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INTRODUCTION

Wat if you could spy into the mind of a great world leader?

Uncover what made them tick? See what motivated them?
Learn to understand why they made the decisions they made? Em-
peror Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations allow you to do just that, and the
wisdom found in them is astounding.

'The Meditations were not written under contract from a publisher.
Aurelius had no literary agent and went on no book tours. From what
we can tell, there was no intention that these sayings would ever be
read by another soul. Rather, they were the emperor’s personal notes

on how to think, how to lead, and how to live.

The World Around

Emperor Marcus Aurelius wrote his Meditations during his nine-
teen-year reign from A.p. 161-180, a complex time for the Roman
Empire. Soon after taking power, Marcus and his army were at war
with the Parthians, who attempted to invade Roman territory, threat-
ening much of Syria and Armenia.

When the armies returned, after successful campaigns, they inad-
vertently brought serious sickness with them, resulting in a plague
that enveloped much of Rome in 166 and continued for about three

years.
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With the army stretched thin due to the plague, Rome faced yet
another uprising, this time by the Quadi and other tribes along the
Danube. It was during these military campaigns that Marcus wrote
much of his Meditations.

The second century was turbulent for the Church as well, with
Christianity not being recognized as a legal religion. Persecution was
typically local and sporadic, but it was during this century that Poly-
carp, the 86-year-old bishop of Smyrna, was martyred for his faith in
Christ. This gave rise to some of the great early Christian apologists
like Justin Martyr and Irenaeus. The Church also struggled against
internal turmoil in the form of heresies like Gnosticism, Montanism,
and Marcionism.

Gnostics claimed the all things existed in a kind of dualism—part
good (the spiritual world) and part evil (the material world)—and they
possessed a secret spiritual knowledge of how man and God could
be reconciled. Montanists claimed special revelations, visions, and
prophecies; almost a second-century charismatic movement. Mar-
cion taught that Christianity was entirely separate from Judaism, and
rejected the Old Testament. Responding to these heresies, along with
persecution from outside the Church, created difficulties for second-
century Christians, but the Church grew stronger and more orga-
nized nonetheless.

In much lighter news, the second century also brought about the
cultivation of the potato by farmers in the Peruvian Andes (around

A.D.200)!

About the Author
Over the course of his life, Marcus had three different names. At
birth, he was named Marcus Annius Verus. But, upon his adoption
as heir by Emperor Antoninus Pius, he was renamed Marcus Aelius

Aurelius Verus. Finally, after becoming Emperor of Rome, the full
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which might justly be called a personal record; in this sense, Augus-
tine (with his Confessions) was perhaps anticipated only by the emper-
or Marcus Aurelius.”?

Because wisdom literature is comprised largely of maxims and
proverbs, one cannot expect it to read as a novel would, or any other
genre. In wisdom writings, one section may have little connection to
the ones before or after it, meaning the reader must simply follow
where the writer takes him. Themes or common ideas may be found
in wisdom literature, but they must be searched for diligently, as they
may be visible only after reading the entire work. For example, in
Proverbs, King Solomon wrote frequently about the power of words,
but he rarely did so in sequential verses.

Finally, another helpful practice with wisdom literature is compar-
ing two passages in the same work, or comparing passages from two
different works of wisdom literature. This is enlightening and helps

the reader understand even subtle similarities and differences.

Worldview Analysis

Take pleasure in one thing and rest in it, in passing from one so-
cial act (that is, an act of kindness) to another social act, thinking
of God. (V1.7)

How has thou behaved hitherto to the gods, thy parents, breth-
ren, children, teachers, to those who looked after thy infancy, to
thy friends, kinsfolk, to thy slaves? Consider if thou has hither-
to behaved to all in such a way that this might be said of thee,

“Never has wronged a man in deed or word.” (V.31)
Such lines from the Meditations stand out as powerful examples of
just how “Christian” Marcus Aurelius could sound at times. Church
historian Philip Schaff wrote that Marcus was “nearly approaching a
disciple of Jesus. We must admire his purity, truthfulness, philanthro-

py, conscientious devotion to duty, his serenity of mind in the midst of

10. Charles Norris Cochrane, Christianity and Classical Culture: a study of thought and
action from Augustus to Augustine (Oxford: OUP, 1957), 427.
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temptations of power and severe domestic trials, and his resignation
to the will of providence. He was fully appreciated in his time, and
universally beloved by his subjects. We may well call him among the
heathen the greatest and best man of his age.”

