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			Glossary

			bushidō	The samurai code – the way of the warrior – priori­tizing bravery, loyalty and self-­sacrifice, sometimes before life itself. Originating in the Kamakura period (1192–1333), over time the martial code of bushidō absorbed the influences of Confucianism and Buddhism. While bushidō also stresses the principles of frugal living, kindness, honesty and personal honour, the overriding emphasis is on duty, obligation and honour. Ritual suicide, seppuku, also known as hara-­kiri, was institutionalized as a respected response to dishonour or defeat. Bushidō remained a key ethos in Japanese moral thinking right up to the end of the Second World War; official instruction in the code was officially abandoned with Japan’s defeat in 1945. 

			

			gaman	To endure with dignity. Seen as a very positive and desirable trait in Japan, gaman is both tolerating difficulty (often something unpleasant, painful or uncomfortable) without complaint, and also self-­restraint – containing one’s instinct to follow one’s personal desires in order to support the wider group. Its achievement is seen as an expression of maturity.

			ganbaru	Literally meaning ‘best efforts’, ganbaru is to do one’s best and to persevere, even in tough times. When you experience adversity, ganbaru means you do not make excuses for failure but redouble your efforts. 

			giri	One’s obligations and duty to the group; to serve one’s superiors with a self-­sacrificing devotion. Guided by a collective understanding of what is best for that person or group, giri is sense of loyalty that overrides personal wishes or opinions. Understanding others’ giri is also a way of demonstrating consideration for them.

			

			ikigai	One’s personal purpose in life. Literally one’s reason for getting up in the morning, ikigai can be both the small things that bring a person joy and a larger sense of purpose. Your ikigai, large or small, is a source of meaning that is not dependent on talent or worldly recognition.

			kodawari	A personal sense of perfectionism. A commitment to a personal quality standard that involves paying attention to the smallest details and recognizing even tiny improvements. 

			nagomi	Balance, harmony. A concept that is deeply embedded in Japanese culture, nagomi expresses a sense of calm, comfort, and peace within oneself, and by extension, with the world around you. It might also mean accepting a certain balance of the good and bad in life, in order to sustain harmony within oneself and with the world at large. 

			nora	Literally meaning ‘wild field’, the word nora, added to a person or object, can be used to signify something stray, undomesticated, unauthorised or outside the rules.

			

			ninjo	Human emotion or compassion – often a personal feeling that swells up in conflict with one’s giri, or sense of duty.

			zatsudan	Literally meaning ‘miscellaneous talks’, this is the wide-­ranging informal social exchanges that bind Japanese society together.

		

	
		
			

			 

			Preface

			This is a book that sets out to offer some help with the challenges of modern life. Within these pages, I will do my best to offer a vision to my readers – across the spectrum of humanity, from ordinary people to (would-­be) leaders, extrovert to introvert, ambitious to humble, hungry to satisfied, if not quite perhaps from slave to emperor – a vision of how the ancient wisdom of Stoicism might help us navigate a confusing and overwhelming age.

			In the process, I will go through a wide range of subjects, including everyday life issues such as managing our emotions, accepting ourselves, social communication, how to face others, how to deal with life’s uncertainties, happiness, etc., on the one hand, and fundamental and difficult issues such as creativity, consciousness, free will, infinity and the universe, Earth’s environ­ment and the future of human civilization on the other. By the time you finish reading this book, you will be convinced that these big issues do have a relevance to the seemingly small problems of your private life. In addition, I will introduce a mega-­star from ancient Greece viewed under a new spotlight and discuss the possibility that the world we live in – no matter how broken it might seem – is actually the best of all possible worlds.

			

			I am a neuroscientist, writer and broadcaster based in Tokyo, Japan, and the author of books such as The Little Book of Ikigai and The Way of Nagomi. My book on ikigai (one’s personal reason for living) has been published in 32 languages and 58 countries, and became a bestseller in Germany after it appeared in a popular TV detective drama. It was actually the number-­one non-­fiction bestseller there in 2024. This is my first international title that is not just about Japan, though my Japanese perspective will very likely shine through.

