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INTRODUCTION

In his tent at the front near the Granua River in the distant territory 
of Germania, the Emperor Marcus Aurelius rose at dawn. It was a 

struggle for him to get up this early, but he did anyway; his job required 
it. In the lamplight, he sat at the table and began to write in Greek in 
his journal about what the day ahead held in store for him. “I will 
encounter busybodies, ingrates, egomaniacs, liars, the jealous and 
cranks,” he wrote to himself, preparing mentally for the inevitable 
difficulties of the life of an emperor, particularly one faced with leading 
an army and overseeing the empire from abroad.

But don’t assume this was a complaint. There was not a note of 
frustration or resentment in his tone.

Marcus Aurelius was practicing with pleasure the philosophy he’d 
come to love and depend on, Stoicism. He was not writing off his fellow 
men and his subjects. On the contrary, in the completion of that 
thought, he would say of those busybodies and ingrates “that none can 
do me harm, or implicate me in ugliness—nor can I be angry at my 
relatives or hate them. For we are made for cooperation.” And so he 
went about the rest of his morning journaling, writing little notes for 
himself on how to think, how to live, what to be grateful for, and then 
he proceeded on to meet the day, not simply as a philosopher, but as a 
true philosopher king.

If we can go back in time a little further, almost exactly one century 
and one evening before Marcus’s morning meditation, we’d find 
another Stoic philosopher doing something quite similar. His name 
was Seneca, and he was alternatively a powerbroker, a playwright, and 
public intellectual serving at the highest levels in the court of Nero. 
Instead of journaling in the morning, he preferred to do his at night, 
putting, as he said, each day up for review. Seneca would look back on 
the day just then coming to a close and ask himself whether his actions 
had been just, what he could have done better, what habits he could 
curb, how he might improve himself. “We reflect upon that which we 
are about to do,” he would tell his older brother about this nightly 
routine, “and yet our plans for the future descend from the past.” 

9780525534396_DailyStoicJo_TX.indd   5 8/29/17   4:36 PM



INTrODuCTION THE DAILY STOIC JOURNAL

Reviewing the previous day is what helped Seneca prepare for the one 
that he would face the following morning.

Epictetus, another famous Stoic, was a former slave who lived a life 
not nearly as cushy or powerful as Seneca or Marcus, and would 
repeatedly remind his students to rehearse their lessons, to write them 
down for their own use. In Discourses, he says, “Every day and night 
keep thoughts like these at hand—write them, read them aloud, talk 
to yourself and others about them.”

These then, the morning preparation and the evening review, are 
two of the most essential and intertwining exercises in Stoic philoso-
phy and a tradition now more than two thousand years old. It’s a tra-
dition that you, in holding The Daily Stoic Journal, are now an heir to 
and can continue twice per day in your pursuit of the good life.

Unlike many other philosophies, Stoicism wasn’t designed simply to 
be some explanation of the universe. It wasn’t overly interested in com-
plicated questions about where we came from or theoretical discus-
sions of this issue or that one. Stoicism was designed by the Greeks and 
perfected by the Romans for the living and the doing of daily life for 
the man and woman trying to make it in a confusing world. As such, 
it was much more than a set of teachings or long-ago written sentences. 
It was instead a set of timeless practical exercises—systems for reduc-
ing fear, thoughts for battling destructive thoughts, reminders of things 
we take for granted, tools for resisting temptation, pillars of strength 
for tough moments. This meant that Stoicism wasn’t something to be 
learned once or read once. It was meant to be studied and practiced.

Consider the title of Marcus Aurelius’s only work, Meditations. He 
was meditating, to himself, for himself, on the philosophic principles 
he was still learning and practicing even in old age. A peek at Seneca’s 
letters finds the same thing—he is writing to someone else, yes, but 
clearly the intended audience is also himself. He is thinking out loud. 
Epictetus, too, survives in the form of notes written by his student 
Arrian, and they read as if his day was spent trying to answer the end-
less questions of his students: What do I do about this? How can I 
handle something like that? Any advice for when I ________?

