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INTRODUCTION

In the bustling heart of the ancient Greek world, a profound philosophy took root that would endure through the ages, influencing millions with its wisdom and practicality. This philosophy is Stoicism, founded in the early third century B.C.E. by Zeno of Citium. At its core, Stoicism teaches the pursuit of virtue and wisdom as the path to true happiness, advocating for a life lived in harmony with reason and nature.

Stoicism is more than just a set of philosophical ideas; it is a way of life. Unlike many other philosophies, Stoicism is not about answering the grand philosophical questions of life; rather, it focuses on how to live a good life. It offers guidance on how to navigate the complexities and challenges of existence with grace and resilience, and cultivate inner tranquility and strength, regardless of fate or fortune.

Throughout this book, you’ll learn about the Stoics’ perspective and ideas about how to face the practical challenges of life such as:


	Why is it important to understand what is within your control and what is not?

	How do you maintain control of your emotions while dealing with the challenges of life?

	Why is it important to acknowledge the reality of your mortality?

	How should you treat other people?

	
How can you develop resilience in the face of adversity and turn obstacles into opportunities for growth?

	And more.



Stoicism 101 aims to explore the rich tapestry of Stoic philosophy, from its ancient origins to its modern reappearance. Through the teachings of its most prominent figures, such as Seneca, Epictetus, and Marcus Aurelius, you’ll learn how Stoicism outlines a path to achieving personal freedom and happiness by living according to virtue and rationality. As you delve into the principles and practices of Stoicism, you will discover how its timeless wisdom can be applied to your life today, offering insights into how to lead a more purposeful and serene life.

Whether you are encountering Stoicism for the first time or seeking to deepen your understanding, learning more about this ancient and enduring philosophy promises to be both enlightening and transformative, inviting you to view the world differently. Now turn the page to begin.











THE STOIC MOVEMENT Origins and Development





Quotable Voices

“Man conquers the world by conquering himself.”

—Zeno of Citium



Stoicism, one of the most influential schools of Greek and Roman philosophy, has profoundly shaped Western thought and continues to offer practical wisdom for modern life. Stoicism began in Athens, Greece, and later expanded to Rome and the Roman Empire.


ORIGINS OF STOICISM

Stoicism began in Athens, Greece, a fertile ground for philosophical thought. It had many influences, ultimately evolving into its current form. Read on to examine some of the major philosophical influences.


Zeno of Citium

Stoicism was founded by Zeno of Citium around 300 B.C.E. in Athens. Zeno, originally a wealthy merchant, turned to philosophy after losing his fortune in a shipwreck. Seeking guidance, he studied under various philosophers, which significantly influenced his thinking and the development of Stoic principles.




Socratic Influence

Socrates, a classical Greek philosopher, profoundly influenced Zeno and the philosophical school of Stoicism. Socrates emphasized the importance of virtue and knowledge, advocating for a life guided by reason and self-examination, declaring, “The unexamined life is not worth living.” His method of dialectic questioning, aimed at uncovering truths about ethics and virtue, laid the groundwork for Stoic teachings.




Cynic Influence

Zeno’s first teacher was Crates of Thebes, who was a pupil of Diogenes of Sinope (the founder of Cynicism). The Cynics had a significant impact on Zeno and the development of his ideas around philosophy. Cynicism advocated for a life in accordance with nature, rejecting conventional desires for wealth, power, and fame. Diogenes, known for his ascetic lifestyle and disdain for societal norms, influenced the Stoics’ value of self-sufficiency and the importance of virtue over material possessions. Diogenes embodied his philosophy by living on the streets and sleeping in a large earthen wine jar, stating, “He has the most who is most content with the least.”




Influence of Epicureanism

Although often contrasted with Stoicism, Epicureanism also influenced Stoic thought. Founded by Epicurus, this school emphasized the pursuit of tranquility through the avoidance of pain and fear. While Stoics disagreed with the Epicurean focus on physical pleasure as the highest good, both groups wanted to achieve a state of inner peace and freedom from disturbance and believed people should moderate their desires.







DEVELOPMENT OF STOICISM

Stoicism developed over several crucial periods, including the following.


Early Stoa (300 B.C.E.–150 B.C.E.)

