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Introduction





  The Enchiridion (or Handbook) of Epictetus is something like an abridged version of the much longer Discourses of Epictetus, and it was compiled by one of his students, Flavius Arrian, and thereby preserved for posterity. The Handbook presents the most crucial and central elements of Stoic philosophy, culled from the longer Discourses, and explained through the various lectures that Epictetus delivered to his students, and also by way of dialogues and other forms of interaction between the Stoic wise man and those whom he taught at his school in Nicopolis in northwestern Greece. A case can be made that Epictetus is both the wisest and most influential of the great Roman Stoic philosophers. His popularity in his own time arguably rivaled that of Plato in the years following the execution of Socrates. A lot of the content of The Meditations of Marcus Aurelius recapitulates, more or less, the content of Epictetus’ Discourses. So, Epictetus was absolutely indispensable to the development and dissemination of Stoic philosophy throughout the Greco-Roman world, and also to our access to the wisdom of the Stoics and our ability to apply that wisdom to our lives in the contemporary world.




  It is very difficult to argue that any of the Roman Stoics rose from humbler beginnings than did Epictetus. He was, after all, born into slavery. His owner, by most accounts, had him repeatedly tortured. The favored method was, evidently, twisting Epictetus’ leg until one or more bones snapped. This punishment was, according to most accounts, imposed upon the budding Stoic philosopher sufficiently often that his foot, or perhaps his entire leg, pointed backward. So, Epictetus was not only born as a piece of property to be dispensed with as his owner saw fit, he was also physically crippled for the rest of his life due to repeated instances of torture. There is, however, no record of Epictetus ever complaining about these conditions of his early life, and he insisted that lameness is merely a condition of the leg, and proved to be no detriment to the will or the faculty of reason. If Epictetus could live a noble, honorable, and enormously impactful life in the ancient Greco-Roman world, into which he emerged as a slave and was crippled relatively early in life, then you can certainly manage a noble and honorable life as well, can you not? You can, at the very least, try your best to do so.




  The purpose of the book that you are holding is to explain the content of Epictetus’ Enchiridion in a way that will make it accessible to contemporary readers, and there is also an attempt to demonstrate how the lessons that Epictetus offered are still applicable to modern circumstances and contemporary problems with which we are all presented on a fairly regular basis. The text of this book includes elaborations upon the text of the Enchiridion. Hopefully, these elaborations are consistent with the spirit of the original text.




  The book you are reading is not about Epictetus or about his life and exploits. It is about his conception of Stoicism and its various applications to the human condition (and some of the longer entries in the Enchiridion are separated into several subsections for the purpose of more fine-grained explanation). Stoicism, the author contends, is every bit as useful and beneficial in the 21st Century as it was in the ancient Greco-Roman world. The human condition, in and of itself, has not changed a great deal over the last couple of millennia. Technology has improved and evolved by leaps and bounds, but human beings are much the same as they were in Epictetus’ day. The world is still very large and powerful, humans are comparatively very small and powerless to resist the forces of nature, and every human being is born, lives for a little while (none of us knows how long we get to live), and every person who gets to live, also gets to drop dead at the end of life on this planet. Between being born and dropping dead, we try to figure out how to live these lives that we have been granted. The wisdom of Epictetus is, the author of this book contends, an enormously helpful guide to the art and practice of living well and cultivating virtue.




  Some of the members of the Roman Legions are said to have carried Epictetus’ Handbook with them when they marched on military campaigns and before they headed into battle. Presumably, they derived some form of comfort or strengthened fortitude from delving into the Stoic worldview and adopting the corresponding mindset. They could not, after all, control what they were ordered to do, where the campaign might take them, or the very real possibility of death, dismemberment, or permanent disability that might result from battle or other rigors of the military life at that stage of history. Stoic philosophy taught them, as it teaches us today, that the individual can only control his own will, his own attitude, his own behavior (insofar as the body cooperates), and his pursuit of virtues such as courage and self-discipline. All conditions that are external to the mind, the will, or the deliberative faculty of the individual are “indifferent” as they cannot be controlled and, thus, do not contribute to (or detract from) the character of the individual. Stoicism holds that only you can turn yourself into a morally decent human being, and only you can debase yourself through indiscipline, vice, or irrationality that degrades your character. If you focus your mind, your efforts, and your energy on becoming as wise and as virtuous a person as you are able, then you will live a better, nobler life and you can approach nearer to the Stoic ideal of eudaimonia (a flourishing life lived virtuously—and not mere transient “happiness”). If you are a rational person, then you will pursue the flourishing life directed by reason in a diligent effort to attain wisdom and decency. Beyond this, the rest of the external world is to be embraced with gratitude as the events therein are beyond the control of your will and not, therefore, “up to you.”




