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PREFACE



Marcus Aurelius’s Meditations is high on the list of the most famous and widely read works of philosophy in the world. It has often been translated into English, but the Greek in which Marcus wrote is frequently so difficult that there is always room for another version. The justification of this book, however, is not just an improved translation but an increased degree of annotation. The intention of the Introduction and the notes is that they should deepen anyone’s understanding of Marcus’s work while falling short of hardcore philosophical commentary. The Introduction covers general issues that illuminate the book as a whole, and I wrote notes wherever I felt that Marcus’s meaning would not be immediately clear to at least some readers. So the notes serve, as it were, the short-term function of explaining passages as they are read, whereas the Introduction has a more general purpose.


Stoicism, an ancient philosophical system, has been rediscovered in recent years, and many thousands of people around the world consider themselves Stoics and try to put it into practice. My acquaintance with this Modern Stoicism is minimal, and I have deliberately kept it so because I want to try to understand Marcus on his own terms and in his own day. But Meditations is a core text for Modern Stoics, and in a sense they are exactly the kind of reader for whom the book is intended.


I would like to thank James Romm for launching me on this project, and, at Basic Books, Dan Gerstle for commissioning the book, Claire Potter for seeing it through, and Alex Colston and Christina Palaia for their thorough and very helpful editorial work. David Fideler (stoicinsights.com) was supportive in various ways, not least by sharing some of his knowledge of Seneca with me. John Sellars graciously sent me a prepublication copy of his Marcus Aurelius. Above all I am grateful to friends new and old: my wife, Kathryn, was as usual my first reader, and then Brad Inwood and John Sellars, two of the world’s leading interpreters of Stoicism, commented on the finished typescript. I took note of all their suggestions for improvement.















INTRODUCTION



The famous Aurelian Column, a hundred feet high and still standing in Rome, was erected not long after the death of Marcus Aurelius to commemorate his military victories on the Danube in the early 170s. A frieze of relief sculptures spirals up its outer face, divisible into 116 scenes that reflect the chronological order of the so-called Marcomannic Wars the Romans fought against a number of Germanic peoples, including the Marcomanni. Marcus can be seen in about half of the scenes. Two sections depict famous “miracles.” On one occasion, a heavy downpour of rain confounded the enemy, while a battalion of surrounded Roman soldiers was refreshed and able to escape; on another, a Roman fortress was under siege, but the soldiers were saved when lightning destroyed one of the enemy’s siege engines.


Many sections of the frieze are taken up with gruesome scenes, not just of murderous battles but of actions that would today be classified as war crimes: prisoners being decapitated, Marcus receiving severed heads, the massacre of civilians and unarmed opponents, the abduction of women, the devastation of villages, an unarmed woman being stabbed by a Roman soldier. These scenes undoubtedly reflect the ferocity of the war, and the historian Cassius Dio, writing early in the third century, informs us that Marcus himself aimed to annihilate at least one of the enemy peoples and that he offered a generous bounty to anyone who would bring him one of their leaders, or his head.1


Yet the Marcus of Meditations is regarded as a man of peace, a thoughtful philosopher offering sage advice for daily living and self-improvement. The moral to be drawn from this contrast is the one Marcus frequently stresses in his writing: everyone, even or especially an emperor, has to play the hand he has been dealt. As his friend and teacher Marcus Cornelius Fronto warned him early in his reign: “Even if you succeed in attaining the wisdom of Cleanthes or Zeno, yet against your will you must put on the purple cloak, not the philosopher’s tunic of coarse wool.”2 And the emperor’s purple cloak often had to be exchanged for armor. Marcus might have preferred to be a private individual with time for reading and making progress on the Stoic path rather than an emperor, but as a Stoic, he had to accept and make the best use of the lot that fate had handed him.


Marcus is famous for the conjunction of imperial power and philosophy and has even been called a philosopher-king, the kind of enlightened ruler that Plato famously held out as an ideal.3 But this is wrong on two counts. First, as is clear from Meditations, Marcus felt that he fell short of being a philosopher (see entries 30 and 37 in Notebook 4 [4.30, 4.37] and entry 1 in Notebook 8 [8.1]), and second, it turns out to be a futile exercise to survey what we know of his acts as emperor and interpret them as influenced by his philosophy. No doubt Marcus tried to be guided in his enactments by philosophy—he says as much at 9.29—but on the whole the decisions he made are better seen as a continuation of the work of his predecessors than as attempts to branch out in a new, philosophically inspired direction.4 More recent leaders such as Bill Clinton have admired Marcus not so much as a philosopher-king but simply as a man who recognized that he had to do his duty as emperor without letting it go to his head and without becoming a tyrant (6.30).5 He was by far the wealthiest and most powerful man in the world, but self-discipline and philosophy kept him from abusing his position.


Meditations reveals a man who longed to do good and to love all humanity, while the Aurelian Column shows how his status as emperor impeded his attainment of these goals. Hence, at the beginning of entry 10.9 Marcus seems to acknowledge that war was an impediment to the realization of his less worldly hopes. By the same token, the tone of Meditations is that of an aspirant, someone who urgently wants to do better and to live as a philosopher, but who is constantly thwarted by events and by his own weakness. But this is why Meditations is still so widely read, because no one is perfect and we recognize ourselves in Marcus’s flaws and aspirations.


MARCUS’S ROUTE TO THE IMPERIAL THRONE


Marcus Aurelius Antoninus, emperor of Rome from March 7, 161, until his death on March 17, 180, was born Marcus Annius Verus in Rome on April 26, 121, during the reign of the emperor Hadrian.6 His parents were extremely wealthy and were close to the imperial court. His father died when Marcus was still a child, and Marcus was brought up by his grandfather, an intimate of the emperor. He received the typical education of a well-born young Roman, and his privileged further education, under no fewer than eighteen tutors, consisted largely of rhetoric and philosophy. Some of the correspondence between him and one of his teachers of rhetoric, Fronto, has survived, and the letters show Marcus to have been an intense, open-hearted, bookish young man. Rhetoric was an inevitable topic of study for someone destined for public life, but philosophy was his personal choice, and he was attracted to it from an early age (1.6).


As a child, he became a favorite of Hadrian. Indicating that he was destined for a brilliant future, the emperor arranged Marcus’s betrothal at the age of fifteen to the daughter of his adopted son, Lucius Aelius Caesar, the heir to the throne. Then a couple of years later, after Aelius’s death from tuberculosis, Hadrian ordered his second heir, Titus Aurelius Fulvus Boionius Arrius Antoninus, the future emperor known as Antoninus Pius (whose wife was Marcus’s aunt), to adopt both Marcus and Aelius’s son, Lucius. Hadrian probably intended Lucius to be emperor, reserving Marcus as backup in case of Lucius’s early death, but after Hadrian’s death it was Marcus that Antoninus promoted over Lucius. This does not seem to have troubled Lucius, who was more devoted to partying than to administration.


The early Antonine emperors were all childless, perhaps as a matter of policy to avoid interfamilial strife; they chose their heirs by adoption instead. Antoninus Pius was emperor from 138 to 161, but he was already over fifty when he gained the throne, and it may be that Hadrian had not expected him to live long and saw him as a kind of temporary filler before Lucius (or Marcus) took up the post. As things turned out, however, the brothers-by-adoption were the heirs apparent for twenty-three years. On the night of his adoption by Antoninus, Marcus is said to have dreamed that he had shoulders of ivory, strong enough to bear the weight of his new responsibilities.7


Hadrian had died before Marcus’s marriage to Aelius Caesar’s daughter could take place, and in 145 Marcus married instead Antoninus Pius’s daughter (Marcus’s cousin) Annia Galeria Faustina, so that he was thoroughly embedded in the imperial household. There are wicked stories about Faustina’s many affairs, but such rumors often arose about members of the imperial household, and they are probably false or exaggerated; at any rate, they clash with Marcus’s brief tribute to her in 1.17. She bore him thirteen or fourteen children (including two sets of twins), though many died young, as was normal in those days, even in imperial households. On Marcus’s death, five daughters remained, but only one son, the future emperor Commodus (joint emperor, 177–180; sole emperor, 180–192).