Zeno’s teachings were continued by his successors, Cleanthes and Chrysippus, who significantly developed Stoic doctrines. Cleanthes, known for his tribute called “Hymn to Zeus,” emphasized the unity of the cosmos and the role of divine reason (Logos). Chrysippus, often considered the cofounder of Stoicism, systematized and expanded Stoic philosophy, integrating logic, physics, and ethics into a cohesive framework.




Middle Stoa (150 B.C.E.–C.E. 50)

The Stoic movement evolved further with thinkers like Panaetius and Posidonius, who introduced Stoic ideas to Rome. Panaetius softened some of the harshness of early Stoicism and made it more palatable to Roman sensibilities, teaching the idea that a rational soul is one that directs itself toward goodness and truth. For his part, Posidonius explored the connections between Stoicism and other philosophical traditions, such as Platonism and Aristotelianism.




Late Stoa (C.E. 50–C.E. 200)

The Late Stoa saw Stoicism reach its zenith under Roman philosophers such as Seneca, Epictetus, and Marcus Aurelius. These thinkers adapted Stoicism to address practical and ethical concerns, emphasizing personal improvement and resilience. They are the best known of the Stoic philosophers due to the larger volume of their surviving texts and writings, and the accessibility of their teachings.







THE BIG THREE STOIC PHILOSOPHERS

There were arguably three most important philosophers relating to Stoicism: Seneca, Epictetus, and Marcus Aurelius.


Seneca

A statesman, playwright, and advisor to Emperor Nero, Seneca focused his writings on practical ethics and the pursuit of virtue in daily life. He was a prolific writer, best known for his treatises on anger and time management, as well his philosophical correspondence with his friend Lucilius.




Epictetus

A former enslaved person, Epictetus taught that true freedom comes from within and emphasized the importance of focusing on what is within your control, stating, “It’s not what happens to you, but how you react to it that matters.” Epictetus was heavily influenced by Socrates and taught through deep questioning of his students. Fortunately, his teachings were well documented by his student Arrian and compiled into the Enchiridion and Discourses of Epictetus.




Marcus Aurelius

The Roman emperor and philosopher Marcus Aurelius practiced Stoicism to manage the immense responsibilities and pressures of his role. His personal writings, known as his Meditations, show a man striving to live a virtuous life while holding a position of enormous power. His self-focused exhortations such as, “Be like the promontory against which the waves continually break; but it stands firm and tames the fury of the water around it,” still apply today.

Overall, the Stoic movement, shaped by early influences from Socratic, Cynic, and Epicurean philosophies, evolved through the contributions of many great thinkers over multiple centuries. From its origins in Athens to its development in Rome, Stoicism has remained a powerful guide for living a virtuous and resilient life. By focusing on what is within one’s control and cultivating inner peace, Stoic philosophy offers timeless wisdom that continues to resonate in the modern world.











ZENO OF CITIUM The Founder of Stoicism





Quotable Voices

“The goal of life is living in agreement with nature.”

—Zeno of Citium



Zeno of Citium was a wealthy merchant and the founder of the Stoic school of philosophy. He drew influences from Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, as well as the moral ideas of the Cynics. He lived a spare and simple life in spite of his wealth. He was drawn to philosophy as a practical way to live a good life and maintain peace of mind. Little did he know that his ideas would end up influencing great statesmen such as Cato the Younger, Cicero, and Marcus Aurelius.


EARLY LIFE AND CONVERSION TO PHILOSOPHY

Zeno was born in the Phoenician colony Citium in Cyprus in 334 B.C.E. The philosopher had a Greek name and Greek education, but his ancestry is disputed; scholars are uncertain if he was Phoenician or Greek. Plus, Zeno is also reported to have only spoken Greek, and his father’s name, Mnaseas, was a meaningful word in both Greek and Phoenician.

On a voyage from Phoenicia to Peiraeus, Zeno survived a shipwreck and ended up in Athens. While pondering what to do next, Zeno apparently consulted the oracle of Delphi and was instructed that he should seek the same complexion as the dead. He inferred this to mean that he should study the books of the ancients.

Following the advice of the oracle, he often visited a bookstore in Athens. He became interested in philosophy after reading Xenophon’s Memorabilia, fascinated with its portrayal of Socrates. He approached the bookseller and asked him where he might find someone like Socrates to instruct him. At the same moment, Crates of Thebes, the most famous Cynic in Athens, happened to be walking by. The bookseller pointed to Crates, and Zeno became his student shortly after. Zeno later commented that even though he’d suffered a shipwreck, it was a prosperous journey because of his introduction to philosophy.




