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Introduction 

What’s the most important and useful aspect of your life? What’s the thing that helps you 

not only to be effective but also to be content? What gives your life purpose and 

meaning? What keeps your life in perspective and balance? What’s your basic 
philosophy? 

For me it’s Stoicism – that wonderfully simple and yet deliciously complex set of ideas 

and disciplines that have allowed me to maintain my emotional equilibrium in the world 

for years.  

Stoicism is the philosophical viewpoint that encourages us to see ourselves in 

perspective, to notice our own ultimate irrelevance in the universe and then to take 

control of our lives and emotions in positive ways. It’s the perspective that allows us to 

see meaning in the mundane without the need to imagine anything beyond the reality 

that can be evidenced. 

Stoicism is like a shield, an emotional and intellectual defence against anger, anxiety, 
unhappiness and irrationality.  

To practice stoicism today is to follow ancient wisdom in a modern world. I’m not usually 

given to praising ancient wisdom. That’s because I think the ancients were pretty clueless 

about the world and its workings, hence the plethora of magical explanations for things 

from volcano Gods to tree spirits. But some ancient ideas have merit. That’s not because 
they’re ancient, by the way. It’s because they work. 

As we shall see, stoicism has its share of intellectual nonsense to cut through before we 

reach the value within. Marcus Aurelius (perhaps the most well-known of the stoics) 

attributed much to the Roman Gods of his time. He was a Roman emperor, after all. 

Seneca too was quite keen on discussing the purpose of mankind in relation to the will of 

the deities. Modern readers will most likely choose to discard those trappings of the 

classical world as they explore the wisdom at the heart of stoicism, free from the cultural 
assumptions of ancient Greece and Rome. 

But that’s not a criticism of stoicism – on the contrary it’s evidence of stoicism’s greatest 

strength. It fits all cultures and all religions because it has something much more 

universal at its heart. It’s about reason and it’s about practical emotional management. 

Those universal human concerns cut through culture, religion and political bias like knives 

through butter. 

Throughout this series we’ll look briefly at the history of stoicism, its roots in ancient 

Athens and Rome and the fundamental principles upon which it depends. We’ll also look 

at how stoicism has been kept alive through the centuries in various different guises 

including religious traditions and more latterly, therapeutic interventions such as Rational 

Emotive Therapy and Cognitive Behavioural Therapy. Modern therapists owe much more 
than most of them realise to the likes of Seneca, Xeno, Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius. 

Along the way we’ll consider some basic exercises, thinking styles and habits that anyone 

can use to take greater control of their lives, their emotions, their behaviours and 

ultimately their circumstances. Who knows – by the time you reach the end of this series 

you might decide to become a stoic yourself. 

As usual I anticipate that this blog series will evolve and change as I go along but here’s 
an outline contents list to get us started. 
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Stoic beginnings 

Zeno of Citium lived in the 4th century BC. He was believed to be a 

merchant from Cyprus who found his way to Athens after being 
shipwrecked. There he began reading about the philosophy of Socrates 

who had died some time earlier, although his philosophical legacy 
survived, most famously in the body of Plato who founded the famous 

Athenian Academy. 

However Zeno hadn’t heard of The Academy and so, eager to explore the 

ideas of Socrates further he asked advice from the locals. How might he 
find a living teacher to instruct him in Socratic philosophy. 

Legend has it that as he spoke to Athenians about potential teachers 

Crates of Thebes passed by and the locals pointed him out to Zeno.  

“Follow that man.” They said. 

Crates was a Cynic, part of the school of philosophy that aspired to live in 

harmony with nature. Cynics rejected all ‘unnatural’ ideas such as 
possessions and wealth. They took the idea of simple living to extremes 

even for the Classical world, focusing al their energies upon virtue (which 
to them meant the harmonious life) and mental training. 

Zeno took the advice he was given and followed Crates. Seemingly 
though, he found the demands of cynicism (which were more than a little 

humiliating) difficult to bear. Crates himself had been born into great 
wealth but had given it all away and lived in poverty on the streets of 

Athens instead. After all, what need had cynics of property or fortune? 

Eventually Zeno developed his own philosophical school, based upon some 
aspects of cynicism but also including elements of Socratic, Platonic and 

dialectical thinking. He began to teach under the Athenian Stoa Poikilie in 

Athens in around 301BC, His philosophical school became known as 
Stoicism in reference to the Stoa where he and his students met. 

Like the cynics, Zeno’s stoics were also concerned with virtue and living 

the harmonious life. To Zeno however this had more to do with thought, 
reason and emotion than it had with material possessions, or the lack of 

them. Zeno taught that negative emotions (we might say ‘unpleasant’ or 
‘unhelpful’ emotions today) result from poor judgement and mental 

indiscipline. They saw emotions and the behaviours that flow from them 
as the result of bad thinking and maintained that the mark of the 

harmonious life was the interplay of thoughts, feelings and behaviours in 

everyday living.  

Readers who are familiar with modern therapeutic techniques like 
Cognitive Behaviour Therapy will instantly recognise the connection here. 
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The emphasis upon thoughts, feelings and behaviours we find in today’s 

‘cognitive model’ existed in Stoicism long before it was rediscovered by 
the likes of Aaron Beck in the mid twentieth century. We will see many 

parallels and links from Stoicism to other ideas as this series progresses. 
In fact, just as much of Stocism is based upon ideas borrowed from earlier 

disciplines so later philosophies from the teachings of Jesus to the 
Utilitarianism of John Stuart Mill and the politics of the welfare state owe 

much to the original ideas of this remarkable group of philosophers. 

There really is nothing new under the sun – at least in terms of 
philosophy. 

 

From Zeno to Cleanthes 

Zeno died in around 262 BC having built up his Athenian school for almost 

40 years. During that time he laid the foundations for Classical Stoicism 
which he divided into three essential areas of study: 

1. Logic; 

2. Physics; 
3. Ethics. 

Arguably these divisions owe much to the influence of the Academic school 
of philosophy which also flourished in Athens at the same time and with 

which Zeno would certainly have been very familiar.  

It’s important for modern readers to understand that the ancient 
meanings of these words aren’t quite the same as todays. Logic remains 

similair but in Zeno’s day the topic included rhetoric and grammar as well 
as subjects we might equate with psychology such as perception and the 

nature of thought itself. Physics for Zeno was not so naturalistic as today’s 

sciences and included assumptions of divinity and adherence to the will of 
the Gods. Zeno’s ethics was not so much a study of morality or ‘right 

action’ as we would define it in the modern world but rather a method of 
achieving the status of a sage – one who lives in harmony with the world 

(that’s the Cynical influence of Crates) and in doing so lead a life free from 
distress and characterised by tranquility, simplicity (although not 

necessarily poverty) and the clear behaviours that result from an 
unperturbed mind. 

After his death Zeno’s mantle passed to Cleanthes, a cautious (by all 

accounts ‘plodding’) man who possessed remarkable capacity for work and 

a personal morality that was exceptional even by the standards of the 
Ancient Athenian philosophers. 
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Cleanthes maintained and developed Zeno’s Stoicism, making significant 

contributions of his own to Stoic ideas of physics and the proper 
relationship between man and the Divine. It was Cleanthes who wrote the 

famous Hymn to Zeus. It seems that Cleanthes revelled in his reputation 
as a hard-worker (he supported himself through his own labour 

throughout his life) and reliability, characteristics which seem heavily to 
have influenced the direction of Stoicism under his leadership. 

Cleanthes taught that the soul was a material entity and claimed Divinity 

for The Sun which he (quite rightly) identified as the sustainer of life on 
earth. 

It may be that the unfortunate modern interpretation of Stoicism, the idea 
that Stoics are dour, boring, passionless individuals, is down to Cleanthes 

who was little impressed by pleasure and indeed saw it as against the 
natural order of things. Whatever else may have influenced Cleanthes, 

Hedonism most certainly did not. He also did much to refine Stoic ideas 
about controlling extremes of emotion and whilst most people may not 

take his ideas on the unnatural qualities of ‘the passions’ quite so far as 
Cleanthes might have liked we do owe much to his work which laid the 

foundations for much of our modern understanding of emotional life. His 
emphasis upon reason as the route to an emotionless life may have gone 

a bit far when viewed by modern eyes but let’s not throw the baby out 

with the bathwater.  

One of Cleanthes’ more significant contributions to Stoicism was an early 
form of Utilitarianism, later defined by philosophers like John Stuart Mill as 

‘The greatest good for the greatest number’. It is this idea that all people, 
in living the harmonious life (at one with nature) must, of necessity 

perform works of goodness and refrain from harming their fellows that 
inspires Stoics to strive for social justice and to attempt to improve the lot 

of their fellow man. Stoic doctrine includes the notion that it is joyful to 
see others prosper and that assisting others (and ourselves) in the 

fulfilment of worthy goals is not only good but in many cases is rightly 

considered a duty.  

Personally I’m not at all sure that I’d have liked Cleanthes very much, I 
think I’d have found him a little  too dour and serious for my tastes but his 

influence upon Stoicism cannot be denied. 
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Chrysippus 

 
Chrysippus succeeded Cleanthes in around 230 BC and headed up the 

Stoic school for the next couple of decades. He expanded Zeno’s original 
work even upon further than Cleanthes had before him. 

 
Chrysippus has been hailed as the second founder of Stoicism because of 

the immense amount of work he did in formalising and expanding upon 
the Stoicism of Zeno and Cleanthes. In particular he examined the logical 

precepts of his predecessors and built upon simple syllogisms to allow for 
the understanding of multiple propositions in a single argument. By 

devising new, more advanced methods of reducing complex issues into 
simple logical procedures, Chrysippus created a much more effective form 

of propositional logic than had previously existed. He also devised a new 
method of treating conditional assumptions that is still used by logicians 

today. 

