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		“Workplace bullying can devastate people’s lives. Matt Sharpe’s excellent book shows how Stoic philosophy can help us cope wisely and resiliently with such challenges.”

		

		– Donald Robertson, author of How to Think Like a Roman Emperor: The Stoic Philosophy of Marcus Aurelius (2019), The Philosophy of Cognitive-Behavioural Therapy (CBT): Stoic Philosophy as Rational and Cognitive Psychotherapy (2020), and founding member of Modern Stoicism.

		

		“Sharpe understands the terror of being mobbed at work, he captures that terror in engaging prose, and he draws from Stoic philosophy practical ways of recovering the joy of life. Few books this profound are as easy to read as this one. It will do a lot of people a lot of good.”

		

		– Kenneth Westhues, Professor Emeritus, University of Waterloo, author of Eliminating Professors: A Guide to the Dismissal Process, coauthor of The Remedy and Prevention of Mobbing in Higher Education and other works.

		

		“Being the target of workplace bullying and harassment is confusing and paralysing. Matthew Sharpe is providing us with a different perspective-based on case studies, history and literature. I think that this perspective can help validate a target in the early stages of bullying and harassment and provide some sensible options.”

		

		– Evelyn M Field OAM.FAPS, author of Bully Blocking (2007), Bully Blocking at Work (2010) and Strategies for Surviving Bullying at Work (2011).

		

		“Bullying at work? Consider a Stoic response. Matthew Sharpe tells how in this accessible and practical treatment.”

		

		– Emeritus Professor Brian Martin, University of Wollongong, author of Justice ignited: the dynamics of backfire (2007), and Whistleblowing: A Practical Guide (2013).

		

		“This book should be required reading for anyone in a position to exercise power over others. For those who are being bullied, it allows Stoic wisdom to be used as a powerful and practical tool to help address the injustice that they are subjected to.”

		

		– Chris Halburd, NSW magistrate

		

		“This book is a therapeutic read for anyone who has been the target of bullying. It makes a distinct contribution by providing a self-help guide that is informed by the practical wisdom of Stoic philosophy. It will be a welcomed companion for those who are striving to grow through the experience of being bullied––from its sensitive analysis of this experience, to the thoughtful exercises on how to best respond.”

		

		– Dr. Rob Nolan, Clinical and Research Psychologist, Director of the Cardiac eHealth and Behavioural Cardiology Research Unit at the University Health Network, Toronto.

		

		“In this timely book, Matthew Sharpe provides a helpful framework and practical tools for surviving the hidden but widespread scourge of workplace bullying. Based on insights from Stoicism and contemporary psychology, How to Keep Your Head is a lifesaver for targets of bullying and those who support them.”

		

		– Brittany Polat, author of Tranquility Parenting (Rowman & Littlefield, 2019), co-founder Stoicare, steering committee member, Modern Stoicism
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		DEDICATION

		

		To anyone who has ever woken to find themselves the villain in someone else’s dream.

		

		And to my family, of course.

		

		“If you can keep your head when all about you

		Are losing theirs and blaming it on you,

		If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you,

		But make allowance for their doubting too;

		If you can wait and not be tired by waiting,

		Or being lied about, don’t deal in lies,

		Or being hated, don’t give way to hating,

		And yet don’t look too good, nor talk too wise …”

		Rudyard Kipling, “If”.

		

		“The best revenge is to be unlike the person who would harm you.”

		“Wherever it is possible to live, it is possible to live well.”

		“Remember that benevolence is invincible.”

		Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, VI, 6; V, 16; XI, 18.
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			INTRODUCTION
		

		

	
		
			Stoicism, Bullying, and Mobbing
		

		

		Ron had been working in management for over thirty years. He’d risen to become a successful leader in a tech company. But just when a major project he had spearheaded was about to be completed, Ron found himself relieved of his staff and responsibilities.

		The new supervisor who made this change assumed full credit for Ron’s work. Ron was relocated to an isolated desk and no longer included in the meetings associated with running the company. All of this without any explanation. After a few months of this humiliating treatment, Ron’s mental and physical health was beginning to deteriorate. He was found “wandering the streets with blood streaming down his face. He had just walked into a wall.”¹

		Sometime later, Ron suffered a heart attack, after a difficult work meeting. He was forced to go on disability leave and never returned to work. From riding high, in little time at all, Ron’s decades-long professional life was over, his good health now uncertain.

		Sylvie was a nurse in a psychiatric institution. Her boss, a professor, decided to separate Sylvie from a particular colleague in whose work Sylvie was sharing. Confused, Sylvie requested a meeting to discuss why this transfer might be necessary. The Professor received her in his office, and asked her with a condescending smile whether she was no longer pleased with the clinic?

		Sylvie tried to steer the discussion away from this oblique question back to the specific issue. But her boss only deflected her, affecting to not understand Sylvie’s concern, before ending the meeting and sending her away. Met by this brick wall, Sylvie went to her Union for assistance.

		At this point, the Professor reacted angrily, declaring the issue resolved and demanding that Sylvie never raise it again. A few hours later, Sylvie was again called in to meet him. This time, unbeknownst to Sylvie, the Head of the Clinic was also present, having evidently been “read into” the dispute by her boss behind closed doors.

		Sylvie was informed that it was their opinion that she was “mentally unstable” and needed to be examined by a psychiatrist. She should take sick leave immediately. In shock, Sylvie managed to ask her boss how he had come to this demeaning conclusion. To this query, he replied brutally that “I do not have to tell you that.” Full stop.

		So, Sylvie consulted the workplace doctor. The GP quickly saw that there was no reason for her to take sick leave. She was in full mental and physical health. Several days later, Sylvie was however recalled into her boss, who now demanded that she take at least three months of sick leave. When she reminded him of the professional opinion of the workplace doctor, he only doubled down, now attacking “this doctor who is incapable of recognizing a psychiatric condition”.

		From a position of being a valued employee, in just a few short weeks, Sylvie was now faced with a boss who had refused her request to discuss a workplace issue, represented her as at least half-crazy when she tried to exercise her basic rights as an employee, and shown himself willing to over-ride the opinion of a medical professional in order to force her to take a period of sick leave she did not need.

		After over a decade of work in which Marta had advanced to nearly the top of the professional hierarchy, she contested a managerial proposal to transform performance measures in her workplace. She raised the issue with her superior, who was dismissive. So, informed by her professional experience, and citing professional sources, she drafted a report detailing reasons why she felt that this policy was not the right one for the work group, canvassing and receiving support from several colleagues.

		The next thing Marta knew, she was called into a senior manager’s office who told her that she was “naïve” to think her emails were private, that her report implied that the new policy was “*#&^* [expletive]”, whereas “the company had treated her well”. Most darkly of all, “some of her emails could be construed as bullying”. When she asked who had made these charges, on what basis, the answer was a flat: “I am not going to tell you that”. Full stop.

		Marta was sent back unceremoniously into the office area with the one or more people involved in presumably sharing her emails without her consent and anonymously blackening her good name. No one approached her or said a word about the affair. Over time, Marta began to experience dread of attending work, suffering anxiety and panic attacks on-site.

		She asked to have her office moved, and gradually over time became more and more isolated from her work group. At one group meeting, in Marta’s presence, the line manager who had championed the new performance measures openly told jokes about her social life from years before, laughing with the others as she helplessly looked on.

		All recognition of her work was withdrawn, whereas others’ achievements were warmly celebrated. Each time Marta tried to protest, her requests for help were depicted as “accusatory”, if not “all in her head”. She was hauled into meetings with her senior manager and HR, and made to answer as the accused, not as the target of a continuing cycle of unsubstantiated allegations damaging her professional reputation, which also came to affect (as in Sylvie’s case) several people associated with her work. The documentation of the incidents the Union submitted on her behalf at these meetings was ignored. Even as her demotion was mooted if she couldn’t “get along” with others, her manager assured her that none of this even amounted to a formal disciplinary process: “why are you so worried?”²

		To echo a famous phrase from the American Naval pilot, James Stockdale, when he became a prisoner of war with the Viet Cong, Marta, like Ron, Sylvie, and millions of other workers globally, had entered unwittingly into the world of the Stoics.

		

	
		

		
			The Target Experience: When Your Rubicon has been Crossed
		

		

		This is a book about how to survive workplace bullying or “mobbing”, to use the term now favored by many scholars (see Chapter One). It aims to show how targets and their supports can use the ancient philosophy of Stoicism, which is today enjoying a global revival, to get through this extraordinarily difficult experience.

		The last three decades has seen a welcome growth in awareness of the phenomenon of bullying in schools, online, and in workplaces. Psychologists and social workers, sociologists, and psychoanalysts, as well as former targets writing to assist others, have examined:

		

		• What is bullying, or is it better considered as “mobbing” (a process always involving at least two aggressors or enablers)?

		• What are its different patterns and recurrent features?

		• Why does it happen?

		• How frequent is bullying?

		• What types of people, if any, typically do it? Men or women? Old or young? With which, if any specific psychological profiles?

		• Whom do bullies typically target, and why, or is the phenomenon as random and incalculable as a natural catastrophe?

		• What role do organizations play in making bullying possible, and very often, as all the statistics suggest, failing to put an end to it?

		• Or is what we call “bullying” all about specific kinds of relationships between different kinds of people?

		• How much does bullying and mobbing in workplaces cost communities, in lives lost or blighted; but also economically, in hours and days of productivity lost?

		

		These important subjects will be addressed in passing in this book. But only as part of my primary aim: that is, insofar as helping bullying targets understand what is happening to them, and how altogether common it is, can help them to see ways beyond their present darkness. The author is a philosopher and social theorist, with training in public policy, who has for many years taught and written on the social and political applications of psychoanalytic theory, as well as Stoic philosophy. So, I can only express my indebtedness here from the very start to the foundational works in bullying studies of figures like Andrea Adams, Heinz Leymann, Gary and Ruth Namie, Brian Martin, Kenneth Westhues, and Evelyn Field, on whose accounts (and several of whose examples) I will be drawing.³

		This book shares with their work the deep sense that bullying and mobbing in workplaces is a grave social problem, of troublingly widespread proportions. Indeed, workplace abuse of employees is a silent social epidemic which darkens far too many lives. It also costs institutions and communities almost untold, wholly avoidable financial and cultural damages.⁴

		But my primary aim in this little book is to bring to actual targets of bullying, and their supports, the extraordinary practical wisdom, and therapeutic insights of the ancient philosophy of Stoicism.⁵ For this experience is often an extremely difficult one which leaves its targets feeling isolated, worn out, demoralized, confused, angry, or even traumatized:

		

		• How after all is a person to come to terms with a situation in which they are subject to repeated forms of open and covert humiliation, all of which seems there to send them a message that they are no longer welcome, valued, and respected in their place of work?

		• How are targets to respond to a work situation wherein they feel not only their professional identity and future under siege, but also (as such) their material wellbeing, and thereby that of their families?

		• How above all will they respond when they see that the ordinary avenues for seeking redress and safety in their workplaces, by approaching their managers or HR, only serves to make the situation worse?

		• How should they bear up, even as going to work each day becomes more and more of an ordeal, and when they discover that any show of emotion may be turned around against them, as evidence that they were too “fragile” or “unstable” all along?

		• How can they be expected to respond when they realize that even trying to tell their colleagues about their distress only causes many to withdraw, adding insult and pariah-like isolation to professional injury?

		

		Let me use an historical analogy to try to capture the shock and disorientation involved in cases of workplace bullying, for those who are unprepared for what it standardly dishes up.

		It is one thing when some proverbial Julius Caesar crosses a Rubicon somewhere (the recognized border of Roman territory), with armed legions and the open intent to betray, fight, and conquer his enemies. Then, people can make their choices–to flee, defect, or stay and man the walls. War is war.

		The target of the bully often has no such clarity, and no such luxury. It is as if here, Caesar (the bully) crosses the Rubicon into your psychological and professional territory dressed in civilian clothing, maybe a corporate suit. When you challenge him, far from throwing aside the disguise and taking up arms, he protests that he comes in peace. Even as his legions keep advancing into your homeland, your colleague and his friends tell you that all of this, and this entire need for defenses you seem to feel, is in your imagination. At least in front of any neutral audience, he assures you that he is your friend and only concerned about your safety and wellbeing.

		Yet, when you turn your back, his legionaries put more fields to the torch. If therefore, in despair and anxiety, the bullying target openly takes up arms, gets angry, and tries to fight back, the trap has been sprung. Now, the bully and their clique can accuse the target of being the aggressor all along, laying claim to the very high ground they have been trampling all over.

		Meanwhile, seeing the lay of the land, targets’ neighbors and former allies typically put their heads in the sand. When you call out to them for aid, most do not answer. Some uncomfortably echo Caesar’s disbelief that the target’s plight is even real. Some tell the aggrieved target to go away, lest the workplace Caesars next choose to target them. Others swell the ranks of Caesar’s army when they see the target is alone and helpless.

		No matter which way the target turns, it can seem like their Rome—their job, their professional reputation, their future career, perhaps their very self-esteem—is set to fall.

		

	
		

		
			Stoicism, a shield to take into the battle
		

		

		Some readers may find this Julius Caesar analogy a bit antiquated. But it is useful to help people understand what bullying and mobbing feel like from the inside for targets. There is the profound crisis (and cutting betrayals) of civil war. There is the breach of recognized boundaries and the breakdown of basic norms of social behavior. There is the “gaslighting”, wherein targets are treated awfully, only for the aggressors to deny that they have done a single thing. There is even, often enough, the domineering personality of some figure who puts their own ego above everything else, and feels entitled to lie, betray, and ostracize others, so long as they are not caught in the act.

		There is a second reason for my Roman historical analogy. The philosophy of Stoicism attained to its greatest influence in ancient Rome, from the time of Julius Caesar (1st century BCE) to the reign of the philosopher-emperor Marcus Aurelius (161-178 CE), whose Meditations remains a classic of world literature. As its admirers throughout history have commented, Stoicism is a philosophy to take with you in difficult times. Even into different forms of war.

		The title of a famous little summary of Stoic practices from the Stoic Epictetus, produced in the early second century CE, is the Encheiridion. This means: a manual to hold in your hand, but also a small shield you might carry into a battle. Thinking of the Roman Stoic Seneca, surrounded by the intrigues and craziness of Emperor Nero and his lackeys, the French philosopher Denis Diderot exclaimed that Stoicism is a “philosophy to take to Court, alongside the powerful, in the exercise of public functions, or else it is a forlorn voice which cries in the desert.”⁶

		Today, most of us do not need to go to war or fend for ourselves against the machinations of bloodthirsty tyrants. But we might say that Stoicism is a philosophy to take with you when you find yourself the subject of acts of overt and covert aggression, rumors, innuendos, and false or unsubstantiated accusations in your workplace. Stoicism today is a philosophy which can serve as a shield to assist people who find themselves the unwitting targets of workplace bullying or mobbing.

		As we will examine in Chapter Two, Stoicism s a philosophy designed to be a way of life, an art of living, a guide for how to live–in good times and in bad.⁷ In this way, it is a hundred miles away from what academic philosophers mostly do in today’s universities.

		In the last century, Stoicism exerted a huge influence via figures like Albert Elis on cognitive behavioral therapy and rational emotive behavioral therapy and, as such, on modern clinical psychology.⁸ It is a philosophy which promotes an ethical goal which the Stoics call “living in harmony” with nature and with others. Stoic texts also provide students with deep insights into the internal obstacles in the way of our achieving such harmonious serenity–principally, in forms of negative or destructive emotions.⁹

		Last but not least, the Roman Stoics’ texts furnish powerful practical exercises which people can undertake, to cultivate the strengths of character needed to withstand the different obstacles life presents, including the wiles of people like bullies and the weaknesses of their enablers.

		Many readers may associate Stoicism with the idea of “grinning and bearing it”. Stoicism is popularly depicted as a fatalistic philosophy which could seem like the worst thing to reach for in a crisis like that of facing down a mob of workplace bullies, with managerial complacency or complicity. When you or others are suffering injustices, there is surely a need for courage, to stand up for yourself.

		Another recurrent criticism of Stoicism is that it devalues human emotions, wanting to turn people into lifeless statues, when we are not made of stone and wood (see Chapter Two). Targets of bullying will typically feel an entire sweep of negative emotions: shock, betrayal, anger, confusion, suspicion, fear, distress, panic, loneliness, shame, and anxiety (see Chapter Three).¹⁰ If Stoicism tells us that we should just “get rid” of these emotions, it sounds like many bullies themselves, who point to any show of emotion in targets as “proof” that they deserve what they are getting. When Stoicism is presented in this way, it may even sound like the subjective testimony of the kinds of “snakes in suits” sociopaths whom research shows regularly bully others.¹¹ These figures lack all empathy and perceive the whole world in the fear-driven categories of “strength” and “weakness”.

		However, as we’ll explore in Chapter Two, one of the exciting dimensions of the revival of Stoicism in the work of figures like Donald Robertson, Massimo Pigliucci and Tim Le Bon involves the questioning of these images of Stoicism. Stoicism in their work, and in initiatives like the Stoicare group, emerges as a much more humane philosophy, grounded in a highly prosocial and therapeutic approach to life, aiming to assist people in challenging situations, as well as when times are easy.¹²

		Stoicism is mentioned in passing in several of the existing books out there on how targets of bullying and mobbing can understand what is happening to them, preserve their mental and physical wellbeing, and empower themselves to push back constructively. In other cases, some of the strategies authors recommend for dealing with the psychological damages and challenges of being targeted by bullies resonate with key Stoic themes and exercises.¹³

		Yet this is the first book that aims to introduce readers to Stoic philosophy and practice who are, or have been, targets of bullying campaigns at work. It is the first also to draw out from Stoicism a series of insights and exercises which targets can use when the Rubicon of their professional, social, and psychological selves comes under the multi-frontal forms of attack widely known as bullying or mobbing.

		There are several key dimensions of Stoicism which equip it especially well to face the challenges bullying targets are presented with.

		

		1. Preparing for difficult encounters and conversations: as long as the targets stay in their workplaces, and the bullying is not stopped, the first call of business is enabling them to continue to work productively in an increasingly hostile environment, whilst maintaining a functional level of peace of mind. Stoicism’s practices of premeditating adversities, to prepare for even the worst eventualities, is an invaluable practice here.

		2. Dealing with insults: Stoicism’s emphasis on keeping your head when others around you lose theirs saw them developing powerful philosophical strategies for dealing with an experience all targets will share: that of being insulted, slandered and misrepresented, whether openly or behind their backs. Stoicism’s practices for dealing with–and taking the “teeth” out from–insults and false accusations, key weapons in bullies’ arsenals, are too-little-known tools which bullying targets can draw upon when their colleagues continue to bait them, hoping to cause distress and anguish.

		3. Reclaiming boundaries: bullying or mobbing has been described by Heinz Leymann in his classic work Workplace Mobbing as Psychological Terrorism: How Groups Eliminate Unwanted Members as a form of “psychological terrorism”.¹⁴ It is an experience in which the boundaries of the individual’s sense of self are undermined: their professional self and capacity to work, their social self and right to recognition, and their personal selves, in cases where their privacy is withdrawn and their private lives are discussed behind closed doors, or mocked to their faces.

		    Stoicism is a philosophy which stresses the importance of knowing what is in our control, and what is not in our control, and taking ownership of the difference. Your bullying Caesar and his minions may have crossed your pre-bullying Rubicon, whispering rumors and giggling snidely behind their hands. But you can build up and man the walls of your own inner citadel to keep cool and conduct the defense.

		4. Reclaiming agency: we’re going to see that bullying and mobbing are so insidious and potentially damaging for targets insofar as they involve firstly actions intended to demean, belittle, disempower, or shame the targets, and secondly, attempts to silence any criticism or complaints against these actions, or depict these effects (the target’s responses) as the causes of the problem.

		      As a result of this “one-two punch” aspect of the phenomenon, as I will call it, the target experiences both the hurt of the first blows, then the shock and further insult that their hurt is not recognized or taken seriously by the people, managers, whom they had supposed would protect their wellbeing in the workplace. Instead, they are blamed for what is happening to them, despite the obvious injustice and cruelty of this turnaround.

		      Workplace bullying targets hence typically feel humiliated and betrayed. They also feel disempowered, robbed of a sense of agency, a powerless object or “victim”–a word which I think it is better to avoid using, preferring “target” (which implies that bullies can miss, and be made to miss!)

		      Stoicism maintains that all human beings have the inalienable capacities to think and govern their own lives. This is non-negotiable. Even if the Devil was your head bully, as in the Biblical story of Job, Stoicism affirms that targets have the agency to think about and respond to what is coming at them. There is what happens to us, then there is what we do with it.

		      We cannot control what others feel right to say and do. In cases of mobbing, the direct avenues of redress within our workplace may in addition have been effectively taken from us–if the bullies either are themselves managers, or have recruited managers, who hold formal power over targets. But we do have control over how we respond to all of this, and what we do with the difficult hand that fortune has dealt us.

		5. Dealing with our emotions: the target of workplace bullying is intended by their bullies to feel bad about themselves, their work, their life, their prospects, their very worth as a human being. We’ve already indicated the cocktail of emotional stressors targets report experiencing (see Chapter Three).

		      Because of the one-two punch structure of bullying, if a target shows their rage, their confusion, their despair, this show of emotion is often turned around against them by the bullies. “Gotcha! See, this person is not a good fit … difficult … unstable … has a martyr complex … needs help ... Have we not been saying this all along?”

		      If the bullies have managers onside, the whole thing takes on the aspect of playing Monopoly with the banker. This in fact is how one Union industrial officer involved in historical cases of mobbing described it to the author. As painful and difficult as this can be, a key part of any strategy for surviving workplace bullying is hence going to be a forced confrontation with a target’s own negative emotions–in some cases, emotions they may not have felt before as an adult. There will also be the enforced need to hold back from expressing these emotions in a presently unsafe environment.

		      The Stoics wrote consolations for people experiencing grief and loss, even exile: the last, a situation which is not altogether foreign to many bulling targets who face isolation and silencing in their workplaces. Seneca wrote a text on how to handle anger, another emotion targets feel when they begin to understand what is happening to them. Many of the insights these Stoic texts contain about how to reduce anger and turn melancholic grief into more affirmative forms of mourning, are uncannily relevant to bullying targets in workplaces today.

		6. Managing symptoms of stress, anxiety, PTSD: from the earliest dedicated studies, results have again and again showed that experiencing workplace bullying is amongst the most stressful experiences people can have. It has damaging psychological effects, and these can cause a raft of flow-on, physiological illnesses, from stomach and heart complaints to high blood pressure and sleeplessness. In too many cases, mobbing can lead to the very worst outcome. This is that the target feels so helpless, confused, and violated that they take their own lives.

		      If you are presently a target of workplace bullying, you should seek out support using the kinds of cautions for communication we’ll explore (especially if you reach out to work colleagues). Targets will almost always benefit from getting good counselling or psychological help. Stoicism’s practices for paying attention to what we are thinking, and its stress on the importance of separating what is and is not presently under our control can nevertheless assist people, as they wrestle with typical symptoms of mobbing like hypervigilance, insomnia, and the involuntary repetition of memories and thoughts about their experiences.

		      From a Stoic perspective, as we’ll see, no one can fully control when the internal manifestations of fear, stress and trauma might affect us. But we can become more aware of them. And we can become better able to live with and reduce their negative effects, rather than them “living through us”, and dragging us down.

		7. Planning for beyond: for the Stoics, you are not what others say about you, let alone what a small clique of mobbers and their enablers allege. This remains true, even if your bully or bullies manage to convince enough people to give you legitimate concerns that your professional reputation is unalterably damaged.

		      We are rational, social creatures capable of living well, even when others lose their heads around us. We are born into families and communities and are bound to them by natural ties which also give rise to obligations and responsibilities, meaning-conferring connections and shared concerns and experiences which make life worth living.

		      Justice is a Stoic virtue or strength. So, although others may have treated you appallingly, and those charged with maintaining justice at work have fallen asleep at the wheel (or have actively been steering the car off the road), you can and should still stand up for yourself. Just because others would deny basic fairness to you in no way means you should not claim it as a right. You can seek out recourse, and tribunals which you will give you the natural justice (basic rights of expression and fair consideration) your boss and colleagues may have tried to deny you.

		      Targets can make decisions about how far they wish to pursue their cases, and at what moment it is better to let the matter rest, for the sake of their own wellbeing, and that of their family. There is always a beyond to the workplace mobbing. It can just be hard to see it when targets are entangled in its web.

		

	
		

		
			Prospectus
		

		

		This little book has a simple structure: first, an introduction to the problem, workplace bulling and mobbing in its different dimensions (Chapter One); next, an introduction to Stoicism, as the framework to address the problem (Chapter Two), then two chapters applying the framework to the problem (Chapters Three-Four). First, I’ll discuss and present Stoic exercises to address the different internal psychological challenges that bullying targets face, so they can take care of themselves in this difficult experience (Chapter Three). The book closes by applying Stoic practices to the external challenges involved in deciding how a bullying target should respond, by staying and fighting or moving on and letting go (Chapter Four).

		In Chapter One, I’ll present an understanding of workplace bullying, its features, and usual stages. This will show how the more recent term “mobbing”, coined by Heinz Leymann, better captures bullying’s intersecting social dimensions in almost all cases. This chapter also lays out the characteristic kinds of harms bulling involves, to the social, professional, and larger selves of targets.

		Chapter Two gives a working introduction to Stoicism for those who are encountering the philosophy for the first time. This introduction highlights those aspects of this philosophy of relevance to the experience of workplace mobbing targets.

		Chapter Three looks at Stoic ways of understanding and regulating the negative emotions you may be feeling, if you are undergoing the sustained attacks on your personal, social, and professional worth that subjects like Marta, Sylvia and Ron have faced. The aim of the practical Stoic exercises set out in this chapter is to help targets minimize the extent to which the emotions of anxiety, shock, anger, and stress can overwhelm them, precipitating potentially damaging forms of response to the baiting of bullies.

		Chapter Four sets out Stoic exercises to help targets as they come to make their decisions— whether to stay and fight the bullying, or whether to leave on their own terms, without letting this adverse experience define who they are, and who they still can be.

		“The best revenge is not to become like those who would harm you”, the Stoic philosopher-emperor Marcus Aurelius said in his Meditations (VI, 6). I have always thought that this was one of the most sublime sentences in all of Marcus’ wonderful book, or anywhere else. It is my hope that the chapters that follow will help readers not to become like those who feel justified in trying to harm them and their careers, and to keep their heads and their hearts, when those around them have lost theirs, and chosen to blame you.

		A final note here concerns the choice to focus solely on workplace bullying. This can include cyberbullying, and several kinds of electronic harassment will be mentioned here. But this subject obviously excludes the other terrible dimension of this social problem: the prevalence of schoolyard and cyberbullying amongst school-age children and teens.

