

[image: Illustration]




 


James M. Russell has a philosophy degree from the University of Cambridge, a postgraduate qualification in critical theory, and has taught at the Open University in the UK. He is the author of Brief Guides to Philosophical Classics, Spiritual Classics and Business Classics. He lives in north London with his wife, daughter and two cats.




Also by James M. Russell:

A Brief Guide to Spiritual Classics
A Brief Guide to Philosophical Classics
A Brief Guide to Business Classics





A Brief Guide to
Self-Help Classics


From How to Win Friends and
Influence People to The Chimp Paradox


James M. Russell


[image: Illustration]




 


ROBINSON


First published in Great Britain in 2019 by Robinson


Copyright © James M. Russell, 2019


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system,
or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in
writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or
cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition
including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library


ISBN: 978-1-47214-134-7


Robinson
An imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company
www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk





Introduction



A Brief Guide to Self-Help Classics includes summaries and reviews of more than sixty-five classic self-help texts. Each book is summarised to convey a brief idea of what it has to offer the interested reader, while a Speed Read for each book is intended to give a quick sense of what each writer is like to read and a highly compressed summary of the main points. The titles covered include classics on achieving success, confidence and happiness, mindfulness, bereavement, how to change your life, self-control, tidying, overcoming anxiety or self-esteem issues and stress relief. As well as books that were written specifically about self-improvement, we have included books such as Reasons to Stay Alive by Matt Haig (a true story of how he came through crisis due to serious life-threatening illness and learned to live his life better), and A Mindfulness Guide for the Frazzled by Ruby Wax (for its amusing insights into how people overstress about pointless things). There is also a work of fiction in The Alchemist by Paolo Coelho, in which personal insights or voyages of self-discovery are an essential part of the plot.


The aim is to create a strong reference to dip into, that acknowledges that some of the most powerful insights into ourselves can be found in texts that aren’t purely defined as being ‘self-help’ books. The books are arranged chronologically, partly because it is interesting to see the journey that the genre took from early books of wisdom through the self-improvement literature of the nineteenth century and on to the twentieth-century explosion of everything from outrageous hucksters like Napoleon Hill to fascinating reads like The Road Less Travelled or Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff and corny throwbacks like The Secret or Chicken Soup for the Soul. Whether or not you find the books useful will often depend on the moment when you read them. For instance, The Secret is a book which we have slated here but I know at least one person who swears by it and managed to turn her life around after reading it. There are some books here that are strongly and warmly recommended and some that are simply dreadful – the hope is that this selection will help you to avoid the worst examples of the genre and to find the right book for you.


James M. Russell





The Teachings of Ptahhotep



Ptahhotep (2400 BC)


Often marketed as the ‘oldest book in the world’, this is a reminder that the quest to live a better life goes back to the earliest civilisations, which in this case means ancient Egypt. Its exact age is disputed: the only complete version comes from the Prisse Papyrus which was discovered in Thebes in the first part of the nineteenth century and is believed to date to the Middle Kingdom in the second millennium BC. It claims to be a copy and to have been originally written by Ptahhotep much earlier, in about 2400 BC, although this may be a spurious claim designed to bestow the text with more authority.


Whether or not he wrote the book, Ptahhotep was a vizier and city administrator in the Old Kingdom: the book is written as a collection of wise advice being passed down from a father to his son. It is the earliest example of wisdom literature (Sebayt, in ancient Egyptian): texts that give practical advice on how to deal with particular situations in your public or private life. The ancient Egyptians believed in the spirit of Maat, a goddess who personified their concepts of truth, balance, order, harmony, goodness and justice. Maat regulated the stars and seasons and it was believed that actions carried out on the behalf of rulers that led to injustice, violence or evil would also lead to chaos in the natural world. It was important for leaders in particular to rule with balance and harmony.


The Egyptian underworld was known as the Duat: the hearts of the dead were left in bodies that were mummified while other organs were removed, as the heart was thought to be the seat of the human soul. At the gates from the underworld to Aaru (a kind of heaven or paradise), the heart would be weighed; the heart of a virtuous person who had lived according to Maat would be lighter than a feather and that person’s soul would be allowed into Aaru.