 
Although some of Chrysippus’ work retains its merit in the modern world, 

others of his ideas have not been so long-lasting. His ideas upon the 
components of the soul seem childishly fanciful to us now but it’s 

important to remember that in the days of Ancient Greece, some two 
thousand years before the enlightenment there were few ways of 

describing humanity without metaphysics. Chrysippus’ divisions of the soul 
may seem more reasonable to modern ears if we substitute a different 

term, ‘The human condition’, for example. That doesn’t exactly work when 
we read of Chrysippus ideas about the immortality of ‘the souls of the 

wise’ but hey ho – he was an ancient Athenian, after all. 
 

Chrysippus was a determinist, believing in fate and pre-ordination. And 
yet he also championed the role of free will, a concept he believed could 

best be approached by practicing Stoicism. He was extremely interested in 

emotional control but also in research and investigation into the true 
nature of things. Misfortune was, according to Chrysippus, generally 

speaking a manifestation of divine displeasure – a punishment from the 
Gods. He believed, like his predecessors, that such punishment could be 

avoided by living a life at one with nature, which of course meant 
subjugating the will and accepting the world for what it is, rather than 

lament the fact that it is not something else. It is through amending 
expectations of the world and the application of reason to our emotions 

and desires (our ‘passions’) that Chrysippus urges us to develop the 
virtuous life.  
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From Greece to Rome 

 
Following Chrysippus’ death in 206 BC Zeno of Tarsus (not to be confused 

with the founder of Stoicism, Zeno of Citium) became the new Scholarch 
(head of the Athenian Stoic school). Little is known about Zeno except 

that the school did appear to grow in popularity under his stewardship. 
 

Following his death he was succeeded by Diogenes of Babylon whose work 
is now lost to history except for references to him in the writings of 

others. The same is true of Antipater of Tarsus and Posidonius (one of the 
ancient world’s greatest polymaths) who was instrumental in introducing 

Stoicism to Rome. Posidonius ran a school in Rhodes where he worked on 
developing a unified theory of the mind. Although most of his work is lost 

it seems unlikely that such a theory would have sustained the test of time. 
 

Posidonius did suggest that the passions, previously seen by stoics as no 

more than errors of judgement were actually innate aspects of the human 
condition. His philosophy was not so much aimed at discounting and 

removing the passions as managing and learning to control them. 
Posidonius was well known to the Roman establishment of his day and 

was a personal friend of Cicero through whom many of the earlier Greek 
works were translated into Latin and established in the Roman world.  

 
Cicero died in around 40 BC, a few decades before the birth of one of 

Stoicisms most famous adherents, Seneca whose influence, along with 
Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius (the Roman stoics) we shall return to 

repeatedly throughout this series. 
 

Seneca was variously resident in Rome and exiled away from the city. He 
was disliked both by the emperor Calligula and his successor, Claudius 

who exiled him to Corsica. It was only when Claudius’ wife, Agrippina 

requested that Seneca become tutor to her son, the young emperor Nero 
that he was allowed to return to Rome.  Seneca continued to advise the 

emperor into adulthood until, in a fit of paranoia, Nero ordered Seneca’s 
death by suicide. In true Stoic style, Seneca obliged, an event that we’ll 

discuss in a later post. 
 

Whilst in exile Seneca wrote three long essays on Stoic thought and ways 
to overcome emotional distress. Collectively they are known as ‘The 

Consolations’ and it is from these writings that we learn most of his 
approach to Stoicism. Seneca in turn influenced Epictetus, one of the most 

important of all the Stoics and together their work influenced Marcus 
Aurelius, author of ‘The meditations’ and Roman Emperor during the latter 

half of the 2nd Century AD. His work, Meditations was originally intended 
as a set of musings for his own private use – a journal of sorts in today’s 

parlance. Marcus committed his thoughts to paper as a way of 

consolidating his thinking and maintaining his adherence to Stoicism in the 
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face of significant difficulties. He wrote this ‘journal’ whilst engaged in 

military campaigns during the last years of his life. Only after the 
Emperor’s death did it come to be published. 

 
Marcus’ journal is only one of many Stoic techniques we will consider as 

this series progresses. We will consider contributions from many different 
sources and Stoic authorities in the hope of developing a useful collection 

of resources for modern stoics to maintain ‘the harmonious life’. 

 

 

The benefits of Stoicism 

So far we’ve outlined, in the briefest of terms, the history of Stoicism from 
the early days of Zeno to its Zenith with the Roman Emperor Marcus 

Aurelius. We’ve traced its journey from Athens to Rhodes and finally to 
Rome and we’ve met a few interesting people along the way. But so what? 

What’s the point? What might be the benefits of Stoicism in the modern 
world? 

Actually the advantages of Stoicism are surprisingly far-reaching. The 

disciplines and doctrines of the ancient Stoics are also much more 
commonly practiced today than many people might suppose. That’s 

because an awful lot of modern citizens use Stoic strategies without 

realising it. I certainly did – I was working to perfect my Stoicism long 
before I heard the word Stoic. 

As an adolescent I was quite quick to anger. My mood was pretty 

uncontrolled. In emotional terms my life was like a rudderless ship lost in 
the middle of a vast and extremely stormy sea. I was quite literally at the 

mercy of every passing stranger whose behaviours, however insignificant 
in reality, would determine my emotional quality of life for hours. A wrong 

word here, a disapproving or critical glance there would upset me beyond 
all proportion. 

Then, in my late teens, I started searching. It was clear that I couldn’t 
continue in the same vein if I wanted even a sniff of quality of life so I set 

about finding an alternative way to manage my moods. That led me first 
to old Norse philosophy with all its fatalistic notions and acceptance of 

misfortune. In fact I still use the same aspirational logo I designed for 
myself from several Norse runes even today. The logo is an amalgam of 

several Norse runes which together symbolize the motto I created for 
myself over 30 years ago: 

The self as the spiritual warrior leads to  
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wholeness which brings protection for the future. 

Next I tried Christianity which moved me a little closer to emotional 

control although in truth, the tranquillity promised by the Church never 
materialised. It was always undermined by the guilt that Christian doctrine 

engenders. However the Christianity did move me a little further along the 
road to Stoicism, just as the old Norse philosophies had done. In reality 

that’s not too surprising since much of both Christianity and old Norse 
mythology is a straight lift from earlier Stoic teachings. It’s hard to read 

the Beatitudes or the Epistles of Paul without being reminded of Marcus 
Aurelius or Epictetus. 

Eventually I discovered Stoicism, beginning with a few odd stories from 
Seneca that found their way into the textbooks I came across during my 

nurse training. Much of Seneca’s work on anger and other emotions has 
become a largely uncredited but nonetheless significant part of mental 

health treatment. This led me to read the 20th century therapist, Albert 
Ellis from whose work I was directed back to the early work of Epictetus 

and his ‘handbook’. The handbook of Epictetus is perhaps the most 
straightforward introduction to the basic principles of Stoicism ever to 

come out of the ancient world and I thoroughly recommend it. The other 
accessible and relatively straightforward text from the ancients I’d 

recommend is Marcus Aurelius’ ‘Meditations’. A quick search online will 

reveal various versions of each of these. I recommend them as excellent 
starting places. 

What these and other Stoic texts have done for me is allow me to develop 

a philosophy of life, a set of values and principles by which to live. This 
isn’t to say that the ancient Stoics told me what to do – that’s not the case 

at all. Rather Stoicism equips us with the tools we need to determine our 
own path through life, to gain perspective and even wisdom (to varying 

degrees). Stoicism provides a way to maintain focus and clarity of purpose 
and action. It’s a mental discipline that leads to tranquillity, contentment 

and an attitude of benevolence to our fellow men. That doesn’t mean that 

Stoics never oppose others. On the contrary, opposing injustice and 
working toward the common good is a fundamental part of Stoicism – at 

least it is for me, just as it was for Marcus Aurelius (the last of the five 
‘good’ emperors) and Cato whose sense of justice eventually led to his 

death at the hands of his enemies. Stoics aren’t just passive accepters 
who quietly acquiesce in the face of evil. Rather they are decisive actors 

who let rational thought guide their behaviours rather than impulse and 
emotion. 

That, to me is the key to Stoicism. It’s a life directed by intellect that isn’t 

undermined by emotion. Some people assume that this means Stoics are 

ultimately emotionless but that’s not true. Rather Stoics are able to 
understand and manage their emotions. They subjugate emotion to 

intellect as a way to maintain contentment but that’s not the same as 
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being unfeeling.  Stoics are as capable of emotion as anyone else – they’re 

just not at the mercy of their moods. Stoics are more likely to enjoy 
happiness and less likely to experience distress than non-Stoics, that’s all. 

What’s not to like? 

The sum of these benefits is easy to define. They amount to… 

A life well-lived 

If you like the sound of that read on.  

 

Stoics are boring, aren’t they? 

The answer to this question depends upon our perspective. What do we 
mean by ‘boring’?  

For most people the things that make life interesting are changes and 
challenges. If life remains humdrum, unchallenging and unchanging then 

there’s a chance that it will become extremely dull indeed. Life without 
change is a life without purpose, without achievement and without growth. 

Conversely, a life full of development, of new experiences and ever-

changing circumstances is also a life of challenge and diversity. That’s 
much more interesting. 

Stoics welcome change and they welcome challenge. They know that the 
alternative to change is predictability, sameness, lack of development and 

lack of learning. Stoics understand that the only constant is change and 
they actively participate in both personal and social development. 

What they don’t do is get upset by it. That’s why others, not used to 

seeing people unperturbed by challenges assume that no challenge is 
taking place. But that’s inaccurate. 