			Stoicism is not specific to a culture, nor is it an ideology. It is a philosophy of life, one that constantly evolves and adapts to the changing times.

			Let’s explore it together.

		

	
		
			

			 

			Introduction

			It used to be that this was a world of scarcity. Our ancestors, right back to the microorganisms that preceded us hundreds of millions of years ago, had to fight for their survival, searching for things to eat and looking for places where they could safely hide. Times have changed. Now we are living in a world of abundance, at least for the more fortunate among us. This applies not only to material wealth, but also, and particularly, to informational abundance. At the same time, some of us may be feeling eerily empty in soul, even on the verge of burnout, lost in the great ocean of life, which sometimes appears to be senseless and cruel. Perhaps that is why you have picked up and are now reading this book.

			

			One crucial factor in this emptiness is the disappearance of traditional values and modes of thinking. For many people in the world, it is no longer the case that one can just follow pre-­fixed ideas and norms to lead a satisfying life in the spiritual sense. It is not that we are less human than our ancestors. We may actually be more so, but we are human in so many different ways, with inputs from many cultures. We have diversity rather than monoculture, which is wonderful, but sometimes overwhelming.

			We are living in an era where it is becoming increasingly difficult to make appropriate choices for ourselves. In 1970, the futurist Alvin Toffler predicted a condition he called ‘choice overload’. In the Information Age, as he called it, we would be faced with the prospect of having to choose from a multitude of alternatives presented either virtually or physically, increasingly more of the former, even before the age of the metaverse kicked in. This age has now arrived. A teenager quickly flipping through the offerings from TikTok, Instagram or YouTube is performing an exercise both specific to our time, and one predicted by Toffler several decades ago. With the flood of content generated by artificial intelligence, ‘choice overload’ will only become even more overwhelming in the coming years.

			

			The problem is not just too much information. Modern life is complex, and our lives are branching out in so many directions. It is literally everything everywhere all at once, even for the most ordinary among us. And even if we make the best decision at an important crossroad, there is no guarantee that the results will be great, or even benign, because of ‘dynamical chaos’, as the meteorologist Edward Lorenz termed it in the 1970s. Complex systems display great unpredictability – even small differences in the initial state can lead to quite unexpectedly large differences in outcome. This is the famous butterfly effect, which suggests that a butterfly flapping its wings in the tropical rainforest of the Amazon could eventually determine whether a tornado develops in, say, Texas, USA. The astonishing thing is that this is not a mere metaphor but a mathematical truth in the most rigorous sense.

			The reality of the butterfly effect in our lives is that there is no such thing as a distinction between grave and trivial choices. Which college you go to, what occupation you choose for yourself, where you live, whom you marry – we recognize these things as important decisions in life. But if you take chaos theory at face value, choosing what you have for lunch today or what clothes you wear, or whether you take a right turn or a left at the next junction could potentially lead to enormous differences in how your life turns out. The world is a chaotic place and there is no way to know if a particular choice is optimal or not, no matter how clever and informed you may be or how hard you may try.

			

			Today, dynamical chaos and information overload are flanked by the uncertainties of globalization, environmental change and artificial intelligence. With seemingly intractable problems such as global warming, fake news and political echo chambers, living is becoming increasingly challenging. And still, in our private lives, we have the same old problems concerning family, friends, career choices and how to make ends meet. We clearly need a vision and guidance. But how can we find them, in this liberal but unnerving void of pre-­fixed values? Is there an enlightened way to proceed from here?

			I propose that, in this age, we need to study in earnest and perhaps make our own a particular philosophical tradition: Stoicism.

