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‘It takes great courage to see the world in all its tainted glory, and still to love it.’

—Oscar Wilde

‘Accept the things to which fate binds you, and love the people with whom fate brings you together, but do so with all your heart.’

—Marcus Aurelius

‘These are times in which a genius would wish to live. It is not in the still calm of life, or in the repose of a pacific station, that great characters are formed. The habits of a vigorous mind are formed in contending with difficulties. Great necessities call out great virtues.’

—Abigail Adams, Letter to John Quincy Adams, 19 January 1780
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Introduction

What a time to be alive! That’s what I said every day as I hunched over my laptop, weak-eyed from looking at the screen and anxious from the news pouring through it, pounding me from all corners of the world. It felt—feels—as if we are in a permanent state of crisis, where one seismic global event folds into another, without pause for any of us to reorient ourselves to our ever-shifting, increasingly bleak reality.

The chaos on the outside we can catalogue well enough—a climate crisis, a pandemic, ongoing racism, rising inequality and soaring cost of living, wars, an increase in mental health problems—and then there’s burnout, increased addiction and substance misuse, enslavement to our phones, an eroded sense of common ground, abuse and hate on social media, a retreat to our homes, screens, silos, platforms and echo chambers, an existential malaise brought on by a lack of ritual, community or shared meaning in our lives.

Being human right now feels like being blasted with a high-pressure hose—it’s just all sensation and force; too much, it seems, to open our eyes.

Yet, yet . . . they have been years of wonder, too. In the early days of the pandemic there was an almost manic sense that something was happening. Briefly partitions between people—friends and strangers—fell and in came a strange, almost giddy sociability. There was in those strange days of autumn 2020 a glimpse of a different way of being, if only we could let it flow in.

[image: illustration]

Making meaning has always been my way through. Meaning becomes a map—and a map can get you out. I thought that if I could extract meaning from these years of chaos and wonder, and work out how to best get through these times, then I could future-proof myself for what was ahead. Because what was ahead promised to be wild. Wilder, perhaps, than what had come before.

The only problem is that our culture didn’t—and still doesn’t— really equip us with meaning or a map for navigating these last few years. In our secular society, there is no religion or broadly agreed upon social and moral tools for rising to life’s increasingly complex challenges. Instead we are left to make it up as we go along. But how do we find consistent meaning in a time of continual change? And how do we plant our feet on the ground and not get carried away by the anxiety that society is falling apart? In the face of chaos, how do we feel optimistic and act with purpose and agency? And what does it mean to be a good person and act ethically? There was nothing I could see in our current culture that was strong enough to provide a ballast.

I needed a strong dose of wisdom to get through this harrowing passage of time. But where to find it?

In my previous books exploring the internet and globalisation (This Restless Life) and the wellness industry (Wellmania), I’d also been on a quest looking for answers. With this book, I was also looking for something, but not out there. I was looking inside.

I was searching for the tools to develop an inner life—an inner fortitude that would serve me until the end. This wisdom would guide my intuition, how I treated people, how I navigated the world and how I coped with it all: disappointment and loss, joy and abundance. But it would work inwards too—creating meaning and a map, orienting a moral compass, and creating the ability to be calm and courageous during times of global chaos and in a chaotic personal life.

By happenstance (more of that later) I found the wisdom I’d been searching for, deep in the past, in the ancient Greco-Roman philosophy of Stoicism.

The Stoics, always useful, seemed even more necessary in March 2020.

They whispered from the past: ‘We’re here, we’re here . . . we’ve always been here.’

And so into the past I went. I found a time not unlike our own— full of chaos, war, plagues, pestilence, treachery, corruption, anxiety, overindulgence and fear of a climate apocalypse. Those times were populated by people questing for the answers that we crave today. In ancient Stoicism I found people, just like us, longing to find meaning and connection, to feel whole and tranquil, to love and be loved, to have a harmonious family life, fulfilling and meaningful work, intimate and nourishing friendships, a sense of contributing to your community, belonging to something greater than yourself, a wonder at the natural world, flashes of deep awe, a head full of questions about how it all came to be, and, finally, coming to terms with letting it all go—at some point, not of your choosing.

‘We’re here, we’re here . . . we’ve always been here.’ And so it was to the Stoics I went, falling down the two millennia towards them—in a quest to find out if the old ways can help us now.

How I came to write this book and why

I first came across the philosophy of Stoicism in 2018, started researching it and writing about it for this book in 2019, and completed the project in mid-2022.

The period between starting and finishing this book was so strange, disordered, chaotic, unprecedented and so desperately requiring the thing I was writing about that the project seemed eerily preordained. Deep in the trough of the pandemic, knowing Stoicism became a gift. It was like being in a sci-fi novel where the hero is propelled into the future with a superpower that, if used correctly, will set her free.

But how I became immersed in these ancient teachings, which exist today (with a few notable exceptions) largely in fragments and in the notes of their students, was initially a matter of chance.