PHILOSOPHICAL INFLUENCES

As a student of Crates, Zeno was heavily influenced by the Cynic school of philosophy, which argued that people were rational animals, and that the purpose of life was to live with reason and according to nature. Cynics felt that a person should live according to one’s own natural sense of reason by living simply and shamelessly, rejecting social constraints. The Cynics lived spare, ascetic lives, meaning that they rejected wealth, power, worldly possessions, and fame. Crates of Thebes even gave away a large fortune to live in poverty and teach in Athens.

While Zeno studied under Crates, he showed a strong inclination toward learning philosophy, but due to his modesty, he struggled to adopt the Cynics’ shamelessness. In an effort to change him, Crates gave Zeno a pot of lentil soup to carry in the streets of Athens. The shy Zeno felt embarrassed carrying an open pot of lentil soup out in public and tried to hide it under his cloak. Upon seeing Zeno’s discomfort, Crates broke the pot with his staff. Zeno ran away with lentil soup streaming down his legs, with Crates admonishing him, “Why run away, my little Phoenician? Nothing terrible has befallen you.”

The Cynics felt that material goods, wealth, and fame were antithetical to living a good life. However, Zeno conceived the material as “indifferents,” meaning that they were neither good nor bad, but that they were things with which you could develop virtue against. In his thirst for knowledge, Zeno studied under the Megarians, the Academics, and the Platonists, merging these philosophies into his own school of thought.




FOUNDING OF THE STOIC SCHOOL

Zeno felt that philosophy should be shared openly and widely among any who wished to learn. In 301 B.C.E., he began teaching his philosophical ideas in the streets of Athens at the Stoa Poikile (Painted Porch), from which Stoicism derives its name. Initially, his followers were called Zenonians but eventually became known as Stoics.




CORE TEACHINGS AND PHILOSOPHY

Like many of the Socratic philosophers, Zeno focused on promoting rational and ethical living as the path to a good life. He adopted Plato’s and Aristotle’s ideas of virtue (living with wisdom, courage, justice, and temperance) but disagreed with Aristotle’s notion that a good life also needed external things such as wealth, health, and beauty. (For more on the topic of virtue, see the Virtue section.)

Zeno taught that there were three fundamental branches of philosophy: logic, physics, and ethics. He believed that logic was necessary to develop wisdom and to avoid being deceived. His idea of physics theorized a universe with a rational, purposeful structure (the Logos). But his main focus was on ethics and living a virtuous life, which he felt was the key to true happiness and equanimity.




INFLUENCE AND LEGACY

Very little of Zeno’s works have survived, so most of what is known of him and his teachings comes from reports and quotations of other philosophers and historians, most notably from Diogenes Laërtius’s Lives of Eminent Philosophers. Diogenes Laërtius, commenting on Zeno’s character, writes, “Though he was in other respects very energetic in his application to philosophy, still he was too modest for the shamelessness of the Cynics.”

Zeno died around 262 B.C.E. The leadership of the Stoic school was taken up by Cleanthes, one of his most ardent students. Zeno’s ideas and the spread of Stoicism throughout the Hellenistic world and into Rome made a lasting influence on later philosophical and ethical thought.









SENECA THE YOUNGER Stoic Philosopher, Statesman, Playwright





Quotable Voices

“Men do not care how nobly they live, but only for how long, although it is within the reach of every man to live nobly, but within no man’s power to live long.”

—Seneca



Lucius Annaeus Seneca the Younger, generally referred to as Seneca, was a philosopher, statesman, and playwright. He was active in politics as a Roman senator and later was an advisor to Emperor Nero. Seneca wrote twelve essays and 124 letters about philosophical and ethical issues throughout his life, contributing greatly to the body of Stoic philosophy and earning him a place as one of the most important Stoic thinkers. Seneca is considered one of the more accessible Stoic writers due to his clear style and excellent prose.

In addition, ten plays are attributed to Seneca, including Medea, Phaedra, and Thyestes. All his plays are dark and grim tragedies, which starkly contrast to his Stoic teachings and writings. Interestingly, his plays were well read throughout medieval and Renaissance Europe, influencing dramatic playwrights of the time, including Shakespeare.