Life is full of challenge – stoics merely deal with it more effectively than 
most. They don’t waste time moaning about the injustice of it all because 

they understand how futile that would be. Stoics work first upon 
themselves, to be able to face the world with all its difficulties and 

secondly upon the external circumstances that might bring about change. 
That’s not boring, it’s just self-controlled. It’s effective and it’s tranquil. 

It’s sage-like. 

From the early days in ancient Athens the goal of the Stoic was to become 

a ‘Sage’. In other words they strove to achieve a state of mind, a state of 
being in which they were able to bear all that happened to them with 
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tranquillity and emotional and psychological stability. That doesn’t make 

them boring, it makes them self-aware. 

Of course, the status of Sage is largely aspirational – at least it is for me 
and I suspect for most other Stoics. I know that I haven’t reached it yet. 

It’s not uncommon for me to go several years without becoming angry but 
I must admit to two occasions during the last few years when I did. One 

was during a conversation with an old friend about the UK’s current 
‘ConDem’ government’s policy toward disabled people. My outrage at the 

injustice of a vicious government got the better of me and my rational 
side (my ‘ruling faculty’ as Marcus Aurelius would have described it) went 

right out of the window. The other was an encounter at work when a 

colleague from another team seemed far more interested in demonstrating 
his own power to obstruct progress than in helping the mentally ill 

individual I was trying to refer. So I want to be clear: in writing this series 
I don’t pretend to be the perfect stoic. Nor am I devoid of passion (the 

other way that some people interpret ‘boring’). I am however much 
happier and much more effective than people who go through life without 

working on their emotional and psychological self-discipline. 

The other reason why Stoics tend to be seen as boring is because they 
tend to be studious. Remember that Stoicism isn’t only about self-control, 

it’s also about understanding the world (Zeno’s ‘physics’) and knowing 

how to make sense of what we see (Zeno’s ‘ethics’ and ‘logic’). The only 
way to develop those abilities is to become a perpetual student. So we 

study the things that interest us. For my part that means understanding 
scientific methodology and applying, so far as a layman can, the same 

models of discovery and understanding to my own journey through life. It 
also involves the study of psychology (both my own and that of others), 

politics, social systems, superstitions, fallacious reasoning and principles 
of interaction and communication. Every Stoic will have their own areas of 

interest but all will be interested in something and all will feel the wonder 
of discovery as they learn and evolve. That’s not boring.  

Watching soap operas and having the same tired old conversations down 
the pub is boring.  

Cheap airport novels and superficial documentaries on commercial TV are 

boring (not to mention misleading).  

Endless consumerism as perfectly serviceable items are replaced ad-

infinitum in a vain, possession-based quest for self-esteem and ‘success’ is 
boring. 

Drifting through life repeating the same old grumbles about work, the 

boss, the government, young people, ‘them others’, etc… That’s boring. 
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Stoics tend not to experience the same emotional distress that non-stoics 

do. And when they do get upset they tend to recover their tranquillity 
more quickly. But how is that a disadvantage? Stoics still experience joy 

and delight, they laugh and they joke. Actually they laugh more than 
many others precisely because they don’t waste time being angry or 

upset. That’s not boring – it’s just happier. 

 

Stoic joy 

In the last post I made the point that stoics are more likely to experience 

pleasure than non-stoics. Having stuck my neck out with that statement I 
think it’s only fair that I explain. There are two basic parts to this 

explanation. Both are related to what we know about human misery from 
modern therapy. They’re also related to what the ancients knew about 

misery because the same insights prevail in both Stoic philosophy and 
modern therapy. The two basic ideas are… 

1. We need no excuse to be happy. 
2. Happiness is undermined when the world doesn’t meet our 

expectations. 

It’s truly remarkable how many people in today’s world seem to think that 
they need a reason to be happy. They have no problem feeling good when 

good things happen. But until some positive cause for celebration comes 

along, or perhaps some agreeable event such as a night out or a family 
holiday, they retreat into a sort of emotional neutrality (all things being 

equal). The situation has become so bad that naturally cheerful people, 
whilst popular because of their positive impact upon others are seen as an 

unusual ‘breath of fresh air’. It may surprise you to know that some of 
those ‘naturally cheerful’ people just might be stoics. 

“For what prevents us from saying that the happy life is to have a mind 

that is free, lofty, fearless and steadfast - a mind that is placed beyond 
the reach of fear, beyond the reach of desire, that counts virtue the only 

good, baseness the only evil, and all else but a worthless mass of things, 

which come and go without increasing or diminishing the highest good, 
and neither subtract any part from the happy life nor add any part to it? A 

man thus grounded must, whether he wills or not, necessarily be attended 
by constant cheerfulness and a joy that is deep and issues from deep 

within, since he finds delight in his own resources, and desires no joys 
greater than his inner joys.” 

 

― Seneca, The Stoic Philosophy of Seneca: Essays and Letters 
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Interestingly, many people who think they need a reason to be happy 

have no difficulty at all feeling miserable, bored, dissatisfied or otherwise 
discontented. It’s as though their default setting is misery – the way they 

feel UNLESS something happens to boost their mood. And they call stoics 
miserable! 

One of Stoicism’s greatest benefits is the realisation that happiness, even 

joy is always within our reach. We don’t need for the world to deal us a 
happy hand. We can be content, happy, even ecstatic irrespective of 

events. But first we need to understand what is truly ours to control which 
leads us to the second of today’s principles. The one about expectation. 

Take a moment to reflect upon the things that you get angry or upset 
about. Without exception they are the things that you judge either as 

wrong, unfair or contrary to expectation. It’s the unexpected that upsets 
us most. So – stoics work hard to change their expectations. 

The first task here is to understand what is ours to control and what is 

not. In the Enchiridion, a short guide to Stoicism, Epictetus begins…. 

1. “Some things are in our control and others are not. Things in our 

control are opinion, pursuit, desire, aversion, and, in a word, 
whatever are our own actions. Things not in our control are body, 

property, reputation, command, and, in one word, whatever are not 
our own actions.” 

Concentrate only upon what you can control. Take charge of your 
thoughts, your feelings and your behaviours – in reality that is all you 

have to control. That being so it is reasonable to take charge of those 
things but not to try to control those things that are not yours to 

command. 

Once we accept that the world doesn’t do our bidding, that other people 
have their own choices to make and that we are not in command we can 

be honest about what to expect. 

As Marcus Aurelius put it in ‘Meditations’… 

"Today I will meet with opposition, ingratitude, arrogance, betrayal, anger 

and self-love - and they are all caused by ignorance of the offenders, their 
inability to distinguish good from evil." 

We all understand that the world is full of misfortune, unfairness and 
injustice. We know that others will treat us badly and that ‘into each life a 

little rain must fall’. Indeed – the wise man expects that misfortune and 
unfairness will befall him from time to time.  
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As we become used to this fact of life we can begin to accept these things 

without surprise and concentrate upon our responses to them (the things 
we can control). The alternative is to waste our energies worrying about 

the actions of others. Actions which are theirs to manage, not ours. After 
all, the more energy we waste trying to control the external world (which 

is impossible) the less energy we retain to choose our own reactions. And 
it’s the way we react that determines our mood. 

“If you are distressed by anything external, the pain is not due to the 

thing itself, but to your estimate of it; and this you have the power to 
revoke at any moment.” 

 
Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 

So the first thing is to accept what we cannot control and expect the full 

range of possibilities, good and bad, constructive and destructive because 
that’s what the world does. I recently had a conversation with a colleague 

at work, He was angry because of an incident of child neglect involving 

someone on his caseload. Whilst I fully understand the reasons for his 
anger I don’t think it was at all necessary. 

He knows the world contains child neglecters, just as he knows that the 

world contains rain. When it rains we put on coats. When people neglect 
children we protect the youngsters. Both these situations are expected in 

life and both require a response. Neither are made any easier to deal with 
by becoming angry. Actually I can’t think of a single situation that was 

improved by my becoming upset. 

So – we manage our expectations, we accept that we cannot control 

anything beyond ourselves, we maintain an awareness that the world 
provides a range of experiences, not all of which are pleasant and we 

focus upon responding well rather than upon lamenting that which we 
could not avoid in any case. 

When we put all this together we have a recipe for ‘Stoic joy’ that really 

does work… 

1. Allow happiness as the default. 

2. Be joyful for no particular reason. It’s enough that we are alive and 
able to be joyful. 

3. Focus only upon that which we can control. 
4. Expect the world to throw us the odd ‘curve ball’. 

5. In difficult times concentrate upon responding – not upon lamenting. 
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Irvine’s summary 

As part of my preparation for this series I re-read some ancient stoic 

works but also one or two more modern books. One of the more recent 
texts I read was ‘A guide to the good life’ by William B. Irvine. Irvine’s 

book is an attempt both to modernise and to simplify stoicism and it’s not 
without its critics. However he does provide some useful summaries, the 

fundamentals if you will, of different aspects of stoic thinking.  

As I attempt to explain my own approach to stoicism in this series I have 

to say that Irvine’s fundamental principles are a real boon. So I’m stealing 
one of them as a little adjunct to yesterday’s post on ‘Stoic joy’. 

 
Irvine states (I think rightly) that the stoic philosophers identified two 

prime sources of emotional distress. To put it another way – there are two 
fundamental ways that we can derail our equilibrium, our tranquility. If we 

can deal with these we’ll find it much easier to maintain emotional control. 

These two fundamental ‘bad attitudes’ are… 

1.   Humans have an almost instinctive insatiability. It’s as though nothing 

is ever enough and almost as soon as we achieve one goal, one 
acquisition, one job or prize we become dissatisfied and want even more.  

Of course, there are anthropological advantages to this ‘chronic 

dissatisfaction’. Arguably it’s the reason for our species’ remarkable 

developments in technology, social structure, scientific discovery and a 
host of distinctively human attributes. Dissatisfaction spurs us on 

perpetually to better and greater inventions and achievements. 