			

			 

			Stoicism dates back to ancient Greece. The Stoic school as we know it today was started by Zeno of Citium (c. 334 bc–c. 262 bc). The name ‘Stoic’ comes from the word stoa, or painted porch – the place where Zeno taught his ideas in ancient Athens. As a young man, Zeno experienced and survived a shipwreck. Later, in a bookshop in Athens, he came upon a description of Socrates in Memorabilia by Xenophon (a disciple of Socrates). Impressed by Xenophon’s depiction, Zeno became interested in philosophy. This was the beginning of his philosophical investigations, which eventually led to the founding of the Stoic school.

			Thus, in an indirect but quite essential and spiritual way, Socrates could be considered the father of Stoicism. Indeed, many scholars identify Socrates as one of the important thinkers of Stoicism, and many Stoic writers – Zeno, Seneca, Marcus Aurelius and Epictetus among them – have found inspiration and guidance in his life and teaching.

			For example, throughout his life, Socrates strived to live in harmony with reason and nature. Socrates knew how to engage in open dialogue and learn from other people. He was also tolerant of others’ peculiarities, being well aware of his own ignorance. Finally, Socrates faced his own death with resignation. Many of these traits are the foundation for the Stoic way of life, and this Socratic association gives depth and resonance to the Stoic ethos, a theme we will come back to later in this book.

			

			The Stoic school remained popular for more than 500 years and the works of later Stoic writers such as Seneca, in the first century BCE, Epictetus, the former slave, and Marcus Aurelius, the Roman emperor from 160–180 CE offer us great pillars of wisdom to reference. But can such an ancient wisdom serve the modern man in any way beyond the context of a liberal-­arts curriculum?

			Indeed it can. There is nothing new under the sun. In fact, as far as a philosophy of life goes, there might not be much to add to what has been already written in the Stoicism canon. The essential messages of Stoicism remain relevant, because we are all still human, and the essence of our existence has not changed so much over the years. We still dream, love, sometimes get disappointed, in Stoic ways. Isn’t that wonderful?

			

			And yet, I do feel that there is a pressing need to update how we approach Stoicism to reflect the parameters of the modern day, and the practical and psychological needs of people now.

			One advantage of our time is that we humans have more knowledge about ourselves and the world around us than the Stoic greats had access to. A modern interpretation and extension of Stoicism might draw on fields such as neuro­science, cognitive science, psychology, network science, economics and artificial intelligence. Insights from physics and cosmology are also surprisingly relevant. In particular, those from neuroscience tell us how we adapt to the changing environment of modern times by absorbing and interpreting sensory data from outside and taking appropriate actions, thus affecting the plasticity of neural networks in the brain. In this process, understanding and implementing concepts that describe our attitudes towards the world become crucial. Grasping an updated version of Stoicism and making it one’s own is part of this.

			

			For example, one of the most important themes of Socrates’ teaching, and the Stoic school, was the concept of alignment. The Stoics regarded humans as part of the universe, subject to natural laws. Their belief was that our individual natures were all part of universal nature and that our job as humans was to accept the world as it is and live in a manner that corresponds to it. Or, as Marcus Aurelius said (Meditations 6, XLIX), ‘That which is not good for the beehive cannot be good for the bee’.

			In the present day, ‘alignment’ has further, yet interestingly related, meanings. In neuroscience, alignment is the result of the human brain’s learning process, the outcome of making sensory inputs and actions that are consistent with each other. In artificial intelligence, ‘alignment’ is used as a concept to lead research and development, as in ‘AI alignment’. An essential aspect of alignment in the AI sense is that the aligned entities (such as humans and AIs) each retain their individual existence, agency and traits, and are not necessarily merged and made into one. While they keep their separate identities, alignment allows the entities to be in harmony with each other (or as we Japanese would say, in a state of nagomi), so that the system as a whole can function in a robust and sustainable manner. The alignments between humans and artificial intelligence, humans and nature, and among people of different and unique characters is going to be vitally important in our modern world. In this respect, ­Stoicism can show how each one of us can live as an individual, apart from but in tune with the grand designs of the universe.

