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Introduction
A Plan for Living

WHAT DO YOU WANT out of life? You might answer this question
by saying that you want a caring spouse, a good job, and a nice
house, but these are really just some of the things you want in
life. In asking what you want out of life, I am asking the ques-
tion in its broadest sense. I am asking not for the goals you form
as you go about your daily activities but for your grand goal in
living. In other words, of the things in life you might pursue,
which is the thing you believe to be most valuable?

Many people will have trouble naming this goal. They
know what they want minute by minute or even decade by
decade during their life, but they have never paused to consider
their grand goal in living. It is perhaps understandable that
they haven’t. Our culture doesn’t encourage people to think
about such things; indeed, it provides them with an endless
stream of distractions so they won’t ever have to. But a grand
goal in living is the first component of a philosophy of life.
This means that if you lack a grand goal in living, you lack a
coherent philosophy of life.

Why is it important to have such a philosophy? Because
without one, there is a danger that you will mislive—that
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despite all your activity, despite all the pleasant diversions you
might have enjoyed while alive, you will end up living a bad life.
There is, in other words, a danger that when you are on your
deathbed, you will look back and realize that you wasted your
one chance at living. Instead of spending your life pursuing
something genuinely valuable, you squandered it because you
allowed yourself to be distracted by the various baubles life
has to offer.

Suppose you can identify your grand goal in living. Suppose,
too, that you can explain why this goal is worth attaining. Even
then, there is a danger that you will mislive. In particular, if you
lack an effective strategy for attaining your goal, it is unlikely
that you will attain it. Thus, the second component of a philos-
ophy of life is a strategy for attaining your grand goal in living.
This strategy will specify what you must do, as you go about
your daily activities, to maximize your chances of gaining the
thing in life that you take to be ultimately valuable.

IF WE WANT to take steps to avoid wasting our wealth, we can
easily find experts to help us. Looking in the phone book, we
will find any number of certified financial planners. These indi-
viduals can help us clarify our financial goals: How much, for
example, should we be saving for retirement? And having clari-
fied these goals, they can advise us on how to achieve them.
Suppose, however, that we want to take steps to avoid
wasting not our wealth but our life. We might seek an expert
to guide us: a philosopher of life. This individual would help
us think about our goals in living and about which of these
goals are in fact worth pursuing. She would remind us that
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because goals can come into conflict, we need to decide which
of our goals should take precedence when conflicts arise. She
will therefore help us sort through our goals and place them
into a hierarchy. The goal at the pinnacle of this hierarchy will
be what I have called our grand goal in living: It is the goal that
we should be unwilling to sacrifice to attain other goals. And
after helping us select this goal, a philosopher of life will help
us devise a strategy for attaining it.

The obvious place to look for a philosopher of life is in the
philosophy department of the local university. Visiting the
faculty offices there, we will find philosophers specializing in
metaphysics, logic, politics, science, religion, and ethics. We
might also find philosophers specializing in the philosophy of
sport, the philosophy of feminism, and even the philosophy
of philosophy. But unless we are at an unusual university, we
will find no philosophers of life in the sense I have in mind.

It hasn’t always been this way. Many ancient Greek and
Roman philosophers, for example, not only thought philoso-
phies of life were worth contemplating but thought the raison
d’étre of philosophy was to develop them. These philosophers
typically had an interest in other areas of philosophy as well—
in logic, for example—but only because they thought pursuing
that interest would help them develop a philosophy of life.

Furthermore, these ancient philosophers did not keep their
discoveries to themselves or share them only with their fellow
philosophers. Rather, they formed schools and welcomed as
their pupils anyone wishing to acquire a philosophy of life.
Different schools offered different advice on what people must
do in order to have a good life. Antisthenes, a pupil of Socrates,
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founded the Cynic school of philosophy, which advocated an
ascetic lifestyle. Aristippus, another pupil of Socrates, founded
the Cyrenaic school, which advocated a hedonistic lifestyle. In
between these extremes, we find, among many other schools,
the Epicurean school, the Skeptic school, and, of most interest
to us here, the Stoic school, founded by Zeno of Citium.

The philosophers associated with these schools were
unapologetic about their interest in philosophies of life.
According to Epicurus, for example, “Vain is the word of a
philosopher which does not heal any suffering of man. For just
as there is no profit in medicine if it does not expel the diseases
of the body, so there is no profit in philosophy either, if it does
not expel the suffering of the mind.”" And according to the
Stoic philosopher Seneca, about whom I will have much to
say in this book, “He who studies with a philosopher should
take away with him some one good thing every day: he should
daily return home a sounder man, or on the way to become

sounder.”?