But on an individual level chronic dissatisfaction leads us to… well… 
chronic dissatisfaction. The goals we once identified, the things we used to 

think would make us happy, once achieved are soon taken for granted and 
we quickly find new goals to aim for. 

There’s nothing wrong with having goals, by the way. Striving to 
improve things for ourselves (and in my view especially for 

others) is part of what makes us happy. 

Stoicism teaches us to derive satisfaction and contentment from the 
process of striving (which is always within our reach) rather than the goals 

themselves (which are sporadically achieved and quickly taken for 
granted). 

2.   People generally confuse the things they can control with the things 
they cannot. The result is frustration and wasted effort as we invest 

(waste) our emotional and practical energies in futile attempts to make 
changes that are beyond our ability. 
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I mentioned in an earlier post that one of my recent ‘slips’, a time when I 

became angry was during a conversation about the present government’s 
treatment of vulnerable people. It would be nice to believe that I could 

persuade the individual ministers concerned, the conservatives and liberal 
democrat MPs responsible for this ‘ConDem’ coalition to develop a sense of 

compassion but that’s beyond my control. So I won’t waste time 
lamenting what I consider to be their considerable character flaws. That 

will achieve nothing except my own distress. 

Rather I do the things that are in my power. I talk openly and often about 
the abuses they inflict upon my fellow citizens. I write about the injustice I 

see and raise awareness to try to increase the number of voters who 

realise the true nature of the problem. I encourage others to use their 
vote in every election and I will, of course, vote myself. These things are 

within my control. 

If we can deal with these two problems of dissatisfaction and focus upon 
what we cannot control (I hope to demonstrate that stoicism can show us 

how) then happiness becomes much more accessible. We also become far 
more effective in our endeavours because we don’t waste energy getting 

bogged down with futile attempts to do the impossible 
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No surprises 

“Begin the morning by saying to thyself, I shall meet with the busy-body, 

the ungrateful, arrogant, deceitful, devious, unsocial. All these things 
happen to them by reason of their ignorance of what is good and evil.” 

Meditations (Marcus Aurelius) Book 2 

I’ve used this quote before but it’s a good one so I’m returning to it. In 
these few words you’ll find the essence of what we mean by ‘No surprises’.  

It doesn’t mean ‘No changes’ – that really would be dull. 

Nor does it mean control everything so you know what’s coming – that 
would be both impossible and (even if it were possible) entirely counter-

productive. 

Rather it means that we can understand the nature of the world and of the 
people who inhabit it. Understand that people are fickle, that misfortune is 

a very regular occurrence and that we do not need to be surprised by the 
things we have foreknowledge of. 

We may not know precisely who will treat us poorly today, tomorrow or 
indeed on any other day but we know that someone will – and that’s 

enough. We also know the ways in which we may be mistreated, at least 
in general terms and so we can prepare for them ‘thematically’. 

We know that misfortune comes in themes. That there are groups of 

issues that share the same characteristics and we can prepare ourselves 

to deal with, to cope with these characteristic annoyances in advance. 
Some (but by no means all) of these groups might be: 

Insult 

Loss of property 

Loss of relationship 

Loss of job/livelihood 

Abuse 

Being let down 

Being lied to and led astray 

Being lied about and slandered 
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Being hampered in our work 

Being assaulted 

Being dismissed as a fool 

Being threatened or otherwise intimidated/coerced into behaving in a 
certain way (appeals to loyalty are a particularly pernicious method of 

coercion) 

We also know that some of the things we might perceive as mistreatment 
or injury really are nothing of the sort. Disagreement between people is no 

injury. The other person hasn’t injured you by holding their view any more 
than you have injured them with yours. And yet disagreement is one of 

the most common causes of anger and even resentment among our 

species.  

Other ‘innocent’ (actually many Stoics would argue that the events on 
both lists are essentially ‘innocent’) misfortunes include: 

Being ill 

Being injured or physically hurt in some way 

Bad weather 

Other people making mistakes 

Making mistakes ourselves 

Being delayed (think of the long tailbacks that can accompany motorway 

collisions, for example) 

Natural disasters 

Bereavement 

Of course, some of the things that appear on both lists might be easier to 
deal with than others. It’s easier to bear the loss of a relationship after 

only a couple of dates then it is to bear the death of a loving parent. But 
the principles of coping are the same even though the intensity of the loss 

may differ. 

One of the many benefits of Stoicism is that it helps us to prepare in 
advance for these predictable eventualities. It doesn’t matter that we 

don’t know precisely who will slight us tomorrow if we already know that 

somebody will and we have prepared ourselves in advance to deal with it. 
It doesn’t matter if the type of loss we suffer is great or small if we have 
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done the preparatory work in advance to cope with loss in general. If 

doesn’t matter if the other person disagree with us once we realise that 
they have as much right to dismiss our opinion as we have to dismiss 

theirs. That’s how the world works and indeed how it should work. 

By dealing with these and other issues thematically we can prepare 
ourselves for the unexpected without becoming unduly upset by external 

events. Remember that one of the most important principles at the heart 
of stoicism is that the internal life (thoughts, values, understanding) is the 

controlling faculty for our emotions – not the external world of events. We 
may indeed feel emotion as a result of external events – bereavement for 

example – but it is the work we do on the inside that determines how long 

we will grieve and how well we bear that grief while it lasts.  

For the less significant problems we might anticipate in everyday life 
Stoicism has some amazingly powerful lessons to teach us.  

“Today I escaped anxiety. Or no, I discarded it, because it was 

within me, in my own perceptions — not outside.” 

Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 

If these ideas are new to you please take some time to consider just what 
they might mean for your life. Look at the lists of potential misfortunes 

and think about the notion that there really are no surprises – at least not 
in general terms. All of these things are predictable and many of them are 

extremely common in everyday life. 

As this series progresses we’ll look at specific stoic principles, exercises 

and meditations intended to help us prepare for and deal constructively 
each of them. 
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Taking responsibility 

The following is an edited version of a handout I wrote over fifteen years 
ago when I was still a ward based staff nurse.  It was  written 

for people experiencing mental health problems such as anxiety or 
depression. I reproduce it here in edited form because the notion of 

accepting personal responsibility for our thoughts, feelings and behaviours 
often seems alien to modern readers and yet it is vital to the task of 

maintaining happiness.   

The next few blog posts will consider specific thinking techniques intended 
to help us deal with particular types of challenge and misfortune. They all 

involve taking responsibility for our own thoughts, our feelings, 
our actions and our attitudes. So I decided to resurrect this long-lost 

handout as a sort of prelude. The language is modern but the principles 

could have been lifted straight out of the ancient writings of Epictetus and 
Seneca. In fact they were. 

Many people think about life as something that just happens to them 

instead of something that they can control themselves. They drift through 
life reacting to the actions of others instead of taking steps on their own 

behalf. Such people are like rudderless boats, completely at the mercy of 
the tides to take them wherever they will. They don’t know where they are 

going and they usually end up where they don’t want to be. 

In the case of a boat on the sea, sooner or later the currents will run it 

aground or break it upon the rocks. Most people would agree that it would 
be much better if someone steered the boat past the danger and out into 

clear waters instead. People are just the same. If we don’t take control of 
the direction our lives will take we leave ourselves to the mercy of others, 

often with disastrous consequences. 

Of course most people understand this idea, at least intellectually or as it 

applies to other people. It’s applying the same principle to our own lives 
that many of us find difficult. 

The problem is that it often feels easier to leave all the decisions to 

someone or something else. They imagine that if they can make another 
person responsible for their situation or their circumstances then 

somehow they can be happy without having to make any effort. 
Unfortunately it doesn’t really work that way. We can give other people 

authority over us if we wish but we can never make them responsible for 
us, our actions or our happiness. These things can only ever be our own 

responsibility. 

Of course this just sounds like so much ‘psychobabble’ and many people 

will have heard it all before – or maybe not quite all of it. Counsellors have 
a habit of talking about responsibility, encouraging clients to become more 
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and more responsible, often without really explaining why. Not 

surprisingly, without proper explanation the message often fails to get 
through. 

Why be responsible? 

Actually there isn’t any choice. We are all responsible already for 

everything we do. When we try to give responsibility away all we actually 

do is surrender control. We still remain responsible (and accountable) for 
our actions, behaviours and our emotions. Yes, that’s right – even our 

moods. 

If we give up control when we could work to keep it ourselves we are 
responsible for the decision to do so. We are responsible for our choice to 

abdicate responsibility. It’s just like a drunk driver claiming he wasn’t 
responsible for a fatal car accident because he was drunk. The law would 

(and does) argue that he was responsible before he started drinking and 
chose to give up that responsibility to alcohol. He remains responsible and 

accountable. 

This is more than just a philosophical musing – it’s reality. So if we really 

are responsible for what we do – and by extension most of what happens 
to us – it makes sense to remain in control of our lives as well. After all, if 

we’re accountable for the choices we make in our lives then they may as 
well be our own choices instead of those inflicted upon us by someone 

else. 

One major problem is that people can only realistically make choices if 

they believe that they have some control over their situation. The first 
step in accepting responsibility is to acknowledge our ability to choose. At 

the start of this handout we talked briefly about people who think of life as 
a series of things that happen to them. These people believe they have no 

choices and so are unable to accept responsibility for their lives – at least 
until they change their way of thinking. 

Of course this is easier said than done. If we accept that we have choices 

and responsibility now then we must also accept that we had choices and 

responsibility in the past. This leads some people to feel extremely guilty 
about the way they’ve behaved before. If they allowed their lives to 

become traumatic by inaction, possibly with unpleasant consequences for 
others as well as themselves, it may seem easier to go on believing that 

they had no option, no control and so no responsibility. This way of 
thinking is often no more than a convenient lie we tell ourselves to avoid 

guilt. 

