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INTRODUCTION

The book you are about to read was never intended for publication, whatever that might have meant in the second century. It is often referred to as the Meditations of the Emperor Marcus Aurelius, but in fact it was untitled in antiquity and takes the form of notes intended for personal and private use. How these notes ever got into our hands is one of those tantalizing mysteries that historical novels are made of.

Did the emperor write his notes on fragile papyrus or portable wax tablets? When, under the grueling conditions of camp life on the Roman frontier, did he find time to jot down his thoughts? Was it a daily routine, or whenever he could grab a moment? Or was there a scribe? Might Marcus have dictated such probing and introspective, yet strangely impersonal notes?

When he died, probably from exhaustion after thirteen years of grinding warfare with the Germans, did he leave instructions for the safekeeping of his notes? Did he entrust them to a friend, a relative, a fellow Stoic? Or in the confusion of the moment, were they discovered by a servant and spirited away and later sold for bread? Did the captain of his guard requisition them with everything else on the emperor’s person at the time of his death and turn them over to the imperial family or a Senate in mourning? And after that, by what circuitous and utterly silent route did they end up in the hands of an aristocratic Byzantine humanist and scholar during the reign of emperor Leo the Wise?

This much we surmise. Sometime before his election as bishop of Caesarea (Cappadocia) in 907, a Byzantine scholar and churchman named Arethas sent a letter to Demetrios, the metropolitan of Heraclea in Pontus, presenting him with what he described as “the most useful old book of the Emperor Marcus.” All our fourteenth-and fifteenth-century manuscripts are thought to derive from this book, or the copy Arethas made of it before giving it away.

What is far clearer is the progress of Marcus Aurelius’ book since the Renaissance. The attentions of humanists after the fall of Byzantium, of scholars Meric Casaubon (who made the first English translation) and Thomas Gataker (who created the chapter divisions still in use) in the seventeenth century, of essayist Matthew Arnold and historian Ernst Renan in the nineteenth century, and of statesmen and scholars in the twentieth century have ensured for Marcus’ words a profound and worldwide influence. In our own time, public figures as far apart on the political spectrum as Admiral James Stockdale and President Bill Clinton have praised the emperor’s book, and the historian Michael Grant has called it “one of the most acute and sophisticated pieces of ancient writing that exists” and, “incidentally, the best book ever written by a major ruler.”


THE PURPOSE OF THE BOOK


At the end of the tenth century, a Byzantine lexicon known as the Souda cited several passages from a work by Marcus the philosopher-king organized into twelve books and described as “the regimen of his personal life.” We have not tampered with this arrangement. Except for the first book, which may have been written last and reads like an author’s acknowledgments, all the books are alike. There is no beginning, middle, or ending. The reader can pick up and start anywhere, and thoughts that appear in the second book will reappear in different garb in later books. This pattern is consistent with the observation that we need more often to be reminded than informed.

From notes inserted between the first and second and between the second and third books, it appears that Marcus wrote the Meditations during the last years of his life while camped with his army along the frozen marshes of the Danube. Yet this is not a diary. Marcus almost never refers to what is happening in camp or in the rest of the empire. He is concerned exclusively with his own thoughts, although not in a systematic or speculative way. This is not a philosophical treatise. Marcus’ thoughts appear to emerge from an inner dialogue that is as relentless as it is rooted in the loamy soil of daily life.

The arrangement and content of the Meditations suggest that it was written as a series of thought exercises consistent with a discipline encouraged by Stoics like Seneca and Epictetus, and out of which later grew the Christian practice of spiritual exercises. Marcus labored over the expression of his thoughts and gave them many forms. Sometimes he records them as a dialogue with himself; sometimes he poses a question or berates himself; sometimes he tells a joke or quotes something he has read; but always, he is reminding himself of a Stoic precept that will help him act reasonably and in harmony with nature. Whether creating or copying, he is like a carpenter working a fine piece of furniture. Each piece needs not only to serve a purpose, but to do so boldly, beautifully, memorably. This accounts for the striking and often aphoristic way Marcus addresses himself.


