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iPraise for The Power to Change

“Congrats on creating something that will make the world a better place!”

Sharon Lebell, bestselling author of The Art of Living

“The Power to Change is a gift to anyone seeking to live a more fulfilling life. This book offers a clear and accessible guide to applying Stoic principles in daily life, including practical advice on overcoming obstacles and finding joy in everyday moments. Chakrapani’s insights are both enlightening and actionable, making this book a must-read for anyone seeking to transform their life through Stoic philosophy.”

Donald J. Robertson, bestselling author of How to Think Like a Roman Emperor

“Chakrapani distils ancient Stoic wisdom into practical, actionable guidance for modern life. With clarity and accessibility, he shows how timeless principles can help us overcome overthinking, anxiety, and the constant need for approval. A thoughtful introduction for anyone seeking more tranquility and purpose in today’s hectic world.”

Massimo Pigliucci, K.D. Irani Professor of Philosophy at the City College of New York

ii“The Power to Change is an engaging, enthusiastic, and innovative guide to living a good life. Dr Chakrapani masterfully illuminates the power of Stoic wisdom in this lively and compelling book. The practical exercises in each chapter encourage a deeper understanding of the radiant wisdom of the Stoics and offer a clear and practical path to the power to change your life. You don’t just read this book; you live this book.”

Karen Duffy, NY Times bestselling author of Model Patient, Backbone and Wise Up

“Chuck Chakrapani has done excellent work in recent years in bringing out the benefits of Stoic life-guidance, for instance, in his insightful monthly journal, THE STOIC. The Power to Change offers a wise, thoughtful, but also lively and accessible, manual for transforming your life for the better on Stoic principles. The book is clearly organised to lead you through the process of self-transformation, with perceptive suggestions at each stage.”

Christopher Gill, Emeritus Professor of Ancient Thought, University of Exeter, and founding member of Modern Stoicism; co-author of Stoic Ethics: the Basics (2025), with Brittany Polat

“Written in a wonderfully concise, direct, and breezy style, this book offers simple, straightforward, yet powerful lessons in good mental hygiene and canny self-improvement. Here we have clear, easy to grasp directions for how not to construct obstacles to a life of smooth, faultless contentment. Chuck’s tireless, ongoing work spreading Stoic wisdom deserves much gratitude.”

William O. Stephens, Professor Emeritus of Philosophy, Creighton University

“Chuck Chakrapani is one of my favourite modern Stoics. Chuck has the happy knack of making things as simple as they need to be, but no simpler. I would thoroughly recommend this book to anyone wishing to deepen their practice of Stoicism. I particularly appreciated Chuck’s engaging style, relevant Stoic quotations and useful exercises. Read it and find out more about the four backseat drivers that we are up against, and how to overcome everyday problems using powerful Stoic ideas.”

Tim LeBon, accredited CBT therapist working in the NHS, Research Director of Modern Stoicism and author of 365 Ways to be more Stoic

“Dr. Chakrapani has written a highly accessible book on implementing Stoicism in today’s world. Chuck, a great example of a modern Stoic, is passionate about helping people use Stoic philosophy to face their strongest temptations and significant challenges. He guides people in the practice of the powerful principles of Stoic philosophy. He gently reminds people that consistent practice is challenging but not impossible and well worth the effort. The value of this book is that it accurately informs people of the core ideas of Stoicism and shows them how to implement these ideas in a world encouraging self-defeating indulgence and other short-term, palliative solutions to anxiety and despair. If you want to take control of your emotional reactions to life’s burdens and challenges, open your mind to the powerful ideas in this book. By embracing the ideas and strategies presented in this accessible book, readers will be shown how to empower themselves to change what they can and to make peace with what they cannot change.”

