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  Preface
Marcus Aurelius (121–180 CE) was a Roman emperor at a time of plagues, invasions, and unrest. His reign wasn’t remembered for monuments or conquests, but for endurance: keeping the empire together during crisis after crisis. What sets him apart (for us) is not his rule, but the private notebook he left behind. He wrote it, one may imagine, to steady himself — not to impress others. It’s usually called Meditations, but ancient manuscripts simply title it To Himself. I’ve chosen to keep that older title.


Everything about the text suggests it was a journal:


It has no introduction or conclusion.


Some entries are a single phrase; others trail off mid-thought.


He addresses himself in the second person: “You, stop craving praise.” “You, remember death.”


The same themes repeat again and again, as if he were drilling reminders into his own mind.


No one in antiquity seems to have read it. It wasn’t circulated or cited. It likely survived only because later scribes copied it. It first comes clearly into view in Byzantine scholarship around the 10th century, when Arethas of Caesarea knew and copied it. The Greek text we read today rests mainly on a now-lost manuscript used for the first printed edition in the 16th century and on a later manuscript in the Vatican.


So while we cannot be certain, the strongest evidence points to a private notebook — blunt reminders written by an emperor for himself alone. That’s also what makes the work unique: it is not philosophy polished for others, but one man’s struggle to live by his own principles.


The philosophy that shaped these notes, as Marcus himself testifies, was Stoicism, founded in Athens around 300 BCE by Zeno of Citium, who taught under the Painted Stoa (hence “Stoics”). At its core, Stoicism held that only virtue is truly good, and only vice is truly bad.


Virtue, for the Stoics, meant living in harmony with reason and nature: showing wisdom, courage, justice, and self-control in all circumstances.


Vice was the opposite: letting greed, fear, anger, or appetite rule you, turning you against reason and justice.


Everything else — health or sickness, wealth or poverty, fame or obscurity — they called indifferents. Not because they didn’t matter at all, but because they were neutral. What mattered was how you used them. A rich man could spend his wealth justly or unjustly; the wealth itself was neither good nor bad.


The Stoics believed that reason (logos) pervades the whole cosmos, and that every human shares in it. This idea had roots. The earlier philosopher Heraclitus had already described the universe as ruled by logos — a rational fire that both changes and orders everything. Zeno took that idea and built it into what we call Stoicism: if the cosmos itself is rational, and we each share in that rational spark, then living in agreement with reason is the only true good. This was why virtue was good: it meant harmony with the order of nature. Vice, by contrast, meant resisting that order — letting fear, anger, or appetite drag you out of step with the whole.


In these pages, Marcus doesn’t write as a philosopher-king addressing posterity. He writes as a man urging himself to remember what he already knows, and to practice it when it is hardest. His notes are sometimes weary, sometimes sharp, sometimes repetitive. That is the point. They are not teachings — they are self-corrections.


This translation preserves that private voice intact. It avoids polish that wasn’t there in the original and stays blunt, even when Marcus circles back again and again to the same lessons—that repetition wasn’t a flaw but how he drilled reminders into his own mind. The translation strives to be conceptually accurate and maintain precision with Stoic terms while stripping away artificial formality that can obscure the directness of Marcus’s Greek. The endnotes provide short explanations of names, places, and Stoic concepts without softening his urgency or pre-interpreting his meaning.


What you hold is one man’s notes to himself — and now, passed down across eighteen centuries, notes to ourselves.
Timeline
Three strands place Marcus’ To Himself in context: the philosophy he inherited, the life he lived, and what was happening in the wider world.


Stoicism
The school Marcus followed began three centuries before him in Athens.


	c. 300 BCE – Zeno of Citium begins teaching in Athens under the Painted Stoa.

	3rd–2nd c. BCE – Cleanthes and Chrysippus systematize Stoic logic, physics, and ethics.

	1st c. BCE – Stoicism spreads to Rome; adopted by figures like Cato the Younger.

	1st c. CE – Seneca (advisor to Nero) and Epictetus (freed slave, teacher in Nicopolis) bring Stoicism into practical form.

	2nd c. CE – Marcus Aurelius, emperor of Rome, practices Stoicism in private notes. ✦ Meditations composed.




Marcus Aurelius
Marcus’ reign was marked by war, plague, and the strain of holding the empire together.


	121 CE – Born in Rome.

	138 CE – Adopted by Antoninus Pius, heir to the throne.

	161 CE – Becomes emperor, co-ruling with Lucius Verus.

	165 CE – Antonine Plague devastates the empire.

	167–175 CE – Long wars along the Danube frontier.

	c. 170–180 CE – ✦ During these campaigns, Meditations likely written.

	175 CE – Revolt of Avidius Cassius.

	177 CE – Names his son Commodus co-emperor.

	180 CE – Dies on campaign in Pannonia; succeeded by Commodus.




World Events
Meanwhile, elsewhere in the world, other traditions and upheavals were shaping history.


	c. 450–250 BCE – Hebrew wisdom texts such as Ecclesiastes composed; Jewish community under Persian and Hellenistic rule.

	221 BCE – Qin Shi Huang unifies China; beginning of the Qin dynasty.

	27 BCE – Augustus becomes first Roman emperor; Roman Empire established.

	30 CE – Crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth in Judea.

	70 CE – Romans destroy the Second Temple in Jerusalem.

	c. 100 CE – The Gospels and early Christian writings circulate in the eastern Mediterranean.

	122 CE – Hadrian’s Wall constructed in Britain.

	c. 170–180 CE – ✦ While Marcus writes Meditations, Christianity spreads in Rome and the Han dynasty rules China.

	250–300 CE – Christianity spreads widely across the empire despite persecution.


Book 1
From my grandfather Verus: a good-natured disposition, and not being quick to anger1.


From what I know about my father and his reputation: modesty and manliness2.


From my mother: honoring the gods, generosity, and avoiding not only doing wrong but even the thought of it. Also, simple living, far from the lifestyle of the rich3.


From my great-grandfather: not attending public schools, having good teachers at home, and understanding that you have to spend freely on such things4.


From my tutor: not to become a Green or Blue fan at the races, or a supporter of the Parmularius or Scutarius at the gladiator shows. To put up with hardship, need little, do things myself, mind my own business, and not listen to gossip5.


From Diognetus: stay away from useless things. Not believing what miracle-workers and sorcerers say about incantations and driving out demons and such things. Not keeping quail for fighting or getting excited about such things. To tolerate plain speaking. To become familiar with philosophy, studying first with Baccheius, then Tandasis and Marcianus. To write philosophical dialogues as a boy. To prefer a hard bed with a skin covering and the other things that go with the Greek training6.


From Rusticus: realizing I needed to work on my character. Not getting sidetracked into showing off with rhetoric, writing fancy theories, or preaching little speeches. Not trying to impress people by acting like an athlete or do-gooder. Giving up on rhetoric, poetry, and fancy language. Not walking around the house in my toga or doing things like that. Writing letters plainly, like the one he sent my mother from Sinuessa. Being ready to make up with people who’ve upset me or done me wrong, as soon as they want to. Reading carefully, not just skimming or quickly agreeing with people who talk too much. Meeting the teachings of Epictetus, which he gave me from his own copy7.


From Apollonius: being independent. Never questioning what to do—always looking to reason. Staying the same person through sharp pain, losing a child, long sickness. Seeing a living example of someone who could be intense and also relaxed. Not getting irritated when teaching. Seeing someone who obviously thought his experience and skill at explaining philosophy was the least important thing about him. Learning how to take favors from friends without feeling like I owed them or acting like I didn’t notice8.


From Sextus: kindness. The example of a family run by a father. Understanding what it means to live according to nature. Being dignified without putting it on. Looking out for friends without being asked. Patience with ordinary people and people who talk without thinking. Getting along with everyone—his conversation more pleasant than any flattery, but people still respected him more than anyone. Figuring out and organizing the essential rules for life. Never showing anger or any emotion, but being completely calm and also full of love. Speaking well of others without making a fuss about it. Knowing a lot without showing off9.


