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Our life's journey is often complex and an 
unpredictable one with many twists and 
turns. It's how you navigate through these 
tricky twists and turns that determines how 
we will finish our lives. Some whine away, 
while others face the challenges head on 
and conquer the adversities. In a way, our 
life swing like a pendulum between two 
extremes of pain and acute suffering on 
one side and moments of intense joy and 
happiness on other side. Most of the time, 
we do stay in the centre of pendulum. But 
in all circumstances, we should be fully 
capable to handle them. Suffering is 
unavoidable in l i fe. Suffering or 
unhappiness/ is an important concept in 
Hinduism and Buddhism, and commonly 
interpreted as unhappiness, pain, or 
satisfactoriness. It's universal in nature.

No other science and discipline can throw 
light on finer and intricate aspects of life. 
Thinkers and philosophers have been 
analysing and imparting their philosophy 
about various complex issues governing 
our life and how to deal with it. 

But the question arises, what is 
philosophy? What are the so-called gurus, 
life coaches etc preach and how do they 
reach to a particular conclusion? 

 In a sense, we seek, 
through philosophy, to 

understand 
fundamental truths 
about ourselves, the 
world in which we 

live, and our 
relationships to the 

world and with each 
other. It teaches us, 
how to live a more 

satisfying life.

Introduction 

Precisely, for the purpose 
of life's suffering and 
adversities, through 

'philosophy of life', we 
can understand life 

better. 

Philosophy simply, can be 
defined as the study of the 

fundamental nature of 
knowledge, reality, and 

existence.



There is a branch of philosophy which is 
known as Stoicism is unique in many 
respects. This philosophy touches many 
aspects of our real life, the life we lead. It's 
not theoretical, it's highly practical and can 
be followed by common men. It's a 
philosophy designed to make us virtuous, 
happier, more contended and resilient. 
More importantly, this is the philosophy, 
that's specially prescribed for handling 
adversities we come across during our life 
journey. It can help us in overcoming 
difficult and bad times. The philosophy of 
Stoicism teaches us about self-control, 
mental toughness and fortitude as a 
means of overcoming destructive 
emotions like anger, hatred, fear etc. 

This philosophy is highly practical which touches our day to day life. Those philosophers 
were very close to ground realities. Emperor Marcus Aurelius would wake up each day 
and repeat this phrase to himself: “Begin each day by telling yourself: Today I shall be 
meeting with interference, ingratitude, insolence, disloyalty, ill-will, and selfishness — all 
of them due to the offenders' ignorance of what is good or evil.” Imagine an emperor of 
ancient Roman period is talking like this. He was a great Stoic philosopher. 

For the Stoics, external events that 
take place are not really bad, but 
are indifferent. According to 
Seneca, we should pre-meditate 
not just about adversity, but also 
about good fortune, since we will 
need our virtue (and a prepared 
mind) to deal with both. Epictetus 
says, keep before your eye's day by 
day death and exile, and everything 
that seems catastrophic, but most 
of all death; and then you will never 
have any abject thought, nor will 
you crave anything excessively. 
Our life can be far simpler and easy 
if we are not very joyful and excited 
under happy circumstances and 
feel bad under adverse situations.  

Each one of you, I am sure, must have 
heard the names of many great 
philosophers such as Plato, Confucius, 
Aristotle, Immanuel Kant, Fredrich 
Nietzsche, Karl Marx, David Hume and so 
on. They have all interpreted and analysed 
life in many different ways and guided the 
humanity about the life they live. However, 
the general perception is that their 
philosophy is too complex to understand. 
Moreover, the language of their writings is 
very difficult to understand, what the 
philosopher wants to convey and perhaps 
one of the few reasons why people often 
try to avoid reading books and articles 
written originally by the philosophers. 

His duty as a Stoic was to anticipate the worst
 that could happen to him, as if it were already happening, 

and his own death as if it were imminent.

He regularly contemplated his own death, on every day. 

Whenever Marcus used to see something that horrified him, he 
would further imagine as if it was happening to him. So that his fear 
would gradually abate with time.



Some of the philosophical ideas are very revolutionary in nature. 