		Many of the features of workplace bullies and their bullying closely resemble those of school-age bullies. There is a good reason for this. The schoolyard is often the first forum in which many future workplace bullies are exposed to bullying, as onlookers or targets, but also as instigators and participants. Parents concerned that their child is being bullied may therefore draw some insights from this book. Many of the psychological and social effects experienced by adult targets replicate those of kids bullied online or at school. But, alongside dedicated services, they are urged to seek out one or more of the titles on school bullying which I will add to the bibliography.

		I’d like to thank Donald Robertson, Brittany Polat, Evelyn Field, Kenneth Westhues, and Brian Martin for looking over the drafts of this book, or for their more general support for the project—as well as my kids, for being kids.

		

		

		

		
			CHAPTER ONE
		

		

	
		
			Workplace Bullying or Mobbing
		

		

	
		
			A social problem: from bullying to mobbing
		

		

		It does not matter at which statistics you look, from which country. The number of reported cases of bullying in workplaces, and the associated medical and other costs, is alarmingly high.

		According to leading sources in the author’s home country, for just one example, around 10% of Australian workers in any six-month period report experience bullying, defined as “repeated and unreasonable behavior directed towards a worker or a group of workers that creates a risk to health and safety,” including psychological health. The Productivity Commission in 2010 estimated the economic cost, including medical payouts, sums a staggering $36 billion per annum.¹⁵

		In the United States, the 2021 Workplace Bulling Institute survey suggests that 13% of American workers are subject to bullying at one any one time. A further 17% reported having been subject to it before the last twelve months. As the report states: “30% suffer abusive conduct at work, another 19% witness it, 49% are affected by it, and 66% are aware that workplace bullying happens.” Given the scale of the US workforce, this would mean that about “6.6 million are responsible for bullying 48 million targeted workers”. Each of these people will have a family, social networks, financial responsibilities, and the basic desire to go to work feeling like a safe and valued individual.¹⁶

		Of course, if you are one of the targets of bullying, right now, it’s cold comfort to know you are far from alone. It is nevertheless an important thing to recall, since each experience is unique, and bullies and their enablers set out to isolate their targets. Feeling alone is part of the psychological terrorism, to use one of Heinz Leymann’s terms.¹⁷ As we’ll return to in Chapter Three, feeling like your situation is unprecedented, because it usually is unprecedented in your prior experience, is also a very common response. Nevertheless, targets’ experiences are sadly far from unique. Reading over many cases you are instead struck by how much they all share.

		A similar point applies to getting our definitions straight as to what exactly bullying is. If you are a target of one or more forms of bullying conduct, you will know what bullying is, existentially. So, such general considerations may seem incidental.

		Nevertheless, it can be empowering for targets (as well as managers) to understand what bullying is, its different recurrent features, dynamics and moving parts. This understanding better enables all of us to identify and respond to its pernicious manifestations and effects. Also, some targets will know too well how, in the last decades as awareness of workplace bullying has grown globally, more and more bullies themselves have begun charging their targets with “bullying” as a way to defend themselves. We saw this with Marta.

		So, definitions matter, especially in the face of such projective reversals of blame or “cry bullying”, as it has been called.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Bullying is never just criticizing others or their work. People also have a right to dispute how another has treated them in the workplace, ask for an apology or explanation, and the like. Neither is bullying a boss deciding not to give someone a raise. The International Labor Organization (ILO) defines bullying as: offensive behavior through vindictive, cruel, malicious, or humiliating attempts to undermine an individual or groups of employees.
			

		

		

		

		

		As the first plural in this ILO definition¹⁸ (“attempts”) suggests, several things need immediately to be clarified:

		

		• firstly, this offensive behavior cannot be a once off. A vindictive or cruel email, by itself, or even once a year or so, may not amount to bullying. A single nasty joke at another’s expense, by itself, likewise is not bullying. Perhaps the perpetrators, when confronted, will recognize fault, and apologize. However, if the “vindictive, cruel, malicious or humiliating attempts to undermine” a target continue and become a pattern, so it is not just one such act but many, over weeks, months, and sometimes years, then this pattern will constitute bullying.

		• a second addition to the ILO definition, straight away, is that most definitions of bullying add the very important proviso that bullying requires that there is an imbalance of power in the workplace between the bullier(s), and the person targeted. This power may be formal, in the case of bullying bosses or managers. Or it may be informal, if the bully is at the same or lower levels than their targets but manages to recruit others against them. We’ll return to this consideration in a moment.

		

		First, let’s drill down now into the kinds of patterned workplace behaviors which sources agree qualify as “vindictive, cruel, malicious or humiliating attempts to undermine a target or targets”.

		

		The kinds of things bullies (repeatedly) do

		

		The popular image of the bully is probably that of the half-crazed, angry boss shouting down at a frightened worker, cowering over her desk, as other workers look away. Or perhaps it is the “mean girl” who publicly humiliates her target, surrounded by a posse of admiring wannabes.

		However, bullying is not always like this.¹⁹ Indeed, far more often, bullies are much more cunning. They realize that open aggression against targets is both ugly and risky. Its optics are not great and stripping down people in public can create fear in onlookers, rather than the kind of loyalty one might need if challenged by a plucky target who tries to blow the whistle. Bullies also realize that, since workers are human beings with many dimensions and vulnerabilities, there are many other ways you can “work” someone, and work to undermine them.

		Different authorities give different enumerations, but here is what the American Workplace Bullying Institute (AWBI)’s research indicate are the “top 25 tactics” used by bullies.²⁰

		

		1. Making false accusations about the target to others, including managers, as in the case of Marta (a whopping 71% of those surveyed had seen or experienced bullies doing this in their workplace).

		2. Using non-verbal intimidation, like smiling, staring, glaring, coughing, or scoffing whilst targets speak, as in Sylvie’s case (68%).

		3. Dismissing an individual’s thoughts or feelings, by ignoring them or making disparaging remarks like “that’s silly”, “that’s crazy”, as again with Sylvie, but also Marta (64%).

		4. Using the “silent treatment”, isolation, ostracism, social exclusion in the workplace, “death by silence”, as Ron faced (64%).

		5. Exhibiting unpredictable mood swings. This is one of the “brute” boss’s possible traits, but it can also feature in forms of gaslighting, whereby the target is made to doubt their judgment, or even their sanity, including by bullies switching from active aggression to superficial kindness or concern (61%).

		6. Making up special rules that the bullies (or their allies) don’t follow, but targets are expected to follow (61%).

		7. Disregarding targets’ work, even at indirect cost to the company or workplace, and withdrawing recognition for their achievements (58%).

		8. Holding the target to a different standard than other employees (57%).

		9. Spreading or failing to stop destructive rumours to ruin the target’s reputation and contribute to their ostracism or blacklisting as “troublesome”, “difficult”, etc. (56%).

		10. Encouraging others, including managers, to turn against their target (55%).

		11. Isolating the target socially, “geographically” (moving them to another area of the workplace), or professionally by not inviting them to events (54%).

		12. Displaying “gross”, undignified but not illegal behaviour (53%).

		13. Yelling and screaming to humiliate a target (here is the brute boss!) (53%).

		14. Stealing credit for targets’ work, as we saw in Ron’s case (47%).

		15. Abusing the evaluation process, by lying about targets’ performance (46%).

		16. Accusing the target of being insubordinate or “difficult”, “aggressive”, “unstable, “insubordinate”, even “a bully” if they contest their treatment, as we saw in the case of Marta (46%).

		17. Using confidential information about an individual’s nonwork life to humiliate that individual (45%).

		18. Retaliating after a complaint was filed (45%).

		19. Insulting someone’s gender, race, accent, language, or disability (44%).

		20. Assigning undesirable work or withdrawing desirable work at the employee’s level of competence, as punishment (44%).

		21. Making impossible demands, like the case of Joan described by Davenport, Schwartz, and Elliott in Mobbing: Emotional Abuse in the American Workplace, who was forced to make decisions whilst being deprived of relevant information, only then to be criticized for failing to make the best calls (44%).²¹

		22. Launching a campaign to oust the target “in the name of the greater good”, which may of course involve any (or many) of the other 24 behaviours here (43%).

		23. Encouraging the target to quit, including by threatening further action if they do not (43%).

		24. Sabotaging an individual’s contributions to team goals to make them look bad, “not a team player”, etc. (41%).

		25. Ensuring the target’s projects fail, a tactic identified with a type of bullying sometimes called “blocking” (40%).²²

		

		Remember: this is just the top 25 tactics workplace bullies use, and that this top 25 only gets us down to tactics 40% of respondents to the Institute’s survey had observed in their working lives. Readers begin to get a sense of how multi-colored is the palate of forms of “psychological terrorism” available to those who feel no scruples about painting with them. We also glimpse what an ugly canvas and tribute to human cruelty workplace bullying represents. Heinz Leymann, in his classic work Mobbing lists no less than 45 bullying behaviors, to cite just one other example.²³ And Leymann’s classic work predated email, social media and the internet.

		Readers can secondly see straight away what a range of different kinds of strategies this top 25 already includes. There is the overt aggression of the boss who yells, screams, and abuses (tactic 13). But there is also the much more subtle, harder to call out or pin down ways in which the target can be sent the message that they are “not worth very much around here”. These range from blocking (25) and not recognizing their work (7), to spreading rumors (9), making false accusations, the tactic seemingly par excellence (1), and conducting campaigns to slander a colleague behind the target’s back (9, 10, 22-24). Most bullies are less lumbering grizzly bears, than sly foxes who do their best work by night.

		

		The need for fellow bullies, audiences, and enablers

		

		There is a third thing which is important about this AWBI “greatest hits” list, however. This is how many of these tactics necessarily involve or implicate third parties, beyond just the bullies and their targets. Think of:

		

		• spreading false accusations (1),

		• the “silent treatment” and exclusion of a target (4),

		• failing to credit targets’ work (7),

		• starting or failing to stop rumors about someone (9),

		• encouraging others to join the campaign (10),

		• isolating the target (11),

		• plagiarizing or taking credit for the target’s work (14),

		• misrepresenting their work in performance reviews (16),

		• using private information to slander (17),

		• launching a campaign to get rid of the target, including recruiting authorities to “manage them out” (22).

		

		Others, like nonverbal (2) and verbal humiliation (13) do not require an audience or coparticipants, but the presence of others will magnify their likely harm.

		Besides, one person against three, four, or more people stands a lot less chance of being believed, should it come to an open airing of competing perspectives.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					In other words, bullies rarely act alone. Much of their work requires solidifying a prejudicial image of the target in others’ minds. If they are clever at all, they will recruit others who can help them do the dirty work: this is called “vulturing”, and the bullies’ 2ICs (seconds in command) are sometimes called “flying monkeys”. These accomplices can share the blame if things ever turn bad. Moreover, their shared testimony against the target provides a strong prima facie case to justify their actions. “Sam is just a difficult person. Aeneas, Georgia, and Jacqueline all agree. Isn’t he, guys? It’s such a shame, but …”
			

		

		

		

		

		Fourthly, many of these tactics require that asymmetry of power mentioned above: that is, the involvement of people in formal authority in the workplace, either directly (in cases of disregarding or blocking targets’ work (7, 25)) or indirectly, by turning a blind eye to or sanctioning behaviors like ostracizing, belittling, isolating, rumor-trading, and making up false accusations against the targets (1, 9, 10, 22).

		It is for these reasons, following Hans Leymann, that many researchers studying bullying use the term “mobbing” to describe all forms of bullying in the workplace.²⁴ For mobbing names a bullying game that takes at least two. I mean two perpetrators, leagued as a “mob” against the target. The word “mobbing” evokes medieval or early modern mobs. These mobs would gather to lynch or tar and feather pariahs in their communities, with the active or tacit consent of authorities. (Today, the term better evokes internet crowds who gang up against a target on twitter or facebook to “deplatform” them).

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Davenport et al’s definition of mobbing in their work Mobbing: Emotional Abuse in the American Workplace, is powerful and incisive: Mobbing is an emotional assault. It begins when an individual becomes the target of disrespectful and harmful behavior. Through innuendo, rumors, and public discrediting [i.e., tactics 1 and 9 above], a hostile environment is created in which one individual gathers others to willingly, or unwillingly, participate in continuous malevolent actions to force a person out of the workplace [i.e., tactic 22 above].
			

		

		

		

		

		With this description of workplace bullying as mobbing, we have come some way from the ILO’s opening definition, which makes bullying seem like something one perpetrator does to another. But, as we have said, if a bully is clever, and many of them are very clever, very driven, very seductive, and very Machiavellian types (what psychologists call “high Machs”²⁵), then they will also be mobbers, when they choose a target to visit their cruelty, envy, or other insecurities upon.

		And when these mobbers are clever, especially when they are narcissistic high-Machs, they will know that the most important step in ensuring that a mobbing is successful is the support of a compliant manager. Indeed, in some accounts, the first phase of a mobbing is played out wholly off stage. It involves the instigator’s seduction of the line manager, perhaps starting with the job interview. This way, the bully knows that their boss “has their back” as they go to their work. At some moment, a manager will have to be directly read into the mobbing. At least, everything hinges on their being convinced that the target is the real cause of the problems which they may be showing distress about.

		In what follows, we’ll use the terms mobbing and bullying interchangeably. However, as we’ve now seen, Leymann’s term “mobbing” captures more clearly the ways that bulling is a social phenomenon. It is something which takes place within social groups and institutions. Bullying rarely involves just one “lone wolf” or “rogue bully” uninterested in sharing her animosity against the target with others. The others also can assist him or her in forcing the target to reconsider their career position and prospects, as well as sharing in the diffusion of any possible blame.

		

	
		

		
			The one-two punch: bullies must deny that they are bullying
		

		

		There is another darkly fascinating dimension of workplace mobbing which many definitions I think miss. In doing so, they miss a key feature which makes bullying so traumatizing to many targets.

		In a workplace, the first person an employee who feels that they are being subjected to “cruel, vindictive, or malicious behaviors” should go to is their line manager. It is the recognized task of the line manager to manage relations between employees. In cases of conflict between their employees, it is the line manager’s task to try to come to a resolution which enables both parties to continue working as well as possible. It is not the manager’s task to take sides without hearing both parties, even if they must decide that one or other party to the dispute is more in the wrong or right.

		But imagine the anxiety someone like Sylvie from our Introduction faces, when it is her boss, whose decisions have caused the conflict. And imagine her shock when she went to him and he dismissed her feelings and concerns, suggesting that they reflected her mental instability!

		Imagine the terror of an employee, who may have felt increasingly anxious about attending work for months, and who remains deeply worried about “not rocking the boat”, who finally gets desperate enough to go to their boss for assistance. Yet when they do so, they find that their boss has clearly already been “worded up” by their bullies. So, rather than trying to help or mediate, the boss redoubles the inter-collegial blows which have been directed against the target with threats of formal disciplining, “if things do not change”.

		Again, imagine the disorientation of another case known to the author. Early in the mobbing, the target emailed their bully, asking for an apology for their damaging mistreatment of a distressed third party. This email was almost instantly forwarded to their boss with the charge that it constituted “bullying” and “had to stop”. Everything was just as if the bully had complete faith that his boss would take his side, without considering either the facts surrounding this case, or the testimony of the other two parties involved.

		The manager’s prompt response amply justified this bully’s faith. It also terrorized the target, who now realized very clearly that no avenues of formal redress remained available to her within her workplace. Indeed, based on this “serious concern” raised by the bully, she was called in for a quasi-disciplinary hearing of her own with a senior manager and Human Resources.

		At moments like these, readers can see what I call the “one-two punch” structure of workplace mobbing, which puts its targets into such a dreadful way. It all happens, often before targets are even aware of the trap into which they’ve fallen.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					• The first blow in the one-two punch, with the right glove, involves the repeated aggressions, disparagement, taunts, etc. of the target (or her associates) by colleagues within her work group. This is bad enough, especially if it is unprovoked or directed against a person who does not understand why they have been targeted. • The second punch is the left hook from above, which knocks many targets flat. This is the clear acceptance by the line manager of the mobbers’ image of the target as so unworthy or troublesome that their basic rights to natural justice, the presumption of innocence, to speak and be heard and to face their accusers, can all be suspended. (As we’ll see, Leymann suggests that it is at this moment that the case definitively becomes one of mobbing).
			

		

		

		

		

		The psychological and social force of this second punch should not be under-estimated. Targets often say that it is hard for anyone who has not received it to understand its impact. As a result of the second managerial blow, the target knows that s/he is effectively helpless within the organization to stop the patterned, overt, and covert aggression which has been making coming to work its own kind of ordeal.

		Indeed, in cases where the target has shown such emotions as distress or anger, they may have been served notice that this kind of “unbalanced” conduct is exactly the kind of thing which their boss thinks validate the charges of the bullies. They “do not fit in”, are “difficult”, “insubordinate”, “not a team player”, “unstable” or “unable to work with others”, etc.

		One thing is at this moment clear to both the target and to the bullies, although no one is going to broadcast it. The mobbing can continue with increasing impunity. Meanwhile, the target is darned if they do not respond, facing increasing isolation as well as the ongoing indignity of the different aggressions of their mob. They are also darned if they do respond, fair game at any time to be hauled up once more before management and HR based on any “expression of concern” by their mob.

		Furthermore, if they go to other colleagues at this point alleging managerial misconduct, they are increasingly likely to be greeted with disbelief. To be fair, this is exactly the kind of disbelief which they might have exhibited one or two years’ prior, before being cast into the whirlwind. Since the situation they face is so awful, its report must necessarily sound improbable, if not “crazy” to others. This is an impression targets’ growing anxiety and distress can make too easily seem plausible.

		Targets’ very attempts to reach out and find support in cases of mobbing may thereby further compound the isolation that its instigators aim to engender. It is a sordid and potentially highly damaging situation.²⁶ Other colleagues may realize that the organization has indeed turned against their colleague and respond by discretely ceasing communicating with the targeted individual for their own safety. In many cases, they will have been advised by the mob, or indeed directly by the enabling manager, that this is “the best course of action” in this regrettable situation. As the French say, quel dommage (“what a shame!”).

		

		The backfire model: deny, rebadge, blame the target, manage the issue internally

		

		This one-two punch structure of mobbing can seem so perverse and illogical as to defy clear understanding, not least for targets who at some point realize that there can be no other way to explain their awful situation.

		In fact, as the Australian scholar Brian Martin has shown, what is going on here is the kind of patterned behavior any individual or group will undertake when they are performing an activity which they know violates community mores or legal regulations.²⁷ Martin identifies five forms of conduct which characterize what he calls the “backfire model” which can explain the seemingly bizarre “one-two punch” things that happen to targets in the course of a workplace mobbing.²⁸

		

		1    Cover-up: the actions are hidden

		

		Governments do not torture people in the open. They create special “sites” where this grim business is carried out. Likewise, much of the mobbing (for instance, tactics 1, 9, 10, 17, 22, 24 in the top 25 above, as well as the quiet work of recruiting mobbers and managerial enablers) will take place behind closed doors, and off the record, to enable maximum plausible deniability.

		

		2    Devaluation of the victim

		

		Bullies understand that it is paramount that the target be seen by others, including management, as inferior, worthless, even potentially dangerous, “aggressive”, “unstable”, “disgruntled” ... The acceptance of this venomous image will mean that what’s done to them doesn’t seem so bad (see 3), and colleagues can be recruited to enact or blink at actions whose basic propriety they would usually question. History affords example after example wherein enemies are depicted as “evil’ and dehumanized by aggressors. Here as elsewhere, the Nazis’ treatment of Jews as “vermin” to be caged and eliminated is only the most monstrous example of this “blame the victim” mechanism.

		The mechanism works psychologically by allowing the target to be projectively loaded with the sins of the instigator(s): up to and including the charge that the target was the “bully”, as can be “seen” by their attempts to call out and stop the conduct of their persecutors (think of the case of Marta).

		The mechanism also allows the targets to be blamed for the discomfort that many perpetrators experience about some of the episodes and consequences of the mobbing, as well as about the wasted time (meetings, planning, etc.) that a mobbing requires, especially if the target fights back. “If only they would just go away …”

		

		3    Reinterpreting the actions of perpetrators and targets

		

		Targets may complain that they are experiencing “bullying”, “harassment”, “undermining”. In a mobbing, the perpetrators will use different, far vaguer but more benign terms to rationalize what is taking place. This language makes their escalating callousness towards, and deprivation of the rights of, the target seem more acceptable, both to themselves and to any third party that might be brought into the process if the target gets regrettable ideas about self-defense (see (2)). Opaque corporatese language of “managerial actions”, “concern for wellbeing”, “operational requirements”, “official channels” (see (5)), and a hundred other mind-numbing bureaucratic terms are tremendously helpful here. When no one knows what something means, they cannot dispute it readily either.

		Meanwhile, complaints by the target, or their seeking out of legal or union support, will be construed as “uncalled-for”, “unbalanced”, or “aggressive”. In one anonymized case whose history is known to this author, a target getting support from a third party also targeted by a mobber was decried by their manager for disloyally “going outside” the organization, in a line Tony Soprano might have liked.

		

		4    Keeping things within “official channels”

		

		For above all, if you are a mobber or an enabler, you will want third parties like unions or independent legal tribunals to be kept out of the process. Even psychologists and doctors who express independent opinions, as in Sylvie’s case, may need to be devalued (see 2). Every effort will be made to quickly redirect any investigations into “internal complaints systems” whose panels can be manned by people chosen by management and HR. This gives the process a public-facing appearance of procedural fairness and concern for employees.

		Targets should certainly premeditate further challenges if they do go to law, to seek out reparations for mental and other health damages through independent tribunals (see Chapter Four).

		

		5    Intimidation and silencing

		

		Targets and witnesses are threatened, in more or less open ways. Think of the “naivety” of thinking one’s work emails were not being monitored in Marta’s case (a password means nothing). Or consider the implied threat in Sylvie’s advice to get psychiatric assessment and take sick leave … Such veiled threats by themselves create incentives for targets to keep quiet. If they’ve tried to defend themselves, they serve to persuade many to quickly cease and desist.

		Meanwhile, third parties who may not have (yet) been recruited to the mob can see the social isolation, fall from grace, and perhaps the psychological deterioration of the mobbee. They are like a wounded caribou that cannot keep up with the pack, as the wolves begin to circle. The target’s situation sends its own powerful message to onlookers that they should “stay in their own lane”, and politely ignore or refuse attempts by the target to reach out for understanding and assistance.

		Leymann’s Mobbing hence stresses the importance in cases of mobbing of depriving the target of all possibility of expressing themselves.²⁹ Everything in a sense depends on this. Another way of saying this is that all possibility of natural justice, hearing the targets’ side of any conflict, must be systematically denied by enabling organizations, at the same time as they pray out loud that they “take very seriously” workplace safety, etc. (see 4).

		If targets do nevertheless dare to speak out, they will have to be discredited. Just as the STASI used to do in the former East Germany, dissent is even painted in many cases (sadly) as instability and mental ill health, as we saw with Sylvie and Marta. This cruel gaslighting mechanism has the added advantage of enabling further attacks on targets’ credibility to be framed as coming from paternalistic concern.³⁰

		

	
		

		
			The stages of mobbing
		

		

		At this point, readers can see how much our initial definition of bullying from the ILO–as “offensive behavior through vindictive, cruel, malicious or humiliating attempts to undermine an individual or groups of employees”–has grown in the telling.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Workplace bullying in addition: • since it usually requires managerial and collegial complicity, is better described as mobbing; • involves a “one-two punch” structure in which collegial aggressions are redoubled by managerial enabling and support in a way which is particularly debilitating for targets; • in accord with Brian Martin’s “backfire model”, typically involves a dynamic including one or more of: o covering up or repackaging the actions of the bullies as benign or sadly necessary, o rebadging the target as the wrongdoer or aggressor, o silencing the target and any supports they may try to bring forward, o steering the whole affair into “official channels” to prevent independent involvement, whilst giving a public semblance of fairness and of meeting a duty of care to the target.
			

		

		

		

		

		It remains, before we turn to how this predictably affects targets, to give a sense of the typical dynamics of a workplace mobbing. What are the stages whereby it unfolds, unless stopped by good management, staff turnover, or effective legal action by the target?

		Whilst different texts give varying accounts, I will work here with Heinz Leymann’s original model of the stages of any workplace mobbing. Leymann’s model depicts four stages (which do not always proceed in a simple sequence, but can overlap), at each of which characteristic actions and exchanges take place, the target experiences a typical set of subjective responses, whilst the mobbers share type-cast forms of “myth” about the target, including to managers, to justify what is in process.³¹

		

		Figure 1: Leymann’s multi-dimensional model of the four stages of mobbing³²

		

		
			
				
				
				
				
				
			
			
					
					Stages
					Modifications of target’s behavior
					Modifications of opinion concerning the target
					Process of elaboration of rumors, myths
			

			
					
					Pre-conflict
					
					“S/he is OK … productive, good …”
					
			

			
					
					Birth of the conflict
					
					Instigators conceive hostility towards target and start to recruit mob, managers
					
			

			
					1.
					First aggressions
					Target adopts defensive attitude (growing shock, anxiety, fear, grief…)
					“It is difficult to have her/him working with us”
					Birth of myths (rumors, false accusations, allegations)
			

			
					2
					Mobbing sanctioned by involvement or tacit sanction of manager/s
					Target faces impossible situation, growing anxiety, moral injury, helplessness
					“She has difficulties working with others … one never knows what she will do …”
					Myths are developed and validated by repetition, acceptance, passage of time
			

			
					3
					Active involvement of management, HR, denial of natural justice and rights to target
					Target loses confidence in self, despairs of situation
					“She behaves in unacceptable ways … is unstable … something needs to be done about …”
					Myths continue to be elaborated, confirmations sought out, further people recruited
			

			
					4
					Preparation for elimination
					Desperate attempts to restore identity, standing, position.
					“She needs psychiatric assessment … she is impossible”
					Declaration of culpability of target and open stigmatization
			

		

		

		

		Phase One: a conflict or hidden grievance

		

		In the beginning, before the mobbing proper begins, there is some perceived or real slight or conflict between the target and a colleague or colleagues. These folk become the instigator(s) of the bullying mob.

		Conflicts are unpleasant but common in workplaces. So long as they are “let be” by both parties, or resolved by good management, there’s an end of it. Think of what might have happened in Sylvia’s case if her boss had explained some operational reason why separating her from her colleague was beneficial or brokered a compromise whereby she might share her time and duties between a new role, and her existing work.

		Thankfully, only a relatively small number of conflicts become the prompts for a mobbing. This will happen whenever one of the parties does not forgive and forget but conceives a desire to damage or even remove the other party, based on a sense that “they deserve whatever is coming to them” (and that the bully is entitled to deliver it).

