13 Illustrated Ways Stoicism Helps
with Everyday Life

1. Other-ize

Someone else’s mother died  we say, “This is part of life.” “Life goes on.”
Our mother dies  we say, “Poor me, this is a catastrophe!” “Why did this happen to me?”
It is far easier to look at something objectively and to maintain equanimity when little inconveniences, or
even disasters, happen to others rather than to ourselves.
But why? What makes us think that we are the universe’s special darling that is so much more important
than others?
Wouldn’t it be better if we could react similarly when something afflicts us? We are not special. What
happened to us has happened to many people before and will happen to many in the future.
The universe doesn’t treat us any differently than others, it is not after us. Things happen to us in the
normal order of things. Knowing this can give us comfort.

Action: When something “bad” happens to you, think about it as it has happened to someone else 
other-ize what happens.

2. Remind Yourself of the Impermanence of Things

We don’t truly own things. Your car can be stolen. Your house can burn down. You can lose your hair,
even your body.
Don’t get attached to things, they do ultimately not matter. Your favorite t-shirt? A piece of wool…
The Stoics go a step further. They say, don’t even get too attached to your loved ones. Epictetus said,
“When giving your child or wife a kiss, repeat to yourself, ‘I am kissing a mortal.’”
Life is ephemeral, and people we care about may be snatched from us suddenly and without warning.
Also, you yourself are mortal. You could die tomorrow.
Remind yourself how precious life is here and now, and how precious your loved ones are, because they
may soon be gone. Appreciate what you’ve got and remind yourself of the impermanence of things.

Action: Take a second to meditate on your own mortality. Life on earth is limited, it is only borrowed
and you don’t know when you have to return it. Make the best use of it and always remember, “You are
mortal, your loved ones are mortal.”

3. Take the View From Above

If you are troubled about something, try this exercise.
We often get in unnecessary trouble because of our imagination. We screw up and forget that this is not
such a big thing compared to our whole life. We focus on something and think this is really important,
but it is never as important as it seems while we are thinking about it.
That’s when perspective can be truly helpful. Take the view from above. Imagine you’re up in the sky and
see yourself as a tiny dot in a small house, in a small city, in a still small country compared to the whole
planet. And the whole planet is tiny compared to the universe.
Your problems cannot be such a big thing in the grand theme of your life. From above things seem more
trivial, which helps you to see it with indifference and that everything is fleeting. Look at what problems
single people are concerned about.
John has a headache and is very much concerned about this. On the other end of the world people are
run over by a Tsunami, and in yet another place people get into bomb explosions.
That headache looks like a joke from above. Like most other troubles we concern ourselves with.

Action: Imagine leaving your body and rising higher upwards the sky and looking down on yourself and
the things around you. Go higher and higher and look at your city, your country, your continent, and
finally our planet. Recall that your body lives down there…

4. Forgive the Wrongs of Others

How often do you get annoyed by other people?
For me, this is quite often the case. But it is not helpful, because you are annoyed and the other does not
give a shit. He doesn’t even realize that you are annoyed by him. And most certainly, he did not do
wrong on purpose.
People don’t err on purpose. They don’t know any better. Everybody is fighting his own fight and trying
to do what he thinks is best for him. They don’t know that their actions harm themselves first and
foremost. They do not know what is truly the right thing to do.
Marcus Aurelius said, “Whoever does wrong, does wrong to himself; whoever does injustice, does
injustice to himself, making himself evil.”
We should pity those who don’t see yet the bigger picture. And love them from the bottom of our
hearts. We must be the better example, how else should they learn?
Do the right thing for yourself so that you are better than them. So that you live the Good Life. By getting
annoyed by other people we only punish ourselves. Try to do your best and know that they don’t err on
purpose.

Action: Before you judge other people too quickly, remind yourself of two things: 1. “Have I myself ever
done something that could have been interpreted as mean, selfish, or annoying?” 2. “He does not know
any better, what reaction would be the perfect example?”

5. Is This the Condition that I so Feared?

This is an exercise from Seneca.
That’s the idea: You set aside a certain number of days when you go with little and cheap food, dress in
shabby clothes, and ask yourself whether that’s what you so feared.
Alternatively, spend a night sleeping on the floor, fast for 24 hours, take a cold shower.
We take things for granted. A cozy bed. Enough food. Hot water. If you choose to go without those
things just for a few days, you will appreciate them much more later. You will savor them.
The idea is threefold. 1. We should appreciate our life more and don’t take everything for granted. 2. We
should not be afraid of losing everything. It will still be okay. We can live with less, it’s not that bad. 3.
We should strive for moderation. Own less, be freer.

