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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


MEDITATIONS ON SELF-DISCIPLINE AND FAILURE


Meditations on Self-Discipline and Failure will make you pause and reflect, whether or not you agree with any or all of its contents. Written in the style of Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations, and with a strong flavor of Epictetus, it confronts the reader with what happens if one looks at reality in the eyes and considers regulating his life accordingly. To do so takes both wisdom and courage, but Ferraiolo argues that it is well worth the effort. Massimo Pigliucci, PhD, author of How to Be a Stoic: Using Ancient Philosophy to Live a Modern Life


Written in the spirit of Epictetus’ Manual, Bill Ferraiolo’s Meditations exposes the common human fallacies that lead to depression, anxiety, guilt, anger, and other toxic emotions. From the self-defeating desire to control the minds of others to the unrealistic demand that politicians tell the truth, Ferraiolo challenges the most insidious human tendencies to undermine one’s own peace and solemnity. Read it, and always keep a copy close at hand.


Elliot D. Cohen, PhD, author of What Would Aristotle Do? Self-Control through the Power of Reason


Ferraiolo offers a provocative contemporary adaptation of his reading of the Stoic philosophers Marcus Aurelius and Epictetus and other ancient philosophers of similar minds. The book is well-organized and easy to read. It will be welcomed by anyone fascinated with or open to meditative philosophy of the Roman Stoic variety. An interesting and worthwhile read.


Hugh H. Benson, PhD, author of Socratic Wisdom: The Model of Knowledge in Plato’s Early Dialogues
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Introduction


You are reading these words because you seek counsel and you have not quite found what you are looking for anywhere else. Had you found what you needed elsewhere, there would be no reason for you to continue searching, and no reason to look here, in particular. This seems a reasonable inference, does it not? It is entirely possible that you do not really know just what form of guidance you are seeking, or what exactly motivates you to wonder if you might be in need of any special assistance at all. In other words, you may not know what the problem is. Perhaps you have some idea of what the difficulty might be, but you struggle to articulate the problem clearly, or to explain it to anyone (including yourself) in a way that does not make it seem petty, or insignificant, or just another one of those common struggles that everyone has to face at some point or other. You do not want to be merely another whining, self-absorbed weakling who cannot handle daily life without running to Mommy, or some phony academic with a fancy degree or a television show—or call a psychic hotline! Life is hard. You get it. There is, however, something about your way of being in the world that is not quite comfortable. This is not a matter of body aches, bad furniture, or an air conditioner on the fritz. The discomfort that led you here is somewhere within the confines of your own consciousness. There is no salve for it. Ibuprofen does not help. It is not the kind of discomfort that can be rectified with more money, a bigger house in a better neighborhood, or even a dramatic change of location. Your career, or lack thereof, does not seem to be the source of the problem—although dissatisfaction in that area of your life might be a symptom of this condition that troubles you. Perhaps your relationships are less satisfying, or less comforting than you might have expected—but is that a cause of your discomfort, or is it an effect? Have people always experienced what you are going through now, or is it a feature of the “modern” world, and the constant hurrying, or the impersonal experiences of dealing with computers, recorded messages, and the greater isolation we seem to experience, paradoxically, as the population grows and becomes more dense—yet more distant, somehow? Maybe this is just some kind of phase you are going through, or a midlife crisis of some type, or an adolescent fixation on “finding yourself.” Maybe your diet is out of whack. All that processed food, and microwaveable junk cannot be good for you, can it? Have you been watching too much television? Are you really getting the kind of restorative sleep that you need while tossing and turning on that mattress of yours? You know a lot of people who are taking antidepressants and antianxiety medications these days. There really is no shame in going to see a psychiatrist anymore, is there? Everybody seems to be doing it. Of course, not everybody seems to be getting much benefit out of it. The psychiatrists are doing pretty well for themselves, but their patients seem about as fouled up after “getting help” as they were before. Besides, how can you possibly know what kind of doctor or therapist you really need? Do you need to talk through your early childhood experience with some Freudian, or would you be better off with some hardcore cognitive-behavioral therapy, and bottle of Xanax to get you through those particularly rough patches at work, or on airplanes, or when your mother-in-law comes to visit? If you could just find something to help you deal with your stress, and a way of calming yourself down when it all gets to be just a little too much, then you could handle the rest on your own. Of course, you are not quite certain what “it” is, or why “it” gets to be “too much” so often that you find yourself reading this, and thinking about drugs and headshrinkers. What are you unable to “handle” exactly, and what does it even mean to “handle” your life? Life is for living! When did “handling” your life become a legitimate goal? Your mother probably has something to do with this. Shrinks always blame the mother—because she always causes the problem! Who was your earliest influence? Who taught you your first lessons? Whose belly did you live in for nine months? You could call Mom, if she is still available, and talk it over. Of course, that would just be a nightmare! Criticism is bound to fly back and forth. You will end up feeling guilty—which is not particularly helpful. Mom will stop talking to you—for a while. No, you need something else. You need to figure this out for yourself.