		The sequence of small aggressions which constitute the mobbing in such cases may not immediately start following the conflict. It may unfold only slowly. The instigator for one thing needs to recruit the mob through spreading rumors and allegations about the target’s wrongs, and successfully blackening their name. The author knows of one case where the instigator waited over two years, in which time she was able to win over the line manager and several colleagues, before seizing the opportunity to spring the trap on her target.

		

		Phase 2: the mobbing starts

		

		We have seen that bullying needs to be a patterned series of behaviors aiming to denigrate, humiliate or undermine the target in their workplace. But there is little consensus about the “mathematical minimum”–say, one incident per week, or even per month, for six months? Some mobbings unfold over years, with the predominant feature being the slow isolation and exclusion of the target from her former roles and competencies.

		Given these considerations, Leymann sets a decisive marker for the beginning of a mobbing at the moment when a superior is recruited by the instigator(s) or, as with Sylvie’s case, becomes the instigator himself:

		

		all the observations which have been made in the course of research on mobbing point to the role of the hierarchical superior. We do not know any conflict in which a hierarchical superior … would not have been able to intervene and redress the situation if he had wanted to. But in most cases, the hierarchy prefers to see nothing or look elsewhere … and the conflict can thereby grow. One could thus say that a conflict degenerates into mobbing and psychological terror when [the manager, boss] permits it …³³

		

		The inclusion of the manager as an active participant or compliant “enabler” in the process is thus the moment where a conflict becomes a mobbing proper. At this point, the target has been successfully presented by the instigator(s) to their line manager as so “unstable”, “difficult”, etc., as to justify or excuse their special treatment.

		From this moment on, the mob’s work of isolating the target from social supports, excluding them from information loops and positions of responsibility, and the formal and informal devaluation of their work and contributions can proceed in the sure knowledge that the hierarchy has their back.

		The target may only gradually become aware of the situation. Or in other cases, like Sylvie’s or Marta’s, they may suddenly become aware of what has transpired behind closed doors by a hostile managerial intervention: surprise! This awareness places them in a position of great stress, confusion, even trauma. There is also typically a sense of betrayal. The ties of work comradery and mutual respect have been irrevocably cut.

		As we say, the target has been “thrown under the bus”. They can now be made by a thousand cuts to feel that their honor, even their position, is in grave danger. The deck is stacked against them, whether they submit passively to the psychological terrorization or try to defend themself.

		

		Phase 3: hostility from management and other personnel officers

		

		At some point in all of this, the manager, human resources, perhaps even the company’s legal staff, will actively intervene in the process. (There may not always be a gap between phases 2 and 3, as arguably in Marta’s case).³⁴

		In many cases, mobbers will simply hand over the target for thirty pieces of silver, by going to managers with crocodile tears, “I know I probably shouldn’t be saying this, but …” Or they may forward targets’ email correspondence to the boss with the same “concern” that they attest to the target’s unacceptable character, actions, performance, or “bullying”.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Remember that false accusations are the single most popular mechanism which bullies use. This allows them to present themselves as piously concerned for the public good, whilst impugning the target’s professional reputation, and handing the manager the task of doing the dirty work. Cowardly, Machiavellian, but especially damaging for targets.
			

		

		

		

		

		At this point, quasi-administrative or quasi-disciplinary hearings become the order of the day. In these “rituals of humiliation” or “degradation ceremonies”, as Kenneth Westhues has called them³⁵, the mobbers are positioned as accusers–either in person, or more often, through the person of the manager and human resources staff–and the target as the accused.

		To get the situation back under control and reign in the target’s “aberrant behavior”, threats of demotion, formal disciplinary black marks, or even dismissal are mooted by management. As we’ve said, the implication of mental instability, which looms larger and larger as mobbings proceed towards their endgame (phase 4) allows management to accompany these new aggressions with forms of gaslighting: “we have genuine concerns for your wellbeing… this all may be too much for you … you are welcome to see the company psychologist …” So, the target must endure hearing people whose callousness she is afraid of professing their benevolence and concern. (This is a situation so mind-bending that it can make them nostalgic for the older-fashioned, open abuses of their colleagues).

		Attempts by the target to protest their innocence, or even adduce evidence attesting to the mobbing, will be swept aside. “The denial of justice is thus a supplementary test for the victim”, as Leymann writes. What some literature calls “moral injury” is added to the other strikes at the target’s dignity. For “only one of the two parties is at the same time accuser, witness, and judge”.³⁶

		The targets find themselves at this point faced with a stacked tribunal which has effectively found them guilty and is looking to produce whatever evidence can license this assessment. As in phase 2, this “evidence” will include targets’ expressions of any emotions of fear, anger, despair, or outrage at the absurd situation they find themselves in.

		In many other cases, it will also include rumors about the target’s private life, or anything the target has confided to his manager or a colleague, with the charge that their problems “at home” are what is driving their insufferable behaviors at work.

		

		Phase 4: endgame, elimination

		

		In nations with advanced labor laws, where employees have formal rights, the only way to remove an undesirable employee (short of claiming redundancies) is to establish that they are mentally or physically incapable of work, or that they have committed some gross dereliction of duty.

		Of course, one of the sinister symmetries about mobbing is this. The mental state of an employee subject to repeated professional humiliations and isolation (phase 2) and made to see the complete unavailability of basic procedural fairness in their workplace (phase 3), can be reasonably expected to significantly deteriorate if the mobbing continues for any relatively extended period. (And sometimes mobbings can last years, even over a decade).

		As the philosopher Denis Diderot put it, describing the mobbing of a monk, Père Ange, in Jacques the Fatalist who is subjected by his fellows to a vicious campaign of “pious” rumors and false accusations, “they tried everything to bring Friar Ange to the state it was claimed he was [already] in …”³⁷ Leymann puts it as follows:

		

		The premature interruption of a career at work is only possible through a convergence of aggressions: the destabilization of the target by the mobbing of colleagues and superiors; the absurd behavior of the hierarchy and human resources; the diffusion of unfavorable information about the victim. All of this comes together …³⁸

		

		It is of course to be hoped that the target will see the writing on the wall and voluntarily leave–in what state and at what cost to their employment future the employers need not concern themselves with, and the mobbers will hardly worry. This is their hour of triumph, and they can now present the person’s leaving as “their own choice”.

		Otherwise, various options present themselves, each fraught with potential risks for the employer, but each an occasion for further psychological torture of the target. One can remove all meaningful work from them, leaving them to stew indefinitely. There can be the requirement we’ve seen in Sylvie’s case that the “impossible” employee takes extended periods of sick leave. One can risk outright dismissal on grounds of some final, allegedly wholly unacceptable incident. Or, as in Sylvie’s case, the organization can try to secure an adverse psychiatric assessment which will enable a career-destroying dismissal on mental health grounds.

		

	
		

		
			Effects on the targets
		

		

		Readers can see why Heinz Leymann called mobbing a form of “psychological terrorism” of a kind most people today would think of as wholly a relic of a bygone, darker age.³⁹ It ought to be such an historical curiosity. But wishing (and companies’ PR) does not make it so.

		In a further incisive analysis, which we will draw upon in what follows, Leymann argued that this modern successor to premodern lynchings involves a kind of five-front attack on the different dimensions of the target’s identity.

		

		1. Attack on the target’s capacity to communicate

		

		Silencing the target and preventing them communicating their experiences and feelings is essential to the second blow in the one-two punch of a workplace mobbing. One must above all deny that mobbing has occurred if one engages in it. One should also be ready to denounce any suggestion that it has taken place as “unhinged” “conspiratorial”, or “crazy”.

		Since mobbing involves group dynamics, this silencing can be affected in any number of ways. Colleagues can restrict the possibility of a person speaking by interrupting them constantly or shutting them down (tactic 2 above). In one case known to the author, the volume of the targets’ computer interface to a meeting was somehow “mooted” prior to an issue being discussed which directly related to her work. Despite her gesticulating wildly into the camera for minutes on end, the meeting proceeded without her being acknowledged by the chair or anyone else. At meeting’s end, she was left looking through the camera at the empty meeting room after the group vacated, one by one, no one looking at the screen.

		Above all, any attempts by the target to state their side of the story, or to adduce documents or witnesses in their defence, are pre-emptively judged invalid by managerial and HR enablers. These are “not worth hearing” or “out of place”; “this is not the appropriate forum”, etc.

		

		2. Attack on the target’s social self

		

		This “death by silencing”, as it is called in some countries, strikes a blow at the target as a social being. Like every human being, targets will desire recognition of their opinions, wishes, work, and worth.

		Again and again as you read cases of mobbing, you can be reminded of the strange case of Doc Daneeka in Joseph Heller’s Catch 22. The Doctor is listed administratively as being on a plane that crashes soon after take-off. But he is not physically on the plane, and watches it crash, standing alongside other members of his military squadron down at the base. Nevertheless, since the paperwork says he must be dead, the Doc is treated by everyone else at the base from this moment on as if he was deceased. People commiserate, absurdly, to his face about the Doc’s own death. And no protest by the Doc that he is alive, standing right in front of them (!), can make others recognize him, and correct the clerical error. Doc Daneeka ends up holed up in an office by himself which no one visits.

		The pain which such social death can cause in targets is very great. Psychological research attests to how much more people can endure if they have social supports: from family, friends and loved ones, through to work colleagues. By contrast, pointed exclusion and non-recognition by peer groups is experienced as a grave threat to wellbeing:

		

		The loss of social support is at the center of the tragedy: the victim feels themselves definitively rejected, excluded. The destruction of the network of social relations can be knowingly organized by the aggressor; it can result also from inattention, from a lack of appreciation or from the awkwardness of the victim.⁴⁰

		

		Of course, as the mental health of the target worsens due to a mobbing, her distress can affect nonwork social and family relations. The incidences of divorce amongst mobbing targets are very high, as targets wrestle with symptoms of depression, chronic anxiety, and PTSD (Chapter Three).

		

		3. an attack on the reputation (professional self) of the target

		

		Different philosophers agree that human beings have at least two selves. There is what we each are “from the inside”, in our own self-experiences. Then there is what other people think of us, our social selves or “being-for-others”, as Jean-Paul Sartre called it.

		As wage earners and bread winners, adults also have a professional self, their reputation in their chosen field of work. Our CVs or resumés are the documents where we try to present the best version of this “professional self”: one that is competent, experienced, decorated, appreciated, sociable, worth taking on. In the careers market, how we are perceived by others is, if not everything, then a large part of the whole deal.

		Peoples’ wider self-confidence is in turn usually deeply shaped by their sense of how others perceive them as a member of the workforce. What job a person does is almost always one of the first things others will ask about in any social setting: “what do you do for work, then?”

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Mobbing is a wrecking ball aimed at smashing up a target’s professional self. It relies on rumours and false accusations blackening the target’s reputation to begin. And it can only gather momentum through continuing confirmations and elaborations of this slander. As Duffy and Sperry summarise in Overcoming Mobbing A Recovery Guide for Workplace Aggression (p. 20): Among the forms of unethical communication that we identify [in cases of mobbing] are • gossip • lies • rumours • innuendo • ridicule • belittlement • disparagement • humiliation • false information • dissemination of … [and] failure to correct false information • leaks of personal and confidential information • not providing information necessary for a worker to complete the requirements of his or her job …
			

		

		

		

		

		All this amounts to a massive attack on a person’s professional good name. Targets are denied the possibility of defending themselves, and usually rendered utterly powerless by the time they come to understand just how badly others have been persuaded to think of them behind closed doors.

		Many targets’ reputations in the workplace are so decimated that, when they contemplate cutting and running from their present position, they face the terrifying anxiety that they may not be able to get anyone at their place of work to attest to their work and character. This may leave them fearful that they have become unemployable, at least in the field they have worked in, even for decades.

		Heinz Leymann speculated that this anxiety that the mobbing may not end, even after resignation underlies the suicides of so many mobbees.⁴¹

		

		4. an attack on targets’ capacity to work

		

		One has to imagine mobbing targets as like so many Doc Daneekas or Père Anges, increasingly furtive and ghost-like figures, “headpieces filled with straw”. Day in, day out, they shuffle into their workplaces with growing feelings of dread. Not knowing what might be coming next. Torn between trying to lay low to avoid further provocations and a human longing for the affirmation of their person and value being denied them.

		Then there are all the little ways in which a person’s capacity to continue doing their job can be undermined in different cases. There is their exclusion from information loops. There is their being overlooked for roles which they are more than capable of doing (and may have done before the mobbing started).

		There are the many ways that their work (as well as their opinions and feelings) may be discredited. In some cases, targets are forced to do jobs beneath their competency. In others, targets are given such heavy workloads as to place them under chronic stress. Or tasks way beyond their competency, setting them up to fail.

		In “blocking”, managers or co-workers sabotage projects the target is working on, or refuse to give them support, often on opaque bureaucratic grounds–or just for no reason at all (tactic 25 above). In other cases, targets’ workspaces are harmed, for instance by tampering with their door locks, if they have a private office. Or offensive objects (like dirtied tissues) can be placed on their desks (or virtual desktops).

		In the age of the internet, professional and social media sites provide green fields for bullies to terrorize their targets. Many cases for instance involve hacking into targets’ social media or professional sites and placing misinformation on these. Others involve bullies creating false sites containing compromising material in targets’ names, and leaving them online until discovered by the target, their family, or their friends.

		

		5. attacks on a person’s basic sense of security and well-being

		

		Ongoing attempts by a person’s colleagues, enabled or abetted by management, to attack:

		

		• their capacities to communicate (1),

		• their social self (2),

		• their professional self (3),

		• and their capacity to do their work safely and well (4),

		

		all compound to place the targets of mobbing under acute stress. Their basic sense of self-worth is being challenged. Even in cases where targets are not placed in physical danger by being asked to do menial or demeaning tasks (such cases do exist), mobbing is intended to rob the person of any sense not simply of worth, but of agency at work.

		

		What is most deeply at issue in mobbings is the targets’ right and the power to tell their own story about their own life, rather than being a character in others’ nasty dreams, and to feel themselves an active contributor to their fate, living in a world in which basic standards of fairness apply.

		

		The acute moral injury many targets experience, once phase 2 (managerial involvement) becomes apparent, is enough to shake the sense of the world as a basically safe, rational place, in which people are fundamentally decent, effort and worth are rewarded, justice usually prevails (or is at least valued), and they can expect a basic presumption of innocence until proven guilty, if serious allegations against them are made.

		

	
		

		
			Stoicism and breaking from the mobbing’s “projective symmetries”
		

		

		Workplace mobbing is a blight on our communities. It ought to be a source of deep shame, and its frequency of widespread alarm. It is pleasing that several European countries have legislated against it, and that the last decades have seen the growth of professional and therapeutic literature about it. Awareness is growing.

		Meanwhile, studies confirm what even its basic description confirms: that its intended damage to the different registers of the target’s personal and professional identity almost always translates into serious psychological and even physiological harms (see Chapter Two §1). As we’ve seen, there is a kind of “projective” rationality (“we didn’t do that, you did!”) about how mobbings unfold. In a mobbing, targets typically are:

		

		• lied about and misrepresented, and their protests about this dismissed as conspiratorial phantasmagoria or over-sensitivity;

		• betrayed, and their shock and grief represented as inexplicable and irrational;

		• backstabbed and then accused of being unstable or “paranoid”, if they try to call it out;

		• provoked, and their anger represented as the cause of the disagreement;

		• isolated, and their isolation presented as just deserts for an unsociable personality;

		• humiliated, and their stress presented as evidence that they can’t cope in the workplace;

		• disciplined and punished, with their rights to speak and defend themselves denied;

		• forced to leave their job, and their departure represented as “something they freely chose to do”.

		

		The immorality, if not the low-level sadism, of some of this conduct nearly beggars the imagination. It would do so, if the statistics did not confirm how widely cases are happening every day around the world, and study after study did not confirm the recurrent variations on the same sad themes which we’ve now examined.

		Nevertheless, targets are not powerless. This is what the mobbers want. When everyone around a person at work has lost their heads, we can keep ours. Choices remain available to targets. So do different ways they can respond to the bullying, and their own “fight or flight” responses to it. There are knowledgeable therapists and counsellors out there who targets can seek out, and communities of survivors.

		There is also Stoic philosophy.

		

		

		

		
			CHAPTER TWO
		

		

	
		
			An Introduction to Stoicism, for
		

		
			Those Who May Need It at Work
		

		

	
		
			1. A philosophy, but not as we know it
		

		

		Given the patterns we have now described, readers can hardly be surprised that the mental and even physical health of workplace bulling targets is almost always profoundly affected by their experience. Account after account describes the sense of violation targets feel. It is like a blow struck to their very heart which amounts to a Rubicon-crossing moment in their lives, after which nothing can be the same: “I am different now”, “I am not the same person I was”, “I have changed”.⁴²

		The profile of typical symptoms of workplace mobbing are in fact by now well-known. Following Evelyn Field’s list of the psychological symptoms⁴³, these include:

		

		• obsessional reviewing of, thinking through, bullying events (automatic thoughts);

		• hypervigilance (constantly being on edge, trying to anticipate and avoid the next attack);

		• anxiety conditions;

		• irritability;

		• panic attacks;

		• depression;

		• lowered self-esteem and self-confidence, even a sense of having “lost” their old self;

		• deep anger and outrage, a sense or moral injury;

		• humiliation and shame;

		• decreased ability to concentrate, or think and speak fluently;

		• decreased work competency.

		

		Our minds are connected to our bodies. So, such a profile of symptoms–which disturbingly approximates those of people who have suffered physical assault–also does not leave targets’ physiology unaffected. Far from it.

		The bullying target typically responds to the real and menacing threats to their wellbeing and identity which bullies throw at them with the “fight or flight’ reflex.⁴⁴ The amygdala, the most primitive part of their cognitive equipment, is activated. Via the hypothalamus, the adrenal glands rush hormones like adrenaline and noradrenaline into their system. Breathing gets faster and shallower, heart rate and blood pressure increase, oxygen and glucose is released to energize the person for the fight. The eyes dilate, muscles tense, and the circulation of blood to the stomach and intestines is reduced, being redirected to the muscles so they can do what is needed to remove the threat.

		Now, imagine what happens when this response is being triggered again and again, over time, in an environment in which a target no longer feels safe, but which she is compelled by material and vocational need to continuing attending. In such a situation, the stress-induced, fight or flight hyper-activation of targets’ physiology risks becoming a new normal.

		The target then lives their entire lives keyed up as if they were in a battle zone, scanning for the next threat, obsessively going over unresolved episodes. Rarely knowing inner peace, or the ability to be fully present to others, and other activities in their lives.

		Small wonder that, from Leymann onwards, studies show that the psychological damages in bulling targets coordinate with a predictable profile of psychosomatic symptoms:

		

		• sleep disorders and nightmares;

		• weight gain or weight loss;

		• gastro-intestinal and digestive disorders;

		• cardiovascular problems (blood pressure, angina, heart palpitations);

		• headaches;

		• sexual dysfunction, loss of libido;

		• skin disorders;

		• hair loss;

		• voice changes;

		• asthma;

		• muscular and skeletal difficulties (back pain, teeth-clenching, jaw pain);

		• respiratory issues;

		• nervous facial tics;

		• auto-immune conditions;

		• tinnitus;

		• irregular menstrual cycle;

		• chronic fatigue.⁴⁵

		

		This is a profoundly scary list. We almost don’t need to add that, once a bullying experience is prolonged over any extended period, targets too often seek out forms of self-medication through alcohol or drugs, as well as dependency on prescription medications. Rates of suicide amongst mobbing targets are also very high relative to the wider population.⁴⁶ Heinz Leymann speculated that around 15% of all suicides in Sweden were from targets of mobbing.⁴⁷

		Faced with such an immediate existential catastrophe, learning about an ancient philosophy might seem like the last thing bullying targets might want to do. Nevertheless, as we indicated in the Introduction, Stoicism is not a philosophy in the academic sense, of interest only to a tiny minority of career specialists.

		In the ancient world, Stoicism was more like what we recognize as a religion—which isn’t to say that it believes in any supernatural deities, or even the afterlife. Think today of people who turn to Holy Books and the counsel of priests, rabbis, or Imams in times of crisis. They do so for inspiration and strength, and for orientation about what makes life worth living, when the chips are down. Just so, Stoicism (like ancient Epicureanism in particular) was a philosophy which aimed to provide guidance about how best to live, and how to deal with adversities.⁴⁸ The Stoics claimed that their ideas could best describe what human flourishing and happiness looks like, and how it can best be attained, even under duress (see Introduction).

		For the Stoics, learning how to survive and thrive in the face of adversity is the most important skill a person can develop–albeit one that many societies do not directly foster in citizens. The Stoic Seneca famously commented that he pitied those who had never faced adversity, since they had never had the chance to become the fullest version of themselves.

		Stoicism is hence a philosophy of how to live which people can turn to, facing real difficulties like those leagued against mobbees. For this reason, the present Chapter will lay out six key teachings of this ancient philosophy which can speak to the situation of mobbing targets today, setting up the therapeutic prescriptions of the second, problem-solving half of this book, including the practical exercises for targets (see Appendix One).

		Readers more interested in the therapeutic part of the book are invited to turn straight to Chapter Three, and can use this Chapter as a reference, as required, as they proceed through Chapters Three and Four.

		

	
		

		
			2. That “virtue” (inner strength) is the only true good
		

		

		Stoicism was founded in the last decade of the fourth century BCE. Its foundation story is a story of loss: not of lynching or social exclusion, but of a merchant whose worldly fortunes sank when his ship went down en route to Athens.

		Having made landfall, the founder, Zeno (from Kition, in modern-day Cyprus) made his way into Athens. Finding a bookstore, he happened upon a book by the philosopher Xenophon, his Memorabilia about the famous philosopher, Socrates. Captivated, Zeno asked the bookseller where he could find another teacher like this Socrates. Zeno was directed to the Cynic philosopher, Crates, whose student he became for some years.⁴⁹

		Soon enough, Zeno broke from his teacher. He began giving lectures on his own philosophy on the steps of the Stoa Poikilê (or painted porch), a public building facing the agora (marketplace) of ancient Athens. The philosophy of “Stoic-ism” takes its name from this “Stoa” where Zeno taught. He would be followed in his role as the first head of the Stoic School by two other significant figures, Cleanthes of Assos and Chrysippus of Soli (sometimes called Stoicism’s second founder, since he wrote hundreds of works, now sadly lot).

		Stoicism was therefore one of several Greek philosophies which took its inspiration from the famous figure of Socrates. Readers may know that Socrates, as against Zeno, is a far better candidate for having been an ancient target of what we now call “mobbing”. Charges were brought against Socrates by two of his contemporaries, Anytus and Meletus, that he corrupted the youth and didn’t believe in the gods of the city. He was put on trial and was found guilty, despite showing that the idea that he had corrupted anybody was highly fishy. Yet, Socrates held himself throughout this experience with incredible dignity.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Asked to explain whether he would, if released, ever give up this “philosophy” (love of wisdom) he practiced, Socrates replied: I should say to you. “Most excellent man, are you who are a citizen of Athens, the greatest of cities and the most famous for wisdom and power, not ashamed to care for the acquisition of wealth and for reputation and honour, when you neither care nor take thought for wisdom and truth and the perfection of your soul?” And if any of you argues the point, and says he does care, I shall not let him go at once, nor shall I go away, but I shall question and examine and cross-examine him, and if I find that he does not possess virtue, but says he does, I shall rebuke him … For I go about doing nothing else than urging you, young and old, not to care for your persons or your property more than for the perfection of your souls …. If by saying these things I corrupt the youth, these things must be injurious (Plato, Apology, 29d-30b).
			

		

		

		

		

		I think this passage is the foundation passage of Stoicism. Already here, nearly one hundred years before Zeno, we find Socrates distinguishing between the external things like money which our societies (then and now) tell us we should value most highly, and this thing called “virtue”.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					But virtue (Greek arêtê or “excellence”) is not something outside us, in the external world, like money which can pass between a hundred different hands. It is a quality or strength of a person’s character: like courage under fire, justice or fairness towards others, and the capacity to moderate your passions and fears.
			

		

		

		

		

		By telling his fellows that such virtues are more important to living well than accumulating money, power, and fame (the ancient version of many “followers” and “likes”), Socrates was proposing a cultural revolution. For this reason, one character, Callicles, in another Platonic dialogue was right when he protested that Socrates effectively wanted in his own peaceful way to turn the world upside down.⁵⁰

		When the Stoics claimed to be the true “Socratics”, they were continuing this Socratic cultural revolution. Indeed,

		

		if Stoicism was famous for one claim in antiquity, it was that the virtue or strength of character Socrates had enjoined Athenians to revalue is the only truly good thing for human beings in the world.

		

		From the minute the Stoics claimed this, others have begged to differ. Aristotle, for one, said that such strengths of character as courage or moderation are very good indeed. But he added that some “external” things like money, or physical beauty, or social connections, are also surely good, in the sense of being necessary for a person to be happy.

		The Stoics firmly believed that this more common-sensical view was not strong enough.⁵¹ Here’s why:

		

		1. Money, even lots of it, does not make everyone who has it happy or fulfilled; whilst there are many people who are poor but content, and live lives of great dignity.

		2. Power likewise can harm its holders (they can gain enemies, for example, and get knifed by a factional mob). Likewise, fame. Many famous people end up being destroyed by their inability to handle the temptations, expectations, and challenges that their notoriety opens to them.

		3. But anything which can harm the person who possesses it cannot be truly good (which doesn’t mean these things are necessarily “bad” or “evil” either, just that they can’t “make us happy”.)

		

		And here is the key thing:

		

		4. What the people who are rich but happy have, and those who are rich but unhappy don’t, must be a kind of art of living which enables them to know how to use and enjoy the things they have, without becoming corrupted, miserly, arrogant, washed up, unhappy …

		5. This knowledge or art must accordingly be not only a good thing to have by itself. It is doubly good insofar as it enables us to get the most out of whatever other things may come our way.

		6. Without such “wisdom” (as the ancients called it), you can indeed have the whole world and still be unhappy. With it, you can have very little or a lot, and be equally content.

		7. As for the external things like fame, beauty, money, or power, which most people crave and think they need to be happy? These must be “indifferent”, neither good nor bad. It all depends on whether you know what to do with them. But this means, again: whether you have the virtues and wisdom about how to live which Socrates thought was the most important thing.

		

		So, for the Stoics as for Socrates, we should spend less time worrying about money, fame, and climbing the ladder, and imagining that once we’ve done that, as if by magic, then we will be happy. Happiness depends not on what we have, or even on how others see us. It depends for the Stoics on who we are, and the characteristics we develop to deal with prosperity, when things are going our way, and adversity, when they are not.