It was very important for those who read or heard these ancient texts to pay attention and learn how to live well and to maintain the social order. Some of the advice still seems highly pertinent today: for instance, in this age when social discourse has become increasingly angry and impolite, this early passage, while archaic in tone, still seems relevant:




If you find an arguer talking, one that is well disposed and wiser than you, let your arms fall, bend thy back, be not angry with him if he agree not with you. Refrain from speaking evilly; oppose him not at any time when he speaketh. If he addresses you as one ignorant of the matter, your humbleness shall bear away his contentions.





Beyond that there is a lot of fairly obvious advice: Ptahhotep writes that ‘no man is born wise’ and suggests sharing your wealth with friends and relatives, avoiding gossip and unfair criticisms, listening to all people no matter how mighty or humble you assume them to be, treasuring friendship rather than possessions, and turning the other cheek.


Some of the advice is very specific to leadership:




If you are to be a leader be patient in your hearing when the petitioner speaks, do not halt him until his belly is emptied of what he had planned to say . . . Not everything for which he petitions can come to be, but a good hearing is soothing for the heart.





And an unfortunate aspect of the book from a modern perspective is that, in spite of the fact that ancient Egypt was reasonably equal in its treatment of women, Ptahhotep takes a truly misogynistic approach to dealing with women: for instance he suggests you should ‘distance her from power, restrain her. Her eye is her storm when it sees. This is what keeps her in your house.’


Older editions of the book often use archaic, almost biblical language: it’s worth reading it in an edition with a contemporary translation and a good introduction that explains the context. But the text itself is only twenty pages long and well worth a read, if only to see how much of what we regard as simple common sense today was already being passed on between 4,000 and 5,000 years ago.




THE SPEED READ




The Teachings of Ptahhotep


An ancient book of wisdom to be passed down the generations: advice on how to deal with friends, family and the wider world and, in particular, how to be a leader. The ancient Egyptian concept of Maat suggests that it is important to maintain balance and harmony both in social life and in the wider cosmos. A life lived in accordance with Maat is the path to a good afterlife, as bad deeds or injustice will weigh down your soul.











Meditations



Marcus Aurelius (written in the second century AD, first publication unknown)


One classical work of philosophy that is still widely read is Meditations by Marcus Aurelius, who was emperor of Rome between AD 161 and 180. It is a collection of notes he apparently made for himself while he was directing a war out on the border of the empire and it was only published long after his death.


He is remembered as one of the great Stoic philosophical writers and Meditations includes many thoughts on the classic Stoic theme of accepting and dealing calmly with whatever fate may bring into your life. But there is so much more to be found in this book, including many ideas and suggestions that would become familiar again from much later self-help books.


Marcus writes very much as an ordinary man. These are not the lofty thoughts of a powerful leader, but the everyday thoughts of someone dealing with life. He starts with a list of the sources of his understanding of the virtues, recalling that his grandfather Marcus Annius Verus taught him good morals and to govern his temper, his father taught him modesty and a manly character, while his mother showed him piety, beneficence and abstinence from evil thoughts and deeds.


One important theme of Meditations is that you need to analyse the way you think about the world and to develop a much broader perspective. For instance, he asks himself whether, if a god were to tell him he was to die tomorrow or that he was going to die the day after, it would matter which day it was. But then he asks himself to take the same perspective when it comes to the year in which he dies. He encourages a way of looking at things from the greatest distance: ‘You have the power to strip away many superfluous troubles located wholly in your judgement and to possess a large room for yourself embracing in thought the whole cosmos, to consider everlasting time, to think of the rapid change in the parts of each thing, of how short it is from birth until dissolution and how the void before birth and that after dissolution are equally infinite.’


He is thus suggesting that a person should find their place in the universe and see everything as coming from and returning to nature. But he has time to focus on the more mundane questions of everyday morality, urging himself to stay focused and to maintain strong ethical principles. ‘If it is not right, do not do it; if it is not true, do not say it.’


In Aurelius’s view, you will be able to live in harmony with the universe and not worry about things you can’t control if you take a rational, clear-minded view of morality. He also extols the virtues of living in the present while also arming yourself with the weapons of reason in order to deal with the future when it arrives. At times, he can be compared to those contemporary writers who advocate positive thinking, writing that ‘our life is what our thoughts make it’ and ‘when anything tempts you to feel bitter: think not “this is misfortune”, but “to bear this worthily is good fortune”.’