Under Hadrian and then Antoninus, Marcus was rapidly promoted through the ranks of the political hierarchy, learning the skills required to administer the city of Rome and its empire, and he succeeded Antoninus on the emperor’s death of old age on March 7, 161. He shed the name “Verus”—or rather passed it on to Lucius, who became Lucius Aurelius Verus—and took “Antoninus” instead, so that he was Marcus Aurelius Antoninus. His official name was therefore Imperator Caesar Marcus Aurelius Antoninus Augustus, the sixteenth emperor of Rome. His first move was to make his brother joint emperor, and so Lucius remained until his death left Marcus as sole emperor for the final eleven years of his reign. This was the first time there had been two emperors, but Marcus made it clear that he was senior (as Antoninus had intended), not least by having Lucius become his son-in-law by marrying his daughter Lucilla.


Marcus occupied the imperial throne for nineteen years. We know little about many aspects of his reign. He expanded the system of child support for poor families in Italy, and revived a system whereby not all court cases generated within Italy had to be heard in Rome itself. He created a new civil service department to deal especially with correspondence with the Greek east of the empire, which matched an existing department that dealt with all correspondence in Latin. He increased the juridical powers of the Senate and in general kept the senators on his side by listening to their advice and delegating some of his powers to them. He was remembered as a hard-working ruler; in Rome, he sometimes presided over the same trial for eleven or twelve days before reaching a decision. During his reign, the “soldiers’ religion,” the worship of Mithras, entered its heyday, but the persecution of Christians continued unabated. The followers of the “crucified sophist”8 kept their rites secret, which always attracts rumors of malign practices, such as cannibalism and incest. Marcus revived a law whereby the fomenting of superstition was illegal, forcing Christians further underground and leading, in Lyon in 177, to the worst massacre the new religion had so far experienced.


Christians, then, had good reasons to dislike Marcus, but otherwise he was considered a good emperor. His philosophical aspirations were widely known, and his courtiers affected hairstyles and dress that signified a greater austerity than was to be found in, for example, Lucius’s court. For much of his reign, however, Marcus’s court was located not in Rome but in central Europe. For an extended period, the empire was not governed from the imperial city, because what chiefly marked Marcus’s reign was warfare and pestilence.


WARFARE, PLAGUE, AND DEATH


Marcus’s reign was beset by challenges. Cities flattened by earthquakes in the eastern provinces had to be rebuilt; not long after his accession, the Tiber, the river of Rome, massively overflowed its banks, causing widespread destruction of livestock, crops, and property, and spreading disease. But Marcus’s main preoccupation, and the main drain on his finances, was warfare.


On Antoninus’s death, trouble had erupted on the borders of the empire, and warfare against the British, some Germanic tribes in central Europe, and the Parthians in the east absorbed much of Marcus’s reign. The British rebellion was quickly put down, but the Parthians were another matter. Lucius, as inexperienced in military matters as Marcus,9 was sent east to manage the crisis. He had good advisers and generals under him, but it took several years, from 161 until 166, for the Parthians to be driven back from the eastern Roman provinces.


Yet the east still made trouble for Marcus. The eastern army had become so weakened by a plague (probably smallpox) that they were unable to capitalize on their victory and crush the Parthians, the perennial enemies of Rome. And then soldiers returning from the Parthian war brought the sickness back with them, and before long it had become a true pandemic, ravaging the city, the Italian countryside, and the Roman provincial armies. Marcus was forced to shelve plans to travel with Lucius to the Danube, the northern frontier of the empire, where, after many years of peace, the Marcomanni and their allies, under pressure from other Germanic peoples farther north, were crossing the Danube in large numbers, and were barely being contained by the Roman forces on the spot.


When Marcus and Lucius did finally set out, they got no farther than northeastern Italy. Their arrival there was enough to cause the Germanic tribes to pull back, but the plague—the Antonine Plague, as it is known—that was ravaging their army forced the emperors to return to Rome. On their way back in January 169, Lucius, still under forty years old, died, apparently of a stroke. His death left Marcus as sole emperor. The treasury was short of money, due in large part to the plague, and Marcus auctioned off palace treasures rather than raise taxes. By the end of the year, he had at last reached the Danube; he would not see Rome again for many years.


We can only guess what steps were taken to contain the plague. So little was known about the transmission of illness that treatment would have focused more on prayer and herbal medicine than what we today would consider effective. In some quarters, the disease was held to be divine retribution for the destruction of a temple of Apollo during the Parthian war. The crowded conditions of towns, cities, and army camps made measures such as social distancing impossible. In Rome




corpses were carried away on carts and wagons.… The emperors enacted very strict laws on burying the dead and on tombs: building tombs at country villas was made illegal.… The plague carried off many thousands, including many eminent people. Marcus erected statues to the most prominent of them, and such was his kindness that he ordered funeral ceremonies for the common people to be held at public expense.… Marcus summoned priests from everywhere, performed foreign religious rites, and purified the city in every way.10





Christians were blamed for attracting the wrath of the gods to the city, and some of their leaders in Rome were executed by the city prefect, a teacher and close friend of Marcus, Junius Rusticus (1.7). No measures were effective, and the disease was basically left to run its course, causing untold misery over many years. And as I write, in the early 2020s, we are in a good position to guess at the longer-term social and economic consequences on Rome of the Antonine Plague.


On the Danube, the Marcomannic Wars (or the separate phases of a single war) lasted for thirteen years, from 167 to 180. This was a serious crisis for Marcus and the empire as a whole. At one point, the Marcomanni got as far as northern Italy, and other tribes took advantage of the Romans’ distraction to invade the Balkan provinces, while Moors from North Africa raided Spain. But Roman forces contained these secondary invasions, leaving Marcus free to concentrate on the three main hostile peoples, the Marcomanni, the Quadi, and the Sarmatian Jazyges, a Scythian people who allied themselves with the Germanic tribes in order to attack the Romans. He was based first at Carnuntum (in modern Austria), between 169 and 172, and then at Sirmium and Viminacium (in modern Serbia).11 It was a hard-fought war, and the first phase of it was brought to an end in 175 not by victory but by treaty, albeit one that was favorable to Rome.


The treaty was needed because Marcus was faced with a serious internal rebellion in the east, where Gaius Avidius Cassius, one of the heroes of the Parthian war and Marcus’s governor of Syria, had been proclaimed emperor by the Roman forces in Syria and Egypt. Each of the provinces—the frontier provinces especially—was a center of power in its own right, because substantial armies were posted there, and Cassius’s bid was not unprecedented among provincial governors.12 Marcus prepared to march east to deal with this new threat, but Cassius was assassinated by some of his senior officers before he got there. Nevertheless, Marcus carried on, taking his son, Commodus, with him, knowing that his presence in the eastern provinces, and especially the distribution of largesse, would help to calm further thoughts of rebellion.


On his way back to Rome in 176, he visited Athens, where, among other measures, he established chairs of philosophy for the four major schools: Stoics, Epicureans, Aristotelians, and Platonists. Back in Rome at the end of 176 for the first time in seven years, he celebrated his victory in the Germanic war,13 but the situation on the Danube was deteriorating—in fact, there had never really been peace—and Marcus felt he had to return. So in 178 Marcus and Commodus, who had been formally made co-emperor in the previous year, left once again for the Danube frontier.


Marcus died, probably at Sirmium, in 180, just a few weeks short of his fifty-ninth birthday. His health had never been strong;14 he was probably consumptive (1.17 end) and had perhaps been weakened by the plague that was still ravaging the empire. But by the time of his death, the Romans were in a commanding position in the war, and one of Commodus’s first acts as emperor was to bring it to a peaceful end. The settlement, which restored the Danube as the frontier, was probably not in keeping with his father’s wishes, since Marcus had established a number of semipermanent camps on the far side of the river, presumably with the intention of expanding the empire in that direction, just as he would have overseen the expansion of the empire in the east if the plague had not thwarted him.15 But little that Commodus did as emperor would have pleased his father.16 He seems to have been as unpleasant and unstable a character as he was portrayed in the 2000 film Gladiator.17 His reign was brought to an end by assassination in 192.