From Alexander the grammarian: not to criticize. Not to laugh at people for bad Greek, grammar mistakes, or made-up words. Instead, to slip the right word into my own reply or into the talk itself, correcting the matter, not the person—and to do it gently10.


From Fronto: realizing what jealousy, trickery, and hypocrisy tyrants have. And how those we call “Patricians” are somehow less capable of natural affection11.


From Alexander the Platonist: not to say to someone often or without necessity, either in speech or writing, “I’m busy,” and not to use the press of business as a constant excuse for avoiding the duties that arise from our relationships with those around us12.


From Catulus: not to brush off a friend’s complaint, even if it’s unreasonable, but try to get things back to normal. Speaking well of my teachers with real enthusiasm, like he did about Domitius and Athenodotus. Really loving my children13.


From my brother Severus: love of family, truth, and justice. Through him I learned about Thrasea, Helvidius, Cato, Dio, Brutus. Got the idea of a government where everyone has equal rights and free speech, and rulers who respect the freedom of their people above all. Also from him: staying steady in respecting philosophy. Doing good things, being generous, staying hopeful, trusting that my friends love me. Being straight with people who annoyed him—his friends never had to guess what he wanted or didn’t want, it was obvious14.


From Maximus: self-control and not being pushed around. Cheerful in all situations, even when sick. A personality that mixed gentleness with dignity. Doing what needed to be done without complaining. Everyone trusted that he meant what he said and that he wasn’t trying to hurt anyone. Never surprised or shocked, never in a rush or hesitant, never at a loss or depressed or forcing a smile, but also never angry or suspicious. Helping people, forgiving, being honest. Seemed like someone naturally straight, not someone who’d been straightened out. Nobody ever felt looked down on by him, or felt they were better than him. Good sense of humor15.


From my father: being gentle and sticking to decisions once he’d thought them through. Not caring about empty honors. Hard work and keeping at it. Listening to anyone who had something useful to say. Always giving people what they deserved. Knowing when to push hard and when to ease up. To stop being in love with boys. Not making friends eat with him or travel with him if they didn’t want to, and they always found him the same when they came back. Really digging into things at meetings and not quitting too soon, thinking he had the answer. Keeping his friends—not hot and cold about them. Being able to handle everything himself, and staying cheerful. Planning ahead and handling the small stuff without making a big deal about it. Shutting down the cheering and ass-kissing. Always watching what the empire needed, careful with money, and taking the criticism that came with it. No superstitious fear of the gods. Not trying to win people over with gifts or flattery or playing to the crowd. Sober and steady in everything, never crude or chasing after the latest thing. Using the good things in life when he had them—and he had plenty—without showing off or apologizing. When they were there, he enjoyed them. When they weren’t, he didn’t miss them. Nobody could call him a fake intellectual or a climber or a schoolteacher type. He was a grown man who knew what he was doing, couldn’t be flattered, and could manage his own business and others’. Respecting real philosophers without being mean to the others or fooled by them. Being friendly and funny but not too much. Taking care of his body but not obsessing over it—not afraid to die, not vain about how he looked, but not neglecting it either. Because he took care of himself, he hardly ever needed doctors or medicine. Most of all: stepping aside for people who were better at something—speaking, law, whatever—and helping them get recognized for it. Always following tradition but not making a show of it. Not restless or all over the place—he stayed in the same places, did the same things. After his bad headaches, right back to work, fresh and strong. Not many secrets—only a few, rarely, and only about government business. Good judgment about public shows, building projects, handouts to the people—thinking about what needed to be done, not what people would say about it. Not bathing at weird times. Not obsessed with building things. Not picky about food or clothes or how pretty his slaves were. His clothes came up from his place at Lorium. Most of his stuff was from Lanuvium. How he treated that tax collector at Tusculum who was apologizing. That’s how he was. Never harsh, never stubborn, never violent, never—as they say—working up a sweat. But looking at each thing clearly, calmly, methodically, firmly, consistently. Like what they said about Socrates—that he could go without or enjoy things that most people are either too weak to resist or can’t enjoy without going overboard. Being strong enough to hold out and sober enough either way—that’s a man with a perfect, unbeatable soul. Like he showed when Maximus was sick16.


From the gods: good grandparents, good parents, a good sister, good teachers, good people around me, relatives, friends—almost all of them. That I never did anything bad to any of them, even though I might have, if things had lined up wrong. That nothing ever happened to force me into shame. That I didn’t spend more time living with my grandfather’s mistress. That I kept myself pure and didn’t have sex too young—even waited longer than most. That I had a ruler and father who knocked the pride out of me and showed me you can live at court without guards, fancy clothes, torches, statues—all that nonsense. That I had a brother like mine, who pushed me to improve, and whose respect and love made me happy. That my children were born healthy in mind and body. That I didn’t get carried away in rhetoric or poetry or star-gazing. That I was quick to honor my teachers, not holding them back because of their youth. That I came to know Apollonius, Rusticus, and Maximus. That I got clear, constant pictures of what it means to live according to nature—so the gods have done their part, with gifts, help, and signs. If I’m not living that way yet, it’s my own fault. That my body has held up this long in this hard life. That I didn’t sleep with Benedicta or Theodotus, and when I did fall in love later, I got over it. That even though I got mad at Rusticus often, I never did anything I’d regret. That my mother, though she died young, spent her last years with me. That whenever I wanted to help someone who was poor, I never lacked the money. That I never had to beg from someone else. That my wife is like she is—obedient, loving, simple. That I had plenty of good teachers for my children. That I got help through dreams—especially not spitting blood, not getting dizzy, and that oracle at Caieta: “As you use yourself.” That when I turned to philosophy, I didn’t get trapped by some sophist or waste time writing commentaries or chasing arguments.17.


Written among the Quadi on the Gran18.

1Marcus Annius Verus was Marcus’s grandfather who raised him after his father died young.

2Marcus’s biological father died when Marcus was about three years old. The Greek word he uses for “manliness” is ἀρρενικόν (arrenikon) — “manly” or “masculine,” for Romans and Stoics a core virtue akin to virtus (manly excellence): firmness and strength of character. Some translators modernize it as “courage.”

3His mother Domitia Lucilla came from a wealthy family but lived simply anyway.

4His great-grandfather got rich and could afford private teachers instead of the public schools most Roman kids went to.

5The Greens and Blues were rival chariot racing teams—like sports teams today, but their fans often rioted and got into politics. Parmularius and Scutarius were types of gladiators with different weapons and armor. Marcus’s tutor wanted him to stay out of fan groups.

6Diognetus got Marcus interested in philosophy when he was young. “Greek training” meant living like a philosopher—sleeping on hard beds, wearing simple clothes, and toughening yourself up. Keeping quail was for a gambling game where birds fought each other.

7Rusticus was Marcus’s most important philosophy teacher. He gave Marcus a copy of writings by Epictetus, a former slave who became a famous Stoic teacher (Stoics believed you should focus on what you can control, accept what you can’t, and live according to reason). Sinuessa was a coastal town south of Rome.

8Apollonius came from Chalcedon (in modern Turkey) to Rome to teach Marcus Stoic philosophy.

9Sextus was the nephew of Plutarch, the famous Greek writer who wrote biographies comparing great Greeks and Romans (like Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar). Sextus taught Marcus philosophy.

10Alexander taught Marcus Greek grammar.

11Fronto was Marcus’s rhetoric teacher (rhetoric = the art of speaking and writing persuasively) and they wrote letters for years. The Patricians were Rome’s old noble families—rich and powerful for generations.

12This Alexander taught Plato’s philosophy. Plato was an ancient Greek philosopher who wrote about the ideal society and believed in a world of perfect forms. Marcus studied this along with Stoicism.

13Catulus was a Stoic philosopher. Domitius and Athenodotus were probably other teachers Marcus had.

14Marcus calls Severus “brother,” though his only real adoptive brother was his co-emperor Lucius Verus; this Severus was a philosopher friend whose son married Marcus’s daughter. The men he lists were all famous for standing up to one-man rule: Thrasea opposed Nero, Helvidius opposed Vespasian, Cato opposed Julius Caesar when he was taking over the Roman Republic, Brutus helped kill Caesar to try to save the Republic, and Dio drove a tyrant out of Syracuse.