  The common person looks to external events for satisfaction, happiness, comfort, and the fulfillment of other desires. This strategy is unwise and rarely successful. Allowing your contentment to be contingent upon conditions beyond your control virtually guarantees that you will experience frustration, anger, and disappointment on a regular basis. Nonetheless, this is the way that most people live their lives. They insist that events must unfold thus-and-so, or they simply cannot be serene or at ease in the world. This is a formula for emotional disaster. Everyone that you have ever loved is going to die, as are you. Perhaps there is life after death, and perhaps there is not, but bodily death is pretty clearly real. If you insist that your loved ones must not die, must not suffer, and must remain with you forever, then you insist upon the impossible. Your misery is thereby secured. A strategy that assures misery is, at least to that extent, a poorly conceived strategy for managing your life, your mental states, or your emotions, and it is very difficult to imagine that such a strategy will produce lasting contentment or peace of mind.




  In this book, you will find the wisdom of Epictetus, translated by Elizabeth Carter in the 18th Century, and you will find an attempt to update the application of the lessons Epictetus offered, so that you can utilize them to improve your life in the contemporary world. The author hopes that this is a useful service, and that reading this book will improve your ability to manage your psychological and emotional states. Read on and judge for yourself. The author wishes you well and thanks you for reading this book.











  
The Handbook (Enchiridion) of Epictetus





  




  1-a. Some things are in our control and others not. Things in our control are opinion, pursuit, desire, aversion, and, in a word, whatever are our own actions. Things not in our control are body, property, reputation, command, and, in one word, whatever are not our own actions.




  You have no control over any events other than those that you can direct by the exertion of your own will, your own faculty of deliberation and choice, with no assistance or mediation involving the world external to your will. This is the single most fundamental lesson from Epictetus and his elaboration of Stoic philosophy. If you fail to understand the very limited sphere over which you exert direct control, you will make no progress toward understanding the human condition, and you will suffer the lot of the common, unenlightened human being struggling, and failing, to find peace, serenity, equanimity, and a flourishing, well-lived life. You will waste a great deal of time and energy trying to change conditions that you cannot change, and you will fail to direct adequate time and vitality to the conditions that you could change if only you made the attempt with diligence and vigor. If you are uncertain whether some condition or event lies within your power, there is a simple test that you can use to distinguish the one type of condition from the other. Simply decide that the desired event will occur, or decide that the undesired event will not take place. Observe carefully. When you decided to cause the event to happen, did it? If not, that event is not within your control, at least not at present. When you decided that a particular condition would not come to pass, did your decision prevent the condition from arising? If not, that condition is also not up to you. Decide, for example, that you will grow another six inches taller than you are, and that you will do so right now. How did that go? As you see, even your body is not really yours to control. Age, damage, illness, and death occur whether you consent to these conditions or not. It is, therefore, unwise to obsess about conditions and events that lie beyond your control, and you ought to recognize that your time, energy, and effort is better directed at the few things that you can control by developing mental and moral discipline.




  1-b. The things in our control are by nature free, unrestrained, unhindered; but those not in our control are weak, slavish, restrained, belonging to others. Remember, then, that if you suppose that things which are slavish by nature are also free, and that what belongs to others is your own, then you will be hindered. You will lament, you will be disturbed, and you will find fault both with gods and men. But if you suppose that only to be your own which is your own, and what belongs to others such as it really is, then no one will ever compel you or restrain you. Further, you will find fault with no one or accuse no one. You will do nothing against your will. No one will hurt you, you will have no enemies, and you will not be harmed.




  You invite and ensure psychological and emotional suffering when you insist upon controlling events and affairs that are not yours to control. If you allow your peace of mind to depend upon events in the external world unfolding in some manner that is not “in the cards,” so to speak, then your frustration, anger and despair are bound to ensue. You will find yourself blaming other people, or fate, or God, or happenstance for your misery, but you will have imposed your misery upon yourself. Had you remained emotionally detached from events that lie beyond the control of your own will, you would not have had any cause to lament conditions of reality as they stand or as they will unfold. You cannot be harmed by anyone other than yourself. You can, of course, be physically injured, killed, and tortured by other people. You can, obviously, lose money, or your job, or your house, or your family. These events do not, however, constitute harm to your will, or to your character. None of those events can degrade you or cause you to become a morally diminished being. You can abase yourself through immoral or irrational conduct, but no one else can force you to do so. If you make an immoral person of yourself, therefore, you have only yourself to blame. Do not forget that you have the capacity to ennoble yourself as well. If you devote yourself to the project of making yourself a better and wiser person, you are not going to have the inclination to regard other persons as enemies, as they cannot do you any real harm, and you will live untroubled by the words and deeds of persons other than yourself.