			

			So, in this book, I would like to add insights particular to our present time, humbly, if I may. I will try to provide a wide spectrum of viewpoints, from those which help the reader’s everyday life to those which have profound implications for our very existence as human beings. One of the ultimate goals of the great Stoic thinkers and the people who followed their writings was to find peace amid the turmoil of the world and attain solace for the soul. Without understanding who we really are, we cannot find solace for the soul, even in the context of everyday life. As the title of Seneca’s great work suggests, I would like to provide ‘Consolations’ to the reader.

			 

			From its origin in Greek and Roman times to the present day, Stoicism is a school of thought that springs from the Western world and, consequently, has strong Western connotations. However, it is important to realize that Stoicism as it stands today, and as it might be used in the future, is a rewardingly multicultural ethos.

			

			All over the world, people practise folk stoicism (that is stoicism as a way of life rather than a philosophical concept) in their own ways, without knowing the theoretical, historical or scientific basis for it. Every ordinary person can be a Stoic. An athlete, an artist, a businessperson, a mother, a father, a child, an old person can be a Stoic. Some people explicitly describe themselves as stoic; others are stoic without being aware that they are. Some have never come across the concept, but practise it all the same, especially in regions where the influence of the Western canon has not reached. In all cases, people are stoic as they go about the business of life because they’ve got to be. Stoicism, as I argue in this book, is an essential attitude to life.

			The ethics and codes of behaviour that resonate with Stoicism can be found across many different cultures. In the tradition of Chinese philosophy, parallels can be found in the thinking of Tao, in which humans are encouraged to follow the orders of nature, rather than resist them. Many people regard the traditional haka dance of the indigenous Maori people in New Zealand as an expression of the Stoic spirit. In Africa, the philosophy of life of the Maasai people in Kenya and Tanzania shows wonderful interpretations of Stoic thinking. Some may argue that the spiritual values expressed in such Hollywood franchises as Star Wars and Karate Kid are Stoic in their essence, influenced by many different cultural origins. And I am quite certain that the music and dance of Taylor Swift are Stoic, especially having been lucky enough to enjoy her Eras tour in Tokyo Dome, performed with astonishing skill and determination. Indeed, Stoicism today is a global phenomenon, as it should be, when you consider its central importance to how we live.

			

			In my native Japan, the concept of Stoicism only arrived as an explicit idea during the process of modernization, which started with the Meiji Restoration of 1868, kick-starting a rapid restructuring of the nation under imperial rule. As such, it is relatively new. However, if you look back through Japanese history, you will find that something equivalent to Stoicism has been always there, so that the Japanese people have known it, in a very embodied and robust way, over hundreds of years. Confucianism, which emphasized social harmony, has certainly influenced the ‘stoic’ way the Japanese restrain themselves, especially in social contexts involving different age groups, while the concept of gaman – expressing the idea of enduring difficulty with dignity – is a ubiquitous Japanese one that describes various ways to contain one’s actions and speech, so as not to go beyond what is socially acceptable. Gaman has been influenced by Confucianism in part but remains distinctively Japanese, especially in the Zen Buddhist context. Gaman most likely originated from the original living conditions in Japan, where the demands of rice farming in our mountainous nation meant people had to find ways to co-­exist harmoniously. Even nowadays, gaman is still apparent in every aspect of Japanese society. A mother will quite typically preach it to her child, especially in a situation where the eyes of the others are there to witness the child’s behaviour. Gaman is also the protocol for the majority of employees, who tend to work long hours without complaining. Shinto, as the indigenous Japanese religion, has also been pivotal in the formation of the Japanese character, especially as regards the purity and serenity of mind emphasized in samurai ethics.

