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The Enchiridion
by Epictetus (c.55-135 CE)

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.

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.

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.

Men are disturbed, not by things, but by the principles and notions which they
form concerning things. Death, for instance, is not terrible, else it would have
appeared so to Socrates. But the terror consists in our notion of death that it is
terrible.

Don’t demand that things happen as you wish, but wish that they happen as
they do happen, and you will go on well.

Begin therefore from little things. Is a little oil spilt? A little wine stolen? Say
to yourself, “This is the price paid for apathy, for tranquillity, and nothing is
to be had for nothing.” When you call your servant, it is possible that he may
not come; or, if he does, he may not do what you want. But he is by no means
of such importance that it should be in his power to give you any disturbance.

If you wish your children, and your wife, and your friends to live for ever,
you are stupid; for you wish to be in control of things which you cannot, you
wish for things that belong to others to be your own. So likewise, if you wish
your servant to be without fault, you are a fool; for you wish vice not to be
vice, but something else. But, if you wish to have your desires
undisappointed, this is in your own control

Remember that you must behave in life as at a dinner party. Is anything
brought around to you? Put out your hand and take your share with
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moderation. Does it pass by you? Don’t stop it. Is it not yet come? Don’t
stretch your desire towards it, but wait till it reaches you. Do this with regard
to children, to a wife, to public posts, to riches, and you will eventually be a
worthy partner of the feasts of the gods.

Remember that you are an actor in a drama, of such a kind as the author
pleases to make it. If short, of a short one; if long, of a long one. If it is his
pleasure you should act a poor man, a cripple, a governor, or a private person,
see that you act it naturally. For this is your business, to act well the character
assigned you; to choose it is another’s.

Let death and exile, and all other things which appear terrible be daily before
your eyes, but chiefly death, and you win never entertain any abject thought,
nor too eagerly covet anything.

If a person gave your body to any stranger he met on his way, you would
certainly be angry. And do you feel no shame in handing over your own mind
to be confused and mystified by anyone who happens to verbally attack you?

Immediately prescribe some character and form of conduct to yourself, which
you may keep both alone and in company.

Upon all occasions we ought to have these maxims ready at hand:

“Conduct me, Jove, and you, O Destiny,
Wherever your decrees have fixed my station.” [Cleanthes]

“I follow cheerfully; and, did I not,

Wicked and wretched, I must follow still

Whoever yields properly to Fate, is deemed

Wise among men, and knows the laws of heaven.” [Euripides, Fragment
965]

And this third:

“Q Crito, if it thus pleases the gods, thus let it be. Anytus and Melitus may
kill me indeed, but hurt me they cannot.” [Plato’s Crito and Apology]

* * *