The Stoic part of his thinking comes through in his advice to avoid being dependent on sensory pleasures – this is designed to free a person from needless material desires: ‘Very little is needed to make a happy life; it is all within yourself in your way of thinking.’ This also leads him to ponder why people feel vindicated by fame or good health since these are things that are beyond our control and which should therefore not be seen as ‘good’ or ‘bad’. Instead, he advises self-reliance when it comes to understanding your own virtues and vices: ‘I have often wondered how it is that every man loves himself more than all the rest of men, but yet sets less value on his own opinion of himself than on the opinion of others.’ And within yourself you will also find that you have the ability to deal with whatever fate may throw at you – ‘Look well into thyself; there is a source of strength which will always spring up if thou wilt always look.’


Of course, this doesn’t mean you are infallible, and you need to be honest with yourself and to accept that you may sometimes be wrong: ‘If someone is able to show me that what I think or do is not right, I will happily change, for I seek the truth, by which no one was ever truly harmed. It is the person who continues in his self-deception and ignorance who is harmed.’


Many quotes from the Meditations are extremely pertinent today: some could almost have been written as warnings for the digital age in which we are afflicted by trolls (‘the best revenge is not to be like your enemy’), fake news, groupthink and manias of all sorts. It’s hard to disagree with him when he writes that ‘the object of life is not to be on the side of the majority, but to escape finding oneself in the ranks of the insane’.


Marcus Aurelius is still an inspiration to read today – his calm, measured advice often rings true and he demonstrates that many of the concerns which self-help books deal with today are truly universal features of the human condition.




THE SPEED READ




Meditations


A book of ‘notes to self’ recorded by the Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius, whose words continue to ring true today. Advocating a Stoic acceptance of that which you can’t control, an understanding of your true place in the cosmos, self-knowledge and good ethics, this is a book that can still yield many pieces of sound advice for readers today.











Poor Richard’s Almanack



Benjamin Franklin (1732-1758)


Many of the most hackneyed pearls of wisdom were either written by or passed down by Benjamin Franklin: for instance, who hasn’t heard the saying ‘Early to bed and early to rise makes a man healthy, wealthy and wise’? Other well-known maxims include ‘He that sows thorns should never go barefoot’, ‘Half the truth is often a great lie’, ‘There are no gains without pains’ and ‘One today is worth two tomorrows’.


The original source of these sayings was Poor Richard’s Almanack, which Franklin published every year from 1732 to 1758. Franklin was a printer and publisher who would also come to be remembered as an inventor and a statesman: he was one of the Founding Fathers of the United States of America in his later years. But it was his publishing which first brought him to public attention.


Poor Richard’s Almanack was a huge success, selling well over ten thousand copies a year. Almanacs are annual publications which include weather forecasts, household hints, puzzles, games and other amusements. In addition, Franklin included puns, hoaxes, wordplay, proverbs and maxims in the spaces left between notable calendar days as well as employing the jocular character of Poor Richard as a conduit for his own inimitable sense of humour. For instance, in 1741, tiring of the pretence that an almanac could predict twelve months of weather, Franklin predicted only sunshine, explaining: ‘To oblige thee the more, I have omitted all the bad Weather, being Thy Friend.’ Franklin always carried a little book in which he kept a daily account of his own adherence to thirteen virtues, including silence, which he strived to achieve ‘to break a Habit I was getting into of Prattling, Punning and Joking’.


If you can find a volume including a wide selection of the original almanacs, it is well worth reading as a historical document and a testament to both Franklin’s genius and his weakness for a terrible joke. But it is mainly the proverbs and maxims that are remembered today: most editions of the title consist of a selection of the best-known sayings. Franklin also published his own anthology of them – The Way to Wealth – in 1757.


These small nuggets of wisdom are often about subjects such as wealth, marriage, the seven virtues, manners and frugality. Most of the aphorisms are derived from earlier writers, including Lord Halifax, the English statesman and writer, whose work displayed a ‘basic scepticism directed against the motives of men, manners and the age’ and François de La Rochefoucauld, whose pithy maxims skewered the social life and etiquette of seventeeth-century Paris.


Franklin also included proverbs from around the world, such as a Malaysian one describing a young, sprightly rice stalk that grows heavier with age and wisdom and ends up with its head bowing towards the ground (suggesting that experience brings humility.) Franklin’s writings are often more memorable than his sources: Titan Leeds, author of The American Almanack had written, ‘Many things are wanting to them that desire many things.’ Franklin improved this to, ‘If you desire many things, many things will seem but a few.’