THIS BOOK IS WRITTEN for those seeking a philosophy of life. In
the pages that follow, I focus my attention on a philosophy that
I have found useful and that I suspect many readers will also
find useful. It is the philosophy of the ancient Stoics. The Stoic
philosophy of life may be old, but it merits the attention of any
modern individual who wishes to have a life that is both mean-
ingful and fulfilling—who wishes, that is, to have a good life.
In other words, this book offers advice on how people
should live. More precisely, I will act as a conduit for the advice
offered by Stoic philosophers two thousand years ago. This
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is something my fellow philosophers are generally loath to
do, but then again, their interest in philosophy is primarily
“academic”; their research, that is to say, is primarily theoret-
ical or historical. My interest in Stoicism, by way of contrast, is
resolutely practical: My goal is to put this philosophy to work
in my life and to encourage others to put it to work in theirs.
The ancient Stoics, I think, would have encouraged both sorts
of endeavor, but they also would have insisted that the primary
reason to study Stoicism is so we can put it into practice.

Another thing to realize is that although Stoicism is a philos-
ophy, it has a significant psychological component. The Stoics
realized that a life plagued with negative emotions—including
anger, anxiety, fear, grief, and envy—will not be a good life.
They therefore became acute observers of the workings of
the human mind and as a result became some of the most
insightful psychologists of the ancient world. They went on
to develop techniques for preventing the onset of negative
emotions and for extinguishing them when attempts at preven-
tion failed. Even those readers who are leery of philosophical
speculation should take an interest in these techniques. Who
among us, after all, would not like to reduce the number of
negative emotions experienced in daily living?

ALTHOUGH | HAVE BEEN studying philosophy for all my adult
life, I was, until recently, woefully ignorant of Stoicism. My
teachers in college and graduate school never asked me to
read the Stoics, and although I am an avid reader, I saw no
need to read them on my own. More generally, [ saw no need
to ponder a philosophy of life. I instead felt comfortable with
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what is, for almost everyone, the default philosophy of life: to
spend one’s days seeking an interesting mix of affluence, social
status, and pleasure. My philosophy of life, in other words,
was what might charitably be called an enlightened form of
hedonism.

In my fifth decade of life, though, events conspired to intro-
duce me to Stoicism. The first of these was the 1998 publica-
tion by the author Tom Wolfe of A Man in Full. In this novel,
one character accidentally discovers the Stoic philosopher
Epictetus and then starts spouting his philosophy. I found this
to be simultaneously intriguing and puzzling.

Two years later I started doing research for a book about
desire. As part of this research, I examined the advice that has
been given over the millennia on mastering desire. I started
out by seeing what religions, including Christianity, Hinduism,
Taoism, Sufism, and Buddhism (and in particular, Zen
Buddhism), had to say about desire. I went on to examine the
advice on mastering desire offered by philosophers but found
that only a relative handful of them had offered such advice.
Prominent among those who had were the Hellenistic philoso-
phers: the Epicureans, Skeptics, and Stoics.

In conducting my research on desire, I had an ulterior
motive. | had long been intrigued by Zen Buddhism and imag-
ined that on taking a closer look at it in connection with my
research, I would become a full-fledged convert. But what
I found, much to my surprise, was that Stoicism and Zen have
certain things in common. They both, for example, stress the
importance of contemplating the transitory nature of the
world around us and the importance of mastering desire, to
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the extent that it is possible to do so. They also advise us to
pursue tranquility and give us advice on how to attain and
maintain it. Furthermore, I came to realize that Stoicism was
better suited to my analytical nature than Buddhism was. As
a result, I found myself, much to my amazement, toying with
the idea of becoming, instead of a practicing Zen Buddhist, a
practicing Stoic.

Before I began my research on desire, Stoicism had been, for
me, a nonstarter as a philosophy of life, but as I read the Stoics,
I discovered that almost everything I thought I knew about
them was wrong. To begin with, I knew that the dictionary
defines a stoic as “one who is seemingly indifferent to or unat-
fected by joy, grief, pleasure, or pain.” I therefore expected
that the uppercase-S Stoics would be lowercase-s stoical—that
they would be emotionally repressed individuals. I discovered,
though, that the goal of the Stoics was not to banish emotion
from life but to banish negative emotions.

When I read the works of the Stoics, I encountered indi-
viduals who were cheerful and optimistic about life (even
though they made it a point to spend time thinking about all
the bad things that could happen to them) and who were fully
capable of enjoying life’s pleasures (while at the same time
being careful not to be enslaved by those pleasures). I also
encountered, much to my surprise, individuals who valued
joy; indeed, according to Seneca, what Stoics seek to discover
“is how the mind may always pursue a steady and favourable
course, may be well-disposed towards itself, and may view its
conditions with joy.”* He also asserts that someone who prac-
tices Stoic principles “must, whether he wills or not, necessarily
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be attended by constant cheerfulness and a joy that is deep
and issues from deep within, since he finds delight in his own
resources, and desires no joys greater than his inner joys.”
Along similar lines, the Stoic philosopher Musonius Rufus tells
us that if we live in accordance with Stoic principles, “a cheerful
disposition and secure joy” will automatically follow.°