WHAT KIND OF BOOK IS MEDITATIONS?


The book you are holding in your hands is unique; there are no other books like it in ancient Greek or any other language. But this is not to say that it was not watered and fertilized by streams of earlier literature. There are Greek precedents for soliloquy, moral encouragement, sermons, and aphorisms, though not at book length, and Marcus was not thinking of these precedents as he wrote. The main influence on him was the Stoic practice of critical self-examination and exhortation to do better. However, if any other Stoic ever kept this kind of journal, it has not survived. This might be due to the fact that Marcus was an emperor, so that his work was considered more valuable and unusual, but we may also doubt that anyone else ever wrote such a thorough journal.


The book is unique also in that it is deeply personal. If it consisted just of philosophical reflections, it might be comparable to, for instance, Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra, Wittgenstein’s Notebooks, Pascal’s Pensées, or Gibran’s The Prophet. Kierkegaard’s journals perhaps come closest: many of the entries are as personal, reflective, and self-advisory as are Marcus’s notebook entries. Marcus saw philosophy as a path of self-improvement and is concerned more or less exclusively with its impact on him personally. The book is about the divine order of the world and the part in it that human beings should play, but particularly Marcus’s own role. He sometimes talks about himself in the first person, but often in the second, and the “you” he admonishes and advises is always himself. About 300 of the 488 entries refer explicitly or implicitly to him in this way, and the rest enunciate general principles or rules of life, still for himself alone. He is not telling anyone else what to do or how to live, nor is he writing a philosophical textbook. In fact, there are many indications that the book was not intended for publication, especially when he refers to people and events that no one but him could know about. Communication was not his aim in writing, and since his only audience was himself, there was no point in dissimulation. The book is utterly sincere.


Leaving aside Notebook 1, which is different in kind,18 Meditations contains no references to datable events, no allusions to any of his experiences (except perhaps one, at 10.10), no mentions of scenery or places or private moments that were important to him. The things of the world are invariably mentioned in passing and with contempt. The book is focused almost entirely on his inner life, and this gives it a remarkable intensity.


Does the fact that Meditations was written in Greek, whereas Latin was Marcus’s native and daily language, suggest that it was intended for publication? He was more or less bilingual, as all well-educated Romans were, but surely, one might think, if Marcus was talking just to himself, he would have spoken in Latin. Why, then, did he choose Greek when he came to write down his thoughts? This is less of a puzzle than it appears: Greek was still the language of philosophy, and Stoicism employed quite a few technical terms that were difficult to translate into Latin. Very few philosophers were writing in Latin. One of Marcus’s great predecessors, the Stoic Seneca the Younger (writing a little over a hundred years earlier), was a notable exception. But Marcus’s chief influences were all Greek, from the early Stoics to Epictetus, the former slave who became the foremost teacher of Stoicism in the generation before him—the former slave who influenced the emperor of Rome!


But if Meditations as we have it was not intended for publication, might Marcus not have planned one day to polish it up, eliminate or explain the obscurities, and offer it to the general public? Many of the entries in the notebooks were written down in note form, but quite a few are more literate, and in some cases the prose flows very nicely. Are these not signs that Marcus was taking care over his writing, and what would be the point of his doing that if he did not intend others to see it?


In my opinion, the answer to these questions is a firm no. Marcus was an intelligent man and exceptionally well educated. Anyone who has written anything knows that some sentences just naturally come out well the first time. That, I am sure, is sufficient explanation for the more elegant passages of the book. Besides, what Marcus says is altogether too revealing of personal issues, such as his struggle with anger and bitterness; he also occasionally savages others, those around him in his court: they are “liars and crooks,” for example (6.47). No one, and especially an emperor, whose position depended to a large extent on others’ perception of him, would have shown this side of himself to other people. The book is exactly as it appears to be, an intensely private journal written for the purposes of self-analysis and self-improvement.



HOW MEDITATIONS REACHED US AND GOT ITS NAME


A number of factors indicate that the notebooks were written in the last decade of Marcus’s life—above all, the epigraphs that head the second and third notebooks, and Marcus’s frequent anticipation of his death. Greater precision is impossible. The scholarly consensus is that the notebooks as a whole were written between 172 and 180, when Marcus died; that Notebook 1 was written between 176 and 180; and that Notebooks 2 and 3 were written between 170 and 175. At any rate, when Marcus died in 180, while out on campaign in central Europe, the notebooks were there with him.


Given the personal and private nature of the work, it is a considerable mystery how and when it became accessible to others. It might well not have survived.19 I think we have the complete set of these notebooks (though notebooks of other kinds have been lost: 3.14), because the last entry of the final book is such a perfect ending, set down by one who knows he is about to die. The entries were probably written on parchment or vellum and sewn together into book form. Someone close to Marcus—someone who was out on campaign with him—must have preserved the notebooks on his death, by accident or design, but we have no idea what happened to them over the following centuries. References to the book by authors over subsequent centuries are few and uncertain. It was being read and transcribed—for instance, someone added the reference to the Christians at 11.3—but we cannot track its fortunes. The first absolutely certain reference is when Arethas of Caesarea, a Christian bishop of the late ninth–early tenth century, discussed the book in a letter and mentioned that he had arranged for the transcribing of the old copy he had in his possession. This transcription seems to have given the book a new lease on life.


None of the earliest references to the book give it a proper title; after all, it was just a bundle of notebooks Marcus had written for himself, and he had no need to call it anything. Arethas called it “an ethical work written to and for himself,” and To Himself is still preferred by some as a title, because that is exactly what happens: Marcus writes to and for himself. But the title Meditations has become canonized in the English-speaking world since its invention by Meric Casaubon when he published the first English translation in 1634.


THE STYLE OF MEDITATIONS



Some thoughts are developed as mini-essays, but the writing is often concise, occasionally even to the point of being no more than notes and jottings, which may be ungrammatical, carelessly phrased, or compressed to the point of obscurity. Marcus knew what he meant, but it is not always easy for us to decipher his meaning.20 Some entries are no more than quotations or aphorisms that Marcus appreciated. Nevertheless, the writing is frequently vivid. Metaphor and imagery abound: life, for instance, is variously likened to a play, a battlefield, a journey, a torrent; the rational faculty is a refuge, a citadel, a headland standing against waves, a light that illuminates what it surveys, and even a perfect sphere; praise is “the clapping of tongues” (6.16). But humor is largely lacking; life was a serious business for Marcus. The overall tone can be melancholy, on the border between profundity and sadness, and sometimes Marcus can be jaundiced and downright caustic about the world and its inhabitants, though he reaches at times for a lofty irony (e.g., 11.14).21


A certain degree of repetition and even inconsistency is inevitable in such a work, as ideas were jotted down in no particular order. It is not necessarily the kind of book that one reads from start to finish; some prefer to dip into it, and then put it down and ponder.22 It raises issues that strike chords with all readers—the inevitability of death, the purpose and meaning of one’s existence on earth. It communicates with considerable effectiveness what it means to try to live a life based sincerely on Stoic principles. In his postface to The Kreutzer Sonata, Tolstoy described ideals as a light at the end of a long pole carried by oneself—never reachable, but always leading one on. Marcus’s Meditations shows us a man striving in just such a way.


In the text as we have it, then, there are many rapid changes of topic from one entry to another, and sometimes within single entries. There is some clustering of ideas, when Marcus was preoccupied with particular issues, but the overall impression is one of randomness. Extended development of ideas is rare, since, to repeat, Marcus was writing for himself alone and had no need to convince himself of what he already believed. But these features, puzzling as they occasionally may be to the reader, are precisely those that can reassure us that we are reading the notebooks more or less as Marcus left them. An editor would no doubt have imposed more order on it.23


The repetitiousness of the text—the way that Marcus comes back again and again to the same core topics—is not just a result of Marcus’s jotting ideas down as they occurred to him over the course of many years. It is also an essential feature of this kind of writing. Writing things down is always a good way to fix them in your mind, and that is what Marcus was doing. Writing them down again and again, a practice encouraged within Stoicism, fixes them even better.24 In an exercise he learned from Epictetus, Marcus frequently urges himself to have his core precepts readily available for consultation, and to keep them pithy and memorable, so that they can strike his mind with their original force. The single-sentence entries in Meditations, such as 6.54, 7.29, 9.7, and 9.20, are good examples.


