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Chapter one
Introduction


It’s no secret that we are not the victims of fate—rather we have the power to create our own realities. While that is true, the vagaries of life tear at us, buffet us, scorch us, and stifle us at every turn and corner, and sometimes bring misfortunes deservedly or undeservedly. But we also face choices about how we will respond to our misfortunes. That’s where miseries can arise. How we react to, cope with, and conquer the ups and downs of life defines who we are and determines the quality of life we lead.  
Therefore, the quality of our life does not depend on the actual events that we experience, rather it depends, to a large extent, on how we perceive, relate to, and respond to them. There is much in life beyond the scope of our control. Even with vast material resources, we can’t manipulate life to our satisfaction. But when we realize that the external factors don’t have any power over our inner-tranquility, we progress toward the joy of contentment. 
The ancient Greeks sought to answer the big questions of life, trying to make sense of a seemingly chaotic universe and our place in that universe. They approached those questions sometimes in a logical and scientific way, sometimes in mystic ways, but always in a creative fashion. They formed different schools of thought according to their various theories. One of those schools of thought in Athens was that of the Stoics. 
As originally developed by Zeno and Chrysippus, Stoicism (the stoic school of philosophy) recognized individual behavior and thinking patterns as the determining factors in the ability of an individual to arrive at the desired state of virtuous living and achieve Eudaimonia (real happiness). 
As a philosophy, Stoicism takes a hard look at destructive emotions such as anger, resentment, and revenge. Stoics feel that these emotions result from the errors in judgments springing from the mortal mind, and the best way to overcome their damaging effects is to practice self-control and fortitude.  
Although Stoicism contains some of the finest and most durable wisdom of any age, it was intended to serve as a way of life and not just be a collection of abstract knowledge. The practitioners of this philosophy were not just the philosophers but the psychologists of the most ingenious kind. They were also highly practical. They taught people how to look at the world around them in a detached manner instead of becoming the victims of emotional responses. Their teachings are as interesting and valuable now as when first written. 
In this book, we look at the stoic philosophy in detail and seek to understand how to incorporate the way of stoic thinking in our everyday lives. This book means to offer a short course on Stoicism, which covers both of its philosophical underpinnings and practical application. The Stoicism of this book then amounts to a blend of theory and practice, but is weighted toward the latter. 
I hope you enjoy reading this book. 
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Chapter two
My Journey Into Stoicism


I was traveling down a bumpy road of life seven years ago when my circumstances forced me to make a big career and life shift. It was a period of insecurity, doubt, and frustration. I had to choose between bad and worse and make decisions, which I believed were not right.  
I was struggling to adapt to my new reality—the life as I knew it seemed hard and meaningless. During that intense soul searching period, I was looking for guidance or spiritual tools that could help me to get through that tempestuous time. I was feeling the need for a divine intervention to overcome my problems and difficulties and get my life back on track. 
One afternoon, I was waiting for a friend in a coffee shop and got a text that he was running a bit late. So, I figured I could utilize the time in the nearby bookstore browsing books. While walking down the aisle in the bookstore, I picked a book at random. It was Seneca’s Letters From a Stoic. After skimming through several pages, I felt that this book might contain some of the answers to my life’s problems. I decided to read the whole book and my path to Stoicism began. 
As my interest grew, I began to learn the stoic philosophy in depth and kept reading everything I could get my hands onto regarding this topic. I also started exploring the methods to apply any insight I discovered. 
The knowledge I gained from studying this philosophy saved me in a way. During that turbulent period, I was in the worst mental shape of my life. I was depressed. Every time I looked ahead to the future, I saw no hope; I saw only misery. Stoicism transformed my worldviews and taught me to respond to life in a positive way and find peace within. 
If you’re keen to learn about the philosophy that holds the key of a happy and meaningful life, if you’re interested to liberate yourself from the negativities and develop greater emotional resilience and learn how to manage life’s difficulties in the most effective way, read on. 
[image: image-placeholder]Understanding the Stoic Philosophy 
What came to your mind when you first heard about stoic philosophy? Many of us associate the word “philosophy” with something weird, confusing, boring, or even daunting. It is the last thing most of us want to learn about. Well, I’m no fan of philosophy either, and I hardly enjoy reading difficult and dense philosophic literature. But I was so intrigued by Stoicism and fell in love with so many of its beliefs that I decided to write a book. I’m glad you’re here, giving this philosophy a chance to better your life. 
So what is Stoicism? Simply put, Stoicism is a practical set of rules that help us to direct our thoughts and actions in this uncertain and unpredictable world and focus on doing good things while staying calm. The core teaching of Stoicism is very simple—transform the obstacles in your life into your advantage, manage what you can control, and accept what you can’t. 
Although it's not as simple as it sounds, stoic rules have been tried and tested for generations—practiced by slaves, poets, emperors, and politicians as well as ordinary folks to solve the puzzles of life and achieve greatest triumphs. These rules are more adopted today than one might think. To become a practitioner of Stoicism, you don’t need to decode a whole new philosophical language or meditate for several hours every day. Stoicism was deliberately designed to be understandable and actionable. 
