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INTRODUCTION


Where do you go when you have problems? Well, it will depend. For leaking pipes, you call a plumber; for a faulty starter motor, a car mechanic. If you have a toothache, you visit a dentist; a cricked back, a chiropractor. But what if your problems are of a more personal nature? You’re feeling stressed at work, your marriage is in crisis, you’re drinking too much or you feel unaccountably depressed. Who do you visit then? A doctor? A therapist? A priest?


Whoever you choose, probably bottom of your list (if they even make it) is a philosopher. Perhaps you think modern philosophy just too obscure, involving pure (and seemingly pointless) theorizing, and focusing on the sorts of ‘deep’ questions from which few of us could benefit, even if we knew the answers – and often, there don’t seem to be any. But whether this reputation is justified or not, it certainly hasn’t always been this way.




Stoicism was a school of philosophy that began in ancient Greece sometime around 300 BC. It gets its name from the Stoa Poikile (Greek for ‘painted porch’), which was a decorated colonnade near the Agora (public square) in Athens where the early Stoics would gather to discuss philosophy. It eventually spread to Rome, where, adopted by everyone from slaves to emperors, it came to dominate the cultural outlook, rising almost to the status of an unofficial state religion. From there, it would influence the development of Christianity and, through the rediscovery of classical literature and ideas during the Renaissance, go on to shape the modern Western educational curriculum, as the young minds of future politicians and writers, from Shakespeare to Churchill, were drilled on the Stoic exploits of Cato the Younger and Marcus Aurelius. As a result, even if philosopher doesn’t make your list, it’s not unlikely that the therapist has read their Epictetus and will encourage you to let go of those things that are out of your control; or that the priest, drawing on Seneca, will counsel you to place your trust in Providence and have faith that God has ordered the world for the best.


The five hundred or so years in which Stoicism flourished was a period of vibrant intellectual inquiry. To give things a little context, the founder of Stoicism – Zeno of Citium (334–262 BC) – is said to have come to Athens in around 312 BC. This was some ten years after the death of Aristotle (384–322 BC) and thirty-five after that of Plato (427–347 BC) – two of the biggest names in philosophy ever since and whose respective schools were still then thriving. The young Zeno would also have been exposed to the views of the Cynics, a school whose 

most famous adherent, Diogenes of Sinope (c.403–c.324 BC), attempted to strip life back to its essentials by living in self-imposed poverty, owning practically nothing and living in a barrel (a reaction, perhaps, against his previous profession as a banker). There was also the Megarian school, which propounded an ethical philosophy based on the ideas of Plato’s teacher Socrates (469–399 BC); the Dialectical school, which focused on logic and argument; the Cyrenaics, which professed a form of sensual hedonism as the path to a happy life – and various others.


We will look at some of these competing approaches later on as we explore how that of Stoicism differs; the main point here is that Stoic philosophy did not grow up in isolation, but was influenced and challenged by contemporary philosophical schools and outlooks. Zeno himself began as a Cynic, before switching to the Megarian school. Later on, developing his own ideas, he would therefore have been well versed in the philosophical traditions that had preceded him. Ancient Athens was an intellectual melting pot, a Mecca for those who sought to imbibe philosophy at its source, and so drew students from far and wide. In fact, it is interesting to note that – Zeno himself included – all heads of the Greek Stoic school were non-Athenians. I guess the parallel today would be trainee chefs or aspiring fashion designers who make a pilgrimage to Paris.


How were the Stoics different from these other schools? Before getting into that, the first thing to note is that Stoicism – like Christianity, psychoanalysis or any cultural movement – is not a single unified thing. Over the centuries, 

there were developments, debates, differences of opinion and emphasis. For instance, Zeno’s successor, Cleanthes (331–232 BC), emphasized the practical aspects of Stoicism and focused on relaying its central message in simple terms. In contrast, his successor, Chrysippus (c.280–c.206 BC), was keen to defend Stoicism against its competitors and eagerly engaged in sophisticated argument and debate regarding the finer points of Stoic doctrine. Another example: Zeno had argued that wealth, health, beauty and other such benefits were morally neutral – being rich and pretty didn’t make you good (or bad). But he also thought we might still rationally prefer them over their opposites (poverty, sickness and ugliness), and therefore it was OK to pursue them as long as they didn’t conflict with being virtuous. But later Stoics differed on this point. Aristo (fl. third century BC) argued that we should ignore all such benefits, focusing solely on virtue, while Panaetius (c.185–c.110 BC) went further in the other direction, arguing that there might be times when such things as wealth and health are necessary in order to live a truly virtuous and happy life. But, however they differed, all these thinkers are still considered Stoics, and while it is interesting here and there to note these differences, I shall instead concentrate on what they had in common. This is intended to be a practical book, something that will help you apply Stoicism’s central lessons to your everyday life, so I will generally avoid the sort of academic subtleties that might otherwise bore you.