Another way to think about past mistakes is to acknowledge them for 
what they are. We are all born with no idea about life or the way to keep 

ourselves happy. As we get older we learn from experiences and change 
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our strategies for living. Part of this experience is that we make inevitable 

mistakes. This is not only our right it’s unavoidable. It’s part of being 
human. 

 

Whenever you are faced with a problem, be it emotional or practical, take 
a deep breath, focus your thoughts and remind yourself that you are 

responsible. Then ask yourself what you intend to do about it. This may 

involve something designed to change the situation itself or simply to alter 
the way you feel about it. Remember that there are always options and 

choosing to give up your own choices usually isn’t the best course of 
action 

You may need to learn new skills. Many people find that assertiveness 

training is of enormous benefit in helping them to regain control of their 
lives. So is emotional management training of one kind or another. 

Stop waiting for other people to solve your problems for you. In most 
cases they can’t – not entirely. Other people may be able to change your 

immediate situation but they probably can’t prevent difficulties from 
arising again. Then you’ll find yourself in the same old position of needing 

to find someone willing to come and pick up the pieces again. The problem 
of dependence hasn’t altered. 

Taking time to learn the skills you need to solve your own problems 

usually works much better in the long run. 

You are responsible.  

What are you going to do about it? 
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The eternal now 

In a previous post (Irvine’s summary) I made the point that… 

“People generally confuse the things they can control with the things they 

cannot. The result is frustration and wasted effort as we invest (waste) 
our emotional and practical energies in futile attempts to make changes 

that are beyond our ability.” 

In therapy sessions with my patients and clients I often encourage people 

to distinguish between… 

1 The things that they can control, 
2 The things that they can influence but not control, and 

3 The things that interest them but that they can neither influence or 

control.  

I describe these different categories as ‘spheres of influence’.  

 

The basic idea is to help people to understand the difference between a 
problem and a fact… 

Problems are things that can be solved. 

Facts simply are – they cannot be changed. 
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One of the biggest sources of frustration and distress comes from the 

attempt to treat facts as though they were problems: from the attempt to 
‘solve’ facts; from the attempt to do the impossible. 

The past is always a fact – but so is the present and, very often, the 

immediate future. Some people lament the fact that the past cannot be 
solved, that it cannot be altered but that’s not really very helpful. If the 

goal is to be effective now there’s no benefit in obsessing about ‘water 
under the bridge’, no matter how difficult or unpleasant things might have 

been at the time. In the task of living we are always precisely where we 
are at this moment. 

Accepting that, accepting the fact that the past is no longer ours to 
change means that we can also begin to see it as no longer our concern. 

It’s true that there may be issues arising from past events or mistakes 
that we need to deal with but any actions we need to take will be taken in 

the present or the future – not the past. We can learn from the past but 
we need never be concerned about it because it’s gone. 

That brings us to the present – the only thing we ever really have to call 
our own. And it’s fleeting. In fact, by the time you notice the present 

moment it’s already gone into the past and is no longer your concern. Yes 
– I know that sounds a bit weird but please, give it some thought – it’s 

important, especially when dealing with long-term hardship. Understand 
the concept now and you’ll find it much easier to bear life’s misfortunes 

later. You’ll be much more effective as you work to change and overcome 
them too. 

Life is a series of moments, most of which are actually pretty neutral. It’s 

anxiety and anticipation that spoils our days, not the enduring event 

because most events don’t actually endure all that long. People endure 
hours of misery when they don’t need to because they’re forever focussing 

upon either the past (which is no longer their affair) or the future (which 
may be theirs to plan for but is not yet theirs to experience). 

Even at times of hardship the eternal now is relevant. How bad is your 

situation at this very instant? Why let your mind focus on experiencing 
hardship before it needs to? Why experience the thing you dread before it 

happens? 

It’s far more constructive to plan for the future than to imagine it 

negatively and suffer all the emotional distress that such imaginings bring. 
Make it a habit never to allow yourself to experience misfortune in your 

mind before it actually happens but to plan to deal with potential future 
problems instead. And understand that if you expect pain – there’s no 

need to be distressed by it until you actually feel it. Even then stoicism 
advises us not to worry about pain but that’s for another post. We need to 

cover some more basic stuff first. 
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Remember ‘the eternal now’. Do you have physical comfort and freedom 

from abuse right now, at this precise moment? Then you have all that you 
could possibly need. This moment in life is a success. Use the current 

success to plan with a clear head how to solve the problems of the future. 
Don’t squander it trying to solve the past (which is a fact, not a problem). 

Be glad of your immediate situation. The only alternative is to cancel out 
all those moments of contentment and comfort with futile focus upon the 

past which you can never change or the future which you have not yet 
reached. 

The life well-lived involves taking time to appreciate the good moments 

(which generally far outweigh the bad). 
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Anticipated misfortune 

"Rehearse death. To say this is to tell a person to rehearse his freedom. A 

person who has learned how to die has unlearned how to be a slave." 

(Seneca) 

In the previous post I suggested that there’s no point in becoming 

distressed today because we think something might distress us later. That 
just increases the misfortune. Indeed, once we realise that most of the 

things people worry about never actually happen it becomes clear that it’s 
possible to ruin the quality of an entire life with pointless and unnecessary 

anxiety. If we expect next Friday afternoon to be distressing that’s one 
thing. But let’s not destroy today as well. 

In the Christian tradition this seems to be what Jesus meant when he said 

“….. do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. 
Each day has enough trouble of its own.” 

(Matthew 6:34) 

I have long believed that Jesus (or whoever wrote the Gospels after his 
death) must have been familiar with the earlier works of stoic 

philosophers, there are just too many such coincidences for it to be 
otherwise in my opinion.  

But it’s important to be clear. Freedom from distress by avoiding the 

emotional content of anticipation (avoiding worry, in other words) isn’t the 

same as avoiding anticipation altogether. On the contrary, we must 
anticipate. In fact the stoics advised us to go further than most worriers 

do in our anticipation – but we do so without distress. We do it as an 
intellectual exercise. We visualise loss and misfortune and we imagine how 

we might cope with the worst. On the one hand his can prepare us for 
what tragedies may befall us. On the other it helps us to understand and 

appreciate what we already have. 

“Take full account of what Excellencies you possess, and in gratitude 
remember how you would hanker after them, if you had them not.” 

(Marcus Aurelius, meditations) 

This is one of the ways that stoics are able to maintain emotional 
equilibrium when things go wrong for them. They understand that all 

things in life are transient and they prepare for the changes in advance – 
they are always prepared to ‘give back’, to ‘return’. 

11. Never say of anything, “I have lost it”; but “I have returned it”……. 
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“But he who took it away is a bad man.” What difference is it to you who 

the giver assigns to take it back? While he gives it to you to possess, take 
care of it; but don’t view it as your own, just as travellers view a hotel. 

12. If you want to improve, reject such reasonings as these: “If I neglect 

my affairs, I’ll have no income; if I don’t correct my servant, he will be 
bad.” For it is better to die with hunger, exempt from grief and fear, than 

to live in affluence with perturbation; and it is better your servant should 
be bad, than you unhappy.   

Begin therefore from little things. Is a little oil spilt? A little wine stolen? 
Say to yourself, “This is the price paid for apathy, for tranquility, and 

nothing is to be had for nothing.” When you call your servant, it is possible 
that he may not come; or, if he does, he may not do what you want. But 

he is by no means of such importance that it should be in his power to 
give you any disturbance. 

(Epictetus, The Enchiridion) 

Stoics visualise the loss of the things they hold dear. They make a point of 
contemplating death, material losses, homelessness, hunger, injury and 

illness, unemployment, grief – all the unfortunate things that might 
happen for them. And then they imagine how they might deal with them. 

There are several advantages to this: 

2. Increased contentment with the things we have; 

3. Increased awareness of the things we need to od to maintain and 
improve our circumstances; 

4. Significant reduction in distress if the worst does happen because 
we’re prepared; 

5. Clear direction to deal with misfortune if it does occur; 
6. Freedom from anticipatory anxiety (worrying about what might 

happen). 

Of course that doesn’t mean stoics need to go around reflecting upon 
miserable possibilities all the time. That wouldn’t do at all. But every so 

often, once or twice a week perhaps it’s a good idea to stop and think 

about what we have (health, possessions, abilities, relationships, status 
etc) and how it might be taken away. I promise you – make this a habit 

and you’ll enjoy life a great deal more. You’ll also be much more 
resourceful and better prepared to deal with tragedy. 

In a different, less obviously philosophical context I talk to anxious, 

worried people about the ‘three stage plan’ for dealing with anxiety. I’ve 
used it for years with good effect. Once again it’s an idea stolen from the 

stoics. This is how I described it in one of my mental health Ebooks: 

http://www.thecareguy.com/


Stuart Sorensen (The Care Guy)                    Info@TheCareGuy.com 
 

© Stuart Sorensen 2015          www.TheCareGuy.com                                      29 

“We can also help people to plan, both should the worst happen and also 

how to prevent it. This becomes a fairly straightforward three-point 
process: 

1. What’s the worst that could happen? 

2. If it does happen how can you survive it? 

3. Now we know you can survive the worst what can you (or we) do to 
make sure it doesn’t happen? 

Whatever else we do we must be honest, rational and realistic. Only then 

can we understand whether or not the anxiety, the perception of threat is 
justified. If it is then we can begin to work on making the situation safe 

with all the facts that we need. If it isn’t justified (if it’s what Freud called 

inappropriate anxiety) then we can have the confidence to work on 
activities designed to help the person to face the thing they fear.” 