15Claudius Maximus was consul (one of Rome’s highest political positions) and one of Marcus’s close friends.

16“My father” here means Antoninus Pius, who adopted Marcus and who he succeeded as emperor. Lorium, Lanuvium, and Tusculum were towns near Rome where Antoninus had houses. The bit about Socrates refers to the ancient Greek philosopher famous for his self-control—he could go without things or enjoy them without going overboard.

17Benedicta and Theodotus were people Marcus was attracted to when he was young. Caieta is modern Gaeta, a coastal town south of Rome. Marcus is thanking the gods for remedies that came to him in dreams; the Greek of the Caieta phrase is corrupt in the manuscripts, and what it originally said is genuinely uncertain. “The oracle at Caieta” follows one traditional reconstruction.

18The Quadi were a Germanic tribe. The Gran is a river in modern Slovakia. Marcus was writing this during his wars on the northern frontier (around 170–180 CE), fighting to keep Germanic tribes from invading the Roman Empire.


Book 2
Tell yourself first thing in the morning: today I’ll meet people who are nosy, ungrateful, arrogant, treacherous, jealous, and selfish. They’re like this because they don’t know the difference between good and bad. But I’ve seen that good is beautiful and bad is ugly. I’ve seen that the person who does wrong is related to me—not by blood or birth, but because we share the same mind and the same piece of the divine. None of them can hurt me. No one can make me ugly. I can’t be angry at my relative or hate him. We were born to work together like feet, hands, eyelids, like the rows of upper and lower teeth. To work against each other is unnatural. Being angry and turning away from someone—that’s working against them1.


Whatever I am is just flesh, breath, and the ruling part. (Forget your books—that’s not allowed. Act like you’re dying.) Don’t worry about the flesh—it’s just blood and bones and a network of nerves, veins, and arteries. Look at the breath too—what is it? Just air, and not even the same air, but constantly being blown out and sucked back in. So the third thing is the ruling part. Think about it this way: You’re old. Don’t let it be a slave anymore. Don’t let it be pulled around by selfish impulses like a puppet. Don’t let it complain about what fate brings now or dread what might come2.


The gods’ work is full of providence. Chance is not separate from nature or from the weaving together of things governed by providence. Everything flows from there. Added to that is necessity and what benefits the whole universe that you’re part of. What the nature of the whole brings is good for each part, and what keeps it going. Just as changes in the elements keep the universe going, so do changes in the compounds. Let these be your principles. Throw away your thirst for books so you won’t die complaining, but truly content and grateful to the gods from your heart3.


Remember how long you’ve been putting this off and how many deadlines the gods gave you that you missed. You need to realize now what universe you’re part of and what power governs it, and that you’re a spark of that power. There’s a limit to your time—if you don’t use it to clear the air, it’ll be gone, and you’ll be gone, and you won’t get another chance4.


Every hour focus like a Roman—like a man—on doing what’s in front of you with precise and genuine seriousness, with love, freedom, and justice. Give yourself relief from all other thoughts. You will, if you do each task as if it were the last thing you’re doing in your life, free from all aimlessness, from letting your emotions override what your mind tells you, from hypocrisy, self-love, and dissatisfaction with what you’ve been given. You see how few things you need to master to live a good and godly life. The gods won’t ask for more from someone who keeps to these things.


Go on, scold yourself, my soul. But you won’t have the chance to respect yourself much longer. Everyone gets one life—yours is almost over, and instead of respecting yourself, you’re putting your happiness in other people’s souls5.


Do external things distract you? Give yourself time to learn something new and good, and stop wandering around. But you also have to watch out for the other kind of wandering. People who are worn out by life and have no aim for their impulses and thoughts are wasting their time in what they do too.


You don’t usually see people unhappy because they never notice what someone else is doing. But people who don’t pay attention to the movements of their own soul have to be unhappy6.


Always remember: what is the nature of the whole, what is my nature, how does mine relate to the whole, what kind of part am I of what kind of whole? And that no one can stop you from always doing and saying what’s consistent with the nature you’re part of.


Theophrastus is right when he compares mistakes (speaking philosophically about such comparisons): mistakes made from desire are worse than ones made from anger. Someone who’s angry seems to turn away from reason with some pain and unconscious contraction. But someone who makes a mistake from desire, overcome by pleasure, seems more uncontrolled and weak in his mistakes. He was right, then, and philosophical, to say that making a mistake with pleasure deserves more blame than making one with pain. One is more like someone who’s been wronged first and forced by pain to get angry. The other starts the injustice himself, carried toward doing something by desire7.


You could leave life right now. Let that determine what you do and say and think. If the gods exist, leaving the human world isn’t scary—they wouldn’t let anything bad happen to you. And if they don’t exist, or if they don’t care about human affairs, why would I want to live in a world without gods or providence? But they do exist, and they do care about human affairs, and they’ve put it completely in our power not to fall into real harm. If anything else were bad, they would have made sure we could avoid that too. How could something that doesn’t make a person worse make their life worse? The nature of the whole wouldn’t have overlooked this through ignorance, or knowing but unable to prevent or correct it. It wouldn’t have made such a mistake, through weakness or lack of skill, that good and bad things happen equally to good and bad people all mixed up. But death and life, fame and disgrace, pain and pleasure, wealth and poverty—all these happen equally to good and bad people, and they’re neither noble nor shameful. So they’re neither good nor bad8.


How quickly everything disappears—bodies themselves into the universe, and the memory of them into time. Look at what all sensible things are like, especially the ones that lure us with pleasure or frighten us with pain or are shouted about because of pride. How cheap they are, contemptible, dirty, quickly rotting, dead—that’s for your mind to figure out. What are these people whose opinions and voices create fame? What is dying? If you look at it by itself and break down the idea of it, you’ll see it’s nothing but a process of nature. If someone’s afraid of a natural process, they’re a child. But it’s not just a natural process—it’s also beneficial to nature. How does a person reach god, through what part of themselves, and what state does that part need to be in?9


Nothing is more pathetic than someone who runs around in circles, “investigating the depths below,” as the poet says, and trying to figure out what’s in his neighbors’ souls, not realizing it’s enough to focus on the divine spirit inside himself and genuinely honor it. Honoring it means keeping it pure from passion, aimlessness, and frustration at what comes from gods or men. What comes from the gods deserves respect because of their excellence. What comes from humans deserves our affection because we’re related. Sometimes it even deserves our pity because they don’t know good from bad—a blindness as bad as not being able to tell black from white10.


Even if you were going to live three thousand years or ten thousand, remember that no one loses any life other than the one he’s living, and no one lives any life other than the one he’s losing. The longest and shortest lives end up the same. The present moment is equal for everyone; what we lose is equal; and what’s lost turns out to be just a fleeting instant. No one can lose the past or the future—how can you lose what you don’t have? So remember two things: first, that everything is the same pattern repeating forever, and it doesn’t matter whether you see the same things for a hundred years or two hundred or infinite time; second, that the longest-lived and the one who dies soonest lose the same thing. It’s only the present that anyone can be deprived of, since that’s all they have, and you can’t lose what you don’t have11.

1Marcus begins each day preparing himself mentally for difficult people. The Stoics taught that people do wrong out of ignorance, not evil. The “divine” he mentions is the rational spark Stoics believed all humans share—what makes us capable of reason and virtue.

2The “ruling part” (hegemonikon in Greek) is the rational mind that Stoics believed should govern our actions. Marcus is reminding himself not to get distracted by books and philosophy when death could come anytime—focus on living right instead.

3Providence means divine order or fate. Stoics believed everything happens according to a rational plan. The “elements” are earth, water, air, and fire—the basic building blocks Greeks thought everything was made from.

4Marcus is reminding himself he’s part of the universe, governed by the same rational power that runs everything. “Clear the air” means achieve mental clarity and peace—the goal of Stoic practice.

5Marcus criticizes himself for caring too much about others’ opinions instead of maintaining his own self-respect and inner dignity.