So, what did the Stoics believe? This can be summarized quite briefly. Above all, Stoicism was a practical philosophy. 

Yes, Stoics held beliefs about logic, epistemology, metaphysics, ontology and other areas of philosophy; they also made interesting contributions to natural philosophy (science), philosophy of religion and what we would now call psychology. Some of these subjects will be relevant – and where they are, we will discuss them – but their main contribution, and why modern readers continue to be interested in Stoicism, is because of their views on ethics. This word had a slightly broader sense in ancient Greece than it does now, some of which is still retained in our use of the word ‘ethos’, and concerns not just morality, but also how to develop one’s character and attitude to life so as to become happy and virtuous.


A Stoic believed that life was governed by Fate or Providence. As such, everything that happens is out of our control – except for how we react to what happens. So, Fortune dictates that you lose your job, your cat dies or you break your arm. Maybe you had some part to play in these events – you spent too many office hours scrolling through Facebook, you neglected your cat or decided that, yes, it was fine to cycle home after half a bottle of wine. In your defence, perhaps you could argue that Fate has also determined that you are lazy, neglectful and reckless (we’ll come back to that …). But whatever the case, what you do have a say in is how you take your cat’s death/job loss/broken arm. Do you get distraught, become inconsolable? Shout and scream? Bemoan your unhappy lot? Or do you bear it … stoically. Do you remind yourself that the only bit of you that is really under your control is the square foot behind your eyes, 

and that all other things must be accepted and wisely put up with? That death, disease and disgrace are – to anyone, anywhere, at any time – at least a possibility, and in some cases (we’re all mortal, after all) inevitable? And this applies to everything in your life.


But why should you accept all of this? If the world is cruel, unfair and unfeeling, shouldn’t you be doing your bit to change that? Well, of course. Stoicism doesn’t suggest you shouldn’t try; it merely points out that you should prepare yourself for when you fail – because, in all likelihood, fail you will. Maybe not now, or with this or that particular endeavour, but at some time and in some respect. And when you do, it pays to be prepared.


As well as acceptance of your own ultimate powerlessness, Stoics asked that you ‘live in conformity with Nature’. By this, they did not mean organic gardening, camping or stripping off at the beach; they had in mind Nature (with a capital ‘N’), by which they meant the total physical universe and the rational mind (Logos) that they believed inhabited and ordered it. To them, this was ‘God’, and as such they were pantheists: the idea that God was identical and inseparable from the universe. Two important things follow from this: we are all a part of God, and God controls everything that happens. As human beings, we share in God’s rational nature, our minds are small puddles in the sea of his vast intellect (so to speak). And so, though we may not always understand why this or that misfortune befalls us, we must trust that it does so for a divinely ordained reason, because the world is ultimately rational. There is, therefore, a guiding order to 

existence, and by aligning ourselves with it – achieving a sort of ‘flow’ – we can be happy and virtuous (a similar idea to ‘following Nature’ can be found in Taoism and its doctrine of following the flow of the Tao, or ‘the Way’).


There is more to Stoicism than this, and both these beliefs need unpacking, but for now remember that these are the two foundations of Stoicism – acceptance of what we cannot control and living in accordance with Nature – for from them all other things spring. And they are, of course, related: if we accept misfortune, then we are in a better position to control our emotional responses to it; if we believe that everything happens for a reason, then such acceptance becomes more justified.


You have questions, I know, maybe even some objections – as do I. ‘But what if I don’t believe in God?’ asks the atheist. ‘And what about the problem of evil?’ ‘How can we choose to think differently about events if the mind is just a physical organ?’ screams the neuroscientist. ‘The brain is as much at the whim of natural forces as the body is!’ OK! Calm down! I’m not saying there aren’t potential difficulties with Stoic beliefs, but if you are at all familiar with philosophy, then you will know that such issues can likely be found with any belief system. I won’t deny these controversies – in the following chapters, we will look at some of them – but I will focus on how (with a few tweaks, a bit of wiggling) Stoicism can still work for people who are alive today (i.e., you).