EARLY LIFE

Seneca was born around 4 B.C.E. in Córdoba, Hispania (modern-day Spain). His father was a Spanish-born Roman knight, who was a famous writer and teacher of rhetoric in Rome. Seneca went to Rome around the age of five. As a high-born Roman, he received a well-rounded education including studies in rhetoric, literature, and grammar. Seneca was tutored in philosophy by Attalus the Stoic, whom Seneca mentions often in his writings, holding him in high esteem.




POLITICAL CAREER AND EXILE

Seneca was a successful senator and was well known for his oratory skills. However, in his writings, he referred to Emperor Caligula as a monster. In response, Caligula ordered Seneca to commit suicide, but he was spared when, due to an illness, his friends convinced Caligula that Seneca would die soon anyway. Fortunately for Seneca, Caligula’s reign was cut short when he was assassinated in 41 C.E.

Seneca’s good fortune didn’t last long. While he escaped Caligula’s wrath, he was accused of infidelity with Caligula’s sister, Julia Livilla, and he was sentenced to death; however, most historians agree that the charges were likely false. The new emperor, Claudius, instead exiled Seneca to Corsica, where Seneca spent the next eight years.




PHILOSOPHICAL WORKS

Seneca was a prolific writer, well known for covering a wide range of topics with keen observations about living according to virtue, wealth, time management, and dealing with grief. For example, in his essay On the Shortness of Life, he writes, “It is not that we have a short time to live, but that we waste a lot of it. Life is long enough, and a sufficiently generous amount has been given to us for the highest achievements if it were all well invested.”

In his Moral Letters to Lucilius (also called Letters from a Stoic), which was an ongoing correspondence with his friend, Seneca provides a treasure trove of the practical application of Stoic ideals. For example, he tells Lucilius how to live contently, advising, “No person has the power to have everything they want, but it is in their power not to want what they don’t have, and to cheerfully put to good use what they do have.”




SENECA AND NERO

Seneca returned to Rome in 49 C.E. when Claudius married Caligula’s sister Agrippina, and she persuaded Claudius to cancel Seneca’s exile. Upon his return, Seneca was appointed as tutor to Agrippina’s son, the future emperor, Nero. When Nero became emperor, Seneca became his advisor, and his guidance ensured that the first five years of Nero’s reign were successful and prosperous.

As Nero’s behavior became more erratic, Seneca’s influence on him waned. Seneca was also caught up in political intrigue and accused of using his office to enrich himself. This may have been true, as Seneca was extremely rich and owned several estates throughout the Roman Empire. Around this time, Seneca wrote On the Happy Life, where he claimed that gaining wealth along Stoic lines was proper for a philosopher.

Seneca tried to retire from public office twice but each time was refused by Nero. Unable to curb Nero’s excesses and tiring from political intrigue, Seneca spent more time in the countryside focusing on his studies and writing, rarely visiting Rome. It was during this time that he wrote Natural Questions, an encyclopedia of the natural world, and the previously mentioned Moral Letters to Lucilius.





DEATH

In 65 C.E., Seneca was caught up in the aftermath of the attempted assassination of Nero. Historians argue Seneca’s actual involvement, but Nero ordered Seneca to commit suicide. Seneca accepted his fate stoically and with dignity. After dictating his will to a scribe, Seneca, in his home surrounded by friends, cut his wrists. Due to his age and illness, his blood loss was slow and painful, denying him a quick death. He also took poison, but it failed to end his life. Interestingly, Seneca’s wife, Pompeia Paulina, also cut her wrists, but Nero ordered she be saved.




LEGACY

Seneca’s life and works have had an enduring legacy in philosophy, literature, and political thought. With his practical advice for living virtuously in a turbulent world, his works have had a profound influence on later philosophical and religious thought, including early Christianity and Renaissance Humanism. His teachings continue to offer guidance on ethical living and mental resilience.









SENECA ON TIME MANAGEMENT Ancient Wisdom for Modern Efficiency





Quotable Voices

“Life is long if you know how to use it.”

—Seneca



Seneca was a Roman Stoic philosopher, statesman, and playwright whose wide-ranging works have influenced political and philosophical thinking, the structure of dramatic plays, and grief. Seneca’s thoughts on time management are particularly important and are demonstrated in his essay On the Shortness of Life and his correspondence published as Moral Letters to Lucilius.