This is what really explains the stylistic details of Meditations: the great majority of entries, especially the brief ones, are, above all, Marcus’s way of “dyeing his mind” (5.16) with the ideas and teachings that could help him be a better person and a better emperor. The entries are fragments of a kind of dialogue between teacher and pupil, where Marcus simultaneously plays both parts. For Marcus, the notebooks and their entries had a therapeutic aim: to reinforce and revive, if necessary, the moral precepts he had come to accept as true, as a way of helping him put them into practice. Each entry is, as it were, a dose of therapeutic medicine.


MARCUS AND STOICISM


Stoicism is named after the Painted Stoa of Athens—a large colonnade in the Agora where, at the end of the fourth and beginning of the third century BCE, the founder of the school, Zeno of Citium (in Cyprus, modern Larnaka), used to meet his students and discourse on philosophy. A couple of centuries later, Stoicism was taken up by members of the educated and ruling classes of Rome from the end of the Republic and into the imperial era. Many preferred its rival, Epicureanism, but the toughness of Stoic moral discipline appealed to the robust and militaristic Roman ethos, and it allowed and even encouraged a man to pursue a public career, as many upper-class Romans expected to. A Stoic had, above all, a duty to himself to make himself a man of virtue, but an aspect of that was being good to others, and this might well entail a public career.25


This was certainly one reason why Marcus was attracted to Stoicism: it allowed him to try to reconcile his twin aims of being a good man and a good emperor. But he was not drawn to it because he was emperor any more than Epictetus was drawn to it because he was a slave. In both cases, it would be closer to the mark to say they found Stoicism despite their statuses. It was Stoicism that had the potential to answer their most personal and profound questions; for them, it was Stoicism, just as for others it is Christianity, Tibetan Buddhism, humanism, or whatever. Slaves and emperors are equal if they can both accept the roles destiny has assigned them and do the best they can within those roles, especially toward their fellow men.


However, in Marcus’s time, there was no Stoic school as such—no particular teacher recognized as the head of the school, and no particular city where one went to study this brand of philosophy—so his education in Stoicism was somewhat haphazard. His commitment to Stoic principles is clear, but he was an amateur philosopher.26 He was introduced to it in his youth by Rusticus and others (1.6–1.9), but when his formal education was over, although he was able to attend occasional lectures,27 he had to rely largely on reading28 and regularly checking that he was on what he considered the true path. As I have said, this habit of self-checking and self-admonishment helps to explain the nature of many of the entries in Meditations.


Although the Stoic school was not united on every point of philosophy, there was enough of a common core to legitimate talk of orthodoxy and heterodoxy. Marcus was basically an orthodox Stoic,29 and it is impossible to understand where he is coming from without some knowledge of Stoicism.30 This is not to deny that many readers profit from the book without knowing much about Stoicism because Marcus addresses general life issues that strike chords with any reader. But Marcus’s own mindset and frame of reference were basically Stoic, and the book takes Stoic principles for granted on every page. He is sometimes charged with holding a Platonic dualism between mind and body (see, e.g., 3.6, 3.17, 5.26, 6.32, 10.1, 11.3), but in fact this too is fully Stoic, since for the Stoics air and fire, the constituents of the soul, are active elements, and water and earth, the constituents of the body, are passive elements. The Platonic distinction depends on the difference between physical matter and an immaterial soul, but, as far as we can tell, Marcus never thinks of the soul as immaterial.


The Stoics divided philosophy into three branches: logic, physics, and ethics. Logic covered not only the rules of correct argumentation, but also grammar, linguistics, rhetorical theory, epistemology, and all the tools that might be needed to discover the truth of any matter. Physics was concerned with the nature of the world and the laws that govern it, and so included ontology and theology as well as what we would recognize as physics, astronomy, and cosmology. Ethics was concerned with how to achieve happiness, or how to live a fulfilled and flourishing life as a human being. A Stoic sage was supposed to be fully expert in all three aspects.


Some Stoics held that the three branches were of equal importance, but others, while acknowledging their interdependence, held that logic and physics were subordinate to ethics. They came up with nice images to express this.31 If logic is the wall and physics the orchard protected by the wall, ethics is the fruit. Or, if logic is the human skeleton and muscles and physics the flesh and blood, ethics is the soul. It is clear that Marcus belonged to this latter group. He confesses to being no expert at logic and physics (1.17 end, 8.1)32 but regarded that as no impediment to being a good person (7.67). The whole tone of Meditations is ethical in that it displays Marcus’s personal quest for virtue.


Marcus was certainly familiar with aspects of physics and logic, enough to ground and give a Stoic flavor to his ethics,33 but it is also clear that he was not very interested in them in themselves. He was more interested in their implications for the daily practice of self-improvement. There are no extended discussions of logical or physical matters in Meditations, as there occasionally are of ethical matters. You can believe in the perfection of the universe, say, and the importance of that for you personally, without holding a theory about how exactly it came to be so. You trust the greater intellects that have handed down the idea. At 10.16, he scorns philosophizing even about ethical matters. The notebooks include no extended discussions even of Stoic moral psychology, although that was closer to Marcus’s immediate interests.


It is important to be aware of another general feature of the kind of philosophy that attracted Marcus. Ancient philosophy was considerably different from its modern cousin. Modern philosophy is pursued in classrooms, in seminars, and through the written word, and much of it consists of analyzing abstract concepts and arguments, but much ancient philosophy, and especially Marcus’s kind of Stoicism, was philosophy to live by and practice daily. It was supposed to purge your base attachments and make you a better person, and the ideal was to be a master of this art, a Stoic sage.34 The therapeutic purpose of philosophy attracted Marcus.35 He describes philosophy as a safe escort and a haven (2.17, 4.3), and as therapy and a source of personal relief (3.13, 5.9, 6.12).


Over the centuries before Marcus’s time, philosophy had in effect gone in two directions. High philosophy, as we may call it, was the impersonal presentation of often very subtle ideas and arguments; some of the work of the Stoics, for instance, on logic and epistemology is as challenging as high philosophical work of any era. Low philosophy, on the other hand, was the attempt to make philosophy practical and accessible to the common man and woman. Hence professional philosophers generally presented a public image that stressed poverty, or at least frugality, as a way of advertising the success of their teaching: they had moved beyond the superficial values of the world, and they could teach others to do so as well. The pupils they wanted were those who already felt somewhat at odds with the world.36 To judge by Marcus’s frequent complaints in Meditations about the world and the people around him, he was a perfect candidate.


Marcus was drawn to Stoicism by its austerity (1.6) and by the quality he perceived in those who professed themselves Stoics (1.6–1.9), but an aspect of Stoicism to which he frequently returns, especially when contrasting it with Epicureanism, is the orderliness of its universe. Not only does everything have its place in the hierarchical order of things, but also the whole world has been created by a benign deity and is maintained by the providential care of that deity. Every one of a person’s experiences, therefore, has been specifically designed for that individual alone; the world is thus full of meaning. The Epicureans, by contrast, saw the world as a randomly generated conglomeration of atoms, indivisible lumps of matter; they denied the existence of gods, except as special formations of atoms, which in their view exercised no care for human beings or any other aspect of the world. And they denied that it was natural for human beings to care for others.


Although there was plenty of common ground between Stoics and Epicureans—their thoroughgoing materialism, the dominance of reason in the human soul, the search for tranquility—it was clearly Marcus’s view that the Epicureans had built the wrong kind of edifice on these foundations. He preferred Stoic asceticism and self-discipline to their notion that pleasure, in some form, constituted the human good; the virtues promoted by Stoicism seemed to him closer to traditional Roman virtues. He could see no point in living in a world without gods, and whereas the Epicureans believed that peace of mind could come only by withdrawing from the world, the Stoics believed that it came from engaging with the world in the right way, and especially from recognizing that all the thoughts and feelings that disrupt tranquility are generated by one’s own mind and can therefore be dispelled by one’s own mind.