		We should choose and prefer things like money and power, if they are available, and we can get them without selling our souls–or selling out others. We should choose to avoid ill health or poverty when we can, by the same token. These are “not to be preferred” by us, because of the kinds of creatures we are. (Sometimes, however, we may have to choose them in adversity–you sometimes need to take bitter pills to get better.)

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Above all, we should try to cultivate: • the wisdom to discern what we truly need to be happy, • the strengths of character which will enable us o to enjoy pleasures without being corrupted by them (moderation), o to avoid or combat dangers and pains without standing for nothing (courage), o to treat others with the fairness and the respect every person deserves (justice).
			

		

		

		

		

		Having these virtues for the Stoics is like an ethical-psychological insurance policy. Everything may fall apart around us. Yet we will stay standing, keep going, and rebuild. You can’t keep a good person down, at least if they succeed in living like a Stoic.

		

	
		

		
			3. the dichotomy of control
		

		

		If there is one idea that Stoicism might be most famous for in the modern world, it is an idea connected to the claim that virtue is the only real good: “the dichotomy of control”.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					The most famous explanation of this dichotomy comes from the Roman Stoic Epictetus, at the opening of his Manual or Enchiridion: There are things which are within our power, and there are things which are beyond our power. Within our power are belief, impulse, desire, aversion, and, in a word, whatever depends upon us. Beyond our power are body, property, reputation, office, and, in a word, whatever are not properly our own affairs. Now, the things within our power are by nature free, unrestricted, unhindered; but those beyond our power are weak, dependent, restricted, alien. Remember then, that if you attribute freedom to things by nature dependent, and take what belongs to others for your own, you will be hindered, you will lament, you will be disturbed, you will find fault both with gods and men. But if you take for your own only that which is your own, and view what belongs to others just as it really is, then no one will ever compel you, you will not be hindered … (Epictetus, Enchiridion, I, 1-4).
			

		

		

		

		

		The thought here is simple. Of all the things in the world, you have direct control through your own will or volition (Greek prohairêsis) over:

		

		(1) what you think and believe about the world and what is right and wrong (beliefs, judgments),

		(2) what you wish for and wish to avoid (impulses, desires, aversions)

		(3) what you choose to do and say (actions, how you relate to others).

		

		Everything else, all the rest of the furniture of the universe, is not in your direct control. It “does not belong to you”. It is in the hands either of other people or of “the gods”, “fate”, “chance”, “fortune”, or plain old natural laws and forces. What does not depend on you includes:

		

		(1) Natural events, including disasters, the weather …

		(2) Other people, what they say and do, including social and political events involving large numbers of people.

		(3) Ultimately, your bodily health, insofar as humans are born, inevitably age, and are subject to illnesses and death.

		

		What Epictetus is saying practically is also very basic. If you worry about things which are not in your direct control, making your peace of mind and happiness depend upon them, this is a chancy business. Since they aren’t in your control, and don’t always answer to your wishes, you will not always succeed.

		

		• If you pin your happiness on it being a sunny day tomorrow, you are making your happiness depend upon something you can’t be sure of. You will be disappointed, but powerless, if it rains.

		• If you act as though you or your loved ones will, or just should, live forever and never be unwell, “you will be hindered, you will lament, you will be disturbed, you will find fault both with gods and men.”

		• The pandemic has reminded us all very painfully of how, even today, human beings remain mortals vulnerable to illnesses which even the most strenuous efforts of national governments have proven unable to wholly stamp out.

		

		Some readers will have been thinking that there are surely some things that are “in between” being absolutely beyond our control (the weather, the passage of time, mortality) and being in our direct, conscious control (our beliefs, impulses, and actions). They are right.

		Most importantly, we can do our very best to influence the way others speak and think about us, for example. Yet mobbing targets know better than most people out there that this is a chancy thing, and that others can also be persuaded, even on false or unfair grounds, to think badly of third parties. Likewise, we can get involved in politics, and some people can and do in every generation rise to become leaders. Yet even the most absolute leaders cannot wholly control everything that their subjects think and do.

		The Stoics do not propose that we withdraw from the world. In truth, virtue for them involves the knowledge of how best to deal with things in the external world which are beyond our control. Wisdom is taking up a new, more considered, or philosophical attitude to the world, rather than “opting out” by becoming a monk or a misanthrope.

		We should aim to change the world, but not become fixated or dependent upon outcomes we can’t control. We should continue desiring things outside of our control which give us pleasure, and which we find worthwhile, but do so with a sage “reserve clause”: “I wish for this, and will do all I can to achieve it, however I recognize it is not wholly up to me ...” Like an athlete, all we can do is train as hard as we can to perform as well as we can. If bad luck, or the superior performance of a competitor bests us on the day, then that is something we must accept. Virtue consists in doing everything we humanly can, not in becoming a god.⁵²

		The Stoics are therefore following Socrates when they urge us to pay far more attention to what we can control and directly change, including our attitude to external things, than we typically do to things we can’t wholly control: external things themselves, like fame, popularity, power, and wealth. If we do this, then we will be far happier. For we will be reinvesting our finite psychological and spiritual energies into things we can directly change and accepting with serenity the things we cannot presently change, rather than raging against them. This is a much more efficient investment of these energies.⁵³

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Marcus Aurelius famously uses the analogy of an “inner citadel” to describe the psychological space the Stoic aims to create by ceasing to value things beyond our control as the way to happiness: Men look for retreats for themselves, the country, the seashore, the hills; and you yourself, too, are peculiarly accustomed to feel the same want. Yet all this is very unlike a philosopher, when you may at any hour you please retreat into yourself. For nowhere does a man retreat into more quiet or more privacy than into his own mind, especially one who has within such things that he has only to look into, and become at once in perfect ease … Continually, therefore, grant yourself this retreat and repair yourself. (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, IV, 3)
			

		

		

		

		

	
		

		
			4. What is in your control? (The vampire analogy)
		

		

		“Yes,” someone will say, “but can we so simply divide what is and is not in our control? Do we really have control of our thoughts, or aren’t they determined by things happening around us? And what about our emotions? Aren’t they determined by what others do and say about us, unless we turn ourselves into a stone or a statue, making ourselves feel more secure at the price of cutting us off from all human warmth?”

		To understand the Stoic position further, so we can answer these important criticisms, we need to take a closer look at their understanding of how our mind works.

		

		• First of all, the Stoics don’t crazily deny that as soon as we wake in the morning, we receive impressions (phantasia) through our eyes, ears, and sense of touch from the outside world. We can’t somehow control what sensations we have. At most, we can adopt different perspectives on these sensations.

		• Secondly, when we receive external impressions–say, “there’s my friend Bob”, “it’s sunny today”, “she is insulting me” …– what the Stoics call “first impulses” are produced automatically. If I sense that another is insulting me, it is likely that I will form a first impulse to get angry, try to stop it right now, seek vindication ... If I perceive she is complimenting me, by contrast, I might feel a first impulse which involves a sense that she must be a great person, etc.

		• Nevertheless, thirdly, the Stoics say that these first impulses in response to sensations do not determine what we come to think, feel, and do about the situation. They suggest ideas and responses to us, but do not yet form fully-fledged thoughts and beliefs.

		• For that to occur, something else has to happen. We have also to “assent” or “give our assent” (synkatathêsis) to what our impressions and impulses suggest to us: that they are true, and the courses of action they suggest are right or appropriate.

		

		Figure 2: impressions & impulses (outside our control), assents (within our control)
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		So, I may feel the impulse to get angry at this backstabber, if it becomes clear they’ve been at it again. Then there is an instant where I can assent to the ideas this impulse suggests to me or challenge them with other ideas.

		Let’s say that I assent that “he is a bad person, and I am right to feel agitated”. When I give my assent to this impulse, it becomes something I “own”, as we say today. And I have also given myself permission to be enraged. As a result of this assent, I might shout at people, get physically agitated, begin to throw things around, and so on–in short, be white hot angry (as per the bottom left of figure 2).

		However, the Stoics argue that we don’t have to assent to every single impulse we feel in response to external events. We are not puppets, powerless to challenge every stimulus coming from the outside world: what Romeo in Shakespeare calls “fortune’s fools”, or Hamlet dubs “a pipe for Fortune’s finger to sound what stop she pleases.”

		We see this, the moment we reflect on the way that two people can receive the very same external stimulus or perception–say “she has insulted me”–and respond very differently. One will assent to the impulse to be enraged at the aggressor. The other may respond quietly, or even with good humor, laughing benignly at her would-be oppressor, or at herself. Since the external data is the same, it must be something the two people are thinking differently, which accounts for the different behavioral responses.

		One has assented to an impulse they felt to get angry, but the other has challenged any such impulse, and chosen instead to assent to a different interpretation: perhaps “she is a bad person, but there is no need for me to correct her right now” or “she’s at it again, and there’s nothing to be done, as haters will be haters ...”

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					• The Stoics believe that our deepest freedom lies in the power we have to give or withhold assent to ideas suggested to us by the world, and by our first impulses in response to the world. • We can develop this power by practice, just as if we give in to our first impulses repeatedly, we are effectively training ourselves to be “impulsive”, rather than someone who gives themselves the time to think things through.
			

		

		

		

		

		Again, this apparently wholly theoretical Stoic idea–like the idea that “virtue is the only true good” (§1)–is directly practically empowering. What it means is that negative emotions like anger and distress in response to events, even the bad conduct of others, are not overwhelming forces that we have no say in controlling.

		Even a perfectly wise person, the sage, will respond to adversity with impulses to feel fear, sadness, shock, and the like. But they will not assent to these impulses, but withhold that assent, to pursue a different kind of response. And so can we.

		Think of it this way. For the Stoics, our impulses to feel negative emotions in response to adversities or abuse are like the vampires of myth, whom you need to invite into your house for them to harm you. Difficult events and people can only harm you, and suck your psychological blood, if you invite them across the threshold of your capacity to give or deny assent to what they suggest. The most such negative figures and forces can do is knock (or pound) at your psychological door, and present themselves as persuasive and seductive: “you should get angry … you are right to feel like this ...”

		But you can say “no”, and not invite haters over your inner threshold. Your head (what you think) and your heart (what you feel) are your ethical home. You have the power to let others in or not, under which terms, or at least the power to develop this strength through practice and reflection.

		

	
		

		
			4. Emotions and their basis in beliefs
		

		

		The Stoics are often presented as believing that the best life will involve no emotions at all. On one hand, this can seem attractive. “No anger, no grief, no distress? Sign me up!” But on the other hand, the Stoics are also charged with being kill-joys, who wish for people to have no positive emotions like love either.

		The reason people hold this opinion about the Stoics is that, truly, they did maintain that the perfectly wise person would have no negative emotions. This perfectly wise person would experience the world in a way characterized by apatheia (having no, a-, disturbing emotions, pathê).

		A sage (or perfectly wise person) could not be angered, for example. Although they will mourn and honor lost loved ones, they will not experience lasting or crippling grief, even when those closest to them die. The sage can lose every external good (all their money or property), and even be faced with the possibility of unjustly losing their own lives. They can be betrayed with impunity. Yet, like the Stoics’ hero Socrates, they will not lament their fate. As Socrates had said, “the good man cannot be harmed” (Plato, Apology, 41d).

		What did he mean? Of course, their property, even their friends and families, can be destroyed. But they cannot be made to feel distress, let alone to be bitter or hateful because of these adversities. As far as the sage is concerned, these things were never essential for their happiness. And she always knew they would not belong to her forever. Nor can the sage be compelled to say or do things which they judge to be unjust towards others, no matter which dirt others may have thrown at them.

		What the old criticism of Stoicism as joyless misses is that the Stoics also think that the sage will be, well, perfectly happy. His (or her, in principle) inner life will be like the faultless blue sky above the clouds, untroubled and serene. S/he will be constant, faithful, and tranquil, even facing things which others find gravely distressing. S/he will be a joyful soul.⁵⁴

		Because of this, it is easy for us non-sages to imagine that such a person would have to be unfeeling, suffering everything passively, “with a stiff upper lip”. But the Stoics’ idea is different. For the sage does not perceive the adversity that he faces in the same ways as non-Stoics do.

		When he loses his property, he loses something which he prefers to have, but does not depend upon having–since he knows that ultimately, this property was never eternally promised to him. When she is bad mouthed by envious Anytuses and Meletuses, she knows that she is perhaps (at least for now) losing her reputation. But she is not losing her capacity to think, feel, desire, and act in the best ways possible in response to this adversity.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					• The Stoic sage does not “grin and bear it” like a martyr. • The sage’s grin comes from the confidence s/he has that fortune and others can only take away things he never needed to be fulfilled, whilst everything he needed for this was within his command, or at least his capacity to cultivate through hard work. • As William Irvine and others have stressed (see A Guide to the Good Life: The Ancient Art of Stoic Joy), the true Stoic’s life is a joyful, not a morose affair. Zeno, Stoicism’s founder, is said to have died laughing.
			

		

		

		

		

		What then do the Stoics say about emotions like distress and anger?⁵⁵ These emotions each involve “an impulse which is excessive, disobedient to the choosing reason or an [irrational] motion of the soul contrary to nature” (Stobaeus, Epitome of Stoic Ethics, 10). We lose our heads when we are in the grips of these emotions. When we’re angry, say, we can’t think straight. We become touchy and agitated.

		Building on what we’ve seen in the last section, however, the Stoics argue that our emotions are based in kinds of beliefs we have about the world, and about what we need to be happy. These beliefs represent ideas about what is true and right, suggested to us by our impulses in response to external events (§3 above). We also must assent to these ideas, “lock them in” as truthful and justified, for them to start shaping our deeper emotional state at any moment.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					There are two components to any emotion, the Stoics argue: 1. a belief (descriptive) about the way the world is: “some event has happened … I or others and things I value have been affected in some way …” 2. a belief (prescriptive) about what it is right or appropriate (kathêkon) for me to do in response: “so I am right to seek vengeance … grieve and tear my clothing … celebrate and let go of all inhibition …”
			

		

		

		

		

		When the Stoics ask us to minimize and even remove certain emotions, it is because they see such emotions as depending upon our unconditional attachments or aversions to external things. We get too attached to things we cannot control or change, because we have assented to the judgment that these external things are necessary to have or avoid to be happy. For instance:

		

		• if I believe I need my red Ferrari to be in pristine condition to feel good about myself, when someone scratches it whilst parking, I will probably be sad and angry: sad, since my precious car has been harmed, and angry, since “some idiot” is responsible for this damage;

		• if I have somehow imagined (eg) my life partner would never get sick and age, then when she does, I will feel sad, and perhaps even angry at the universe itself–raging against nature with as much wisdom and efficacy as a fly caught in a bottle, banging up against the glass.

		

		We now have the two key ideas in place about the Stoic view of emotions:

		

		1. that they involve beliefs (1) about the world and (2) about what is appropriate for me to do in response;

		2. that they reflect attachments to external things we cannot control.

		

		And with these ideas in place, we can understand the way that the Stoics thought that all our emotions could be classified into four broad groups, as follows:

		

		Figure 3: the four basic kinds of emotions, for the Stoics

		

		
			
				
				
				
			
			
					
					In present, now
					In future, later (maybe)
			

			
					External things taken as good, necessary to be happy
					Delight, elation “Something good is here, and I should be happy”
					Desire “Something desirable may be achievable, so I must seek it”
			

			
					External things taken as bad, “making us” unhappy
					Distress, pain “Something bad or harmful is present, and I should feel unhappy”
					Fear “Something bad is coming, and I must fight or flee”
			

		

		

		

		Importantly, this division into four basic emotional types in no way denies the full richness of human emotional life. As one leading ancient summary of Stoic ethics puts it:

		

		Under desire are subsumed things like these: anger and its species (temper, rage, wrath, rancor, cases of ire, and such), violent cases of erotic love, cravings, yearnings, cases of fondness for pleasure, cases of fondness for wealth, cases of fondness for esteem, and the like. Under pleasure [or elation] are subsumed cases of joy at others’ misfortunes, cases of self-gratification, cases of charlatanry, and the like. Under fear are subsumed cases of hesitancy, cases of anguish, astonishment, feelings of shame, commotions, superstitions, dread, and terrors. Under pain [or distress] are subsumed distress, envy, jealousy, pity, grief, worry, sorrow, annoyance, mental pain, and vexation. (Stobaeus, Epitome of Stoic Ethics, 10b)

		

		Yet each emotion we feel will be about something we assess to be good or beneficial, or else bad or harmful, either in the present or in the future.⁵⁶ And the practical take away is this: if our emotions are based in beliefs about what is real, and what we should do, and these emotion-forming beliefs can be analyzed and in some cases found to be wanting, then these beliefs can be let go of, so our feelings are also modified. This is why the Stoics wrote consolations for people suffering from seemingly incurable grief⁵⁷, in which arguments were presented of two broad kinds:

		

		1. accepting that the loss of the bereaved is a deep, painful experience, is it right (prescriptively) that a person should grieve for an indefinite period, turn away from their other roles and concerns in life, even prevent others from talking about the person lost? Would the lost person wish for them to grieve indefinitely, and stop living their wider lives, out of love? Or would they want the bereaved to remember and honor them, but work to rebuild their lives?

		2. reframing the loss of the person (the descriptive belief in the emotion) so it does not seem so devastating, given that all people must die, that in the scale of history many people are killed or die before reaching old age, that the person is now at rest, and that the loss of the loved one may be unjust, but it is irreversible.

		

		This view of emotions also explains why Seneca wrote a wonderful text On Anger, in which he challenged the belief that anger is natural and necessary, given the harms it does to our relationships, and the speed with which it pushes angry people to do things they later regret.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					• Anger according to the Stoics is a temporary madness. • It limits our ability to think straight. So, although it reflects a desire for justice or revenge, it inhibits our ability to achieve these things. • It is not a sign of “manliness” or strength. It is a product of weakness, and testament that the other person has “gotten under our skin”–which means, for the Stoics, that we have assented to give them that power. But we need not do this.
			

		

		

		

		

		Socrates was not angry, even at his colleagues who placed him before a tribunal of six hundred of his countrymen. He warned them that they were making a mistake that they would regret, and confessed that he did not know, at the age of 70, whether dying was not a good thing which it is senseless (accordingly) to fear (Plato, Apology, 42a).

		The takeaway in this book should be clear. The Stoic analysis of the emotions repositions these as based in beliefs we can analyze and transform. Our emotions are not irresistible, blind forces of nature that we have no say over. With difficulty, we can train ourselves to be less susceptible to negative feelings, and accordingly less likely to “act out” in a heated moment. In situations in which bullies are baiting you, to get you to show how “unstable” you are, Stoicism can accordingly be of the greatest utility (Chapter Three).

		

	
		

		
			6. Belonging and community with others, and the need for dedicated exercise
		

		

		At this point, nearly all the interconnected Stoic positions we will be drawing upon in the final two Chapters of this book are in place:

		

		• the empowering Stoic stress on virtue, our character, as the only true good (§2),

		• the dichotomy of control, and the call to focus on what depends on us, as against what does not (§3),

		• the Stoic distinction between impressions and impulses, as against assents and beliefs (§4), and

		• the account of emotions as involving beliefs about the world and what is right and wrong which we assent to (§5), which we can examine, and with practice, come to revise.

		

		Some readers might be wondering whether Stoicism therefore involves, in all of this, a kind of elevated egoism. Is it about “saving yourself” when everybody else around you might be going under? Is it about getting psychologically tough, like muscle men who go to the gym (and then admire themselves in the mirror)? Does Stoicism help individuals by cutting them off from others, giving them a sense of superiority: “ha, ha, these others don’t understand that external goods, even reputation, are not truly valuable, so look at them scurrying around! I don’t have to treat them well. If they are so weak as to be harmed by my words, then that is their problem, not mine!”

		As Donald Robertson has stressed, this “broicism” idea of Stoic philosophy is a deep misrepresentation.⁵⁸ It is a good thing that more and more people, including Stoic women, are challenging it. In truth, the Stoics’ position is closer to another Socratic attitude: that the good person is gentle with others, and severe with themselves alone.

		Marcus Aurelius tells us of the need, every morning, to remind ourselves that in the day ahead, we are likely to meet people with all kinds of issues: angry, deceitful, fearful, neurotic … (Meditations, II, 1). He does not ask us to imagine we will only meet sages whom we can mistreat with impunity and blame them, like a bully does.

		This Stoic attitude is consistent with their wider position that no person is an island. Human beings are interdependent, social creatures. Each of us was born into a family. We could not have survived if others had not protected and nurtured us. Each of us is part of a local community, a nation, and ultimately, the global human community.⁵⁹

		We should always remember what we owe to parents and siblings, and our feelings of love and gratitude for what they’ve done for us. But we should try to extend this fellow feeling and this sense of obligation outwards, to friends, then acquaintances, then anyone in our local community …

		In taking better care of ourselves, Stoicism does not propose we turn away from others. Far from it. Stoicism is indeed the most sociable of philosophies, Seneca protested, for such reasons as these.

		But it is worth citing Marcus Aurelius’ morning meditation here in full, since we will return to it (Chapter Three, §6). This meditation covers both the need to accept that others are far from perfect, and often do not mean or behave well, and the sense that nevertheless, we all belong to one community and owe justice to each other:

		

		Begin the morning by saying to yourself, I shall meet with the busy body, the ungrateful, arrogant, deceitful, envious, unsocial. All these things happen to them by reason of their ignorance of what is good and evil. But I who have seen the nature of the good that it is beautiful, and of the bad that it is ugly, and the nature of him who does wrong, that it is akin to me, not only of the same blood or seed, but that it participates in the same intelligence and the same portion of the divinity, I can neither be injured by any of them, for no one can fix on me what is ugly, nor can I be angry with my kinsman, nor hate him. For we are made for co-operation, like feet, like hands, like eyelids, like the rows of the upper and lower teeth. To act against one another then is contrary to nature; and it is acting against one another to be vexed and to turn away. (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, II, 11)

		

		We can close this chapter by picking up on Marcus’ directive to himself here to begin every morning by performing this meditation. The Stoics were philosophers, and they presented powerful arguments for their view of the world and the good life. But they also realized that theoretical arguments will not by themselves be enough to transform people facing really difficult situations.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					• People are creatures of habit, whose minds and ways of thinking are bound up inextricably with their bodies. • Indeed, our “mind” is also a physical organ–the Stoics thought it was the heart, we know it is the brain. • And just as we need to train the body if we wish it to become fitter, we need to train the mind to be more resilient. • For this reason, the Stoic texts recommend what philosopher Pierre Hadot has called “spiritual exercises” to help people to examine, understand, and transform their thoughts and responses to the world, so they can live better lives, even when they face the most difficult challenges and obstacles.
			

		

		

		

		

		This practical dimension of Stoicism underlies its global growth today. It is also something which speaks directly to our concerns in this book. In Chapters Three and Four, we are going to consider how Stoic ideas, and twenty directed exercises based upon them, can help mobbing targets keep their head, even when others have lost theirs in their current workplace.

		

		

		

		
			CHAPTER THREE
		

		

	
		
			Stoicism and Taking Care
		

		
			of Yourself, First
		

		

	
		
			Triage and repair, before acting
		

		

		As you are reading this, if you are a mobbing target in your workplace, you may be under the greatest stress in your life. We remember from Chapter One (§5) how Heinz Leymann described mobbing as a five-frontal attack on targets’ ability to communicate (and be heard), their social self, their professional reputation, their basic capacity to do their jobs—and as such, on their psychological and physical health.

		We recall also from the start of Chapter Two the shocking list of characteristic psychological and physical damages workplace mobbing targets report to clinicians. In Chapter Two, we then laid out the theoretical bases for understanding Stoicism as a practical philosophy uniquely well suited (if anything could be) to speak to the situation of bullying targets.

		In this Chapter and the next, we are going to suggest a program for applying Stoic principles and exercises to the challenges of targets being mobbed at work. The style of the book will hence change, as I prescribe Stoic exercises for targets to undertake (hence, often using the second person), in between further reflective examinations of mobbees’ experiences and relevant elaborations of the Stoic ideas we met in Chapter Two.⁶⁰

		The way these two Chapters are set out divides exercises and considerations for minimizing targets’ trauma and distress (Chapter Three), and then exercises concerning how they can act to redress or change their situation (Chapter Four). My reasoning here, which is Stoic-inspired, is this. The first call of business if you are subject to workplace bullying is to address the psychological effects of the stressors that you are experiencing. Targets owe it to themselves and their loved ones to triage the psychological wounds that they may be experiencing, and to take care of themselves when other sources of validation are being withdrawn.

		Moreover, this is also something you can do, with assistance, independently of what happens around you, and how things unfold at work. If you don’t do this, you won’t be able to respond as well as you can, and make the best decisions about what to do for yourself and your family. Chronic anxiety, hypervigilance and PTSD are amongst the most common symptoms of workplace mobbing, and they are no laughing matter. They diminish targets’ capacities to concentrate, think straight, and to cope with any new stressors that might come their way.

		Targets need therefore to address the causes of the anxiety and trauma, to the extent they can, to heal as much as they can between bullying episodes, and to maintain enough of their sense of self to then face the bigger decisions which loom for them: whether to stay and fight, and if so, how, or to cut loose, leaving the mobbing and its memories behind them (Chapter Four).

		

	
		

		
			2. Starting from the Dichotomy of Control
		

		

		The dichotomy of control which we met in Chapter Two (§3) is the most basic principle of Stoic practice, and it is integrated into many of the Stoics’ exercises. The first thing a Stoic will advise you, no matter at which stage of a mobbing experience you might find yourself, is always to recall and apply this dichotomy:

		

		• What about this situation is in your control?

		• What about this situation is not in your control?

		

		

		

		

		Let’s proceed here by firstly considering the left-hand column, wherein you’ve listed all the things in your control right now.

		

	
		

		
			3. Recovering your sense of agency, dignity, and worth (what is in your control)
		

		

		Stoicism tells us that in our direct control at any time are a small number of things. There’s how and what you think. There’s what you wish for, and what you wish to avoid. And there’s what you do and what you say (Chapter Two, §3).

		We know also from Chapter Two, §4, that the Stoics notice how we are never wholly determined by what is happening outside of us. People respond differently to the same situations because they assent to different ideas about those circumstances. And this is what is decisive for their happiness or unhappiness, the Stoics believe.

		It also means that we have the ability as humans to look in different ways at even the most challenging adversities–like being insulted (see Chapter Four, §3) or ganged up on, excluded from one’s old social group, etc. “These things may be real, but what am I going to think and do about them? What do I want, given that these things have happened? What are my options?”

