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Introduction

A Mindset for Solving Life’s Frustrations

Chances are you’ve had more than a few moments in life when you’ve thought, ‘This just isn’t fair’, ‘I can’t believe this is happening’ or ‘I just can’t deal with this right now.’

But what if I told you there’s a way to overcome your everyday frustrations?

At the heart of it all, our worries and troubles boil down to a single root cause. Once you grasp that, you’ll find that the solution lies in simply shifting your mindset. That’s the key lesson I want to share with you in this book.

So, what kinds of frustrations do we face in our daily lives?


	Feeling constantly rushed, with no time to breathe or clear your mind.

	Feeling unsatisfied and anxious about what the future holds.

	Feeling down after a string of bad luck, unpleasant events or failures.

	Struggling with people whose personalities clash with yours.



At first glance, these problems might seem like tough, time-consuming issues – challenges we can’t hope to resolve on our own. But here’s the surprising truth: they aren’t as complicated as they seem.

Why? Because all of these challenges ultimately come down to one thing: reactions of the mind.

It’s no exaggeration to say that our daily lives are shaped by how our minds react.

Think about it. On your way to work, you might groan inwardly, ‘Not again – it’s packed.’ That moment of frustration can cast a shadow over your whole morning. Perhaps someone cuts you off or pushes past you, and a surge of irritation flares – maybe even anger. Or, before a big presentation, your mind flashes to the worst-case scenario and, suddenly, your chest tightens, your stomach knots. These aren’t just passing thoughts – they’re emotional reactions that ripple through your body, feeding stress and anxiety.

Whether we’re meeting people, engaged in work or simply walking outside, our minds are constantly reacting. As a result, everyday annoyances, disappointments, pressures, regrets, anxieties about the future – they all spiral into overwhelming frustrations.

Behind every problem is a reaction of the mind.

Imagine how much lighter life would feel if you could address the root cause and let go of those reactions. No more getting flustered, feeling down, becoming angry, buckling under pressure, feeling nervous around others, regretting the past or fretting about the future. Just imagine – true relief. You would feel free, and happiness would naturally follow.

People often misunderstand this point, but choosing not to react doesn’t mean suppressing your emotions, brushing things off or pretending you don’t care. It’s about not letting those automatic, knee-jerk, unnecessary reactions take control. It’s about hitting the reset button – regaining your peace of mind when emotions like anger, anxiety or that persistent ‘I’m just not good enough’ start to creep in.

How many headaches do we create for ourselves? How many unnecessary messes do we stumble into because of reactions we didn’t need to have? Isn’t it time to set our sights on a way of life where we let go of those unhelpful reactions and focus on what truly matters? The ancient Indian sage  – the Buddha – is here to guide us on exactly that journey.

The Art of Not Reacting

When people face problems, their instinct is to fight back. We go head-to-head with difficult people, frustrating situations and unfair realities. We react, struggle and push hard to change things – to win.

But the truth is, most of life’s problems aren’t things you can win by fighting. No matter how much power, money or influence you gain, reality will always have its own way of unfolding. Struggles and setbacks are woven into our existence – and no one is exempt.

This is the unshakeable truth the Buddha pointed out over 2,500 years ago: suffering is an unavoidable part of life. No matter how much you resist, some things simply won’t bend to your will.

So, what’s the alternative? How about a smarter, more rational way to live?

At their core, the Buddha’s teachings are about breaking free from this cycle of suffering and struggle by putting a stop to the mind’s unnecessary reactions. His wisdom can be distilled into two key practices:


	Observing your mind’s reactions.

	Thinking rationally.



When you closely observe your mind’s reactions and inner workings, the restless noise within naturally begins to settle. This is a simple yet transformative way to relieve stress and reset your mood, and is the foundation for letting go of those things that trigger the mind. Observing the mind’s reactions involves practices like mindfulness and insight (vipassana) or seated (samatha or zazen) meditation. We’ll take a deeper dive into how all this works in Chapter 1.