Stoicism is a nearly two millennia old practical philosophy that hails from ancient Greece. It’s a complete way of life, which is gaining increased attention for a reason—it works. This philosophy had three main leaders—Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius, slave philosopher Epictetus, and statesman and a leading intellectual figure, Seneca. 
To understand the philosophy of Stoicism, we need a starting point. Let’s start with some of the central teachings. 
Core Stoic Teachings
Are you in control of most things in your life? Epictetus claims that we have very limited or no control over most areas of our lives. We almost have no power over things that happen outside of us. For example, we can hardly influence other’s thoughts and actions. Even our own body is not fully within our control. It sometimes gets ill and decays and eventually dies without regard for our preferences. There are only a few things we can control—they are our actions, decisions, and opinions, how we perceive the world, and the judgments we make about things, people, and events.
This guides us toward Epictetus’s second foundational principle—it’s not the objects, people, or events that make us feel distressed but how we perceive them. 
The teachings of Stoicism set out to remind us how uncertain our life can be and how momentary our life is. Things are destined to happen. But after something happens to us, we make judgments about what happened. When our judgment says, “What happened to me was really bad,” we get upset, worried, angry, or sad depending on the nature of that thing. When our judgment says, “There is a possibility that something terrible is going to happen,” we feel tense, worried, or fearful.
So, it is our judgment that dictates what emotion we will experience—the things in themselves are value neutral. The things we perceive as horrible may be a matter of indifference to someone else or even a matter of enjoyment to others. For instance, some people enjoy public speaking, while others feel upset when they have to address a group of people. Therefore, the judgment we make about something adds value into the picture, and those value judgments initiate our emotional responses. 
But here is the good news! We have complete control over these value judgments. None of the things that happen in our lives are inherently good or bad, it’s up to us to choose how we add the value. This is the stoic paradox as Epictetus taught his students—that although we have almost no control over things, we have potentially absolute control over our happiness. 
However, looking at this theory, one might think that simply viewing things in a different way won’t solve the real challenges we face in our daily lives. For example, how can just changing the views help someone who is struggling to earn his daily bread? The Stoics did not overlook these questions. They rather acknowledged the fact that sometimes life can get tough. 
Seneca realized it with his own life. He was an adviser and then a victim of the Roman elite— he suffered exile, spent thirty years in prison awaiting death, went through multiple bereavements, and was eventually forced to take his own life. Seneca knew that it was quite easy to say, “I won’t let these outside things hurt me,” but it was quite another to follow through and remain untouched by distress. That’s why Seneca emphasized on managing the distressful emotions in a measured and reasonable manner. 
Seneca says, “If fate can be overcome by tears, let us bring tears to bear upon it: let every day be passed in mourning, every night be spent in sorrow instead of sleep: let your breast be torn by your own hands. But if the dead cannot be brought back to life, however much we may beat our breasts, if destiny remains fixed and immovable forever, not to be changed by any sorrow, however great, and death does not loose his hold of anything that he once has taken away, then let our futile grief be brought to an end. Let us, then, steer our own course, and no longer allow ourselves to be driven to leeward by the force of our misfortune.” 
In his moral essay on the shortness of life, Seneca urged us to examine the problems that shorten our life. It is not that we have very little time left to live, but we make our life short by generously giving away most of our time to people or things that don’t matter. Seneca argues that our life is filled with busyness and stress, and that’s the reason we truly live a very short time. But we have the choice to regain our time back. That is by working toward a meaningful goal, not leaving things for tomorrow, studying philosophy, and not putting off the enjoyment of life.
According to Seneca, our life is very fragile and fleeting and yet we act as if we’ll live forever. We waste our time so much that we forget that time is limited, that we’re going to die. 
Wasting time, according to Seneca, is the worst thing one can do to themselves. He recommends that we become suspicious of an activity that takes too much time. And we have to remain prepared to protect ourselves from unworthy pursuits. Real Stoics are not “armchair philosophers.” They break free from their comfort zones, live by their values, and make the best use of time. 
Seneca also suggests that we take stock at the end of every day, noting when we behave badly toward someone who perhaps didn’t deserve it or when we become irritated by something insignificant. By noting our mistakes, we can hope to improve ourselves and do better the following day. 
Another stoic philosopher, Marcus Aurelius, takes a different approach—before starting our day, we have to remind ourselves that in the coming day, we’re probably going to interact with lots of people who are irritating, angry, impatient, and ungrateful. If we reflect that in advance, we are less likely to respond to people in a negative way. He also recommends that we acknowledge the fact that people don’t intentionally behave that way—it’s their mistaken judgment that determines their behavior. 
This is another paradox—no one consciously chooses to be irritating, angry, unhappy, ungrateful, sad, or miserable, and yet they fall victim to their judgment, which is within their control. Marcus also took another approach to prepare himself for the day ahead, which is to remind himself of relative insignificance. 
When we realize how insignificant we are compared to the earth and to everything else in the universe, it helps us to deal with the emotional distress that arises from our life’s problems. In his meditations, Marcus
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