6This reflects the Stoic teaching to focus on your own thoughts and actions (what you control) rather than external events or other people (what you can’t control).

7Theophrastus was Aristotle’s successor, and headed the Peripatetic school rather than the Stoic one. He argued that wrongs done out of desire are worse than wrongs done out of anger, since the angry man is driven by pain while the greedy one goes at it willingly. Marcus calls that judgment rightly said and worthy of philosophy.

8This is a core Stoic argument: only virtue is truly good, only vice is truly bad. Everything else—including death, poverty, illness—is “indifferent” because it can happen to good or bad people and doesn’t affect your character.

9Marcus is applying Stoic analysis: break down scary concepts (like death) into their components and you see they’re just natural processes, nothing to fear.

10The quote “investigating the depths below” is from Pindar. Marcus emphasizes focusing on your own inner divine spark (reason/virtue) rather than gossiping about others.

11This meditation on time and death emphasizes that we only ever have the present moment. Past is gone, future doesn’t exist yet. Whether you live 30 years or 100, you can only lose the present moment when you die, so length of life doesn’t really matter.


Book 3
We shouldn’t just think about how life gets used up every day with less left over. We should also think: even if we live longer, will our minds still work well enough to understand things and see what’s divine and human? If we start losing it, we’ll still breathe and eat and imagine things and want things. But using our minds properly, figuring out our duties, analyzing what we see, deciding if it’s time to die, and everything else that needs a trained mind—that goes first. So we need to hurry, not just because we’re getting closer to death every day, but because our understanding and awareness might quit before that1.


We should notice that even the side effects of natural things have something nice about them. Like when bread bakes, parts of it crack open. These cracks, which aren’t really what the baker intended, somehow look good and make you hungry. Ripe figs split open. Olives that are about to go bad have their own special beauty. Grain stalks bending down, the lion’s frown, foam dripping from a wild boar’s mouth—lots of things aren’t beautiful on their own, but because they come along with natural processes, they add to the beauty and appeal. So if you really pay attention to what happens in the universe, almost everything that comes along as a side effect will seem to arrange itself nicely. You’ll look at real lions’ jaws as happily as the ones artists paint or sculpt. You’ll see a kind of bloom in old people, and something attractive in children—if you have sober eyes. Not everyone gets this, only people truly connected to nature and her works2.


Hippocrates cured many diseases and then got sick and died. The Chaldean astrologers predicted many deaths, then fate got them too. Alexander, Pompey, Julius Caesar—after destroying whole cities and killing tens of thousands in battle—they also left life. Heraclitus, after all his theories about the world burning up, died swollen with water, covered in cow dung. Lice killed Democritus; other lice killed Socrates. So what? You got on board, you sailed, you reached shore. Get off. If it’s to another life, there are gods there too. If it’s unconsciousness, you’ll stop feeling pain and pleasure, stop serving this body that’s so much worse than what serves it. One is mind and spirit; the other is earth and gore3.


Don’t waste what’s left of your life imagining what other people are doing, unless it relates to some common good. You’re stealing from your own work—I mean, thinking about what so-and-so is doing and why, what they’re saying, what they’re thinking, what they’re plotting, and all that stuff that makes you wander from watching your own ruling mind. You need to exclude the random and useless from your chain of thoughts, and especially the nosy and malicious stuff. Train yourself to only think things that if someone suddenly asked “What are you thinking?” you could answer right away with no shame: this or that. So it’d be clear that everything in you is simple and kind, worthy of a social being who doesn’t care about pleasure or indulgent fantasies or any rivalry or jealousy or suspicion or anything else you’d blush to admit was in your head. A man like this—no longer postponing being among the best—is like a priest serving the gods, using what’s placed inside him to keep himself pure from pleasures, unhurt by any pain, untouched by any insult, unconscious of any evil, an athlete in the greatest contest (not to be thrown by any emotion), dyed deep with justice, welcoming everything that happens and is assigned to him, not often imagining what others say or do or think except when the common good requires it. He only thinks about what’s his to do, constantly thinking about what’s been spun for him from the whole. He makes the first beautiful; he trusts the second is good. He remembers that all rational beings are related and that caring for all humans fits with human nature, but we shouldn’t value everyone’s opinion—only those who live according to nature. As for those who don’t live that way, he constantly remembers what kind of people they are, at home and abroad, night and day, what crowds they hang out with. So he doesn’t value praise from such people—they don’t even please themselves4.


Don’t act unwillingly or selfishly or unexamined or pulled in different directions. Don’t dress up your thoughts with fancy talk. Don’t be a big talker or busy-body. Let the god in you be guardian of a living being who’s male, old, a citizen, a Roman, a ruler who’s posted himself where he waits for the signal to leave life, ready to be released, not needing an oath or any witness. Be cheerful. Don’t need outside help or the peace others give you. You have to stand straight, not be held straight5.


If you find anything in human life better than justice, truth, self-control, courage—in short, better than your mind being satisfied with itself when it makes you act according to right reason and satisfied with fate in what’s assigned to you without choosing it—if you see anything better than that, turn to it with all your soul and enjoy the best you’ve found. But if nothing seems better than the spirit living in you, which has brought your personal desires under its control, which examines your thoughts, which has pulled itself away from the body’s sensations (as Socrates said), which has submitted to the gods and cares for humans—if you find everything else smaller and cheaper than this, don’t give room to anything else. Because once you lean toward that and turn away, you won’t be able to keep preferring that good that’s your own, that’s yours. It’s not right to set anything against the rational and social good—like praise from the masses, or power, or wealth, or enjoying pleasures. All these things, even if they seem to fit for a bit, suddenly take control and carry you away. So I’m telling you, simply and freely choose the better and hold onto it. “But better means beneficial.” If it’s beneficial to you as a rational being, keep it. If it’s beneficial to you as an animal, say so and keep your judgment without arrogance. Just make sure you examine things safely6.


Never value as beneficial to yourself anything that will make you break your word, lose your self-respect, hate someone, suspect them, curse them, pretend, or desire something that needs walls and curtains. Someone who’s chosen his own mind and spirit and the sacred rites of virtue doesn’t make tragedies, doesn’t groan, won’t need solitude or crowds. Most important: he’ll live neither chasing nor fleeing. Whether his soul will be in his body for a longer or shorter time doesn’t matter to him at all. Even if he has to leave right now, he’ll go as easily as doing any other decent and orderly action, careful his whole life only that his mind doesn’t turn into something unworthy of an intelligent, social being7.


In the mind of someone who’s been disciplined and thoroughly cleansed, you won’t find anything rotten, dirty, or festering underneath. His life isn’t incomplete when fate takes him, like you’d say an actor left before finishing the play. Plus there’s nothing slavish, nothing fake, nothing tied down or torn apart, nothing that has to answer for itself, nothing hiding8.


Respect your ability to form opinions. Everything depends on this—that your ruling mind never holds an opinion out of harmony with nature and the make-up of a rational being. This guarantees not jumping to conclusions, friendship with other people, and obedience to the gods9.


So throw away everything else and hold onto just these few things. Also remember that each person only lives this present moment, which is just an instant. Everything else is either already lived or uncertain. So what each person lives is tiny, and the little corner of earth where he lives is tiny, and even the longest fame after death is tiny—passed on through a succession of little people who’ll die very soon, who don’t even know themselves, much less someone who died long ago10.


To the principles already mentioned, add one more: always make a definition or outline of whatever appears to you, so you can see what kind of thing it is in its essence, stripped bare, as a whole and in its parts. Tell yourself its proper name and the names of the things it’s made from and will break down into. Nothing creates greatness of mind like being able to examine methodically and truthfully everything that comes up in life, and always seeing things in a way that shows: what kind of universe does this serve, what value does it have in that universe, and what value for humans—those citizens of the highest city, of which all other cities are like households? What is this thing that’s creating my impression now, what’s it made of, how long will it naturally last, what virtue do I need for it—gentleness, courage, honesty, trustworthiness, simplicity, self-sufficiency, or what? So in each case you have to say: this came from god; this is from the weaving of fate and such coincidences and chance; this is from someone of my tribe, a relative, a companion—though he doesn’t know what’s natural for him. But I do know, so I’ll treat him kindly and justly, according to the natural law of community. At the same time, with things that don’t matter either way, I aim at what they’re worth11.


