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Praise for
STOIC EMPATHY

“A radical approach to influence rooted in ethical strength. Kruse’s synthesis of stoicism and empathy offers a road map for anyone navigating complex power dynamics. This book is a profound blend of philosophy, personal story, and actionable insights that will inspire readers to lead with both heart and mind.”

— Dr. Mike Dow, New York Times best-selling author of The Brain Fog Fix

“Kruse encapsulates so many of the lessons that I teach my teenage children in this book. Two things can be true at the same time in that you can be both disciplined and tough and care for the people and the world around you. . . . A great example for us all to live by.”

— Pete Kadens, co-founder and former CEO of Green Thumb Industries

“Shermin Kruse offers a master class of what Stoic Empathy is and how to harness this soft skill into something that translates across public and private sectors. . . . Kruse’s book spoke to me as a leader, a woman, and a change agent. For those who lead people and value leading change, this is a must-read.”

— Amrith Aakre, director of the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission’s (EEOC) Chicago District

“Stoic Empathy might seem like a contradiction at first, but as you immerse yourself in Shermin Kruse’s labor of love, the brilliance of her vision becomes clear. Epictetus, Seneca, and Stockdale would surely applaud this delightful and insightful book, masterfully crafted for the modern world.”

— Marie P. Anderson, renowned modeling agent for Cindy Crawford, founder of Boss Babe Models, and former vice president of Elite/Chicago models

“A powerful reminder of what it truly means to be brave in the face of life’s paradoxes. Stoic Empathy is more than a book—it’s a guide for navigating the complexities of modern life with resilience and an open heart. Shermin doesn’t just teach you how to stay grounded amidst chaos; she shows you how to lean into your emotions with courage, grace, and intention.”

— Dr. Neeta Bhushan, author of That Sucked. Now What? and host of The Brave Table podcast

“Stoic Empathy is as much a solution to the modern problem of chronic burnout as it is a title. Kruse cruises through a sweeping and compelling personal story rich in philosophy, ethics, and pragmatism. I could say that it borders on spirituality, but it might suffice to note that I would recommend this volume for its utile techniques of effective Method acting.”

— Harry Lennix, actor

“Teaching graduate students at Notre Dame, I often share ‘life lessons’ about managing influence and integrity. Shermin Kruse’s Stoic Empathy resonates with those teachings, offering a fresh and essential tool kit for anyone aiming to lead with both wisdom and empathy. . . . This book is an indispensable resource for educators, leaders, and anyone committed to ethical self-leadership in an ever-changing world.”

— Greg Hedges, adjunct faculty, University of Notre Dame Mendoza School of Business, and president and CEO of the National Association of Corporate Directors Chicago Chapter

“In Stoic Empathy, Shermin Kruse delivers a bold and practical guide for leaders who know that real influence starts with real connection. Her blend of stoicism and empathy isn’t just compelling—it’s actionable. As someone committed to empowering young people, I was blown away by how Kruse breaks down complex ideas into strategies you can use immediately to foster trust, build resilience, and create meaningful change. Whether you’re mentoring, leading a team, or working with at-risk youth as I do, this book gives you the tools and mindset to make a meaningful impact.”

— Josh Shipp, youth advocate and best-selling author of The Grown-Up’s Guide to Teenage Humans

“Shermin Kruse brings ethics to life in a way that’s both practical and powerful. Kruse’s clear and relatable approach shows how empathy and strength can work together to make a real difference in your life and the world around you. Stoic Empathy weaves timeless wisdom with real-world examples to help anyone lead with integrity and purpose. This is an essential guide for anyone who wants to be a change-maker, not as a tyrant, but with heart and courage.”

— David Ambroz, best-selling author of A Place Called Home
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To my Zeeba, Pierce, Amara, and Cole, with unwavering
love and commitment. May you always find the strength
within your hearts and the power of your minds, knowing
that these virtues shine brightest when united in purpose.
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PREFACE


I’m not afraid of storms, for I’m learning how to sail my ship.

— LOUISA MAY ALCOTT, LITTLE WOMEN



Stoic Empathy might seem like a paradox—combining the rigidity of stoicism with the compassion of empathy. However, through my experiences and research, I’ve discovered that they’re not opposing forces but symbiotic companions on the journey of self-discovery and influence. From childhood oppression and war to teenage bullying and climbing the corporate ladder, I’ve unearthed the profound synergy between stoicism and empathy. These aren’t mere concepts to understand intellectually but guiding principles that, when embraced fully, become the bedrock of personal empowerment and societal change.

With this book, I serve as your navigator through the confluence of ancient Stoic wisdom and empathic connection, presenting a structured process that increases your power while deepening your relationships. With each chapter, I hope you’ll not only be informed but also transformed as you explore the nuances of empathy, the discipline of stoicism, and the application of these timeless concepts in the modern world. As you progress along the path of Stoic Empathy, the book will draw on personal stories, influential figures and events, and expert research to explore its complex beauty. My goal is to provide you with a practical road map for navigating life’s challenges with grace, resilience, and compassion while effecting meaningful change in the world.

The first chapter explores the nuanced interplay between external forces that shape our lives and the personal power we possess to navigate and influence these dynamics. It sets out the benefits of Stoic Empathy, which combines the fortitude and inner control espoused by Stoic philosophy with the deep understanding fostered by empathy to offer a transformative framework for wielding influence. Chapters 2 through 4 detangle the concept of empathy, and then 5 through 8 dig deep into stoicism.

Specifically, Chapters 2, 3, and 4 elaborate on the two primary types of empathy, Cognitive and Emotional, and set the foundation for their practical application through what I call strategic empathy. Together, these chapters draw out five essential tools to advance our empathic skills, including Affect Labeling, Silence, Active Listening, Mirroring and Repeating, and Probing Questions, to facilitate a deeper connection and trust between people, enhance rapport, and provide pathways to insights and clarity. Going far beyond trendy euphemisms, these chapters lay out scientific grounding behind the tools, provide techniques for empathetic engagement, and create a comprehensive framework for understanding and connecting with others in a more meaningful and empathic manner.