You may ask: Why time management? Wouldn’t this be a topic better left to planners? Seneca’s views on time management aren’t just about daily productivity; they are also about developing a mindset about time and how to use it wisely throughout all areas of life. Seneca’s time management focuses on understanding what’s important and ignoring the rest, so you don’t regret your time on Earth.


THE VALUE OF TIME

For Seneca, time was the most valuable resource because it couldn’t be renewed. He felt that a person’s time should be fiercely guarded, writing, “People are frugal in guarding their personal property; but as soon as it comes to squandering time they are most wasteful of the one thing in which it is right to be stingy.”





MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT TIME

Seneca argued against the belief that one needs more time to live well. He felt that it didn’t matter how long a person lives, but rather how well they live with the time they have. Seneca understood that a person doesn’t really control the length of their life, and that even if they lived a long life, it did not necessarily mean that they lived a good life.




COMMON TIME-WASTERS

In On the Shortness of Life, Seneca gives a list of time-wasters that were not only common in ancient Rome but are also very applicable today. He criticizes those who procrastinate: “Putting things off is the biggest waste of life: it snatches away each day as it comes, and denies us the present by promising the future.” He also chastises those who waste time pursuing power or unnecessary indulgences for investing time in the wrong pursuits, writing, “You act like mortals in all that you fear, and like immortals in all that you desire.” In summary, Seneca felt that spending time on things that don’t align with a virtuous life wasted not only one’s time but also one’s life.




SENECA’S PRINCIPLES OF TIME MANAGEMENT

Seneca was clear about his feelings toward how a person spent their time. The following are pillars of his preferred way to approach time management.



Setting Clear and Ethical Priorities

Seneca, like other Stoic philosophers, felt that pursuing external statuses such as wealth and power wouldn’t offer a happy and fulfilling life. He explains, “Of all people only those are at leisure who make time for philosophy, only those are really alive.” Seneca believed only by having philosophy-driven self-awareness and living with virtue can a person’s life flourish.




Living in the Present

Seneca urges that living in the present moment is one of the core precepts to managing one’s time responsibly, writing, “Everyone hustles his life along, and is troubled by a longing for the future and weariness of the present. But the man who [… ] organizes every day as though it were his last, neither longs for nor fears the next day.” By acting as if each day is your last, you are able to be more present in your lives and focus on what truly matters.




Avoiding Busyness

Busyness, meaning mistaking activity for progress, is something that Seneca warns against. “There is nothing the busy man is less busied with than living,” he penned, advising people to steer clear of being busy at the cost of living a good life. “No one will bring back the years; no one will restore you to yourself,” he writes as a warning that busyness only brings a life filled with regret from wasted opportunities.




Prioritize Tasks and Avoid Distractions

Seneca recommends prioritizing tasks according to their true value. By aligning what you do with your values and avoiding distractions, you focus on what really matters. Seneca advises:


“So, concerning the things we pursue, and for which we vigorously exert ourselves, we owe this consideration—either there is nothing useful in them, or most aren’t useful. Some of them are superfluous, while others aren’t worth that much. But we don’t discern this and see them as free, when they cost us dearly.”

—Seneca



Basically, much of what a person thinks is important usually is a waste of time, so focus on things that matter most.




Rejuvenation and Reflection

Seneca was also a proponent of taking time off to relax, reflect, and rejuvenate. In his essay On Tranquility of Mind, he writes, “The mind should not be kept continuously at the same pitch of concentration, but given amusing diversions…. Our minds must relax.” He then advises taking a walk and getting out into nature, taking time away from social settings, and even enjoying wine in moderation.

Seneca’s views on time management are not just about being efficient; they are also about enhancing the quality of life. He offers timeless principles and actionable advice for managing one’s time in a way that aligns with living a meaningful and ethical life.











EPICTETUS The Resilient Sage





Quotable Voices

“Settle on the type of person you want to be and stick to it, whether alone or in company.”

—Epictetus



Epictetus was a Greek philosopher, born around 50 C.E. in Hierapolis, Phrygia (present-day Turkey). He was born enslaved, which shaped his perspectives on freedom and control. His birth name is unknown, as the Greek word epíktētos simply means “gained” or “acquired.” His teachings on moral ethics and the Dichotomy of Control have profoundly influenced both ancient and modern thought.

