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Author’S Note

Nearly two thousand years separate us from Marcus Aurelius, Seneca, and Epictetus. Their world was radically different from ours, yet they wrestled with problems that remain familiar: uncertainty, criticism, disappointment, fear, and the temptation to spend our attention on things beyond our control.

That is why Stoicism still matters.

The Stoic Answer is built around a simple idea: ancient philosophy becomes most valuable when we can apply it to ordinary life.

This book explores overthinking—the conversations we replay, the futures we imagine, the decisions we revisit, and the problems we try to solve before they have even arrived.

It is not an attempt to turn Stoicism into a cure for every form of distress, nor is it a substitute for professional support when persistent anxiety, intrusive thoughts, or other difficulties significantly interfere with daily life.

Its purpose is narrower and more practical.

Epictetus, Seneca, and Marcus Aurelius cannot give us certainty about tomorrow. What they can offer is a demanding way of examining our judgments, recognizing the limits of our control, and deciding what deserves our attention now.

The pages ahead translate several of those ideas into a modern framework for one familiar problem: the mind that refuses to stop working on what it cannot yet resolve.

The goal is not to stop thinking.

It is to think more clearly about what deserves thought—and to recognize when thought has already done its job.

— Julian Mercer




Chapter One: When Thinking Stops Helping


“Men are disturbed not by things, but by the views which they take of things.”



— Epictetus


◆


There is a point at which thinking stops solving the problem and starts becoming the problem.

You send an important email and receive no reply. At first, there is nothing unusual about the silence. People are busy. Hours pass.

Then the mind begins to fill the empty space.

Perhaps the message sounded wrong. Perhaps the other person is upset. Perhaps you made a mistake. Perhaps something has changed.

Before long, you are no longer thinking about an unanswered email. You are thinking about rejection, embarrassment, conflict, and consequences that have not occurred.

One fact has produced an entire story.

This is one of the central patterns of overthinking: the mind encounters uncertainty and tries to eliminate it by producing more thought.

Sometimes that works.

Often it does not.


When a Fact Becomes a Story

Consider what actually happened:

You sent a message. You have not yet received a reply.

That is the fact.

“They are ignoring me.”

“They must be angry.”

“I said something wrong.”

“This is going to become a problem.”

Those are interpretations.

One of them may eventually prove correct. But at this moment, none is contained in the original event.

The distinction matters because the human mind does not experience every thought as a hypothesis. A possibility repeated often enough can begin to feel like evidence.

We are remarkably good at filling gaps in information. This ability helps us anticipate danger, understand other people, and plan for the future. But the same ability can turn against us when there is not enough information to reach a conclusion.

Uncertainty leaves a blank space.

The mind dislikes blank spaces.

So it writes something in them.



Thinking or Circling?

Useful thinking moves.

It examines information, distinguishes alternatives, and eventually produces something: a decision, an action, a question that needs answering, or a clearer understanding of the problem.

Overthinking often produces none of these.

It circles.

You examine the same facts again. You replay the same conversation. You reconsider a decision without receiving new information. You imagine another possible outcome and then another.

The mental activity is real, which is why it can feel productive. But activity and progress are not the same thing.

Imagine that you are considering whether to accept a new job.

There are useful questions to ask.

What will the work involve? What will you earn? What opportunities might it create? What will you give up? How will it affect the rest of your life?

Thinking about those questions can improve the decision.

But eventually the available information has been examined.

At that point, a different kind of thinking may begin.

What if I accept it and regret leaving?

What if I reject it and never get another opportunity?

What if the new manager is difficult?

What if the company changes direction?

What if I look back five years from now and realize this was the moment I ruined everything?

The decision has expanded until it contains imaginary versions of an entire future.

No amount of thought can supply information that does not yet exist.

That is the boundary we need to learn to recognize.

The Desire for Certainty

Overthinking is often described as having “too many thoughts.”

That description misses something important.

Frequently, the real problem is our relationship with uncertainty.

We want to know how a conversation will go before we have it.

We want proof that the decision we are making is the correct one.

We want to know whether a relationship will last, whether a project will succeed, whether other people approve of us, and whether the future will reward the choices we make today.

These are understandable desires.

But many of them ask thought to perform a task it cannot perform.

Thinking can improve a decision.

It cannot guarantee the result.

Thinking can prepare us for a conversation.

It cannot determine what the other person will say.

Thinking can identify risks.

It cannot remove uncertainty from life.

When we demand certainty anyway, the mind can enter a loop:



Uncertainty creates thought.



Thought discovers more possibilities.



More possibilities create more uncertainty.



More uncertainty creates more thought.