Chapters 5, 6, 7, and 8 shift focus to the principles of stoicism, grounding ancient wisdom in contemporary understanding and practical application. Together, these chapters update Greco-Roman philosophy to fit the modern era, highlight neuroscience breakthroughs that corroborate ancient teachings, distinguish emotional regulation from emotional denial (controlling our emotions isn’t repressing them), and outline multiple emotional regulation exercises to unravel the mechanisms behind our ability to consciously manage our emotions. Significantly, just as the strategic empathy chapters earlier in the book present five empathy tools, the stoicism chapters in this part of the book set out five concrete methods of stoic self-regulation (updated with modern methodologies) to help you discern what is and is not in your control, modulate your emotions whenever possible, and act ethically at all times. These five techniques are Dichotomy of Control, Discomfort Embracing, Habituation, Memento Mori, and Moral Courage. Together, these chapters on stoicism equip you with the means to foster resilience, shape your character through consistent practice, and underscore the importance of living ethically and embracing life’s impermanence, which can profoundly affect empathetic interactions.

Once we’ve explored the collaborative capabilities of stoicism and empathy, the last portion of the book shows how deliberately and purposefully employing Stoic Empathy equips us to navigate the complex dance of geopolitical issues with both compassion and strategic insight, enabling us to gain power while remaining true to our own ethics and values. With our newfound powers of persuasion and self-control, we must also embrace the duty to wield that power responsibly.

This book is more than a guide—it’s an invitation to transform. It equips you with the knowledge to navigate life’s complexities through an empathic lens enhanced by stoic clarity. By blending rigorous scientific research with philosophical depth, it challenges you to apply ancient principles in ways that are both strategically effective and profoundly ethical. As you move toward the concluding chapters, prepare to be empowered by a synthesis of stoic and empathetic mastery, ready to face the world with resilience, understanding, and virtue. Here you’ll find actions, philosophies, tools, and stories to ethically influence and shape your environment and yourself, fostering a world where power is exercised wisely and with a deep awareness of its far-reaching implications.

Welcome to the journey.




CHAPTER 1

MY LIFE, POWER, AND APPLYING STOIC EMPATHY


The most common way people give up their power is by thinking they don’t have any.

— ALICE WALKER



I remember the evening vividly, like a painting come to life in my mind—vibrant, poignant, and bursting with energy. Our home in Iran buzzed with the excitement of the night’s gathering. For me at 11 years old, these events offered a glimpse into a captivating yet mystifying world. The air was rich with the scents of cardamom and saffron, and sad songs softly colored the background as my mother danced through her cooking. Soon, the music shifted to livelier tunes as guests began arriving, each bringing stories of daily struggles. The living room, filled with relatives and friends, echoed with laughter and the murmur of deep conversations, while children darted in and out with games of hide-and-seek. As the night grew, so did the energy, transforming our space into a display of resilience underscored by the forbidden voices of Iranian exiles and Western rock—each melody a whisper of hope amid adversity. The very air we breathed was alive with our spirit. At the center of it all was Lily, who danced with a grace that seemed untouched by the years of political upheaval that had scarred our homeland. Unlike the other, more traditional aunts, Lily insisted we call her by her first name alone, discarding the “aunt” title and its aging formality. Her dance was more than an art—it was an act of resistance and self-preservation.

Lily’s movements were fluid, each gesture weaving a narrative of resilience and quiet rebellion. With every step and turn, she seemed to cast off the world’s burdens, embodying a profound Stoic Empathy. Here was a woman who had endured the betrayal of a revolution yet found strength, not in the overt displays of defiance, but in the subtlety of her dance. She showed us that true fortitude lies in maintaining one’s essence in the face of misfortune, a lesson in emotional control and understanding deeply aligned with the principles of Stoicism.

Her dance reflected the stoic acceptance of her reality—acknowledging the pain but not being overcome by it—paired with a profound empathy, seen in the way her performance resonated with all who watched, mirroring their collective sorrow and optimism. This was Stoic Empathy in motion: the balance of enduring strength and visceral connection, setting the stage for us to explore how these forces aren’t just compatible but synergistic.

Beneath the veneer of festivity and brightness of hope, though, there lay a palpable tension. As the music faded and conversations about politics and war filled the room, I was left to ponder the juxtaposition of our external chaos against the lively spirit that danced through our gatherings. Though I didn’t always understand, I could listen and experience the fear, hope, and stoic acceptance of the turmoil that enveloped our country. As the evening waned and guests departed, I lay in bed, the echoes of laughter and somber conversations replaying in my mind. I closed my eyes and allowed Lily’s silent protests against the chains that sought to bind her spirit, a powerful lesson in navigating life’s complexities with both stoic wisdom and empathetic grace, lull me to sleep.

From my early childhood, it was stoicism, with its aspects of emotional regulation, and empathy, with its awareness of others, that got me through a time marked by revolution and war. It was 1979 and I was only two years old (my twin sisters were recently born) when Iran underwent a seismic shift in governance and culture. Revolution, transformation, and turmoil defined us as we transitioned into an Islamic theocracy that redefined the fabric of our society. These years were further complicated by the outbreak of a devastating conflict with Iraq, a war that spanned a decade and etched the realities of fear, loss, and resilience deep into my psyche. In Tehran, where we lived, the war wasn’t a distant concept relayed through news reports; it was our lived reality. Missile attacks shattered our tranquility in civilian areas, and the threat of violence loomed large, forcing us into bomb shelters and away from the normalcy of school and childhood play. My education during these formative years unfolded in the shadow of conflict, with state-sponsored math and reading programs on TV replacing traditional schooling and with the scarcity of essentials defining our daily lives.