If you do what’s in front of you, following right reason seriously, strongly, calmly, not letting anything else distract you, but keeping your divine part pure, as if you had to give it back right now—if you hold to this, expecting nothing, fearing nothing, satisfied with your present natural activity and the heroic truth in what you say and speak, you’ll live a good life. And no one can stop this12.


Just as doctors always have their instruments and knives ready for emergencies, you should have your principles ready to understand divine and human things, and do everything, even the smallest thing, remembering how both realms are tied together. You won’t do any human act well without referring to the divine, and vice versa13.


Stop wandering. You’re not going to read your own notebooks or the deeds of ancient Romans and Greeks or the extracts from books you were saving for old age. Rush to the finish. Give up empty hopes. Save yourself, if you care about yourself at all, while you still can14.


They don’t know how many meanings there are in steal, sow, buy, be at rest, see what needs doing—which doesn’t happen with the eyes but with a different kind of sight15.


Body, soul, mind. For the body—sensations. For the soul—impulses. For the mind—judgments. Getting impressions—even cattle have that. Being pulled around by impulses like a puppet—wild animals have that, and perverts, and Phalaris and Nero. Having your mind guide you to what seems like your duty—even people who don’t believe in gods have that, even people who betray their country, even people who do whatever behind closed doors. If everything else is common to all these, what’s left is special to the good person: to love and welcome what happens and is spun for him; not to soil or disturb the spirit living in his chest with a crowd of impressions, but to keep it calm, following god in an orderly way, saying nothing against the truth, doing nothing against justice. And if everyone disbelieves that he lives simply, modestly, and cheerfully, he’s not angry at any of them and doesn’t turn from the road that leads to the end of life, where you should arrive pure, peaceful, ready to be released, in harmony with your fate without forcing it16.

1The divine and human things Marcus mentions refer to understanding both the gods/universe and human affairs—both considered essential knowledge for a Roman emperor and philosopher.

2Marcus lists natural phenomena that Romans would have seen regularly: cracked bread crusts, split figs, overripe olives, bent grain stalks, lions (in the arena), and wild boars.

3Hippocrates was the famous Greek doctor. Chaldeans were Babylonian astrologers. Alexander the Great, Pompey, and Julius Caesar were legendary conquerors. Heraclitus was a philosopher who thought fire was the basic element. Democritus was an early atomic theorist. The “lice” that killed Socrates is a dark joke—he was executed by hemlock poisoning, but Marcus is calling his judges “lice” (parasites).

4The “ruling mind” (hegemonikon in Greek) is the rational part that Stoics believed should govern all thoughts and actions. A “social being” refers to the Stoic belief that humans are naturally made to live in communities.

5Marcus identifies himself as male, old, a citizen, Roman, and a ruler—all important identity categories in Roman society that came with specific duties.

6Socrates was the ancient Greek philosopher famous for questioning everything and choosing death rather than abandoning philosophy. The “rational and social good” is the Stoic ideal of living according to reason and for the common benefit.

7“Walls and curtains” refers to things that need to be hidden from public view. The “sacred rites of virtue” treats philosophical practice like religious ceremonies.

8The actor and play metaphor was common in Stoic philosophy—life is like a play where we have roles to perform.

9“Ability to form opinions” translates the Greek term for our power of judgment—what Stoics considered our only true freedom.

10The “highest city” is the cosmopolis—the Stoics’ concept of a universal city of all rational beings, including gods and humans.

11Breaking things down into names and components was a Stoic analytical technique. “Indifferents” are things Stoics considered neither good nor bad in themselves (like health, wealth, reputation).

12“Heroic truth” refers to speaking with the courage and honesty of legendary heroes.

13Stoics believed the divine and human realms were interconnected—understanding one required understanding the other.

14Marcus mentions his notebooks (personal notes), deeds of ancient Romans and Greeks (history books), and extracts (his collection of favorite quotes he was saving to read in old age).

15The “different kind of sight” refers to philosophical understanding versus just physical seeing.

16Phalaris was a cruel tyrant of ancient Sicily who roasted people alive in a bronze bull. Nero was the Roman emperor (54–68 CE) known for persecuting Christians and allegedly fiddling while Rome burned.


Book 4
When the ruling power inside us is in harmony with nature, it stands ready to adapt easily to whatever happens and whatever is possible. It doesn’t need any specific material to work with. It heads toward its primary goals but with reservation. Whatever gets in the way becomes material for it, like fire when it takes over what falls into it. A small flame would be put out, but a bright fire quickly makes whatever you throw on it part of itself, consumes it, and rises higher because of it1.


Don’t do anything without purpose or without a principle to guide it.


People look for retreats—country places, the seashore, mountains. You’ve wanted this too. But this is completely stupid. You can retreat into yourself whenever you want. Nowhere is quieter or less busy than your own soul—especially if you have things inside to look at that immediately put you at ease. And by ease I mean good order. So constantly give yourself this retreat and renew yourself. Have short, basic principles ready that will wash away all distress and send you back not frustrated with what you’re returning to. What are you frustrated with? People’s wickedness? Remember: rational beings exist for each other, patience is part of justice, they do wrong involuntarily, and think how many people have been enemies, suspicious, hating, fighting—and now they’re ashes. Stop it. But you’re also frustrated with what the universe assigns you? Refresh the alternative: either providence or atoms. Remember the proofs that the universe is like a city. But physical things still affect you? Remember that once the mind understands itself and knows its power, it doesn’t mix with the breath moving smoothly or roughly. Remember everything you’ve learned and agreed to about pain and pleasure. But will that bit of fame pull you off course? Look at how fast everything is forgotten, the chaos of infinite time on either side, the emptiness of applause, how changeable and uncritical those who seem to praise are, how small the space where it’s confined. The whole earth is a point, and how small a corner of it is where we live. And how many people there will praise you—what kind of people are they? So remember to retreat into this little territory of your own. Above all, don’t strain or stress. Be free. Look at things like a man, like a human being, like a citizen, like a mortal. Among the things you have ready to look at, these two: first, things don’t touch the soul—they stand outside it, unmoved. Disturbances come only from the opinion inside. Second, everything you see will change almost immediately and won’t exist anymore. Keep thinking about how many changes you’ve already witnessed. The universe is change; our life is what our thoughts make it2.


If we share intelligence, then we share reason that makes us rational. If so, we share the reason that tells us what to do or not do. If so, we share law. If so, we’re citizens. If so, we share in government. If so, the universe is like a city. What other common government could you say the whole human race shares in? From there, from this common city, comes our intelligence, reason, and law—or where else? Just as the earth in me has been separated off from some earth, the liquid from another element, the breath from some source, the heat and fire from its own source (nothing comes from nothing or returns to nothing), so the mind also comes from somewhere3.


Death is like birth—a mystery of nature. Elements combine, then dissolve back into the same elements. Nothing to be ashamed of. It’s not against the nature of a rational being or the logic of our design.


These things naturally happen this way from these kinds of people. It’s inevitable. Wanting it not to happen is like wanting a fig tree not to have juice. Remember: in a very short time both you and he will be dead. Soon not even your names will be left.


Get rid of the judgment, and “I’ve been harmed” is gone. Get rid of “I’ve been harmed,” and the harm is gone.


What doesn’t make a person worse doesn’t make his life worse either, and doesn’t harm him from outside or inside.


The nature of the beneficial had to make this happen.


“Everything that happens is just.” Watch carefully and you’ll find this is true. I don’t mean just in sequence, but also just, as if someone were giving out what each deserves. Keep watching like you’ve started to, and whatever you do, do it with this: with being good in the specific sense of good. Keep this in every action.


Don’t think the way the person insulting you wants you to think, or the way he wants you to think. See things as they really are.


Always have these two things ready: first, to do only what the royal and lawmaking reason suggests for helping people; second, to change your mind if someone’s there to correct you and move you away from some opinion. But the change should always come from being convinced it’s just or helps the community—only reasons like that, not because it seems pleasant or popular.