  1-c. Aiming therefore at such great things, remember that you must not allow yourself to be carried, even with a slight tendency, towards the attainment of lesser things. Instead, you must entirely quit some things and for the present postpone the rest. But if you would both have these great things, along with power and riches, then you will not gain even the latter, because you aim at the former too: but you will absolutely fail of the former, by which alone happiness and freedom are achieved.




  If you wish to improve your character, to attain greater wisdom than you possess right now, and to become a more virtuous person, then you must learn to disregard the impulse to pursue base attainments such as wealth, power, or fame. Allowing your contentment to attach to and depend upon such conditions is both unwise and unhealthy. Wealth, power, and fame will never make you a morally better person or a wiser individual than you are without them. The pursuit of “lesser things,” such as material gain, is also very likely to lead you into immoral behavior and compromises of your decency. Thieves, for example, desire money and property to which they have neither any moral nor legal right. If you aim to become an honorable person, then you cannot also divert much of your time and effort to becoming rich and powerful. All of the energy you spend on the latter pursuits is energy that you cannot direct at self-improvement and enhancing your understanding of the world, your place in it, and the proper way to go about becoming a wiser and more virtuous human being. You will simply enslave yourself to the mechanisms of becoming wealthy, powerful, and famous. There is nothing honorable about that. You will deprive yourself of the freedom that comes only from self-rectification and moral self-discipline. Even if you gain material advantages or benefits, then you must realize that you will be stripped of them either during this life or at its end. You cannot, as the saying goes, “take it with you.” Where is the wisdom in pursuing wealth at the expense of virtue? Even if you manage to acquire the wealth, how will you use your money if you have not acquired wisdom and virtue? A vicious scoundrel does not make the world a better place and, in fact, does not even make himself a better person. His is a lowly, though wealthy, existence.




  1-d. Work, therefore to be able to say to every harsh appearance, “You are but an appearance, and not absolutely the thing you appear to be.” And then examine it by those rules which you have, and first, and chiefly, by this: whether it concerns the things which are in our own control, or those which are not; and, if it concerns anything not in our control, be prepared to say that it is nothing to you.




  With assiduous practice and the diligent and gradual development and enhancement of your mental discipline, you can learn to distinguish between mere appearances and objective reality, and you can also develop the ability to resist the impulse to regard events as catastrophic or terrible just because most people regard them as awful, or just because the occurrence involves damage to a person, place, or thing with which you are associated or to which you have some misguided emotional attachment. If, for example, you lose your job, the initial temptation may be to react with anger, indignation, or despair, but, upon carefully reasoned analysis, you will realize that your job is not yours to control, and your superiors at work have the ability to terminate your employment any time that they decide that you are no longer welcome as an employee. The dispensation of the terms of your employment is not within your control, and even the most diligent employee can be fired with or without just cause. The company can go bankrupt. Corrupt management can hollow it out and destroy all the jobs dependent upon it. If you realize that you have become ill, you need not add emotional disturbance about your ailment to the viral or bacterial infection and physiological consequences thereof. Illness and injury are not pleasant, but nothing about either type of condition compels you to become despondent about what is happening to your body. The same may be said of old age, alterations to your appearance, and other inevitable frailties of human embodiment. Your attitude about the condition of your body is entirely within your control, though the actual condition of it is not. The mind is yours to control, but not the body. Let the appearances associated with your body, your surrounding environment, and all other conditions that lie beyond your control serve as data and information about the world, but do not allow such appearances to trouble you or impair your equanimity.




  2. Remember that following desire promises the attainment of that of which you are desirous; and aversion promises the avoiding that to which you are averse. However, he who fails to obtain the object of his desire is disappointed, and he who incurs the object of his aversion wretched. If, then, you confine your aversion to those objects only which are contrary to the natural use of your faculties, which you have in your own control, you will never incur anything to which you are averse. But if you are averse to sickness, or death, or poverty, you will be wretched. Remove aversion, then, from all things that are not in our control, and transfer it to things contrary to the nature of what is in our control. But, for the present, totally suppress desire: for, if you desire any of the things which are not in your own control, you must necessarily be disappointed; and of those which are, and which it would be laudable to desire, nothing is yet in your possession. Use only the appropriate actions of pursuit and avoidance; and even these lightly, and with gentleness and reservation.