STOICISM: A SKETCH


Marcus begins the second notebook, which is the effective start of the book, with a statement of a fundamental Stoic tenet: the only thing that is good is moral virtue and the only thing that is bad is moral vice or imperfection.37 Everything else falls into the class of “indifferents,” and it is careless talk to describe an indifferent as good or bad. This is a radical thought, since it accuses almost all of us, along with our laws and institutions, of being misguided in our assessment of good and bad.


However, many indifferents can be rated on a scale of value, even if they cannot be rated as good or bad.38 Their value depends on whether they aid an aspirant’s progress toward virtue, and so consideration of the value of things allows us to draw distinctions within the infinite class of indifferents such that some of them are “preferred indifferents,” while the rest are “dispreferred.” For example, strictly speaking health is neither good nor bad, since it is neither virtue nor vice. But health is still to be preferred over sickness because in obvious ways ill health can impede a person’s path toward virtue.39


Preferred indifferents and the appropriate actions to take in relation to them are in accord with our nature; it is perfectly natural to prefer health to sickness, a moderate degree of wealth to poverty, and so on. So why not just call them good? Chiefly because they are not reliably good: they can be used for bad purposes and they are not always good for us. But, more subtly, another reason is that we want things that are good, but we should not want an indifferent, though we may “select” it. That leads to a further thought: if we want something, we feel pleasure when we get it, but pleasure is generally to be avoided, and it is certainly an inappropriate response to something that is indifferent. Pleasure is itself an indifferent. If we find pleasure in anything that is not a genuine good, we are further mired in our attachment to the things of this world. Acting with virtue is pleasant in a way, the Stoics acknowledged, but one’s focus should be entirely on the virtuous act, not on the incidental concomitant pleasure.


Following Socrates’s lead, the Stoics held that virtue was knowledge.40 They recognized four primary virtues—prudential wisdom, courage, moderation, and justice—and analyzed each of them as a kind of knowledge. Wisdom is knowledge of good and bad; courage is knowledge of what to fear and what not to fear; moderation is knowledge of what to pursue and what to avoid; justice is knowledge of what to give or what not to give others.41 Virtue is the goal, virtue is rational knowledge, and rationality is the only fundamentally human quality, which we share with no other creatures but only with the gods.42 So a rational, virtuous person is one who has fulfilled his or her potential as a human being, and such fulfillment is, or is the essential prerequisite for, happiness, which, as all the schools of philosophy agreed, is the goal of life.43 Progress in Stoicism is not acquiring new faculties or powers but learning to trust and depend on your rational faculty.


Because virtue is knowledge and rationality is the essential human capacity, irrational behavior is a sure way to stray from the path of virtue. So, minute by minute, faced as always in life with a host of indifferents, one should use reason to choose among them, to select those that are preferred and deselect those that are dispreferred. Epictetus nicely likened this process to gaming: “The counters are indifferent and the dice are indifferent: how do I know which way they will fall? But to use the throw carefully and skillfully, that is my job.”44


If virtue is knowledge, it follows that behaving nonvirtuously is a product of ignorance. This is how the argument goes, and Marcus frequently alludes to it (4.8, 5.19, 7.22, 7.62, 7.64, 8.14, 8.55, 9.4, 12.12). All people want what is good for themselves; the Stoics claimed that this was obvious from birth and was the fundamental human motivation, shared with animals. So even people who behave nonvirtuously think that what they are doing is good for themselves, and it is just that they are objectively wrong because what they are doing will not fulfill them as human beings (that is, make them happy). They are denying their potential because they have a mistaken belief. Since all actions thus depend on beliefs, it is critical to get one’s belief-set right. Hence, to repeat, the way that in Meditations Marcus drums core Stoic beliefs into himself by repetition.


What is more, reason, according to the Stoics, is the spark or splinter of divinity in us.45 Not only are the gods rational beings, but also reason is the God who guides the whole universe. The Stoics, again following Socrates, employed an argument from design to demonstrate this: the orderliness of the universe, and especially the fact that in many ways it seems to have been made for the good of humankind, shows that it was created and is maintained by a cosmic Reason. For instance, as Marcus insists (e.g., 5.16, 5.30, 7.55),46 the world has been given a hierarchical structure, from inanimate objects, such as stones, to plants, to animals, to human beings as rational creatures, and each lower level has been made to serve the higher ones. If the world is running on a program, there must have been a programmer.


It was a Stoic custom, followed by Marcus throughout Meditations (e.g., 1.9, 1.17, 2.9, 3.4, 7.56, 9.1, 10.15, 12.1), to describe the goal of life as “living in accord with nature.”47 The final word is deliberately ambiguous between “Nature” (that is, Nature at large) and “nature” (that is, human nature), because they come to the same thing (5.3). Since universal nature is rational, and since the core of one’s human nature is rational, living in accord with one’s human nature is at the same time living in accord with Nature. If you observe and understand correctly, Nature/nature dictates the appropriate stepping-stones to virtue and happiness.


What makes an act virtuous is just whether it is in accord with nature. Thus, all self-regarding actions, such as self-preservation, are also moral, according to Stoicism, as long as they are in accord with nature. But it is also in our nature to look out for other people: witness, at its most primitive, the way a mother takes care of her offspring. Traditional Stoicism stressed self-reliance and becoming an independent moral agent. So did Marcus (vividly describing dependence as beggary at 4.29), but the Roman Stoics, and especially Marcus as emperor, also insisted that humans are social creatures (e.g., 7.55, 8.12), that we are all kin (e.g., 3.4, 3.11, 7.13, 7.22, 9.22), and that it is natural and beneficial for us to do good to others like us and to serve one another (5.16, 7.55). So Marcus repeatedly stresses other-regarding virtues such as kindness, leniency, and benevolence.


All the virtues arise out of natural human tendencies. We are inherently good. Why, then, are there so many bad people in the world? Because of their upbringing, according to the Stoics: they never grew out of the infantile trap of judging things in terms of pleasure and pain, and so seeking pleasure and avoiding pain became their aims in life. Although it is a natural human tendency to want what is good for oneself, most people mistakenly think that what is good for themselves is pleasure, and that leads them to nonvirtuous behavior. They assent to the wrong propositions.


The Stoics were determinists, and as Marcus’s frequent references to providence and fate make clear, he was orthodox in this respect. The rational mind of God, or Nature, or Reason (all terms for the same thing) has a plan for the universe and is seeing it through. A virtuous person—every little virtuous act, in fact—is an assistant in the plan. Everything that happens is a link in endless networks of causes, “variable beyond counting” (5.23), with one event triggering the next (4.10, 5.8, 9.1, 9.29, 10.5). Determinism is, of course, a contentious doctrine. What scope does it leave us for freedom of action? What is the point of trying to behave as rational moral agents when we appear not to be free agents at all? In the short passage from Epictetus that I recently quoted, he talks of skillful use of our lives, but what sense does that make if all our lives are predetermined? Does not determinism encourage laziness, on the grounds that nothing we do makes any difference anyway?


The Stoics came up with a pretty good response.48 They claimed that, although everything has antecedent causes, things are not always necessitated by their antecedent causes. A cylindrical roller has the capacity to roll downhill. Someone can push it to start it rolling, but that person has not given it the capacity to roll, which is simply an attribute of what it is to be a cylinder. So, when an impression of some kind impinges on us (either a sense impression or an internally generated thought), it is bound to make a mark, but we do not have to give the impression the kind of assent that leads to action. The sight of a beautiful woman provokes lust in a man who lacks self-control; her beauty is the antecedent cause, but his reaction is still up to him, because it is part of his makeup, not part of the antecedent cause.


In effect, then, there are two kinds of causes, external and internal. The external cause is the person pushing the roller; the internal cause is the nature of the roller.49 The external cause is the impression that impinges on me; the internal cause is my individual nature or character and the use to which I put my faculty of assent. So, although the things that happen to us are entirely predetermined, our responses to these things are not. They are “up to us” (5.5, 5.33, 6.32, 6.41, 7.2, 7.54, 8.17, 8.34, 9.40, 10.32, 11.37, 12.22), and therefore things that are up to us, or within our power, or subject to our will, make up the domain of morality and culpability. And an important implication of the roller analogy is that if you change your disposition, you will react differently: the source of virtue is internal.