In the following chapters we will look at twelve themes that run through our lives: from the cradle to the grave, through love, work, education and health, I’ll explore how 

the Stoics can still teach us important strategies and ways of coping. Through anecdotes and discussion, I’ll also draw out key philosophical lessons from the Stoics’ lives and writings, show how we can apply them through small everyday practices and exercises, and how Stoic attitudes can still be meaningful and useful.


Perhaps the best evidence for this continued relevance lies in the lives of the Stoics themselves. In adversity and suffering, as Fortune was outrageously pelting them with slings and arrows, they frequently displayed calmness and cheerfulness, courage and dignity. Furthermore, many of them lived lives not of quiet reflection, hidden away in their fusty libraries, but of committed social engagement – as soldiers, statesmen, fathers and mothers, dutiful offspring, and faithful public servants. For all their acceptance and forbearance, they were chiefly concerned not just with their own happiness, but with that of others. That such a world view persisted for half a millennium suggests there was something about the way they went about doing this that might be worth investigating, even if only to see whether – flawed, contradictory or outdated as in places it might occasionally be – there aren’t still one or two things that we can learn from it.
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CHAPTER


1


It is fair to say that none of us really knows where life’s path may lead us.


This may be taken as the fundamental lesson of Stoicism, and one which is well illustrated by the life of its founder. Zeno was born in Citium, in a Phoenician colony situated on the south-east coast of Cyprus at what is now the city of Larnaca. History records a number of other notable Zenos, among them an Eastern Roman emperor (AD c.425–491), another Stoic philosopher (Zeno of Tarsus, fl. 200 BC) and the more famous Zeno of Elea (c.495–c.430 BC), now chiefly remembered for his paradoxes involving speedy tortoises and tardy arrows. To differentiate him from these other Zenos, therefore, ours is most commonly referred to as Zeno 

of Citium, and occasionally by his contemporaries and other classical writers as Zeno the Phoenician. This is not to say that there is anything particularly ‘Phoenician’ about his philosophy; Zeno was Greek educated, and Stoic philosophy was heavily influenced by Socrates and Cynic philosophy, as well as aspects of the thought of Plato, Aristotle, Heraclitus and other Greek philosophers. Nonetheless, Zeno’s Phoenician roots did play a key role in the course that his own life took – and in the founding of Stoicism itself.


During the first millennium BC, Phoenicia was a great sea-faring nation. Situated more or less where modern-day Lebanon now resides, it dominated trade and – as Citium attests – established colonies across the Mediterranean, of which Carthage was to become the most famous and powerful. So, it is unsurprising that by the time he reached adulthood, Zeno the Phoenician had become a wealthy sea-faring merchant, and perhaps would have remained in that career – had not Fate had other ideas.


Having purchased a quantity of Tyrian purple dye in Phoenicia, Zeno was on his way to Greece when he was shipwrecked near Piraeus, the chief port of Athens. From there, he made his way to the city of Athens itself, where legend has it – or at least Diogenes Laërtius’s The Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers, our main source for the details of Zeno’s life – he entered a bookshop and came across a copy of Xenophon’s Memorabilia. Xenophon (c.427–c.355 BC), like Plato, had been a pupil of Socrates, an Athenian philosopher who was sentenced to death for the alleged crimes of impiety and corrupting the city’s youth. The Memorabilia presents a defence against these unjust charges, and its depiction of Socrates’ courage, calmness of mind and moral integrity in the face of his impending death so impressed Zeno that he asked the bookseller where men such as these could be found. As luck would have it, at that very moment Crates of Thebes (c.365–c.285 BC), a prominent Cynic philosopher of the time, was passing by, and so the bookseller simply pointed at him and said, ‘Follow that man!’




From that fateful day, Zeno would go on to become Crates’ pupil, and later study under other eminent Greek philosophers. But the bookseller’s may not have been the only finger pointing him towards philosophy. Another story details Zeno’s visit to the Pythia, the famous oracle at Delphi. The oracle was the priestess of the Temple of Apollo, reputed to give divine advice to those who sought it, though this was often delivered in riddling form. Since she was visited regularly by the wealthy and powerful, the cynical might speculate that the ambiguity of her pronouncements was a protective strategy, a sort of prophetic get-out clause, whereby any guidance that turned out to be false or untrustworthy might be written off as misinterpretation. A famous example concerns King Croesus of Lydia (reigned c.560–546 BC), who consulted the oracle on whether he should invade Persia and was told that to do so would destroy a great empire. Being arrogant and uber-wealthy (his name still survives in the saying ‘as rich as Croesus’), the king interpreted this as a military green light – not considering the possibility that the empire in question would turn out to be his own (which indeed it did).




