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INTRODUCTION

A decade ago, I discovered Stoicism and never stopped practicing. The Stoic way of thinking has reshaped my life and given me emotional resilience, a positive outlook, and the desire to change my community for the better. I’ve gained these benefits from my longtime practice. I learned how to build Stoic skills from a variety of books, an online community, and trial and error. It’s my expectation that this guide will help you move forward at a quicker pace than I did, by providing a clear path upon which to travel.

I have lived with an anxiety disorder since my late teens. For too many years, it went untreated and wreaked havoc on my relationships and my professional life. In my early 30s, I sought out professional help and learned a variety of practices from Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) that worked and became constant tools in my mental life. Stoicism first drew me in because of the many similarities between the Stoic outlook and the therapy I had practiced. Later I would learn that there was a historical connection between the two. The difference was that CBT helped calm my thoughts, while Stoicism gave them direction. Stoicism helped me choose who I wanted to be and gave me the means to become that person. The process is ongoing, rewarding, and worth sharing.

Stoicism says you can thrive in life—no matter your circumstances. With this guide, you will learn to focus on the things you can control so your actions are impactful, and you aren’t wasting your time on that which you can’t change. You will become more open and accepting of others and, at the same time, have the courage to stand up for yourself and your beliefs. Your emotional life will benefit as you cultivate positivity and overcome negative thinking. You will become your best self and learn to live a life of harmony.

I have been an instructor for most of my adult life. When I took up Stoicism, it felt natural to share what I was learning. I began with my blog, Immoderate Stoic. I later created a podcast, Good Fortune, in homage to one of my favorite Marcus Aurelius quotes, “Here is the rule to remember in the future, When anything tempts you to be bitter: not, ‘This is a misfortune’ but ‘To bear this worthily is good fortune.’” Both of these have been well received by the Stoic community and continue to help those who want to live a philosophical life. My teaching focuses on the practical. How can Stoicism help you right here, right now?

This guide is no different. You don’t need a background in philosophy to benefit from its teachings. In the days when Stoicism developed, philosophy helped people live meaningful lives. The Stoic teachers provided an ethical basis for action in an often confusing and challenging world. Stoicism helps you get things done. You will learn to take control of your mental and emotional life. You will cultivate the skills needed to direct your actions in positive ways that help both you and everyone with whom you interact. If you are interested in gaining tools to sustain your happiness during all the ups and downs of life, you’ve come to the right place.

Stoicism trains you in a new way of thinking. I will lead you through this process step-by-step. Each chapter will build on the last. You will gain a firm foundation before you receive more information. Every chapter will also include practical lessons. You will get useful mental tools from the very beginning and, as you continue, their uses become even more apparent and powerful.

Part One: Foundations provides an overview of Stoicism as a philosophy and delves into its history. You will gain the context necessary to understand the goals of Stoic teaching. The framework of Stoicism will start to become clear.

Part Two: Your New Emotional Tool Kit lays the foundation of Stoic thought and practice. You will learn and use the three Stoic disciplines. You will look at virtue, the Stoic conception of personal excellence, so that your practice has a clear focus. You will also learn to separate the things you can control from those you cannot, a fundamental lesson that unlocks the true power of Stoicism.

Part Three: Stoicism for Life will take your new philosophical foundation and apply it to the day-to-day. You will learn to cultivate positive emotions and uproot the negative. Stoicism will make you more self-sufficient while it simultaneously motivates you to seek out healthy relationships with others. You’ll also gain the courage to impact the world for the better.

It’s time to start learning! First, you’ll learn what Stoicism is—and what it definitely isn’t. You’ll learn a bit about its roots and how it has changed with the times. You’ll also get introduced to the basic tools of the philosophy, which will help you cultivate a healthier mind and live out a more fulfilling life.


PART I

FOUNDATIONS
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CHAPTER 1:

A Practical Philosophy

“To stop talking about what the good person is like, and just be one.”

—Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 10:16

How can you thrive in life? This book addresses that question. Here you will find a series of mental tools, daily mind-sets, guided practices, and more to help you be your best self in every moment, in any situation, for both your good and for the benefit of everyone around you. The philosophy behind these practices, Stoicism, has been helping a growing number of people overcome mental obstacles, become bold in the face of life’s challenges, and find lasting satisfaction. In my own life, Stoicism has helped me in large and small ways, from allowing me to manage a lifelong anxiety disorder to simply maintaining my peace during a long daily commute. I’ve also watched as this philosophy changed the lives of many others for the better. I know that Stoicism can help you find the means to flourish in this world, and I’m excited to share what it is all about.