Know that in time those things toward which we move come to be. (VI.50)

Bear in mind that the measure of a man is the worth of the things he cares about. (VII.3)

Leave the wrong with the person who did it. (VII.29)



Through regular mental exercise of this sort, Marcus sought to furnish his mind with true, good, and beautiful things. Someone with a mind so furnished, he believed, must do true, good, and beautiful things, since action follows thought. “Your mind,” he wrote (V.16), “is colored by the thoughts it feeds upon, for the mind is dyed by ideas and imaginings. Saturate your mind, then, with a succession of ideas like these…,” and he proceeds to remind himself of the ideas that will make it possible for him “to live in a palace in the right way.” As important as the form of his ideas is their usefulness. They are, after all, furniture.


When your spirits need a lift, think of the virtues and talents of those around you—one’s energy, another’s modesty, the generosity of a third, something else in a fourth. Nothing is so inspiring or uplifting as the sight of these splendid qualities in our friends. Keep them always in mind. (VI.48)



Everything about the Meditations suggests that Marcus used these notes to remind himself of his guiding principles and to hold himself accountable to them. These are not merely thoughts “recollected in tranquillity,” but they contain the landmarks and lighthouses by which he navigated a life, the life not of a saintly recluse, but of a general, administrator, legislator, husband, father, and judge besieged on all sides. For this reason, we have taken the liberty allowed by a modern translation of an ancient text (originally designed for oral rather than visual presentation) to highlight some of Marcus’ more memorable and apt aphorisms.

Like thousands of other English-speaking people who are reasonably well educated, we have enjoyed reading Marcus over the years and marveled at the ability of someone so far removed from us in language, time, culture, creed, and station in life to know so much about us and to offer such pertinent advice. At the same time, we wondered at the awkwardness of his English translators and knew enough Greek to know that his Greek was not that bad, although some have claimed it was. We resolved to rectify this situation, and in the process, we hoped to make the provocative wisdom of this extraordinary man available to a wider audience. It is fine for scholars to study Marcus, but it is natural for the captains of industries and armies to carry him in their briefcases, for this was a man of action, not merely of words, and the few words he wrote to himself were meant to incite actions, not dissertations.




“IT’S UP TO YOU!”

Scholars interested in Marcus’ ideas typically argue over whether he is a consistent Stoic and criticize him for being unoriginal or unsystematic in his thinking. But their debate largely misses the point. Marcus has little interest in ideas for their own sake. He wants ideas that prove their usefulness in helping him to live a happier, more purposeful and productive life. He constantly cautions himself to disregard ideas that are “indifferent,” that are of no practical, moral, or social benefit. This does not mean that he disregards poetry and physics, religion and the arts. It means he bores into these subjects to extract and apply their meanings to the question of how to live and manage the affairs of the empire.

Marcus sounds this theme right from the beginning. In Book One, he reserves his thanks and praise for those who taught him how to live and govern others well, and he seems strangely silent or reserved in commenting on the contributions of teachers like Herodes Atticus and Fronto, his famous Greek and Latin tutors. He thanks the gods “for not letting my education in rhetoric, poetry, and other literary subjects come easily to me, and thereby sparing me from an absorbing interest in these subjects” (I.17). If that is not enough, he concludes the introduction to his thoughts with a word of guidance from the oracle at Caieta that seems to summarize what he has learned from an astoundingly active and challenging life: “It’s up to you!” (I.17).

As every schoolboy and -girl used to know, Marcus was the last of the “five good emperors.” Born in 121, he died fighting the German tribes in 180 at the age of fifty-eight. He ruled Rome at the height of its power and was, in many ways, the fabulous realization of Plato’s dream of a philosopher-king. The contemporary historian Dio Cassius called his rule an age of gold. Trajan had crossed the Danube and added Dacia (Romania) to the empire and later marched his armies all the way to the Red Sea. Hadrian had walled the unruly Celts out of Britannia, and Antoninus Pius had built a second wall deeper into Celtic territory. Spain and Africa had yielded to the sword and were prospering under the plow. Cities in Greece, Italy, and Gaul flourished under Roman law and were joined by a network of aqueducts and roads that undergird the infrastructure of Southern Europe to this day. Never again would civilization reach these heights under one ruler.

