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Introduction

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

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

James M. Russell


The Teachings of Ptahhotep

Ptahhotep (2400 BC)

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

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

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

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


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



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

Some of the advice is very specific to leadership:


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



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

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


THE SPEED READ


The Teachings of Ptahhotep

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






Meditations

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


THE SPEED READ


Meditations

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