Rather than being passive individuals who were grimly
resigned to being on the receiving end of the world’s abuse
and injustice, the Stoics were fully engaged in life and worked
hard to make the world a better place. Consider, for example,
Cato the Younger. (Although he did not contribute to the liter-
ature of Stoicism, Cato was a practicing Stoic; indeed, Seneca
refers to him as the perfect Stoic.)” His Stoicism did not prevent
Cato from fighting bravely to restore the Roman republic.
Likewise, Seneca seems to have been remarkably energetic:
Besides being a philosopher, he was a successful playwright,
an advisor to an emperor, and the first-century equivalent of
an investment banker. And Marcus Aurelius, besides being a
philosopher, was a Roman emperor—indeed, arguably one
of the greatest Roman emperors. As I read about the Stoics,
I found myself filled with admiration for them. They were
courageous, temperate, reasonable, and self-disciplined—traits
I would like to possess. They also thought it important for us to
tulfill our obligations and to help our fellow humans—values
I happen to share.

In my research on desire, I discovered nearly unanimous
agreement among thoughtful people that we are unlikely to
have a good and meaningful life unless we can overcome our
insatiability. There was also agreement that one wonderful
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way to tame our tendency to always want more is to persuade
ourselves to want the things we already have. This seemed to
be an important insight, but it left open the question of how;,
exactly, we could accomplish this. The Stoics, [ was delighted to
discover, had an answer to this question. They developed a fairly
simple technique that, if practiced, can make us glad, if only for
a time, to be the person we are, living the life we happen to be
living, almost regardless of what that life might be.

The more I studied the Stoics, the more I found myself
drawn to their philosophy. But when I tried to share with
others my newfound enthusiasm for Stoicism, I quickly discov-
ered that I had not been alone in misconceiving the philosophy.
Friends, relatives, and even my colleagues at the university
seemed to think the Stoics were individuals whose goal was to
suppress all emotion and who therefore led grim and passive
lives. It dawned on me that the Stoics were the victims of a
bum rap, one that I myself had only recently helped promote.

This realization alone might have been sufficient to moti-
vate me to write a book about the Stoics—a book that would
set the record straight—but as it happens, I came to have a
second motivation even stronger than this. After learning about
Stoicism, I started, in a low-key, experimental fashion, giving it
a try as my philosophy of life. The experiment has thus far been
sufficiently successful that I feel compelled to report my find-
ings to the world at large, in the belief that others might benefit
from studying the Stoics and adopting their philosophy of life.

READERS WILL NATURALLY be curious about what is involved
in the practice of Stoicism. In ancient Greece and Rome, a
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would-be Stoic could have learned how to practice Stoicism
by attending a Stoic school, but this is no longer possible.
A modern would-be Stoic might, as an alternative, consult
the works of the ancient Stoics, but what she will discover on
attempting to do so is that many of these works—in partic-
ular, those of the Greek Stoics—have been lost. Furthermore,
if she reads the works that have survived, she will discover that
although they discuss Stoicism at length, they don’t offer a
lesson plan, as it were, for novice Stoics. The challenge I faced
in writing this book was to construct such a plan from clues
scattered throughout Stoic writings.

Although the remainder of this book provides detailed
guidelines for would-be Stoics, let me describe here, in a
preliminary fashion, some of the things we will want to do if
we adopt Stoicism as our philosophy of life.

We will reconsider our goals in living. In particular, we will
take to heart the Stoic claim that many of the things we desire—
most notably, fame and fortune—are not worth pursuing. We
will instead turn our attention to the pursuit of tranquility and
what the Stoics called virtue. We will discover that Stoic virtue
has very little in common with what people today mean by
the word. We will also discover that the tranquility the Stoics
sought is not the kind of tranquility that might be brought on
by the ingestion of a tranquilizer; it is not, in other words, a
zombie-like state. It is instead a state marked by the absence of
negative emotions such as anger, grief, anxiety, and fear, and
the presence of positive emotions—in particular, joy.

We will study the various psychological techniques devel-
oped by the Stoics for attaining and maintaining tranquility,
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and we will employ these techniques in daily living. We will,
for example, take care to distinguish between things we can
control and things we can’t, so that we will no longer worry
about the things we can’t control and will instead focus our
attention on the things we can control. We will also recognize
how easy it is for other people to disturb our tranquility, and
we will therefore practice Stoic strategies to prevent them
from upsetting us.

Finally, we will become a more thoughtful observer of our
own life. We will watch ourselves as we go about our daily
business and will later reflect on what we saw, trying to iden-
tify the sources of distress in our life and thinking about how
to avoid that distress.

