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“States will never be happy until rulers become philosophers or philosophers become rulers.”

― Plato, The Republic



No matter how many books I read or listen to, Meditations by Marcus Aurelius will always have a special place, both in my library and in my heart. After all, as modern Stoic Ryan Holiday puts it, “Meditations is perhaps the only document of its kind ever made.”

Meditations is a collection of private thoughts of the great Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius — the world’s most powerful man during his time — who reflected daily on the essential tenets of philosophy by writing personal notes to himself. In this way, he persuaded himself every night to stay on the right path by repeating to himself his observations and the lessons he learned touching the core principles and beliefs of Stoic philosophy. These spiritual reminders helped him deal with whatever challenge or obstacle came his way with humility, wisdom, courage, empathy, righteousness, self-control, fortitude, and generosity. 

So, let’s take a step back and understand who Marcus Aurelius truly was?

Born in 121 AD and educated extensively in rhetoric and philosophy by his teachers, Marcus Aurelius succeeded his adoptive father Antoninus Pius as Emperor of Rome in 161 AD and reigned for nearly two decades until his death in 180. Along with being the most famous proponent of Stoicism, Marcus was also one of the most remarkable leaders throughout history, someone we can all draw inspiration from. 

Machiavelli considered the time of rule under Marcus Aurelius “golden time” and him the last of the “Five Good Emperors.” Machiavelli also identified Marcus as “unassuming, a lover of justice, hater of cruelty, sympathetic and kind.” Essayist Matthew Arnold recognized Marcus as “a man who held the highest and most powerful station in the world—and the universal verdict of the people around him was that he proved himself worthy of it.”

Despite his privileges as an Emperor, Marcus Aurelius’ reign was difficult, to say the least, as he encountered one tragedy after another: wars with the Parthian Empire, attacks by the barbarian tribes on the northern border, the rise of Christianity as well as the infamous plague that left numerous people dead. 

Marcus nonetheless faced these unprecedented challenges head-on, with total Stoic equanimity and endurance. The Roman historian Cassius Dio therefore concluded:

“[Marcus Aurelius] did not meet with the good fortune that he deserved, for he was not strong in body and was involved in a multitude of troubles throughout practically his entire reign. But for my part, I admire him all the more for this very reason, that amid unusual and extraordinary difficulties he both survived himself and preserved the empire.”

This is why Marcus is such an exemplary figure and someone we can look up to whenever we find ourselves dealing with a crisis or catastrophe. 

Marcus was not only an emperor, but also a philosopher who based his ideas on the traditions of Stoicism, an ancient school of thought that honored the three disciplines — perception, action, and will — to live a joyful and meaningful life. As he faced innumerable challenges during his rule, particularly while he directed military campaigns, Marcus wrote down his personal reflections on Stoicism in twelve books of his private journals (this is estimated to have occurred between 170 and 180 AD). These writings later became known as Meditations, one of the most influential self-help books of all time and a cornerstone classic of Stoic philosophy.  

Like any other journal, the aim of Meditations was personal clarity, not public interest. And it’s ironic that these writings that were originally never intended to have an audience, have become so popular and special amongst countless philosophy enthusiasts. In fact, the original title of this collection of writings (Ta eis heauton) roughly translates as To Himself. 

Marcus was simply writing down key Stoic principles and exercises, just like a person repeats mantras and hymns, so that he could remember and practice these insights as he faced the challenges of being an emperor and leader. 

Meditations, in essence, is a book of random short sayings, ranging from a sentence or two to multiple paragraphs. Even though it’s not organized by any particular subjects or themes, we can observe certain concepts popping up again and again as we read the book, indicating the ideas that Marcus found to be most helpful for him. And so, just like the wise emperor, we too can ponder upon these timeless ideas and employ them in our everyday lives to navigate the challenges that come our way.
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