Marcus himself seemed impossibly good. His father died when he was three years old, and his mother and grandfather Verus (meaning “true” or “sincere”) raised him. As a boy, he was universally admired for his serious demeanor and friendly disposition. Even the aged emperor Hadrian, visiting in his grandfather’s home, marked him as destined to rule and was so taken with and perhaps amused by the child’s gravitas and noble bearing that he playfully nicknamed him “Verissimus” (“truest” or “most earnest”), a nickname that stuck and later appeared on coins. Untainted by the incalculable wealth and absolute power that had corrupted many of his notorious predecessors, this boy grew to manage one of the most complex enterprises of all time in the midst of personal and geopolitical catastrophes, any one of which would have undone most men.

In 138 Hadrian died, and in accordance with his wishes, the new emperor, Antoninus Pius, adopted Marcus. In the same year Marcus was betrothed to Pius’ daughter Faustina, whom he married in 145. Was it a happy marriage? It is hard to say. Marcus adored Faustina, although rumors of her infidelities swirled around the palace. In Marcus’ notes he describes her as sweet, affectionate, and unassuming. She bore him at least fourteen children, but the only son to survive was Commodus, Marcus’ vain and unstable successor, later rumored, perhaps because his character bore so little resemblance to his father’s, to be “the gift of a gladiator.” Yet in spite of all the pain and embarrassment it must have caused him, Marcus loved his family and appears to have spent as much time in their company as his imperial duties allowed.

Antoninus Pius provided Marcus with the best private tutors power and money could buy. These included the two most famous orators of the age. Herodes Atticus, his Greek tutor and perhaps the richest man in the Eastern Empire, personally financed the Odeon that still graces the slopes of the Acropolis in Athens. Marcus’ lifelong correspondence with Marcus Cornelius Fronto, his Latin tutor, also survives and offers us many insights into the emperor and his times. Yet for all their influence and friendship, Marcus rejected oratory as a vain and empty occupation, and not unlike Alexander, the student of Aristotle, he embraced the active life, partly, it must be said, from a sense of duty. This was, after all, his fate as an emperor, and it is an axiom of his leadership philosophy that one must accept one’s fate without reservation or complaint.

Marcus assumed the title of Caesar in 139, became consul in 140, and was invested with tribunician power from 147 to 161 when Antoninus Pius died. In effect, he ruled with Pius during these years while being mentored by his adoptive father. At the death of Pius, Marcus Aurelius became emperor and promptly named as co-emperor Lucius Ceionius Commodus, now called Lucius Verus, whom Pius had adopted at the same time as Marcus, perhaps out of respect for Hadrian’s wishes. Why did Marcus do this? There was no precedent in Rome for co-emperors, although this action established one, and Lucius Verus does not appear to have figured in Pius’ succession plans. Moreover, Lucius was a playboy and, like Marcus’ later son also named Commodus, notably lacking in leadership ability.

The answer must be that, having ruled with Pius for roughly two decades, Marcus felt the burden of office was too great for one man to bear. He regarded his own health as precarious, and since he had no heirs at this time, he may also have felt he was buying insurance for the empire with this move. At any rate, he seems to have had real affection for and no illusions about his brother by adoption. The arrangement worked because Lucius deferred to Marcus, and Marcus surrounded him with capable men. One of the recurring themes in Marcus’ handbook is leadership’s responsibility to work intelligently with what it is given and not waste time fantasizing about a world of flawless people and perfect choices.

Now, the calm characterizing the reigns of Hadrian and Antoninus Pius suddenly ended. Famine and floods struck Italy; there were earthquakes in Asia; and the army in Britannia revolted. More threatening than these, the vast Parthian empire attacked Syria and replaced the friendly king of Armenia with a man hostile to Rome. Lucius was sent east to deal with this threat, and his generals, carefully selected by Marcus, prevailed. But out of this success came an even worse disaster. The army returned with a plague. Scholars estimate that the plague killed off as many as a third of those living in the empire at the time, decimating the army, where whole legions were wiped out, destroying the tax base and exhausting the treasury, emptying the countryside, causing massive food shortages, and undermining the empire’s self-confidence.