PracTICING STOICISM WILL obviously take effort, but this is
true of all genuine philosophies of life. Indeed, even “enlight-
ened hedonism” takes effort. The enlightened hedonist’s grand
goal in living is to maximize the pleasure he experiences in
the course of a lifetime. To practice this philosophy of life,
he will spend time discovering, exploring, and ranking sources
of pleasure and investigating any untoward side effects they
might have. The enlightened hedonist will then devise strate-
gies for maximizing the amount of pleasure he experiences.
(Unenlightened hedonism, in which a person thoughtlessly
seeks short-term gratification, is not, I think, a coherent philos-
ophy of life.)

The effort required to practice Stoicism will probably be
greater than that required to practice enlightened hedonism
but less than that required to practice, say, Zen Buddhism.
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A Zen Buddhist will have to meditate, a practice that is both
time-consuming and (in some of its forms) physically and
mentally challenging. The practice of Stoicism, in contrast,
doesn’t require us to set aside blocks of time in which to “do
Stoicism.” It does require us periodically to reflect on our life,
but these periods of reflection can generally be squeezed into
odd moments of the day, such as when we are stuck in traffic
or—this was Seneca’s recommendation—when we are lying in
bed waiting for sleep to come.

When assessing the “costs” associated with practicing
Stoicism or any other philosophy of life, readers should realize
that there are costs associated with not having a philosophy of
life. I have already mentioned one such cost: the danger that
you will spend your days pursuing valueless things and will
therefore waste your life.

Some readers might, at this point, wonder whether the
practice of Stoicism is compatible with their religious beliefs.
In the case of most religions, I think it is. Christians in partic-
ular will find that Stoic doctrines resonate with their religious
views. They will, for example, share the Stoics’ desire to attain
tranquility, although Christians might call it peace. They will
appreciate Marcus Aurelius’s injunction to “love mankind.”®
And when they encounter Epictetus’s observation that some
things are up to us and some things are not, and that if we
have any sense at all, we will focus our energies on the things
that are up to us, Christians will be reminded of the “Serenity
Prayer,” often attributed to the theologian Reinhold Niebuhr.

Having said this, I should add that it is also possible for some-
one simultaneously to be an agnostic and a practicing Stoic.
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THE REMAINDER OF this book is divided into four parts. In part
1, I describe the birth of philosophy. Although modern philos-
ophers tend to spend their days debating esoteric topics, the
primary goal of most ancient philosophers was to help ordi-
nary people live better lives. Stoicism, as we shall see, was one
of the most popular and successful of the ancient schools of
philosophy.

In parts 2 and 3, I explain what we must do in order to prac-
tice Stoicism. I start by describing the psychological techniques
the Stoics developed to attain and subsequently maintain tran-
quility. I then describe Stoic advice on how best to deal with the
stresses of everyday life: How, for example, should we respond
when someone insults us? Although much has changed in the
past two millennia, human psychology has changed little. This
is why those of us living in the twenty-first century can benefit
from the advice that philosophers such as Seneca offered to
first-century Romans.

Finally, in part 4 of this book, I defend Stoicism against various
criticisms, and I reevaluate Stoic psychology in light of modern
scientific findings. I end the book by relating the insights I have
gained in my own practice of Stoicism.

My fellow academics might have an interest in this book;
they might, for example, be curious about my interpretation of
various Stoic utterances. The audience I am most interested in
reaching, though, is ordinary individuals who worry that they
might be misliving. This includes those who have come to the
realization that they lack a coherent philosophy of life and as a
result are floundering in their daily activities: what they work
to accomplish one day only undoes what they accomplished
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the day before. It also includes those who have a philosophy of
life but worry that it is somehow defective.

I wrote this book with the following question in mind: If
the ancient Stoics had taken it upon themselves to write a
guidebook for twenty-first-century individuals—a book that
would tell us how to have a good life—what might that book
have looked like? The pages that follow are my answer to this
question.
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The Dichotomy of Control

On Becoming Invincible

OUR MOST IMPORTANT CHOICE in life, according to Epictetus,
is whether to concern ourselves with things external to us or
things internal. Most people choose the former because they
think harms and benefits come from outside themselves.
According to Epictetus, though, a philosopher—by which he
means someone who has an understanding of Stoic philos-
ophy—will do just the opposite. He will look “for all benefit
and harm to come from himself.”" In particular, he will give
up the rewards the external world has to offer in order to gain
“tranquility, freedom, and calm.™

In offering this advice, Epictetus is turning the normal logic
of desire fulfillment on its head. If you ask most people how
to gain contentment, they will tell you that you must work
to get it: You must devise strategies by which to fulfill your
desires and then implement those strategies. But as Epictetus
points out, “It is impossible that happiness, and yearning for
what is not present, should ever be united.”” A better strategy
for getting what you want, he says, is to make it your goal
to want only those things that are easy to obtain—and ideally to
want only those things that you can be certain of obtaining.
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While most people seek to gain contentment by changing
the world around them, Epictetus advises us to gain content-
ment by changing ourselves—more precisely, by changing
our desires. And he is not alone in giving this advice; indeed,
it is the advice offered by virtually every philosopher and
religious thinker who has reflected on human desire and the
causes of human dissatisfaction.* They agree that if what
you seek is contentment, it is better and easier to change
yourself and what you want than it is to change the world
around you.

