to us in life is an opportunity to respond with what the philosophy calls virtue. Virtue comprises four intertwined sources: courage, justice, temperance and wisdom. Living with virtue is about being the best possible human being, having an excellent inner guiding spirit, and making good choices. 

			

			Read that paragraph again, and let it sink in. It’s good, huh?

			Stoicism offers timeless wisdom for cultivating resilience, virtue and inner peace. By understanding its history, key figures, principles and modern applications, we can integrate Stoic philosophy into our lives, making us more thoughtful, disciplined and prepared for life’s inevitable challenges.

			Stoicism emphasises living in harmony with reason, accepting that life is impermanent and that death, loss and change are inevitable. This acceptance fosters tranquillity even in difficult times, bringing a sense of contentment and fulfilment. Stoics focus on the present moment, believing that happiness can be found in the here and now, rather than being deferred until we reach some future achievement. Dwelling on the past or worrying about the future only distracts from the present, which is the only time we truly have.

			From a Stoic perspective, suffering is a natural part of life but does not have to diminish happiness. Instead, it can be an opportunity for personal growth and the practice of virtue. Stoics transform adversity into a source of resilience and self-improvement, seeing challenges as part of life’s unfolding rather than obstacles to be avoided. Ultimately, Stoicism teaches that true happiness comes from cultivating inner virtues, controlling one’s reactions to external events, and living in alignment with reason, leading to peace and contentment regardless of life’s circumstances.

			I’ve observed that people are initially drawn to Stoicism because of its psychological benefits. At the beginning of their Stoic journey, most are eager to know what it could do for them. This was me to a tee, as I was attracted to managing my emotions, being disciplined, courageous and more balanced. This is likely what you want, too. This self-centred version of Stoicism is terrific; it helped me, and it will help you. 

			

			You will eventually find a more profound message if you keep learning about Stoicism and practising what it offers. I hope you become interested in the philosophy’s social aspects, its emphasis on our responsibility to others, and the importance of working for the common welfare of humankind. I will revisit this aspect of Stoicism in Chapter 13, as I believe in the importance of doing things that make the world a better place if we want to live a significant and fulfilled life. This part of Stoicism forms big intentions for me. 

			But let’s now talk about the first part: the foundation of Stoicism as an essential practice, differentiating between what we can change and what we can’t and the idea that we should not worry about things beyond our control. 

			If I was to draw a line through the middle of the page and ask you to write what is within your life’s complete control above the line and what is not below, what would you detail above the line? 
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			The Stoics call this the Dichotomy of Control—distinguishing between the things over which we have complete control and the things over which we have no control. The answer seen through the Stoic lens will show that there isn’t much above the line. 
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			We cannot control other people’s actions, opinions or behaviours, nor can we control external events like natural disasters, economic downturns or accidents. The past is also beyond our influence, as it cannot be changed. While we can make choices to care for our bodies, certain aspects of our physical appearance and health, such as genetics, aging and illnesses, are out of our control.

			Social status and reputation are similarly beyond our full control, as they depend on how others perceive us. The actions of governments, institutions and other organisations are also outside our influence, unless we decide to be part of the organisation. Additionally, the passage of time, natural laws, cosmic events and the basic nature of reality are things we cannot alter. Death, too, is an inevitable part of life that we cannot change. 

			

			While we might influence others’ emotions and reactions, we cannot control them entirely. The circumstances of our birth, such as where we are born and the socioeconomic conditions we are born into, are beyond our control. Finally, fortune and chance—those random occurrences and strokes of luck or misfortune—are also not something we can dictate. Stoicism teaches that by recognising these limitations and focusing instead on what we can control— our own thoughts, choices and actions—we disconnect from an unwinnable battle and we will be much happier and able to lead a more virtuous life. By focusing on what we can control, we reduce anxiety and frustration. Happiness becomes the result of mastering our responses to life rather than trying to shape the external world.

			My favourite part of Stoicism is the concept that translates to virtue or, more simply put, excellence. This idea represents the highest quality that one can achieve, fulfilling one’s potential as a rational being. It is striving to maintain the best possible state of one’s character by acting virtuously in all situations, regardless of external circumstances. It’s a life with rationality and ethical principles, rather than one driven by emotions or societal pressures. It’s a continuous practice of self-improvement and learning, requiring constant effort and self-reflection to ensure that one’s actions remain aligned with these virtues. 

			This is where the cardinal virtues come into play: Courage, Justice, Temperance and Wisdom. 

			Courage means having the ability to sustain physical or mental effort over a prolonged period, especially in challenging or demanding situations. It’s a strong belief in one’s abilities, qualities or judgement, which enable one to act decisively and assertively. It’s noble ideals, principles or aspirations, often characterised by a sense of moral integrity and a commitment to acting with honour. It’s exhibiting a positive, upbeat attitude and a willingness to spread joy and optimism, often contributing to a pleasant and encouraging atmosphere. It’s a diligent and hardworking attitude, consistently applying effort and persistence to achieve goals and complete tasks.

			

			Justice is exhibiting deep respect and devotion characterised by morality. It means being truthful and transparent in one’s words and actions, consistently adhering to principles of integrity. It means ensuring fairness by providing everyone with equal opportunities and addressing individual needs and circumstances to achieve balanced outcomes. It’s engaging in transactions or interactions with honesty, integrity and respect for all parties involved, ensuring that no one is unfairly disadvantaged.

			Temperance (or moderation) means having the ability to consistently adhere to standards, or self-imposed goals, demonstrating self-control and commitment in one’s actions. Exhibiting appropriate and respectful behaviour, appearance or manners that align with your expectations. It means always demonstrating a humble view of one’s own achievements or qualities and avoiding excessive pride or self-promotion and, most importantly, it’s being able to regulate one’s emotions, impulses and behaviours in order to achieve long-term goals and maintain personal discipline.

			Wisdom is the ability to make sound judgements and decisions based on practical reasoning and awareness. It means being skilled at analysing and assessing situations or problems accurately, often with a focus on strategic planning. It is being able to think and respond rapidly and intelligently, often with cleverness or humour, especially in challenging or unexpected situations. It is the ability to make careful and responsible decisions, especially by exercising good judgement and maintaining confidentiality in sensitive situations. It is to effectively solve problems and adapt to new or difficult situations by using creativity, ingenuity and available resources.

			

			If you and I consistently acted with courage, justice, temperance and wisdom in every interaction and at each decision point, it would deeply influence our lives, relationships and the broader world. 

			If we acted with courage, we would take action on our principles, challenge injustices, and embrace personal growth despite discomfort or fear. We would develop a stronger sense of integrity and purpose. Our courage would inspire others to be brave and authentic. We would foster an environment where people feel safe to speak their minds and stand up for their values, creating a culture of empowerment. A world guided by courage would see more people acting to right wrongs and defend truth. Social progress would be fuelled by individuals willing to step out of their comfort zones to challenge the status quo.
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