Thinking rationally means approaching challenges with logic and a clear purpose. In this book, our goal is simple: to stop unnecessary reactions and avoid adding more feelings of frustration to our lives. To achieve that, we’ll focus on five key steps:


	Stop making unnecessary judgements. No matter what happens, don’t put yourself down. (Chapter 2)

	Free yourself from the pain of negative emotions like stress and worry. (Chapter 3)

	Live authentically, free from the crushing pressure of other people’s opinions. (Chapter 4)

	Let go of the habit of obsessing over winning or losing and measuring yourself against others. (Chapter 5)

	Strive for a life that truly satisfies you. (Chapter 6)



Each of these universally important ideas will be explored through the lens of the Buddha’s teachings. In Pali, the term Buddha means ‘one who has achieved total clarity’. It’s often translated as the ‘Awakened One’. This focus on addressing life’s struggles through the wisdom of early Buddhism – the original teachings the Buddha shared in ancient India over 2,500 years ago – is what sets this book apart. The teachings are filled with timeless insights, and each chapter of this book includes clear translations of the Buddha’s profound sayings, offering them in plain language with examples that speak to the kinds of situations we all face in our everyday lives.

Early Buddhism is rich with practical tools for rational thinking that remain as relevant as ever in the modern world – and is very different from the religious ideas many people associate with Buddhism. My hope is that you’ll discover how these practical insights can transform your daily life.

There’s no need to keep struggling. By following the Buddha’s example, we can work towards a life where unnecessary reactions no longer hold us back. No matter what each day brings, we can learn to face our frustrations with clarity and resolve our stresses effectively through clear thinking.

This mindset will lay the foundation for cultivating peace, contentment and true happiness, and is the single most important habit we can develop for a fulfilling life.

— Ryushun Kusanagi




CHAPTER 1:

Before Reacting, Understand

Don’t Try to Eliminate Worries – Understand Them

We’ve all heard the saying that life is full of worries. But have you ever stopped to ask yourself, ‘What exactly are my worries?’ Surprisingly few people are able to clearly define them.

That vague sense of dissatisfaction, that nagging thought of, ‘Am I really okay with my life the way it is?’ – these feelings persist because we don’t fully understand what’s bothering us. Whether it’s frustration at work, conflicts with loved ones or feelings of disappointment, anger or anxiety, we struggle because we lack the right mindset to deal with them. And so, the cycle of dissatisfaction continues.

The Buddha’s approach starts by helping us understand the worries we face in our daily lives.

Understanding Your Worries is the First Step Forward

Life doesn’t always go the way we want. Difficult people exist. We all have our own inner weaknesses. But why does any of this end up turning into suffering?

Because we only know one way to respond: reacting.

We react with anger. We get swept away by desires. We let our thoughts run wild. Before we know it, we’re clinging to these emotions, weighed down by them, unable to move forward.

In Buddhism, this state of blindness has long been called ignorance (avijja) – a mind that simply doesn’t see. But if you can step back and watch your reactions, if you can understand your worries and catch them in the moment, if you can let them go instead of indulging them, you will free yourself from suffering. Challenges will still come your way, but suffering itself will no longer control you.

This is what the Buddha’s wisdom offers – a way to understand your mind correctly, so that you can think in a way that frees you.

Let’s take a moment to observe the kinds of thoughts that might run through your mind day to day:


	‘My job feels pointless. This isn’t how I thought things would turn out.’

	‘I’m tired of the mess in my relationships. Everything feels like too much.’

	‘I keep replaying the past. No matter what I do, I can’t let go.’

	‘I can’t say what I really feel. It builds up and eats away at me from the inside.’

	‘I’m anxious all the time. The future feels like a blank wall, and I have no idea where I’m going.’



Do any of these sound familiar? On top of these, life throws all sorts of unexpected challenges our way – accidents, illness, family troubles … we all have our burdens to carry.