In September 2018, the foreign editor of The Guardian—a colleague and good friend, Bonnie Malkin—forwarded me an enticing press release. The subject-line read: ‘Want to be happy? Then live like a Stoic for a week.’ Run by academics at Exeter University in the UK, this was an online experiment that involved around 7000 people trying to live like an ancient Stoic for a week, undertaking daily readings and discussions. Their happiness levels were tested at the start and the end of the week, with the university trying to ascertain whether the Stoic way of life caused a measurable shift in happiness. Maybe I could do a fun column on it, suggested Bonnie.

According to the Stoic week press release there were five principles to living like a Stoic for a week. Now, years later, I still refer to these principles regularly.


1.   Acknowledge that you can’t control much of what goes on in your life.

2.   See that your emotions are the product of how you think about the world.

3.   Accept that bad things are bound to happen to you from time to time, just as they do to everyone else.

4.   See yourself as part of a larger whole, not an isolated individual; part of the human race, part of nature.

5.   Think of everything you have as not your own, but simply on loan, that one day will be taken back.



One week was not long enough to learn Stoicism. It was a big undertaking. Many of the principles were complex with clauses and exceptions, weird rules and unfamiliar theories. Sometimes the writing was knotty; the syntax was tangled via time and translations, and you had to read a sentence out loud several times to unravel its meaning.

The column I wrote for The Guardian about my week as a Stoic was a meta piece about how difficult, but also how stoic, it was to do Stoic week with a hangover.

In short, I missed the point.

But something about the experience lingered. I went back the following year, determined to take Stoic week a bit more seriously. I assembled a group of friends to do it with me and we met up in person in Sydney and virtually, on WhatsApp, to discuss the daily readings and the application of various principles. Among this disparate group of people aged between 30 and 45 (including a Byron Bay real estate agent, a business journalist at The Australian, an activist for political organisation GetUp!, a law student and a trainee priest), there was a hunger for the rules, the rigour and the logic that Stoicism promised. The Stoics had ˘a penchant for looking life in the face, seeing it for what it was, loving it fiercely anyway (despite everything . . . because of everything) and then finally—letting go.

It was the Stoics’ hard, unarguable wisdom, their determination to face up to unpleasant things—to reality—that made me admire Stoicism, even if I struggled to sometimes get it.

In order to get it, I’d need longer than a week. My second year of Stoic week concluded. My WhatsApp group disbanded. I was left with the promise of a new way of seeing the world, a new way of being, that was in fact a Very Old Way of Being. But I needed someone to learn from, argue against and test the ideas in real time—a Stoic friend and mentor.

In this book, that’s what I hope I will be to you. But first let’s go back to the start and meet who it was for me.
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In July 2019, I met an old friend, Andrew, for lunch. Andrew was in the corporate world, but a chance meeting at a book launch led to a friendship based on a love of discussing and debating ideas— often from opposing points of view. At lunch I explained I had been doing Stoic week. The teachings were complicated, dense and to my mind—softened by the fast food of Twitter spats and culture wars— they had an austerity and severity that wasn’t easily digestible to the modern, distracted and discursive mind.

But something about Stoicism appealed to Andrew and in the weeks before we saw each other again he made a study of it and decided, in lieu of religion and despite the deep-rooted moral relativism of our age, that Stoicism was for him. Over drinks in a Surry Hills pub, he was full of enthusiasm about how it had helped him in parenting, in business and in dealing with colleagues. He was more methodical and organised than me—and far less liable to follow the latest wellness craze.

He told me what he found appealing about Stoicism, ‘I like that it is a framework for living that is intellectual, that is reasoned—and I like that it is quite practical. The ideals that it sets up are achievable ideals, which recognise our strengths and weaknesses as humans— rather than holding us up to an ideal that we might struggle with and defining success as something unattainable for most people.’

But was Stoicism for me? I had a very different temperament. I was more rash, running on the energy of chaos. Could Stoicism work for both of us? Or did it suit only particular personality types? It was mid-2019 and I was in between travel writing assignments and book projects, so I thought: what’s to lose? My rational self told me I might as well give it a go. My intuition told me I might actually need it.

What followed was two years of discussion, argument, reading and application of Stoic philosophy to our everyday lives—including work, love, relationships, parenting, health, wellbeing, fitness, mortality, politics, desire, responsibility, pet ownership, social media, mental health, money and ambition.

With this informal study I made a number of striking discoveries. That this pre-Christian philosophy seemed much more modern than Christianity—and much more egalitarian, inclusive of women and without a hierarchy (you could seek to attain the Stoic equivalent of sainthood—which is to be a Stoic sage, but so far I don’t know anyone who has claimed that mantle). Rather than the narrow, self-disciplined idea of the Stoic being a self-reliant island, Stoics were actually deeply engaged in the idea of a society and community life. And that their view of nature and the cosmos was ecstatic, complex and profound—with the wild shards of paganism still embedded in their writing.