Walter J. Matweychuk, Ph.D. Psychologist at the University of Pennsylvania Department of Psychiatry; REBTDoctor.com

ii“Dr. Chuck Chakrapani—one of the preeminent scholar-teachers of modern Stoicism—has written a book for the ages. The purpose of this book, Dr. Chakrapani states, ‘…is to identify a few simple principles that will create a successful life and provide a clear road map and directions to get there.’ The Power to Change succeeds admirably in these goals. Among the key Stoic principles, perhaps the central one is, as Chakrapani puts it, ‘Some things in life are within your control. Others are not. Ignore what is not within your control and consistently act on what is.’ Indeed, in my experience as a psychiatrist, ignoring this principle usually puts one on the psychological road to ruin. Importantly, Chakrapani emphasizes the importance of constant practice in implementing the principles of Stoicism. Throughout this practical, down-to-earth guide to ‘the flourishing life,’ the author writes in a clear and inviting style, often with a light touch. I believe Dr. Chakrapani’s book will serve as an invaluable guide to changing our lives for the better.”

Ronald W. Pies, M.D. Professor Emeritus of Psychiatry and Lecturer on Bioethics & Humanities, SUNY Upstate Medical University; Author of Everything Has Two Handles, The Stoic’s Guide to the Art of Living, and The Anatomy of Gratitude
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viiiix‘If you will listen to me, whoever you are, and whatever you are doing, you will not feel suffering or anger, or compulsion, or hindrance. You will pass your time without worries.’

—EPICTETUS
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xivxvIntroduction

Toward a life that flows well

Simple principles can yield profound results. Consider these deceptively simple examples:


Q. What is the essence of the Torah?

A. “What’s hateful to you, do not do to others”—Hillel

Q. How do you make money in the stock market?

A. “Buy low, sell high.”—conventional wisdom

Q. What is the essence of eating well?

A. “Eat food. Not too much. Mostly plants”—Michael Pollan



While these principles are easy to grasp, we often underestimate their power.

Understanding a principle is merely the first step. It’s akin to knowing the destination: “Destination X is 50 miles southwest.” This information is useful, but insufficient. We also need a map, directions, and perhaps even a guide to navigate the terrain effectively.

Similarly, knowing a principle requires a roadmap for implementation. We need to translate that knowledge into consistent action. This book aims to identify a few simple, yet powerful, Stoic principles and provide a clear roadmap for applying them to your life. It will guide you in designing a life xvithat flows smoothly and equip you to navigate the challenges you encounter.

These Stoic principles, forged over two millennia, are not only simple but also remarkably robust. They have formed the foundation of many modern psychotherapies, such as cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) and rational emotive behavior therapy (REBT), demonstrating their enduring relevance and compatibility with contemporary psychological thought.

This book is divided into four parts:


	Part 1 explores the core Stoic principles and their potential for transformative change.

	Part 2 addresses common obstacles that may hinder the implementation of these principles.

	Part 3 guides you in designing a life that flows smoothly and harmoniously.

	Part 4 provides practical strategies for navigating and overcoming everyday challenges.



While these principles are easy to grasp, consistent application is crucial. The greatest rewards will accrue to those who diligently practice these principles and persevere through inevitable plateaus. No amount of knowledge can replace consistent action.

Chuck Chakrapani


1Part 1

Where are we headed?

In Part 1, we embark on our journey toward a good life by exploring some of the core principles identified by the Stoics. These principles are deceptively simple, yet incredibly powerful. By applying them consistently to your life and work, you can experience immediate benefits:


	Focus on what you can control: Distinguish between what is within your control and what is not. Concentrate your efforts on what you can influence and let go of what lies beyond your control. Consistent application of this principle will significantly reduce anxiety and worry.

	Live in the present: Avoid dwelling on the past or anxiously anticipating the future. By focusing your attention on the present moment, you can cultivate tranquility and inner peace.

	Recognize the power of your perceptions: Understand that much of what you experience as “reality” is shaped by your own interpretations and judgments.

	2Act virtuously without delay: Do not postpone acts of kindness, courage, or justice. Virtuous actions not only benefit others but also contribute to your own personal growth.

	Focus on what you can control: Your actions have the greatest impact when you concentrate your efforts on what is within your control.

	Let go of “if only” thinking: Dwelling on past regrets or “what ifs” hinders your ability to live fully in the present.