The Buddha categorises these human struggles into what is called the ‘Eight Sufferings’:



Life itself is suffering.

Ageing is suffering.

Illness is suffering.

Death is suffering.

Being forced to interact with people you dislike is suffering.

Being separated from those you love is suffering.

Not getting what you want is suffering.

The constant turmoil of the human mind is suffering.

— ‘The Buddha’s First Sermon’, The Great Chapter




The Buddha’s term for suffering is dukkha, an ancient Pali term combining the words du, meaning ‘hardship’ or ‘obstruction’, and kha, which roughly means an ‘emptiness that cannot be filled’. In essence, dukkha is the deep sense of unease, pain and dissatisfaction that runs through our lives – it’s the feeling that no matter what we do, something is always missing or just out of reach.

One of the defining features of the Buddha’s approach is his willingness to face reality head-on. He starts by acknowledging a simple truth: life comes with struggles. Feeling unfulfilled, burdened or lost? That’s part of being human. Instead of denying or avoiding these feelings, the Buddha encourages us to recognise them for what they are, with clarity and honesty.

Now, you might be thinking, ‘But isn’t accepting reality kind of depressing?’ Not at all. This isn’t about surrendering to misery, it’s about seeing things as they are. The Buddha himself went through this shift – he left a life of extraordinary privilege to confront life’s harshest truths head-on, discovering that this clarity was anything but bleak. As you will come to see, there’s a world of difference between understanding and giving in. The first moves you forward, the second keeps you stuck. When you say, ‘I have struggles. I have unresolved problems’, that isn’t defeat – it’s awareness. And awareness is the first step towards change.

Most of us go through life feeling vaguely dissatisfied, weighed down by an unease we can’t quite name. That’s why the feeling lingers – because we haven’t fully acknowledged it. But the moment we do, the moment we say, ‘Yes, something is missing’ or ‘Yes, I have struggles’, we shift from passive suffering to active problem-solving.

Understanding what is – that’s where real transformation begins.

Recognising that you have feelings of unfulfillment and unresolved stresses isn’t a setback – it’s the first move towards resolution, and it’s the foundation for every step the Buddha’s teachings will take us through in this book.

Fortunately, the Buddha left us a roadmap for cultivating exactly this awareness. Let’s take a look.

A Clear, Logical Roadmap to Problem-Solving

Once you’ve acknowledged that you have a problem, the next step is to ask yourself, ‘What exactly is causing this?’

The Buddha laid out a straightforward, four-step approach to dealing with suffering:



Life inevitably comes with suffering.

Every kind of suffering has a cause.

That suffering can be eliminated.

There is a method to eliminate it.

— ‘The Buddha’s First Teaching at Sarnath’, The Connected Discourses




In Buddhism, these are known as the ‘Four Noble Truths’. They may seem self-evident, but that’s the point. Buddhism isn’t a religion of faith or blind belief. It never says, ‘Believe in this, and you’ll be saved.’ Buddhism instead encourages you to think in a way that allows you to break free from suffering. In other words, it’s a mindset shift in how you relate to life – one that can lead to real peace.

The Buddha’s method is much like the approach a doctor takes. First, you identify the problem: worries exist. Then, you examine its root cause: every worry has a root cause. Finally, you follow a treatment plan to relieve the symptoms and restore balance: worries can be resolved. There’s nothing abstract or mystical about it. It’s a clear, step-by-step process for understanding the nature of suffering and finding a path out of it. Like good medicine, it’s based on careful observation and experience – not faith or dogma.

By breaking it down this way, the Buddha offers a powerful, rational way to overcome any problem. That is the central theme of this book and is a method we’ll explore in detail as we work through the chapters to come. First, let’s look at exactly what is the root cause of suffering.

What Really Lies Behind Your Work and Relationship Problems?

Buddhism often points to attachment – our inability to let go. Attachment means clinging to things, getting stuck on desires, regrets, anger or fears. We hold on to things so tightly that we end up making ourselves miserable.