But my real education was watching the adults around me, particularly my parents. During this tumultuous period, the conditions of our existence forced them to inhabit dual realities—a bifurcation of self that was as much a survival strategy as it was a silent rebellion. Outwardly, they presented a facade meticulously crafted to align with the expectations of the morality police, who enforced strict Islamic codes of behavior and dress through intimidation and public punishment, and the conservative ethos that now enveloped our everyday interactions. This external persona was a carefully orchestrated performance designed to navigate the scrutinizing gaze of a society keen on uniformity and adherence to its newly imposed norms. Survival required malleability to every situation, which meant awareness of who was around us at any time, what they were thinking, what they were feeling, and how they would respond to what we did—and, in turn, it required us to control our emotional experiences and expressions in response to the empathic read.

I exercised what I saw. The space for intellectual exploration within the confines of our home helped with my practice. There were always books around, constant poetry games, art in every meal, and best of all, heated debate about everything from politics to religions. This internal life was a testament to the human spirit’s resilience, an assertion of identity in the face of systemic erasure. Navigating these divergent worlds from a tender age instilled in me an acute sense of awareness and adaptability. I learned not just to read a room but to embody its expectations, discerning the values and morals of those around me. This skill was constantly accompanied by my parents’ ideals of equality, their faith in me that I could be anything the world around me allowed, and their refusal to ever resort to brutality, injustice, and exploitation. I watched as my mother seemingly controlled the very streets upon which she walked, while extending a helping hand to whoever needed it. I watched as my father practiced daily Transcendental Meditation, reciting a mantra a monk gave him when he was a teenager (a mantra he hasn’t revealed to the family to this day). We maneuvered our way around the government and legal systems to get us permission to exit the country at a time when no other country would take an Iranian, without ever selling out a friend or taking advantage of a colleague to get what we wanted.

These teachings became my compass, allowing me to maneuver through the intricate labyrinths of social interactions and the challenges they presented. It was a dance of conformity and resistance played out on Tehran’s shifting sands, where survival hinged on the ability to be a chameleon amid the stark black-and-white contrasts of our reality.

Stoic Empathy, in essence, is the delicate balance of strength and sensitivity, resilience and understanding. It’s the quiet resolve to confront life’s adversities with unwavering fortitude, coupled with strategic empathy that serves us as well as others. Through this synthesis, I’ve not only found solace and serenity within myself but also unlocked the potential to effect meaningful change in the world around me. With the union of stoicism and empathy, anyone can transcend the confines of our individual existence, contribute to the collective tapestry of human experience, and forge a more compassionate, resilient, and harmonious world—a world that honors the inherent dignity and worth of every person and sows the seeds of positive transformation.

A Power Approach to Life: Navigating Complex Power Dynamics with Stoic Empathy

As I reflect on my life, I recognize that the journey to embracing Stoic Empathy has been ongoing, a continuous evolution marked by moments of clarity and revelation. It’s shaped my worldview, informed my advocacy, and imbued my words with a resonance born from lived experience.

The first of these insights is that, as I write these paragraphs today, I gratefully do so with the rather remarkable comfort to say and write as I wish without reprisal from the government. Yet, a sense of complete freedom eludes me. Others, you see, intrude upon my power.

I sometimes come across assertions like: “the only power others have over you is the power you give them” or “our reality is ours to manifest” or “nothing is beyond our control.” They’re frequently cited in various contexts, especially in discussions focusing on personal empowerment and self-determination. Reflecting on my childhood juxtaposed against my current life, one might argue these sayings find validation. Yet, these overly simplistic notions, rampant in self-help and motivational realms, aren’t merely misleading but inherently dangerous. My childhood taught me (and adulthood confirmed) that every society is full of power dynamics that exist external to our individual selves. These entrenched dynamics extend from local communities to global interactions and cut across all imaginable divides: racial, cultural, political, economic, ethnic, and gender. Common platitudes of personal will overcoming all, therefore, overlook systemic inequalities that silently dictate aspects of our lives, often without our consent or knowledge.

Consider, for example:


	A corporate CEO can hold sway over his employees’ livelihoods, impacting their access to healthcare, housing, and nutrition, balancing these interests with shareholder concerns.

	Stopped at a traffic light, a driver is suddenly approached by an armed person who demands they exit the car, ultimately driving away with it.

	A young lawyer up for a partnership he deserves is passed over again and again due to office politics and hidden agendas.

	A public health official navigates the complexities of managing a public health crisis, such as a pandemic, where decisions impact the health and safety of millions.



There is, in fact, a world external to us, with many other human minds—billions of them—influencing us and one another. Suggesting that people can simply override every power dynamic they’re entrenched in dismisses the real and complex challenges that those under the yoke of oppression or discrimination face. It also carries the serious risk of misplaced responsibility, dangerously shifts blame onto victims (suggesting that if they suffer, it’s by their own doing), and undermines the imperative for systemic change by overstating the role of personal agency.

But . . .

While it’s essential to grasp the influence of external power dynamics, it’s equally important to recognize the role of personal responsibility and agency. Phrases like “circumstances make men” or “show me your friends and I’ll show you your future,” while correctly highlighting the impact of environmental factors, oversimplify the complex interplay between individual agency and external influences. They risk undermining the importance of personal responsibility and willpower in shaping our lives and are complicit in hope-crushing feelings of learned helplessness that disempower people from all places and walks of life.

The reality, inherently more complex and enriching, transcends the limitations of simplistic maxims.