“You have reason?” “Yes.” “Why don’t you use it? If it’s doing its job, what else do you want?”


You exist as a part. You’ll disappear into what created you. Or rather, you’ll be transformed back into the universal reason4.


Many grains of incense on the same altar. One falls before, another after—no difference.


Within ten days you’ll seem like a god to the same people who now think you’re a beast and an ape—if you go back to your principles and honoring reason.


Don’t act like you’re going to live thousands of years. Death hangs over you. While you’re alive, while you can, become good.


How much free time someone gains who doesn’t look at what his neighbor said or did or thought, but only at what he himself is doing—to make sure it’s just and holy. Or as Agathon says: don’t peer around at other people’s bad character, but run straight down the line without looking side to side5.


The person who gets excited about fame after death doesn’t realize that each person who remembers him will also die very soon. Then the next one who takes over from him, until all memory is extinguished as it passes through people who light up and then go out. But suppose those who remember were immortal and the memory was immortal—what’s that to you? And I don’t mean what’s it to the dead person, but what is praise to the living person, except maybe for some practical use? You’re now rejecting nature’s gift at the wrong moment while clinging to something else…


Everything beautiful in any way is beautiful in itself and complete in itself, with praise no part of it. Does anything become worse or better by being praised? I mean even ordinary things—material objects, craftsmanship. What does something really beautiful need? No more than law, or truth, or kindness, or self-respect. Which of these is beautiful because it’s praised or ruined because it’s criticized? Does an emerald become worse if no one praises it? What about gold, ivory, purple, a lyre, a knife, a flower, a bush?


If souls survive, how has the air contained them from eternity? How does the earth contain the bodies of those buried for so long? Just as here, after bodies last for a while, their change and breakdown makes room for other corpses, so souls that move to the air, after lasting a while, change and pour out and ignite, taken back into the universal reason, and this way make room for souls that come to join them. That’s what someone might answer, assuming souls survive. But we shouldn’t just think about the number of bodies buried this way—think about all the animals eaten every day by us and other animals. What a huge number is consumed and in a way buried in the bodies of those who feed on them. Yet there’s room because they’re turned into blood, changed into air and fire. What’s the way to investigate the truth about this? By dividing into material and cause6.


Don’t wander. In every impulse, give what’s just. In every impression, preserve what you can grasp.


Everything harmonizes with me that harmonizes with you, Universe. Nothing is too early or too late for me that’s in your good time. Everything is fruit to me that your seasons bring, Nature. From you everything, in you everything, to you everything. That man says “Dear city of Cecrops.” Won’t you say “Dear city of Zeus”?7


“Do little, if you want contentment.” Maybe it’s better to do what’s necessary, what the reason of a naturally social being demands, and how it demands. This brings not only the contentment from doing right but also from doing little. Most of what we say and do isn’t necessary. Eliminate it and you’ll have more time and less disturbance. So on each occasion remind yourself: is this unnecessary? And we need to eliminate not just unnecessary actions but unnecessary thoughts too—then unnecessary actions won’t follow.


Try how the life of a good person suits you—someone pleased with what’s assigned from the whole and satisfied with his own just action and kind disposition.


You’ve seen those things? Look at these too. Don’t disturb yourself. Simplify yourself. Someone does wrong? He does wrong to himself. Something happened to you? Good—everything that happens was woven for you from the beginning by the whole. In short, life is brief. Use the present with reason and justice. Be sober even when relaxing.


Either an ordered universe or a jumble thrown together—but still a universe. Or can order exist in you while disorder exists in the whole? And this when everything is so distinguished, diffused, and sympathetic8.


A dark character, feminine character, stubborn character, beast-like, cattle-like, childish, stupid, counterfeit, buffoon, commercial, tyrannical9.


If someone’s a stranger to the universe who doesn’t know what’s in it, no less a stranger is someone who doesn’t know what happens in it. He’s a runaway who runs from social reason, blind who shuts his mental eye, a beggar who needs others and doesn’t have everything useful for life in himself. He’s an abscess on the universe who separates and cuts himself off from the reason of our common nature by being dissatisfied with what happens—for the nature that brings this also brought you. He’s a fragment cut from the city who cuts his own soul off from the soul of rational beings, which is one10.


One philosopher has no cloak, another no book. Here’s another half-naked: “I have no bread,” he says, “but I stay faithful to reason.” And I don’t get food from my learning, but I stay faithful11.


Love the art you’ve learned and rest in it. Go through what’s left of life like someone who’s entrusted everything to the gods with his whole soul, making yourself neither tyrant nor slave to anyone.


Think about the times of Vespasian—you’ll see all the same things: people marrying, raising children, getting sick, dying, fighting wars, celebrating, trading, farming, flattering, being arrogant, suspicious, plotting, praying for others to die, complaining about the present, loving, hoarding, wanting consulships and kingdoms. That life of theirs—it doesn’t exist anywhere anymore. Move on to Trajan’s time—again, all the same. That life is dead too. Look at the other labels of times and whole nations the same way. See how many struggled intensely and soon fell and dissolved into elements. But especially remember those you yourself knew wasting their time on empty things, neglecting to do what fit their own nature, to hold tight to that and be satisfied with it. And here you need to remember that the attention you give each action should match its value. This way you won’t get discouraged if you don’t spend more time than you should on less important things12.


Words that used to be common are now strange. So too the names of much-praised men from the past are now in a way strange: Camillus, Caeso, Volesus, Dentatus. Soon Scipio and Cato too. Then Augustus. Then Hadrian and Antoninus. Everything fades and quickly becomes legend. Soon complete oblivion covers it. And I’m talking about those who shone amazingly. The rest, the moment they breathed their last—unknown, unmentioned. What is eternal remembrance anyway? Complete emptiness. So what should we work for? Just this: right thinking, social action, speech that never lies, and a disposition that welcomes everything that happens as necessary, as familiar, as flowing from the same source and spring13.


Willingly give yourself to Clotho, letting her weave you into whatever she wants14.


Everything is ephemeral—what remembers and what’s remembered.


Constantly observe everything coming about through change, and get used to thinking that the nature of the whole loves nothing more than changing things and making new ones like them. Everything that exists is in a way the seed of what will come from it. But you only think of seeds that are planted in earth or a womb—that’s a very shallow way to think.


You’re about to die and you’re still not simple, not undisturbed, not without suspicion that externals can harm you, not kind to everyone, not seeing that wisdom is only in acting justly.


Look into their ruling principles—even the wise ones—what they avoid and what they pursue.


Your harm doesn’t exist in someone else’s ruling principle, nor in any change or alteration of your surroundings. Where then? In the part of you that judges things as bad. So don’t make that judgment and all is well. Even if what’s closest to it—your body—is cut, burned, festering, rotting, still let the part that judges these things stay calm. That is, let it judge that nothing is either bad or good if it can happen equally to bad and good people. What happens equally to someone living against nature and someone living according to nature is neither according to nature nor against it.


Constantly think of the universe as one living being, with one substance and one soul. Notice how everything relates to its one perception, how it does everything by one impulse, how everything cooperates in causing everything that happens, and the kind of web and weaving it is.


You’re a little soul carrying a corpse, as Epictetus said15.


Change isn’t bad for things that change, just as it’s not good for things that exist because of change.


Time is a river of what happens, a violent stream. As soon as each thing appears, it’s swept away and another is carried past, and that will be swept away too.


Everything that happens is as familiar and known as a rose in spring or fruit in summer. The same goes for disease, death, slander, conspiracy, and everything that delights or pains fools.


What comes next always has a natural relationship to what came before. It’s not like a list of disconnected things that only has forced sequence, but a rational connection. And just as existing things are harmoniously arranged, what comes into being shows not mere succession but a wonderful relationship.


Always remember what Heraclitus said: earth’s death is to become water, water’s death is to become air, air’s to become fire, and back again. Remember the person who forgets where the road leads. And that people quarrel with what they’re most constantly in contact with—the reason that governs everything—and the things they encounter daily seem foreign to them. We shouldn’t act and speak like we’re asleep (for then too we seem to act and speak). And we shouldn’t be like children of our parents—that is, simply accepting things as we’ve received them16.