Where the high-born Seneca was known for his elegant writing and speaking style, the low-born Epictetus was more direct, frank, and often humorous in his teachings. In speaking about death, he quips, “I have to die. If it is now, well then I die now; if later, then now I will take my lunch, since the hour for lunch has arrived—and dying I will tend to later.”


EARLY LIFE

Epictetus spent his early life as an enslaved person in Rome to Epaphroditos, a wealthy former enslaved person and secretary to Nero. Though Epictetus was enslaved, the imperial connection of his master and his education afforded him a higher status than that of a common enslaved person. He was permitted to study Stoic philosophy under a well-respected Stoic, Musonius Rufus.




LATER LIFE

After Epictetus was released from enslavement around 68 C.E., he began to teach philosophy in Rome. In 93 C.E., Emperor Domitian banished all philosophers from Rome because he was wary of their influence on citizens against his dictatorship. So, Epictetus moved to Nicopolis in Greece, where he established his own school of philosophy. He lived a simple life and was alone for most of his life. In his old age, he adopted a friend’s child who otherwise may have died and raised him with the help of a woman, though it’s unknown if they were married. Epictetus died sometime around 135 C.E.




CORE TEACHINGS AND PHILOSOPHY

Epictetus, like most Stoic philosophers, felt that the beginning of growth was self-examination. He teaches, “It’s not what happens to you, but how you react to it that matters.” In other words, people should examine how their perspectives of external events and circumstances caused them to make judgments, and how their misjudgments may have caused them distress. By questioning your perceptions (impressions) before you insist (assent) that your perceptions are correct, you make correct judgments more frequently. For more on this subject, see the section on Impressions and Assent.

For Epictetus, understanding what one has control over, namely one’s will, is essential to living a good life. Trying to control things outside of your control, like the actions of others, your reputation, and even your body, is futile and causes internal distress and dissatisfaction. He states, “Freedom is the only worthy goal in life. It is won by disregarding things that lie beyond our control.” For more on this topic, see The Dichotomy of Control section.

“No man is free who is not master of himself,” says Epictetus, teaching his students the importance of self-discipline. He reasons that because one only has control over oneself, that if one did not practice self-discipline, one would have no control in one’s life, and therefore would not be free.




WORKS

Epictetus never wrote any of his teachings, preferring to question his students in the style of his hero, Socrates. Though there are no written works by Epictetus, his lectures were transcribed by his pupil Arrian and compiled into two works: Discourses and the Enchiridion, or Handbook. In the preface to Discourses, Arrian writes, “Whatever I heard him say I used to write down, word for word, as best I could, endeavoring to preserve it as a memorial, for my own future use, of his way of thinking and the frankness of his speech.”




INFLUENCE AND LEGACY

Emperor Hadrian appreciated Epictetus’s teaching and attended some of his lectures in Nicopolis. Hadrian ordered his adopted son Antoninus to adopt a young Marcus Aurelius, who would later be considered one of the greatest emperors to have ever ruled the Roman Empire.

Epictetus influenced other Stoic thinkers and later philosophical and religious movements, including Christianity. Marcus Aurelius mentions his name in Meditations as a key influence on his own philosophical thinking. In 1450, the Enchiridion was translated by the Renaissance humanist Niccolò Perotti and was popular throughout Europe for the next two centuries.

Like other Stoic philosophers, Epictetus emphasized philosophy as a way of life, not just a theoretical pursuit. His teachings were practical rather than being a formal presentation of Stoic philosophy. With his sharp wit and logical reasoning through examples in daily life, Epictetus made important contributions to Stoic philosophy that have lasted through the ages.









MARCUS AURELIUS Philosopher Emperor of Rome





Quotable Voices

“Waste no more time arguing about what a good man should be. Be one.”

—Marcus Aurelius



Marcus Aurelius was a Roman emperor and Stoic philosopher. He was considered one of the greatest leaders of Rome because of his ethical leadership and concern for the well-being of those he governed. He was the last of what historians called the Five Good Emperors—a time of relative peace and prosperity within the Roman Empire.