No sooner were the Parthians subdued and the traditional triumph celebrated in Rome than land-hungry German tribes, pushed south by the Goths descending from the Baltic region, began to invade the empire. Both Lucius and Marcus traveled north with the army to meet this new threat; however, the plague broke out shortly after their arrival, and Lucius insisted that they return to Rome. He died of a stroke in his carriage on the way. Marcus would now govern Rome until his death, alone. Most of the last thirteen years of his life he spent campaigning against the Germans on the northern frontier in and around modern Hungary. In the midst of it all, his general in the east and the governor of Syria, Avidius Cassius, possibly plotting with Marcus’ wife, Faustina, declared himself emperor. This forced Marcus to break off a promising campaign against the Germans and to march east to quell the rebellion. Before he had gone far a centurion brought him Cassius’ head, which he famously declined to look upon while expressing regret at having been denied the pleasure of pardoning the usurper. He had all the correspondence burned, presumably to protect Cassius’ co-conspirators as well as the reputation of Faustina, who died soon thereafter and was sincerely mourned by her husband.

Although never strong physically, and perhaps even sickly, Marcus worked hard all day, pausing to eat only at night, and then only a little. Fantastically conscientious, he never did anything, not even the smallest thing, as if he considered it unimportant. He took a detailed interest in all matters arising from his military and administrative responsibilities, and he judged others and made his appointments, with the two puzzling exceptions named Commodus, strictly on merit. Americans, accustomed to think in terms of separation of powers and therefore of duties, civilian and military, executive, legislative, judicial, and so on, may have difficulty comprehending the range of powers and responsibilities of a Roman emperor. As a judge, for example, Marcus raised the number of court days in a year to two hundred and thirty, and his verdicts were as meticulous as they often were merciful. He carried his leadership principle—“It’s up to you!”—into all areas of responsibility.

Marcus lived and governed, perhaps more than any powerful man ever has, by his own precepts. As his Meditations attest, he regarded obstacles as opportunities for the exercise of reason, or for what we might call “creative problem-solving.” He refused to see a life crowded with calamities as ill-starred, but viewed it instead as a natural and welcome test of his mind and guiding principles. He believed, as we would say these days, that leaders must be “inner directed,” and he reserved some of his most lively invective for pundits and popular opinion. One never finds his wetted finger in the air. He disliked gladiatorial spectacles, for instance, and caused a shortage of gladiators by conscripting them into the army, and he invited further criticism by requiring them to use blunted swords in the circus. Rather than tax citizens already impoverished by the plague, he sold the imperial flatware and his wife’s jewelry and dresses to finance the German wars. Yet when he learned that an earthquake had destroyed the beautiful city of Smyrna in Asia Minor, he wept openly and ordered it rebuilt at public expense.

This was the man who died with his army on the banks of the Danube two months short of his fifty-ninth birthday and left behind a thin sheaf of notes that speak to the soul of anyone who has ever exercised authority or faced adversity or believed in a better day. His watchword—“It’s up to you!”—is the irreducible attitude of the leader, the person who assumes responsibility for the outcome in whatever situation he finds himself. The Meditations is written to a person with this attitude, and in much of it, Marcus seeks to distinguish between those outcomes for which he is truly responsible and those which are beyond his control. This discernment is important to leaders, who must husband their energies, prioritize their efforts, and remain poised and positive in the face of challenges before which they are sometimes powerless.




THOUGHTS THAT LEAD TO ACTION


Two obstacles stand between us and a fair, much less a sympathetic, reading of Marcus. They both pertain to our modern conception of freedom. First, we tend to conceive of freedom, even the religious freedoms we take pretty much for granted, in largely political terms, perhaps because, second, we have come seriously to doubt our psychological freedom, or freedom of mind. Consequently, we think of our actions as having causes outside the mind or buried deep in subconsciousness and beyond the reach of reasoned thought and dialogue.