Stoicism is a set of beliefs, ideas and doctrines about our life. It also talks our mindset, 
attitude, life style and ethics. Stoicism originated as a kind of philosophy, founded in 
Athens by Zeno of Citium (modern day Cyprus) around 300 B.C. The name came from the 
Stoa Poikile, an open market in Athens where the original Stoics used to meet and teach 
philosophy. The ruins of it are still visible, more than 2300 years later. Zeno and his 
disciples used to gather here for discussion. In this way, he founded the philosophical 
school. This very philosophy contains some of the greatest wisdom in the history of the 
world and together, they constitute the bedrock of what is known as Stoicism. 

Seneca, another highly respected and popular Stoic philosopher explain 
the rationale of ending one's life, “Must I await the cruelty either of disease 
or of man, when I can depart through the midst of torture, and shake off my 
troubles? This is the one reason why we cannot complain of life; it keeps no 
one against his will.” He further argues that we didn't choose to come into 
this world but we have a choice to exist whenever we want.    

Like for example, if we find the life very 
difficult then why not commit a suicide. 
The option of ending our life is always 

available with us. Isn't it the idea radical? 
But how true it's. 

Stoicism flourished throughout the Roman and Greek world until the 3rd century AD, and 
among its ardent follower and adherents was Emperor Marcus Aurelius himself. Many 
philosophers contributed significantly to this particular school of philosophy. They were 
called as Stoic philosophers Stoic is the one 
who follows this philosophy. The ancient Stoic 
philosophers came from varied backgrounds. 
Right from Greece emperor, Senator and rich 
wealthy merchants to 
soldier and slave. They had 
one thing in common and 
that is, they all advocated 
and practiced the same 
philosophy of Stoicism. 
Among  a l l  o f  t hose  
philosophers, the most 
prominent were 
Marcus Aurelius, 
E p i c t e t u s  a n d  
Seneca.



Marcus Aurelius (121 – 180 CE)

Epictetus

only about things that are under our own control. 

was born about 2000 years back in Hierapolis (the place 
is currently in in Turkey) as a slave in a wealthy 
household. He then finally became a legend. He founded 
his own school and taught many of Rome's greatest 
personalities including Marcus Aurelius. His teachings, 
Discourse and Enchiridion, were written down by one of 
his students named Arrian. Epictetus was a great 
exponent of Stoic ethics. He advocated for the 
consistency and power of his ethical thought and for 
effective methods of teaching. He also highlighted the 
importance of distinguishing things that are under our 
control and things that are not. We should bother 

Seneca (5 BC to 65 AD)

was born in southern Spain over 2,000 years ago 
and educated in Rome. He was the son of 
Seneca the Elder, a well-known Roman writer. 
He finally became the tutor and adviser to Nero, 
the Roman emperor who later forced Seneca to 
commit suicide. Many of his personal letters are 
now a great source of Stoic philosophy. He 
explained many thought-provoking aspects of 
our life, that's why we he also known as the 
world's most interesting Stoic. His famous quote 
is 'we are always complaining that our days are 
few, and acting as though there would be no end 
of them'.

was the last emperor of the Roman Empire and 
the most powerful man on earth at that time. He is 
among the best-known Stoic leaders in history. He 
has symbolized for many generations in the West 
the Golden Age of the Roman Empire. He used to 
sit daily in the evening to reflect on the day and 
write down in his private diary. The collections of 
his diaries were later published as the book 
Meditations and it's the most significant source of 
Stoic Philosophy. In the book, the then world's 
most powerful man was giving advice to himself 
on how to fulfil the responsibilities and obligations 
of his positions. This book has been translated in 
English and is widely read and appreciated.



We must realize a basic truth that we can't control everything despite our best efforts. 
Things go in their way. There are 'laws of nature' and everything in the world go its own 
speed and nature. We often have a tendency to control others and many other things of 
the surrounding world on which we have little or no control. Though we all know this very 
simple truth but ironically, we miss or ignore it.  

Roman emperor Epictetus remarked once, “For good or 
for ill, life and nature are governed by laws that we can't 
change. The quicker we accept this, the more tranquil we 
can be”. Epictetus. We must accept our limitations in 
controlling the external surroundings. The things which 
are beyond are control must not be the source of our worry 
or reaction. He further explained, “The chief task in life is 
simply this: to identify and separate matters so that I can 
say clearly to myself which are externals not under my 
control, and which have to do with the choices I actually 
control. Where then do I look for good and evil? Not to 
uncontrollable externals, but within myself to the choices 
that are my own”.