As with some other earlier writers featured in this collection, Franklin’s thoughts on women have not aged well: for example, ‘Love well, whip well’ and ‘Ne’er take a wife ’til thou hast a house (and a fire) to put her in.’ However, in other respects his advice can seem quite relevant today and he can be seen both as the originator of self-help publishing and as a source of many distinctively American ideas about good conduct, self-reliance, wealth creation and simple living. He can also be quite funny, writing that, ‘Mankind are very odd creatures: One half censure what they practise, the other half practise what they censure.’


Franklin puts some fairly obvious thoughts in such memorable ways that they have been passed down over the centuries: ‘‘Tis easier to suppress the first Desire, than to satisfy all that follow it’; ‘Be civil to all; sociable to many; familiar with few; friend to one; enemy to none’; ‘The honest man takes pains and then enjoys pleasures; the knave takes pleasure and then suffers pains’ and ‘Who pleasure gives, shall joy receive’.


Franklin’s proverbs are best read in short doses as, while they are thought-provoking, they can become repetitive if you consume too many at one sitting. They also give a fascinating insight into the morals, common sense and self-reliance of the early settlers in a time before what we know as the United States even became a country in its own right.


In the thirty-two years after he stopped publishing the almanacs, Franklin founded colleges and universities, established and became first secretary of the American Philosophical Society, helped to secure crucial munitions during the American Revolution, became governor of Pennsylvania and the first American postmaster-general, helped draft the Declaration of Independence, became ambassador to France and achieved much more besides. As someone who lived a rich and interesting life, he might as well have been thinking of himself when he wrote in the almanac:




If you would not be forgotten, as soon as you are dead and rotten, either write things worth reading, or do things worth the writing.







THE SPEED READ




Poor Richard’s Almanack


Proverbs and maxims taken from the classic eighteenth-century series of almanacs published by the polymath Benjamin Franklin. His rule for writing was: ‘No Piece can properly be called good and well-written, which is void of any Tendency to benefit the Reader, either by improving his Virtue or his Knowledge.’ While Franklin didn’t always manage this and often gave fairly obvious advice dressed up in a silly pun or rhyme, his best writing captures the common sense and experience of his times and is still fascinating reading today.











The Constitution of Man



George Combe (1828)


There is a tendency in some modern self-help literature to resort to spurious scientific theories in an attempt to give the advice of the author a solid foundation. An early example of a book that grounds its moral ideas in scientific principles is The Constitution of Man. Written by Scottish lawyer George Combe and first published in 1828, this was a huge bestseller in its day, selling over 350,000 copies: along with Charles Darwin’s work it helped to change popular views of man’s place in the universe by emphasising a naturalistic understanding of human behaviour. However, Combe was a believer in the popular pseudoscience of his day, phrenology. This was the belief that measurements of the skull could reveal the structure of the brain and could be used to study and predict behaviour. This, together with Combe’s stodgy writing style, means that the book has dated fairly badly.


The Constitution of Man is, however, an interesting historical text as it shows us a time when the view of man as an animal rather than as a creation of God was starting to be held more widely. Combe believed that there was a hierarchy of Natural Laws, including Physical Laws, Organic Laws and Intelligent Laws. These respectively concern inert matter, living matter and the realm of consciousness and mind. He argued that you need to obey and be in harmony with laws in order to get rewards, while disobedience would lead to punishment. The fundamental meaning of being human was the quest to learn scientifically and reflectively about the Natural Laws and to obey them. (It is worth knowing that Combe was widely criticised for spreading atheistic ideas and that later editions were edited to emphasise that God was the creator of the Natural Laws.)


There is a long section on the phrenological interpretation of various faculties of the intelligent mind and Combe often refers to half-baked scientific principles such as ‘Philoprogenitiveness’ – the love of our offspring which is supposed to lead to our desire to procreate. But the fundamental message through the cod-science sections remains that people are born without knowledge of the Natural Laws and must strive to learn and understand them throughout their lives. As a result, Combe is keen to emphasise the crucial role of education in expanding our knowledge of scientific, historical and religious teachings. This was a progressive argument at the time, as education in nineteenth-century Britain was mainly the preserve of the rich.