Marcus was not a Christian, however, and his philosophy left
him little room to understand their doctrine and way of life, leaving
Christian readers with quite a puzzle when approaching his life and

writings.

Stoicism
What comes to mind when you hear the word “stoic”? For most
people, “stoic” simply means serious, unemotional, or perhaps uncon-
cerned with events around them. Unfortunately, these ideas do not
tully capture what it meant to be a Stoic—that is, a follower of Stoic
philosophy, as Marcus Aurelius was. Again, Schaff writes that the
emperor was “mild, amiable, gentle; in these respects the very reverse

of a hard and severe Stoic...”*?

So, what was Stoicism? What did they believe? The beliefs of Sto-
ics varied a bit, but there are certain elements they seem to have held
in common.

First, Stoics believed, as Seneca the Younger, an influential Stoic
writer, is known for saying, “Virtue is its own reward.” It is enough
to attain goodness in this life, whether or not we have the promise of
reward in the afterlife.

Second, virtue required submission to God or the gods. This meant
not allowing our desires to master us, but rather submitting to what-
ever the gods required of us, regardless of our own wishes.

Connected with the second, Stoics held a strong view of what
would be called providence by some, fatalism by others. Epictetus,

another influential Stoic, wrote, “I have submitted my freedom of

11. Philip Schaft, History of the Christian Church, 2:327.
12.1bid., 2:327.



1. From my grandfather Verus' I learned good morals and the gov-
ernment of my temper.

2. From the reputation and remembrance of my father, modesty
and a manly character.

3. From my mother, piety and beneficence, and abstinence, not only
from evil deeds, but even from evil thoughts; and further, simplicity
in my way of living, far removed from the habits of the rich.

4. From my great-grandfather, not to have frequented public
schools, and to have had good teachers at home, and to know that on
such things a man should spend liberally.

5. From my governor, to be neither of the green nor of the blue
party at the games in the Circus,? nor a partisan either of the Par-
mularius® or the Scutarius* at the gladiators’ fights; from him too I

learned endurance of labor, and to want little, and to work with my

1. Lucius Aurelius Verus was co-emperor with Marcus Aurelius. He married Lucilla,
daughter of Aurelius, and died A.D. 169.

2. The Circus Maximus at Rome was where races were held. There were four companies
who contracted to provide horses, drivers, etc. These were called Factiones, and each had
its distinguishing color: russata (red), albata (white), veneta (blue), prasina (green). There
was high rivalry between them, and riots and bloodshed not infrequently.

3. Parmularius was a type of gladiator armed with a round shield (parma).

4. Scutarius was a type of gladiator with a large shield (scuzum,).

1



2 MEDITATIONS OF MARCUS AURELIUS

own hands, and not to meddle with other people’s affairs, and not to
be ready to listen to slander.

6. From Diognetus,’ not to busy myself about trifling things, and
not to give credit to what was said by miracle-workers and jugglers
about incantations and the driving away of daemons and such things;
and not to breed quails for fighting, nor to give myself up passionately
to such things; and to endure freedom of speech; and to have become
intimate with philosophy; and to have been a hearer, first of Bacchi-
us,® then of Tandasis and Marcianus; and to have written dialogues
in my youth; and to have desired a plank bed and skin, and whatever
else of the kind belongs to the Grecian discipline.

7. From Rusticus” I received the impression that my character required
improvement and discipline; and from him I learned not to be led astray to
sophistic emulation, nor to writing on speculative matters, nor to deliver-
ing little hortatory orations, nor to showing myself off as a man who prac-
tices much discipline, or does benevolent acts in order to make a display;
and to abstain from rhetoric, and poetry, and fine writing; and not to walk
about in the house in my outdoor dress, nor to do other things of the kind;
and to write my letters with simplicity, like the letter which Rusticus wrote
from Sinuessa® to my mother; and with respect to those who have oftend-
ed me by words, or done me wrong, to be easily disposed to be pacified and
reconciled, as soon as they have shown a readiness to be reconciled; and to
read carefully, and not to be satisfied with a superficial understanding of a
book; nor hastily to give my assent to those who talk overmuch; and I am
indebted to him for being acquainted with the discourses of Epictetus,’

which he communicated to me out of his own collection.

5. Diognetus was a painter.

6. There were several persons named Bacchius, but the one meant is perhaps the musician.
7. Q. Junius Rusticus was a Stoic philosopher twice made consul by M. Aurelius.