Your primary desire, says Epictetus, should be your desire
not to be frustrated by forming desires you won’t be able to
fulfill. Your other desires should conform to this desire, and if
they don’t, you should do your best to extinguish them. If you
succeed in doing this, you will no longer experience anxiety
about whether or not you will get what you want; nor will
you experience disappointment on not getting what you want.
Indeed, says Epictetus, you will become invincible: If you
refuse to enter contests that you are capable of losing, you will
never lose a contest.’

EricTETUS'S HANDBOOK OPENS, somewhat famously, with
the following assertion: “Some things are up to us and some
are not up to us.” He offers our opinions, impulses, desires,
and aversions as examples of things that are up to us, and our
possessions and reputation as examples of things that aren’t.®
From this assertion it follows that we are faced with a choice
in the desires we form: We can want things that are up to us,
or we can want things that are not up to us.



The Dichotomy of Control 87

If we want things that are not up to us, though, we will
sometimes fail to get what we want, and when this happens,
we will “meet misfortune” and feel “thwarted, miserable, and
upset.”” In particular, Epictetus says, it is foolish for us to want
friends and relatives to live forever, since these are things that
aren’t up to us.’

Suppose we get lucky, and after wanting something that is
not up to us, we succeed in getting it. In this case, we will not
end up feeling “thwarted, miserable, and upset,” but during
the time we wanted the thing that is not up to us, we probably
experienced a degree of anxiety: Since the thing is not up to
us, there was a chance that we wouldn’t get it, and this prob-
ably worried us. Thus, wanting things that are not up to us
will disrupt our tranquility, even if we end up getting them. In
conclusion, whenever we desire something that is not up to us,
our tranquility will likely be disturbed: If we don’t get what we
want, we will be upset, and if we do get what we want, we will
experience anxiety in the process of getting it.

CoNsIDER AGAIN Epictetus’s “dichotomy of control”: He says
that some things are up to us and some things aren’t up to
us. The problem with this statement of the dichotomy is that
the phrase “some things aren’t up to us” is ambiguous: It can
be understood to mean either “There are things over which
we have no control at all” or to mean “There are things over
which we don’t have complete control.” If we understand it in
the first way, we can restate Epictetus’s dichotomy as follows:
There are things over which we have complete control and
things over which we have no control at all. But stated in this
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way, the dichotomy is a false dichotomy, since it ignores the
existence of things over which we have some but not complete
control.

Consider, for example, my winning a tennis match. This is
not something over which I have complete control: No matter
how much I practice and how hard I try, I might nevertheless
lose a match. Nor is it something over which I have no control
at all: Practicing a lot and trying hard may not guarantee that
I will win, but they will certainly affect my chances of winning.
My winning at tennis is therefore an example of something
over which I have some control but not complete control.

This suggests that we should understand the phrase “some
things aren’t up to us” in the second way: We should take it to
mean that there are things over which we don’t have complete
control. If we accept this interpretation, we will want to
restate Epictetus’s dichotomy of control as follows: There are
things over which we have complete control and things over
which we don’t have complete control. Stated in this way, the
dichotomy is a genuine dichotomy. Let us therefore assume
that this is what Epictetus meant in saying that “some things
are up to us and some things are not up to us.”

Now let us turn our attention to the second branch
of this dichotomy, to things over which we don’t have com-
plete control. There are two ways we can fail to have complete
control over something: We might have no control at all over it,
or we might have some but not complete control. This means
that we can divide the category of things over which we don’t
have complete control into two subcategories: things over
which we have no control at all (such as whether the sun will
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The Dichotomy The Trichotomy
of Control of Control
Things over which we Things over which we
have complete control . have complete control
(such as the goals we "~ (such as the goals we
set for ourselves) set for ourselves)

Things over which we
have no control at all
(such as whether the
sun rises tOmMorrow)

Things over which we
don’t have complete
control (such as whether
the sun rises tomorrow
and whether we win
while playing tennis)

Things over which we have
some but not complete
control (such as whether we
win while playing tennis)

N

Turning the dichotomy of control into a trichotomy.

rise tomorrow) and things over which we have some but not
complete control (such as whether we win at tennis). This in
turn suggests the possibility of restating Epictetus’s dichotomy
of control as a trichotomy: There are things over which we
have complete control, things over which we have no control
at all, and things over which we have some but not complete
control. Each of the “things” we encounter in life will fall into
one and only one of these three categories.