Acknowledging personal responsibility alongside external constraints doesn’t deny the impact of societal, political, cultural, and economic forces on our lives. Instead, it cultivates a nuanced perspective that appreciates how our internal decisions significantly influence our life’s direction. This balance isn’t about denying the existence of external power dynamics; rather, it’s about recognizing our capacity to navigate and respond to these forces with intention and resilience. While we are influenced by our social, political, cultural, and economic surroundings, we’re also capable of self-determination and control over our responses to these influences.

In other words, understanding the complexity of power within a well-thought-out and meaningful framework doesn’t give us total control of our lives, but neither does it mean that we are powerless. Rather:

The very existence of external influence demonstrates that we have some power over others, and furthermore, the impact of others on us does not render us powerless.

Our power over others?

That’s best exercised through empathy.

Our power over ourselves?

That’s the core of Stoic philosophy.

Therefore, the pages of this book will flesh out a power approach to life: Stoic Empathy, the application of empathic awareness and Stoic principles as tools to understand and navigate power dynamics constructively.

In this paradigm, we strategically use empathy, which in essence is information we’ve gathered about the mental and emotional states of another person, to navigate power dynamics and positively impact our environments and the people within them. Concurrently, the capacity for self-determination and control over our responses to external circumstances is rooted in the principles of ancient Stoicism, which teaches that while we may not have total control over external events, we can steer our reactions to them. Stoicism empowers us to recognize our agency in choosing our responses, thereby retaining a sense of control and self-efficacy. It also is a reminder that some matters are simply beyond our sphere of influence.

Stoic Empathy in Action: A Framework for Human Connection

Stoic Empathy integrates ethical considerations with strategies for influence, offering a path to impact our world while staying true to our values. This approach combines strategic empathy and Stoic principles into a framework for understanding and navigating human interactions effectively.

Let’s look at a few examples of how these two perspectives come together in public, professional, and private life.

Public Health Official During a Pandemic

In the throes of a global health crisis, a public health official stands at the forefront, steering the response to a pandemic that threatens the health and safety of millions. This role involves not only the management of medical resources and the implementation of health policies but also the navigation of sociopolitical landscapes that influence societal behavior and perception.


	Impact of Strategic Empathy: In the midst of a pandemic, a public health official’s strategic empathy becomes crucial, employing a nuanced understanding of the public and healthcare workers’ fears, frustrations, and needs. By acknowledging the anxiety of families, the exhaustion of frontline workers, and the skepticism fueled by misinformation, the official crafts empathetic communication strategies that resonate personally, fostering trust and encouraging adherence to health guidelines. This approach enhances community health campaigns’ effectiveness and addresses the pandemic’s mental health impacts, ensuring interventions are tailored to the diverse cultural and socioeconomic contexts of communities, thereby promoting equitable access to resources and support.

	Stoic Perspective: Adopting a stoic perspective alongside empathy, the public health official recognizes the enormity of pandemic challenges and the limitations of control, facing the unpredictable virus mutations and variable public health measure compliance. Instead of yielding to despair, the official focuses on controllable aspects: spreading clear information; mobilizing resources for testing, treatment, and vaccination; and applying evidence-based measures to lessen the pandemic’s effects. This stoic approach also equips the official to handle ethical dilemmas and difficult decisions like prioritizing vaccine distribution and imposing health-protective restrictions, underscoring resilience and the importance of a rational, clear-headed approach to problem-solving and decision-making.



Employees and the Workplace Bully

An employee is working for an unreasonable supervisor who has significant control over their lives, including their benefits, time off, and even job security. However, the employee possesses power in their professional development, adaptability, and the pursuit of opportunities inside or outside the company. They can also find empowerment in advocating for workplace rights and engaging in collective action.


	Impact of Strategic Empathy: Employees using empathy strategically can better understand the challenges and pressures faced by leadership and their specific boss. This insight can lead to more effective communication and advocacy within the company, potentially influencing the supervisor’s policies and practices. Empathetic employees can also create a more supportive and collaborative work setting, which can improve overall morale and productivity, indirectly influencing the supervisor’s decisions and company direction.

	Stoic Perspective: The employee focuses on what they can control—their skills, their adaptability, and their response to change, understanding that their worth is not determined solely by their employment status.



The Inconsiderate Spouse

A person’s spouse constantly makes them late, resulting in trouble at work. This repeated action creates stress and tension in their personal and professional life.


	Impact of Strategic Empathy: By employing strategic empathy, the person seeks to understand the underlying reasons behind their spouse’s behavior. They engage in open, empathetic conversations to explore any issues or challenges their spouse might be facing. This approach can help identify potential solutions, such as better time-management practices or mutual agreements on schedules, fostering a more cooperative and understanding relationship. Additionally, the individual can express how the behavior impacts their work, appealing to their spouse’s empathy and encouraging change. 

	Stoic Perspective: Adopting a stoic perspective, the individual focuses on what they can control—their reactions and their efforts to mitigate the impact of their spouse’s conduct. They might set up contingencies, such as leaving earlier to accommodate potential delays or finding alternative transportation. By maintaining a calm and rational mindset, they can manage their stress and frustration, ensuring that their professional responsibilities aren’t compromised by personal challenges.



The essence of this work lies in its holistic view, providing tools for deep comprehension of others and morally sound actions. Supported by scientific evidence and illustrative stories, this concept bridges ancient philosophy with modern challenges, showing how timeless principles apply today. By updating ancient teachings with contemporary ethical thought, Stoic Empathy emerges as a transformative method, empowering us to wield influence, master the complexities of relationships, and ensure our actions are both impactful and aligned with our moral compass.

Applying Stoic Empathy: Enhancing Negotiations, Relationships, and Personal Resilience

Stoic Empathy, a potent fusion of understanding and emotional resilience, not only enriches our lives but fundamentally transforms our interactions and decisions. By allowing us to connect deeply with others’ perspectives, needs, and emotions, it extends our influence and enhances our effectiveness in negotiations, relationships, and even personal growth. This dual capacity to empathize and maintain emotional balance empowers us to navigate complex social dynamics with grace and strategic insight, leading to more meaningful and constructive outcomes in both personal and professional realms.