On the one hand, Marcus thanks his brother Severus for “the idea of a state in which all men are equal under the law and free to say what they think, and of an empire that respects above all else the liberty of its subjects” (I.14). But this is his only mention of what we would call political freedom, and to a modern ear, it must sound strange coming from an emperor whose laws tended to favor the ruling class (honestiores) over the common people (humiliores), who himself increased the distinctions between citizens and noncitizens, and who continued the policy of suppressing Christianity. Perhaps here Marcus is giving lip service to an ideal that he felt was unachievable, human nature being what it is. Unachievable, but still worth striving for.

On the other hand, references to freedom sound like a basso continuo throughout the Meditations.


Although others may at times hinder me from acting, they cannot control or impede my spirit and my will. Reserving its judgments and adapting to change, my mind bypasses or displaces any obstacles in its way. It uses whatever opposes it to achieve its own ends; it turns roadblocks into roads. (V.20)

There is no reason why you shouldn’t live here on earth as you’d like to live in the hereafter. If others won’t permit it, then it’s time to call it quits and exit this life with grace and equanimity. “The chimney smokes; I’m leaving the room.” Why make more of it than that? But as long as nothing drives me from the room, I’m a free man, and no one can keep me from living as I like, which is to conform to the nature of a reasonable and sociable being. (V.29)



It came down to Marcus’ belief that we are what we think and desire. From our thoughts and desires spring our actions. Doing follows thinking. Our freedom begins in our thinking, not in our doing. When we control what we think and desire, only then are we free. Those who fail to grasp this live in chains. They may be politically free to say or do what they like, but their thoughts and desires are out of their control, or more precisely, their irrational and antisocial thoughts and desires enslave them.

Firmly convinced of this, Marcus dwells insistently on considerations of how to guard the mind from false opinions and harmful desires. He reminds us that we are bombarded by sensations received through our five senses and by the observations and opinions of others. Yet none of this is real for us until our minds acknowledge or accept it. We have the power to ignore sensory data and to dismiss or reserve judgment about cognitive data.


Treat with utmost respect your power of forming opinions, for this power alone guards you against making assumptions that are contrary to nature and judgments that overthrow the rule of reason. It enables you to learn from experience, to live in harmony with others, and to walk in the way of the gods. (III.9)



If we fail to exercise this power of self-censorship and judgment, either out of mental laziness or from the conviction that this power is illusory, then we are the adman’s dream, and our lives are not our own. The self-seeking politician, drunk with power, manipulates us. Our political freedoms become trivialized in the process, and we grow cynical about the only freedom we claim to possess.

The conviction that we are what we think ought to change our feelings about others as well. The issue is no longer what others do, but what thought processes lead them to do it. Our understanding of their thoughts will probably change how we feel about them and what they have done.


When someone wrongs you, ask yourself: What made him do it? Once you understand his concept of good and evil, you’ll feel sorry for him and cease to be either amazed or angry. If his concept is similar to yours, then you are bound to forgive him since you would have acted as he did in similar circumstances. But if you do not share his ideas of good and evil, then you should find it even easier to overlook the wrongs of someone who is confused and in a moral muddle. (VII.26)



Likewise, our charged emotional lives flow between the positive and negative poles of desire: the desire to possess and its opposite, fear, the desire to avoid. What should we desire and fear in order not to be the slave of either emotion? Marcus’ responses to this question contribute, no doubt, to the popular image of the Stoic as one who is indifferent to pleasure and pain, unafraid of death, resigned to his fate, and welcomes adversity as an ally in the lifelong struggle for moral improvement. Although far from complete, this is not an inaccurate picture, and we are tempted to dismiss the case before hearing it because we do not like the verdict. Suffice it to say, many find it a harder case to dismiss after they have heard it.