Action: Deprive yourself of something for a little while (e.g. 3 days without your morning coffee, 1 week
without hot showers, 6 months without buying new clothes, get rid of half your clothes, etc.) and then
savor the hell out of it when you do it again.

6. Speak Little, Speak Well, Don’t Gossip, and Listen Instead

Silence is the Stoic’s friend.
Epictetus said we should only speak if necessary and not about common-place stuff. “Above all don’t
gossip about people, praising, blaming or comparing them.”
Look, indulging in gossip and judging people who are not even present is simply not a virtuous thing to
do.
And don’t talk too much about yourself. Everybody talks mainly about themselves, so you might better
listen and be of help rather than talking about your night out.
Ask yourself, do you want to hear people going on and on about themselves? No. Except maybe if it’s a
comedian.

Action: Observe yourself and others in conversations. Do you see how everybody is trying to connect
what’s being said with themselves? Don’t speak too much, try to listen and support others. Make them
feel good.

7. What Is the Worst that Could Happen?

When you set out to do something, ask yourself, “What is the worst that could happen?”
That’s classic for Stoicism and it’s one of its main ideas: To prepare for shit to happen and still be able to
take it with calm and choose the smartest possible response.
Many people have some sort of plan and when something happens that is not according to that plan,
they have a good old emotional freak out. Now, this is not very helpful and can be prevented.
Just prepare for bad stuff to happen. Visualize that your car will break done on your way to the
important job interview. And if it happens, you’ll be able to take it much better. It will still suck, but you
won’t freak out.
We don’t want the worst to happen, but we want to be prepared if it happens. If you have imagined an
inconvenient situation before it happens, you’ll be able to take it much better and stay calmer and thus
be able to make the best of it.
You only get devastated if you have not seen that coming…

Action: What are you planning to do in the next days? Visualize what could go wrong and decide on a
smart response. What if… then I will…

8. How Can I Use Virtue Here and Now?

Here’s one of the best Stoic writings I have encountered so far. By Epictetus:
“For every challenge, remember the resources you have within you to cope with it. Provoked by the sight
of a handsome man or a beautiful woman, you will discover within you the contrary power of selfrestraint. Faced with pain, you will discover the power of endurance. If you are insulted, you will discover
patience. In time, you will grow to be confident that there is not a single impression that you will not
have the moral means to tolerate.”
Brilliant!
You can use any situation, every challenge, as a way to exercise virtue and to become a better person.
You just need to constantly apply virtue and reason.
The idea is so simple (not easy though). With everything that happens, you can exercise virtue. That’s the
least you can do. That’s an easy way to accept everything that happens graciously, because you can take
at least something good from it, namely the practice of virtue.
You can go a step further than accepting everything that happens by loving everything that happens.
That’s called ‘amor fati’. Everything happens specifically for you. And you get to enjoy it.

Action: When you face a difficult situation, ask yourself, “What is my best response here?” “How can I
apply reason and virtue here and now?”

9. Test Your Impressions (Think Before You Act)

How often have you reacted automatically to some situation just out of your first impression?
Just think about how often people get pissed off at other drivers when driving. People swear, show
fingers, and get highly pissed off at other drivers. Just out of emotion. We have the impression that the
other driver is a jerk and baam, decided.
But we don’t know.
Maybe it was our right to drive, but maybe his son is dying on the passenger seat, maybe his car will get
kidnapped instead of ours, maybe he did just not pay full attention. And maybe you have done
something similar in the past.
Most of the time nothing really bad has happened.
So calm down, take a deep breath, and resist the impulse to react immediately. We do not want to
respond impulsively to impressions, so take a moment and ask yourself, “I’m getting angry… Does this
make sense? What exactly happened?”
Epictetus says we should ask whether it is up to us or not, and if not, then we should say, “Then it’s none
of my concern.”
There’s no reason in reacting emotionally to something we can’t do anything about. It is not under our
control, only our reaction is. So choose the best reaction possible and move on. In many cases the best
reaction is no reaction.