Luckily, you are reading just the right book. There is no complex theory presented here for you to absorb, ponder, and then try to apply to your own life in some step-by-step fashion. You will find no twelve step program explained in these pages, and you will not be encouraged to join any organization, or club, or religious cult, or any other outfit that charges dues and issues newsletters. You will find no case studies here. You will not be instructed to confess to anything, issue apologies to anyone, or attend any seminar. You will find one thing in this book. You will read meditations. This is not meditating in the style of Eastern wisdom traditions like Buddhism or Hinduism (although there is nothing wrong with those practices). These are meditations as we find them in a lot of Western philosophy and religion. You will not, however, need to know much about those academic areas (although there is nothing wrong with learning some of that stuff). No, you just read along and, maybe every once in a while, stop to consider whether what you are reading applies to your life and your struggles. You will find that a lot of it does.


As you may have noticed by now, this book is written in the second person—which just means that the word “you” designates the meditator. Of course, you (reader) did not write these meditations, but that does not prevent you from thinking your own thoughts about what you find here. In fact, nothing prevents you from thinking your own thoughts—ever! You may identify that running theme as you read along. Think for yourself. The words you read may prompt you to reconsider some things, or to consider some other things for the first time, and you may have a very different experience than another reader of the same text—but that really is part of the point. Each reader adds a different set of experiences to the writing. The Roman Emperor, Marcus Aurelius, wrote his meditations in a book that he kept with him over a period of years, and he would return to these collected thoughts every so often to remind himself of what he really valued, what kind of person he intended to be, and what sort of life he thought was worth living. The book he wrote was originally entitled To Himself, and he may have intended it only for his own use. After his death, however, someone found it, published it with the title, Meditations, and people have been reading it ever since. It has been a great source of comfort for about two thousand years. Marcus Aurelius was an actual philosopher king. The ancient Greek philosopher Plato had hoped that there would be a real one someday. He wrote a few things about philosophers becoming kings, or kings learning philosophy. Some of it is even worth reading. For your purposes, however, you will not need to know much of anything about Plato, Marcus Aurelius, or any of the other handful of historical figures that are mentioned in a few places in this book. They are just examples of people who tried very hard to figure out some of the same things that you are trying to figure out. Some were pretty admirable characters. If you have never heard of this one or that one, there is no need to worry. The point of the meditation in question never depends upon you knowing who Diogenes was, or what Epictetus said and did, or anything like that. The first guy was an ancient Cynic philosopher, and the second guy was a Stoic. You do not need to know what any of that means (although there is nothing wrong with finding out if you feel like it). Just read and let yourself think about what “you” seem to be dealing with.