  If you choose to pursue a desire, then you must be prepared for the possibility that you will fail to attain what you desire, or for the possibility that you will attain what you desire, and then you will find that you are disappointed by the experience. If you form aversions to certain kinds of experiences, then you may very well incur the experience to which you are averse, and then you will be dissatisfied or frustrated because of your aversion. If you are averse to death, then you will incur that aversion. You can insulate yourself from disappointment and dissatisfaction only by restricting your desires and aversions to conditions that you can bring into being through the exertion of your will, and events that you can prevent simply by deciding that the events will not occur. Clearly the only events and conditions that you can control are those that are subject to no power other than your will and your capacity to make decisions. If you are averse to lying, do not lie. In this way, you can only incur your aversion if you fail to discipline yourself to avoid telling lies. There is no one else to blame if you suffer from such a failure. Who has the power to turn you into a liar? When you first begin to practice Stoicism, perhaps it is best to relinquish all desire and aversion, as best you are able, otherwise you are bound to be frustrated in one fashion or another. Gradually, you will find that you can safely attune your desires and aversions in rational and virtuous fashion, but this will take assiduous practice and effort.




  3. With regard to whatever objects give you delight, are useful, or are deeply loved, remember to tell yourself of what general nature they are, beginning from the most insignificant things. If, for example, you are fond of a specific ceramic cup, remind yourself that it is only ceramic cups in general of which you are fond. Then, if it breaks, you will not be disturbed. If you kiss your child, or your wife, say that you only kiss things which are human, and thus you will not be disturbed if either of them dies.




  Remember that when it comes to all the things to which you allow yourself to become emotionally attached, that external objects, conditions, and even human beings, are all fragile, ephemeral, and subject to change and destruction. Nothing in the material world lasts forever. If you have some favorite possessions, then you should understand that you cannot and will not possess them forever. Physical objects can be lost, broken, or stolen, and you will be separated from them either before you die or when you die. This lesson also applies to the people whom you love and care for the most. Your spouse, your siblings, your parents, and your children, no matter how dearly you love them, are only mortals, just as you are only a mortal, and all persons are subject to illness, injury, imprisonment, mistreatment and death. Remind yourself as often as is necessary that loving another human being, while it is a noble and healthy element of a well-lived life, does not prevent the eventuality that your beloved will be separated from you, will suffer in various ways, and will, inevitably, go “the way of all flesh,” and end up as dead as all other people who have lived and died. There is nothing you can do about that fact that all human beings are both frail and mortal. Insisting that your loved ones must not suffer and die guarantees that you will despair. So, do not insist upon the impossible if you wish to avoid needless suffering. You really should not insist upon anything at all apart from your own mental states and the proper governance of your own behavior. Perhaps it is advisable to consider everything that you own, every condition of your life, and every facet of your circumstances, and take a moment to remind yourself that “this too shall pass away.” Everything does, after all.




  4. When you are going about any action, remind yourself what nature the action is. If you are going to bathe, picture to yourself the things which usually happen in the bath: some people splash the water, some push, some use abusive language, and others steal. Thus you will more safely go about this action if you say to yourself, “I will now go bathe, and keep my own mind in a state conformable to nature.” And in the same manner with regard to every other action. For thus, if any hindrance arises in bathing, you will have it ready to say, “It was not only to bathe that I desired, but to keep my mind in a state conformable to nature; and I will not keep it if I am bothered at things that happen.”




  Maintain a “reserve clause” when you set about any endeavor that you choose to undertake. Recognize that the external world may not permit you to do what you intend to do, and be aware that events may turn out differently than you had anticipated, or in a way that proves to be incompatible with your plans coming to fruition. If, for example, you plan to go to the movies, remind yourself that your car could break down, the tickets could be sold out, the projection equipment could malfunction, and many other events could forestall your intention to see the movie you have chosen. Even if you successfully make it into the theater, and there are not any technological malfunctions, there may be people who talk loudly during the film, or someone may throw popcorn, or you may find yourself seated next to someone suffering a coughing fit. Tell yourself that you will see the movie, provided that circumstances permit you to do so. Admonish yourself to remain patient if things do not quite go according to plan, and resist the urge to become angry or frustrated at other moviegoers who behave in a manner that is inconsistent with your goals. Keep your cool even if things go “awry” in the sense that events deviate from your expectations. Also, learn to manage your expectations in a more rationally governed fashion. What gives you the right to expect anything to transpire as you choose, apart from your own thoughts and conduct? Whatever you aim to do, you should aim to do it and to maintain your equanimity and your dignity. Do not trade away your peace of mind for the sake of getting out and about.
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