The most unfortunate sections of the book are those that deal with hereditary descent: the author spends some time describing the differing natural characteristics of the ‘Hindoo, Chinese, New Hollander, Negro and Charib’ brains, concluding that ‘Europeans . . . possess a favourable development of the moral and intellectual organs’, and ‘Hindoos’ and Native American ‘brains are inferior’. It doesn’t soften the racism of such sentiments when Combe condescendingly allows that those in possession of each kind of brain may live up to their maximum potential through education and learning.


Combe concludes with another paean to phrenology, arguing that politics, education, legislation, religion and other human activities can lead to the general improvement of mankind if the principles of the Natural Laws are followed and more widely understood.


As a whole, the book is hard to read today, both because it is heavy on archaic jargon and also because some of the ideas are so hopelessly old-fashioned. But as an early scientific manual of human behaviour it has an interesting place in the history of self-help publishing and can be seen in context as a worthy attempt to argue for better education and sound morals.




THE SPEED READ




The Constitution of Man


Using phrenology, the popular pseudoscience of his day, George Combe argues that people can improve their moral character by understanding the ‘Natural Laws’ and acting in harmony with them: obedience to the Natural Laws will lead to good things and disobedience will lead to suffering. This leads to an interest in the role of education in society, but at the same time to some downright racist musings on the superiority of Europeans over all other races. As phrenology is thoroughly discredited and remembered only for its absurdity, the fundamental argument of the book can’t be taken seriously, but it is nonetheless interesting as a window on a time when views on God, man and creation were starting to evolve.











Walden



Henry David Thoreau (1854)


The idea of a retreat from the world as a way to come to a greater understanding of yourself has a long history. Since the early days of Christianity, there has been a tradition of hermits living in isolation. In nineteenth-century Russia there was also a tradition of hermits and starets (spiritual leaders) living in poustinia (small cabins) either temporarily or permanently. The poustinia tradition would be brought to the west by Catherine de Hueck Doherty, whose 1975 book of that title popularised the spiritual retreat in North America. However, the roots of this idea were already present in secular American history.


Walden; or Life in the Woods by Henry David Thoreau is a much-loved book from 1854. It is an extended reflection on the simple life and basic human virtues, told through the story of the two years, two months and two days that Thoreau spent living in a cabin near Walden Pond, in Massachusetts (the time period is compressed to a single year in the book).


Thoreau didn’t live in complete isolation. He was on land owned by his friend Ralph Waldo Emerson, a significant figure in the transcendentalist movement that stressed man’s spiritual side while being sceptical of traditional religion. Thoreau had plenty of visits to friends, meals and social occasions during his retreat. His aim wasn’t to achieve total solitude – instead he craved a kind of immersion in nature in response to the many complexities of modern life.


The book largely deals with the everyday skills he needed to employ to keep alive. He talks of the relative simplicity of dealing with the basic necessities: ensuring he had food, shelter, fuel and clothing. Rather than claim to be poor or to be living as a pauper, Thoreau merely said he was keeping everything as simple as possible. During his retreat he wonders whether he should own a farm, but concludes this would be a more complicated way to convene with nature than simply occupying his cabin: he explains that he wants to ‘live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life and see if I could not learn what it had to teach and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived’.


In a sense he was going through a process of spiritual decluttering – taking everything away in order to examine more clearly what he really needed and what he could happily live without. He read books, entertained visitors and spent time in the woods simply listening to the sounds of the wind, the trees and the birds and animals around him. And all the while he mused over what the ideal balance would be between the sophistication of modern life and the rural basics.


In the context of the self-help genre it is interesting to read the account of Thoreau taking refuge from a storm in the hut of John Field, a poor labourer who fervently believes in the American dream of working hard to achieve a life of luxury. This is, of course, the stated aim of much twentieth-century self-help, while here we are still in the nineteenth-century period, when books instead aimed at teaching ‘self-improvement’, ‘good character’ and ‘self-knowledge’. Naturally, Thoreau, who comes from a comfortable background and needn’t be living in such simplicity, fails to persuade Field that his current poverty is a better path than aiming for future wealth.


There is a mildly comical interlude in which Thoreau is arrested and briefly jailed for not paying his taxes (he didn’t want to support a government that then believed in slavery, which wasn’t abolished in the USA until 1865). The passages on civil disobedience in this section went on to be influential on thinkers as disparate as Gandhi and Martin Luther King, who read Thoreau and became convinced that ‘non-cooperation with evil is as much a moral obligation as is cooperation with good.’