		One person will get angry, another might feel the impulse to rage but resist it, another again may see the situation as something that merits no distress at all. There is for the Stoics a kind of invisible wall which exists between what we think, feel, and choose in response to a situation, and the outside situation itself. The wall or boundary lies in our capacities to give and withhold assent to different responses to what is happening, as well as to consider alternative responses and weigh which will be best in the short, the medium and the longer terms.

		It may not seem much. But it is a lot, when targets are facing a situation in which their capacities to speak and be treated with basic consideration in the workplace are being cut down, and when their ability even to defend themselves against slander are denied by poor management. At such times, it is deeply important that targets do not lose sight of this basic Stoic truth:

		

		Targets always have agency. It may be limited right now, at least in your workplace. But no matter what the mob can take from you, within the workplace and its social networks, they cannot take away your capacity to think your own thoughts, feel your own emotions, and choose what you will do and say.⁶¹

		

		And this means that there are many things which bullies also cannot compel targets to be or do unless targets give their assent.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Exercise 2: meditation–what the mob cannot do without your assent Remember, in the light of what you can control, these things your mob and its enablers cannot do without your assent: • They can prevent your work from being treated justly in the workplace, they can exclude you from roles you formerly excelled in, and they can present all of this as somehow merited (or else deny any of it is happening, when the gaslight comes on). But they can’t force you to do, say, or think anything which you don’t think is right, appropriate, or truthful. • They can lie and cover up, but they can’t force you to lie or be dishonest (Rudyard Kipling’s “being lied about, but not dealing in lies” from the poem “If”). • They can slander, but they can’t force you to badmouth others without cause (Kipling’s “being hated, not giving way to hating” …) • They can aggress against you and claim you are the aggressor, but they cannot make you actually do anything deliberately harmful and unmerited to others. • They can claim that you are unstable, mean, and dishonest–or in many cases, worse, “sexist”, “racist”, “politically correct”, a “snowflake” ... But they cannot by themselves take away your capacity to do everything in your powers to be a faithful friend, a good mum, a role model for your kids, and someone who is still very good at what you were employed to do … • They can convince others that you are an unworthy person, but they cannot take from you your sense of worth and purpose, unless you assent to giving them this authority, which you have every reason not to do.
			

		

		

		

		

		This is the practical strength that the Stoics’ core theoretical claim that virtue is the only real good brings (Chapter Two, §2). It is a truth you can rely on and return to when the chips are down. It gives you a confidence–the Stoics call it tharraleotês–that whatever happens there are things “the bastards can’t take away from you”. And this is important for mobbing targets. It is a place to stand, without flinching, amidst the storm.

		The best statement I know of such sublime Stoic confidence comes from Archbishop Cranmer in William Shakespeare’s Henry VIII. Under attack from all sides by a political lynch mob, with paid-up scoundrels coming out of the woodworks to testify against him, even the King expresses concern about the Archbishop. Cranmer replies like he was Socrates, Zeno, or Epictetus:

		

		The good I stand on is my truth and honesty:

		If they shall fail, I, with mine enemies,

		Will triumph o’er my person; which I weigh not,

		Being of those virtues vacant. I fear nothing

		What can be said against me.⁶²

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Exercise 3: what the mob can’t take from you, no matter what Now undertake this Stoic exercise, based in the dichotomy of control. • List everything that the mob can take from you, but also everything they can’t. • Note how many things they can take from you–and be brutal about it, for the moment–that is, imagine worse case scenarios as if they were real (we’ll return to this). • But note how many things even the worst outcome imaginable right now leaves to you, and are untouched by the madness: your family, for instance, your kids, your weekends, your sports club, your friends who know nothing of this workplace nonsense ... • Remember that your character and wellbeing are more important than anything else, and whilst the bullies’ actions target these things, they cannot take away your dignity and capacities to think, choose, and stand (and count) for something.
			

		

		

		

		

		If a person has agency, for the Stoics, it is because they are rational, social beings with the capacity to give and withhold assent to impulses and ideas, rather than being a slave to them, or to others. Therefore, they always also have an intrinsic, inalienable dignity.

		

		• You are not an object and shouldn’t be treated like one.

		• You can speak and have a right to be heard in any just and healthy workplace.

		• You feel and suffer and have a right to feel and redress these things, without colleagues cynically questioning your honesty and mental stability.

		• You still will also have all the capacities that led you to be employed in this job, the same capacities you had before the mobbing started.

		

		Many targets, research in fact shows, are before the mobbing starts creative, passionate, independent, and conscientious workers.⁶³ It is exactly such traits which provoke bullies’ envy, or the fear that the target might show them up. But here is the key Stoic idea here:

		

		However passionate a target is about their work–and this, by itself, is of course a virtue, not a vice or liability–they are not solely the person they are at work.

		

		Even if a person works long hours, and presently has no life partner, they will have friends and associates from past jobs, from university, from school, from growing up. They will have a family. So, as well as this job right now and its stresses, you are also a son or daughter, a brother or sister, a mother or father, grandson, or granddaughter, and perhaps a carer and source of joy, admiration and hope for others.⁶⁴ And this is worth remembering

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Exercise 4: different eggs, different baskets One role you have is your present role at work. But you have others, and your worth and capacities exceed any one job. • List what these other nonwork relationships and roles are, and consider what obligations and ties they each involve, and to whom. • Write down what sources of recognition, pride, affection, or validation each of these roles and relationships gives you. • Be grateful for each of these sources of connection and meaning, by thinking about them in contrast to the non-recognition and denigration you’re facing now when you go to work. • Consider also how important each role is, in comparison to your present work role, especially now that is characterized by so much hostility. • List all the capacities you have, unrelated to your work, which you can continue to exercise and enjoy (hobbies, sports, arts, or crafts) even when the mobbing and your work experience is at its worst. • Ask yourself then how much of your dignity as a person is not presently under attack by the mob. Even if the answer is a low percentage (20%), you now know that there is at least that much of who you are which this experience cannot tarnish or destroy. • If you’ve stopped doing them amidst all the mayhem, resolve to take up one or more of your out-of-work hobbies or pastimes, to affirm your independence from what is happening to you right now at work.
			

		

		

		

		

		We see again how Stoic ways of responding to a mobbing situation are about anything but withdrawing from the world, or just rolling over fatalistically and playing dead. Stoicism affirms the fundamental dignity of every person, regardless of wealth, power, status, race, religion, gender, or anything else. For each person, this dignity resides in capacities which are more fundamental and inalienable than anything a bully or mob can tear down, whether through insult, backstabbing, slander, or the dozens of other tactics we met in Chapter One.⁶⁵ And this dignity means others do have moral (and usually legal) obligations towards you.

		Bullies and their enablers know this. They just have chosen, and tried to convince themselves and others, that they are right to bend, stretch, or scorn these rights. Their shameful knowledge is why the “backfire model” of Brian Martin accompanies workplace bullying like a shadow: trying to cover up, obfuscate, target-blame, and silence the target who is simultaneously being undermined (Chapter One, §4). Bullies so often respond with escalation when they are called out by targets—or attempts to turn around the blame—precisely because of their deep fear of being shown up publicly for what they are.

		We will return to what targets can do to seek justice and redress, if they so choose, in Chapter Four. It is first time to address the grave psychological stressors targets face once a mobbing has commenced, and how Stoicism can help reduce and reframe them.

		

	
		

		
			4. Regulating your negative emotions (your responses to what you can’t control)
		

		

		None of this is to take away from the enormous psychological and social challenges individuals face who find themselves in the crosshairs of a workplace mob. “I felt unreal, surreal. It was a Molotov cocktail of bad feelings”, wrote one target interviewed by Evelyn Field. “It was soul destroying. I didn’t deserve this. I did nothing wrong”; “[i]t’s like Chinese water torture”, “a mini-holocaust”, “a gentle genocide”, others echoed.⁶⁶

		Indeed, there seem to be few negative emotions which targets are not typically prey to:

		

		• To the extent that people value social and professional standing, bullying occasions sadness and grief in targets: they are losing things they formerly deeply valued, including the ability to feel proud of their work (see Chapter Four);

		• To the extent that the false accusations, slanders, or violations of privacy are outside of the scope of anything targets have previously encountered, they may suffer disorientation and traumatic shock;

		• To the extent that targets are isolated and excluded from social groups, work tasks and information loops, they often feel loneliness and worthlessness;

		• To the extent to which the bullying is carried out behind the person’s back at the same time as it can often involve violations of real or virtual (online) privacy, targets experience a deep sense of betrayal, as well as diffuse anxiety and inability to trust others;

		• Especially after the mobbing proper has begun, and the condoning of management is clear, targets may be fearful not simply that they are no longer able to do anything to prevent their being further targeted, but also that anyone they confide in will think them “damaged” or “crazy”;

		• To the extent that the mob has managed to corral management or even HR, targets often also feel disempowered, exposed, unprotected, and unsafe;

		• To the extent that all of this is allowed to unfold whilst others do nothing, and is even sponsored by people they formerly trusted, targets often become prey to deep anger or rage which, over time, can blacken their own personalities, as well as corrode their other relationships;

		• For all these reasons, bullying targets may become prey to despair, hopelessness, and deep cynicism. In some cases, lacking sources of external vindication, targets come to morbidly identify with the damaging picture of themselves painted by the intimidation, slander, or quasi-punitive actions against them at work;

		• This can lead to shame and guilt, despite the absence of anything resembling a fair hearing wherein they could face and answer any charges of actual wrongdoing.

		

		We saw in Chapter Two (§5) how our emotions are shaped by attachments to what is beyond our control. At the same time, we can question these beliefs, and potentially thereby reshape our emotional life so it becomes more joyful, confident, and wise. The emotions of bullying targets, from a Stoic perspective, are the reflections of the external things they value: in particular, their professional good name, the recognition (and ongoing employment) of their technical capacities, and their social standing.

		They have usually worked hard to win all these things. By any ordinary standards, they deserve to enjoy them, and have a right to defend them from misrepresentations and undermining. For these reasons, it is deeply confusing and troubling for targets when they see others trying to tear these things down and succeeding.

		Nevertheless, Stoicism asks us to recognize that, at a very basic level, all these things, by their natures, depend on others. Our reputation just is the sum total of what others say and think about us. Our social standing is the sum-total of who likes or values us, and who does not. So:

		

		• Whether our employers value our work is in their court.

		• What goes through others’ heads is not up to us.

		• Neither, alas, is what third parties can be seduced into thinking about us by people unbalanced, ruthless or cunning enough to concoct half-truths, distortions, and lies to blacken our names.

		• Neither, finally, is what goes through bystanders’ heads when they see the mobbing begin and accelerate–when they are invited to meetings about the target, without the target being there, for example–and choose to say or do nothing or convince themselves that this is now somehow kosher.

		

		We may wish we could control these things. It may deeply wound us to watch people we thought of as friends desert us in the hour of need. We can try to persuade others that what is being alleged about us is wrong. But we cannot, by any means at all, guarantee that we can change others’ minds. For that is up to them, as Epictetus would say.

		Moreover, as we’ve repeated, targets of workplace mobbing need to remain aware of how their emotional responses are cynically factored into the bullying game from the start. Slurs, rumors, accusations, ostracism–all these things are meant to produce a reaction in targets. They are bait. Once a target bites, or at least if they emote in a way that shows distress or aggression, this may be used against them. The cynicism and bad faith about this process is shocking. Bullies attack others and then act as if their hoped-for reactions were unreasonable. As a target, you can’t be accountable for others’ bad characters, nor for the managerial blindness that enables these things to transpire in your workplace. Following the Stoics, you need to focus on what is up to you.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Exercise 5: what could you have controlled, and not controlled? If it is not too painful, in a quiet moment, take the time (and you may want to repeat this exercise, like the others): • to write down all the incidents you can remember in the mobbing, right back to the start, from when you first began to become aware that something was wrong. • Ask yourself in each case whether you could control what happened in this instance. Be brutally honest. Since all mobbings start in a perceived or real conflict (Chapter One), you may have in the past said or done things which were knowingly provocative, and which others might have taken offence at. • But also, be brutally honest about how much of all of this was beyond your control. Ask yourself in each case, did you wish this? And if it happened to a colleague, would you think it fair and reasonable, even allowing for whatever you may have done before the mobbing started? • Every time you register that something was not in your control, practice forgiving yourself and “letting go” any shame or guilt you might feel about that incident. • If you did nothing to provoke it, and did not wish it, it was not up to you. You should not therefore take blame for it or feel bad about it. It’s “the bullies’ bad”, not yours.
			

		

		

		

		

		When a target practices distinguishing what is up to them and not up to them, as the mobbing proceeds, does that mean that they are effectively accepting that nothing can be done? Should we just learn to accept everything we can’t control without acting, “sucking it up, buttercup”?

		By now, the Stoic answer of “no” should be clear in reader’s minds. Virtue for the Stoics involves knowing how to best turn to advantage anything that happens to a person. And that means, things which they can’t control. When others insult, slander, or exclude a person and try to blacken their name, that is the others’ responsibility, true. But the person has agency and choices, in terms of how they think and respond to this adversity–and, within limits, with practice, the Stoics argue that they can reframe the experience so that their psychological distress is also lessened.

		Nevertheless, given the profile of emotional damages targets report, we need to proceed with both analytic and therapeutic care. When we observe the role of disbelief, shock, fear, and disorientation in the affective cocktail targets are asked by their colleagues to drink, it seems to me that there are several important gradations that need to be introduced at this point within the dichotomy of control. They concern the side of those things we listed above which we cannot right now command (Exercise 1).

		Within the realm of all those things which a mobbing target cannot control at any moment of the process, there will be:

		

		i. things or events that the target may be uncertain about whether they happened (or are happening now), and who is responsible for them, since the target has been isolated and cut out of information loops;

		ii. things which the target knows all too well about (since they’ve been on the receiving end of them), but can’t fully believe, since they violate their prior expectations of what is right or possible so strikingly;

		iii. things which precedents suggest may well happen in the future, but which can’t be known for sure right now, since they also may not occur.

		

		These three classes of things are especially important to the experiences of mobbees. Why? Because they all introduce uncertainty of one kind or another. As such, each can contribute to a target’s sense of stress and even of traumatization.

		Firstly, when (as with i.) we don’t know what is happening for sure–for instance, what rumors people, including managers, seem to be sharing–but suspect that these things might be occurring, this uncertainty can produce anxiety and feed distrust. If enough things like this which are potentially intimidating or humiliating in a person’s workplace may be going on, this can lead targets to forms of heightened suspiciousness or “hypervigilance” (see Chapter Two).

		Secondly (as with ii.), when we have seen or experienced things that are so far out of our moral comfort zone that we can’t believe they could happen, this disbelief produces disorientation and the traumatized propensity to keep going over these events in our mind: “how could that have … how could they … what on earth was that?”

		Finally (as with iii.), given what a target has experienced up to now, especially after phase 2 commences with the entry of management into the mobbing drama (Chapter 1, §4), there is usually a diffuse fear about what may be coming next, which the target can of course not be certain about right now (iii).

		

	
		

		
			i. things you can’t know for sure (moderating suspicion and anxiety)
		

		

		If a reader has ever walked into a workplace or social setting where they know that people have been talking about them, negatively, behind their back (for one thing, their manager may have confirmed this to their face), they will know what a confronting experience this is for mobbing targets.

		Targets may have by this stage been subject to direct forms of harassment and belittlement. Then there may be this “penumbra” of other things that have been occurring which they can’t be sure about. The sequence of them however adds to targets’ sense of psychological unsafety and of not knowing what might be coming next in their workplace (see iii).

		Targets have been put on the defensive. Their worth, name and honor have been muddied. They need however to moderate their anxiety, to whatever extent they can. It is vital that targets’ justified caution (alert, but not alarmed) in an adverse situation never gives way, even momentarily, to an unchecked suspiciousness which their mob will point to as evidence of mental ill health.

		Here is a first principle of addressing bullying and mobbing at work that readers do not need Stoicism to find. They will find it underlined in nearly every book on these subjects:

		

		As soon as you see a pattern of behavior towards yourself and your work which you feel “wrong” about, and feel to be discriminatory, unfair, demeaning, belittling, or humiliating, you need to start documenting everything that happens of this kind on paper and storing this information for future reference and possible actions.⁶⁷

		

		This should include everything that a target experiences as potentially an act of aggression against them, which is nevertheless done cunningly, so the perpetrator has plausible deniability: like criticizing a targets’ work or appearance, and then saying, “I was only joking—why are you upset?”

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Exercise 6: write down the history If you haven’t done this already, or else building on the list you compiled under Exercise 5, find time and a quiet place to sit and: • Write down, in chronological order, as thoroughly as you can, every act of aggression that you feel you have experienced at work, since the first time you felt uncomfortable, or noticed that people’s way of treating you began to change. • Use dates, times, places, locations, names, descriptions, every piece of information you think is relevant to keeping a complete record. • Remember that mobbing targets regularly experience difficulties remembering details. So, even if you feel sure you could never forget these events, you may find that if you haven’t documented them, you will. • Take notes also at any meetings with managers or human resources about your “case” (for many targets can attest how often managers “cannot recall” or “have no recollection” of crucial details which are not documented). • The earlier you can start doing this, as soon as safely possible after the events occur, the better. Your recollection will be clearer, the details more precise, and the evidence more valuable. • Over time, keeping such a record is valuable given the “backfire” you face as a mobbing target–which means you are effectively the accused, and will need to be able to establish clearly and undoubtedly that “you are not making it all up”. • Learn to rethink every bullying action you endure as also one more piece of vindication and ammunition. The bullies may think they are further harming you. But they are now assisting your case against them, should it come to that. This is an empowering way to reframe these actions so that they are experienced as less distressing.
			

		

		

		

		

		But here’s the thing. Because of the nature of mobbing, and the extent to which it depends on backstabbing and backroom gossip, there is going to be a lot of stuff being said and done about a mobbing target which they can’t directly know.

		If the bullies aren’t fools, they will conduct much of their business in the shadows. If they are friends, they may even discuss things strictly after hours and off the books to minimize possible accountability. Targets may only come to know anything about what has been cooked up after they experience the next round of baiting, humiliation, or false accusations.

		Then there are strange things that might start happening at work to targets, which look like effects of causes that they can’t certify. Here are some examples:

		

		• In one case, a target returned to their workstation after eating lunch off-site to find that a tissue, dirtied with a brown stain suggestive of toilet paper, was placed in front of their computer. Who had done it, and where had it come from? The target could not say with certainty.

		• Suddenly a colleague or friend whom a target thought was neutral, or even a real or potential friend, can go cold, stop communicating with them, or her or his emails to them will take on a highly official tone, just as if they had been ghostwritten by management or HR. But this cannot be asserted with certainty.

		• In another extraordinary case, within a calendar month after a target had reported to their management and HR that the mobbing was affecting their health and capacity to work, they discovered a false professional social media site bearing their name had been created, in which their seeming namesake was depicted as specializing in “malingering”. Again, although things look very fishy here, and the target’s shock and sense of violation was 100% real, there still was not 100% certainty that this was not an extraordinary coincidence. Asserting this with certainty would have been very unwise.

		

		What is the Stoic point here?

		

		It is that when you are noting down things which are happening to you in your workplace, or online, which you experience as threatening or humiliating, you also need to be very careful that you honestly assess with what certainty you know these things. If you don’t know with certainty, don’t assent even in your own mind to the idea that you do. The last thing which a mobbing target can ever be presented as doing is to be claiming that things happened with certainty that they cannot prove.

		

		This is certainly unfair. After all, targets may have been maligned several times based on rumors, lurid fantasies, and envy. The mobbers may have been granted effective carte blanche by management to proceed on the flimsiest of evidentiary bases. But there is nothing for it, until the target patiently builds a case. You must accept that the rules within the workplace are presently unfair. They are out of your control. But the invisible Stoic “wall” between a person’s self and the world lies in our capacity to assent to particular ideas and impulses: that something is real and true, and that some course of action is right or appropriate. We always have the capacity not to assent to first impulses or casual ideas and suspicions that flit across the screen of the mind. And there is another Stoic capacity which is vital to cultivate when targets are facing forms of covert bullying in the workplace. This is the ability to assent to an idea conditionally, with reserve, as probable but not certain.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					• One logical “virtue” of the wise person, the Stoics tell us, is a “non-precipitancy”—basically, “not rushing” or “not leaping to conclusions”. • The advanced Stoic carefully assesses ideas and proposals that present themselves to her before she gives her assent: “yes, that must be true … yes, that is the right thing to do”. • Where such certainty is unavailable, and where they just cannot know enough to be sure right now that something happened in the way that they hope or fear–then, the Stoics say, we should admit our doubts, and only assent to an idea as probable or likely, not as certain.
			

		

		

		

		

		Practicing assenting conditionally to what we can’t surely know teaches us to keep an open mind.⁶⁸ So, if further evidence presents itself, we’re ready: we have not jumped to a conclusion which we must now stick to or doggedly defend.

		This practice of “knowing ignorance”, as it has been called, will also allow targets to move on from the kinds of uncertain, potentially troubling incidents of covert bulling which many targets face, rather than going over them repetitively. Now, they can draw a line in the sand: “That was 70% probable, and the best explanation for the evidence so far, but that is all I can know right now. I can log it in case of need and get on with other things”.

		Decisively, practicing this “non-precipitancy”, this careful consideration before believing anything categorically, will also prevent targets from presenting anything as compelling evidence, which admits of doubts. This is vital when you are facing audiences who might be skeptical about your story and half-convinced that “sadly, she must be losing it …”, or just overwhelmed by how hard your story is to handle.

		As harsh as it sounds, mobbing targets don’t have the luxury of being lax, when it comes to making their case. Any unprovable claim will be leapt on by accusers in their attempt to paint them as unstable or, projectively, “out to get them … difficult …” Mobbing targets can’t give anyone that lever to pull.

		Instead, you absolutely should note any troubling, uncertain things which have worried you down in writing, and store the record safely. You should also share any written or other hard evidence which you do have of any suspicious episode (a troubling email, a fake website, an anonymous threatening phone message) with at least one independent witness, who could be called upon to back you up.

		And here are some other tips:

		

		• Remember that if someone is trying to threaten or intimidate you electronically, often these websites are quickly removed and once they are gone, they are hard to recover.

		• So, if there is any virtual document involved, for example an email or a website, you should take a screen shot of it and save it off your work computer, as well as printing this out for your records.

		• You need, as well as your record of events, to save all your records about the case off your work computer and print out any documents which you feel constitute potential evidence for safe keeping.

		• However, when you do note down these uncertain but suspicious and troubling events, you also need to note any doubts you have about whether what you fear is true.

		• Again, assign a percentage score about just how certain you are about what you think has happened, say that a suspicious email is the product of a fraudulent attempt to unsettle you (where 0% is completely sure that it is nothing, and 100% would be indubitable certainty, not admitting of any doubt).

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Exercise 7–admitting, noting, and drawing a line under uncertainties Examine your list from Exercise 6 of all events of possible and actual bullying, and in each case now ask yourself, and add notes to your chronological records: • Can there be any doubt that this event happened, or that you misinterpreted it? • Were there independent witnesses? • Did you get anyone else to witness any troubling documents, emails, or websites involved? • Did you document and store any such written evidence? • Imagine yourself into the head of one of your bullies or the compliant manager, and ask: o how could they discredit this if you brought it up in a formal procedure? o what possibility is there here that this could be denied, or put down to your “paranoia” by someone who wishes to harm you, especially to defend themselves? • Write down how sure you are that the event is what you fear that it is. Use a percentage ranking. Be brutally honest. Err here as elsewhere on the side of caution. • Remember that one striking “coincidence” which suggests that you are being gaslighted is just one coincidence. However, a pattern of three, four, or five or more such documentable threatening “coincidences” or “chances” soon becomes much more reasonable for any independent arbiter to interpret as the product of bullying.
			

		

		

		

		

		From a psychological perspective, recording everything and being honest about your uncertainty will help calm the need to go over the events again and again, always asking: “did that really happen?” Mobbing targets can get stuck in this compulsive repetition when their uncertainty remains, as if going over it in our heads alone could disclose some further decisive evidence. This keeps you awake at night.

		From a Stoic standpoint, it is better to admit, like Socrates (who famously claimed that his wisdom was that he knew how much he didn’t know), that you do not know for sure what you cannot know right now. You can still try carefully to find out more, if and when safety allows. Beyond that, there is no point going over this uncertain event more than once or twice, to note everything down as potential evidence for your cause.

		At this point, as Elsa in Frozen says, you can let it go.

		

	
		

		
			ii. things which have happened which you can’t believe (handling shock, moral injury)
		

		

		Then there are things mobbing targets experience which they find so horrifying that they find themselves wrestling with a strange kind of disbelief. “Four incidents were so frightening I could have died on the spot”, one target reports. “I felt frozen in time, marginalized, minimized, ostracized”, reports another.⁶⁹

		From our earliest life, we develop models for understanding how the world works, and how people behave. Most of us assume, unscientifically, that our way of seeing the world is shared by others. Many of us have been raised to treat others respectfully. We also expect that they will do the same–or at least, that if they don’t, there will be avenues of reasonable recourse to put a stop to their hostilities. Nevertheless, as Evelyn Field humorously puts it:

		

		This is ridiculous. About 5% of the population are psychotic, psychopathic, drug or alcohol addicted, about 15% are neurotic, many people still treat women, homosexuals, different races, or cultures, the unemployed and mentally ill differently anyway and the rest of us might be just having a bad day.⁷⁰

		

		Then there is the record of human history, described by one eminent 19th century philosopher as a slaughter-bench. It certainly contains its fair share of war, massacre, rapine, pillage, prejudice, idiocy, epic betrayals and volte faces, murder, even genocide.

		In other words, whilst it is reasonable to hope that every workplace which we will work in is populated by mild-mannered folk who are inclined to treat others as they would hope to be treated, it is not ultimately reasonable to expect that this will be the case. Again, think of the extraordinary statistics concerning the frequency of reported bullying and mobbing across different countries—upwards of 10% of workers at any time, in any large enough place. We tend to think of bullying as like dying of cancer: it only happens to everyone else. But “everyone else” thinks that too. Real people still contract cancer, and many die.

		It can be shocking when one is betrayed: et tu, Brute? It can be paralyzing when targets reach out to another for help, only to be treated as if their complaint was a threat to others’ careers. It may be highly disorienting when a target sees how readily others bow to charismatic bullies, whom the target knows too well are completely different people behind closed doors. It may be surreal when a target hears their manager mouthing words to them that seem out of character, but which sound very much like words the mobbers have placed in their heads. It can be morally disturbing for targets when their manager accepts fraudulent or slanderous claims about them–especially if they had previously assumed that their boss would have some interest in treating people fairly.