The Stoics also articulated the mood that we should aspire to as our default setting—ataraxia (literally, ‘without disturbance’)—a carefully calibrated state of tranquillity that is not happiness, or joy, or any of the ecstatic states found in religious or mystical experiences, or in the more modern highs of falling in love or taking cocaine. Instead, ataraxia is a state of contentment or peace where the world can be falling in around your ears, but your equilibrium is undisturbed.

Most of all I admired Stoicism for its clear-eyed view of humanity—always realistic, never cynical. There was no God in the sky that was going to come down and save you, and no afterlife. We only have ourselves and each other—and flawed as we all are, that is enough. But because we only have each other and ourselves, the philosophy demanded a sort of rising up to this challenge—requiring that you do your best, be rational, strive to be virtuous (more on what this means later), live according to your nature and treat others well, as you would your brothers and sisters. That is all that you can do and all that can be done.

The Stoics were realistic about our limits. They advised that, although you may want to try to persuade others to do what you want them to do or act how you want them to act, this is ultimately beyond your control. So don’t waste your energy trying to change people.

The Stoics were also clear-eyed about death. They thought of it every day because they knew they were dying every day. The Stoics knew that it was important to honour the dead, but also not to use up too much of your life and your energy in grief. When my friends are knocked apart by grief, wanting some sort of guide through the unfamiliar netherworld of experience, it is the works of the Stoics, from around 2000 years ago, that I press upon them.
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Over the course of writing this book, Stoicism got under my skin. Not all at once but slowly. I started using the philosophy in tricky situations and found it provided a framework not only for my own actions, but as a way of making sense of the world as a whole. I came to see Stoicism as a cradle-to-grave philosophy that I could use for my whole life. I could even use it at death.

At the midpoint in this process, a pandemic came along—a thing that gave the study Andrew and I were doing (with its plagues and pestilences and preparation for death) an eerie resonance. I was in Cambodia when Covid started to bite: Angkor Wat’s massive car park deserted except for a few anxious, underworked rickshaw drivers; the ancient ruins burnished golden in a dawn glow; a lone Buddhist nun begging for alms; ravens nesting among the ruins; the place empty of tourists. I flew back to Sydney and, a week later, the borders shut. For a while—in the early days of the pandemic when everyone was scrambling and confused and jobs were lost and there were fears about door handles and washing of groceries—I was sought out by friends as a sort of interlocutor of the Ancients. They asked me: what would a Stoic do? Inject this Stoicism directly into my veins, they would say.

For a time I took this channelling seriously—setting up an Instagram account that gave Stoic advice in the form of easily digestible Zen-like koans. But behind the almost self-helpy lines from Marcus Aurelius, Epictetus or Seneca, there lay a dense and important theory, a map of how to live in this territory of troubled times.

Ultimately I found Stoicism to be incredibly helpful and surprisingly practical. It not only helped me to keep calm during the pandemic but it gave me a reason to get through my days beyond baking. Even more than that, Stoicism turned out to be personally transformative. It was as French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre promised: a ‘philosophy directed towards a total existential transformation of the individual; a philosophy that might teach him how to live’. Which is another way of saying, Stoicism can change your life—as it did mine.

I owe the teachings a great debt. And I feel close to my teachers, even though they are long dead.

The Stoic philosophers you’ll meet in these pages—Epictetus, Seneca and Marcus Aurelius—lived hundreds of years ago but in many ways they are so similar to us, their concerns and anxieties so modern, I feel like they are only a breath away. I turn around and I can see them.
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I didn’t totally drink the Kool-Aid. I chafed against some of the Stoic teachings—and disagreements flared up occasionally when I met with Andrew. Was it possible to be happy or was the best we could hope for contentment? And what about emotion? And desire? How could these things be controlled? It wasn’t just mind over matter—there was these things called hormones! What about neural pathways? The unconscious?

And both of us were united in our concern that Stoicism’s emphasis on responsibility for one’s own character and acknowledgement of the ultimate smallness of our spheres of influence meant that social justice and agitation for societal change had no place for a practising Stoic.

Andrew and I walked, talked, argued, read—and tried to work it all out. In the second half of 2020, we were neighbours in the small Sydney beachside suburb of Tamarama and took regular walks along the cliffs of Bondi and Bronte. After exchanging some pleasantries, we’d drop into it: the philosophy. What does it mean to have a good character? What is courage? Where do we go when we die? How do you control anger? How do you feel about giving without getting something in return? It was only after a couple of months of these walks, that I realised what I was trying to do: I was trying to work out how best to live.

Much of this book is a product of those discussions.
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How Stoicism worked for me

I am not a philosopher or academic. I am a journalist who for two decades has worked on a general news beat, which often involves taking complex concepts and trying to break them down for readers.

I don’t consider myself an expert. There are plenty of other people who have written more rigorous, academic and complex guides to Stoicism. You’ll find their work referred to in these pages.

Instead, this book is the result of an experiment: applying some of the main Stoic principles to a 21st-century life—and seeing if any of them stick.

I’m happy to report that they do.
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