The book concludes with something of an epiphany as Thoreau witnesses the beauty of spring in the woods and feels a sense of rebirth in his own soul. It is a section that has inspired many people since to feel that a similar retreat might have the same effect on their own lives.


Walden is a fascinating counterpoint to many modern self-help books. Thoreau doesn’t reject sophistication or materialism, but instead he gives us an example of someone who is looking at all the different elements of a complicated modern life, contrasting them with simpler alternatives and weighing up what he truly needs to balance his material comfort with spiritual health.




THE SPEED READ




Walden


The simple story of Thoreau’s retreat to his cabin in the woods, where he lived a relatively basic existence. While there, he contemplated his life and what he truly needed to live it, and communed with nature, before experiencing a kind of rebirth in which he felt he had discovered a clearer level of self-knowledge.











Self-Help



Samuel Smiles (1859)


Samuel Smiles spent much of his life campaigning for liberal causes and government reform – he supported the Chartists, who were in favour of the universal right to vote for men, as well as campaigning for free trade and women’s suffrage. He was also strongly opposed to the doctrine of laissez-faire (which held that government shouldn’t interfere with trade and industry, and resulted in insufficient regulation and protection of workers). However, in his forties, he became increasingly convinced that the best way to reform society was through individual self-improvement, concluding that real change would come from new attitudes rather than legislation.


Smiles, a Scot born in 1812, wrote and self-published Self-Help in 1859, the book which gave self-help literature its name and also emphasised Smiles’ view of society and how people could better themselves through thrift, good cheer, perseverance and hard work. He was partly inspired by his own upbringing: his father had died in a cholera epidemic in 1832 and his mother worked hard in the family’s general store to support her ten children.


His book includes the tales of many historical or contemporary figures who had worked their way up from modest roots or found other ways to succeed while displaying the virtues he championed. The book starts with this passage:




Heaven helps those who help themselves’ is a well-tried maxim, embodying in a small compass the results of vast human experience.


The spirit of self-help is the root of all genuine growth in the individual; and, exhibited in the lives of many, it constitutes the true source of national vigour and strength. Help from without is often enfeebling in its effects, but help from within invariably invigorates. Whatever is done for men or classes to a certain extent takes away the stimulus and necessity of doing for themselves; and where men are subjected to over-guidance and over-government, the inevitable tendency is to render them comparatively helpless.





Of course, this immediately raises a question which has niggled authors throughout the subsequent history of self-help titles: is there an inherent contradiction in offering help to people when you are suggesting they should help themselves? And would the sort of people who Smiles admires be likely to turn to an author for advice or to work out their own paths through life? But at least Smiles acknowledges this conundrum from the beginning.


Thereafter, the largest part of the book consists of Smiles’ potted biographies of accomplished people such as Isaac Newton, James Watt and Adam Smith, always focusing on how they made the best they possibly could of their starts in life. He is also keen to emphasise that one needn’t be a high achiever to live a good life:




Even the humblest person, who sets before his fellows an example of industry, sobriety, and upright honesty of purpose in life, has a present as well as a future influence upon the well-being of his country; for his life and character pass unconsciously into the lives of others, and propagate good example for all time to come.





He also points out that a poor man with a rich spirit is superior to a rich man with a poor spirit: ‘To borrow St Paul’s words, the former is as “having nothing, yet possessing all things”, while the other, though possessing all things, has nothing. Only the poor in spirit are really poor. He who has lost all, but retains his courage, cheerfulness, hope, virtue and self-respect, is still rich.’


The effect of these short accounts of lives can be inspiring, although they also become somewhat repetitive and, as complex biographies are often boiled down to a few paragraphs, you don’t always have time to appreciate the struggles and toil that each individual went through. However, on the whole, this is still an enjoyable and interesting read that can inspire the reader to strive for perseverance, humility and stoicism.




THE SPEED READ




Self-Help


Success in life doesn’t come from genius or wealth but from ‘the energetic use of simple means and ordinary qualities, with which nearly all human individuals have been endowed’. Make the most of time and don’t be scared to fail as early failures often lead on to greater discoveries and success – as Smiles’ stories of great men from modest backgrounds prove. The resolute will persist with endless patience and humility and many will eventually prevail. And you needn’t achieve success or wealth to live a good life: you need only to deal with your situation cheerfully and positively, work hard, improve yourself where possible and, above all, have PERSEVERANCE!
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