If one of the gods told you that you’d die tomorrow or at most the day after, you wouldn’t make much difference between tomorrow or the day after (unless you’re completely cowardly)—it’s such a small difference. In the same way, don’t think it’s a big deal whether you die many years from now or tomorrow.


Constantly think how many doctors have died after frowning over their patients so many times. How many astrologers after predicting others’ deaths as something important. How many philosophers after endless arguments about death or immortality. How many heroes after killing so many people. How many tyrants after using their power over life and death with terrible arrogance, as if they were immortal. How many whole cities have died, so to speak—Helice, Pompeii, Herculaneum, and countless others. Go through all the people you know, one after another. One person buries another, then is laid out himself, and another buries him—all in a short time. The point is: always see human things as short-lived and cheap—yesterday slime, tomorrow mummy or ash. So pass through this tiny span of time according to nature and end cheerfully, like an olive that falls when ripe, blessing the earth that bore it and grateful to the tree that grew it17.


Be like a rocky cliff that waves keep crashing against. It stands still and the boiling water settles around it. “I’m unlucky because this happened to me.” No—“I’m lucky because even though this happened, I’m not broken by the present or frightened of the future.” This could have happened to anyone, but not everyone would have remained unbroken. So why is that a misfortune rather than this a fortune? Do you call anything a human misfortune that isn’t a failure of human nature? Do you think something is a failure of human nature if it’s not against nature’s will? Well, you’ve learned what its will is. Does what happened stop you from being just, generous, self-controlled, sensible, careful, truthful, modest, free, and everything else that makes human nature complete? So remember from now on, for everything that tries to make you upset, to use this principle: this isn’t a misfortune—bearing it nobly is good fortune.


A simple but effective help for despising death: remember those who clung to life. What more did they get than those who died early? Anyway, they’re all lying somewhere—Cadicianus, Fabius, Julianus, Lepidus, and others like them who carried out many, then were carried out themselves. The whole interval is small, and through what troubles, with what kinds of people, in what a weak body. So don’t think it’s a big deal. Look behind you at the endless stretch of time and ahead at another infinity. In that, what’s the difference between a three-day-old and someone who lived three generations?18


Always take the shortest route—the natural one. That means saying and doing everything in the healthiest way. This intention frees you from troubles, from military service, from all management and pretense19.

1The “ruling power” (hegemonikon) is the rational mind. Marcus uses fire as a metaphor for how a strong mind transforms obstacles into fuel for growth.

2“Providence or atoms” refers to the two main ancient theories: either the universe is governed by divine providence (Stoic view) or everything is random atomic collisions (Epicurean view).

3Marcus argues that since humans share reason, we’re all citizens of a universal city (cosmopolis). The four elements he mentions are earth, water, air, and fire.

4The Greek is logos spermatikos, the “seed reason” — the Stoics’ generative principle, the pattern a thing grows out of and is reabsorbed into. Marcus says you will be taken back into the reason of whatever produced you.

5Agathon was an Athenian tragic poet. Marcus is quoting him about staying focused on your own path.

6Marcus addresses the question of where souls go after death. The “material and cause” division is Aristotelian philosophy—analyzing things by their matter and their purpose.

7“City of Cecrops” means Athens (Cecrops was a mythical king of Athens). Marcus contrasts this with the Stoic idea of the universal city of Zeus.

8“Sympathetic” here means everything in the universe is interconnected and affects everything else—a key Stoic doctrine.

9This is a list of character types Marcus wants to avoid.

10Marcus describes various ways people cut themselves off from the universal community of rational beings.

11This refers to Cynic philosophers who lived in extreme poverty to prove that virtue alone is enough for happiness.

12Vespasian was Roman emperor 69–79 CE. Trajan was emperor 98–117 CE. Marcus is noting how all human activities repeat endlessly.

13Camillus, Caeso, Volesus, and Dentatus were early Roman heroes. Scipio defeated Hannibal. Cato was a famous Stoic. Augustus was the first emperor. Hadrian and Antoninus Pius were Marcus’s predecessors.

14Clotho was one of the three Fates in Greek mythology who spun the thread of human life.

15Epictetus was a Stoic philosopher and former slave whose teachings strongly influenced Marcus.

16Heraclitus was an ancient Greek philosopher famous for saying everything flows and changes. Marcus quotes several of his sayings about transformation and people’s ignorance.

17Helice was destroyed by earthquake and tsunami in 373 BCE. Pompeii and Herculaneum were destroyed by Mount Vesuvius in 79 CE.

18Cadicianus, Fabius, Julianus, and Lepidus were apparently contemporaries of Marcus who had recently died.

19“Military service” here likely means metaphorical battles and conflicts, not literal military duty (since Marcus was emperor and commander).


Book 5
In the morning when you don’t want to get up, tell yourself: I’m getting up to do a human being’s work. Why am I annoyed about going to do what I was born for, what I was brought into the world for? Was I made to lie under blankets and keep warm? “But it’s nicer here.” So you were born for pleasure? For feeling things, not for doing things? Don’t you see the little plants, the little birds, the ants, the spiders, the bees doing their own work, each helping to organize the universe? And you don’t want to do your human work? You’re not running toward what fits your nature? “But we need to rest too.” I agree. But nature set limits for that, just like for eating and drinking. You go past those limits, past what’s enough. But when it comes to work, you stay within what’s possible. You don’t love yourself—if you did, you’d love your nature and what it wants. People who love their craft waste away working on it, forgetting to bathe or eat. Do you value your own nature less than the metalworker values metalworking, the dancer values dancing, the greedy person values money, the vain person values fame? When they’re obsessed, they’d rather not eat or sleep than improve what they care about. Does doing things for others seem less valuable to you, less worth your effort?1


How easy it is to push away and wipe out every useless or wrong thought, and immediately be perfectly calm.


Judge yourself worthy of every word and action that’s according to nature. Don’t let criticism or comments from anyone pull you off course. If it’s right to do or say, don’t consider yourself unworthy of it. Those people have their own ruling mind and follow their own impulses. Don’t look at that, but walk straight, following your own nature and universal nature—they both have one path.


I walk through what’s natural until I fall and rest, breathing out into what I breathe from daily, falling onto what my father gathered his seed from, my mother her blood, my nurse her milk. What feeds and waters me daily all these years. What carries me as I walk on it and use it for so many things.


“They can’t admire your sharpness.” Fine. But there are many other things you can’t say “I’m not naturally suited for that.” So show what’s completely in your power: honesty, dignity, endurance, not chasing pleasure, not complaining about your lot, needing little, kindness, freedom, not gossiping, no empty talk, high-mindedness. Don’t you see how many things you could show right now that you have no excuse for not having? Yet you willingly stay beneath your potential. Or does being naturally slow force you to complain, be stingy, flatter, blame your body, try to please people, show off, be so restless in your mind? No, by the gods. You could have been free of these things long ago. If anything, you could only be accused of being a bit slow to understand. And even that needs practice—not indulging in your slowness or being comfortable with it.


One person, when they do someone a favor, is quick to chalk up the return favor they’re owed. Another isn’t so quick, but still privately thinks of the person as a debtor and knows what they’ve done. A third person somehow doesn’t even know what they’ve done—they’re like a vine that produces grapes and doesn’t seek anything more once it’s borne its own fruit. A horse that’s run, a dog that’s tracked, a bee that’s made honey, a human who’s done good—they don’t announce it but move on to the next thing, like the vine moves on to produce grapes again in season. “So we should be among those who do this without really noticing?” Yes. “But we need to notice—it’s characteristic of social beings to be aware they’re acting socially, and by Zeus, to want their fellow to be aware too.” What you’re saying is true, but you’re taking what I said wrong. You’ll be one of those people I mentioned before—they’re also led astray by plausible reasoning. But if you want to understand what I mean, don’t worry that you’ll skip doing something social because of it.


Prayer of the Athenians: “Rain, rain, dear Zeus, on the fields and plains of Athens.” Either don’t pray at all, or pray simply and freely like this2.