However ambiguous or devious, the advice of the Pythia was held in great esteem, and even philosophers were known to seek it. Socrates himself had trodden the path up to her hilltop shrine, where he was told that, ‘Socrates of all mortals is the wisest’. In true philosophical fashion, however, Socrates did not take this at face value, instead reasoning that, since he was pretty sure that he knew nothing, his wisdom lay in the fact that he was the only person who was aware of his own ignorance (thus laying the foundations for the famous Socratic method, a form of questioning that is meant to elicit another’s true knowledge or ignorance: ‘I know nothing; what do you know?’).


Regarding his own visit to the oracle, Zeno is reputed to have asked her how he might live the best life and was told that he should become ‘of the same complexion as the dead’. For some reason, Zeno interpreted this puzzling recommendation to mean that he should devote himself to the study of the ‘books of the ancients’ (i.e., the writings of the philosophers).


Whether at the heavy-handed promptings of Fate or the subtler hints of divine prophecy, Zeno came to see his life as largely shaped by powers outside of his control. The Stoics considered all events to be the product of Fate. By this, they meant the immutable chain of cause-and-effect that links together everything within the physical world. For Stoicism, as I have said, Nature is God, but not in the Judaeo–Christian sense; rather, it is a rational mind or Logos, which they sometimes termed Zeus, and which animates and directs everything that happens – including, of course, the lives of human beings (we are a part of Nature too). This is 

perhaps one reason why Zeno seems to have taken prophecy very seriously, and why a number of later Stoics would write about it, arguing that, since the fate of the world was fixed, it is possible that there may be certain signs, dreams or omens that act as signposts to its eventual unfolding. Why shouldn’t a benign creator warn us of what’s coming? It won’t change anything, but we can at least prepare ourselves mentally (which, for Stoicism, is what counts).


Stoics of different periods have chosen to emphasize the role of Fate in different ways. Seneca (c.4 BC–AD 65) – often called ‘the Younger’ to distinguish him from his father, Seneca the Elder, who was a prominent teacher of rhetoric – believed that it is providential, in that the forces that direct our lives often do so for the best – even when it appears that the opposite is the case. In contrast, Marcus Aurelius (AD 121–180) – at least, in certain moods – stressed just how powerless and insignificant we are in relation to the vastness of the universe, how arrogant it is of us to expect things to go our way, and foolish of us to be disappointed when they don’t. But while they may have differed in how they chose to express this lack of personal control, the Stoics agreed that the wise do not curse Fate or fail to take responsibility for their situation in life; rather, they accept what happens to them and adapt accordingly. Part of this adaptation is to shift our perspective. For often what look like setbacks and troubles are, in fact, opportunities and lessons – blessings in disguise, perhaps – or at least, we can choose to see them in that way. A viewpoint from which, for example, a shipwreck may turn out not to be the unmitigated disaster that at first it seems to be.







THINK ABOUT...


As human beings, we tend to think of many of the things that happen to us as either ‘good’ or ‘bad’, but in doing so our evaluation is often partial and subjective. We are dissatisfied by our situation in life and feel hard done by. We deserve a pay rise or a promotion, we want straighter teeth, or longer and better holidays. We whine about our back pain, gripe about our in-laws or envy the new SUV of the guy next door. It’s all about us, our needs and wants, our insecurities, and we rarely take a step back to put these things into wider perspective (will that SUV be good for the planet?) or consider whether what we desire would actually be good for us (will weeks of day-drinking at the pool-bar really benefit you?). And when ‘bad’ things happen, or ‘good’ things fail to, our habitual response is often one of surprise and a feeling of injustice. ‘What have I done to deserve this?’ we ask. ‘Why me?’


‘Well,’ the Stoic would reply, ‘why not?’


The universe doesn’t owe you a living – or at least, not an SUV or straighter teeth. And nor, unfortunately, can it guarantee you a life devoid of grief and trouble. The loss of loved ones, disease, hardship – for the vast majority of us, at some point, such sufferings will be par for the course, and no one can avoid them completely. This doesn’t mean that Fate, God or the universe has it in for you – don’t take it personally. It merely means that you are not the centre of existence.