For instance:


	Negotiations: Strategic empathy enables us to understand and resonate with the perspectives, needs, and emotions of the other party, allowing us to extend our radius of influence, control, and power while fostering an environment of mutual respect and open communication. Stoicism allows us to approach negotiations with a clear, calm mindset so we can focus on objective outcomes rather than be swayed by emotional responses. This dual approach not only aids in reaching more favorable outcomes as well as amicable and effective agreements, but also in maintaining positive alliances post negotiation, a key aspect often overlooked in the heat of the moment. With a balance between emotional insight and rational thought, we can steer negotiations in a way that is beneficial for all parties involved, fostering trust and respect and positioning us as effective, fair negotiators, enhancing our influence in both personal and professional spheres.

	Personal Relationships and Workplace Dynamics: Empathy, when strategically utilized, allows you to understand and connect with the feelings of others, enhancing your personal and professional bonds. You can facilitate more collaborative and understanding home and work environments, essential for teamwork and management of both. Stoicism provides a framework for managing your own emotions, which can prevent overreactions during even the most heated moments and lead to healthier and more stable relationships. This balance enhances the depth and quality of our personal connections. It also furthers our abilities and success as current or would-be leaders, because leaders who embody these traits are often more respected and effective. This not only enhances our personal power but also contributes to a more productive and positive organizational dynamic and a greater sense of achievement and satisfaction.

	Stress Management and Conflict Resolution: With empathy, we can understand others’ perspectives, significantly reducing conflict and the stress that comes with it. This paves the way for resolution and swaying hearts and minds, even sometimes when it didn’t seem possible at first. The ability to remain composed and objective in stressful situations, combined with the foresight of knowing what you can and can’t change—while also considering the emotional aspects of conflicts—make experts into conflict and stress navigators. The ability to remain calm and empathetic under pressure is a rare and valuable asset in today’s fast-paced and often high-pressure environments.

	Personal Growth: Empathy contributes to developing emotional intelligence, critical for both personal betterment and professional advancement. Stoicism, on the other hand, fosters self-reflection and resilience. The practice of Stoic Empathy enhances these qualities, helping us understand and influence the world around us. By continually honing these skills, we adapt better, understand others more deeply, and maintain emotional stability, giving us a significant advantage in navigating the ever-changing power dynamics of our world.

	Communication Skills and Problem Solving: Empathy improves your ability to listen and respond effectively, improving communication. Communicating clearly and without emotional bias, which stoicism helps you do—while also being receptive to others’ emotions and perspectives—is crucial in building strong, influential relationships. It lets you not only solve problems, but also innovate in new realms that you thought you couldn’t before. This skill is invaluable in all aspects of life, from personal interactions to professional engagements.

	Mental Health and Coping with Change: With strategic empathy, we gain sway in our world while still enhancing the long-term social bonds that are good for our mental health and overall well-being. Practicing stoicism can yield equal if not more mental health, minimizing suffering, expanding joy, and leading us to a more contented life by focusing on what we can and can’t control. Better mental health significantly increases our power to achieve our goals and enjoy the very essence of life itself.



Beyond Borders and Barriers: From Iran to Interconnected

My work with Stoic Empathy followed me far beyond my early childhood in Iran that I described at the start of this chapter. In 1988, when I was 11, we packed it all up to move: Canada was waiting for us. In so many ways, it felt like the “happily ever after” part of the fairy tale—the struggle was over, and we’d won. My child self believed (much more than hoped) that immigrating to a new country would be a panacea for all the troubles we faced. In my youthful innocence, I imagined that the world beyond the reach of air raids and oppressive regimes, the place where freedom and opportunities were abundant, would be entirely problem-free.

Upon immigrating, I was, indeed, free of rockets. Went to a real school and played in the park with my sisters, wearing whatever I wanted. I had a much more open future ahead of me. And yet we left behind our family, our money, and our socioeconomic status; our photo albums, our silver, our Lily—and our very soil. What’s more, I came face-to-face with the multifaceted challenges posed by my financial insecurity, gender, and national origin. These aspects of my identity, which I carried with me across borders, were significant barriers in my quest to establish myself in a world that often seemed indifferent, if not hostile, to my aspirations. The realization that my journey toward empowerment and success would be an uphill battle and fraught with its own unique set of obstacles, even in a Western, democratic country, was a sobering awakening from my childhood dreams.

I quickly learned that even in a society as open and democratic as Canada’s, power dynamics and systemic barriers persist, subtly shaping the experiences of immigrants, people of color, women, and other marginalized groups. I was a fish out of water if you’d ever seen one, without any preparation for adaptation into this new culture, without even the ability to speak to the other fish—since I had no English-language skills before immigrating. I was severely bullied in lower and middle school, a kind of suffering that sometimes made my young mind wonder whether I’d have been better off with rockets and morality police (I wouldn’t have). While I learned English within six months of immigration, it took me until my junior year of high school to find my voice again, to adapt fully to this new world and navigate through it to pursue my goals.

Interestingly, it was debate class that opened my eyes to my ability to craft an emotional and logical argument. Learning that, when presented with a captive audience, I could argue my way into and out of anything, was a revelation—and more importantly, realizing that the more I knew my audience, the more convincing I’d be. I’d been reading rooms and people since I was a toddler. So, I went back to my old tool kit: asking myself, “What are they thinking?” or “What are they feeling?” I kept calm, creating space in my mind to evaluate and think, always holding true to what I believed was right, refusing to take advantage of others’ weakness, and holding compassion as much as I could. There were many failures. But as time passed, I succeeded more and more.