Action: Test your first impressions. If they are unhelpful, then choose a smarter response. Maybe you
don’t need to react at all. Oftentimes we react to trifles. This is not necessary and we can cut it out.

10.

Add the ‘Reserve Clause’ to Your Actions

We only control our own thoughts and actions. Everything else is not under our direct control.
This is the reason why the Stoics often added a reserve clause to their actions.
The idea: You have a goal in mind and do your best to achieve this goal. But all is not under your control,
therefore you add a reserve clause such as “God willing,” “fate permitting,” “if nothing prevents me” to
the action.
Seneca described it as follows, “I want to do such and such, as long as nothing happens which may
present an obstacle to my decision.”
This gives you peace over whatever the outcome will be. Because you know it’s not entirely under your
control. A wise person does not confuse his aspirations with how the universe will go.
“I will sail across the ocean, if nothing prevents me.”
“Tomorrow, I will go to the beach, fate permitting.”
“You should receive my letter by Thursday, God willing.”
This requires that you give your best for all that’s under your control, and then accept whatever happens
that’s not under your control. You know that the ultimate outcome is beyond your control.

Action: What is something you plan to do but the outcome is not entirely up to you? Use the reserve
clause. For example when you leave the house, tell your mother, “See you later, fate permitting.” She
won’t be happy with that, but it’s good training for you.

11.

Reflect on Your Day

This is simple yet very effective.
You might call it journaling. The idea is to reflect on your day.
What good did you do today?
What could you do better?
And how could you be the best version of yourself?
That’s a version I read about lately. The good, better, best reflection. This is great because you need to
go over the things you already did good. This is motivating and strengthening your being good muscles.
The most effective is probably to write things down. But it’s not a necessity. Personally, I write down my
goals and implementation intentions (If… then… sentences) for the next day. That’s a small habit that’s
easy to keep up with. Therefore I do not write down my reflections of the day at the moment.
I go quickly through my day almost every night. Just in my head. And its effects are immense. I am more
aware throughout the day and I detect very soon when I don’t act like I think was best. This is basically
an awareness tool.

Action: Commit to the good, better, best reflection for one work week. Take 5 minutes each night
before you go to bed and ask yourself these 3 simple questions (see above). This exercise alone can do
you a massive favor in terms of personal development.

12.

Have a Role Model in Mind

The Stoics used the Stoic Sage as a role model.
The Sage is a hypothetical ideal, he is the perfectly good and wise human being.
Now, don’t worry, you will never be perfect in that sense. And you don’t need to be. However, it’s been
proven to be beneficial to have a person in mind we want to impress or imitate. It’s not about the
imitation, because you are unique and should not try to be like another person. But we can learn from
other people.
In difficult situations, ask yourself:
“What would the Sage do?”
“What would the perfect daddy do?”
“What would LeBron James do?”
“What would Batman do?”
If you have some role model in mind, great! Imagine that he is watching and observing you and you want
to be as good as possible. This role model game is not really about the role models but about bringing
awareness into the situation. Because deep within yourself you know what’s the best thing to do.

Action: Bring awareness into everyday situations and ask what your role model would do. Or ask what
the perfect dad, mum, brother, friend, husband, lover, sports man would do.

13.

Think of Yourself As Dead

What!?!
This is from Marcus Aurelius: “Think of yourself as dead. You have lived your life. Now take what’s left
and live it properly.”
This can be interpreted differently. It could be a negative visualization about the worst that could
happen, which is death. It could mean to forget all that happened before and live only in the here and
now. Don’t worry about the past and make the best of today. Today is all you have. Appreciate it and
make the best of it.
I think it’s a great tool to not making any random choices and actions. It helps you focus on the truly
important. So that you don’t waste time on trifles but only on essentials.
Make the best use of your time. And this is not in the #YOLO sense. Blackjack and hookers are not the
best use of your time. You have a job. Your job is to be good person, to try your best, and to live a life of
reason and virtue.
It does not matter what shit you have done before. Life is new now. You cannot undo what you have
done, but you still have time to be the best person possible.

Action: You died last night and are now given a second chance on earth. Make two lists: 1. What are
the most important things in your life? 2. What do you actually spend your time with? Compare the lists
and choose one thing you will optimize in the next days.

THANKS FOR READING

Hope you enjoyed it.
Now it’s about time to try some of those strategies.
Or head back to the blog  www.njlifehacks.com/blog