Now, if a free mind begins to sound like common sense, it is important to remember the extent to which Marcus’ confidence in the mind’s freedom to choose its guiding principles, to suppress desire, and to enforce rational behavior is misplaced in today’s world. Modern philosophers and social scientists have used their minds to dismiss the mind. Ignoring the logical contradiction in their doing so, they reject, or at least place disabling restrictions upon, the idea that we are free to think. The mind is no longer the originator of ideas, the shaper of personal destinies, or the impartial judge of behavior. It is merely a piece of software written by random, unthinking, evolutionary processes, class consciousness, sexual yearnings, parental abuse, environmental conditioning, genetic programming, and other deterministic influences prior to the individual or beyond his control.

Is it not ironic that the type of freedom Marcus thought unachievable, political freedom, we now regard as the only freedom possible, while the freedom of mind that Marcus prized so highly now seems unattainable? In the world after Darwin, Marx, and Freud, Marcus forces us to reexamine our concept of freedom and to ask ourselves how much political freedoms are worth if we are the slaves of false opinion and harmful desire. Are we really free in our doing if we are not first free in our thinking?




PHILOSOPHY AS RELIGION


Marcus’ contemporaries identified him as a Stoic philosopher. More needs to be said about this. One of the reasons it is difficult to imagine Marcus’ world or to translate his notes into English is that our words, even words like “philosophy,” which translates directly from the Greek philosophia, often mean vastly different things. Nowadays, we think of philosophy as an academic discipline with many branches, none of which does much to inform everyday life or to demand from its students a particular way of life. Modern philosophy involves endless disputations and offers few if any conclusions, and science has largely superseded it as a source for answers about the nature of the physical universe and human society.

None of this was true of philosophy in the ancient world. Marcus’ world abounded in philosophical “schools.” On a visit to Athens, he endowed chairs in the four major schools of his time: the Academics (who followed Plato), the Peripatetics (who followed Aristotle), the Epicureans, and the Stoics. All of these schools taught a way of life based on their idiosyncratic knowledge of the nature of the universe. It is true that long before Aristophanes, philosophers were ridiculed for having their heads in the clouds, but even Socrates, one of those to bear the brunt of this joke, never doubted the power of philosophy to teach men how to live and govern well, manage their businesses, and lead their armies.

Ancient philosophers brought everything into their philosophy—whether physics, rhetoric, or ethics—and they sought to find a reasonable place for it in a well-ordered universe. They did not distinguish, as we would today, between the natural and supernatural, the philosophical and theological, gods and rocks, oracles and trees.


When men hate or blame you, or say hurtful things about you, look deeply into their hearts and see what kind of men they are. You’ll see how unnecessary it is to strain after their good opinion. Yet you must still think kindly of them. They are your neighbors. The gods help them as they do you, by dreams and oracles, to win their hearts’ desires. (IX.27)



Their interests were both universal and practical. They promised to derive prescriptions for human happiness from what we today would call a scientific understanding of the universe. Adherents to the various philosophical schools, such as Marcus was to Stoicism, were known as “converts,” a term the early Christians borrowed to describe themselves in much the same way as they described their religion as a philosophy. To life’s most urgent questions, these converts would turn, as Marcus did, to their philosophy:


What then can guide us through this life? Philosophy, only philosophy. It preserves the inner spirit, keeping it free from blemish and abuse, master of all pleasures and pains, and prevents it from acting without a purpose or with the intention to deceive, ensuring that we lack nothing, whatever others may do or not do. It accepts the accidents of fate as flowing from the same source as we ourselves, and above all, it waits for death contentedly, viewing it as nothing more than the natural dispersal of those elements composing every living thing. (II.17)



Why practice philosophy? All ancient philosophers, whatever their school, answered this question in the same way. They all claimed to teach how to live the good life and thereby achieve personal happiness. The Stoics placed special emphasis on the mind and the community, or as they often called it, the city. For them, the good life begins in the mind, but one cannot realize the good life cut off from a good society. This accounts for the remarkable balance and creative tension in Marcus between the public and the private man, the man whose thoughts are drawn from his life in society while being given final expression by his free and independent mind. Much of the Meditations describes this subtle and complex interplay between the mind and the community.
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