		This shock and awe (or terror) is disabling. If a target doesn’t work through it, it can freeze them in a torment of going over and over the morally injurious events, at all hours, in such a way that they risk boring or alienating their friends and partner and damaging their sleeping and wider health.⁷¹

		What happens in mobbing cases often shakes targets’ pre-bulling belief set. Their innocence is lost:

		

		• at least about how certain types of people like “high Machs”, “authoritarian personalities”, or sociopathic “snakes in suits” behave in the workplace, and how susceptible others seem to be to their Jekyll-and-Hyde charms;

		• about how readily people that they may have thought were their friends will sell others out, if they feel that their own position is potentially threatened by showing solidarity;

		• also, about whether the people who aspire to high managerial positions are always the best equipped for the role, understand how to resolve situations of conflict, or even care about doing this.

		

		Nevertheless, and as harsh as this sounds (and it is), being mobbed is its own kind of learning experience. It is a bitter opportunity to expand our perspectives, by changing our beliefs. Above all, targets need to put aside the sense we all can have when something happens to us that we find very distressing: that what is happening is unprecedented, singular, unique–and that we are alone in facing it.

		This is exactly the sort of self-isolating belief which mobbing aims at inducing in targets. It feeds humiliation, and freezes targets in shame. The way to combat this sense is through recalling that you are not alone, and nor is any of this new in human affairs.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					• By reading this and other books on mobbing (or listening on audiobooks, if this is preferable), and seeing just how patterned what is happening to you is, you can modify the horrifying impression that you have been singled out for persecution in ways no one will ever be able to understand. • In fact, you belong to a very large cohort at any time, and an even larger cohort across time, which includes people of all genders, different nationalities, and of a wide range of backgrounds, professions, and aptitudes, from line workers in offices up to deposed or assassinated politicians. • Remembering stories from history of figures who have suffered like and worse than you, as well as reading case histories like those of Ron’s and Sylvie’s, will also moderate any sense of shame or humiliation, and that this is “all about You”, as your bullies charge.
			

		

		

		

		

		There is one thing which readers will notice if they for example take up one of the Stoic Seneca’s consolations, like his Consolation to Marcia, a grieving mother whose son had died in the prime of his life. This is the frequency of his use of examples to her. He gives many examples of mothers who had lost sons and daughters, and who in many cases were far more illustrious and renowned people than Marcia herself.⁷²

		Seneca clearly means to show Marcia: however bad you feel, and however grave your loss, you can take comfort in the fact that it can happen to anyone. Others have suffered fates as bad or worse than you face. You are not alone, even in a grief whose objects are irreplaceable.⁷³

		I think the best description of the force of examples in cases of mobbing comes from the philosopher Francis Bacon. Bacon himself was arguably mobbed by parliamentary colleagues, complete with trumped-up charges, and he fell from British Lord Chancellor to a disgraced figure. After this fall, Bacon wrote to a friend of how he was occupying his time, reading of the lives of other great fallen figures, as follows:

		

		Amongst consolations, it is not the least to represent to a man’s self like examples of calamity in others. For examples give a quicker impression than arguments; and besides they certify us that which the Scripture also tendereth [offers] for satisfaction, that ‘no new thing is happened unto us’. This they do the better, by how much the examples are liker in circumstances to our own case; and more especially if they fall upon persons that are greater and worthier than ourselves. For as it savoureth [savors] of vanity to match ourselves highly in our own conceit; so on the other side it is a good sound conclusion, that if our betters have sustained the like events, we have the less cause to be grieved.⁷⁴

		

		In other words, others have faced what we are facing. This includes people in far higher offices than we hold. But they survived, even those who fell from greater heights than we may fall from. So, we too can survive. As awful and unmerited as it all is, you’ve got this.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Exercise 8: you are not alone, “tales of the mighty dead” • Read at least one other book on workplace bullying and mobbing, after you finish reading this book. Consider one or more titles in the bibliography, like Janice Harper’s Mobbed! or Davenport et al’s Emotional Abuse in the American Workplace. • Pay especial attention to the examples and what other targets say about their experiences. • Think back over other stories you know, from fiction or history, of how others have faced great adversities, even kinds of mobbing and exile, but adapted and survived, either through fighting for justice, or starting on some new course of life. • Pay especial attention to how the people in these stories who were not destroyed by their experiences adapted and transformed themselves. How did they do it? What strengths and resources were theirs? • Consider taking one or more of these “mighty dead” (or living exemplars) as a model you can recur to in future struggles, asking yourself, “how would Socrates or Voltaire [two of the author’s heroes] respond to this adversity?”, and try to model your behaviour on theirs (see Chapter Four).
			

		

		

		

		

	
		

		
			iii. things you dread may happen, but can’t control (moderating fear)
		

		

		The preceding Stoic considerations and exercises are intended to minimize the anxiety and suspicion that covert bullying and gaslighting engenders in targets (i.) and the “moral injury” about what has happened (ii.) which can paralyze a person, like a rabbit caught in blinding headlights.

		There is one other such paralyzing emotion with which any mobbing target will be familiar. Not anxiety or shock about what has happened, but fear or dread about what may be coming next. The sad fact is that once the Rubicon of successfully blaming the target for their own mobbing has been crossed, mobbers and their enablers are like Shakespeare’s Macbeth, “in blood, stepped in so far that should I wade no more, returning were as tedious as go o’er”. That is, the mobbers have no choice but to double down and keep blaming the target for their treatment, unless the mobbing is externally halted (or one or more of them leave the workplace). Otherwise, they would have to admit the basic injustice and cowardice of what they are doing. And individuals won’t typically do that. Let alone organizations with nominal policies encoding fair treatment for all, and a statutory commitment to principles of workplace safety and respect for persons.

		Any manager ambitious enough to have sought out their role will most likely never freely admit to “managing someone out” by way of mobbing. This gentle art is illegal in many jurisdictions. They won’t want to be shown publicly to have ignored evidence, silenced disputants, denied natural justice, scorned presumption of innocence, backed fraudulent claims, etc., against a targeted worker.

		The only way forward for them is to keep on as they began: personalizing the issue and making it all seem “your problem”. This is super-nasty, but there you have it. It is worth remembering that no nation ever tells itself and the world that even acts of brazen aggression like invading other countries was unjust or unmerited.

		What all this means is:

		

		• The fear that targets of mobbing feel, and the sense of violation, unsafety, and defenselessness, is an eminently reason-based response to an unsafe environment.

		• Targets are also on solid ground in supposing that, other things being equal, the kinds of aggressions that have experienced up to now will continue, unless something is done to take them seriously.

		• They are also right to fear that if they respond unwisely and challenge their treatment within the workplace in a fearful and angry manner (see Chapter Four), this will likely make things worse, not better.

		

		With this all said, targets need to moderate the potentially damaging effects of having to work in fear. Ongoing low-level fear stimulates the fight or flight response, with all the flow on physiological effects we’ve seen. Fear is stressful.

		But targets can apply the Stoic dichotomy of control. They can’t control what others are doing, and the threats hailing from them to the targets’ social, professional, and wider self. What they can control is how they respond to this Damoclean sword that’s been dangled over their head. And here, the Stoics suggest a further very powerful exercise, the premeditation of adversities.

		This exercise is often called the praemeditatio malorum, that is, a “premeditation of evils”.⁷⁵ But we know the Stoics think that being insulted, slandered, or discredited by others is not simply an “evil”, just an adversity. It is something which is strongly not to be preferred, and to be avoided if you have any choice about it. But they recognize that often people don’t have this choice. Therefore, the Stoics recommend that, rather than stewing and hoping bad things might and might not happen, we bite the bullet:

		

		• Rather than angsting over and over about what may happen, with the hidden hope that they won’t, we should premeditate the very worst that can happen.

		• That is, activating our imagination to the fullest extent possible, we should envisage everything that may go wrong–in the case of a bullying target, the worst kinds of insult or shaming, the gaslighting and target-blaming of a manager, even the possibility that the employer will claim that you are unwell, and push for a dismissal …

		• The reasoning here is not to morbidly exalt in suffering. It is to enable us to prepare for what we, as agents, will do in this worst-case scenario. What will we feel? What will we be able to do, and not to do? What options will there be? What obstacles will then emerge? But also, what new possibilities will be opened for us, say, if the bullies manage to force us out of our present role? How would the next few days or weeks look for us? What conversations would we need to have? What new prospects could emerge?

		• Fear anticipates that something bad may happen. But it is animated by the worry that we will not have the resources to cope if it does. So, it is twinned with a hope which makes us dependent on things we can’t control, that this just surely can’t happen or won’t happen ..., when it can.

		• Premeditating adversities by contrast is anti-fear. It challenges the underlying sense that “I will have nothing” if the crisis comes to pass, and thereby the dependency on this hope that, for example, some magical change will prevent the worst from unfolding. Far from being morbid, this exercise is all about reminding yourself of the things and capacities you still will have, even if what you fear comes to pass:

		

		Let not your thoughts at once embrace all the various troubles which you may expect to befall you: but on every occasion ask yourself, what is there in this which is intolerable and past bearing? For you will be ashamed to confess. In the next place remember that neither the future nor the past pains you, but only the present. But this is reduced to a very little, if you only circumscribe it, and chide your mind if it is unable to hold out against even this. (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, VIII, 36)

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Exercise 9: premeditate the worse that can happen, and what you will then be able to do Take a moment, in a quiet place, to sit and calm yourself. You can do this exercise using writing, or if you are confident enough, just in your head. • Muster the courage to honestly separate in your mind all the things you would answer if a trusted friend or counsellor asked you “what are you scared will happen?” If there is more than one, rank them from least to most scary. • Now, choose one worrying fear that you have. Imagine it playing out in as much detail as you can. o Where will it happen? o Who will be present? o What will be involved? o What will your first impulses be? But now, ask yourself: o What options will be available to you at that moment? o What will the likely consequences of each option be, from responding with rage to carefully and quietly choosing to ask for legal or other support before replying (depending on what you are imagining)? o What strengths will you need to be able to respond in the way that you can see in advance looks likely to have the best consequences? • Repeat the exercise with as many fearful possibilities as are troubling you as soon as you become aware that you may be ruminating over them.
			

		

		

		

		

		As with the exercises for allaying anxiety and moderating shock, the goal of this exercise is to enable targets to “draw a line” under these possible, feared experiences. You are clearing house mentally. Or, to use another Stoic metaphor, you are lightening the load on your ship so you can navigate any rough seas which may be coming with the maximum capacity to respond flexibly.

		

	
		

		
			4. Stoicism and checking rumination or automatic thoughts
		

		

		We have now addressed how mobbing targets can use Stoic insights and exercises to manage the anxiety, shock, and fear they typically feel, and which together contribute to their overall condition of continual, heightened fight-or-flight hypervigilance. If targets are able:

		

		• to manage their uncertainty by recording troubling events, and noting the level of certainty which they have about different episodes (i);

		• to soften their traumatic, de-realizing sense that “this can’t be real”, by becoming more informed of the numbers of people who have experienced similar things, and survived (ii);

		• to take the fearfulness out of bad things which may happen in future, by premeditating them and how they will best respond (iii),

		

		then targets will have a far better chance of surviving the mobbing experience.

		It is not a question of anyone being a sage, completely unphased by the aggressions and injustices of which they are the subject. But neither will a target who applies these Stoic ideas be suffering from quite so many of the psychosomatic symptoms we have seen many targets of workplace mobbing report, which can become debilitating and life-destroying. By reframing your experiences and removing as much as possible of the uncertainty and disorientation which fuels post-traumatic anxiety, you will be comporting yourself far better than your bullies expected and, in many cases, had hoped.

		Nevertheless, each episode of mobbing, especially once management or HR is involved, presents new challenges. Each can open old wounds, retraumatizing even the most hardened and Stoic of targets. None of this is easy.

		As we’ve said, the compulsive repetition of thoughts about harmful incidents, together with imaginative stagings of future encounters and dreams of vindication, are very common amongst targets of workplace mobbing. This is one way the human mind tries to come to terms with grave shocks, experienced as deep threats, as psychologists have known since the First World War, when “shell shock” or “front syndrome” was first observed amongst many war veterans.

		It might seem reasonable to suppose that the last thing a returned soldier’s mind might do is to replay the traumatizing experiences he had facing his own death, killing others, and witnessing the deaths of his comrades. Yet, if our minds can’t in some way comprehend some experience we have undergone, a lasting sense of incompleteness, violation or brokenness is left.

		The mind tends therefore to return to the source of this psychic wound, to go over it again and again, each time aiming to somehow “get over it”. But failing, again and again. During the daytimes, when people are busy with new stimuli and challenges, thoughts about such identity-threatening, traumatic events can often be pushed aside. Yet, when we sleep, with the mind’s preoccupations gone and our alertness relaxed, traumatic thoughts return as if automatically.

		It is like there is a recording of painful events in your mind and someone has pressed “repeat”. You don’t know where the “stop” button is. And so, targets of mobbing, like the victims of other traumatizing events, regularly suffer from sleep disorders, led by intermittent insomnia: the ability to get to sleep, but not to stay asleep through the night, instead waking in the early hours, their system on high alert. The tape playing over and over.

		Mentally repeating a traumatizing event is utterly normal and natural. But it is always distressing, and it can become debilitating. As the Stoics would remind us, the events in question are in the past. They are beyond our present control. We cannot change them or resolve them by thought alone.

		The second, more decisive issue is that when you replay a traumatizing scene of humiliation or hurt over in your mind, your body responds as if you were experiencing the event all over again. Your system hence goes into fight-or-flight mode. If you were asleep, now you will be wide awake. It’s like a switch has clicked. Adrenalin will be coursing through your system. What you need right now is further, deep restorative sleep. Yet the automatic thoughts you are experiencing make this impossible.

		How can Stoicism help? Doesn’t it suppose an impossible level of control of our own minds, when PTSD shows how much of our mental activity is unconscious, far beyond our conscious control?

		No. For Stoicism, we receive external impressions from the world, which are beyond our control: they flood in through the senses. Impulses emerge, which suggest possible responses, and again, this happens beyond or prior to our conscious control. The only power which we have is to assent or not to the ideas and prospects our impressions and impulses suggest to us, or counterpose to these first impulses competing ideas and action plans, to which we might assent (Chapter 2, §4).

		So, the Stoics aren’t going to deny that PTSD sufferers have automatic thoughts. They aren’t going to say to them inhumanely, “just stop doing it!”, as if this were realistic or humane. Once more, what they will do is ask PTSD sufferers to try to become aware of these automatic thoughts, when their conscious mind is beset by them, especially in the early hours of the mornings. Then, they might ask targets to apply a further, simple Stoic distinction, which separates thoughts themselves from the objects and events which those thoughts are about.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Epictetus tells us in his Encheiridion that when we experience anything distressing, we should address our thoughts in the second person, as follows: Straightway, then, practice saying to every harsh appearance. You are an appearance, and in no manner what you appear to be. (Encheiridion, 1)
			

		

		

		

		

		There are a few things going on in this invaluable Epictetian exercise which can help mobbees. First, by addressing your own thoughts as if they were another person, a “you”, you are creating an inner distance between the thought and yourself. This is already significant.

		When people go over traumatic events, it is as if they were back there again, in the moment. Their body primes itself again for action. By addressing your thoughts as a “harsh appearance” that you can address as if it were somebody else, you are separating yourself from that consuming thought. If only for a moment. You are thereby creating a space for your mind to turn to other things and begin relaxing–even if only at first for one instant before the repetition takes hold.⁷⁶

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Interestingly, in some other accounts of surviving bulling, you’ll see a cute variation on this Stoic technique. It encourages you not to address your thoughts in the second person, but to mentally rename the members of your mob. So, every time you find yourself ruminating about what they have done or may do, you can relabel your thoughts with a comic edge: “O, so I’m thinking about buggalugs again!” “You know what, Fantastic Mr Fox, I don’t need you in my head right now. Crawl back into your hole.” “Alright Voldemort, I’m not interested in you right now. I’ll deal with you when I get to work on Monday morning.” And so on.
			

		

		

		

		

		Second, there is the “you are in no way what you appear to be” in Epictetus’ advice from the Encheiridion. Again, this is about separating yourself, here and now, from what your automatic thought is about. That is:

		

		• You right now are in bed at 2 am in your home.

		• Your thought is probably about what some person (who almost certainly will deny it), said or did days, weeks, months, or even years ago, not where they are now, but in the workplace.

		

		Epictetus adds then that a person should:

		

		examine [your thought] by the rules which you possess, and by this first and chiefly, whether it relates to the things which are in our power or to the things which are not in our power [dichotomy of control]: and if it relates to anything which is not in our power, be ready to say, that it does not concern you. (Encheiridion, 1)

		

		That is, it is a question of exercising the “letting go” muscle. The event is past, and cannot be changed–certainly, nothing can be done about it right now, at 2 am (and the last thing anyone should think of doing in these situations is going to their emails …) So, the target can take a distance from their automatic thoughts, each time, by addressing them almost playfully, like visitors in their psychic houses: “you are only an impression”.

		Then, it is question of applying the Stoic dichotomy of control, recognizing that these thoughts are “not at all what you appear to be”. Right now, in the early hours, you are safe from any possible external sources of harm. It might even be valuable therefore to consciously reassure yourself: “right now, I am safe. There is nothing I need to change right now”. Then repeat, as many times as needed.

		Perhaps, with practice (and we cannot stress enough how hard this may be for different people), a target will become better able to calm their body so they can sleep again.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Exercise 10– “you are only an impression and not at all what you appear to be” If you suffer from repetitive cognition about the traumatizing workplace events: • Try to become aware of when your mind is replaying these automatic thoughts. • Address these thoughts in the second person, like a visitor in your head: “you are only a thought, not the events you are replaying in my head”. • Apply the dichotomy of control to the events in your thoughts: can you change them right now? If not, practice letting them go: “I do not have to worry about this at present”. • If you can feel your body is keyed up for action, add the conscious thought: “I am safe right now … I am safe right now … I don’t need to do anything right now …” • Try relabeling humorously your mobbers, so every time you find their representations in your head, you can address them and tell them in suitably forthright language (!) that they are not welcome and can crawl back into their holes until working hours. • Repeat these exercises as often as you need to, being forgiving with yourself, and over time, observe the progress you make in combatting hypervigilance.
			

		

		

		

		

	
		

		
			5. Conclusion: the value of routine
		

		

		The aim of this chapter has been to attend as a first call of business to the manifold stresses and emotional challenges bullying and mobbing targets face.

		The uncertainty created by betrayals, backstabbing, and the creation of an entire rumor-based, flatly false or at least deeply biased narrative about you; the shock and suspended animation from things happening to a person which they previously thought only took place in books; and the dread that, with this many boundaries crossed, the future can only bring further catastrophes–each of these things by themselves is enough to weigh on a person. All of them together can produce serious mental health issues and increase the possibility of some kind of sudden “snap” or breakdown in the workplace which may have disastrous consequences. However, to cite the first verse of Kipling’s extraordinary poem “If” in full, which was the first epigraph of the book:

		

		If you can keep your head when all about you

		      Are losing theirs and blaming it on you;

		If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you,

		      But make allowance for their doubting too;

		If you can wait and not be tired by waiting,

		      Or, being lied about, don’t deal in lies,

		                Or, being hated, don’t give way to hating …

		

		–then you give yourself the best chance possible to survive this and make the best decisions for you and your family. How targets can best go about making these tough decisions, in consultation with trusted support people, is the subject of the final Chapter. Before we proceed, however, there is one further point that needs to be made about the program of Stoic Exercises we have introduced so far.

		

		Remember in Chapter Two that we cited Marcus Aurelius’ morning premeditation about meeting difficult or troubling people in the day ahead. He tells himself to do this every morning.⁷⁷ Like other great spiritual traditions around the world, the Stoics knew the value of routine and repetition, if you wish to transform yourself. Consider this advice from Epictetus:

		

		Every habit and faculty is maintained and increased by the corresponding actions: the habit of walking by walking, the habit of running by running .... Generally, then, if you would make anything a habit, do it; if you would not make it a habit, do not do it, but accustom yourself to do something else in place of it… This is the true athlete, the man who exercises himself against [negative] appearances [so that they are not overwhelmed by them] … Great is the combat, divine is the work; it is … for freedom, for happiness, for freedom from disturbance. (Epictetus, Discourses, II, 18)

		

		In other words, there is a value in doing some mental or spiritual exercises as a routine thing every day. It is just like if a person were an athlete, training their body for the Olympics. Given that mobbing targets are walking into workplaces several times a week knowing they face ill will, but not knowing what might land in their laps that day, there is an especial value in trying to routinize some morning premeditations.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Exercise 11: a morning premeditation for targets Adapting Marcus Aurelius’ famous morning premeditation, try to find five minutes in a quiet place in the morning–even if it is lying in bed, although I recommend a place to sit quietly, or even a meditation cushion. Then, go over these thoughts: • Today, I may well have to deal with inquisitive, ungrateful, violent, treacherous, envious, and uncharitable people. • I may face negative insinuations, unjust criticisms, unfair insults, being excluded and isolated, groundless rumors, faithless backstabbing, and incompetent managers who let these things happen. • But all these things are not mine to control, only how I respond to them. • I cannot be harmed by any of them, for no one can make me speak or act badly without my choice. • Nor need I be angry with these people or hate them. They do not have that power. • I have faith in myself and those who care for me that these problems can be dealt with on my terms, in due course, and commit to noting each episode in the meanwhile for possible later recourse.
			

		

		

		

		

		The other time of the day the Stoics suggest for a routinized spiritual practice is at night before you go to bed. Here the exercise they recommend is meant to prevent things which have occurred to a person during the day troubling them needlessly overnight. It is sometimes called “the examination of conscience”.⁷⁸ Given the frequency of insomnia in targets, it is hence a practice of the highest value.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Exercise 12: nightly self-examination before you sleep Before you go to sleep (or begin reading yourself to sleep if that is your habit), take five minutes to find a quiet place and: • Quietly review all the things you did and said across the day, not just what others did and said around you, but what you did–as an agent. • Being harsh but fair with yourself, ask in each case whether you acted well or badly. • If you feel shame or anxiety about anything you said or did, this will be an indication that you have acted unwisely. In these cases, do not beat yourself up. The past cannot be changed, and recall that you will have been doing your best in the moment(s). Nobody is perfect, and you are under duress currently in your life. • Nevertheless, in each such case, make a quiet resolution to try to do better, or do otherwise next time. Then, envisage what that might involve. • Once you have gone through each significant action of your day, and repeated these processes for each, resolve with yourself to let the day go. It’s time now to rest.
			

		

		

		

		

		

		

		
			CHAPTER FOUR
		

		

	
		
			Stoicism and Choosing
		

		
			to Take Action
		

		

	
		
			1. There is a beyond
		

		

		In private correspondence with an expert on workplace mobbing, I asked him about one thing that he would recommend to targets. He responded by describing how it was a beautiful time of year where he was, and he was taking joy from gardening. His point was that targets are often, understandably, caught up in their own world of pain. It’s a world that they did not choose to enter, but which they can find it almost impossible to escape from. It is important therefore that targets try to take time to smell the roses–that is, to do activities which give them joy, outside of their workplaces.

		This advice was in a sense deeply Stoic (see Exercises 3 and 4 above). In one of the most beautiful meditations by Marcus Aurelius, he reflects on the wonder that it is possible to find in the small things, if a person knows how to look:

		

		We ought to observe also that even the things which follow after the things which are produced according to nature contain something pleasing and attractive. For instance, when bread is baked some parts are split at the surface, and these parts which thus open, and have a certain fashion contrary to the purpose of the baker’s art, are beautiful in a manner, and in a peculiar way excite a desire for eating. And again, figs, when they are quite ripe, gape open; and in the ripe olives the very circumstance of their being near to rottenness adds a peculiar beauty to the fruit. And the ears of corn bending down, and the lion’s eyebrows, … and many other things—though they are far from being beautiful if a man should examine them severally—still, because they are consequent upon the things which are formed by nature, help to adorn them, and they please the mind ... (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, III, 2)

		

		Nevertheless, a target wrestling with a mobbing might at this point interject that it is not easy to have such a clarity of mind when you are afraid that the lion might be about to devour you, and that if you bake the bread wrongly your boss is likely to scream remorseless abuse … In other words, mobbing targets must first secure their basic psychological security and get their psychological ship back on an even keel. By doing so, they will be creating the mental space and serenity which will enable them to respond with grace under fire, and eventually also to be able to reconnect on better terms with the wider world.

		It is vital to remember, no matter how catastrophic mobbing can feel and be for targets, that there is a wider world out there. We have seen in Chapter Three that Stoicism conceives of people as each much greater than any single role they play, including in their present job. Let alone any bad projective image painted of them by a workplace clique. There was a “before” to the mobbing experience in other jobs, and in this job, usually (Chapter One, §3). There will also be an “after” to this mobbing, in this job or elsewhere. And there will be a “beyond”, too–whether a target decides to fight the bullying, demanding to have their side heard before being found guilty and turfed out, or whether they switch jobs or careers, as many targets do.

		It is important to underline that a Stoic approach to taking action in response to workplace mobbing cannot tell each individual target what to do in their individual cases. Stoicism is an ancient form of virtue ethics. It aims to help people cultivate a strong character, so they can make the best decisions for themselves. Like in person-centered and humanistic forms of psychology, for Stoicism:

		

		You are the best expert on your particular case, especially if you have by now been noting down and documenting everything about it (Chapter Three).

		

		Nevertheless, Stoicism’s reshaping of our basic beliefs concerning what is truly good or worthwhile, and the Stoics’ counsels concerning withholding assent to all but the best certified beliefs, can also furnish targets valuable guidelines as to how to proceed, as they face the life-changing decisions mobbing forces upon them. In this Chapter, we will explore these guidelines. We’ll also set out eight more Stoic exercises you can use as you come to make your own decisions as to what is best, and, if this is the path you choose, when you seek out legal redress.

		

	
		

		
			2. Grieving plan A, and having a plan B
		

		

		One of the apparently strange features of mobbing, for people who haven’t witnessed, experienced, or studied it, is: why do many targets stay so long in their toxic workplaces? Why do so many suffer in silence, even as their mental and wider health is impacted, and perhaps their relationships outside of the workplace?

		There are many reasons for this.⁷⁹ It can take some time for a pattern of microaggressions to become so obviously a case of bullying by others that targets can no longer avoid the humiliating and scary conclusion–for who wants to be a mobbing target? We have seen how the anxiety, shock, and fear targets face in cases of mobbing can have the paradoxical effects of “freezing” them psychologically, going over things repeatedly in their minds, often in the early hours of the mornings (Chapter Three).

		Then there is the “gaslighting” which suggests that “you are too sensitive … you shouldn’t worry so much … people were only joking …” This can understandably make targets reluctant to trust their own judgment, even fearful that they are losing their minds. Often, there is fear that the mobbers will prevent them from getting a good reference and so being able to move on, if they speak out.