IN H1s STATEMENT of the dichotomy of control, Epictetus
suggests, quite sensibly, that we are behaving foolishly if
we spend time worrying about things that are not up to us;
because they are not up to us, worrying about them is futile.
We should instead concern ourselves with things that are up



90 Stoic Psychological Techniques

to us, since we can take steps either to bring them about or
prevent them from happening. On restating the dichotomy of
control as a trichotomy, though, we must restate his advice
regarding what is and isn’t sensible to worry about.

To begin with, it makes sense for us to spend time and
energy concerning ourselves with things over which we have
complete control. In these cases, our efforts will have guaran-
teed results. Notice, too, that because of the degree of control
we have over these things, it will generally require relatively
little time and energy for us to make sure they come about.
We would be foolish not to concern ourselves with them.

What are the things over which we have complete control?
In the passage quoted above, Epictetus says we have complete
control over our opinions, impulses, desires, and aversions.
I agree with Epictetus that we have complete control over
our opinions, as long as we properly construe the meaning of
opinion—more on this in a moment. | have qualms, though,
about including our impulses, desires, and aversions in the cate-
gory of things over which we have complete control. I would
instead place them into the category of things over which we
have some but not complete control, or, in some cases, into the
category of things over which we have no control at all. Allow
me to explain why.

Suppose [ am walking through a casino and, on passing a
roulette table, detect within me an impulse to place a bet that
the number 17 will come up on the next spin of the wheel.
I have a degree of control over whether I act on this impulse
but no control over whether it arises in me. (If something is
truly an impulse, we can’t preclude experiencing it.) The same
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can be said of many (but not all) of my desires. WhenIamona
diet, for example, I might suddenly find myself craving a bowl
of ice cream. I have a degree of control over whether I act on
this craving but no control over whether this craving sponta-
neously arises within me. Likewise, I can’t help it that I detect
within myself an aversion to spiders. I might, through an act
of sheer willpower, pick up and handle a tarantula despite this
aversion, but I can’t help it that I don’t like spiders.

These examples suggest that Epictetus is wrong to include
our impulses, desires, and aversions in the category of things
over which we have complete control. They belong instead
in the category of things over which we have some but not
complete control, or, in some instances, in the category of
things over which we have no control at all. But having said
this, I should add that it is possible that something important
has been lost in translation—that in speaking of impulses,
desires, and aversions, Epictetus had in mind something
different than we do.

WHAT, THEN, ARE the things over which we have complete
control? To begin with, I think we have complete control over the
goals we set for ourselves. I have complete control, for example,
over whether my goal is to become the next pope, a millionaire,
or a monk in a Trappist monastery. Having said this, I should
add that although I have complete control over which of these
goals I set for myself, I obviously don’t have complete control
over whether I achieve any of them; my achieving the goals I
set for myself instead typically falls into the category of things
over which I have some but not complete control. Another thing
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I think we have complete control over is our values. We have
complete control, for example, over whether we value fame and
fortune, pleasure, or tranquility. Whether or not we live in accor-
dance with our values is, of course, a different question: It is
something over which we have some but not complete control.

Epictetus, as we have seen, thinks we have complete control
over our opinions. If by opinions he has in mind our opinions
on what goals we should set for ourselves or our opinions on
the value of things, then I agree with him that our opinions
are “up to us.”

It will clearly make sense for us to spend time and energy
setting goals for ourselves and determining our values. Doing
this will take relatively little time and energy. Furthermore,
the reward for choosing our goals and values properly can be
enormous. Indeed, Marcus thinks the key to having a good
life is to value things that are genuinely valuable and be indif-
ferent to things that lack value. He adds that because we have
it in our power to assign value to things, we have it in our
power to live a good life. More generally, Marcus thinks that by
forming opinions properly—by assigning things their correct
value—we can avoid much suffering, grief, and anxiety and can
thereby achieve the tranquility the Stoics seek.’

Besides having complete control over our goals and values,
Marcus points out that we have complete control over our
character. We are, he says, the only ones who can stop
ourselves from attaining goodness and integrity. We have it
entirely within our power, for example, to prevent vicious-
ness and cupidity from finding a home in our soul. If we are
slow-witted, it might not be in our power to become a scholar,
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but there is nothing to stop us from cultivating a number of
other qualities, including sincerity, dignity, industriousness,
and sobriety; nor is there anything to stop us from taking
steps to curb our arrogance, to rise above pleasures and pains,
to stop lusting after popularity, and to control our temper.
Furthermore, we have it in our power to stop grumbling,
to be considerate and frank, to be temperate in manner and
speech, and to carry ourselves “with authority.” These quali-
ties, Marcus observes, can be ours at this very moment—if we
choose for them to be."

Now LET US TURN our attention back to the second branch of
the trichotomy of control, to things over which we have no
control at all, such as whether the sun will rise tomorrow. It is
obviously foolish for us to spend time and energy concerning
ourselves with such things. Because we have no control at all
over the things in question, any time and energy we spend will
have no effect on the outcome of events and will therefore be
wasted time and energy, and, as Marcus observes, “Nothing is
worth doing pointlessly.”"