(Stuart Sorensen – Mental health and social care p.20) 

When we take gratitude, negative visualisation and awareness of the 

eternal now (see yesterday’s post) together we have a powerful blueprint 

for dealing with anxiety and enhancing enjoyment of life as a whole. But 
don’t just take my word for it. Give it a go and see what happens. 

 

Dealing with anxiety – the 3 stage process 

1. What’s the worst that could happen? 
2. If it happened how would you/we cope with it? 
3. How can you/we prevent it from happening? 

 

 

"If you are distressed by anything external, the pain is not due to the 
thing itself, but to your estimate of it; and this you have the power to 

revoke at any moment."  

(Marcus Aurelius) 
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Rejection by or dislike from others 

If you choose to practice stoicism be prepared to be laughed at, sneered 

at, criticised, pulled down and even resented by other people. That’s the 
price of working on yourself. Those who choose not to do the same work 

sometimes decide to use you as a target. 

13. If you want to improve, be content to be thought foolish and stupid 

with regard to external things 

(Epictetus – The Enchiridion) 

Insults spring from the other person’s opinion – and opinion is thought. 
Your private thoughts are your own. The other person’s private thoughts 

are theirs to manage too. If they choose to make their thoughts public 

then so be it – they expose their own lack of judgement to the world.  

“I cannot be harmed by any of them, as none will infect me with their 
wrong.”  

(Marcus Aurelius) 

But in doing so they have exposed nothing of you. Your dignity remains 
intact – unless you choose to damage it yourself. 

“Reject your sense of injury and the injury itself disappears.” 

(Marcus Aurelius) 

Others’ judgements of us spring from their thoughts – they are outside 
our control and therefore not a proper subject to concern us. We can only 

focus upon doing what is right – let others judge us how they might. 

“This above all: To thine own self be true, and it must follow as the night, 

the day, thou canst not then be false to any man.” 

(Shakespeare, Hamlet, Polonius) 

This is more than just a nice way to remind ourselves not to be troubled 

by those who would put us down – it’s vital to our emotional and 
psychological health. 

28. If a person gave your body to any stranger he met on his way, you 

would certainly be angry. And do you feel no shame in handing over your 
own mind to be confused and mystified by anyone who happens to 

verbally attack you? 

(Epictetus – The Enchiridion) 
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Loss 

Stoic approaches to loss are difficult for modern readers to come to terms 

with. At least they are when the loss is great (death of a loved one, for 
example). In fairness I suspect they were just as difficult for the ancients 

as well. It seems likely to me that difficulty dealing with loss was one of 
the reasons why the status of ‘Sage’ was so sought after and yet so rarely 

achieved. Stoicism’s essentially intellectual argument about loss can be 
really hard to internalise on an emotional level. 

At first glance the argument for loss is simple enough. In some ways it’s 
based upon a relatively deterministic premise (not unlike the modern 

notion that ‘It wasn’t meant to be’). In the Enchiridion Epictetus wrote… 

“Never say of anything, 'I lost it', but say, 'I gave it back'. Has your child 
died? It was given back. Has your wife died? She was given back. Has 

your estate been taken from you? Was not this also given back? But you 
say, 'He who took it from me is wicked'. What does it matter to you 

through whom the Giver asked it back? As long as He gives it you, take 

care of it, but not as your own; treat it as passers-by treat an inn.” 

(Epictetus, Enchiridion, 11) 

And yet for many modern readers the platitude about what was ‘meant to 
be’ doesn’t really hold water when applied to the bigger losses. For those 

who hold strong religious views it can be a useful mental tactic but as the 

number of religious believers has declined in modern society, so too has 
the relevance and effectiveness of the ‘God’s will’ argument. It works OK 

as a trite remark that people say to each other after a failed job interview 
or a missed shopping opportunity. It’s much less useful when applied to 

the death of a close family member such as a parent or a child. Few 
people really believe in that sort of fatalistic determinism any more.  

 

There can be no fate without someone or something deciding upon it in 

advance and if that’s the case then there can be no free will and therefore 
no true justice. Consequently, if men are doomed to experience the highs 

and lows of existence in advance regardless of what they would have (but 
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cannot) choose for themselves then God or ‘The Universe’ must be cruel. 

If that’s the case then why bother worshipping or even believing in it/Him? 

Of course, very few people ever stop to think through these implications of 
determinism. They just take the comfort when it’s offered regarding the 

small losses, even though their intuitive objection to fatalistic, pre-
ordained events forces them to reject the bigger losses. And this is where 

Stoicism, or at least a part of Stoicism appears to fall down in today’s 
world. But all is not lost. There are still ways to think about losses – even 

the big losses – that don’t involve belief in ancient Gods or the vagaries of 
‘The Fates’. 

People may not believe in the Gods of the ancient world any more but 
they do know that ‘stuff happens’. Most of us are fully aware that there 

are no guarantees in life and that tragedy in one form or another is at 
least as frequent as joy. We don’t need to believe in a divine plan to know 

that the world is full of misfortune. 

Be still, sad heart! and cease repining; 

Behind the clouds is the sun still shining; 

Thy fate is the common fate of all, 

Into each life some rain must fall,  

Some days must be dark and dreary. 

(The Rainy Day – Henry Wadsworth Longfellow) 

It is through this expectation that the pain of loss can be mitigated. In a 

previous post I wrote about the Stoic practice of Negative visualisation 
and ‘rehearsal’ in anticipation of tragedy. 

It’s hard to overestimate the power of this practice in relation to those 

things hold most dear. By spending just a short amount of time. A few 

minutes each day or a couple of longer meditations each week can 
prepare us for all sorts of tragedies.  

In another post I described ‘The eternal now’ and the benefits of accepting 

and enjoying just ‘this moment’. Here too is a powerful technique for 
softening the blow of misfortune. 

But most of all in this post I want to dispel a myth. Stoicism does not 
assert that grief is unnecessary or avoidable. On the contrary the Stoics 

were very clear that grief is a natural part of human responses to 
significant loss. Rather, although the Stoics condemned grief as an 

unhelpful emotion that is not consistent with our greater (ethical) nature, 
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they understood that for most of us it is not possible completely to do 

without it in the face of tragedy. Much of the writings of Epictetus and 
indeed Seneca are devoted to managing grief, to speeding its course and 

to helping people to move quickly through what we might now describe as 
the grief process. The keys to this can be found in acceptance, 

anticipation, visualisation, rationalisation and expectation. 

“What disturbs men's minds is not events but their judgements on events: 
For instance, death is nothing dreadful, or else Socrates would have 

thought it so. No, the only dreadful thing about it is men's judgement that 
it is dreadful.”  

Epictetus - Enchiridion (5) 

Whatever the loss, however painful it may be Stoicism counsels us to 
accept the moment and the situation, to understand our feelings and then 

to think them through rather than attempt to dismiss or prevent them. 
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The science of the stoic 

Science sounds like a grand and somewhat inaccurate term to apply to 

ancient philosophy and yet striving to understand the world was a major 
part of stoicism from its earliest beginnings with Zeno of Citium. 

Admittedly in those ancient days the understanding available to stoics was 
limited. They had little knowledge of the workings of nature as we might 

understand it today and  much of the ‘science’ of the stoics was shored up 
by metaphysical notions about Gods, about creation, about ‘the fates’ and 

about the divine plan. However they had the right attitude. They wanted 
to understand the world and its workings because that would make their 

philosophy more suited to, more consistent, more ‘in harmony’ with the 

natural order of things. One of the main aims of stoicism was, and still is, 
to live the harmonious life. 

That’s why modern stoics tend to be interested in all sorts of things, 

including the sciences. We may not necessarily work as scientists but we 
appreciate and employ the same principles of understanding that 

scientists use. That’s the legacy of Zeno’s ‘logic’ and ‘physics’.  

It’s hard to know how to do the right thing unless you understand the 

basic workings of the universe (including the principles affecting our own 
lives and those of our fellows). If you doubt that have a read of the 

ancient stoic texts and keep in mind modern scientific discovery as you do 
so. You’ll come across some real howlers as they struggle to understand 

and describe the natural world and man’s place within it. That’s because 
the ancient stoics were prisoners of their time – just as we are prisoners 

of our time.  

A couple of thousand years from now, our 21st century understanding of 

the natural world will probably look just as primitive but hopefully our 
basic principles for a life well-lived will continue. So it is with the early 

stoics. Their science was limited by today’s standards but their wisdom 
has stood the test of time in spite of that. 

In the intervening 2,300 years since Zeno first began we have discovered 

many things and discarded many others. That’s how it should be. I’m sure 
that Seneca and Epictetus would have approved. Both adapted their own 

versions of stoicism to fit their own culture and time. They kept the 
wisdom but updated the understanding. And so must we. 

Modern stoics are not bound to believe in the old Gods of Rome and 
Greece. They don’t need to believe in any Gods at all if they don’t want to. 

I certainly don’t. But crucially – they can if they wish. Stoicism is about 
practical, psychological wisdom and an approach to life that works 

whatever your religion – so long as you are prepared to accept the nature 
of reality as it appears to you and strive to work in harmony with that. 

http://www.thecareguy.com/


Stuart Sorensen (The Care Guy)                    Info@TheCareGuy.com 
 

© Stuart Sorensen 2015          www.TheCareGuy.com                                      35 

My personal reality contains no Gods, no spirits, no demons and no 

ghosts. It’s entirely naturalistic and through that lens I have been able to 
build up a worldview that seems to fit my observation more effectively 

than any other approach I’ve tried in the past. Mine is the stoicism of the 
atheist. Yours may be different and that’s OK. That’s your belief system – 

yours to control – not mine. 