		We need also to recall that in many cases mobbing targets have worked darned hard to get to where they have got to. Think of Ron, thirty years in the workforce, or Marta, over a decade in her present role, with no prior issues with colleagues.

		Mobbing appears to be more prominent, or at least more prominently reported, amongst generally better paid white-collar workers, including (sadly) people working in the caring, education, and community services sectors.⁸⁰ Often, these positions are highly competitive. It is no easy thing to win a place at the table. This makes giving this place up to others’ venom a bitter pill to swallow.

		Many targets in competitive fields may also fear, on very good grounds, that leaving their present role effectively means that they are bidding farewell not just to this one toxic workplace, but to all prospects of staying in their chosen field. They may have to retrain, whilst working their current role. At the same time, they will perhaps be raising kids, sustaining a marriage, paying down a mortgage, and more. Such retraining will accordingly take time as well as resilience. In the meanwhile, they will need to hang in there if they can, to keep the household income rolling in.

		Then there is the emotional dimension involved in any big life decisions. If a person has worked hard to climb to a position, the prospect of leaving involves accepting losses. Aside from the ongoing reputational damages, there are losses of the target’s social networks in the workplace. There is the loss of their older plans and hopes for their careers, too.

		It is not easy to let so much go. So, here, Stoic consolatory arguments for people facing grief become relevant to mobbees’ experiences and decision-making.⁸¹

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Exercise 13: consolatory meditations The Stoics wrote consolations for men and women mourning lost loved ones, as well as for people forced into exile, or their grieving loved ones back home. The texts, part of a longer ancient tradition, were attempts to comfort people, not to tell them to “suck it up, buttercup!” Much of these texts’ advice can be helpful to meditate upon, as you make time to grieve your old hopes, plans, and lost friendships in the case of a mobbing: • Firstly, you must allow yourself to grieve, and let yourself feel your sorrow, rather than bottling it up: it takes time to let cherished things go, and to reorient yourself. • Secondly, as in Exercise 8 (You are not alone, “tales of the mighty dead”), recall nevertheless that your situation is not unprecedented, and that millions of workers globally at any time are in analogous situations. For whatever reasons, wherever there are workplaces, there seem to be workplace bullies and cliques. • This means also that you should not blame yourself, beyond what justice suggests–so, even if you were involved in a conflict which preceded the mobbing, the effective punishment that the mobbing involves far exceeds any rational measure and violates all forms of recognized fair proceedings. You have not been lucky to cross the paths of several difficult people, it is true. But fortune bows to no person. • Thirdly, remember that all jobs are more or less temporary. People who work their entire lives at one workplace retire. In the later modern world, for better and for worse, it is almost expected that people change positions regularly. In some fields, such vocational mobility is considered a sign of value and energy. • The Stoics held that, ultimately, we have our very life as if on loan from the Gods. How much more is this true of even the most stable job, especially in today’s societies? All things pass, and letting things go creates the space to explore new possibilities.
			

		

		

		

		

		A target cannot know right now what new turns the mobbing might take. That ball is largely in others’ court. In the worst-case scenario (see Exercise 9, Premeditation of adversities), they must be prepared for the possibility that their employer will dismiss them or require them to take indefinite leave, like Sylvie and many others. As a further part of their peace of mind, in conjunction with the grieving process, they should prepare what experts call a “safety plan”, setting out their present resources, supports, alternative prospects, and “Plan Bs”.

		Putting together this list may be a cathartic experience, related to the premeditation of adversity (Exercise 9). This plan is premeditating the worst that can happen at this job but starts positioning you as someone who will move on, beyond the mobbing. Going through this process will also underline to a target the extent to which they are not wedded to this job (Exercises 3 and 4).

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Exercise 14: envisaging plan B, creating a safety plan In addition to your chronological documentation of every incident in the history of the workplace mobbing (Exercises 5-7), you should make time to see a careers counsellor to better understand your aptitudes, qualifications, and possible sources of new work, if the worst transpires. You should also put together what some experts call a safety plan. This will include: • Your most recent professional Curriculum Vitae (CV). • Websites and other resources, like phone numbers, for job agencies. • A current financial plan, including all your own, and (if relevant) your partner’s, assets, and liabilities. • A list of things that you could do without, in case of temporary financial difficulties. • People you could call on in an emergency. • Friends and family members with special skills who could assist you if you lose your present position. (See Schmidt, Emotional Recovery, kindle location 308 of 1216). • Contact details of 3-5 referees for future job applications in case of need. If possible, one or more of these should be from your current workplace. If this is impossible at present, reach out to people who’ve worked with you in your present role before the mobbing began and ask if they can stand as a referee.
			

		

		

		

		

		Having an exit plan, in case of need, allows a person to create an inner distance from their present role, which will help them also in further cases of provocation and baiting. If you know that you can leave, and that things will be OK, your anxiety about the present workplace will also be diminished.

		

	
		

		
			3. How to deal with insults and slights (moderating anger and outrage)
		

		

		There are a limited number of things bullies can do to targets. Malignity, no poet, is not genuinely creative (see Chapter One). Stoicism helps us to see the extent to which, for many of the bullies’ tactics to be effective, they need the animated, aggravated response of the target. This response may be understandable and justifiable, given the provocations, insults, rumors, double crossing, and slandering targets face. Yet it is also perilous for the target to react openly, given the way that the deck is stacked against them in the workplace.

		As a rule of thumb, nine times out of ten, it is safer for a bullying target to refuse to take the bait, and not respond angrily to some taunt or act of casual bastardry directed against her. One counsellor the author spoke to described the situation as like a tug of war. If a target drops the rope, the bullies will keep pulling and … fall over backwards.

		Of course, like all the advice given in this book, this is easy to put onto a page, far harder to put into practice. Nevertheless, Stoicism gives us good reasons to try to not get angry so quickly, faced with the insults and slights of people who would provoke us.

		Remember that for the Stoics, all the emotions are based on beliefs about what is true, and what is right or appropriate to do about it (Chapter One, §5). So, if we discover that those beliefs are mistaken, our anger will be diminished (not “repressed” so that it simmers away to return later). For what if, on reflection, we discover there is nothing really in a bully’s words to get angry about? And what if, on reflection, we realize that, although the intentional malice of the bullies is very real, the best way to respond to it is through pursuing justice calmly and according to our schedule, not aiming for vengeance immediately at a time set by the aggressor’s taunts?

		Let’s turn to what the Stoics say about how we should handle insults, with their intended injuries.⁸² It’s based on the distinction between appearances (external, not in our control) versus the opinions we form about them (internal, in our control (Chapter One, §4)). Here is Marcus Aurelius:

		

		Say nothing more to yourself than what the first appearances report. Suppose that it has been reported to you that a certain person speaks badly of you. This has been reported; but that you have been injured, that has not been reported. (Meditations, VIII, 49)

		

		That’s it: something has happened in the world. But haven’t you been injured when someone badmouths you? The Stoics say ‘no’–not unless you assent to the idea “I’ve been harmed”. Here’s eight reasons why they think you should hesitate before giving that assent:

		

		1. If there is malice behind what someone has said about you, you can leave that malice with the bully. It is an external event, up to them. You may perceive it but need not feel offended by or reciprocate it.

		2. If what the person has said about you has any truth to it, then this is an opportunity to change. It is useful to learn about our flaws. Respond to the constructive criticism but ignore any malice, like it was background noise affecting a clear radio signal. If the other doubles down with the hate at this point, this is their call, not yours.

		3. If what the person has said has no truth or validity to it, there is no reason why you should let the insult sting. The other person is mistaken. So is anyone who believes them. You might gently correct them if you have the opportunity or presence of mind. But there is no need to be angered.

		4. Consider what this person’s actions and words suggest about their inner life and character. Would a person worth admiring be interested in making snide remarks attacking others, or in bringing others down, presumably to feel better about themselves? If the answer is “no”, you shouldn’t be troubled by their opinion. The paradox is that when we are insulted, we often simultaneously feel hurt by the other and say to sympathetic listeners that “they are a #*&^#@ anyway”. For the Stoics, if the latter is true, then their opinion is not worth getting upset about. Leave them be.

		5. In cases where, as in the Marcus Aurelius quote, you’ve been made aware that others may have backstabbed you, make sure you know for certain before leaping to angry conclusions– the very requirement which you wish others had applied when the mobbers were recruiting.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					• The Stoic position suggests respectful caution with third party hearsay about anyone. • We should take care to not become like the people who are recruited to mobs, believing hearsay against targets without hearing the targets’ side of the story. • Give a person airing a grievance the chance to speak their side. Listen empathetically if they are upset. Then reply that you will nevertheless need to hear the other person’s side. • Remind them, truly, “that there are always two sides of every story” and that you wish to be fair, even to mediate. If they try to prevent you even hearing the other person out, this will be a good sign that the report is questionable.
			

		

		

		

		

		6. One step further, Seneca in On Anger suggests that you should try to set up a kind of internal advocate for the person you are tempted to get angry at in your head. Are you sure that if they said what they did, that their intentions were malicious? Could they perhaps have been clumsy in their expression? Or having a bad day? (There may not be much doubt when there is a longstanding pattern, but there may be (see Exercise 7)).

		7. Besides, remember that you are far from perfect. Recalling this, Epictetus suggests replying to many insults with self-deprecation: “yes, and I have other flaws too, so why did you stop at just this one? For the sake of accuracy, we should continue …” As William Irvine stresses, such self-deprecating humor will almost certainly stop any bully in their tracks.

		8. Finally, reframe this insult in the larger span of space, time, and the world. It is a momentary thing, which the bully is probably not even going to remember (and will deny), unless you are angered by it. Think how small it will seem even in a week, if you let it pass–whilst noting it down in your chronological record (Exercises 6-7). In the scale of your life, in one year or in five years, is any one insult significant enough that you should lose your cool over it, and risk showing aggression in an unsafe environment?

		

		All these observations aren’t about “repressing” anger. They are about reducing the sense of harm (the first descriptive belief in anger) that fuels it. As a result of doing this, mobbers’ insults become less like floods in a target’s psychological house than raindrops, tapping against the windowpanes. The target is safe inside. We should certainly shut the windows and bring in the laundry. But this is not an emergency.

		All of this takes Stoic practice. A person who wants to get better at handling insults will need to meditate upon these eight reasons if they wish them to be present to mind in moments of crisis.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Exercise 15: taking the sting out of insults and snubs • Take a moment now to write down in your own words the preceding eight Stoic ideas which speak against the need for anger, faced with the insults of others. • Now, write down something insulting which one of the bullies or their enablers has said to or about you. o Then apply each of the eight ideas, if you can, to this specific example. • How does doing this make you feel about these stinging words? Is their sting reduced? • Do this for as many examples of insults as you’ve collected in your chronological list from Exercises 6 and 7.
			

		

		

		

		

		Anger tends quickly to become excessive, the Stoics observed. It crowds out the mind’s capacity to think clearly. Rage transforms (often) legitimate grievances into a one-eyed desire for vengeance, not a balanced pursuit of justice. “She has harmed me, so it is right that I should harm her!” But the idea of an eye for an eye is a questionable concept of justice. Two wrongs rarely make a right, as most people teach their kids. We can also turn the other cheek or refuse to stoop to the bullies’ level.

		Socrates maintained that people do bad things only from ignorance about what is truly good. Once more, the Stoics are Socratics on this subject. Stoicism does not ask us to sympathize with people capable of consciously setting out to harm and undermine other people on unjust grounds. This is vicious. But they do ask us to empathetically recognize that the people who do this kind of thing are often, beneath the snakes-in-suits veneer of success (if this is the personality type at issue in a given case) often profoundly flawed people. They have accepted mistaken views of what is important that will not satisfy them, instead engaging them in an endless search to accumulate tokens of power and acclaim that brings with it envy, anxiety, rivalry, and insecurity.

		It is important for targets to realize that bullies, however monstrous in action, are profoundly flawed and worthy more of our pity than our rage. This allows us, over time, to realize that we do not need to hate these folk. By not reciprocating their envy, their dishonesty, or their hatred, we show a higher strength than by doing battle on their terms, hedged in by the traps they have set in the mobbing.

		

	
		

		
			4. Decision time: recalling what you value, and the counsel of friends
		

		

		So, facing a situation of personal insult, social isolation, professional denigration, and the absence of any possibility of being heard fairly within the organization, should you leave and risk the loss of your current income source? Or should you stay and seek to clear your name by engaging legal procedures?

		As we have said, a Stoic approach to surviving mobbing cannot make the decision for you. It can provide techniques and counsels so that you make the best decision, in your own time, rather than a panicked decision in a state of emotional upset or exhaustion.

		What is the best decision for a person, from a Stoic perspective? It will depend on what matters most to them, not just today or tomorrow, but across the arc of a life. The world offers us many prospective sources of meaning and value: money, fame, power, popularity, property, family, friendship, sex, love, marriage, kids, creativity, art, beauty, morals, excess, laughter, community …

		We know that the Stoics believe the only true good is virtue or strength of character. They also believe that there are compelling reasons for this position, even if the entire world—and the entire advertising world— disagrees (Chapter One, §2). The Stoics in addition share with other ancient philosophical schools the prescription of a spiritual exercise called the “premeditation of death” to help us get clearer on what matters to us.

		The title of this exercise sounds morbid. Why would anyone want to think about death, especially when they have important decisions to make in their lives? But the premeditation of death in the Stoic tradition is not about dwelling on dying as a process, whether it will be painful?, what happens after death?, or anything like that. It is about recognizing and recalling the fact that we each are mortal and confronting the implications of the truth that we each have limited time ahead of us.⁸³

		We sometimes live, thoughtlessly, as if we had a more or less indefinite time available. We delay important things weeks, months, or years.⁸⁴ Recalling that we will die, and the clock is ticking, wakes us up, like a psychological cold shower. Here for example is Marcus Aurelius in his Meditations, chastising himself (an emperor, mind you) for putting aside things he deemed truly important:

		

		Remember how long you have been putting off these things, and how many times the gods have given you days of grace, and yet you do not use them. Now is it high time to perceive the kind of Universe whereof you are a part … and that the term of your time is circumscribed, and that unless you use it to attain calm of mind, time will be gone, and you will be gone and the opportunity to use it will not be yours again. (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, II, 4)

		

		Just imagine: what if you were told you had cancer, and had months, weeks or even days to live? After the shock had worn off, what would you want most of all to do with your brief time? And what other things in your life would you quickly shift aside to attend to the most important things?

		Such a Stoic meditation on death focuses the mind. It gets us to recognize quickly and decisively what is really important to us–what we really don’t want to do without. And it is just these considerations which we need when making an important life decision like a possible career change, or legal action against a hostile individual or employer.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Exercise 16: if you had one week to live, what would you want to do with that week? Take the time now to find a quiet place and time. Then envisage that you have been told that you have one week to live. Be serious–really imagine it, as it is possible, and does happen to people. Ask yourself: • What are the things you would most want to make sure you did, before passing away? • What are the things you would worry that you left unfinished, and had been putting aside for too long? • Which people would you wish to spend time with, doing what activities? What would you want to say to them? • As different thoughts emerge, write them down on a piece of paper. Then try to rank them, from number 1 being the most important thing you would want to do, going down: o Is staying in this workplace, with these people, one of your priorities, despite all the hurt and disrespect you have been suffering? o Is justice and clearing your name from the mob’s charges one of the most important things? o Are there other things you may have long wanted to do, but put off attempting, since you were so caught up in your present career, and then this mess of the mobbing?
			

		

		

		

		

		The second decisive point of advice the Stoics can give us, in situations of difficulty, is to seek out the counsel of trusted friends and loved ones. The ancient Greek and Roman writers nearly all value friendship as amongst the best things in life. They note that nobody, whether rich to poor, illustrious or unknown, man or woman, would choose to live without friendship. Even if a person had everything else they wished for, they would still wish to have friends. Friends make good times better, and hard times easier to bear.⁸⁵

		The ancient ideal of “virtue friendship” also integrated a counselling function: one wherein a friend would look to her friend to provide frank and fearless advice. And it is this fruit of friendship, in particular, which is important in cases of people wrestling with workplace abuse.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Exercise 17: listing your supports and sources of comfort and counsel (advice) Once more, take some time to write down, or mentally list: • Who can you most turn to in order to ask serious advice in your present situation? • Who do you most trust, starting with the person you feel you can trust most absolutely (this may be your spouse or your counsellor), and going from there? • Consider, if anyone you have listed in your “top 5” is a person in your workplace, o will they likely feel threatened by hearing your side of the story, which will necessarily impugn others, including people they may know? o is there any chance that the mobbers can get to them, or potentially recruit them as a “flying monkey” to get information they can use against you? o If you have any doubts about either of the preceding questions, do you need to confide in this person? o Can you confide only on non-work emails, and non-work computers, or indeed only in person, wherein no recording can be made of your confidences, out of an abundance of caution?
			

		

		

		

		

		We all have our pride and our egos. We also only have direct access to our own perspectives on the world. We are all subject to strong emotions, which we’ve seen the Stoics believe can be deceptive, especially when we face difficult situations like being the targets of workplace aggression (Chapter Three, §4).

		For this reason, it is imperative that if a person becomes the target of a mobbing that they have at least one trusted person, whether it be a counsellor or a spouse, whom they can turn to for advice–and also who can tell them clearly if they are acting unwisely. The renaissance philosopher Francis Bacon, again heavily influenced by the Stoics, puts the importance of such a friendly voice in your life elegantly:

		

		Dry light is ever the best. And certain it is, that the light that a man receives by counsel from another, is drier and purer, than that which comes from his own understanding and judgment; which is ever infused, and drenched, in his affections and customs. So as there is as much difference between the counsel that a friend gives, and that a man gives himself, as there is between the counsel of a friend, and of a flatterer. For there is no such flatterer as is a man’s self; and there is no such remedy against flattery of a man’s self, as the liberty of a friend.⁸⁶

		

		When we are upset, facing attacks in our workplace, it is natural for us to be on the defensive. We will have our side of the story. And we want others to believe it–especially if we have been scorned and silenced on the job. But we all have cognitive biases. We all tend to screen out or diminish counter-considerations to our own, especially when we feel defensive. Our fear can overmagnify threats. Our fatigue can convince us that we cannot go on. Our anxiety and fatigue can want it all just to be over, one way or the other. Right now.

		Targets may be inclined to shut everyone else out from a combination of shame, a sense that no one else who isn’t going through this ordeal can possibly understand, and a fear that our relationships with everyone we confide in about this toxicity will become contaminated by it. Nevertheless, we do well to remember Heinz Leymann’s stress that isolation is part of the mobbing game. As bullies know, a person who feels themselves alone requires a great deal more inner strength to survive adversity than someone who can share the load with trusted supporters. Bacon again:

		

		this communicating of a man’s self to his friend, works two contrary effects; for it redoubles joys, and cuts griefs in halves. For there is no man, that imparts his joys to his friend, but he joys the more; and no man that imparts his griefs to his friend, but he grieves the less.⁸⁷

		

		A trusted friend, a skilled counsellor, or your spouse can see this situation which feels so enormous from the inside, from the outside. At the same time, they know you and have a real concern for your wellbeing. They will have insights into how you are behaving in response to the situation which are unavailable to you. Some of these insights may be uncomfortable. But they will be helpful exactly to the extent that they alert you to any negative or destructive ways of thinking or acting you’ve fallen into.

		Forgive yourself and listen to others. Different friends may have professional insights into your experience which you don’t, perhaps from past experience, perhaps from technical expertise if they work in psychology, counselling, management, HR, or some related field. If you see a good counsellor or therapist with experience in workplace bullying and mobbing cases, they will be able to give invaluable guidance.

		If a target’s trusted person is their spouse, they will share the same financial concerns, the same concerns for the kids, the same questions over the larger future and what might come next. It can only benefit a target to allow them to give counsel honestly and openly (with “liberty”, as Bacon says), and for the target to trust that the criticisms their loved ones may make are offered to help, not to add to the misery. As Marcus Tullius Cicero, another thinker deeply influenced by Stoicism, wrote in his wonderful dialogue, Of Friendship, “friends frequently must be not only advised, but also rebuked, and both advice and rebuke should be kindly received when given in a spirit of goodwill …”

		Two important things to consider are these:

		

		• You need to exercise care in how much you burden others. Remember that this material is indeed toxic. It usually involves some devil’s brew of betrayal, slander, and incompetence that you, most of all, wish was not part of your life. Others will feel the same aversion to considering it.

		• As a rule, the farther any person you confide in is from your workplace and any member of the mob, the safer it will be for you and them to discuss the situation, emotionally and otherwise.

		• If you have any doubts that your friend is communicating with anyone involved in the situation, you would do well to desist from sharing anything related to the issues with them. Let your other shared interests fill your time together and seek counsel and comfort about the work stuff elsewhere.

		

		What Bacon calls “easing and discharging the fullness and swellings of the heart” by discussing your situation with a friend, and occasionally venting your emotions, is vital if you are going to survive, and make the best decisions about what to do next.⁸⁸

		

	
		

		
			4. Staying and fighting
		

		

		Let’s say that, having calmed your violent emotions, assessed your primary values, and discussed with your most trusted people what it is best to do, you decide that you are going to live on your feet, rather than dying on your knees, or leaving the job with your tail between your legs. You are going to try to clear your name, and to call out what has been happening, thinking also of the other future targets of your bullies who might be saved the indignity of a future mobbing, if someone makes a stand. You know (Exercises 6-7) that you have copiously documented all the incidents of your case. You know you have been honest about any uncertainties or doubts. So, you feel confident that a lawyer will take up your case, and that you have a strong case that your bullies and their enablers need to answer. What Stoic advice is there, at this point of the process?

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Exercise 18: keep it about justice and safety, not vengeance From the start, targets need to be honest with themselves about their motives for going to law. We’ve seen the Stoics counselling us, in responding to insults, to try to take the other person’s side, if only for long enough to assess their motives, and to understand that they will have justified to themselves what they are doing as “right … necessary … just”, etc. Make sure, at this moment of decision, that: • you do not entertain the fantasy that, by going to law, your bullies will feel regret or shame, as against fear and anger, or that making them feel this is a worthwhile aim to pursue–even if they or their representatives lose at law, it is almost certain that they will rationalize this also: “we don’t agree with the tribunal … the judge … the commissioner … the jury … the decision …” • when you look inside yourself honestly, you are clear that your primary motives are not those of vengeance. Let me qualify: o mobbing targets have every human reason to want retribution. People every day seek bitter vengeance for far less than you may have gone through, and the bullies have in most cases been motivated by a sense of wanting to pull a target down which is deeply reprehensible. o You would be a sage not to take a sense of vindication from making the people who have done this to you uncomfortable and accountable–especially if the official correspondence of their managerial enablers has been disingenuously assuring you of their commitments to “accountability”, “taking worker’s safety seriously”, etc. o But the Stoics distinguish justice from vengeance, which aims to harm another person, adding their hurt to yours. Fairness will be healing for you. Lasting anger is like the acid in a vessel Seneca talks about, which ends by corroding the vessel’s sides. • Remember then that even winning procedural justice, an independent hearing wherein you or your representatives can put your case, is already a massive win for mobbing targets, given the forces often leagued against them once managerial support for the mobbing has been secured by the bullies.
			

		

		

		

		

		i. Gather all intelligence: know your rights and your legal options.

		

		The next point is obvious. And whilst it is consistent with the Stoic emphasis on not assenting to propositions that you are uncertain about (Exercise 7), readers will find this advice in many works on workplace mobbing.⁸⁹

		

		Do your research about your rights and the options for legal recourse which you have in your jurisdiction.

		

		Sources of information about these rights and forms of recourse are going to differ, depending on where your workplace is in the world. Nevertheless, there are some general guidelines for anyone anywhere:

		

		• Start online and research “workplace rights”, “occupational health and safety”, “workcover”, “workplace bullying” plus “San Diego”, “Sydney”, or wherever your workplace is located.

		• There may be legal help lines which are available in your area, which can be contacted during business hours on the telephone. Use these services. Have a notebook handy when you make the call and note everything down.

		• There will probably in your area be legal firms who specialize in workers’ compensation cases–as we’ve said, issues of workplace bullying and mobbing are really that common. Call them and ask for rates for a consultation.

		• When you go to any attorney’s office, have all your documentation in order. Make sure that you can send the lawyers a full chronological account of all the incidents of the mobbing if possible before the consultation. You may also wish to indicate to them in writing or in the first consultation, all medical and psychological treatment information you have relative to your case–i.e., when you started seeing a counsellor or therapist, diagnoses, treatments, symptoms, costs associated with treatments.

		

		ii. Premeditating the difficulties of going to law

		

		What Stoicism more specifically can help targets with at this stage of the processes is firstly, premeditating the adversities of taking the case to law.⁹⁰ As always, forewarned is forearmed.

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Exercise 19: premeditating the adversities involved in legal action Remember when you consider taking your case to a legal reckoning: • you have by now already gone through a lot and may be suffering from PTSD and related symptoms. If you go to law, you will need to be retelling your story, first to an attorney, and then to (a) tribunal(s) in which there will be representatives of or supporting the bullies’ perspective present. • Legal proceedings will be more or less costly, although some services offer “no win, no fee” services which you can consider. • Legal matters can also drag out over time. For you, a lot is on the line in winning this case, and having it heard: your reputation, your career, your legal costs, the stress it will be causing you and your family. For the employer, especially if they are a large company or university, this will be one of potentially many cases (especially if there is a wider cultural problem, which is likely where mobbing cases occur). There is no rush for them. • You and your attorney will face lawyers from the organization, who are not paid to roll over and admit “we were wrong … we really should have done more”. Even if that has been admitted behind closed doors, the organization has its public relations to consider. It cannot be seen to be condoning a damaging workplace culture. So, it will deny that such a culture exists, and try to discredit anyone who tries to prove otherwise. • What this means is that, if you take your case to law, you will face again from your employers the same “backfire model” strategies you will have already met from management and the mob: denial, projection of blame, insinuations that you are unstable, and that any charges you make: o are vexatious and unmerited; o reflect more about your difficult or unstable character than the documented realities; o are “ungrateful” and “unnecessary”, given what the workplace has done for you, and the “clearly available” internal complaints mechanisms–disregarding all asymmetries of power which the mobbing has introduced which make the prospect of an internal complaint seem like a clear road to direct career suicide, even if you have in fact been informed about the possibility. • You may accordingly be retraumatized by your legal proceedings and need to work through a recurrence of symptoms like intermittent insomnia in the days and weeks surrounding specific hearings. • You must also premeditate the very real possibility that your employer (and especially any named managers and colleagues in the case) will hold this action against you. You are making them accountable for things they do not wish to be accountable for. So, there is a real possibility that they will informally advise other employers in your field that you filed a lawsuit, and you should consider this when asking for any terms, should you be successful. • You must premeditate the possibility that you may not win, although a lawyer won’t take the case on unless they think they can win for you. So, consider in advance what losing the case might mean for your reputation and wellbeing, albeit that hopefully, it will not come to pass. • One result of any hearing may be that your employer asks you to put in a formal complaint within your organization’s complaints system. This makes it look like they are being fair. But given that the organization will be running this inquiry, you should seek further legal advice if this is the case. • Avoid having your case decided, arbitrated, or mediated, by any tribunal or mediator chosen or paid by the organization. If you believe your case is just, the more independence and neutrality in the arbiter, the better. You are not the party with anything to hide here.
			