I have used the word “assent” a couple of times. This was a key term in Stoicism, and Marcus is comfortable using it (3.9, 5.10, 7.55, 8.7, 11.37).50 When a mature, rational human being receives an impression, it is assessed by the “command center,” a Stoic term for the rational faculty, seen as the faculty that processes impressions and initiates action.51 The incoming impression presents itself as providing information about the world; it comes in the form of a proposition such as “There’s a cat on the kitchen counter.” The command center has a choice between assenting to or withholding assent from the proposition; it might withhold assent, for instance, if it realized that what seemed in the dim light to be a cat was actually a bundled towel. And assent gives rise to an impulse that leads to action;52 you might shoo the cat out of the kitchen. It is immediately clear how assent is critical for morality: rational, virtuous behavior results from assenting to impressions that correctly judge the value of the source of the impression. Each of the virtues is a state of the soul, which, being material (even if made of refined matter), has the ability to move the body to action. So virtuous behavior takes place when the soul assents to correct propositions, leading to impulses that initiate action in the real world.


The Stoics were as notorious in their own time as they still are for holding out as an ideal the state of apatheia, complete freedom from passion (1.9, 6.16, 11.18);53 we still use the word “stoical” for rational calmness in the face of situations that would normally generate an emotional reaction.54 As a form of impulse, passions should be under our control; we should not get carried away by them. In the Stoic view, the problem with the passions, the most prevalent kind of impulse, is not just that they are likely to disturb the cool processes of rationality,55 and therefore dislodge one from the path of virtue (as at 2.5, 2.13, 3.4, 8.48, 12.19), but also that they are, or come with, mistaken beliefs about the value of whatever it is to which the passion attaches. They are a form of overhasty assent to a mistaken proposition.56 In short, the passions are in fact value judgments, and they assign importance to things that are indifferent (11.37). Hence, Marcus rejects passion in general (e.g., 12.19), as well as specific passions such as fear, anger, and sexual desire.


If you are afraid of something, for instance, you think that it is going to be bad for you, when in fact, since it is neither virtue nor vice, it is neither good nor bad.57 Even your child’s death is actually a matter of indifference and should be treated as such (9.40). Your child is a gift to you from the universe (12.26), and so never really belonged to you; its death was chosen by the universe, and the universe is good. Substituting these propositions helps counteract the tendency to passion. So a Stoic, unless he or she is a perfected sage, is aware of the passion and its propositional content (“My child’s death is going to upset me”), but withholds assent from it and substitutes a more rational proposition.58 This seems to be how Marcus understands the teaching, because at 1.9 he praises one of his teachers, not for never feeling passion, but for never presenting in a passionate way.


However, some feelings were acceptable. Thinking that an indifferent is good or bad is false; so a sage, who has no false beliefs but only knowledge, experiences no passion. He does, however, experience three “good feelings” (eupatheiai): volition (the rational pursuit of something), caution (the rational avoidance of something), and joy (rational elation).59 Each of the three has subspecies that were therefore considered acceptable passions: kindness/benevolence, which Marcus constantly stresses, was considered a form of volition, as was friendliness; modesty and reverence were forms of caution; a sense of humor and cheerfulness were forms of joy. A dispassionate or impassive person, in the Stoic sense, is not an unfeeling zombie, but an individual who is guided by detached reason and experiences only sane passions.


A PERSONAL STOICISM


What did Marcus make of all this? As I have said, he was not writing a handbook of Stoicism. None of the ideas sketched in the previous section is discussed or developed in Meditations, but on every page they color the entries. Let’s consider four prominent themes of the book. Marcus touches on many issues, but each of these four topics has dozens of entries devoted to it. They are anger management, death, the paltriness of fame and the world in general, and his treatment of others. Anger and fear of death had garnered a great deal of attention from professional philosophers, who were concerned with the impediments to happiness, and the innate sociability of human beings lagged not far behind, but the point is that, for Marcus, all four are deeply personal concerns. But he always puts a Stoic spin on them, and he always finds that Stoicism either affords him consolation or spurs him to try to do better.


Marcus was frequently annoyed by the people with whom he was required to associate. He even sets himself the exercise of “seeing into their souls” to recognize their baseness (e.g., 4.38, 6.53, 7.62, 9.18, 9.27, 9.34). In over fifty entries of Meditations, he confesses to finding it difficult to control his temper and chides himself for it. He finds Stoic principles helpful in a number of respects:60 bad people cannot help themselves because, given their mistaken views about what is and is not important, they have no choice but to behave badly (6.27, 6.57, 7.26, 10.30); they cannot harm him, since all harm is self-inflicted and due to one’s own false beliefs—in other words, it is his own anger that harms him (2.1, 2.11, 4.7, 7.22, 8.29, 8.55, 10.25, 11.20); even bad men must have a place in the universe, since the universe is subject to rational providence (6.1, 6.42); they are kin, rational creatures just like himself, and so deserve to be treated with kindness and justice (2.1); and in any case he should accept whatever the gods put in his path (5.8, 11.13). In more commonsensical, less Stoicized moments, he also reminds himself that he is no better than them (7.26, 10.30), that given the shortness of human life their flaws are trivial and his anger meaningless (5.23, 11.18), that he may have misunderstood the situation or not have the whole picture (9.38, 11.18), and that he should show them where they are going wrong rather than lose his temper (5.22, 5.28, 6.27).


More than sixty entries touch on death and the transience of all things. This was a particularly acute issue for Marcus, who was consumptive and aware that he might die young. It is this that gives Meditations its frequent sense of urgency: there is no time to lose (2.4–2.6, 3.1, 3.14, 4.17, 4.37, 10.15). He draws on Stoicism often to console himself that death is a natural process, no more than the disintegration of the elements of which he is made (especially 2.11, 2.12, 9.3); in fact, he claims, the death and disintegration of any creature is actually good for the universe, because it allows it to create something new out of its elements and so perpetuate the divine plan (2.12, 7.25), and because what is good for the whole cannot be bad for a part (2.3, 6.54, 10.6). He reminds himself that everything that is born must die (4.48, 6.47, 9.31), even the universe itself, so death can be no bad thing (2.11, 6.28, 9.1, 10.7, 12.23, 12.34). He consoles himself with the thoughts that death is either oblivion or transference to an afterlife, neither of which is bad (3.3, 8.58), and invents arguments for the conclusion that death cannot be truly bad (2.11). In short, Stoicism taught him that death was an indifferent, nothing to fear.61


Upper-class Romans were obsessed with the perpetuation of their family names, and Marcus wanted to be remembered as a good emperor.62 So he has to remind himself that fame is an indifferent (9.1, 9.30, 10.30). Memories fade, and no one is remembered for long (2.17, 4.3, 4.19, 7.34). Fame is assigned by other people, who may be rotten (2.12, 3.10, 4.3, 6.16, 7.34, 8.44), so that to seek fame is to make oneself dependent on others, which is the opposite of the Stoic ideal of being an independent moral agent, focused only on matters that are “up to him.” Fame is at best an epiphenomenon, no more than icing on the cake, but what is important is the cake, making sure that your actions are virtuous, whether or not you are remembered for them. And as a remedy against thoughts of fame or any concern with what the future might hold, he reminds himself that all we have is the present moment (2.14, 3.10, 12.26).


Finally, as emperor, one of Marcus’s chief concerns was, naturally, his dealings with others. Very often, as I have said, he finds people contemptible (e.g., 5.10, 5.28, 9.3, 9.42), but he draws on Stoic theory to remind himself that it is natural to care for others (5.31) or at least tolerate them (5.20). As a consequence, he urges himself to love them and treat them well (6.39, 7.13, 9.27, 10.36), to focus on their good features (6.48), and in general to be more objective (7.26, 9.42) and to avoid high-handedness (6.30) and suspicion (6.20). Earlier Stoics had recognized the social virtues of benevolence and so on, but Marcus naturally puts more emphasis on them.63 Human beings are meant to serve one another (5.16, 5.30, 7.55, 8.59, 9.1, 9.9, 11.18); kindness, love, and affection for others are, as we have seen, passions that he finds acceptable. He tells himself: “Find joy and rest in one thing alone: in moving from one socially useful act to another, while remaining mindful of God” (6.7). And he urges himself to be an egoless emperor (7.73, 7.74, 9.42, 11.4).


