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Scotland’s Deadly Stoicism 
 

1. I’m in a small room in a non-descript building in central Edinburgh, with a woman I don’t know, 
talking about my feelings. For much of my adult life I have struggled with anxiety and depression. And 
one of the terrible things about my mental illness is that something I am really uncomfortable about is 
sitting in a small room in a non-descript building in central Edinburgh, with a woman I don’t know, 
talking about my feelings. 

 
2. It’s not done, is it? Not acceptable. Forbidden. Verboten. We even make a point of pride out of it 

when we compare ourselves to people from other countries. Being Scottish, we are suspicious of any 
kind of emotion that could come across as attention-seeking. Much better, we believe, to bottle 
things up, struggle on and hope things will improve by themselves. We’re not like those brash 
Americans who seem able to talk about their most intimate thoughts with complete strangers; we’re 
not like those wildly expressive Europeans who flap their arms around wildly as they discuss their 
state of mind in a café. No, we’re stoical: reserved, unemotional, buttoned-up, self-contained. We 
don’t want to cause a fuss. 

 
3. But our particular form of stoicism is killing us. 

 
4. Well, specifically, it’s killing Scottish men. New data released this week has revealed that suicide is 

now the biggest killer of men under the age of forty-five. Eighty-four men in Britain take their own 
lives every week. Clearly, the idea that we can “just cope” or “pull ourselves together” or “just walk it 
off” or any of the millions of other platitudes on the subject are not working.  

 
5. Stoicism, then, seems to be preventing men from speaking out about their condition. I know that I 

always felt that telling someone else about my problems was a betrayal of some deeply-ingrained 
code. I’d been told all my life that “boys don’t cry”, so opening up about the black hurricane in my 
head was not very masculine. I felt a pressure to be a certain kind of man – a strong man – and this 
meant not showing weakness. And my mental health was a vulnerability, a source of shame. 

 
6. Yet if the ancient Stoics – Zeno, Diogenes and Seneca being the big names in the field – saw the way 

Scottish men think of the word, they’d be appalled. For them, stoicism was a way of coping with the 
world, and that meant coping with difficulty. Yes, it was heavily founded on self-control, but it was 
also very logical. A stoic with a broken arm would need a doctor as much as a follower of any other 
philosophy. It is simply illogical to admit that you are unwell and then expect to be healed without 
addressing the problem.  

 
7. According to Plato, there were four cardinal virtues of the philosophy: wisdom, courage, temperance 

and justice. Scottish masculinity is a form of stoicism gone mad – fetishizing “temperance” whilst 
throwing away the virtues which would allow them to seek help: it takes courage to seek help; it takes 
wisdom to admit that you need help; it is an injustice if you do not get help.  

 
8. It is hard for Scottish men to talk about their feelings, because there has been such an excellent 

indoctrination programme in our society for so long. In the pub, at the football, at work… There was a 
single idea of what a Scottish man was, and emotionally expressive was not it. My dad never 
discussed emotions beyond the Hearts results. I don’t know what thoughts kept him up at night. He 
was typical of his generation, in that discussing your feeling was simply not done. I learned from him; 
we all learned from our dads. It’s hard to unlearn those lessons. 

 
9. But, I’m in this small room in a non-descript building in central Edinburgh, with a woman I don’t know, 

talking about my feelings. It’s slow and uncomfortable because I have spent fifty-odd years training 
myself not to say them out loud. Slowly, though, the words start to come, and as they do, I know that 
I’m doing something courageous, wise and just. The alternative to this revamped stoicism is not 
worth thinking about: and it stands at eighty-four men per week. 
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Mustn’t Grumble 
 

1. Remember the “stiff upper lip”? That stoic ability to button up our emotions and get through difficult 
times without making a fuss. Britain was famous for it. To people from other countries it was a 
defining trait: if there was one thing people expected of we Brits, it was that we had a sense of 
proportion when it came to emotion. We had that brilliant phrase: “mustn’t grumble”.  Britons would 
not make a drama out of a crisis, we would simply get on with the situation as best we could, with the 
minimum of bother.  

 
2. I miss the stiff upper lip. I miss the way people used to keep their emotions to themselves. I miss the 

way that a setback didn’t used to be a disaster. I miss the way people would share their most intimate 
thoughts with just a precious few others.  
 

3. I know that stoicism and hygge (a sort of Danish version of stoicism based, so far as I can tell, mostly 
on wearing fishermen’s jumpers and drinking hot chocolate) are currently in vogue. It’s fashionable to 
talk about stoicism, and coping, and not broadcasting your emotions. It’s more popular than ever to 
say it’s alright to talk about mental health. And I get that. I get that it is healthy to air some of this 
stuff. But the current fad-stoicism is the intellectual equivalent of beards, sleeve-tattoos and 
handbag-dogs: you can bet nobody will be talking about it in twelve months. 
 

4. The reason I can say this with such certainty I because we live online now. We broadcast everything. 
We share everything. We do not exercise a filter when it comes to sounding off about our lives and 
opinions.  
 

5. There is a particular driver behind this and it is the “like” button. Life for many – especially the young -  
is largely about racking up those likes. And the best way to collect them is to be outrageous, or 
shocking, or strange, or wild. You don’t generate likes by saying that you are “very well, thanks”. No. 
You get them by posting on Facebook that “my life’s a mess” (it’s not – you’ve just lost the TV 
remote); you tweet that “I am heartbroken” (you’re not – you just wish there were more episodes in 
the Netflix series you’ve just finished); you post a picture of your lunch on Instagram with the line, 
“this looks AMAZING!!” (it’s not – it’s a sandwich). There is no perspective; everything is said in the 
extreme. 
 

6. So, I’m glad that stoicism is currently fashionable, but I know that its ideas of restraint and calm 
cannot survive in the competitive online world. But I’ll soldier on with the disappointment. Mustn’t 
grumble. 
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Scotland’s Deadly Stoicism/ Mustn’t Grumble 
 

1. Read Paragraph 1. 
 
Analyse two ways in which the writer creates a downbeat tone in the opening paragraph. (2) 

 
2. Read Paragraph 2. 

 
By referring to at least two examples, analyse how the writer uses language to show it is 
unacceptable for Scottish men to discuss their feelings. (4) 
 

3. Read Paragraph 3. 
 

Explain how this sentence works as a link between two paragraphs. (2) 
 

4. Read Paragraph 4. 
 
a. What are “platitudes”? (1) 
b. Explain how the context allows a reader to infer the meaning of “platitudes”. (2) 

 
5. Read Paragraph 5. 

 
Explain how the writer’s use of imagery expresses his inability to talk about his mental health. (4) 

 
6. Read Paragraph 7.  
 

By referring to at least two examples, analyse how the writer uses language to criticise Scottish 
masculinity. (4) 

 
7. Read Paragraph 8.  

 
By referring to both word choice and sentence structure, analyse how the writer creates a negative

 view of what a “Scottish man” was. (4) 
 

8. Read Paragraph 9. 
 
Evaluate the effectiveness of the final paragraph as a conclusion to the writer’s view of the state of 
men’s mental health in Scotland. (2) 
 
Question on both passages 

 
9. Look at both passages. 
 

The writers take different views of stoicism. 
 

Identify three key areas on which they disagree. You should support the points by referring to 
important ideas in both passages. 

 
You may answer this question in continuous prose or in a series of developed bullet points. (5) 

 