In our book The Daily Stoic, we tried to bring a collection of this 
wisdom to busy readers in a digestible and accessible way. Instead of 
translating and republishing the Stoics in their original form (which 
has been done quite well, many times), we created the first ever single- 
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volume collection of all the great Stoics, arranged to highlight a thought 
from one each day. The response to the book was humbling and surpris-
ing. The book spent three months on the national bestseller lists and 
debuted in the form of a keynote address at what was likely the largest 
single gathering of Stoics in two thousand years. Our accompanying 
daily e-mail at DailyStoic.com was inundated with sign-ups, meaning 
that each morning tens of thousands of aspiring Stoics were all reading 
the same thing at the same time. We also began to see photos online 
from readers who had filled up the pages of The Daily Stoic and Mole-
skine journals with thoughts inspired by each day’s meditation.

In response, we set out to create this journal, a companion guide to 
The Daily Stoic and a resource to anyone trying to practice the philos-
ophy. We’re honored that you now hold it in your hands.

HOW TO USE THIS JOURNAL

This book presents fifty-two Stoic disciplines or practices, one for each 
week of the year. Each practice is presented with some direction about 
its significance and application, along with a few quotes from the great 
Stoics to help focus your attention on the practice for the week—the 
first quote about each weekly practice is taken directly from that same 
week in The Daily Stoic. Each day presents a question to help you focus 
your morning preparations or evening review (or both). The questions 
will work for you whether you are reading along with The Daily Stoic, 
using our daily e-mail readings, or any other source.

We have not written a set of commandments or a step-by-step sys-
tem that must be adhered to unthinkingly (if you don’t want to respond 
to the prompts, ignore them and write about whatever you feel would 
be most beneficial. We also have suggestions at the back for other 
sources to use). As Seneca said: “The ones who pioneered these paths 
aren’t our masters, but our guides. Truth stands open to everyone; it 
hasn’t been monopolized.”

The reason these Stoic practices have been so enduring (and are 
enjoying a modern-day resurgence) is that they are relentlessly focused 
on the situations that we face on a daily basis, what Richard Sorabji 
calls “the ordinary ups and downs of life, on bereavement, loss of 
office, promotion, the rat race, money, invasions, the sacking of cities, 
exile, worries about health.” As the American philosopher Brand Blan-
shard marveled at Marcus Aurelius’s legacy:
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“Few care now about the marches and countermarches of the 
Roman commanders. What the centuries have clung to is a note-
book of thoughts by a man whose real life was largely unknown 
who put down in the midnight dimness not the events of the day 
or the plans of the morrow, but something of far more permanent 
interest, the ideals and aspirations that a rare spirit lived by.”

The Roman Stoics focused not on words, but action. As Seneca 
memorably put it, “Philosophy teaches us how to act, not how to talk.” 
This bias toward improving our actions on a daily basis was something 
Epictetus made central to his teaching, summarized in his warning 
“not to be satisfied with mere learning, but to add practice and then 
training.”

This journal is a place to focus your attention (prosochē) and prac-
tice (meletē) as you try to remember and apply what you are learning 
on the path to progress (prokopē). When you pursue the Stoic disci-
plines presented in this journal, each morning you will ask, as the great 
modern Stoic Pierre Hadot put it, “What principles will guide and 
inspire my actions?” And each evening you will examine where you fell 
short of those principles, as well as where you have made progress. You 
can begin on any calendar date you choose and proceed until the book 
is complete.

Together, the fifty-two ideals and aspirations offer something for 
every situation. Whether it’s dealing with bad habits like complaining 
(Week XXXI), procrastination (Week XXXV), or panic (Week XXXIX), 
or finding less destructive alternatives to anger (Week XXIX), fear of 
the future (Week XXXIV), or dealing with haters (Week XXXVIII), 
you will find practical tools to put to use. You will gain powerful per-
spective by learning the exercise of taking “the view from above” 
(Week XXII), or learning to see things as others do (Week XI), and by 
taking on a role model (Week XXIII). You’ll train yourself in the Stoic 
basics like the dichotomy of control (Week I), focus on the present 
moment (Week V), or how to test your impressions (Week XV).

It’s important to remember this isn’t a contest to see if you can live 
like some perfect sage or escape the correction of someone farther along 
the path than you. Anyone who uses philosophy that way is decidedly 
un-Stoic! As Seneca reminded us, “Let philosophy scrape off your own 
faults, rather than be a way to rail against the faults of others.” Think 
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of this journal as a brush for your own soul, just like brushing your 
teeth each morning and each evening.