Marcus clearly found Stoic theory helpful in a number of respects. He reinforced these theoretical frames of reference with a series of practical exercises, which helped to make the theories real. Probing questions allow him to delve under the surface and gain objectivity (3.11, 8.11, 10.9). Reducing things to their bare essentials helps him see them for what they are (3.11, 4.21, 6.13, 7.29, 9.25, 9.37, 12.2, 12.8, 12.10, 12.18, 12.29). A cosmic, long-term perspective—the view from above, as it were (7.48, 9.30, 12.24)—shows him the impermanence of things and their repetitive sameness, the immensity of time, the paltriness of the world and its inhabitants, the absurdity of seeking fame, and the meaninglessness of death, which is no more than a rearrangement of eternally existing elements (3.10, 5.24, 6.36, 7.48, 9.30, 9.32, 11.1, 12.24).64 An alternative perspective—the view from inside, as it were—shows him how all things are interconnected (4.40, 6.38, 7.9).


Marcus was trying to encapsulate the magnificent vision of human life and its cosmic setting that Stoicism afforded and to see how it applied to his personal quest for happiness and his desire to be a good emperor. Of course there would be setbacks, but there is no point in making things worse for yourself by worrying about things that are not within your control. You have to make the best of the lot the gods have assigned you. You must depend on yourself as much as you can and avoid treating indifferents as important or being ruled by your feelings. Your rational faculty can help you select a path through life that will lead you to happiness. Meditations shows us a man who was engaged against the odds in an ongoing quest for self-perfection, and although it was written entirely for himself, it encourages others to do the same, shows them a path, and casts a little light on the way ahead.




Footnotes


1. Cassius Dio, Roman History 72.13–14.


2. Fronto, De eloquentia 1.12 (Haines II.65).


3. A recent advocate of this view is W. Desmond, Philosopher-Kings of Antiquity (Continuum, 2011).


4. He “restored the old laws rather than introduced new ones” (Historia Augusta: Marcus 12.1). See G. Stanton, “Marcus Aurelius, Emperor and Philosopher,” Historia 18 (1969): 570–587.


5. See G. Wills, “Bill and the Emperor,” New York Review of Books, October 8, 1998.


6. The historical sources for Marcus’s reign are poor. They are chiefly two: the surviving excerpts and epitomes of Cassius Dio, Roman History 71–72 (with occasional references in nearby books), written in the early third century; and the Lives of Marcus, Lucius Verus, and Avidius Cassius in the Historia Augusta, a second-rate biographical summary written perhaps late in the fourth century. Other historians, such as the Greek Herodian (writing c. 230), add further snippets of information.


7. Historia Augusta: Marcus 5.2.


8. Lucian, Peregrinus 13.


9. Neither of them received the training in generalship that prospective emperors expected and needed, partly because Pius’s reign had been largely peaceful and partly, perhaps, because neither of them had a strong constitution.


10. Historia Augusta: Marcus 13.1–5.


11. All three places were in either Upper or Lower Pannonia, as the Romans called their provinces in this part of Europe.


12. Cassius had a foundation of local support because he was originally from Syria. Later, Marcus had a law passed that no governor of a province should have originated in that province.


13. It was probably then that the Aurelian Column was commissioned.


14. Cassius Dio (Roman History 71.1.2, 71.6.3–4, 71.24.4, 71.36.3, 72.24.4, 72.36.2) mentions his physical frailties, including pains in the chest, and Marcus’s extant letters to Fronto often touch on his health.


15. If imperialist expansionism seems odd in the man who wrote Meditations, it is worth noting Marcus’s belief that the lesser are made to serve the greater (e.g., 5.30, 7.55). As a Roman, he would have tended to see any people that had not been civilized by Rome as barbarian and lesser.


16. Edward Gibbon began his world-famous, six-volume The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776–1788) with the reign of Commodus. Cassius Dio ended his account of Marcus’s reign with the remark: “Our history now descends from a kingdom of gold to one of iron and rust” (Roman History 72.36.4). Commodus brought to an end the previous run of five “good emperors” (as Machiavelli first called them): Nerva, Trajan, Hadrian, Antoninus Pius, Marcus Aurelius.


17. But there is no evidence for the film’s notion that Commodus killed his father.


18. See the note at the beginning of the first notebook.


19. Ironically, the book’s survival has confounded one of Marcus’s recurrent expectations. At 7.21, for instance, he says: “Soon you’ll have forgotten everything; soon everyone will have forgotten you.” Fortunately, the second clause was wrong.


20. One important consequence of the occasional difficulty in detecting Marcus’s train of thought is that it is not always easy to be sure how exactly to divide the entries. If two or more consecutive entries cover much the same ground, should we really be reading them as a single entry? A few entries contain disconnected thoughts: should they perhaps be separate entries? Look at 7.51, for instance, or 9.28. The early editors who divided up the entries cannot always have been true to Marcus’s intentions. For the purposes of this translation, however, I have been conservative in that I have not attempted to reorganize or renumber any of the entries, but have followed the divisions found in the standard editions of Marcus’s Greek, which are essentially those of Thomas Gataker in his edition of 1652.


21. One feature of Marcus’s writing that has been lost in translation is his use of diminutives. Quite often, when he refers to his body or his soul, for instance, he employs words that mean “little body” and “little soul,” as a way of disparaging them and seeing them as unimportant when viewed against a universal background. This rarely works in English.


22. This has led to a certain degree of repetition in the notes I have written. A reader who chooses to start by dipping into Notebook 5, say, will have missed the earlier notes, but still needs guidance.


23. The attempt has been made, more than once, to reorganize the text according to topic.


24. In fact, at Discourses 2.1.32–33, Epictetus projects the practice back onto Socrates. Marcus’s self-admonishment is truly Stoic because one of the most famous Stoic paradoxes was that one was either a sage, whose every action was virtuous, or as imperfect as the worst criminal. Although an aspirant to sagehood could make progress, until actually achieving enlightenment that person was not virtuous. The Roman Stoics of the imperial era were less severe on themselves than this and allowed degrees of goodness and badness in people, but they still felt, as Seneca memorably put it: “I am far from being even a tolerable human being, let alone a perfect one” (Letters 57.3). So Marcus urges himself to make progress toward sagehood, to stop being one of the phauloi, as the Stoics called them, the “base” or “iniquitous” people.


25. Other schools also tolerated a public career, but Epicureanism counseled withdrawal from the hubbub of the world: “Live unknown” was its motto. Stoics saw a person’s responsibilities in terms of ever-increasing concentric circles: from preservation of the self to care for family, for extended family, for fellow citizens, for fellow countrymen, and finally for the whole human race.


26. See J.-B. Gourinat, “Was Marcus Aurelius a Philosopher?” in Meditations and Representations: The Philosopher and Emperor Marcus Aurelius in an Interdisciplinary Light, ed. M. van Ackeren and J. Opsomer (Reichert, 2012), 65–85.


27. Philostratus, Lives of the Sophists 557.


28. All the works of the early Stoics are lost to us (the first complete texts are by Seneca, writing in the first century CE), but they were presumably available to Marcus. We now have only fragmentary remains.


29. The considerable scholarly debate about the degree of Marcus’s borrowings from other schools of thought can be followed up by means of works listed in the Recommended Reading section at the back of this book.


30. Nevertheless, some readers might like to start with Notebook 5, which is on the whole perfectly accessible without any prior knowledge of Stoicism. In Notebook 1, he recognizes his debt to his family and teachers for everyday moral lessons as well as specifically Stoic ones, but none of the everyday lessons is incompatible with Stoicism.


31. Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the Eminent Philosophers 7.40.