	Seize the day: Embrace the present moment and live each day to the fullest, recognizing that time is precious and fleeting.



In the following chapters, we will delve deeper into these profound principles and explore how they can transform your life.

While grasping these principles is relatively easy, consistent practice is essential. I have made every effort to present these principles in a clear and concise manner, and to provide practical guidance for their implementation. Remember, consistent application, not just intellectual understanding, is the key to unlocking the transformative power of these principles.


360 seconds to a happy life

The next 60 seconds can change your life

We can be free, happy, and serene, no matter what else is happening around us, if we understand one basic truth: some things in life are under our control, and others are not. Yet, if we examine our thinking, we will see that our worries and anxieties are mostly about things we can do nothing about.

Instead of worrying about things that are not under our control, if we spend our time acting only on what is within our control, our lives will change in a way we can’t even imagine now.

Let’s see what this means. Consider the following examples:


	You have lost your job. You worry about it, getting angry and frustrated. Yet this situation is not within your control, and you are simply making yourself unhappy. But many other things are within your control. You can enjoy a meal. You can enjoy the few days between jobs. You can apply for a new job. You can send the word out that you are now available for new work. Instead of worrying about the loss of your job, you can do many things that will improve your life.

	4You are diagnosed with a disease like cancer. You may feel devastated and ask yourself, “Why me?” You may go over what you have done wrong in your mind. But you already have the disease and can do nothing about it. Yet, there are many things under your control. You can decide to enjoy your life as much as possible, no matter what happens. You can see a specialist. You can change any unhealthy habits. All these adjustments are within your control and will likely improve your life.



If you attempt to do something about both what is within your control and what is not, you may end up achieving nothing. Therefore, you clearly need to distinguish between the two. So what things are within your control and what are not?


	Things that are within your control: what you believe, what you desire or hate, what you are attracted to and what you try to avoid. You have complete control over these, so they are free and not subject to restraint or hindrance. They concern you because they are within your control.

	Things that are not within your control: your body, property, reputation, status, and the like. Because they are not within your total control, they are weak, slavish, subject to restraint, and in the power of others. They do not concern you because they are outside your control.



Our window of control may appear small, but it is large enough to lead us to freedom, happiness, and serenity.

5Everything that happens around you or to you is part of reality, presented to you. How you deal with these things will determine whether you will be happy and free or miserable and bound. You need to deal with what happens to you using things that are within your control. You will be hindered and frustrated when you try to deal with them using things not within your control. If you lead your life confining yourself only to things within your control, no one can stop you from being free, happy, and serene.

Acting excellently

To practice this principle effectively, you need four special skills, or four “excellences” (also known as virtues): practical wisdom, moderation, courage, and justice. We will come back to these later in this book.

Once you start confining your actions to what is within your control and practice practical wisdom, moderation, courage, and justice, you are on your way to a flourishing, happy life. Nothing can stand in your way.


Takeaways

Some things in life are within your control, and others are not. If you ignore what is not within your control and act on what is, your life will change for the better.




6Try this simple exercise

Scan your mind and identify any concerns, worries, or anxieties you are currently facing. Write them down.

Look at each one. Is doing something about it within your control? If no, why worry about it? If yes, just do it and be done with it.

In either case, your concerns, worries, and anxieties serve no purpose.




7The magic formula of Marcus Aurelius

How to get what you want right now

If someone told you that it is possible for you to have everything that you have been trying so hard to get, right now, you would probably head for the nearest exit. I certainly would. We all know the pitch of snake-oil salespeople. Their products never work.

But what if the person who told you this was the beloved Stoic emperor, Marcus Aurelius? Now, that’s different. Marcus Aurelius is not given to making wild statements. So let’s listen to him, even if we find it difficult to believe his claim:


You have been trying to reach many things by taking the long way around. All these things can be yours right now if you stop denying them to yourself. All you have to do is let go of the past, trust the future to providence, and direct the present to reverence and justice.

Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 12.1


Can it be that simple? Let’s examine whether there is any truth to his claim. Where do our problems come from? They come mostly from our worries about the past and anxieties 8about the future—something that already has happened or something that might happen in the future. Neither of them exists right now.