8. Sinuessa was a town in Latium.

9. Epictetus was a famous Stoic philosopher. He was of Phrygia, at first a slave, then
freedman; lame, poor, and contented. The work called Encheiridion was compiled by a
pupil from his discourses.
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8. From Apollonius'® I learned freedom of will and undeviating
steadiness of purpose; and to look to nothing else, not even for a
moment, except to reason; and to be always the same, in sharp pains,
on the occasion of the loss of a child, and in long illness; and to see
clearly in a living example that the same man can be both most res-
olute and yielding, and not peevish in giving his instruction; and to
have had before my eyes a man who clearly considered his experience
and his skill in expounding philosophical principles as the smallest of
his merits; and from him I learned how to receive from friends what
are esteemed favors, without being either humbled by them or letting
them pass unnoticed.

9. From Sextus,!!

a benevolent disposition, and the example of
a family governed in a fatherly manner, and the idea of living con-
formably to nature; and gravity without affectation, and to look
carefully after the interests of friends, and to tolerate ignorant per-
sons, and those who form opinions without consideration: he had
the power of readily accommodating himself to all, so that inter-
course with him was more agreeable than any flattery; and at the
same time he was most highly venerated by those who associated
with him: and he had the faculty both of discovering and ordering,
in an intelligent and methodical way, the principles necessary for
life; and he never showed anger or any other passion, but was en-
tirely free from passion, and also most affectionate; and he could
express approbation without noisy display, and he possessed much
knowledge without ostentation.

10. From Alexander the grammarian, to refrain from fault-find-
ing, and not in a reproachful way to chide those who uttered any
barbarous or solecistic or strange-sounding expression; but dexter-
ously to introduce the very expression which ought to have been

used, and in the way of answer or giving confirmation, or joining

10. Apollonius of Alexandria, called Dyscolus, or the “ill-tempered,”was a great grammarian.

11. Sextus of Chaeronea was a Stoic philosopher and nephew of Plutarch.
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in an inquiry about the thing itself, not about the word, or by some
other fit suggestion.

11. From Fronto' I learned to observe what envy and duplicity and
hypocrisy are in a tyrant, and that generally those among us who are
called Patricians are rather deficient in paternal aftection.

12. From Alexander the Platonic," not frequently nor without ne-
cessity to say to any one, or to write in a letter, that I have no leisure;
nor continually to excuse the neglect of duties required by our relation
to those with whom we live, by alleging urgent occupations.

13. From Catulus, not to be indifferent when a friend finds fault,
even if he should find fault without reason, but to try to restore him
to his usual disposition; and to be ready to speak well of teachers, as
it is reported of Domitius and Athenodotus; and to love my chil-
dren truly.

14. From my brother Severus, to love my kin, and to love truth, and
to love justice; and through him I learned to know Thrasea,'* Helvid-
ius,”® Cato,'® Dion,"” Brutus;'® and from him I received the idea of
a polity in which there is the same law for all, a polity administered
with regard to equal rights and equal freedom of speech, and the idea
of a kingly government which respects most of all the freedom of

the governed; I learned from him also consistency and undeviating

12. M. Cornelius Fronto was a rhetorician and pleader, made consul in A.D. 143. A
number of his letters to M, Aurelius and others are extant.

13. “Platonic” means a follower of Plato.

14. P. Thrasea Pactus was a senator and Stoic philosopher, a noble and courageous
man. He was condemned to death by Nero.

15. Helvidius Priscus, son-in-law of Thrasea Paetus was a noble man and a lover of
liberty. He was banished by Nero, and put to death by Vespasian.

16. Cato, called of Utica, was a Stoic who died by his own hand after the battle of
Thapsus, 46 B.C. His name was proverbial for virtue and courage.

17. Dion of Syracuse was a disciple of Plato and afterwards tyrant of Syracuse.
Murdered 354 B.C.

18. Brutus was the name of two notable men: (1) the liberator of the Roman people from
their kings, and (2) the murderer of Caesar. Both names were household words.



BOOK I 5

steadiness in my regard for philosophy; and a disposition to do good,
and to give to others readily, and to cherish good hopes, and to believe
that I am loved by my friends; and in him I observed no concealment
of his opinions with respect to those whom he condemned, and that
his friends had no need to conjecture what he wished or did not wish,
but it was quite plain.