This brings us to the third branch of the trichotomy of
control: those things over which we have some but not complete
control. Consider, for example, winning a tennis match. As we
have seen, although we can’t be certain of winning a match,
we can hope, through our actions, to affect the outcome; we
therefore have some but not complete control. Given that
this is so, will a practicing Stoic wish to concern himself with
tennis? In particular, should he spend time and energy trying
to win matches?
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We might think he shouldn’t. Because the Stoic doesn’t have
complete control over the outcome of a tennis match, there is
always a chance that he will lose, but if he loses, he will likely
be upset, and his tranquility will be disturbed. A safer course
of action for a Stoic, then, would seem to be to refrain from
playing tennis. By similar reasoning, if he values his tranquility,
it seems as though he should not want his wife to love him;
there is a chance that, regardless of what he does, she won't,
and he will be heartbroken. Likewise, he shouldn’t want his
boss to give him a raise; there is again a chance that, regard-
less of what he does, she won’t, and he will be disappointed.
Indeed, taking this line of thought a step further, the Stoic
shouldn’t even have asked his wife to marry him or his boss to
hire him, since they might have turned him down.

One might conclude, in other words, that Stoics will
refuse to concern themselves with things over which they
have some but not complete control. But because most of
the things that come up in daily living are things over which
we have some but not complete control, it would follow that
Stoics will not concern themselves with many aspects of
everyday life. They will instead be passive, withdrawn under-
achievers. Indeed, they will resemble depressed individuals
who might not even be able to rouse themselves from bed
in the morning.

Before we succumb to this line of argument, though, we
should recall that the Stoics weren’t passive and withdrawn.
To the contrary, they were fully engaged in daily life. From
this, one of two conclusions follows: Either the Stoics were
hypocrites who did not act in accordance with their principles,
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or we have, in the above argument, somehow misinterpreted
Stoic principles. I shall now argue for this second alternative.

REMEMBER THAT AMONG the things over which we have
complete control are the goals we set for ourselves. I think
that when a Stoic concerns himself with things over which he
has some but not complete control, such as winning a tennis
match, he will be very careful about the goals he sets for
himself. In particular, he will be careful to set internal rather
than external goals. Thus, his goal in playing tennis will not
be to win a match (something external, over which he has
only partial control) but to play to the best of his ability in
the match (something internal, over which he has complete
control). By choosing this goal, he will spare himself frustra-
tion or disappointment should he lose the match: Since it was
not his goal to win the match, he will not have failed to attain
his goal, as long as he played his best. His tranquility will not
be disrupted.

It is worth noting at this point that playing to the best of
your ability in a tennis match and winning that match are
causally connected. In particular, what better way is there
to win a tennis match than by playing to the best of your
ability? The Stoics realized that our internal goals will affect
our external performance, but they also realized that the
goals we consciously set for ourselves can have a dramatic
impact on our subsequent emotional state. In particular, if
we consciously set winning a tennis match as our goal, we
arguably don’t increase our chances of winning that match.
In fact, we might even hurt our chances: If it starts looking,
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early on, as though we are going to lose the match, we might
become flustered, and this might negatively affect our playing
in the remainder of the game, thereby hurting our chances
of winning. Furthermore, by having winning the match as
our goal, we dramatically increase our chances of being upset
by the outcome of the match. If, on the other hand, we set
playing our best in a match as our goal, we arguably don’t
lessen our chances of winning the match, but we do lessen
our chances of being upset by the outcome of the match.
Thus, internalizing our goals with respect to tennis would
appear to be a no-brainer: To set as our goal playing to the
best of our ability has an upside—reduced emotional anguish
in the future—with little or no downside.

When it comes to other, more significant aspects of his life,
a Stoic will likewise be careful in the goals he sets for himself.
Stoics would recommend, for example, that I concern myself
with whether my wife loves me, even though this is something
over which I have some but not complete control. But when I do
concern myself with this, my goal should not be the external
goal of making her love me; no matter how hard I try, I could fail
to achieve this goal and would as a result be quite upset. Instead,
my goal should be an internal goal: to behave, to the best of
my ability, in a lovable manner. Similarly, my goal with respect
to my boss should be to do my job to the best of my ability.
These are goals I can achieve no matter how my wife and my
boss subsequently react to my efforts. By internalizing his goals
in daily life, the Stoic is able to preserve his tranquility while
dealing with things over which he has only partial control.
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Categories of Things Example Epictetus’s Advice
Things over which we The goals we set We should concern
have complete control for ourselves, the ourselves with these

values we form things.
Things over which we Whether the sun We should not concern
have no control at all will rise ourselves with these
tomorrow things.
Things over which we Whether we win We should concern
have some but not while playing ourselves with these
complete control tennis things, but we should be
careful to internalize the
goals we form with
respect to them.

