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A Personal Thank You from the Author

Dear Reader,


Thank you for choosing "Stoicism and Buddhism for Beginners." I’m honored to be a part of your journey toward a calmer and more meaningful life. This book blends ancient wisdom from both Stoicism and Buddhism to help you navigate the complexities of modern living with greater clarity and peace.


I hope you find the teachings valuable and empowering as you embrace these timeless philosophies in your daily life. Thank you for allowing me to accompany you on this path toward greater tranquility and purpose.

Wishing you inner peace and wisdom,

Warm regards,

Howard Hudson
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BOOk 1 

Stoicism for Beginners


The Modern Stoic’s Guide to Emotional Resilience, Calmness, and Living a Meaningful Life


Introduction

A family lives in the apartment above me, a couple with their two boisterous boys and an autocratic girl. Now that the winter is here, they never seem to go out. I can hear the kids running, jumping, and shouting. Someone is always crying. How am I to deal with this? Would complaining to their mom put a stop to their playing? Does the mother have that much control over her kids? Is it even ethical for me to restrain the kids by putting an end to their playing? Maybe I could change apartments? If that's not possible, what can I do? It's like our relationship with a mirror, where we are intermittently reminded of our imperfections throughout the day. Say I move to a quiet locale; won't I still get bothered by potential long-term sickness, anxiety about my future, or ghosts from the past? Won't I still be bothered with the way I look, or the opinions or cruelty of others?

I didn’t adopt Stoicism because of my noisy neighbors, but they offer an ideal challenge: an irritating situation outside of my control. Stoicism is an ancient philosophy founded in Athens; Greece by a Phoenician merchant called Zeno. History has seen the rise and fall of countless philosophical traditions. Many of these traditions were only limited to an exclusive group of people because they required abstinence, affluence, or even birthright. For those who didn’t fit into these groups, these traditions had little use in their ruthless, dreary, and difficult worlds.

Stoicism is a philosophy for the real world. It provides us with principles and tools to make us happier, more resilient, wiser, and more successful. Stoicism has been the philosophy of kings, presidents, artists, writers, and entrepreneurs, and has been practiced by the likes of Marcus Aurelius, Michel de Montaigne, Thomas Jefferson, John Stuart Mill, Theodore Roosevelt, Adam Smith, and George Washington.

Stoicism as a concept has undergone major refinement over time. However, its basic objective has remained the same- to maintain calm and composure despite facing tremendous anxiety or discomfort. Stoicism is much more about relieving pain and suffering than about hedonistic objectives.

Stoics remain calm and content in the face of suffering, whether it is physical pain or psychological pain. They do not avoid pain; they roll with the punches. They do not whine, gossip, or worry. They do not get frustrated by the selfishness and greed of others. Stoics are virtuous, but they do not lash out at the vices of their fellow humans. They show empathy and compassion toward others. They focus on things they can control and accept the things outside of their control.

Stoics mentally rehearse all the undesirable events, including death, that might befall them so that they’ll be prepared if, or when, they do happen. Stoics contemplate the vastness and greatness of the heavens to attain humility and relieve the pain caused by bruised egos. Stoics remind themselves of the ephemeral nature of the human condition—this too shall pass.

Stoics do not trust their impressions. They use logic and rationality to pinpoint and reject false beliefs that lead to destructive emotions. This idea is at the core of cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), the most effective psychotherapy known to date.

The modern world is overwhelming: there are too many things to do; too many opportunities to lose; too many problems to solve. Stoicism provides a way to hack through the thickets. It insists that we focus on things that we can control and avoid the things that are outside of our control. There is no point in worrying about who wins the next presidential election, for instance. This filtering process requires awareness and examination; therefore, the Stoics recommend time for reflection and journaling. At its heart, Stoicism is all about maintaining equanimity, no matter the situation. Stoics do this by shifting their perspectives, accepting their fate, and shedding their expectations. We live on a piece of rock, floating in the pitch-black darkness of the universe. We own nothing. We control nothing. Every human being that ever existed, through joy and suffering, will live out their lives on this piece of rock. And this life too will pass. With the right state of mind, we can be prepared to live a virtuous, Stoic life. I hope our journey from here onward will transform your life.




Chapter 1

Impressions


If you are pained by any external thing, it is not this thing that disturbs you, but your own judgment about it. And it is in your power to wipe out this judgment now. –Marcus Aurelius


Stoics hold a fundamental belief that we, as humans, appear to navigate life reacting directly to events but that this appearance is, in fact, an illusion. Instead, we react to our thoughts about things, not to things themselves. These are our own judgments and opinions. Stoics believe that, if we become conscious of these perceptions, we will be able to find irrationality in them and filter them accordingly.