Undoubtedly, we have all the power and manage our 
manage in our own way. Even if someone is confined to 
solitary imprisonment under in a room with no window, no 
one can take his freedom to think. No one has any right and 
ability to take away the right to think from anyone. Though 
there can be restrictions, imposed by oneself or others on 
actions, behaviour, choices etc but no his thoughts. 

Why to bother things on which we 
have no control

pure waste of time and energy. However, 
the fact is we all tend to go beyond 
what's under our control.  

Fighting, arguing and worrying over things that are 
completely independent of our control is a

These thoughts primarily 
show us the way as how to 

handle life's adversities. What 
kind of attitude and mindset we 
should inculcate so that we can 
overcome our disturbing days?      

The Stoic philosophy is highly practical and 
give guidance and solutions to various 
problems that we encounter during our 
life's journey. It has touched various 
aspects pertaining to our day to day 
life, we lead in this article, some of the 
greatest philosophical thoughts 
per ta in ing to Sto ic ism are 
highlighted and explained briefly. 



We let our mind to govern us, rather than 
the other way. “You have power over your 
mind — not outside events. Realize this, 
and you will find strength.” — Marcus 
Aurelius. Our mind can be our best servant 
or the worst master, depending upon the 
control we have over our mind. Most of the 
mental illnesses arise when they fail to 
manage our thought process. When 
distressing and toxic thoughts continue to 
invade our mind, mental health issues are 
created.

Before we start worrying on anything or reacting on any situation, we must ask ourselves, 
whether we have control over them. Can I do anything about it now? Will I able to change 
anything what has already happened? If answer is not negative, only then we should move 
ahead. If that's so then better we accept what has happened.  

We should remember a very relevant line of wisdom - 
“whatever has happened, has happened, and things 

would have happened in any other way”. Stoics 
propose a resignation to those events which are outside 

the self since they can't be controlled.

Epictetus's Dichotomy of Control states 
that some things are within our control; 
others aren't. Our internal world i.e. the 
mind is within our control. What kind of 
thoughts we generate, emotions and 
feelings we create, desires we have, 
craving or aversion we experience, it's all 
in within our control? The internal is within 
our control; the external isn't. This choice 
we always have whether we want to 
exercise this control over our mind or not. 
However, we all have an innate tendency 
to not exercise this control over mind.

— Epictetus. 

“Some things are within our power, while others are not. 
Within our power are opinion, motivation, desire, aversion, 

and, in a word, whatever is of our own doing; not within 
our power are our body, our property, reputation, office, 

and, in a word, whatever is not of our own doing.” 

Whenever any 
mishappening, 
accident, calamity, 
traumatic incident or 
adversity arises, we must 
remember these words. The 
people, their behaviour and 
actions, the pollical and social 
scenario in the country, and 
likewise, there is nothing we 
can control. Many of us, 
unnecessarily and wastefully, 
try to change others. If it's so, then 
we should not bother about those 
things in life. 



Indifference to Indifferent Things

this is another important mental attitude, 
Stoic philosophy advocates for leading for 
a decent live. Marcus Aurelius remarked, 
“To live a good life: we have the potential 
for it. If we can learn to be indifferent to 
what to makes no difference”. Indifference 
is when we are not concerned about 
something. We show no interest or don't 
care. In Stoic philosophy, it's a very 
important characteristic feature. All the 
three most prominent Stoic philosophers – 
Marcus Aurelius, Seneca and Epictetus 
have said that the Stoic is indifferent to 
external things.  

To face life's challenges, we should be indifferent. We shouldn't pass any value judgment 
when we have no control over those external things. Everything outside of our control is 
indifferent. Stoic philosophy says that nothing is objectively good or bad, things become 
good or bad when we judge them. Let's consider an example. A person meets with a 
serious accident and his leg had to be amputated. According to Stoic, the accident was not 
under his control. So, he should be indifferent to its result. After the loss of his leg, the 
person has 2 options. First, he suffers badly because of the traumatic incident. Second, he 
is indifferent to loss of leg as the accident was not in his control and second, at least he is 
alive even after the serious accident. 

We always have a choice, how to 
interpret any incident. When the 
incident was not under our control, 
like the accident, we can judge it in 
whatever manner we like. The only 
practical interpretation is that the 
accident was itself neutral, it was 
neither good or bad. Suppose 
someone is diagnosed with cancer. 
The disease itself is neutral. It now 
depends on the patient how he/she 
takes it. It's purely a subjective 
interpretation. Ideally speaking we 
shouldn't be disturbed by our 
emotions or passions. 