In university, I continued my climb into the world of persuasion. Fascinated by self-discovery and intellectual rigor, I studied neuropsychology and philosophy at the University of Toronto. My work in philosophy emphasized logic and argument as well as metaphysics, beginning with Greco-Roman Stoics and continuing from there all the way to 20th-century thought. At the same time, my neuropsychology research fed my appetite for exploring human nature through evidence-based studies, learning about psychological thought of all kinds, and using cognitive-behavioral psychology as a means of personal control and growth. I didn’t realize it at the time, but looking back, I can see that I’ve been immersed in the study of understanding human beings, including myself, since I was a child.

After graduation, law school and opportunities in the United States seemed like excellent next moves. So I moved a little south, finding myself within the halls of Michigan Law School. But in the U.S., land of opportunity and diversity, I found echoes of the same power dynamics I’d experienced in Canada. Eventually, though with a mountain of law-school debt and no family connections to get me started in the corporate world, I began to see a path of power that was different from the others. My ability to relate to and influence others using psychology and logic, combined with my increasing study of controlling my own emotions during moments of intense stress, fueled a 20-year legal practice in the realm of international multinational corporations (primarily in the fashion sector and the Louis Vuitton Moet Hennessy (LVMH) group of companies, but including others such as Shell Oil and Volkswagen). I could navigate my way through an intimidating courtroom, representing clients in nine-figure cases despite often being the youngest, only woman, or only person of color in the room. I formed alliances within my firm’s partnership, recruited my own major corporate clients (such as Walmart and Google) into the firm, and forged meaningful relationships with my colleagues, many of whom I’m friends with to this day. My legal career also gave me the gift of financial security, and with it, a host of new freedoms.

I found love. We had kids. Four of them.

Meanwhile, I entrenched myself more and more in the study of influence, control, and resilience. Eventually, this led me to teaching negotiation and persuasion using empathy at Northwestern University Pritzker School of Law, changing the world of ideas by giving and producing TED and TEDx talks (over 80 of them), and contributing to literature with as much writing as I could—including this book.

My nearly half century of living and studying Stoic Empathy has therefore become the ultimate integration of control. It can be for you as well. This is because with Stoic Empathy, we engage in the dual process of gaining power and influence by controlling the world around us (using empathy) and the world within us (using stoicism). With core stoic internalized strength, we can slow down the time between stimulus and response, essentially gaining us greater access to a calm stillness and rationality regardless of the power dynamics around us. Mastery over our reactions provides a solid foundation for clear thinking and deliberate action, allowing us to navigate life’s challenges with poise and resilience. Simultaneously, by practicing strategic empathy, we cultivate the capacity to understand and connect with others on a profound level. This empathetic reach empowers us to influence and transform the dynamics around us, fostering relationships and environments that reflect our values and intentions. By harmonizing stoic self-control with empathetic outreach, we enhance our internal fortitude and external influence. This powerful combination allows us to exert control over our inner world through stoicism and extend our reach into the external world through empathy.

Chapter 1 Takeaways

In this chapter, we’ve explored the following key concepts:


	Understand power dynamics within our complex social structures to find free will amid determinism.

	Apply Stoic Empathy in various contexts including negotiation, relationships, and personal resilience.






CHAPTER 2

COGNITIVE VERSUS EMOTIONAL EMPATHY


Language shows us that naming an experience doesn’t give the experience more power, it gives us the power of understanding and meaning.

— BRENÉ BROWN



Joel Braunold is a public policy entrepreneur. These folks work with foreign and domestic policymakers to implement entrepreneurial strategies that can shift the status quo of entire governmental systems. Joel’s specialization is in how to finance peacebuilding within international conflict resolution. Believe it or not, financing war is much easier than financing peace. For the last decade and a half, Joel’s primary work has been in the Middle East. For many years, he was the CEO of the largest trade association of Israeli-Palestinian and Jewish-Arab peace groups in the world. As the executive director of the Alliance for Middle East Peace, he was instrumental in passing domestic legislation, authorizing a quarter-of-a-billion-dollar peacebuilding fund for the organizations he was serving. He’s now the head of a private think tank, working with leaders in the Middle East and North Africa to find and implement macro and micro peace possibilities. Joel and I are both former fellows of the Chicago Council on Global Affairs and still friends. I know him and his family on a personal, “our kids play together” level and can assuredly say that Joel is one of the most compassionate and caring humans I know. And yet, I’ve never seen him become emotionally involved, or take an emotional or political position, in Middle East politics. I’ve watched as Joel, an Orthodox Jew who wears the kippah, works with Palestinian, Arab, and Muslim leaders to facilitate backdoor meetings that many times avoided tragedy or at least permitted communication, balancing that with his Jewish faith without ever displaying an allegiance to either side.

When it comes to contentious issues such as Mideast conflicts and policies, many are steadfast that there is only the right side and the wrong side. Sometimes such passions are held by advocates fighting for their people. Other times, they’re espoused by politicians looking for reelection. For many, which “side” to support isn’t complicated at all but a very simple fact that is observable and discernable by anyone who cares to really look. But if you’re Joel, a peace advocate with the arduous work of directing policy development or facilitating dialogue to end or at least reduce conflict, looking at both sides simultaneously is necessary to do your job. In Joel’s case and that of many other aid and peace workers, without the acceptance and trust of both sides, there would be no dialogue. As horrible as the situation is, it would get even worse. Simultaneously, as a peace worker, you see, hear, and feel the atrocities directly and routinely. You’re viscerally bombarded—usually not in the same way as affected populations (although sometimes in this way as well, given the scale of the conflict), but more so than the average news consumer or distant politician.