			

			Growing up in Japan, I could not help but be influenced by these elements. Then, when I was ten or so, I started to read Western literature quite extensively, as is usually the case for kids with academic interests in post-­modernization Japan, and first encountered the Greek philosophers, including Socrates. As a teenager, I read Marcus Aurelius and other Stoic writers, too. If it was not evident to me then how these Stoic canons related to the Japanese way of life, I see the parallels between the different cultural heritages now. For example, is there any link between the samurai ethic of bushidō, which prioritized service to the master and community over one’s own interests, even to the point of sacrificing one’s own life if necessary, and the philosophy of Socrates, who accepted his own death without much fuss? Or how about Albert Einstein, who once said that he would simply lie down and wait for the time when the last day of his life came? Are Socrates and Einstein both samurais in the Stoic spirit? Such considerations, I think, are useful as a way of putting ideas and thoughts related to Stoicism in a historical and cultural perspective in the global village today, beyond national borders.

			

			There are great writers who are Stoics without explicitly professing it: Leo Tolstoy, Marcel Proust, Virginia Woolf, Ernest Hemingway and Kazuo Ishiguro, to name but a few. Ishiguro’s character Stevens, the dutiful butler in his epic novel The Remains of the Day, would seem to many the epitome of Stoicism – soldiering on with a ‘stiff upper lip’. But it seems to me that the Stoicism expressed here is multi­cultural in its very nature. Although the portrayed society and human behaviour are obviously British, the author, having immigrated from Japan to the UK at the age of five, has brought something of the Japanese version of Stoicism into the novel, most notably elements from the traditions of Zen Buddhism and samurai ethics. When Stevens is caught between the desire to attend his father’s dying moments and the requirement to perform his duty as a butler at an important dinner in the great house, he demonstrates a very Japanese version of Stoicism, in which one is encouraged to restrain one’s emotions or ninjo (a Japanese word literally meaning ‘human emotion’, which is regarded as the bonding principle in Japan) in order to play one’s part in the group. Showing giri (another Japanese word, meaning ‘obligations’) is an alignment that was part of the cooperation required for rice farming, but also remains a key way of behaving in Japan today. It was Ishiguro’s genius to write a story of such pure Englishness while the undertone of Stoicism was essentially multicultural.

			

			Perhaps Stoicism is adaptable across cultures and ages because it is not perceived to have a charismatic figure as such, from whom a whole principle stems. In fact, Stoicism started from a negation of a cult of personality (more on this later). Although certain individuals played a pivotal role in defining what Stoicism is, it never became a movement under a particular person’s name. Stoicism is rather a collective and open-­ended discipline, ready to be worked on and improved by everybody. In other words, Stoicism is about all of us.

			Nor is Stoicism about a particular tradition described by a particular proper noun. It is about generic ways in which humans have been living, currently live and, with a little bit of luck, will keep living for many centuries to come. Stoicism shows us a way that the human brain can cope, become resilient and even exhibit creativity in times of great uncertainty and difficulty. And that has never been more necessary than now.

			

			 

			As I begin the appraisal of Stoicism in the modern context, I would like to offer you ten statements towards a working definition of what Stoicism might be for us in the modern world. These are not exhaustive or mutually independent but they might be something to ponder as you read this book.

			 

			

			
					Stoicism is about how one streamlines one’s resources and efforts as one goes through the uncertainties of life.

					Stoicism is a way of making one’s best effort under any circumstances.

					Stoicism is a process by which one reappraises one’s emotions to arrive at a positive and proactive view of life.

					Stoicism is maintaining a balance of the self, body and personal agency while interacting in a complex and unpredictable environment.

					Stoicism is coming to terms with one’s own unique characteristics and traits, accepting oneself and nurturing self-­love.

					Stoicism is becoming liberated from life’s proxy goals and navigating towards the heart’s true desires.

					
Stoicism is aligning one’s life with one’s inner voices, and the laws of the world.

					Stoicism is about seeing things clearly, knowing one’s own limitations, while having a sense of wonder for the unknown and dreaming of one’s eventual possibilities.

					Stoicism is about appreciating and celebrating the diversity within oneself and in the universe.

					Stoicism is about keeping one’s personal integrity under any circumstances, so as to see clearly the shape of one’s soul.