The main point is that whatever you believe to be true – accept the reality 
of the material world you see before you and modify your expectations 

accordingly. You’ll be happier and more effective as a result. 
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The insignificant stoic 

Modern Western culture, at least in my opinion, is about as far removed 

from psychological health as any I can think of throughout recorded 
history. That’s a bold claim and yet the evidence speaks for itself. We are 

a society of individuals, each striving to achieve the impossible whilst 
neglecting the one thing that would allow us to be truly content – a sense 

of insignificance. In short- we spend huge amounts of time and energy 
trying to win the race for happiness by running in the wrong direction. 

We’ve ‘backed the wrong horse’. 
 

The reasons why we have gone so far astray are undoubtedly complex and 

I certainly don’t pretend to know precisely why this happened. But I am 
pretty sure of my ground in identifying what the problem actually is… 

 
Modern Western humans are too preoccupied with their own individual 

importance. 
 

“The wise man consciously 
subordinates his life to the life 

of the whole universe, and 
recognizes himself as a cog in 

the great machine.”     
(Seneca) 

 
Take a look at any commercial card shop and you’ll see printed greetings 

encouraging their recipients (who often are just children) to see 

themselves as ‘special’… 
 

‘Happy birthday to my special son’ 
‘World’s greatest Mother’ 

 
Whilst we might argue that such greetings are neither here nor there in 

the greater scheme of things they do tell us something about the 
prevailing mindset here in the Western hemisphere. Everyone wants to be 

special. Unfortunately though – none of us are. Nobody is inherently of 
more value or worth than anyone else. Nobody is more important than 

anyone else and nobody is more deserving. Nobody is special but 
everyone is unique. 

 
The trouble is that the more we think of ourselves as important the more 

we expect others to agree with us. However the brutal truth is that our 

lives and the circumstances in which we find ourselves are much more 
important to us than they are to others. Even those we care most about, if 

pressed, would have to admit that they’re likely to see their own situations 
as more of a pre-occupation than ours. 
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Not that there’s anything wrong with that particularly – we each carry a 

responsibility to ‘keep our own house in order’ so to speak and that means 
attending to our own individual stuff. But that doesn’t make us special, it 

doesn’t make us important and it certainly doesn’t mean that we have any 
particular value in the world. 

 
In the final analysis human beings are tiny, insignificant biological 

machines on a tiny, insignificant little blue planet in a tiny, insignificant 
little solar system. We occupy a tiny little stretch of time in the life of our 

species which itself occupies a tiny, insignificant stretch of time in the 
greater span of evolution and indeed – which has caused more damage to 

our planet than any other species we know of. There’s nothing particularly 
positive about humans in general, let alone about any specific human. 

Sharks, tortoises, cockroaches and even viruses are way more successful 
in evolutionary terms than we are and (so far as we know) they don’t 

make a song and dance about being important. 

 
Let’s face it – we really aren’t that significant. The only reason we think 

we matter at all is because we would like it to be so. We would like to feel 
important. Indeed – it’s arguable that we are important to those who love 

us but ‘so what’? Our loved ones aren’t particularly important either. If our 
only claim to fame is that we matter to people who are just as insignificant 

as we are… well that’s not especially impressive. 
 

Once we let go of the need to be special, to be important or to be of value 
(let’s face it – few of us will be remembered even as little as a century 

after our deaths) we can relax and stop wasting time trying to get the 
recognition we think we deserve. We can top wasting energy worrying 

about the ‘funny look’ the other person gave us or becoming annoyed 
when someone else ‘dissed’ us – as if anyone else should give a hoot 

about our over-inflated ego in the first place. 

 
We don’t matter – we have never mattered – we never will matter. Even 

the most influential and revered humans, those who have been 
remembered throughout the ages only matter to other humans and the 

entire species will be gone one day. When that happens, our species will 
be no more than an insignificant footnote in the history of the universe – a 

history that stretches back an estimated 13 Billion years so far. We occupy 
less than a million of those years. Less than ten thousand in any 

recognisably ‘civilised’ form. In short – humans are irrelevant and by 
extension, so are you. Get used to your own insignificance and then you 

can relax when others treat you as such. Let’s face it – they will anyway. 
Most people are far too distracted by their own circumstances to worry 

about anyone else’s sense of self-importance.  
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The insignificant bigot 

We’re all insignificant in the greater scheme of things but this life is all we 

have. So on an everyday practical level we scale down because on the 
smaller scale what we do still matters to our fellow, insignificant humans. 

If we are to follow the Stoic path of the harmonious life we should attempt 
always to do what’s right in accordance with both our large and our small 

scale perspectives. It matters to our society even if our society is 
unimportant in the larger scale eyes of the universe. 

We act as though our life matters because it does in the small 
scale of our existence, even though we understand that in the 

bigger picture it has no particular significance at all. 

This seems like a bit of a paradox but it isn’t really – it’s just an awareness 
that the universe can be viewed on many levels, including the very large 

(where we don’t really matter) and the very small (where we do). The 
Stoic strategy is to choose the level of focus most suited to facilitate 

contentment and harmony in any given situation. So when considering 

inevitabilities such as one’s own death or disrespect from others, choose 
the bigger picture. When deciding what to do in everyday life and the 

impact our behaviour might have on others choose the smaller 
perspective. To illustrate this I want to use a topical example… 

As I write this one of Britain’s most fanatical racists, Paul Golding is 

preparing to stand trial on Monday January 5th 2015. This is the result of 
his (alleged) harassment of a middle aged woman in her home. Golding 

has a long history of racist activities including membership of the British 
National Party where he rose to become a senior party official. Currently 

he is the leader of ‘Britain First’ – a UK neoNazi organisation whose 

recently published ‘manifesto’ is a direct lift from Adolf Hitler’s 25 point 
plan. His activities over the last year have included: 

Bullying old men in Mosques which he and his small band of street thugs 

‘invaded’ (when few people would be around, of course); 

Playing at soldiers in political uniform (an offence in itself) and going out 

on to the streets harassing innocent bystanders pretending to be a 
‘Christian Patrol’ (whatever that might mean); 

Inciting racial hatred and claiming that ‘the white race’ is the victim of 

genocide because people with different skin colours are having children of 
mixed race with white partners; 

Harassing innocent Muslims on the street and accusing them of terrorism 
before uploading homemade movies of the encounters on the internet; 
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Harassing a middle aged mother in her home because Golding alleges that 

her son is a terrorist; 

Opposing the development of Mosques across UK; 

Inciting illegal activities designed to intimidate UK Muslims and radicalise 
both Muslim and non-Muslims alike; 

Arranging martial arts classes for ‘activists’ who are willing to engage in 
‘Holy war’ against British Muslims; 

Inciting extremist acts of terrorism against British Muslims, immigrants 

and anyone who looks even slightly foreign. 

These are all significant actions when viewed through the small scale lens 

because they cause genuine distress, suffering, violence and acts of terror 
such as arson. It would be naïve to assume that they don’t matter just 

because the species itself doesn’t matter. This life is all that we have and 
we have a responsibility to make the best of it – at least according to the 

Stoics we have. That’s why so many modern stoics take an interest in 
matters of politics, equality, fairness and social justice. That’s why we 

tend to oppose right wing bigots like Golding and his ilk – they’re 
destructive and cruel and viewed from the small scale perspective of the 

‘here and now’. It’s important that they are prevented from fulfilling their 
blood-thirsty desires. The last thing Europe needs is another holocaust.  

That’s why, to the surprise of some who don’t fully understand what it 
means to be a Stoic, I am so actively opposed to discrimination and social 

injustice. It’s a natural progression of my Stoic philosophy of life. I cannot 
fulfil my responsibility to my society, I cannot live the harmonious life if I 

ignore the abuses that go on around me. To be Stoic sometimes means to 
stand up and be counted. 

But let’s look at the larger claims Golding makes – claims that really do 
need to be considered from a larger perspective because they’re based 

upon arguments that belong in the bigger picture… 

Since we don’t really matter as a species then neither does any single race 
matter. It’s irrelevant what any individual living today might think about 

their particular skin colour. Future generations of humans will be the 
colour that they are, in their little slice of history and their opinion about 

their skin colour will be their business. 

Why should future generations care what colour you think they should be? 
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This only matters if you think that skin colour matters in the greater 

scheme of things – a perspective that goes beyond the everyday – and, of 
course race really doesn’t matter. It never did outside of the minds of 

racist fools like Golding. 

In the past bigots like Golding were in the majority – the notion that white 
people were racially superior to others races has a long and terrible 

history throughout Western civilisation. Even as recently as a few yearss 
ago the BNP (Golding’s political ‘Alma Mater’) spoke openly about race and 

skin colour. Today Golding uses the euphemism of ‘Muslim’ as a 
convenient substitute given that the majority of UK Muslims aren’t white. 

But we all understand precisely what he means when Britain First posts 

things like this on their 
official facebook page.  

What Golding has done in 

essence is a logical error 
spanning two discrete 

categories… 

1 He’s asked a big category question (Does race matter?); 

2 He’s arrived at an unsupportable answer in spite of the evidence we 
see all around us (yes); 

3 He’s extended this answer, once again without any evidence, to 
assume that white is somehow superior to any other colour (for 

no apparent reason); 
4 He’s imposed this incorrect large category answer onto small 

category behaviours. 

In short – he’s mixed up his categories, jumped to conclusions without 

supporting evidence and then abused those he’s defined as inferior 
without any justification for doing so. That’s why he’ll be in court on 

Monday and why his case is such a good illustration of the need to 
understand both the large and small pictures and the way they can (and 

cannot) interact with and support each other.  