32. Early in 9.9 he essays a physical explanation of inflammability, but it is rather clumsy.


33. See Gill, Meditations 1–6, Introduction; Sellars, Marcus Aurelius. So, for instance, Marcus frequently remarks on how the four elements recognized by Stoicism (earth, water, air, fire) are constantly being recycled by the death and disintegration of things.


34. On the Stoic sage, see Sellars, Stoicism, 36–41, and for a book-length treatment, R. Brouwer, The Stoic Sage: The Early Stoics on Wisdom, Sagehood and Socrates (Cambridge University Press, 2014).


35. On philosophy as therapy, see Hadot, What Is Ancient Philosophy?, and Nussbaum, Therapy. The therapeutic aspect constituted mainstream Stoicism in the imperial period, and all Marcus’s immediate predecessors—Musonius Rufus, Seneca, and Epictetus—were on the same page in this respect.


36. As Epictetus put it: “The starting point of philosophy… is an awareness of one’s own weakness and impotence in matters of essential importance” (Discourses 2.11.1).


37. What follows in this section is a general survey of aspects of Stoicism that aid in understanding Meditations. It should be supplemented by books listed in Recommended Reading. Some details are also covered in the notes to help readers understand particular entries, but here I contextualize and explain the thinking behind the entries as a whole.


38. This does not apply to all indifferents, some of which are completely and utterly indifferent, such as whether the number of hairs on my head is even or odd. Not everything has value, but many things do. For a thorough study of indifferents, see J. Klein, “Making Sense of Stoic Indifferents,” Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 49 (2015): 227–281. The contempt Marcus often expresses for the things of this world is a forceful way of reminding himself that they have or should have no value for him.


39. Marcus quite often employs the technical term “indifferent,” and he also spells that out as “morally neutral” (2.11, 3.11, 5.36), as “neither consonant nor dissonant with nature” (4.39), as external to us (i.e., not “up to us”), and as “not proper to a person qua human” (5.15). But he does not explicitly distinguish indifferents as preferred or dispreferred.


40. For the influence of Socrates on Stoicism in general, see A. A. Long, “Socrates in Hellenistic Philosophy,” in Stoic Studies (Cambridge University Press, 1996), 1–34, and E. Brown, “Socrates and the Stoa,” in A Companion to Socrates, ed. S. Ahbel-Rappe and R. Kamtekar (Blackwell, 2006), 275–284. For Marcus in particular, see J. Sellars, “Socratic Themes in the Meditations of Marcus Aurelius,” in Brill’s Companion to the Reception of Socrates, ed. C. Moore (Brill, 2019), 293–310.


41. All four of these virtues, along with honesty and sincerity, feature prominently in Meditations. The Stoics classified other virtues as species of one or another of the primary four.


42. Mature, rational human beings occupy the apex of a scala naturae, and Marcus sometimes deploys the image that all rational beings, humans and gods, are citizens of a Great City, a cosmopolis (2.16, 3.11, 4.4, 6.44, 9.9, 10.15, 12.36): see Sellars, Marcus Aurelius, chap. 9.


43. The Greek word eudaimonia implies “having one’s inner being in a good state” and is usually (but not entirely happily) translated “happiness.” Greek philosophers generally agreed that happiness was the goal in life, but differed over what constituted it.


44. Discourses 2.5.3.


45. In terms of Stoic physics, rationality is a quality of the pneuma, spirit, that pervades all things but is found in its least bound form in human beings. The exaltation of reason and its occasional description in tones of religious fervor will strike some readers as strange. It is important to be clear that Marcus was indeed exalting human reason, because it counters a tendency to turn him into some kind of mystic. The history of Greek philosophy as a whole is to a large extent the history of the discovery of the capacities of the human mind rather than the attempt to transcend it.


46. More often, Marcus simply alludes to this scala naturae, for example, at 3.6, 6.16, 8.41, and 8.46.


47. For a thorough study, see G. Striker, “Following Nature,” in Essays on Hellenistic Epistemology and Ethics (Cambridge University Press, 1996), 221–280.


48. In technical terms, it is called “compatibilism.” Two book-length studies are: S. Bobzien, Determinism and Freedom in Stoic Philosophy (Oxford University Press, 1998); R. Salles, The Stoics on Determinism and Compatibilism (Ashgate, 2005).


49. Marcus alludes to this point at 10.33.


50. On assent—“the linchpin of the Stoic system”—see especially Brennan, Stoic Life, 51–61.


51. See especially 5.27. Marcus uses the term often and talks also of the “command center” of the universe (6.36, 7.75, 9.22). On about a dozen occasions, he also calls the command center a person’s inner “guardian spirit,” and once “the ruler within us.”


52. “Impulse” is the standard translation of hormē, and it is acceptable as long as the reader appreciates that it does not necessarily imply impulsiveness, and whereas in common English we do not have to act on our impulses, in the Stoic use of the term an impulse necessarily leads to action. Marcus uses the term in Meditations a great many times. We can now see that when he says that he wishes in some way to correct his impulses (as at 2.2, 2.16, 3.6, 3.16, etc.), this is shorthand for wishing to correct the beliefs that lead to impulses, and so coincides with his repeated insistence that nothing is bad unless he thinks it so.


53. I have translated pathos as “passion” rather than “emotion” because it is more literal (passion is something that happens to one as a passive, reactive subject, and so is pathos) and, as the more forceful term, helps to explain why the Stoics saw many pathē as forms of psychic sickness.


54. Mr. Spock from Star Trek springs to mind. Apart from works listed in the Recommended Reading, an interesting study dedicated to Marcus is T. Engberg-Pedersen, “Marcus Aurelius on Emotions,” in The Emotions in Hellenistic Philosophy, ed. J. Sihvola and T. Engberg-Pedersen (Springer, 1998), 305–337.


55. The Stoics saw the human soul as unified, and so did not separate passion and reason in a Platonic fashion as two distinct parts of it. It is the same soul that reasons, desires, wills, remembers, perceives, and feels. So, strictly speaking, passions are not the enemies of reason, but are forms of perverted reason, or misjudgments.


56. This is one reason why Marcus sets himself various exercises designed to slow down assent until he has a clear view about the source of the impression. For these exercises, see pp. lvi–lvii.


57. The Stoics recognized four categories of passion: fear (with reference to an apparent bad in the future), desire (with reference to an apparent good in the future), pleasure (with reference to what we believe to be good and believe we now have), and distress (with reference to what we believe to be bad and believe we now have). The other passions were regarded as subspecies of these four. It is less clear how they accommodated passions that are focused on the past, such as guilt and shame, but see Graver, Stoicism and Emotion, 191–211. Whether we feel pleasure or distress, fear or desire, depends on whether we accept or do not accept the way things present themselves to us, our impressions. Hence, in one and the same situation, one person will feel pleasure while another will not. But what makes reason weaker in one person than another? Largely upbringing, and so the Stoics stressed the importance of a good education. This helps to explain why Marcus thanks his teachers in Notebook 1. But upbringing was not the only factor: innate biases, inherited from parents and turned habitual by repetition, also played a part. See Graver, Stoicism and Emotion, 149–171.


58. As Marcus often says, nothing is good or bad unless you think it so. Entry 9.13 is a particularly clear statement, but the notion is deployed many times throughout Meditations.


59. See Graver, Stoicism and Emotion, 51–59, 81–83.


60. Most of these are summarized in 11.18, which is a devoted to anger management.


61. Stoic discussions of death and suicide are analyzed by A. G. Long, Death and Immortality in Ancient Philosophy (Cambridge University Press, 2019).


62. “He was very concerned to ensure that he had a good reputation” (Historia Augusta: Marcus 20.5).


63. See G. Reydam-Schils, “Marcus Aurelius’ Social Ethics,” in Meditations and Representations: The Philosopher and Emperor Marcus Aurelius in an Interdisciplinary Light, ed. M. van Ackeren and J. Opsomer (Reichert, 2012), 111–132.


64. On this cosmic perspective, see T. Bénatouil, “Theōria and Scholē in Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius: Platonic, Stoic or Socratic?” in Plato and the Stoics, ed. A. G. Long (Cambridge University Press, 2013), 147–173.
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