15. From Maximus® I learned self-government, and not to be led
aside by anything; and cheerfulness in all circumstances, as well as
in illness; and a just admixture in the moral character of sweetness
and dignity, and to do what was set before me without complaining.
I observed that everybody believed that he thought as he spoke, and
that in all that he did he never had any bad intention; and he never
showed amazement and surprise, and was never in a hurry, and never
put off doing a thing, nor was perplexed nor dejected, nor did he
ever laugh to disguise his vexation, nor, on the other hand, was he
ever passionate or suspicious. He was accustomed to do acts of be-
neficence, and was ready to forgive, and was free from all falsehood;
and he presented the appearance of a man who could not be diverted
from right, rather than of a man who had been improved. I observed,
too, that no man could ever think that he was despised by Maximus,
or ever venture to think himself a better man. He had also the art of
being humorous in an agreeable way.

16. In my father I observed mildness of temper, and unchangeable
resolution in the things which he had determined after due delibera-
tion; and no vain-glory in those things which men call honors; and a
love of labor and perseverance; and a readiness to listen to those who
had anything to propose for the common weal; and undeviating firm-
ness in giving to every man according to his deserts; and a knowledge
derived from experience of the occasions for vigorous action and for
remission. And I observed that he had overcome all passion for boys;

and he considered himself no more than any other citizen; and he

19. Claudius Maximus was a Stoic philosopher.
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released his friends from all obligation to sup with him or to attend
him of necessity when he went abroad, and those who had failed to
accompany him, by reason of any urgent circumstances, always found
him the same. I observed, too, his habit of careful inquiry in all mat-
ters of deliberation, and his persistency, and that he never stopped
his investigation through being satisfied with appearances which first
present themselves; and that his disposition was to keep his friends,
and not to be soon tired of them, nor yet to be extravagant in his affec-
tion; and to be satisfied on all occasions, and cheerful; and to foresee
things a long way off, and to provide for the smallest without display;
and to check immediately popular applause and all flattery; and to be
ever watchful over the things which were necessary for the adminis-
tration of the empire, and to be a good manager of the expenditure,
and patiently to endure the blame which he got for such conduct; and
he was neither superstitious with respect to the gods, nor did he court
men by gifts or by trying to please them, or by flattering the populace;
but he showed sobriety in all things and firmness, and never any mean
thoughts or action, nor love of novelty. And the things which conduce
in any way to the commodity of life, and of which fortune gives an
abundant supply, he used without arrogance and without excusing
himself; so that when he had them, he enjoyed them without affecta-
tion, and when he had them not, he did not want them. No one could
ever say of him that he was either a sophist or a home-bred flippant
slave or a pedant; but every one acknowledged him to be a man ripe,
perfect, above flattery, able to manage his own and other men’s affairs.
Besides this, he honored those who were true philosophers, and he
did not reproach those who pretended to be philosophers, nor yet was
he easily led by them. He was also easy in conversation, and he made
himself agreeable without any offensive affectation. He took a rea-
sonable care of his body’s health, not as one who was greatly attached
to life, nor out of regard to personal appearance, nor yet in a careless

way, but so that through his own attention he very seldom stood in
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need of the physician’s art or of medicine or external applications.
He was most ready to give without envy to those who possessed any
particular faculty, such as that of eloquence or knowledge of the law
or of morals, or of anything else; and he gave them his help, that each
might enjoy reputation according to his deserts; and he always acted
conformably to the institutions of his country, without showing any
affectation of doing so. Further, he was not fond of change nor un-
steady, but he loved to stay in the same places, and to employ himself
about the same things; and after his paroxysms of headache he came
immediately fresh and vigorous to his usual occupations. His secrets
were not many, but very few and very rare, and these only about pub-
lic matters; and he showed prudence and economy in the exhibition
of the public spectacles and the construction of public buildings, his
donations to the people, and in such things, for he was a man who
looked to what ought to be done, not to the reputation which is got
by a man’s acts. He did not take the bath at unseasonable hours; he
was not fond of building houses, nor curious about what he ate, nor
about the texture and color of his clothes, nor about the beauty of his
slaves.?’ His dress came from Lorium, his villa on the coast, and from
Lanuvium generally.?! We know how he behaved to the toll-collector
at Tusculum who asked his pardon; and such was all his behavior.
There was in him nothing harsh, nor implacable, nor violent, nor, as
one may say, anything carried to the sweating point; but he exam-
ined all things severally, as if he had abundance of time, and without
confusion, in an orderly way, vigorously and consistently. And that
might be applied to him which is recorded of Socrates,’ that he was
able both to abstain from, and to enjoy, those things which many are
too weak to abstain from, and cannot enjoy without excess. But to be

20. This passage is corrupt, and the exact meaning is uncertain.

21. This also is corrupt, but Lorium was a villa on the coast north of Rome. There
Antoninus was brought up, and there he died.