The deepest struggles that we all face, the difficulties that keep us up at night, and the concerns that cause us to wonder if we are living the lives that we ought to be living cannot always be addressed in language suited to a seventh-grade reading level. The words get a little “fancy” now and again. This is not for show. The deepest recesses of your mind, where the greatest discomfort arises and festers, is just not the kind of subject area that can be explained to the average twelve-year-old. Are you an average twelve-year-old? If so, you may want to leave this book on the shelf for a few more years. If not, then you may want to read on. It is not an easy read, but nothing worthwhile is ever all that easy. It is also not a particularly pleasant read. The word “Failure” appears in the title, after all. Also, “Self-Discipline” is generally kind of difficult to master. Ask a Marine or a Navy Seal. You will find a lot of self-criticism here, and a lot of discussion of unpleasant experiences. Do not be frightened by the unpleasantness, and try not to take the criticism personally. Remember, you did not write this stuff. The author did that, and the author’s mental life is, frankly, not yours—and you need not trouble yourself about the contents of someone else’s mind. That is another running theme you may notice. You, however, and your thoughts, and your character, and your behavior, are your business. Ultimately, they are the only things that are really up to you. That is what these meditations are all about. What do you, and you alone, control? What kind of person do you want to be? Get started becoming what you want to be. You never know how much time is left. Turn your attention inside. The truth is there. You just have to be willing to look for it. Good luck.





Book I


1


You can control nothing other than your own attitudes, values, and efforts directed at mental discipline. The rest of the world is as it is, will be as it will be, and unfolds as it does with or without your consent. This is as it should be. Indeed, this is as it must be. You have enough to contend with just governing your own thoughts and actions. Your consciousness and your will are more than enough to keep you busy, engaged, and challenged. Master yourself, administer your affairs, discipline yourself, and you will have accomplished more than most ever dare. This is your only purpose. Are you not ashamed to allow the events of the day to throw you off balance? What business is it of yours if lives begin or end, warfare erupts here or peace is restored there, economies shudder, earthquakes strike, or storms beat down upon the land? Will it all to be otherwise if you can. What answers directly to the exertion of your will? That, and only that, is your business. Do not invite needless distress and perturbation by insisting that the world must conform to your expectations or whims. Who, after all, do you think you are? Control the very small sphere that answers to your direction. As for the rest, cultivate gratitude for the opportunity to draw breath and take part in a life that you never earned.


2


Other people are not yours to control. You may speak to them, cajole them, debate them, show them evidence, present them with the dictates of reason, you may even threaten them—but their minds are their own. You invite needless frustration, anger, animosity, and discontent every time you insist that they must agree with you, or respect you, or love you, or adopt any particular cast of mind. Their will is beyond your direct control. Make your best efforts to assist them, if it seems reasonable to do so, but do not allow your contentment to depend upon anyone else’s mental state or other measurement of well-being. The world will have its way with all of us. The story of every human life ends in that human’s death. To resist or resent this is childish folly. To insist that those whom you love must be invulnerable to suffering, struggle, and death, is to insist that mortal and fragile humanity is insufficient for the maintenance of your contentment. Is the human condition displeasing to you? Perhaps you ought to register a complaint with management and insist upon some type of compensation. Then again, perhaps you would do better to grow up, stop your whimpering, and try not to be a malignancy upon this world that has no need of you.


3


You need not take seriously anyone’s alleged “right” not to be “offended” (whatever that supposedly means). Another person’s mental states are entirely beyond your control and ought, therefore, to lie entirely beyond your concern as well. Why should you care what anyone else thinks, or allow yourself to be troubled by what anyone else says? Just as your thoughts are up to you, so are theirs up to them. Let others govern the speech that comes out of their mouths, and take no heed of it—even if it is directed at you or is allegedly about you. If what they say is true, learn from it. If what they say is untrue, then their false descriptions are no business of yours. Should someone else believe a false characterization of you, someone thereby develops a misperception. What of it? They are free to believe as they will, and their mistakes need not concern you. No one can make a misperception true or accurate. Concern yourself only with the truth. What others believe the truth to be is their concern.