Why is it so hard to let go of our worries and attachments? Why do we keep getting caught up in so many problems, big and small? As we touched on in the Introduction, it all comes down to one thing: our mind’s automatic reactions.

In our daily lives, we are constantly reacting, continually thinking about something. We get annoyed when things don’t go our way. We feel anxious about what others might think of us. We stew over past mistakes, wondering if we could have done something differently. All of these are examples of the mind reacting to our experiences.

And what do these reactions lead to? We lash out in anger and damage relationships. We choke under pressure and fail to perform at our best. We replay painful memories and sink into regret. We overthink everything and convince ourselves that we’re not good enough.

Ultimately, these habits of thought are what drive our suffering. The root cause isn’t attachment itself – it’s your mind’s reactions.

You might be nodding along right now, thinking, ‘That’s exactly it. I’m constantly reacting to everything around me. And when my reactions don’t go the way I want, I end up frustrated.’ That’s because your reactions are the true culprit behind your suffering. It’s your mind’s reflexive responses that trigger stress, anxiety and all the troubles you face in life.

So, if there’s one thing we need to start practising every day, it’s this: not to fight or suppress our reactions, but to notice them clearly. The first step isn’t to eliminate them overnight, but to become aware of how they arise and what they do to us. This simple act of observation creates the space for a calmer, more intentional response. Only then can we truly stop wasting energy on those unnecessary reactions and start thinking rationally.

The Real Reason Behind Your Struggles

We’ve already uncovered a crucial truth: that all suffering begins with your mind’s reactions. But now, you need to ask, ‘Why do I react the way I do?’ That question lies at the heart of this book’s purpose – to help you see your mind clearly, understand its patterns and free yourself from the suffering they create.

If something bad happens and you get angry, the reason behind that reaction seems obvious – the bad thing itself.

But life isn’t






Life as a raging current: The Buddha’s take on reality













	Survival instinct (the desire to stay alive)

	Sleep (the desire to rest)

	Hunger (the desire to eat)

	Libido (the desire for intimacy)

	Laziness (the desire to avoid effort)

	Sensory pleasure (the desire for comfortable surroundings and novel experiences)

	The need for recognition (the desire to be acknowledged)





	There is a craving.

	That craving gives rise to the seven desires.

	We react based on those desires.

	Sometimes, we feel joy when our desires are satisfied. Other times, we feel frustrated when they aren’t.

	This cycle repeats endlessly.














How Do We Make Peace with an Unfulfilled Heart?





Our Desire for Recognition


















A real-life example: The day suffering turned into hope






































How to Observe Your Mind





	Label your emotions with words.

	Tune into your physical sensations.

	Categorise what you’re feeling.




Label your emotions with words







Tune into your physical sensations










Categorise your thoughts



















	having a short temper

	holding on to sadness or grief (yes, sadness is ultimately a form of anger)

	feeling stuck in regret, disappointment or past failures

	carrying self-doubt or a sense of inferiority














Resetting the mind









	Close your eyes. Picture anything – what you had for breakfast, a scene from a TV show; anything at all.

	Now, open your eyes and look at the room around you. Observe the details.

	Tell yourself this: ‘What I was just seeing in my mind, that was a thought. What I see now, this is real, this is my vision at work.’







The practice of walking to clear your mind








Your Secret Tool to Break Free from Reacting











	We encounter a stimulus.

	We react to it.

	That reaction generates strong emotional energy – feelings, desires, memories or delusions. These are what we call mental formations (sankhara) strong reactions that stick in our memory and show up in facial expressions and actions.

	This reaction-based mental formation latches on to a new stimulus and repeats the cycle.











	The root of our troubles lies in knee-jerk mental reactions.

	These reactions are craving and the seven desires that arise from it, particularly the desire for recognition.

	To better understand your state of mind, label your emotions with words, shift your focus to your bodily sensations and categorise your feelings as either greed, anger or delusion.
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