EARLY LIFE

Marcus Aurelius was born in 121 C.E. to a prominent and wealthy family. His father died when he was three, and he was primarily raised by his mother and paternal grandfather. In speaking of his grandfather, he writes in Meditations, “From my grandfather Verus I learned good morals and the government of my temper.”

Marcus Aurelius was educated at home according to aristocratic traditions of the time. Diognetus, a painting master, introduced Aurelius to philosophy, and, as a result, he took on the sparse dress of a philosopher and slept on the floor until his mother intervened. From this early introduction to philosophy, Aurelius developed his moral center that would guide him through the challenges of being the most powerful man in the world.

In 138 C.E., Emperor Hadrian ordered Antoninus, who was next in the line of succession, to adopt Marcus Aurelius to ensure his accession. Hadrian died later that year, and Aurelius became heir to the throne.




INTRODUCTION TO STOICISM

Aurelius’s education continued as he was groomed to become emperor. He received instruction in oratory, law, Greek, and Latin. It was during this time that he was tutored by the Stoic philosophers Rusticus and Apollonius, beginning a lifelong commitment to Stoic principles. He was especially influenced by Rusticus, writing in his Meditations, “I am indebted to him [Rusticus] for being acquainted with the discourses of Epictetus, which he communicated to me out of his own collection.”




ASCENSION TO POWER AND GOVERNANCE

On the death of Antoninus in 161 C.E., the Senate planned to recognize Marcus Aurelius as emperor, but he refused unless his adopted brother Lucius Verus was also given a title. The Senate accepted, and though the men were given the titles of co-emperor, it was clear that Aurelius was the more senior emperor. Verus served as co-emperor until his death in 169 C.E.

Aurelius’s approach to governance was characterized by a commitment to duty and the welfare of his people. He avoided the excesses of previous emperors and often chafed at the extravagances of life as an emperor. He would have preferred a life of studying philosophy and writing, but he recognized his Stoic duty to use his office to serve the greater good.




PARTHIAN WARS

Soon after Aurelius’s ascension to emperor, King Vologases IV of Parthia attacked Armenia, a Roman client state, meaning a semi-autonomous region under the protection of Rome. This was the start of the Parthian Wars, which lasted until 166 C.E., when the Roman armies expelled the Parthians and returned to Rome. Seeing the suffering caused by the wars in his empire, Aurelius, practicing the Stoic virtue of justice, created programs for the rehabilitation of the returning soldiers to help integrate them back into Roman society.




ANTONINE PLAGUE

Soldiers returning from the war carried measles or smallpox home, causing an extended and destructive epidemic that finally ended in 180 C.E. A second outbreak occurred nine years later, when it was reported that two thousand Roman people died per day. The total estimated death toll of the plague is around ten million people. Throughout the plague, Aurelius, holding to the Stoic principles of justice and compassion, raised funds for relief of the victims of the plague, even selling some of his own possessions.





PERSONAL CHALLENGES AND STOIC RESPONSES

Aurelius faced many personal challenges throughout his life. He suffered from multiple illnesses, including an ulcer and chest pains that were thought to have been caused by the stress of his office. He buried most of his fourteen children, with only five of them outliving him. When one of his chief generals, Avidius Cassius, declared himself emperor in 175 C.E., Aurelius’s Stoic response to the betrayal was to forgive him, upholding his commitment to Stoic forgiveness and justice. Throughout these hardships, he continued to carry out his duties as emperor with grace and dignity, staying true to his Stoic principles.





MEDITATIONS AND ITS TEACHINGS

Marcus Aurelius’s enduring legacy is due in part to his Meditations, a personal journal and philosophical work composed during his military campaigns. In it, he writes on the nature of the mind, the practice of reflection, and the acceptance of fate. Many of his chapters are self-focused and reminded him how to live a Stoic life. For example, he writes:


“At dawn, when you have trouble getting out of bed, tell yourself: ‘I have to go to work—as a human being. What do I have to complain of, if I’m going to do what I was born for—the things I was brought into the world to do? Or is this what I was created for? To huddle under the blankets and stay warm?—But it’s nicer here. So you were born to feel ‘nice’? Instead of doing things and experiencing them?’ ”

—Marcus Aurelius



With this, he forbids himself from letting comfort and pleasure take precedence over doing his duty.