4


Success and failure do not, in any way, depend upon states of affairs that lie beyond the direct control of your will. Your performance is largely up to you (providing that your body does not fail your will). Another person’s assessment of your performance is entirely beyond your control. You must, therefore, jettison any concern regarding someone else’s assessment of your performance. This applies to your career, your relationships, and the improvement of your character. Do everything in your power to be a virtuous person, a good human being, a proper spouse and parent, and a useful professional. If you do as well as you are able in these endeavors, you need not concern yourself about whether anyone believes that you have done well or not. Do not lie. Tell the truth, and do not concern yourself with anyone who says that you lie. Do not commit adultery. Ignore those who accuse you of committing adultery. Be conscientious about your work. Do not concern yourself with those who question your diligence. Be a good person. Be an honorable person. That is enough.


5


Resist being swayed by the opinions of the majority or those who regard themselves as your peers. Opinions are insignificant, ephemeral things. Opinions occupying the minds of others are even less significant than your own. Concern yourself only with evidence and reason. If your opinion does not comport with the available evidence, relinquish it. Do not take it up again unless you encounter new evidence supporting it. Resist the urge to agree simply for the sake of seeming agreeable. Resist the urge to consent for the sake of conviviality. You have no obligation to comport felicitously with the poorly informed, the disingenuous, or the dim. Let them think what they will of you, and remain indifferent to the contempt with which they regard you. Their beliefs are none of your concern. Focus on understanding the world around you, your place in it, and your duties as a rational and decent human being. The rest is theater. Leave it to the actors.


6


Do not pretend to respect other persons either more or less than you actually do respect them. You owe no one a pretense of deference, and you owe everyone the deference that they have, by your own lights, earned. You should have nothing to do with sham collegiality or faux civility. Some persons are worthy of your contempt, and their behavior, as well as other outward indications of their character, is sufficient grounds for reasonable (though not perfectly reliable) assessment of their merit. If anyone demands that you “try to get along” with any person that you do not respect, then you have grounds for reconsidering your relations with the former individual (the one issuing the demand). Do not allow yourself to be pressed, bullied, or cajoled into relations that strike you as unhealthy or pointless.


7


Inevitability is double-edged sword. You may perceive that a particular change is both inevitable and not at all worthy of celebration. Indeed, the inevitable can be, and often is, quite repugnant. Faced with an unpleasant inevitability, you would do well to reconcile yourself to it, and reject despair, anger, and frustration concerning the matter. This is not tantamount to surrender. The inevitable is not necessarily bound to be permanent or even particularly long-lived. That too shall pass away. Endure it as best you can. Keep searching for an opportunity to make some change should the chance to do so arise. Do not insist upon this chance arising. Do not peg your contentment to this opportunity, but prepare yourself so that you can respond rationally if events offer you an opening. There is no excuse for failing to prepare for what you see coming. There is no excuse for allowing a valuable opportunity to pass, while you stand dumbly by. Perceive. Reason. Act.


8


You see your nation and its culture in precipitous decline. Both appear to be moribund and well beyond salvation. Certainly, both are well beyond the sphere of your direct control. Your will is impotent beyond the direction of your thoughts, your actions, and your decisions. What then will you do with your life, and your share of allotted time? Remember that you do not know how much that share will turn out to be. You also have no idea how long your nation, or Western culture at large, are likely to endure. These are “yours” only in the sense that you were born into them. They are not yours to control. You had no hand in creating either. Do not cling to a dying enterprise. Be prepared to jump before the vehicle goes over the cliff.


9


There appears to be relatively little time left. The time for what you had previously held dear has almost certainly elapsed. Your only rational option then is to alter your concerns, and to direct your attention inside. That which is beyond your will must be allowed to slip beyond your concern. It should not recede from your notice, but you must not tether your peace of mind to it. The world will have its way. The world, indeed, must have its way. It is not your place to grumble against the course of events. It is not your place to grumble at all. Adapt or take your place in the implosion.


10


To love others is noble, but to despair at their mortality and fragility is nothing but an invitation to needless suffering and impotent anxiety. Do not become overly hard-hearted, but do not deny your limitations with respect to your ability to secure the well-being of your loved ones. The world is brutal and pitiless. Do not insist upon the contrary. Everyone about whom you have ever cared is going to die. Some have passed on already. In fact, everyone, irrespective of any connection to you (or lack thereof), is bound to go “the way of all flesh.” Do not wish it to be otherwise. This is petulant childishness. Embrace mortality. What, after all, is the alternative?