22. Socrates was an Athenian philosopher (470-399 B.C.), founder of the dialectic
method. Put to death on a trumped-up charge by his countrymen.
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strong enough both to bear the one and to be sober in the other is
the mark of a man who has a perfect and invincible soul, such as he
showed in the illness of Maximus.

17.To the gods I am indebted for having good grandfathers, good
parents, a good sister, good teachers, good associates, good kinsmen
and friends, nearly everything good. Further, I owe it to the gods that
I was not hurried into any offence against any of them, though I had
a disposition which, if opportunity had offered, might have led me to
do something of this kind; but, through their favor, there never was
such a concurrence of circumstances as put me to the trial. Further,
I am thankful to the gods that I was not longer brought up with my
grandfather’s concubine, and that I preserved the flower of my youth,
and that I did not make proof of my virility before the proper season,
but even deferred the time; that I was subjected to a ruler and a father
who was able to take away all pride from me, and to bring me to the
knowledge that it is possible for a man to live in a palace without
wanting either guards or embroidered dresses, or torches and statues,
and such-like show; but that it is in such a man’s power to bring
himself very near to the fashion of a private person, without being
for this reason either meaner in thought, or more remiss in action,
with respect to the things which must be done for the public interest
in a manner that befits a ruler. I thank the gods for giving me such a
brother, who was able by his moral character to rouse me to vigilance
over myself, and who at the same time pleased me by his respect and
affection; that my children have not been stupid nor deformed in
body; that I did not make more proficiency in rhetoric, poetry, and
the other studies, in which I should perhaps have been completely
engaged, if I had seen that I was making progress in them; that I
made haste to place those who brought me up in the station of honor,
which they seemed to desire, without putting them off with hope of
my doing it some other time after, because they were then still young;

that I knew Apollonius, Rusticus, Maximus; that I received clear and
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frequent impressions about living according to nature, and what kind
of a life that is, so that, so far as depended on the gods, and their gifts,
and help, and inspirations, nothing hindered me from forthwith liv-
ing according to nature, though I still fall short of it through my own
fault, and through not observing the admonitions of the gods, and, I
may almost say, their direct instructions; that my body has held out so
long in such a kind of life; that I never touched either Benedicta or
Theodotus, and that, after having fallen into amatory passions, I was
cured, and though I was often out of humor with Rusticus, I never did
anything of which I had occasion to repent; that, though it was my
mother’s fate to die young, she spent the last years of her life with me;
that, whenever I wished to help any man in his need, or on any other
occasion, I was never told that I had not the means of doing it; and
that to myself the same necessity never happened, to receive anything
from another; that I have such a wife, so obedient, and so affectionate,
and so simple; that I had abundance of good masters for my children;
and that remedies have been shown to me by dreams, both others,
and against bloodspitting and giddiness ...; and that, when I had an
inclination to philosophy, I did not fall into the hands of any sophist,
and that I did not waste my time on writers of histories, or in the
resolution of syllogisms, or occupy myself about the investigation of
appearances in the heavens; for all these things require the help of the

gods and fortune.
Among the Quadi at the Granua.

23.The Quadi are a tribe of S. Germany. M. Aurelius carried on war against them, and
part of this book was written in the field. Granua is a tributary of the Danube. this
This part of the manuscript is corrupt.



BOOKII

1. Begin the morning by saying to thyself, I shall meet with the busy-
body, the ungrateful, arrogant, deceitful, envious, unsocial. All these
things happen to them by reason of their ignorance of what is good
and evil. But I who have seen the nature of the good that it is beau-
tiful, and of the bad that it is ugly, and the nature of him who does
wrong, that it is akin to me, not only of the same blood or seed, but
that it participates in the same intelligence and the same portion of
the divinity, I can neither be injured by any of them, for no one can
fix on me what is ugly, nor can I be angry with my kinsman, nor hate
him. For we are made for co-operation, like feet, like hands, like eye-
lids, like the rows of the upper and lower teeth. To act against one an-
other, then, is contrary to nature; and it is acting against one another
to be vexed and to turn away.

2. Whatever this is that I am, it is a little flesh and breath, and the
ruling part. Throw away thy books; no longer distract thyself: it is not
allowed; but as if thou wast now dying, despise the flesh; it is blood
and bones and a network, a contexture of nerves, veins, and arteries.
See the breath also, what kind of a thing it is; air, and not always
the same, but every moment sent out and again sucked in. The third,
then, is the ruling part, consider thus: Thou art an old man; no longer

let this be a slave, no longer be pulled by the strings like a puppet to

10