“These conflicts are some of the most emotive conflicts on our planet,” says Joel, “and there are very few people who can truly empathize with both sides, because most people believe that empathy would be a form of alignment and solidarity. In addition, these conflicts suffer from the fact that while there’s an asymmetry of power, there’s a symmetry of fear and mistrust. And very few people have had the opportunity or the interest to get to know and understand both sides without judgment or alignment. But I couldn’t do my job unless I figured out a way to do that. It’s not an easy task. But I don’t have a choice.” Joel is only human. How can he keep emotionally distant while gathering enough about each side to facilitate the objectives of his organization and assist in building peace resilience and dialogue even when it seems impossible? Because that’s what his job as a peacebuilder essentially is: the very difficult task of understanding the perspective of the various people he’s bringing together without feeling what they’re feeling.

Far too often we focus only on the emotional connections that empathy can foster while ignoring the cognitive aspects. But those cognitive elements not only give us leverage; they also keep us emotionally grounded, allowing room for greater compassion without allowing our capacity for empathy to collapse. This need for emotional distance might seem obvious if we’re discussing the life of someone in a role like Joel’s, but how about:


	a trauma counselor;

	a lawyer advocating for a client who’s a teen sexual-violence victim or an innocent criminal defendant;

	the owner of a family-owned business who poured her heart into her work for dozens of years before her accountant embezzled her life savings;

	a corporate CEO whose success will determine the employment status of hundreds of thousands of people while balancing consumer safety concerns and the environmental impact of their factories;

	a parent managing her teen’s emotional turmoil;

	a salesperson who faces a quota on one hand and a client who’s a single mom on a budget on the other hand; or

	the average couple struggling with conflict resolution?



It’s essential for those seeking greater influence, power, or impact in the economic, social, domestic, political, and corporate spheres to distinguish between cognitive and emotional empathy, regardless of their particular social, economic, or political role in our society, and learn to modulate between the two given a particular situation. The reality is that, in the majority of negotiations, there’s no clear “good guy” or “bad guy.” Real life is complicated and full of gray and ambiguous spaces.

This chapter will explore what empathy is, what factors distinguish cognitive from emotional empathy, how cognitive empathy can help you avoid not only emotional alignment but also empathy collapse, why you should learn to oscillate between the two depending on the circumstances at hand, and how to tactically utilize your knowledge of the “other” and the situation to gain leverage. Most significantly, since there’s already an understanding of emotional empathy in our culture and a wealth of literature on it, we’ll spend more time here presenting you with the second, equally significant and hardly explored half of the empathy spectrum: cognitive empathy.

Empathy Versus Sympathy Versus Compassion

I’m very close with my father-in-law, Joseph, which some people find surprising given how different we are in terms of our political and sometimes even our global ideologies. This is a man whose dad worked the steel mills of Pittsburgh until he died and whose mom ran moonshine and fed the family on potatoes for months to make ends meet when the





	Sympathy: “Please accept my deepest condolences.” Sympathy is an external expression, often manifesting as a recognition of another’s misfortune. It’s characterized by feelings of pity or sorrow for someone else’s situation. When someone endures a hardship or a loss, we might offer words of consolation or send a sympathy card. Such gestures act as an acknowledgment of their pain, signaling, “I see your suffering.” While sympathy holds its own importance and provides a way to express concern, it maintains a level of emotional distance. The one extending sympathy remains somewhat removed, acting more as an observer of the pain or discomfort being experienced by someone else.

	Compassion: “I’m sorry about your struggle. I’m here to do whatever I can to make things easier for you. Can I bring dinner for the family tomorrow?” Compassion goes a step further than sympathy. It’s not only an expression of sorrow or pity for the pain of another person, but also the desire to help alleviate their suffering. Compassion often involves an element of action or a motivation to act based on concern for the well-being of others.

	Empathy: “Your pain in my heart” or “I can see that you’re really excited about this!” In contrast to sympathy, empathy transcends mere acknowledgment. It represents an attempt to truly understand another person’s emotions and perspective. Rather than standing at the periphery, empathy involves a closer approach—striving to grasp the intricacies of another’s emotional landscape. In essence, while sympathy offers a kind gesture from a distance, empathy, in its various forms, seeks a deeper closeness and appreciation, enabling us to navigate the intricate web of human emotions and alliances more adeptly. It’s further distinct from compassion because empathy isn’t necessarily action oriented; in fact, some may feel absolutely frozen by it.




The Two Facets of Empathy


1. Emotional Empathy









	Comforting a Friend: When a friend shares that they are going through a tough time and you feel a sense of sadness or distress because you can sense their pain, that’s emotional empathy in action.

	Sports Fans’ Reactions: Experiencing a sense of personal defeat or exhilaration in response to the outcome of a sports game, especially if you feel strongly connected to the team.

	Parental Instinct: A parent feeling distress when they hear their baby crying, driven by an innate response to soothe and comfort their child.

	Hearing Good News: Feeling a rush of happiness when a friend tells you about their promotion or other good news as if the success were your own.

	Public-Speaking Sympathy: Feeling nervous or experiencing secondhand embarrassment when watching someone struggle during a public speaking event, imagining how you would feel in their place.






2. Cognitive Empathy



[image: Two cross-section views of the human brain. On the left side, the image highlights the insula, a region at the center of the cerebral cortex. On the right side, the second drawing displays the thalamus at the center of the brain.  Toward the front of the brain and the left of the thalamus are the labeled areas of the anterior cingulate cortex and the orbitofrontal cortex.]



	the right dorsal anterior cingulate cortex (involved in emotion processing and regulation);

	the right anterior insula (crucial for emotional state awareness and bodily sensations);

	the left anterior insula (with similar roles but perhaps more cognitive functions); and

	the right dorsomedial thalamus and the midbrain (both key in processing emotions and autonomic responses).





	the left orbitofrontal cortex (essential for decision-making and evaluating outcomes);

	the left anterior midcingulate cortex (involved in decision-making and social interactions); and

	the left dorsomedial thalamus (integral to cognitive functions and emotional information processing).