Illusions of Objectivity

Our universe can be divided into a “world of matter” and a “world of symbols.” The world of matter is the physical world we live in. It follows the laws of physics, theories such as general relativity and quantum mechanics. The world of matter is independent of humans. It existed before us, and it will exist after us.

The world of symbols, on the other hand, is a human creation. It involves culture, ethics, morality, capitalism, money, art, and so on. The laws of physics have nothing to say about the world of symbols, which raises important issues about good, evil, and even art. What is valuable? What is the proper way to live in this world? All these questions come under the jurisdiction of the world of symbols.

The laws of physics have nothing to say about the morality of murder, or whether cancer is good or bad. To the laws of physics, cancer is neither good nor bad, the way a rock tumbling down a mountain is neither good nor bad. The well-being of humans is of no concern. The laws of physics that govern the world of matter were born with the universe. They do not change and cannot be broken. The world of symbols, however, is much fickler. It is a product of humans, and it deals with subjective truth.

The reason we disagree on almost all human affairs is that we are discussing subjective truths. Although murder is supposed to be bad, millions of Americans supported and celebrated the death of Osama bin Laden in Pakistan. Is disease bad? Satya Nadella, the CEO of Microsoft, has a son with cerebral palsy, which he says taught him empathy and influenced Microsoft's vision of 'accessibility'. Is getting shot good? Malala Yousafzai won a Nobel Prize, got an education from Oxford, and lives a prosperous and secure life in Britain as a result of being shot by the Taliban. As Hamlet argued, “There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so” (Shakespeare, 1980, p.110-111).

Good or bad depends on your outlook. One might argue this line of thinking is delusional. However, this is not so. If your goal is inner tranquility, it is rational to think of adversity as an opportunity for growth, and it would be irrational to think otherwise.

[image: ]

Beliefs are formed by attaching value to an object or event. Gold is a shiny metal. When we attach emotions and rituals to it, we have a metal that has meaning, value, and beauty. Beauty is subjective. There is no law of physics that says gold, or Angelina Jolie, are beautiful. One might argue that humans are genetically predisposed to believe that a woman who looks like Angelina Jolie is more beautiful than the average woman and, therefore, Angelina Jolie is in fact one of the most beautiful women in the world. This argument is flawed because it assumes that our genetic predisposition (our emotions, intuitions, and impressions) is somehow guided by objective truth. To a duckling, worms and insects are delicious. They are genetically predisposed to perceive worms as delicious. Most humans would fervently disagree with this. Why is that? Well, because taste, beauty, good, and bad are not fundamental building blocks of the universe. They are valued independently, contingent on the subject. Does that mean the world of symbols is a Wild West? Not really.

Math is part of the world of symbols as well. We can decide what we mean by things like “6” and “+” but once we do, the results of expressions like “6 + 6” are beyond our control. Logic ties our hands. In that sense, both invention and discovery are instrumental to math and logic. It is only after the concepts have been invented that we are able to discover their subsequent effects.

How should we live? Shall we aim for happiness, knowledge, or virtue? The answers to these questions will depend on the fundamental axioms we choose. Once we have made our decision, we are bound by logic. Are kids jumping up and down in the apartment upstairs good for you? If you consider it from a physics point-of-view, the sounds are neutral. They are simply vibrations that are traveling into your brain and exciting your neurons, leading to a sensation of sound. You are attaching emotion to that event. Regardless of whether you have evolved to find this noise annoying, the fact stays the same: it is neither good nor bad from the perspective of physics. Therefore, whether you find this sound good or bad, you are neither right nor wrong from an objective standpoint.

From the standpoint of the world of symbols, it depends on what your axiom is. An axiom is a self-evident truth on which an argument is built. Say “reduction of suffering is good” is your fundamental axiom; it would be rational for you to do mental gymnastics to try to perceive the sound in a way that minimizes suffering. Stoicism provides multiple tools to minimize suffering. One of these is to look at the situation as an opportunity to train yourself.

This supports the argument that changing your perspective on things to suit your goals is not delusional; it is, in fact, rational. Therefore, perceiving yourself as the most beautiful thing in the world, even if the whole world disagrees, is not delusional, irrational, or factually incorrect. Now, it would be irrational for you to tell people that you are the most gorgeous thing in the world. Why? Because people would undoubtedly disagree with you, call you delusional, and insult your looks, which would only increase your suffering, which we have established is bad (based on the axiom in the paragraph above). And, therefore, it follows from our own axiom that this would be irrational.