For the Stoic his case illustrates some interesting principles that we can 
use to further our understanding of the harmonious life: 

1 Always consider both the smaller and larger perspectives; 
2 Understand what is our business and what is not; 

3 Base our conclusions on the available evidence; 
4 Don’t mix small and large category answers without good reason; 

5 Understand our preferences are not necessarily shared by others. 

Above all – do what you believe to be right. If others disagree with you for 
it then let them persuade you or let them make their own judgements for 

themselves. That’s their stuff to control – not yours. 
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The insignificance of hardship 

These days many people have never even heard the word ‘Stoic’, let alone 

developed an understanding of what the word means. Those who are 
familiar with the word generally think it means little more than acceptance 

of adversity. In truth, that’s not a bad shorthand description for those who 
want nothing more than a brief shorthand explanation. Behind that short 

sentence though, a much more sophisticated set of ideas and principles 
can be found. I hope that this little series will go some way to 

demonstrating that even though we’re only skimming the metaphorical 
surface of a much richer philosophical perspective here. 

The basic elements of dealing with hardship and adversity have already 
been discussed. The idea of our own insignificance, of the eternal now and 

of the difference between those things we can and cannot control can be 
combined and adapted to fit a host of situations in support of Stoical 

tranquillity. But they don’t necessarily work for everything – at least not 
without some more thought. 

Epictetus knew a thing or two about hardship. He wasn’t only a slave, he 
was a disabled slave, a ‘cripple’ in the vernacular of the time. And it 

seems that he endured significant pain on a daily basis. And pain is, I 
think, a good example to consider here. So what did Epictetus have to say 

about pain? 

“It is not death or pain that is to be dreaded,  

but the fear of pain or death.” 

(Epictetus) 

In this short sentence Epictetus correctly identified the plain fact that 

often we expect hardship to be worse than it really is – the fear is more 

difficult to bear than the reality. We can also understand that much of 
what we fear never actually happens anyway, that our expectation 

disturbs us needlessly. But what happens when misfortune really does 
happen and it really is ‘that’ bad? What can Stoics teach us about dealing 

with real, severe, prolonged pain? 

I need to be honest here – I have no experience of this type of pain and 
so cannot offer anything more than theory here. I’ve experienced intense 

pain, of course, but not for a prolonged period of time. A day or two at 
most which I suspect is not long enough to really get to grips with the 

advice of the Stoics. I have however experienced low level pain for 

decades. 

Like many people of my age group I’ve suffered the odd injury throughout 
my life. These, combined with the inevitable wear and tear of five decades 
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of life have left me with painful joints and, of course, the typical nurses’ 

problem of a chronically painful back. All of these bodily discomforts are 
annoying but far from unusual and in truth I hardly notice them most of 

the time. I can’t do anything to change my pain so I ignore it – it’s beyond 
my control. This seems to be precisely what Marcus meant when he wote… 

“Pain which is intolerable carries us off; that which lasts a long time is 

tolerable and the mind retains its tranquility by retiring into itself. Let 
those parts which are harmed by pain give their opinion of it if they can.” 

(Marcus Aurelius, Meditations – book 7) 

“Don't disturb yourself by thinking of the whole of your life. Don't let your 
thoughts embrace all the various troubles that you may expect, but on 

every occasion ask yourself: what in this is past bearing? Next, remember 
that neither the past nor the future pains you, only the present, and this 

can be reduced to very little if only you will circumscribe it and chide your 
mind to hold out against so little.” 

(Marcus Aurelius, Meditations – book 8) 

But what about prolonged, extreme pain? Will the same strategy work for 
that? I must confess that I really don’t know – I’ve never tried. But I can 

see how it might. What’s more I know that Epictetus insisted that it would. 
He reported an ability to detach his consciousness from pain whilst still 

remaining present and able to face the world intellectually. This is 

different from the sort of dissociation that crops up in psychiatric 
discourse. It’s not an ‘absence’, it’s a form of compartmentalisation. 

“Sickness is a hindrance to the body, but not to your ability to choose, 

unless that is your choice. Lameness is a hindrance to the leg, but not to 
your ability to choose. Say this to yourself with regard to everything that 

happens, then you will see such obstacles as hindrances to something 
else, but not to yourself.” 

(Epictetus, The Enchiridion – 9) 

Personally I have no idea how realistic this is in the face of extreme pain 
or indeed how much practice would be needed to perfect the skill. Perhaps 

someone else out there could comment and let me know their experience. 
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A life with values 

I’m sure that different stoics interpret their philosophies indifferent ways. 

That’s OK – stoics have always developed and personalised their own 
versions of Stoicism. So another stoic may give you a different definition 

of the fundamental principles of Stoicism. But, that being said, I’m writing 
this so if you’re reading this, I’m afraid you’re stuck with my 

interpretations. These are the things that I think are the most important, 
most fundamental principles and values of Stoicism. This is my list of 

fundamentals we need to live the harmonious life. 

Self-control 

Living the harmonious life, striving to become a stoic ‘sage’ involves self-

control. It means refusing to act upon fleeting emotional impulses and 
using logic and reason to decide upon the correct course of action, even if 

such a course works against our own, animal desires. Stoics eschew 
anger, jealousy, envy, self-pity, self-importance and any impulsive 

reactions that threaten to lead them into wrong-headedness. 

Acceptance of what is beyond our control 

I’ve mentioned this several 

times already during this 
series. Remember the opening 

lines of Epictetus’ Enchiridion… 

“Some things are in our 

control and others not. Things 
in our control are opinion, 

pursuit, desire, aversion, and, 
in a word, whatever are our 

own actions. Things not in our 
control are body, property, 

reputation, command, and, in 
one word, whatever are not 

our own actions.” 

It’s important that we don’t waste time and energy trying to control the 

things that are beyond our ability. For example, stoics don’t worry about 
the opinions and behaviours of others – they merely accept the reality of 

the other person’s character and take action where necessary. There’s no 
point in lamenting the fact that a cruel person is not kind. It’s far more 

productive and ‘harmonious’ to focus upon what we can do to improve a 
situation than waste time regretting the fact that another person’s cruelty 

created the problem in the first place. 
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Courage 

The harmonious life sometimes means we need to stand up and be 

counted. Stoics strive to understand the world through reason and logic. 
Most people make no such attempt and so stoics do sometimes find 

themselves in situations where their views and opinions differ from those 
around them. 

Often this is no big deal – other peoples’ opinions are theirs to control – 
not ours. But when those beliefs lead to injustice then many stoics, myself 

included consider it a duty to speak out or otherwise to try to prevent 
harm. This can take courage. Often that courage can only be ours if we 

hang on to the idea of our own insignificance – it matters not if we are 
hurt because we don’t matter. Justice is bigger than the individual 

because it is a principle with consequences that can travel far beyond our 
own sphere of influence. In this regard Stoicism has much in common with 

the later Utilitarian philosophy of John Stuart Mill which strives to achieve 
the greatest good for the greatest number of people. In more modern 

terms Archbishop Desmond Tutu put it this way… 

“If you are neutral in situations of injustice, you have chosen the side of 

the oppressor. If an elephant has its foot on the tail of a mouse and you 
say that you are neutral, the mouse will not appreciate your neutrality.” 

Principles are not matters of expedience 

There is truth and there is untruth. There is goodness and there is 
wickedness. Whilst the world is undoubtedly full of shades of grey (at least 

in my opinion) some fundamental principles remain absolute. 

For example injustice is never OK and to ignore it is to support it by 
inaction. The harmonious life does not support wickedness or untruth. 

So we must live by our principles and have the courage to stand up for 
them. If we believe that it is wrong to take advantage of others then don’t 

steal even small items (pencils etc) from your employer. If we believe that 
it is important to tell the truth then don’t stand by in silence whilst a friend 

or colleague is misrepresented by others. If we believe that the underdog 
is in the right, side with them even though the result will probably be our 

own unpopularity. 

Perhaps the greatest exemplar of this principle was Cato the Younger, an 
ancient Roman stoic from the first century BC. Personally I think he was 

too rigid in that he saw no grey areas at all but that’s just my view. None 

the less he certainly knew a thing or two about having the courage of his 
convictions. 
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Indifference to circumstance 

This is the part of stoicism that most people have heard of. The idea that 

external events (anything not related to our own thoughts, feelings and 
behaviours) is viewed with indifference. External events are neither good 

nor bad – they just are. We can enjoy them if we wish because there’s no 
harm in that but we don’t have to. We could just see them as the products 

of a fickle world and attribute no value to them whatsoever. 

It is this indifference that allows stoics to maintain emotional equilibrium. 

If the world is simply doing what it does and good and bad come around in 
their turn anyway then there is no reason to think of any experience as 

particularly more or less significant than any other. All that matters to the 
stoic is that which he can control – his own thoughts, feelings and 

behaviours. 

Equality of value for all 

Since all events and experiences are just aspects of the world the same 

must be true of the people in it. Classical stoics tended to think in terms of 
the fates which meant each person was ultimately innocent because he 

was unable to change the pre-ordained course of his life. My own view is 
rather different but still undeniably deterministic – at least to an extent. 

I believe that all people are the product of their genetic make-up and their 

social and educational experiences. We’re all the products of our nature 

and our nurture. That means that we all are at least partly behaving in 
ways that we could not have avoided given the knowledge we have and 

the opportunities we’ve been given. 

However that doesn’t mean that nothing can be done to improve matters. 
It is always possible to intervene and to help people expand their options, 

to behave differently or to come to understand the world in new ways. In 
this the stoics prefigured one of the central tenets of Christianity (the 

Christians have stolen much of stoic philosophy and claimed it as their 
own) – love the sinner, hate the sin. Stoicism emphasises the inherent 

value and equality of all people regardless of their behaviours. 

Stoicism revisited 

So there you have it – those are the distilled fundamentals of Stoicism as I 

understand it. I don’t doubt that others would have written this little list 
differently. Actually I’d love to hear from them. For many years I was the 

only Stoic I knew of and it’s only in writing this blog series that I’ve come 

to understand just how much of a revival there is for Stoicism throughout 
the Western world. 

If you’re a fellow stoic – please stop by the blog and say hello. 
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