The good news is that there is something you can do about this. You just need to change the way you look at things. You need not believe in divine providence, nor that your unforeseen shipwreck is actually a supernatural nudge to get you to change your ways and focus on something more meaningful (though there were Stoics who thought this). But whatever force actually orders the world, the odds are that its priorities are not yours. So maybe adjust your mindset accordingly.




How much of your time is spent bemoaning things that are out of your control? Stoicism does not ask that you submit to fatalism – the idea that everything is pre-determined, resistance is pointless and so we must simply go with the flow. Instead, while encouraging you to set meaningful goals and work hard to achieve them, a Stoic would point out that the outcomes of your efforts are not guaranteed. The Stoic philosopher Antipater of Tarsus (died c.129 BC) drew a parallel with archery: all we can do is fix our aim and try to hit the target; what the wind does with the arrow is out of our hands. Therefore, maybe don’t set such great store in results.


And since you and Fate may not share the same wish list, might it not be the case that ‘bad’ things may turn out to be ‘good’ for you? The promotion you missed out on may have proved a nightmare, involving longer hours and greater stress. Stoicism is not saying that we should, like The Simpsons’ Ned Flanders or Voltaire’s Dr Pangloss, view all events, no matter how horrible or tragic, through rose-tinted spectacles, convincing ourselves that ‘Everything is for the best!’ (even when it’s not …). But nor should we rule out that challenging situations, disappointments and 

troubles can have their upside. Difficulties and setbacks are an inherent part of life, and in learning how to cope with them we develop our character and grow as people. Perhaps your wonky teeth have a certain charm, and acquiring the confidence to accept your physical flaws is worth more than all the cosmetic dentistry money can buy.


But most fundamentally, Stoicism also asks you to question what your goals are. Have you got your priorities right? Will achieving your cherished ambitions indeed make you happy? Do you even know what happiness would look like? We will look at Stoicism’s answer to that question in a later chapter (see page 68), but for the moment, before you blame God or Fate for your predicament, take a moment to analyse your expectations.







‘I now find that I made a prosperous voyage when I was wrecked.’


Zeno of Citium, quoted in Diogenes Laërtius, The Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers, VII, 260


It is often not the good times that cause us to reflect on the true meaning of life, but the bad ones. The fact that fortune doesn’t always go our way can therefore be a good thing, because it can force us to re-evaluate our priorities and re-assess our goals, and even to question the very nature of our existence. A life of good fortune turns us into happy-go-lucky fools; misfortune turns us into philosophers. So, while to lose all your cargo in a shipwreck would be for most people a disaster, for Zeno it made him re-evaluate what he understood by the very idea of ‘prosperity’, and to forsake the pursuit of material wealth for the riches of philosophy. Such setbacks also allow us to develop resilience, courage and other valuable character traits for which we might not otherwise have the impetus. This means that what looks like a misfortune – from a different perspective – might turn out not to be.







‘They say that [Zeno] was once scourging a slave whom he had detected in theft; and when he said to him, “It was fated that I should steal”; he rejoined, “Yes, and that you should be beaten.”’


Zeno of Citium, quoted in Diogenes Laërtius, The Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers, VII, 268


Zeno had caught one of his slaves stealing. The slave’s defence – perhaps he’d been eavesdropping on his master’s lectures – was that he couldn’t be blamed for something he had no control over. And since all events are pre-ordained by Nature or God, then wasn’t the theft unavoidable? This illustrates one of the oldest chestnuts in philosophy: the problem of free will. If every natural event has a cause and humans are a part of Nature (as the Stoics believed), then we cannot possess free will, thus robbing us of moral responsibility – you can’t blame someone for an action they had no say in. Zeno’s response abides by the same logic: if the slave had no choice (in giving way to his larcenous inclinations), then nor does Zeno (in administering the fitting punishment). However, most Stoics argue that we do, in fact, have some freedom – the ability at least to form judgements – which in turn influences our tendencies to act (or not) on our instincts and impulses.







‘What more can the diviner see than death or danger or disease, or generally things of that kind?…Have I not within me a diviner who has told me the nature of good and of evil, and has explained to me the signs of both?’