What I have laid down here is the justification for you to look at things from your own perspective when it comes to the world of symbols (with limitations imposed by logic). Keep in mind, however, that the world of matter does not work like that. For instance, you can believe that a slug is beautiful, but you cannot believe that it weighs 300 pounds when it weighs one ounce.

Most of our suffering can be mitigated by changing the judgments we attach to an object or an event. It is not what things are at face value, but instead it is what they mean to us that influences our emotions.


Stoic Practice

Stoicism differs from other philosophical traditions because it is an activity, not just a theory. It provides tools and exercises we can use to achieve equanimity.

Examine Your Impressions

Impressions are automatic thoughts and are not the result of deliberation or reasoning. Rather, these are rapid thoughts that do not linger and go away as spontaneously as they had appeared. You may barely be aware of these thoughts; you are far more likely to be aware of the emotion or behavior that follows. Even if you are aware of your thoughts, you most likely accept them uncritically, believing that they are true. You don’t even think of questioning them. You can learn, however, to identify your automatic thoughts by paying attention to your shifts in affect, your behavior, and/or your physiology. Ask yourself, “What was just going through my mind?” when you feel negative emotions.

Having identified your automatic thoughts, you can, and probably already due to some extent, evaluate the validity of your thinking. For instance, say your mother comes home from work. She notices the toilet seat is up and knows it’s you. She marches down to your room and yells and screams at you for what you consider to be a trivial issue. You feel like arguing with your mom. Instead, you recall past experiences and remind yourself, “It’s okay. It probably has nothing to do with the seat or me; it's probably because she is stressed out about her job.” When you find your interpretation of a situation is erroneous and you correct it, you probably discover that your mood improves.


Cognitive Distancing

Many bad things have been said behind our backs that we will never hear. Those words will never hurt us. It is only the insults that we both here and comprehend as an insult that bother us. Distance yourself from thoughts and emotions as though they were clouds passing by. Or simply avoid them. Stop thinking about the insult because, in truth, these things don't matter. You can steer clear of your thoughts by distracting yourself with something else. Call a friend, watch a movie, or listen to music. Another way to clear your mind is to meditate, but it is much harder to do if you are not skilled. Meditation is harder than distracting your mind, but it is much more effective. Marcus Aurelius put it best when he said, “How easy a thing it is to push away every thought that is disturbing or out of place, and to be at once in perfect peace” (Farnsworth, 2018, p. 34).


Comparisons

Think about those who react less strongly than you do to something. If you see them putting up with things that you can’t, it makes your reaction seem more clearly to be a product of your own making. This thought is encapsulated in a quote by Seneca, a Stoic philosopher, in conversation with his own pain, which he downplays by thinking of people who endure the same or worse without complaint. “In truth you are only pain–the same pain that is despised by that wretch who is ridden with gout, that the dyspeptic endures for his fancy foods, that a girl bears bravely in childbirth” (Farnsworth, 2018, p. 37).

When you are served a cold meal and you feel like lashing out, think about someone you know that never complains. If you are afraid of riding a motorcycle, think about drivers in South Asia, the majority of whom ride motorcycles. If you are scared of blood, think about the doctors and nurses working in emergency units. When we compare our reactions to those of others, our reactions are obviously the result of our own sensitivities.

This style of thought can be applied not just to the sensitivities that people have to suffering and annoyance, but also to the behavior (and especially the extremes) to which their beliefs drive them—beliefs that may seem strange to us, but no stranger than ours would seem to them.

OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Table of Contents





		

Stoicism and Buddhism 

for Beginners





		

Contents





		

BOOk 1 





		

Introduction





		

Impressions





		

Control





		

Death





		

Perspective





		

Amor Fati





		

Mindfulness





		

Adversity





		

Other Stoic Exercises





		

Contemplating Transience





		

Conclusion





		

Book 2





		

Introduction





		

The Core Principles of Buddhism





		

Getting Rid of Anxiety





		

Ways You Can Enhance Your Experience of the Dharma





		

Compassion, Forgiveness, The Three Turnings of The Dharma Wheel





		

Practicing the Dharma Past this Book





		

Conclusion





		

Thank You!





		

References





		

Book 1: Stoicism for Beginners





		

Book 2: Buddhism for Beginners













Guide





		

Contents













OEBPS/image/image-0-0.jpg
Perception

(objects,

events) \
Valuation /
(Meaning,

emotions)

Representation
Belief (-System)

Action
+Prediction

Learning

Prediction Error