What has already happened is not under your control now. Neither is what is going to happen in the future. Who could have predicted the effects of COVID-19? Or the Russo-Ukrainian War or the Israeli–Hamas conflict? When the past and the future are not under our control, what purpose is served by worry or anxiety?

As Marcus points out:


You only live in the present, this fleeting moment. The rest of your life is already gone or not yet revealed.

Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 3.10


Imagine a life in which you refuse to worry about anything that happened in the past and refuse to be anxious about anything that might happen in the future. If your past stops haunting you and the future stops scaring you, what do you have left? Just this moment. If you can live this moment well and the next moment and the next with out fear or anxiety, what else could you ask for? Wouldn’t your life be well lived?

Why we should live in the present

Our present worries have a short shelf life. But we prolong them and create our own misery. Seneca describes this very vividly:


Wild animals run from the dangers they actually see, and once they have escaped them, worry no more. 9We, however, are tormented alike by what is past and what is to come. A number of our blessings do us harm, for memory brings back the agony of fear while foresight brings it on prematurely. No one confines his unhappiness to the present.

Seneca, Moral Letters 13


Similarly, when we decide to be unhappy now because we are anxious about the future, our mind tells us that, because we may have problems in the future, we should start being unhappy right now.


What I advise you to do is, not to be unhappy before the crisis comes; since it may be that the dangers […] will never come upon you. They certainly have not yet come. Accordingly, some things torment us more than they should, and some torment us when they should not torment us at all. We are in the habit of exaggerating, or imagining, or anticipating sorrow.

Seneca, Moral Letters 13


Let me give the last word to Epictetus:


There is only one way to be happy. Keep this thought ready for use morning, noon, and night. Give up the desire for things not under your control.

Epictetus, Discourses 4.4


There you have it. The only way to get what you want out of life is not to worry about the past or be anxious about the future but to handle what is right in front of you. And it can 10be done right now. It is the magic formula for getting what you want out of your life.


Takeaways

All our worries and anxieties are the result of something that has happened or something that might happen in the future. But we don’t control our past or our future. So, no purpose is served by being worried or being anxious. If you let go of what is not under your control, your life will start flowing well.




Try this simple exercise

If you want to see how much of our life we waste, which involves living in the future and the past, try this simple exercise.

Close your eyes. Think of anything that is bothering you. See it clearly in your mind’s eye. See how bad it makes you feel.

After a minute, open your eyes. Look around you. Observe what you see. Look out. Maybe the sun is shining. Or it may be raining. Maybe you hear some sounds, maybe not.

No matter what it is, it has nothing to do with the turmoil of your mind. Your worries and anxieties are happening entirely in your mind. It is because your mind is wandering away from the present, into the past or into the future.




11The power to change your life

Your life can change when you realize what you think of as facts are opinions

A lesson in attitude adjustment

Many years ago, I went shopping with a friend. It was Christmas time, and the mall was crowded. I didn’t enjoy it at all. I can’t say that I “hated” the crowd, but I did not like negotiating my way through it, was bothered by the loud music, and did not enjoy waiting for a long time to get to the cash register. I turned to my friend to complain, but she beat me to it. With an enthusiastic smile, she said, “I love shopping around this time. So many people here are having fun shopping to celebrate the festive season with their loved ones! I’m sure they have other problems and cares, but now they are happy, enjoying the break, and preparing to celebrate! And the Christmas songs that are being played! This is the best time to be here!”

The very things that annoyed me pleased her. Then I spotted a big bookstore. “Let’s go in here for a while,” I said. I can get lost in a bookstore and easily spend an entire afternoon there. We went into the bookstore, but after twenty minutes, she said, “Let’s go. I want to see the Christmas decorations outside.”

12I was disappointed. I didn’t realize then that my friend was teaching me a lesson in Stoicism without meaning to. I was learning a lesson, although it did not become clear to me until years later when I came across this:


If you are pained by anything external, the pain is not due to the external thing. It is due to the way you look at it.

Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 8.47


It was not the crowd and the loud music that were bothering me. I judged crowds and loud music as annoying, so they bothered me. It was not my having to leave the bookstore that disappointed me; it was my judgment that I should spend a long time there. I thought that the crowd was annoying and the bookstore was pleasant. No. They were my judgments, my opinions. It was my opinions that were making me unhappy. My friend had different opinions, so she was happy. I could have been as happy as her if I didn’t have my judgments. What can I do about it? Simple, says Marcus Aurelius:


Forget the belief “I’ve been harmed,” and you won’t feel harmed. Reject your sense of injury, and the injury itself disappears.

Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 4.7


All you have to do is drop your judgments, and your misery will disappear. The best part is that it can be done in a moment.

Where do our opinions come from?

How is it that we hear and see the same thing but have different opinions, which leads us to happiness or misery? Where do 13opinions come from? Opinions come from a wide variety of sources, such as:


	Things we habitually do without paying attention. We may find sleeping on one side of the bed more comforting than the other, or we may prefer sitting in our favorite chair that is no different from another similar chair. We develop an attachment to what we have been habitually doing. We are constantly subjected to religious, cultural, and social narratives. We internalize them and base our opinions on those stories.

	Things we have experienced. Our past experiences can color our opinions. If we have grown up in a hostile environment, it is easy to see most neutral events as potentially hostile.

	Things that have a biological basis. Biologically, we are programmed to sense threats in our environment. Many such threats may be false alarms. Some of us are more prone than others to interpret many things as threats.



The Stoics said that it doesn’t matter where they come from; we have control over them and can change opinions at any time. Even when our reaction is instinctive—such as fear or anger when we perceive danger—we can pull back, pause, and reconsider.

The power to change your life

This deceptively simple Stoic lesson has the power to change your life. We go through life fully believing that things that happen, and the people we have to deal with, cause our problems. We never stop to think that the same events and the same 14people who make us unhappy make others happy. Once we realize that the same events and people that annoy us please others, and vice versa, we see we hold the key to making many things that bother us disappear instantly. We can change our lives not only in minor ways but in major ways as well.

We may see some logic in this, but we may still wonder how it can possibly change our lives. That’s because we don’t know how much of our lives is ruled by our judgments and opinions.


Everything depends on opinion; ambition, luxury, and greed hinge on opinion. It is according to opinion that we suffer. A man is as bad as he has convinced himself that he is.

Seneca, Moral Letters 78


Epictetus takes it further and shows how opinions govern most of our lives:


What is misfortune? An opinion. What is subversion, dissension, complaint, blame, accusation, or foolish talk? These are all mere opinions, things that are not subject to our choice. If you transfer your opinions to what is within your choice, I guarantee you peace of mind, no matter what is happening around you.

Epictetus, Discourses 3.3


We dredge up the past and become heroes in our tragic stories. So, what do we do about it? You may say, “None has ever been worse off than I. What suffering, what evil I have endured! No one thought I would recover. How often have my family neglected me, and the physicians seen me!”

15Seneca asks: So what?


Even if all this is true, it is over and gone. What benefit is there in reviewing past sufferings and in being unhappy just because once you were unhappy? Besides, everyone adds much to his own suffering and tells lies to himself. That which was bitter to bear is pleasant to have gone through; it is natural to rejoice at the ending of this pain.

Seneca, Moral Letters 78


We should realize that the past is over and done with, no matter what has happened. What is holding us back is not the past but our opinion that it was painful. If we had a painful past, shouldn’t we celebrate that it is over? Most of us believe that other people and events around us make us react the way we do. We don’t realize it is how we react to what happens to us that causes all our problems:


We are not disturbed by what happens to us but by our opinion of those things.

Epictetus, Encheirdion 5



Takeaways


	We believe that other people upset us or make us angry.

	But it is not so. Two people can be in the same situation when something happens. One may be upset by it, and the other may not be.

	What upset us is not what happened but what we thought of it.

	Your life can change when you realize that most of what you think as reality is simply your opinion of it.






16Try this simple exercise

Stoics believed that most of
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