		

		

		

		

		iii. Preparing for the proceedings

		

		The final thing Stoicism can evidently help you with when it comes to deciding to stay and fight is with how to keep your head before any tribunal, as you face your employer’s attorneys and Workplace Relations Officers (see Exercise 14). In any such tribunal, as in any meetings you’ve had with managers and HR up to now, any expression of strong emotion may be turned against you.

		True, the situation will thankfully now include third parties, who should be more understanding. But from the perspective of what the ancient rhetoricians called ethos, it is generally sound advice that targets show no anger, if possible–in nine cases out of ten, this looks bad, and won’t make them look more sympathetic to audiences.

		

		• The representatives of the organization (whose reputation and entire career is not potentially on the line) will calmly try to personalize, personalize, personalize.

		• What this means is that targets and their teams need to be ready in advance to depersonalize, depersonalize, depersonalize.

		

		You can do this by:

		

		• Sticking solely to documented facts (Exercise 6).

		• Moreover, wherever there are reasonable suspicions, but reasonable doubt is also possible, avoid overplaying your hand and being presented as vindictive or paranoid (Exercise 7).

		• Only presenting troubling but uncertain events after you have established a long list of more unequivocal instances of bullying, and stress that “given this situation, it is reasonable to entertain concerns that also …”

		

		

		
			
				
			
			
					Exercise 20: what would the sage (or your chosen role model) do? One further, Stoic way to depersonalize confronting situations is through the exercise of modelling the sage. • Pick a figure whose character you admire for their grace under fire. This figure for the Stoics was Socrates. For you it could be a role model in your own life, your mum or your dad, a grandparent or teacher. It might be a role model from public life. It could be a hero from a novel, play, movie, or drama. • Before trying it under fire in the hearing, practice modelling your role model’s behavior in your daily life, in difficult situations when you are under stress, but less is on the line. Ask to get yourself into the role: o How would my role model carry themselves? o What might they feel facing this adversity? o How would they act, in response to these challenges? o How would they speak, faced with these people? • Notice any changes in the way this exercise makes you feel, act, and speak in the preparatory situations. Note especially if you feel a strange kind of freedom in playing someone else. It takes the weight off your shoulders and puts a distance between what is happening and your ordinary ego and its defenses, which can be tremendously helpful. • If you are comfortable you “know the part”, take this modelling into the legal hearing(s) with you. o When you are subjected to personal criticisms, as you have premeditated you will be (Exercises 8, 19), respond as you imagine your role model would respond, from their mannerisms to their words, even their expressions. o Take comfort from this mask you are placing between any insults or slurs which come at you and your inner self. Your role-self can take the hits for you. Hence, you need not feel so directly implicated–let others say what they will say.
			

		

		

		

		

		There is no two ways about it: going to law brings with it its own stresses, and targets should both take comfort that the possibility to do this exists in liberal nations but harbor no illusions that this will be a quick, a sure, or an easy fix. This process too takes resolve. It brings psychological as well as legal challenges which will need to be faced, ideally with open eyes, and Stoic premeditation.

		

	
		

		
			Conclusion: not being like the people who would harm you
		

		

		In the Introduction to this book, I quoted Marcus Aurelius’ wonderful thought about responding to malicious others: “the best sort of revenge is to not become like those who would harm you” (Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, VI, 6). Seneca in On Anger concurs:

		

		... a man must be inferior to one by whom he thinks himself despised, whereas the truly great mind, which takes a true estimate of its own value, does not revenge an insult because it does not feel it … There is no greater proof of magnanimity than that nothing which befalls you should be able to move you to anger. (Seneca, On Anger, III, 5-6)

		

		Again and again, we have seen that the Stoic response to bullying and mobbing is not to meet fire with fire at the same level as the aggressors. As unfair as it is, given the way the game has been set up by others, only one side gets to deceive, misrepresent, slander, insult, and so on, knowing that the manager or even the organization “has their back”, and that, as such, they will be secure in acting out these ways–unless the target goes to law. Another kind or level of response to bullies is not simply admirable in mobbing targets—it is often required as a matter of safety. We know the “projective symmetries” which we’ve seen again and again in mobbing:

		

		• provoked by others, targets cannot become agitated, as they’ll quickly be accused of being provocative or aggressive;

		• lied about, they must scrupulously document and fact check everything they say in their defense, lest they be accused of deception;

		• subjected to aggression, they cannot directly aggress without being quickly reprimanded as “difficult”, a “bully”, “insubordinate”, etc.;

		• isolated and disempowered, any slip will see them painted as someone who has brought everything on themselves;

		• denied a voice, if targets seek a hearing with any independent tribunal, this again will be held against them: “it is your right and your decision, but …”

		

		When a person is mobbed at work, they are not simply being asked by the situation to “be the bigger person”. They are effectively being forced by every external element of their work situation to do just this. This is unfair. But it can also be an opportunity to become stronger, wiser, and ultimately, more generous.

		One of the best-known ideas about Stoicism, popularized by Ryan Holiday, is that “the obstacle is the way”. No one wants to be mobbed, and to watch their professional life flash before their eyes every time their car comes to a stop in the company carpark. (Here as elsewhere, don’t believe the hype!) Many people who are mobbed find their working and wider lives ruined. At least for a time, sometimes forever. Remember how many targets claim that “I am different now”, “I am not the same person I was”, “I have changed”: a Rubicon has been crossed. Workplace abuse, bullying or mobbing, is a profoundly damaging experience. We can only hope that coming decades will see continually growing awareness of its practices, dimensions, costs, risks, and basic immorality, together with measures for its prevention.

		This book has applied ancient Stoic ideas to the situation of mobbing targets. My aim has been to show how Stoicism is an empowering philosophy. It assists targets to recenter themselves and challenge the images others have created of them. It recommends dedicated practices which can reduce the psychological damages mobbees typically experience (Chapter Three), help them to make the best-informed decisions about “where to” next and premeditate the challenges of any legal action in their defense (Chapter Four).

		It is time to come to conclude. The Stoics don’t have positive things to say about hope. They associate hope with wishing for external things which we cannot control, and which they believe we don’t really need to be the best versions of ourselves. On the other hand, they have very good things to say about an analogue of hope, which is confidence. The confidence they mean is not some imagining that we could somehow control the future or the outcomes of complex, disputed things like legal challenges, or a mid-life career change. As we skirted in Chapter Three, it is the Stoic confidence that no matter what others do, and no matter what transpires, “we’ve got this”. As Marcus Aurelius meditates: “Be not disturbed about the future: You shall come to encounter future events, possessed of the same reason you now employ in your present affairs” (Meditations, VII, 8).

		Such confidence is true inner strength. It is smelted in the case of mobbing targets in the kiln of adversities and treacheries of a kind that we should wish on no one and strive in every way to prevent befalling anyone. If this book has allowed any workplace mobbing targets to glimpse such Stoic confidence, despite everything which is going on outside of their control, and if it has assisted even a few to move towards such virtue, then it will have succeeded in its aims.

		

		

		

		
			APPENDIX ONE
		

		

	
		
			Stoic Exercises for Targets
		

		

		Exercise 1: applying the dichotomy of control

		

		Apply the dichotomy of control to your situation as a target of a workplace mob.

		

		• If you’ve never thought about this before, and even if you have, take up a pen, sit down with a notebook, and try to write your answers to what you do and do not control out in two columns, as per the below.

		• Be specific, name names when it comes to other people in your workplace involved in your situation and divide up different tasks you might be involved in or affected by at work.

		• But also, be specific about what is in your power now to do, given the situation you are in: what can you think? Choose? Do or say? What capacities inside and outside the workplace are in no way affected by the mobbing?

		

		
			
				
				
			
			
					What is in my control right now?
					What is not in my control right now?
			

			
					… … ….
					… … …
			

		

		

		

		Exercise 2: meditation–what the mob cannot do without your assent

		

		Remember, in the light of what you can control, the things your mob and its enablers cannot do without your assent:

		

		• They can prevent your work from being treated justly in the workplace, they can exclude you from roles you formerly excelled in, just yesterday, and they can present all of this as somehow merited (or else deny any of it is happening, if they are especially nasty). But they can’t force you to do, say, or think anything which you don’t think is right, appropriate, or truthful.

		• They can lie and cover up, but they can’t force you to lie or be dishonest (Kipling’s “being lied about, but not dealing in lies”.

		• They can slander, but they can’t force you to bad mouth others without cause (Kipling’s “being hated, not giving way to hating”).

		• They can aggress against you and claim you are the aggressor, but they cannot make you actually do anything deliberately harmful and unmerited to others.

		• They can claim that you are unstable, mean, and honest. But they cannot by themselves take away your capacity to do your best to be a faithful friend, a good mom, a good role model for your kids …

		• They can convince others that you are an unworthy person, but they cannot take from you your sense of worth and purpose, unless you assent to this.

		

		Exercise 3: what the mob can’t take from you, no matter what

		

		Now undertake this Stoic exercise, based in the dichotomy of control.

		

		• List everything that the mob can take from you, but also everything they can’t.

		• Note how many things they can take from you–and be brutal about it, for the moment–that is, imagine worse case scenarios as if they were real (we’ll return to this).

		• But note how many things even the worst outcome imaginable right now leaves to you, and are untouched by the malignity: your family, for instance, your kids, your weekends, your sports club, your friends who know nothing of this work nonsense ...

		• Remember that your character and wellbeing are more important than anything else, and whilst the bullies’ actions target these things, they cannot take away your dignity and capacities to think, choose, and stand for something.

		

		Exercise 4: different eggs, different baskets

		

		One role you have is your present role at work. But you have other roles, and your dignity and capacities exceed any one workplace or job.

		

		• List what these other nonwork relationships and roles are, and consider what obligations and ties they each involve, and to whom.

		• Write down what sources of recognition, pride, affection, or validation each of these roles and relationships gives you. Be grateful for each of these, by contrast to the non-recognition and denigration you’re facing elsewhere.

		• Consider also how important each role is, in comparison to your present work role, especially now that is characterized by so much hostility.

		• Ask yourself then how much of your dignity as a person is not presently under attack by the mob. Even if the answer is a low percentage (20%), you now know that there is at least that much of who you are which this experience cannot tarnish or destroy.

		• List all the capacities you have, unrelated to your work, which you can continue to exercise and enjoy (hobbies, sports, arts, or crafts) even when the mobbing and your work experience is at its worst.

		• If you’ve stopped doing them amidst all the mayhem, resolve to take up one of more of these practices as an affirmation of your independence from what is happening to you right now at work.

		

		Exercise 5: what was and was not in my control?

		

		If it is not too painful, take a moment now:

		

		• to write down all the incidents you can remember in the mobbing, right back to the start, from when you first began to become aware that something was wrong.

		• Ask yourself in each case whether you could control what happened in this instance. Be brutally honest. Since all mobbings start in a perceived or real conflict (Chapter One), you may have in the past said or done things which were knowingly provocative, and which others might have taken offence at.

		• But also, be brutally honest about how much of all of this was beyond your control. Ask yourself in each case, did you wish this? And if it happened to a colleague, would you think it fair and reasonable?

		• Every time you register that this was not in you control, practice forgiving yourself and “letting go” any shame or guilt you might feel about that incident. If you did nothing to provoke it, and did not wish it, it was not up to you. You should not therefore take blame for it, or feel bad about it, as far as the Stoics are concerned. It is “the bullies’ bad”–not yours.

		

		Exercise 6: make a case chronology

		

		If you haven’t done this already, find time and a quiet place to sit down and:

		

		• Write down, in chronological order, as thoroughly as you can, every act of aggression that you feel you have experienced at work, since the first time you felt uncomfortable, or that people’s way of treating you had begun to change.

		• Use dates, times, places, locations, names, descriptions, every piece of information you think is relevant to keeping a complete record.

		• Remember that mobbing targets regularly experience difficulties remembering details, so even if you feel sure you could never forget these events, you may find that if you haven’t documented them, you will.

		• The earlier you do this, and can start doing it “live”, as soon as safely possible after the events occur, the better. Your recollection will be clearer, the details more precise, and the evidence more valuable.

		• Over time, keeping such a record is valuable given the “backfire” you face as a mobbing target–which means you are effectively the accused, and will need to establish clearly and undoubtedly that “you are not making it all up” (as if mobbing targets had nothing better to do than stage their own persecution).

		• Learn to rethink every bullying action you endure as also one more piece of vindication and ammunition: the bullies may think they are harming you, but they are now assisting your case against t them. This is an empowering way to reframe these actions so that they are experienced as less distressing.

		

		Exercise 7: register doubts and uncertainties (a practice in “non-precipitancy”)

		

		Examine your list from exercise 5 of all events of possible and actual bullying, and in each case ask yourself:

		

		• Can there be any doubt that this happened, or that you misinterpreted it?

		• Were there independent witnesses?

		• Did you get anyone else to witness any troubling documents, emails, or websites involved?

		• Did you document and store any such written evidence?

		• Imagine yourself into the head of one of your bullies, and ask:

		o how could they discredit this if you brought it up in a formal procedure?

		o what possibility is there here that this could be denied, or put down to your “paranoia” by someone who wishes to harm you?

		• Write down how sure you are that the event is what you dread or fear that it is. Again, use a percentage ranking. As always, be brutally honest. Err here as elsewhere on the side of caution.

		• Remember that one striking “coincidence” which suggests that you are being gaslighted is just one coincidence. However, a pattern of 3, 4, 5 or more such “coincidences” soon becomes much more reasonable to interpret as the product of collusion.

		

		Exercise 8: you are not alone, “tales of the mighty dead”

		

		• Read at least one other book on workplace bullying and mobbing, after you finish reading this book. Consider one or more titles in the bibliography, like Janice Harper’s Mobbed! or Davenport et al’s Emotional Abuse in the American Workplace.

		• Pay especial attention to the examples and what other targets say about their experiences.

		• Note stories of how others have adapted and survived, either through staying and fighting for justice, or leaving for greener fields.

		• Try to think, amidst all the stories and history you know, of different figures who have experienced “knifing” (as they say in politics) or ostracism. Again, notice the commonalities between their experiences and feelings and your own.

		• Once more, pay especial attention to how those people who were not destroyed by their experiences adapted and transformed themselves. Consider taking one or more of these as a model you can recur to in future struggles, asking yourself, “how would Socrates or Cicero [two of the author’s heroes] respond to this adversity?”, and try to model your behaviour on theirs (see Chapter Four)

		

		Exercise 9: premeditate the worse that can happen, and what you will be able to do

		

		Take a moment, in a quiet place, to sit and calm yourself. You can do this exercise using writing down, or if you are confident enough, just in your head.

		

		• Have the courage to honestly separate in your mind all the things you would answer if a trusted friend asked you “what are you scared will happen next?”

		• Now, choose one worrying fear that you have. Imagine it playing out in as much detail as you can.

		o Where will it happen?

		o Who will be present?

		o Who will be involved?

		o How will you be situated?

		o What will your first impulses be to this fearful thing? How will you likely have a strong impulse to feel?

		o What options will be available to you at that moment?

		o What will the likely consequences of each option be, from responding with rage to carefully and quietly choosing to ask for legal or other support before replying (depending on what you are imagining)?

		o What strengths will you need to be able to respond in the way that you can see in advance looks likely to have the best consequences?

		• Repeat with as many fearful possibilities that trouble you, as soon as you become aware that you may be ruminating over them

		

		Exercise 10: handling automatic thoughts

		

		If you suffer from repetitive cognition about the traumatizing workplace events:

		

		• Try to become aware of when your mind is replaying these automatic thoughts.

		• Address these thoughts in the second person, like a visitor in your head: “you are only a thought, not the events you are replaying in my head”.

		• Apply the dichotomy of control to the event in your thought: can you change them right now? If not, practice letting them go: “I do not have to worry about this at present”.

		• You can even add the conscious thought: “I am safe right now”.

		• Try relabeling humorously your mobbers, so every time you find them in your head, you can address them and tell them in suitable, clear language, that they are not welcome there, and can get back in their boxes.

		• Repeat as often as you need to, and over time, observe the progress you make in combatting hypervigilance.

		

		Exercise 11: morning premeditation

		

		Adapting Marcus Aurelius’ famous morning premeditation, try to find five minutes in a quiet place in the morning–even if it is lying in bed, although I recommend a place to sit quietly, or even a meditation cushion–and go over these thoughts:

		

		• Today, I may well have to deal with inquisitive, ungrateful, violent, treacherous, envious, and uncharitable people.

		• I may face negative insinuations, unjust criticisms, unfair insults, being excluded from what I can and have been able to do, groundless rumors, faithless backstabbing, and incompetent managers who will not protect peoples’ basic rights at work.

		• But all these things are not mine to control, only how I respond to them.

		• I cannot be harmed by any of them, for no man will involve me in speaking or acting badly without my choice, nor need I be angry with these people or hate them, which is unproductive and will not be helpful.

		• I have faith in myself and my support team (see Chapter Four) that these problems will be dealt with on my terms, and each episode in the meanwhile will be noted for later use if need be.

		

		Exercise 12: nightly self-examination

		

		Before you go to sleep or begin reading yourself to sleep if that is your habit, take five minutes to:

		

		• Quietly review all the things you did and said across the day, not just what others did and said around you, but what you did as an agent.

		• Being harsh but fair with yourself, ask in each case whether you acted well or badly.

		• If you feel shame or anxiety about anything you said or did, this will be an indication that you have perhaps acted unwisely. In these cases, do not beat yourself up. The past cannot be changed, and recall that will have been doing you best in the moment(s). Nobody is perfect.

		• Nevertheless, in each such case, make a quiet resolution to try to do better, or do otherwise next time.

		• Once you have gone through each significant action of your day, and repeated these processes, resolve with yourself to let the past go. Right now, it’s time now to rest.

		

		Exercise 13: consolatory meditations

		

		Faced with grieving, the Stoics wrote consolations for bereaved men and women, and for people forced into exile. These were attempts to comfort the griever and help restore them to equanimity, not to callously tell them to “suck it up, buttercup!”

		

		• Firstly, you must allow yourself to grieve, and let yourself feel your sorrow, rather than bottling it up.

		• Secondly, as in Exercise 8, recall nevertheless that your situation is not unprecedented, and that millions of workers globally at any time are in analogous situations. For whatever reasons, wherever there are workplaces, there seem to be workplace bullies and cliques.

		• This means also that you should not blame yourself, beyond what justice suggests–so, even if you were involved in a conflict which preceded the mobbing, the effective punishment that the mobbing involves far exceeds any rational measure.

		• Thirdly, remember that all jobs are more or less temporary. People who lived their entire lives at one workplace have now passed away. Even their spans at one job ended eventually. In the later modern world, for better and for worse, it is almost expected that people change positions regularly. In some fields, such vocational mobility is considered a virtue.

		• The Stoics held that, ultimately, we have our very life as if on loan from the Gods. How much more is this true of even the most stable job, especially in our highly capitalistic societies? All things pass, and letting things go creates the space to explore new possibilities.

		

		Exercise 14: plan B, creating a safety plan

		

		In addition to your chronological documentation of every incident in the history of the workplace mobbing, you should make time to see a careers counsellor to understand your aptitudes, qualifications, and possible sources of new work if the worst transpires. You should also put together what some experts call a safety plan. This will include:

		

		• Your most recent professional Curriculum Vitae (CV).

		• Websites and other resources, like phone numbers, for job agencies.

		• A current financial plan, including all your own, and (if relevant) your partner’s, assets, and liabilities.

		• A list of things that you could do without in case of financial difficulties.

		• People you could call on in an emergency.

		• Places you could move to in an emergency.

		• Friends and family members with special skills that could assist you if you lose your present position. (See Schmidt, Emotional Recovery, kindle location 308 of 1216).

		• Contact details of 3-5 referees for future job applications in case of need. If possible, one or more of these should be from your current workplace. If this is impossible at present, reach out to people who’ve worked with you in your present role before the mobbing began and ask if they can stand as a referee.

		

		Exercise 15: meditations for dealing with insults

		

		• Take a moment now to write down in your own words the eight Stoic ideas listed in Chapter Four (§3) which speak against the need for anger, faced with the insults of others.

		• Now, write down what another person, one of the bullies, has said about you. Then apply each of the eight ideas, if you can, to this specific example.

		• How does doing this make you feel about these stinging words? Is their sting reduced?

		• If so, do this for as many examples of insults you’ve collected in your chronological list from Exercises 5 and 6.

		

		Exercise 16: if you had one week to go, what would you want (not) to do? (Assessing your priorities)

		

		Take the time now to find a quiet place and time and envisage that you have been told that you have one week to live, or else to go fight in a war in which there is a very high chance you may not survive. Ask yourself:

		

		• What are the things you would most want to make sure you did, before passing away?

		• What are the things you would worry that you left unfinished, and you had been putting aside for too long?

		• Which people would you wish to spend time with, doing what activities?

		• As different thoughts emerge, write them down on a piece of paper. Then try to rank them, from number 1 being the most important thing for you, going down.

		o Is staying in this workplace, with these people, one of your priorities, despite all the hurt and disrespect you have been suffering?

		o Is justice and clearing your name from the mob’s charges one of the most important things?

		o Are there other things you may have long wanted to do, but put off attempting, since you were so caught up in your present career?

		

		Exercise 17: listing your supports

		

		Once more, take some time to write down, or mentally list:

		

		• Who can you most turn to in order to ask serious advice in your present situation?

		• Who do you most trust, starting with the person you feel you can trust most absolutely (this may be your spouse or your counsellor), and going from there?

		• Consider, if any you have listed in your “top 5” is a person is in your workplace,

		o will they likely feel threatened by hearing your side of the story, which will necessarily impugn others, including people they may know?

		o If you feel that there is any chance that the mob can get to them, or potentially recruit them as a “flying monkey” to get information they can use against you?

		o If you have any doubts about the last question, do you need to confide in this person?

		o Can you confide only on non-work emails, and non-work computers, or indeed only in person, wherein no recording can be made of your confidences, out of an abundance of caution?

		

		Exercise 18: if you decide to go leal, keep it about justice and safety, not vengeance

		

		Be honest with yourself about your motives for going to law. Make sure at this moment of decision that:

		

		• you do not entertain the fantasy that, by going to law, your bullies will feel regret or shame, as against fear and anger (see below).

		• you do not entertain the fantasy that, by going to law, you could ever prove to your bullies that they were wrong–even if they lose at law, it is almost certain that they will rationalize this: “we don’t agree with the tribunal … the judge … the jury … the decision …”

		• when you look inside your heart, that your primary motives are not those of vengeance. You have every human reason to want retribution, and people every day seek bitter vengeance for less;

		o But the Stoics distinguish justice, fairness, from vengeance, which aims to harm another person, adding their harm to yours. Fairness will be healing for you. Lasting anger is like the acid in a vessel Seneca talks about, which ends by corroding the vessel’s sides.

		• Remember then that procedural justice, just a fair hearing where you or your representatives can put your case, are already massive wins for mobbing targets.

		

		Exercise 19: premeditating the adversities involved in legal action

		

		Remember when you consider taking things to law:

		

		• you have by now already gone through a lot and may be suffering from PTSD and related symptoms.

		• you will need to be retelling your story, first to an attorney, and then, to a tribunal in which there will be representatives of, or supporting the bullies’ perspective, present. This isn’t easy.

		• Legal proceedings will be more or less costly, although some services offer “no win, no fee” services which you can consider.

		• They can also drag out over time. For you, a lot is on the line in winning this case, and having it heard: your reputation, your career, your legal costs, the stress it will be causing for you and your family. For the employer, especially if they are a large company, this will be one of potentially many cases (especially if there is a culture of mobbing problem). There is no rush for them.

		• Your attorney and you will face lawyers from the organization, who are not paid to roll over and admit “we were wrong … we really should have done more”. Your employers cannot be seen publicly to be condoning damaging workplace cultures, so they will deny that such a culture exists.

		• This means: you will face again the same “backfire model” strategies you will have already met from management and the mob: denial, projection of blame, insinuations that you are unstable, and that any charges you make are:

		o Vexatious and unmerited

		o Reflective more of your character, which is bad or “unwell”, than the realities

		o “ungrateful” and unnecessary, given what the workplace has done for you, and the “clearly available” internal complaints mechanisms.

		• You will accordingly potentially be retraumatized and have to work through a recurrence of symptoms like intermittent insomnia in the days and weeks surrounding specific hearings.

		• You must premeditate the possibilities:

		■ that your employer (and especially any named managers and colleagues in the case) will hold this action against you. There is a real possibility that they will informally advise other employers in your field that you filed a lawsuit.

		■ that you may not win, and what this might mean for your reputation and wellbeing.

		■ that one result of any hearing will be for you to put in a formal complaint within your organization’s complaints system. Given that the organization may be running this inquiry, you need to again get legal advice if this is the case.

		■ As a rule: avoid having your case decided, or if possible arbitrated or mediated, by any tribunal or mediator chosen by the organization. If you believe your case is just, the more independence and neutrality in the arbiter, the better.

		

		Exercise 20: what would the sage (role model) do?

		

		One way to depersonalize is through the Stoic exercise of modelling the sage.

		

		o Pick a figure whose character you admire, for their grace under fire. This figure for the Stoics was Socrates, whom they considered a sage or wise person. It may for you be a role model in your own life. It may be a role model from public life. It may be a hero from a novel, play, movie, or drama you admire.

		o Try modelling their behavior in your daily life, in difficult situations when you are under stress.

		o How would they carry themselves?

		o What might they feel?

		o How would they act?

		o How would they speak?

		o What would they say?

		o Notice any changes in the way this exercise makes you feel, act, and speak in these situations. Note how there is a kind of freedom in playing someone else. It takes the weight off your shoulders and puts a distance between what is happening and your ordinary ego and its defenses.

		o Take this modelling into the tribunal(s) with you. When you are subject to personal criticisms, respond as best you can as you imagine your Socrates (role model) would respond. Take comfort from this mask you are placing between any insults or slurs which come at you and your inner self. Your role-self can take them for you, so your ego need not feel so directly implicated.
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