The final lesson at the end of this book is the most essential one of 
all of Stoic philosophy: learning how to turn words into works. We 
hope you will make it that far, and if you do, we encourage you to start 
the same journey once again the following year, for you will be, as 
Heraclitus said, no longer the same person nor will this be the same 
book.
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WEEK I
W H AT ’ S  u P  TO  u S ,  W H AT ’ S  N OT  u P  TO  u S

Epictetus’s handbook (the Enchiridion) begins with the most power-
ful exercise in all of Stoicism: the distinction between the things 

that are “up to us” (in our control) and the things that are “not up to 
us.” It is this, the dichotomy of control, that is the first principle in the 
entire philosophy. We don’t control many of the things we pursue in 
life—yet we become angry, sad, hurt, scared, or jealous when we don’t 
get them. In fact, those emotions—those reactions—are about the only 
thing that we do control. If that is the only lesson you journal about or 
remember for this year, consider it a year well and philosophically 
lived.

“The chief task in life is simply this: to identify and separate mat-
ters so that I can say clearly to myself which are externals not 
under my control, and which have to do with the choices I actu-
ally control. Where then do I look for good and evil? Not to 
uncontrollable externals, but within myself to the choices that are 
my own . . .”

—Epictetus, Discourses, 2.5.4–5

“Some things are in our control, while others are not. We control 
our opinion, choice, desire, aversion, and, in a word, everything 
of our own doing. We don’t control our body, property, reputa-
tion, position, and, in a word, everything not of our own doing. 
Even more, the things in our control are by nature free, unhin-
dered, and unobstructed, while those not in our control are weak, 
slavish, can be hindered, and are not our own.”

—Epictetus, Enchiridion, 1.1–2

“We control our reasoned choice and all acts that depend on that 
moral will. What’s not under our control are the body and any of 
its parts, our possessions, parents, siblings, children, or country—
anything with which we might associate.”

—Epictetus, Discourses, 1.22.10
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January 1st What things are truly in my control?

MOrNING rEFLECTION

EVENING rEFLECTION

January 2nd What am I learning and studying for?

MOrNING rEFLECTION
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THE DAILY STOIC JOURNAL WHAT’S uP TO uS, WHAT’S NOT uP TO uS

EVENING rEFLECTION

January 3rd What can I say no to so I can say yes to what matters?

MOrNING rEFLECTION

EVENING rEFLECTION
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January 4th Am I seeing clearly? Acting generously? Accepting what I can’t change?

MOrNING rEFLECTION

EVENING rEFLECTION

January 5th What is my purpose in life?

MOrNING rEFLECTION
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THE DAILY STOIC JOURNAL WHAT’S uP TO uS, WHAT’S NOT uP TO uS

EVENING rEFLECTION

January 6th Who am I and what do I stand for?

MOrNING rEFLECTION

EVENING rEFLECTION
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January 7th How can I keep my mind clear from pollution?

MOrNING rEFLECTION

EVENING rEFLECTION
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WEEK I I
T H E  S P H E r E  O F  C H O I C E

If the first step is to discern what is or isn’t in our control, the second 
is to focus our energy on the things we have a choice about. The Sto-

ics viewed the soul as a sphere that, when well tuned, well directed, 
was an invincible fortress against any trial or circumstance. Protected 
by our reason, this sphere of choice (prohairesis) is like a sacred temple 
and is the only thing we truly possess in life. We are the product of our 
choices, so it is essential then that we choose well. This week, consider 
and reflect on the choices you have: about your emotions, your actions, 
your beliefs, and your priorities.

“Keep this thought at the ready at daybreak, and through the day 
and night—there is only one path to happiness, and that is in 
giving up all outside of your sphere of choice, regarding nothing 
else as your possession, surrendering all else to God and Fortune.”

—Epictetus, Discourses, 4.4.39

“Who then is invincible? The one who cannot be upset by anything 
outside their reasoned choice.”

—Epictetus, Discourses, 1.18.21

“The soul is a sphere, true to itself. It neither projects itself toward 
any external thing nor does it collapse on itself, but instead radi-
ates a light which it shows itself the truth of all things and the 
truth in itself.”

—Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, 11.12
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January 8th What am I addicted to?

MOrNING rEFLECTION

EVENING rEFLECTION

January 9th If I don’t control what happens to me, what is left?

MOrNING rEFLECTION
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