LEGACY AND DEATH

Marcus Aurelius died in 180 C.E. of unknown causes, and his son Commodus was made emperor. Even though Commodus had ruled as co-emperor with his father since 177 C.E., he was erratic and ill prepared to rule. His leadership style became more dictatorial as he got caught up in political intrigue and was assassinated in 192 C.E.

Marcus Aurelius was a shining example of ethical leadership, determination, and a commitment to the Stoic ideal of living a virtuous life. Where previous emperors indulged in excess and debauchery, Aurelius served with restraint, fairness, and compassion that stands as an example of how to wield power for the betterment of humanity.









MARCUS AURELIUS’S MEDITATIONS Timeless Wisdom for Personal Reflection





Quotable Voices

“What then is that which is able to conduct a man? One thing and only one, philosophy. But this consists in keeping the daemon within a man free from violence and unharmed, superior to pains and pleasures, doing nothing without purpose, nor yet falsely and with hypocrisy.”

—Marcus Aurelius



Marcus Aurelius, the Roman emperor from 161 to 180 C.E., is often remembered not only for his leadership but also for his profound philosophical writings. Aurelius’s Meditations stands as a monumental text of Stoic philosophy, offering insights into human nature, ethics, and the pursuit of wisdom. Written as a series of personal reflections rather than a glorification of his achievements and conquests, Meditations provides a window into the mind of one of history’s most powerful leaders and showcases the enduring relevance of Stoic principles.


HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Marcus Aurelius wrote Meditations during his military campaigns between 170 and 180 C.E. Despite his position as emperor of Rome, he faced numerous challenges, including wars, political intrigue, and personal loss. It was against this backdrop that he penned his thoughts, initially intended for his own guidance and self-improvement.





THE STRUCTURE AND CONTENT

Meditations is divided into twelve books, each composed of various reflections, aphorisms, and personal notes. The text lacks a formal structure, as it was not intended for publication. Instead, it served as a diary where Aurelius grappled with his thoughts and sought to align his actions with his Stoic beliefs.




CENTRAL THEMES OF MEDITATIONS


Throughout the text, Aurelius addresses the following important themes.


Gratitude and Friendship

Even as emperor, Aurelius continually strove for self-improvement and to live up to his Stoic ideals. He looked to those who could help him become his ideal self. He begins Meditations by thanking those who impacted his life and listing what he learned from them.




Impermanence and Mortality

Aurelius frequently reflected on the transient nature of life and urged himself to make the most of his time by living virtuously. “You could leave life right now. Let that determine what you do and say and think,” he writes, as a reminder to himself of the importance of living each day according to his values and principles.




Rationality and Virtue

As a Stoic, Aurelius emphasized living in accordance with reason and virtue, considering these the highest goods. Even in his position as emperor he sought to improve: “If a thing is difficult to be accomplished by thyself, do not think that it is impossible for man: but if anything is possible for man and conformable to his nature, think that this can be attained by thyself too.” He remained open to criticism from others, willing to change his thinking and behavior when exposed to the truth. He found a bruised ego less painful than remaining ignorant.




Inner Peace and Self-Control

Aurelius writes about maintaining tranquility and controlling one’s emotions, regardless of the circumstances, reminding himself, “You have power over your mind—not outside events. Realize this, and you will find strength.” Aurelius constantly reminded himself to keep his mind clear and calm to avoid being overwhelmed from the many pressures of ruling an empire.




Interconnectedness and Duty

Marcus Aurelius often reflected on the social nature of humans and the importance of fulfilling one’s role in society with integrity, stating, “For whatsoever either by myself or with another I can do, ought to be directed to this only, to that which is useful and well suited to society.” As emperor, Aurelius felt it was his duty to be an example of Stoic virtue and to continually encourage others to live up to their better natures.






STOIC PRINCIPLES IN MEDITATIONS


Meditations also includes the following principles inherent to Stoicism.


The Dichotomy of Control

One of the core Stoic teachings present in Meditations is the Dichotomy of Control, which distinguishes between what a person can and cannot control. In numerous passages, Aurelius reminds himself to focus on his actions and attitudes, rather than external events.




Acceptance of Fate (Amor Fati)

Marcus Aurelius encourages others to embrace their fate and to always practice virtue when he says, “Accept the things to which fate binds you, and love the people with whom fate brings you together, but do so with all your heart.”
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