Epictetus, Discourses, II, 7




Epictetus (AD c.50–c.120) was born into slavery, and it would have been understandable if this formative experience had made him bitter and resentful, or led him to the opposite of acceptance – a desire to overthrow the social order that had enslaved him. That he did not respond in either way illustrates not only his strength of mind and character, but also his deep understanding of the lesson that his enslavement taught him: we are all slaves to Fate and it’s futile to wish otherwise. Here, like Zeno and other Stoics, Epictetus does not dismiss the advice of the fortune teller (‘diviner’), but instead argues that our future happiness doesn’t depend on it, for a Stoic philosopher is already prepared for whatever Fate can throw at them. In that sense, while you don’t yet know the details, you already know in broad outline what the fortune teller will say: things are going to happen that are outside of your control. But the Stoic already knows what is ‘good’ and ‘evil’, and will not place their happiness in wealth, beauty, status or any other temporary and changeable things. The only correct attitude to the future is to be mentally prepared to accept whatever happens and to focus on what is in your control (your attitude to those events). The only wise path is acceptance.







‘Just as one says that Aesculapius has prescribed a course of riding for someone, or the cold bath, or walking bare-footed; so it may be said that the guiding Mind prescribes for a man, disease, or mutilation, or losses, or the like.’


Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, V, 8


There is, perhaps, no clearer illustration of the Stoic attitude to Fate than to see the same principle adopted by both emperor and slave. Despite the enormous power and privilege that the role of emperor brought with it, Marcus Aurelius was as aware as Epictetus that no one can escape destiny. And so, faced with illness, injury or some other misfortune, he advises that we treat it as ‘medicine’ prescribed by Nature (‘the guiding Mind’), much as the famous healer Aesculapius might prescribe horse riding or cold baths to a sick patient, and trust that Fate has prescribed our misfortunes as ‘treatment’ to develop our character or to address some defect in it. Of course, we might also simply think of such misfortunes in terms of ‘what does this experience teach me?’







‘God bears a fatherly mind towards good men, and loves them in a manly spirit. “Let them,” says He, “be exercised by labours, sufferings, and losses, that so they may gather true strength.” Those who are surfeited with ease break down not only with labour, but with mere motion and by their own weight. Unbroken prosperity cannot bear a single blow; but he who has waged an unceasing strife with his misfortunes has gained a thicker skin by his sufferings, yields to no disaster, and even though he fall yet fights on his knee.’


Seneca, On Providence, II, 6




Here Seneca argues that the apparent misfortunes that happen to us can be character building, providing a sort of moral workout for good people to improve and become even stronger. You may think of it as a sort of divine tough love, and he compares such things to the sort of punishing training undergone by athletes. This he contrasts with those made weak by a life of luxury and ease, whom ‘a single blow’ can lay low. We can question this idealism, of course, and the assumption that God or Nature would not impose such challenges upon those whose situation in life makes them unfit to meet them (such as children or the infirm). But the point is that if we have the mental courage, we may see life’s ups and downs not as misfortunes, but as providing potential to grow and develop.









GOING FURTHER...


Since Stoicism is a practical philosophy, this section is aimed at helping you to embed some Stoical routines into your day-to-day life. But don’t stress about it – it’s not homework! Think of it more like a toolkit. If you find that one of these suggestions or exercises looks like it might help you with some problem or issue, then try it out; if not, feel free to ignore it.


1. Set aside some time – preferably each day – to be alone with your thoughts, even if it is only for fifteen or thirty minutes. If you can’t find time for that, then perhaps that is itself something you should set aside some time to think about! Modern life is often hectic, I know, but consider the fact that Marcus Aurelius found time every day to work on his Meditations while running an empire and conducting a military campaign into Germany! So, you’ve no excuses, really. Plus, setting aside more time to process what’s happening in your life will help you deal with the things that are overwhelming 

you, thus creating more emotional and mental space. It’s a virtuous circle.


2. Buy a notebook and try to write in it regularly. This can be about whatever you want – thinking through difficult relationships or events, analysing your character and bad habits, noting down interesting concepts, sage advice or inspirational quotes (see pages 224–229). Some people find journalling helpful when working through problems and emotional upheaval, and it can aid in uncovering harmful patterns of thought and behaviour. Whatever you use it for, try and keep it only for that – no shopping lists or reminders.


3. Think about a time when something bad happened to you. To begin with, choose an event that’s not too recent, so that it’s not too raw, and something that you have had time to process a little. Looking back, were there any upsides to what happened? Are you (or could you be) positively different now because of what happened then? What further lessons could you learn from it? How might you hope to react differently now?
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