Empathy Collapse and Using Cognitive Empathy to Prevent It













	Parenting: Emotional empathy is crucial when soothing a child who is upset, as it allows the parent to genuinely feel and share the child’s emotions, providing comfort and validation. However, cognitive empathy becomes more important when guiding the child toward a solution or helping them see the situation from a mature perspective, where realizing their emotions and thoughts is key without necessarily sharing in those emotions.

	Workplace Leadership: For leaders, emotional empathy can be vital when an employee is facing personal challenges, as it fosters a supportive environment by genuinely sharing in the employee’s feelings. In contrast, cognitive empathy is more appropriate when making team or organizational decisions, where understanding diverse perspectives and needs is essential without becoming emotionally entangled, or amid an urgent crisis or high-risk business scenario.

	Healthcare: Doctors, nurses, and therapists might be at particular risk for empathy collapse, but they need to remain connected with their patients on a human level to better offer solutions to their healthcare problems. Cognitive empathy can therefore be critical for maintaining clinical detachment and objective decision-making, ensuring that providers understand patient needs without becoming emotionally overburdened.

	Conflict Resolution: At times of conflict, cognitive empathy is essential for recognizing each party’s viewpoint and the root causes of the conflict objectively. Emotional empathy is not necessary to note and validate the emotions involved (tools that facilitate a more compassionate and effective resolution). If, however, the particular conflict is in the backdrop of a meaningful and long-term relationship, such as with a spouse, child, parent, or dear friend, complete emotional detachment would eradicate vulnerability and could harm the relationship in the short and long term.

	Teaching: Educators often employ cognitive empathy to understand students’ challenges and perspectives, which aids in tailoring teaching methods effectively. Without emotional empathy, however, we might not feel the genuine joy we experience when a struggling student learns to succeed, making the challenges of an emotional tie worthwhile. The balance is ours to draw in different situations.

	Client Relations: In customer service, cognitive empathy is key for understanding client needs and perspectives, leading to effective problem-solving. Even if a seller’s number goal (a higher sales volume) seems in contrast with their moral values, they can utilize compassion through cognitive empathy so they never lose themselves in the negotiation.

	Community Service: Social workers often use cognitive empathy to understand the complex issues facing people from diverse backgrounds from a professional standpoint. Emotional empathy can be exhausting for these overworked and underpaid public-service professionals, and its usage is going to be up to each person through a determination of their capacity for bearing the emotional toll of secondary trauma.

	Labor Union Negotiations: In these union negotiations, cognitive empathy is critical for insight into the employer’s constraints and objectives, aiding in formulating realistic demands. Emotional empathy plays an important role as well in creating genuine bonds with union members, understanding their struggles and concerns, ensuring their needs are adequately represented, and ultimately feeling fulfilled from the feeling of comradery that comes along with successful collective bargaining.

	International Diplomacy: Diplomats use cognitive empathy to understand other countries’ complex social, cultural, and political frameworks so they can make informed decisions. In these situations of complex, weeks-long, multiparty negotiations, emotional control is necessary for the long-term stamina needed to succeed.

	Business Mergers and Acquisitions: During major business negotiations, cognitive empathy helps negotiators understand the other company’s strategic goals and concerns, vital for structuring beneficial deals. They use it to gauge the emotional tone of the negotiation and understand stakeholder concerns, facilitating smoother negotiations and overcoming apprehension. Emotional empathy can also be useful, particularly during postmerger integration, to build two teams into one cohesive unit. Generally speaking, emotional empathy is more likely to have a role in a voluntary M&A that parties who mutually respect each other entered into versus a hostile takeover by a much larger entity seeking to take advantage of the weaker one.




Strategic Empathy






THE WHO/WHAT EXERCISE




	Minor Professional Negotiations. Examples: 	With co-workers over client-management issues or leadership roles
	With clients over product delivery times or invoicing matters



	Minor Personal Negotiations. Examples: 	With family over your working late hours
	With friends over how to spend free time







	Major Professional Negotiations. Examples: 	With co-workers over your partnership percentage or with associates over salaries
	With client during a bidding-for-business process or with opposing counsel over major deal points



	Major Personal Negotiations. Examples: 	With a spouse over whether to move for one of your careers
	With a parent or ex-partner over which religion to raise your kids in















	Exercise Reflection Chart





	
	Minor
	Major



	Personal
	
	



	Professional
	
	


















	Understanding: Engaging deeply to truly know the other person’s viewpoint. Example: A manager takes the time to listen to an employee’s concerns about work-life balance, genuinely understanding the stress they’re under.

	Trust: Building a reliable and safe space for open exchange. Example: A therapist consistently respects confidentiality, allowing the client to feel secure enough to share personal struggles.

	Communication: Facilitating a two-way dialogue that’s both open and effective. Example: Two business partners regularly schedule meetings to transparently discuss the progress and setbacks of their joint venture.

	Discovery: Uncovering key insights that are shared in the spirit of trust and openness. Example: A doctor asks thoughtful questions and discovers a patient’s symptoms are linked to an issue they hadn’t considered, leading to a correct diagnosis.






	intentionally entrenching ourselves in others’ viewpoints;

	discerning which empathy type best fits the unfolding situation;

	utilizing empathy tools to uncover the information; and

	still remaining compassionate or sympathetic.







Chapter 2 Takeaways



	Detangling the concept of empathy sets the foundation for its practical application through strategic empathy.

	Distinguishing empathy from related concepts like sympathy and compassion helps clarify its unique role.

	Elaborating on the two primary types of empathy, Cognitive and Emotional, provides a deeper understanding of its nuances.
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