The trichotomy of control.

IT 1S ESPECIALLY IMPORTANT, I think, for us to internalize our
goals if we are in a profession in which “external failure”
is commonplace. Think, for example, about an aspiring
novelist. To succeed in her chosen profession, she must fight
and win two battles: She must master her craft, and she must
deal with rejection of her work—most novelists hear “No”
many, many times before hearing “Yes.” Of these two battles,
the second is, for most people, the hardest. How many
would-be novelists, one wonders, don’t submit the manu-
script they have written because they dread hearing the word
“No”? And how many would-be novelists, on hearing “No”
once, are crushed by the experience and never resubmit the
manuscript?
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How can the aspiring novelist reduce the psychological
cost of rejection and thereby increase her chances of success?
By internalizing her goals with respect to novel writing. She
should have as her goal not something external over which
she has little control, such as getting her novel published, but
something internal over which she has considerable control,
such as how hard she works on the manuscript or how many
times she submits it in a given period of time. I don’t claim
that by internalizing her goals in this manner she can elimi-
nate altogether the sting when she gets a rejection letter (or, as
often happens, when she fails to get any response at all to the
work she has submitted). It can, however, substantially reduce
this sting. Instead of moping for a year before resubmitting her
manuscript, she might get her moping period down to a week
or even a day, and this change will dramatically increase her
chance of getting the manuscript published.

Readers might complain that the process of internalizing our
goals is really little more than a mind game. The would-be novel-
ist’s real goal is obviously to get her novel published—something
she knows full well—and in advising her to internalize her goals
with respect to the novel, I am doing little more than advising
her to pretend as if getting published weren’t her goal.

In response to this complaint, I would point out, to begin
with, that it might be possible for someone, by spending
enough time practicing goal internalization, to develop the
ability not to look beyond her internalized goals—in which
case they would become her “real” goals. Furthermore, even
if the internalization process is a mind game, it is a useful mind
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game. Fear of failure is a psychological trait, so it is hardly
surprising that by altering our psychological attitude toward
“failure” (by carefully choosing our goals), we can affect the
degree to which we fear it.

The Stoics, as I have explained, were very much interested
in human psychology and were not at all averse to using
psychological “tricks” to overcome certain aspects of human
psychology, such as the presence in us of negative emotions.
Indeed, the negative visualization technique described in the
previous chapter is really little more than a psychological trick:
By thinking about how things could be worse, we forestall
or reverse the hedonic adaptation process. It is nevertheless a
singularly effective trick, if our goal is to appreciate what we
have rather than taking it for granted, and if our goal is to expe-
rience joy rather than becoming jaded with respect to the life
we happen to be living and the world we happen to inhabit.

Having said all this about the internalization of goals, let
me pause here to offer a confession. In my studies of Epictetus
and the other Stoics, I found little evidence that they advocate
internalizing goals in the manner I have described, which raises
questions about whether the Stoics in fact made use of the
internalization technique. Nevertheless, I have attributed the
technique to them, inasmuch as internalizing one’s goals is the
obvious thing to do if one wishes, as the Stoics did, to concern
oneself only with those things over which one has control and
if one wishes to retain one’s tranquility while undertaking
endeavors that might fail (in the external sense of the word).
In talking about the internalization of goals, then, I might be
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guilty of tampering with or improving on Stoicism. As I shall
explain in chapter 20, I have no qualms about doing this.

NOW THAT WE UNDERSTAND the technique of internalizing our
goals, we are in a position to explain what would otherwise
seem like paradoxical behavior on the part of Stoics. Although
they value tranquility, they feel duty-bound to be active partici-
pants in the society in which they live. But such participation
clearly puts their tranquility in jeopardy. One suspects, for
example, that Cato would have enjoyed a far more tranquil
life if he did not feel compelled to fight the rise to power of
Julius Caesar—if he instead had spent his days, say, in a library,
reading the Stoics.

I would like to suggest, though, that Cato and the other
Stoics found a way to retain their tranquility despite their
involvement with the world around them: They internalized
their goals. Their goal was not to change the world, but to
do their best to bring about certain changes. Even if their
efforts proved to be ineffectual, they could nevertheless rest
easy knowing that they had accomplished their goal: They had
done what they could do.

A practicing Stoic will keep the trichotomy of control firmly
in mind as he goes about his daily affairs. He will perform a
kind of triage in which he sorts the elements of his life into
three categories: those over which he has complete control,
those over which he has no control at all, and those over
which he has some but not complete control. The things in
the second category—those over which he has no control at
all—he will set aside as not worth worrying about. In doing
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this, he will spare himself a great deal of needless anxiety.
He will instead concern himself with things over which he
has complete control and things over which he has some but
not complete control. And when he concerns himself with
things in this last category, he will be careful to set internal
rather than external goals for himself and will thereby avoid a
considerable amount of frustration and disappointment.