For those things where 
we have no control, we 
should be indifferent. 

We should be 
unperturbed about those 
things. We should show 

neither good nor bad 
feelings for them. 



Negative Visualization

It's a practice that was widely used by the Stoic philosophers like Epictetus, Marcus 
Aurelius, and Seneca around 2000 years back. It's still used by many of us. Those who 
practice negative visualization feel that they could prepare themselves well in advance for 
any eventuality which is likely to happy.

Since we contemplate eventuality in 
advance, so we will be surprised when that 
eventuality or adversity really arrives in our 
life. According to Stoic philosophers, 
negative visualization can lessen the 
impact of the adversities you'll face. “What 
is quite unlooked for is more crushing in its 
effect, and unexpectedness adds to the 
weight of a disaster. The fact that it was 
unforeseen has never failed to intensify a 
person's grief. This is a reason for 
ensuring that nothing ever takes us by 
surprise. We should project our thoughts 
ahead of us at every turn and have in mind 
every possible eventuality instead of only 
the usual course of events.” – Seneca 

Bad things can happen with 
anyone. Uncertainty always 

prevails in our life. Every 
day we come across 

examples of similar nature. 
People get caught unaware. 

So, why not prepare 
yourselves through this 

technique.

Negative visualization teaches us we can 
never be sure about our future. Therefore, 
we must prepare ourselves to embrace 
whatever is presented to us. We should try 
to enjoy every moment of life because life 
can take an unexpected turn at any time 
during our life journey. Though present day 
motivational and spiritual teachers will say 
that we should always think positive 
because 'law of attraction' works only 
when we think positively. If we think 
negatively for any think then the same law 
will more likely attract that negative event.

This is not a scientific proven fact but this is 
widely believed among masses. I feel we 
need to maintain a balance. In any case, 
negative visualization on many occasions 
do help us in getting ourselves prepared 
well for any adversity. 

 By expect negative outcome of 
any adversity, we are mentally 

ready and we are caught 
unaware or unprepared. 

Think about – meeting a serious accident, 
spouse leaving the home, getting a 
serious illness like cancer, sudden 
financial loss and getting bankrupt and 
such list can go on. There is no end to such 
disastrous outcomes. 

Stoic philosopher Epictetus wrote on this 
subject like this: Do this for every act, so 
that if any hindrance does emerge, you 
can think: I did not prepare myself only to 
undertake the act, but also for this 
hindrance that has occurred, and also to 
handle this hindrance virtuously & keep 
my will conformed to nature — and this will 
be impossible if I become vexed.



Be Mentally Tough

To face any adversity, traumatic or 
severely stressful event, we badly need 
mental toughness. Otherwise, we can 
break under those circumstance. 

According to American Psychological 
Association, mental resilience means, 
'adapting well in the face of adversity, 
trauma, tragedy, threats or even 
significant sources of stress'. How easily 
and smartly we get adapted to such 
situations is the key to become 'a mentally 
tough' person. More rigid we are during 
adversity, greater are the chances to break 
under severe mental stress. 

Mental toughness allows 
us to adapt and succeed 

under difficult 
conditions. How early 
and easily we recover 

back from any adversity 
or traumatic event, to a 

large extent, depends on 
our ability to show 
mental toughness. 

Mental toughness means the 
ability to perform under 

adversity. Mental toughness is 
necessary to be truly 'good' in 

the Stoic sense.

 In recent times, this quality of mind has 
received attention as we are working more 
and more under stressful environment. 
According to Stoicism, mental toughness 
can help us to live better lives, achieve our 
goals and navigate through life when we're 
in dire straits. It's widely believed that 
success of sports personalities largely 
depends on their mental toughness. 
Resilience is extremely important during 
adverse situations. When we are mentally 
tough, we act mindfully with resilience, 
perseverance, and determination.

Mental toughness, according to stoicism, 
is based on 3 important parameters. First, 
focus on things over which we have control 

like our thoughts, behaviour and 
actions. Second, accept the things 
where we have no control or things 
have already happened, why worry 
over them. Third, we should be 
show 'indifference to indifferent 
things.' We should not, as far as 
possible, bother about things 
which are not directly relevant to 
us. For a stoic, it means, 'only 
worry about what matters to 
you. Everything else is noise.' 
If we adopt these components 
of philosophy, we can 
become mentally flexible as 
well as strong.