			

			 

			By the time you finish reading this book, the above statements will hopefully make sense to you in rewarding and profound ways. At the same time, I hope that exploring the Stoic way will leave you better prepared for the challenges of the present day, with a more optimistic outlook for the future.

			

			To be optimistic is to be Stoic. And to be optimistic is human.

			Indeed, to be Stoic is human.

			So let us start our journey into the heart of Stoicism.

		

	
		
			

			Part One:

			Stoicism and Everyday Life

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			What do we mean when we call someone stoic?

			I once met an extraordinary gentleman on a luxury cruise ship. I was on board to give public lectures. That gentleman, whom I call by the code name Mr Four Seasons, apparently came from a very privileged background. His story was incredible. Originally from western Japan, he spent eleven months of every year abroad, staying in places like Europe, Australia, Hawaii, etc. He had houses here and there. Mr Four Seasons was a gentle, exquisite person, wearing a colour­ful and elegantly designed shirt, and accompanied by an equally elegant lady wife. I happened to share a dinner table with the couple. Mr Four Seasons had just turned eighty. I did not ask what he used to do for his living. He might have been involved in some very important jobs, but it was also apparent that he did not have to work for a living.

			

			He told me that he had taken the world cruise for ten years in a row. He said that, when he was on the cruise ship, he would get up at four every morning and go to the ship’s gym to run on the treadmill machine. On a good day, he would run at 15km/hour. He ran twice a day, two hours each time. Although the luxury cruise ship offered many entertainments, Mr Four Seasons never went to the theatre, as his lady wife did. Every day, he just went to the gym to run. His dream was to win in the World Masters Athletics competition at the age of one hundred, he said. He also kept detailed diaries on the cruise and his other adventures in the world, which, by the time I met him, amounted to thirty-­seven notebooks. I do not believe he has any plans to publish them.

			The image of this extremely wealthy gentleman running for several hours every day on a luxury cruise ship left a vivid, lasting impression on me. Presumably, Mr Four Seasons had the means to enjoy almost any pleasure life had to offer. Every year he enjoyed a trip on a cruise ship where everything was prepared for him and his lady wife in the most refined manner. However, for some unknown reason, Mr Four ­Seasons chose a very Stoic way of life for himself.

			

			I met Mr and Mrs Four Seasons on my way from New York to Costa Rica. By the time I joined, the world cruise was about two-­thirds over, having gone through Yokohama, Kobe, Singapore, the Maldives, South Africa, Spain, Germany and the UK. On the evening I met him, Mr Four Seasons was enjoying a bottle of red wine: he was celebrating the mid-­journey point amid his arduous training days, he said. Up until the ship reached New York, he had not had a drop. ‘I am going to get up at four o’clock tomorrow and run,’ was his last remark, as the good couple retired for the night.

			For some strange reason, although we did not discuss Stoicism, Mr Four Seasons reminded me of Marcus Aurelius and other privileged people over the course of human history, who, in the midst of material abundance, chose to live a Stoic life. For these people, careful recruitment of their resources and execution of their attention, accompanied by intelligent assignments of sensory pleasures, exploration and arduous physical exercises are the way of choice. There is something essentially human about a life lived this way. It is as if Stoicism is the only way to make sense of one’s existence in this whirlpool of material abundance we call the universe.

			

			When you observe human behaviour, one of the hallmarks of a person’s nature is how she or he behaves when they become successful and/or famous. In Japan, where the experience of collaborating in situations such as the rice field has nurtured a culture of humility, there is a saying ‘a rice ear hangs its head low as it ripens’, which is an observation of what actually happens to rice, as well as a metaphor for how you should behave in success. As I discussed in my book The Way of Nagomi, in Japan rice is considered to represent desirable qualities in nature and humans. Unfortunately, not all people are like rice. There are those who remain modest as they succeed – they tend to be OK, with a moderate lifestyle. Then there are others who let success go to their heads, and become arrogant, less respectful, extravagant, and lead unsustainable lifestyles. In the end, they might find themselves in great trouble.
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