Book II


1


Pity and sentimentality are of little if any use to you or to others. Surely, little is accomplished by commiseration among those beset by despair. Indeed, despair itself is of little value unless it prompts one to shed it and move forward in noble and rational fashion. Every moment of self-pity is a moment of diminution, a moment wasted, a moment spent in shame. Feeling sorry for yourself is a manifestation of irrationality and weakness. The world exists, you have an opportunity to draw breath and participate, and you dare to indulge in self-pity? If the challenge is too great, take to the exit! Otherwise, steel yourself and get to work. It is not your proper role to whimper. Leave that to the mongrels.


2


Do events disappoint you? If so, do you, therefore, blame the events? This is foolishness. Events unfold as they will, or as someone or something far more powerful than you directs them to unfold. Do not set yourself up as an adversary opposing the world, its evolution, or the passing scene. This is a futile and childish opposition. Your business is the governance of yourself and your will. The rest is, to be blunt, none of your business. The time is now. Help is not on the way. Here is the world as it is. Here you are. What do you intend to do about it? If you feel the slightest uncertainty about the matter, you have a lot of work to do.


3


Be mindful of the lessons you learn, and of the sources from which you learn them. Beware the tendency to focus on short-term benefits. Never sacrifice your integrity for any form of material gain. Do not degrade yourself. Remember also that no one else has the power to degrade you. More importantly (perhaps), beware the temptation to degrade yourself through the pursuit of ignoble goals, or the satisfaction of bestial impulses, at the expense of misused reason, atrophied virtue, and indifference to honor and decency. If you overvalue the lesser, you have learned nothing from the examples of Socrates, Epictetus, and Diogenes. This is worse than a shame.


4


No one is master of his own fate. No one is master of any domain beyond his own will and its sphere of direct influence. You possess the wherewithal, however, to increase mastery of yourself. Bend your will to that purpose. Focus your efforts on matters that respond to the exertion of your will. Do not attempt to change the weather. Adapt to its changes, and do not complain of heat, rain, or snow. This is not your business. Can you master your own mind? Can you learn to govern yourself in admirable fashion? Can you face any contingency with a full heart and steady hands? Let fate hurl at you what it will. Something, at some point, will break. Take care that it is not you.


5


Your detractors provide valuable lessons. Ask yourself if their criticisms are correct. If so, then improve yourself, and be grateful for their guidance. If, on the other hand, their criticisms are misguided, then recognize that their error is nothing to you. Let them persist in their misperceptions if they must. Should they change their minds and come to respect you, recognize that this is equally insignificant. Perhaps the praise will prove as well or ill-placed as the criticism. Perhaps both assessments will prove inapt and inaccurate. What of it? The wind blows, the people form beliefs, the river flows, and, in the end, the world swallows it all.


6


Kindness toward animals is an almost unalloyed good. It is soothing for you, it is pleasurable for the animal, and it is reassuring to those who may witness the kindness. You must, however, take care that you correctly distinguish the tame animal from that one that despises the touch of humankind. The latter is not likely to return your affection. You need not pet every snake and porcupine you encounter. A skunk is not entitled to an embrace, and a lion has no desire to sit content in your lap. Kindness within reason is a virtue. Pathological, indiscriminate kindness is a recipe for personal disaster and cultural extinction. Do not gleefully participate in your own destruction.


7


Do not make excuses. This is an ignoble habit, and you diminish yourself with each new excuse you offer. Even a “good” excuse, even offered in sincerity, contributes to the decline of your character. Bear the consequences of your actions, and the disapprobation that generally ensues, in the manner of a rational adult in possession of your faculties. Embrace the fair and the unfair criticisms alike. Do not complain about either. A complaint is indistinguishable, in the only analysis that matters, from a dog’s bark, or the bleating of the sheep. Making an unpleasant sound with your face is hardly a method of ennobling your soul or your character. Can you manage no better?
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