Face adversity with unperturbed mind 
– the state of Ataraxia

No one will doubt that to overcome any adversity, first and the foremost thing which's 
required is the peace and serenity of mind. Unless our mind is unperturbed and in relaxed 
state, we can't properly face life's challenges. Often, we mess up things badly when we are 
in deep trouble due to our inability to manage the mind. Stoic philosophy advocated the 
practice of mindfulness and tranquillity during times of chaos. They recognised the need of 
mind's unperturbed state, necessary to handle any adversity. 

There is a story told by Diogenes Laertius, historian and 
the biographer of the Greek philosophers. According to 
him, the philosopher Pyrrho was once travelling on a 
ship when a storm struck. His fellow passengers were 
terrified that the ship might wreck in the storm due to 
massive waves. Pyrrho, however, remained “calm and 
serene and, pointing to a little pig on the ship that was 
eating away, said that the wise man ought to repose in 
just such a state of freedom from disturbance.

The story further says that the pig 
was in just as much danger as its 
fellow passengers, but ate in 
blissful ignorance. Pyrrho thought 
that people would be wise to be as 
serene as the pig was, since 
everybody on the ship had no more 
control over the situation than the 
pig had. The state of mind the 
philosopher is referring to is 
“ataraxia”.  

Stoic philosopher believed that we all possess this desirable 
state of mind but we have a tendency to easily lose it. 

of mind. The mind is neither in 
the positive state like joy and 

happiness nor in negative state 
like sadness or anger. It's a resting 

state. When we are at peace and 
undisturbed then we have this 

state of mind. 

Ataraxia is an inherent state 

The ancient Greek philosopher Pyrrho of Elis (around 365/360 to 275/270 BCE) 
gave the concept of :

– a state of ataraxia i.e. the state 
free from mental perturbation. In 
this mental state, the mind is calm 
and serene even in great danger.



Stay strong and be mindful during 
adversity

Stoic philosophers had a strong belief that 
on the event of any adversity or even 
during normal times we must remember 
death, inevitability of death. We all have to 
die, may be tomorrow or on any other day, 
this we shouldn't forget. Memento mori is 
the reminder of inevitability of death. It's a 
Latin phrase which means 'remember you 
must die'. Stoic used to remember and 
contemplate death all the time. This shows 
them the way to live meaningfully. They 
also get strength to stay strong during 
adversities. This reminder can be very 
useful for all of us. Fear of death and the 
process of dying can be taken care of 
through this frequent reminder of 'ultimate 
truth' of life.   

Another strong belief that a Stoic has is 
that everything happens for a reason. 
There is some hidden message behind the 
things that happen in our life, including 
adversities. No one is free from pain, 
suffering, unhappiness, troubling and 
distressing times. No one is immune from 
them. Accept the life as it's presented to 
us. We must learn to be mindful. Be 
present in the moment. Life becomes far 
more pleasant and devoid of suffering if we 
live more in the present.  

Marcus Aurelius very elegantly and wisely 
explained, “Were you to live three 
thousand years, or even a countless 
multiple of that, keep in mind that no one 
ever loses a life other than the one they are 
living, and no one ever lives a life other 
than the one they are losing. The longest 
and the shortest life, then, amount to the 
same, for the present moment lasts the 
same for all and is all anyone possesses. 
No one can lose either the past or the 
future, for how can someone be deprived 
of what's not theirs?” 

During challenging and troubling times, 
our mind becomes highly fragile and 
restless. We tend to overthink, keep on 
repeating the same set of thoughts. We 
are not mindful on those moments. On the 
event of adversity, our suffering increases 
because of distressing mind. We become 
desperate to control our thoughts on those 
moments. Hence, to manage any 
adversity, we need to control our mind too. 
In one of articles, 'Learn to Manage Your 
Thoughts”. I have explained, in detail, as 
how we can manage our mind. 

We suffer more when our 
mind is not stable and focus 
on the task at hand. Studies 
have established that we are 

more unhappy when our 
mind wanders in different 

possible directions. As mind 
wandering increases, so is the 

unhappiness and 
satisfactoriness.
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