What Is Stoicism?

A practical philosophy built on the belief that all people can lead flourishing lives, Stoicism maintains that the good life is available to you now, despite outer circumstances. However, you need to be willing to work toward cultivating a healthy mind. Stoicism teaches you to focus your thoughts and actions on that which you can control. In doing so, you’ll develop a healthy mental outlook. Stoicism challenges you to evaluate both what you want and what you’d prefer to avoid. It teaches you to redirect your attention toward healthy desires and, as you do so, you’ll find that positive emotions rise up more consistently. You’ll gain emotional resilience, which will help you to overcome challenges to your happiness.

Above all, Stoicism aims to make you skillful at life. We call this life expertise virtue. The Stoic philosophy trains you in virtue: It sculpts your moral character into someone who is content, joyful, resilient, and able to take actions that make the world a better place.

MYTHS AND MISCONCEPTIONS

If you have never heard of Stoicism the philosophy, you have likely come across stoicism (small s) in your life. In modern English, the word stoic is used to describe people who remain self-possessed in the face of adversity. While often admirable, to be “stoic” has the potential to become unhealthy. If you merely repress emotions, holding back inner turmoil, but never truly deal with those internal issues, the outcome can be devastating. This is not Stoicism with a capital S. Even the ancient Stoics dealt with this mischaracterization of their philosophy; their critics saw it as a cold thing. And yet the Stoics insisted that no one should aim to be an unfeeling statue. Developing a virtuous life actually leads to a rich emotional life, one in which you are skillful with those emotions—cultivating the positive, while quickly overcoming the negative.

Another misconception is passivity. Stoicism says you can thrive in any situation; it teaches acceptance of the world as it is. This can be misinterpreted as apathy. “Why change,” they say, “if one can be happy even in the worst of life’s storms?”

It may seem paradoxical, but Stoic acceptance actually gives you the strength to overcome challenges. Passivity arises more often from fear than from acceptance. When a rude person makes aggressive demands, how often do you just give in, worrying that standing up for yourself would make matters worse? The Stoic accepts that the person in front of them is being hostile, but they can choose how to respond. If the belligerent person’s demands are unjust, the Stoic works for justice. Stoicism teaches you to be clear-eyed so you can make the best possible choices. As you learn to trust your capacity to tackle trials, inaction and indecision stop being obstacles. When you direct your attention toward what you can control, your actions become well-aimed and effective.

Before we look in depth at the tools Stoicism provides, let’s look briefly at where these ideas began.

ORIGINS

Stoicism began in ancient Greece in 300 BCE, flourished for 500 years, but then faded away, seen only in fits and starts throughout the years until the rather recent resurgence of which you are now a part. The founder of the philosophy was Zeno of Citium, a merchant who lost everything in a shipwreck. After this loss, he turned to philosophy to rebuild his life. Zeno came to believe that all people were meant to have a “good flow of life,” one that consisted of personal serenity while also moving in joyful harmony with their community. To reach people with his message, Zeno taught public lessons outdoors. He and his students would meet in a stoa, a covered walkway common in his time. His school became known as the Stoa, which is where we get the name Stoicism.

As time moved on, Stoicism would find its way to the Roman empire, or rather the Roman Empire would find its way to Greece. It’s with the Roman Stoics that we’ll spend much of our time. This is because the works of the Greek Stoics are nearly completely lost to us. We know that they wrote thousands of books, but we’re left with only pages. From the Roman Stoics, the works of three men in particular have made it to us relatively intact, saving the wisdom of their philosophy from extinction:

•Epictetus (50–135 CE), a Stoic teacher who began life as a slave and gives us the most complete example of the philosophy’s teachings;

•The Roman senator Seneca (4 BCE–65 CE), who provides us with illuminating insights;

•Marcus Aurelius (121–180 CE), though emperor of Rome, will be most like our peer in this journey. We have access to his personal philosophical journal, and it allows us access to the inner thoughts of a practicing Stoic.

BC, BCE, AND CE
BCE (Before the Common Era) and CE (Common Era) will be used in this book whenever you see dates. This is the accepted convention throughout most academic disciplines. If you are used to BC/AD notations, fear not: BCE exactly replaces BC, and CE is the same as AD.


MODERN STOICISM

“I do not bind myself to some particular one of the Stoic teachers. I too have a right to form an opinion.”
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