The attempt to think our way out of uncertainty can therefore produce more of the very thing we were trying to escape.



A Real Problem Can Still Be Overthought

There is another distinction worth making.

Overthinking does not mean that the underlying problem is imaginary.

Suppose your car suddenly needs an expensive repair.

The bill is real.

The financial consequences may be real.

Stoicism would not ask you to pretend otherwise.

Useful thinking might involve checking the estimate, comparing repair options, reviewing your finances, or deciding what expense can be postponed.

But notice what can happen next.

“This month is going to be difficult” becomes “I’m losing control of my finances.”

Then:

“What if another expense appears?”

Then:

“What if my income changes?”

Soon one repair bill has become a mental simulation of financial collapse.

The original problem deserves attention.

The imagined chain of disasters does not automatically deserve the same status.

This is why the distinction is not between real problems and imaginary problems.

It is between what reality currently requires from us and what imagination has added to it.

The First Stoic Move

The Stoics approached uncertainty by asking a demanding question.

Not:



How can I make sure nothing goes wrong?

But:



What actually belongs to me in this situation?

Perhaps you cannot determine whether someone replies to your message.

You can determine whether your own message was honest and appropriate.

You cannot guarantee that accepting a new job will produce the future you hope for.

You can examine the available evidence and make the most reasonable decision you can.

You cannot prevent every unexpected expense.

You can decide how to respond to the one in front of you.

You cannot control another person’s opinion.

You can examine whether your own conduct deserves respect.

This does not eliminate uncertainty.

It changes the task.

Instead of trying to control the whole outcome, you begin identifying the part that is actually yours.

That idea will become central in the next chapter.



Stop and Separate

For now, practice a simpler distinction.

When you notice that your thinking has begun to circle, separate three things:

What do I know?

What am I assuming?

Is there anything useful to do now?

Suppose a close friend cancels plans with a brief message and gives little explanation.

What do you know?

Your friend cancelled.

What might you be assuming?

They are avoiding you. Something is wrong between you. You offended them. The friendship is changing.

There may eventually be evidence for one of those conclusions.

At present, however, you have a cancelled plan and an information gap.

If there is a reasonable action—perhaps asking whether everything is all right—you can take it.

If there is no action to take yet, another hour of speculation will not turn the unknown into the known.

That is the point at which thinking has stopped helping.

The Space Before the Story

Overthinking rarely announces itself.

It feels like problem-solving.

That is why the first skill is not learning how to suppress thoughts. It is learning to notice when thought has crossed the line from examining reality into repeatedly trying to manufacture certainty.

The Stoics developed a sophisticated way of thinking about that moment. An event gives rise to an impression. We are tempted to accept that impression immediately as a true description of what has happened.

But there is a space between the event and the judgment we make about it.

That space is where Stoic practice begins.

In the next chapter, we will look more closely at how Epictetus understood it—and why he believed one of the most important freedoms available to us lies precisely there.

For now, keep one distinction:



A possibility is not a fact.

And one test:

Is this thought giving me new understanding or useful action—or merely another version of a thought I have already had?

Sometimes a problem deserves careful thought.

Sometimes it deserves a decision.

Sometimes it deserves action.

And sometimes the clearest judgment is simply to recognize:

I have thought about this enough.





Chapter Two: Epictetus: What Is Actually Yours?


“Of things some are in our power, and others are not.”



— Epictetus


◆


Epictetus begins his Enchiridion with a distinction so simple that it can be easy to underestimate.

Some things are up to us.

Others are not.

Much of Stoic practice begins with learning to tell the difference.

Yet the distinction is more demanding than simply making two lists labeled “control” and “no control.” Epictetus was concerned with something deeper: what genuinely belongs to us when circumstances, other people, and outcomes do not obey our wishes.

For someone prone to overthinking, that question matters.

The mind often spends its greatest effort precisely where its authority is weakest.


What Actually Belongs to Us?

Epictetus places our judgments, intentions, choices, and responses close to the center of what belongs to us.

External outcomes do not belong to us in the same way.

That does not make them unimportant.

Your career matters.

Your relationships matter.

Money matters.

Health matters.

Reputation can matter.

The mistake is not caring about these things. The mistake is confusing their importance with our ability to command them.

You can prepare carefully for an interview.

You cannot make the interviewer choose you.

You can treat another person honestly.

You cannot force that person to trust you, understand you, or remain with you.

You can make a thoughtful decision with the information available today.

You cannot guarantee that circumstances will reward it tomorrow.

This is uncomfortable because we naturally want effort to purchase certainty.

Often it cannot.



Control Is Not Influence

The modern phrase “dichotomy of control” can also
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