Just as we say “Asclepius prescribed horseback riding or cold baths or walking barefoot for this person,” we can say “Universal nature prescribed disease or disability or loss or something else like that for this person.” In the first case, “prescribed” means he ordered this as appropriate for health. In the second, what happens to each person is somehow ordered as appropriate to fate. We say things “fall out” the way builders say squared stones in walls or pyramids “fall together” when they fit each other in a certain arrangement. There’s one harmony overall, and just as the universe makes one body out of all bodies, fate makes one cause out of all causes. Even complete idiots understand what I mean—they say “This was brought to him.” So this was brought to this person and prescribed for this person. Let’s accept these things like we accept what Asclepius prescribes. Many of his prescriptions are harsh, but we welcome them hoping for health. Think of the completion and fulfillment of what universal nature judges good as being like your health. Welcome everything that happens, even if it seems harsh, because it leads to the health of the universe and the success and well-being of Zeus. He wouldn’t bring this to anyone if it didn’t benefit the whole. No nature produces anything that doesn’t fit what it manages. So you need to be content with what happens for two reasons: first, it was done for you, prescribed for you, and related to you, spun from the most ancient causes. Second, what comes to each person is a cause of the success, fulfillment, and by Zeus the very continuance of what governs the whole. The whole is damaged if you cut off even the smallest part of the connection and continuity—of its parts and equally of its causes. And you do cut it off, as far as you can, when you’re dissatisfied and in a way try to eliminate it3.


Don’t be disgusted, don’t give up, don’t lose patience if you don’t consistently act from the right principles. If you’re knocked back, return and be glad if most of your actions are more human. Love what you return to. Don’t come back to philosophy like a boy to school, but like someone with sore eyes to a sponge and egg white, or someone else to a bandage or lotion. This way you won’t make a show of obeying reason, but you’ll rest in it. Remember: philosophy only wants what your nature wants. You wanted something else, against nature. But what’s more agreeable than this? Isn’t this how pleasure deceives us? But look—isn’t high-mindedness, freedom, simplicity, kindness, holiness more agreeable? What’s more agreeable than wisdom itself, when you think about the unbroken flow of our ability to understand and know things?4


Things are so veiled that quite a few philosophers—and not ordinary ones—have thought they’re completely impossible to understand. Even the Stoics think they’re hard to understand. Every judgment we make can change. Where’s the person who never changes their mind? So turn to the things themselves—how short-lived they are, how worthless, how they can be owned by a pervert, a prostitute, a thief. Then look at the character of the people you live with—it’s hard to put up with even the nicest of them, not to mention that a person can barely stand himself. In such darkness and dirt, in such a flow of substance and time and motion and things that move—I can’t even imagine what could be worth valuing or pursuing at all. On the contrary, we need to comfort ourselves and wait for natural dissolution, not getting upset at the delay, but resting in just these two things: first, nothing will happen to me that isn’t according to the nature of the whole; second, it’s in my power not to do anything against my god and spirit. No one can force me to disobey it5.


What am I using my soul for right now? Ask yourself this every time. Examine yourself: what do I have now in this part called the ruling mind? Whose soul do I have? A child’s? A teenager’s? A woman’s? A tyrant’s? A wild animal’s? A beast’s?


You can see what most people think are good things from this: if someone imagines certain things as truly good—wisdom, self-control, justice, courage—with these in mind, they couldn’t even listen to the joke about “so much good stuff…” It wouldn’t fit. But if someone first thinks of what most people consider good, they’ll listen to and easily accept the comic poet’s joke as fitting. Even most people sense the difference—otherwise the first joke wouldn’t offend and be rejected while we accept the one about wealth and the blessings of luxury and fame as witty and clever. Go ahead and ask whether we should value and consider good those things where, once we’ve thought of them, we could aptly apply the joke about their owner having so much good stuff “he has nowhere to shit”6.


I’m made of cause and matter. Neither will disappear into nothing, just as neither came from nothing. So every part of me will be assigned by change to some part of the universe, and that will change into another part of the universe, and so on to infinity. I came to exist through such change, and so did my parents, and so on to another infinity. Nothing prevents saying this, even if the universe is managed in finite periods7.


Reason and the art of reasoning are powers sufficient for themselves and their own works. They start from their own beginning and make their way to the end set before them. That’s why such actions are called “right actions”—they signal the rightness of the path.


None of those things should be called a human’s that don’t belong to a human as a human. They’re not requirements of being human, human nature doesn’t promise them, they’re not perfections of human nature. So the human end isn’t in them, nor what completes that end—the good. Besides, if any of these things did belong to humans, it wouldn’t be right to scorn them or oppose them. We wouldn’t praise someone who showed they didn’t need them. They wouldn’t be good if having less of them made you good. But now, the more someone strips these things from himself or endures being stripped of them, the better person he is.


Your mind will be like your frequent thoughts—the soul is dyed by thoughts. So dye it with a succession of thoughts like these: wherever it’s possible to live, it’s possible to live well; it’s possible to live in a palace; therefore it’s possible to live well in a palace. And again: each thing is made for something, and it’s drawn to what it’s made for; its end is in what it’s drawn to; where its end is, there’s its benefit and good; the good of a rational being is community. That we’re born for community has been proved long ago. Wasn’t it clear that inferior things exist for superior ones, and superior ones for each other? Living things are superior to non-living, and rational beings are superior to living ones8.


Chasing the impossible is insane. It’s impossible for bad people not to do bad things.


Nothing happens to anyone that they’re not naturally equipped to bear. The same things happen to someone else, and either not knowing it happened or wanting to show off their high-mindedness, they stay steady and unhurt. It’s terrible that ignorance and showing off are stronger than wisdom.


Things themselves don’t touch the soul at all. They have no access to the soul. They can’t turn or move the soul. The soul turns and moves only itself. Whatever judgments it thinks worthy of itself, it makes the things that present themselves to it fit those judgments.


In one way, a human being is the closest thing to me, since I must do good to humans and put up with them. But when some of them interfere with my proper work, the human becomes one of the indifferent things to me, no less than the sun or wind or a wild animal. These might block some actions, but they don’t block my impulse or my attitude—because I can hold back, and I can adapt. The mind converts and changes every obstacle to action into something that helps its purpose—what hinders the work becomes helpful to the work, what blocks the path advances the path9.


Honor what’s most powerful in the universe—what uses everything and governs everything. Similarly, honor what’s most powerful in you—it’s the same kind of thing. It’s what uses everything else in you, and your life is governed by it.


What doesn’t harm the city doesn’t harm the citizen. Apply this rule every time something seems harmful to you: if the city isn’t harmed by this, neither am I. But if the city is harmed, don’t be angry at whoever’s harming the city—show him what he’s overlooking.


Often think about how quickly things and events rush by and disappear. Substance is like a river in constant flow, activities constantly changing, causes shifting in countless ways, almost nothing standing still, even what’s right beside us. Think about the infinite void of the past and future where everything vanishes. So isn’t someone stupid who gets puffed up or upset or complains about these things as if they’d trouble him for a long time?


Remember the whole of substance, of which you have the tiniest share, and the whole of time, of which you’ve been assigned a brief and tiny moment, and fate, of which you’re how small a part?


Someone wrongs me? That’s his business. He has his own disposition, his own actions. I have now what universal nature wants me to have now, and I do what my nature wants me to do now.


Let the ruling and governing part of your soul stay unmoved by the smooth or rough motions in your flesh. Don’t let it mingle with them, but draw a boundary around itself and limit those feelings to their parts. When they spread into your mind through that other sympathy (since we’re in a unified body), then don’t try to resist the sensation since it’s natural. But don’t let the ruling part add its own opinion about whether it’s good or bad.


“Living with the gods.” Someone lives with the gods when they constantly show them a soul that accepts what it’s given and does what the spirit wants—the spirit Zeus gave each person as guardian and guide, a fragment of himself. This is each person’s mind and reason10.


Are you angry at someone who smells like a goat? Are you angry at someone with bad breath? What can they do? That’s how their mouth is, that’s how their armpits are—it’s inevitable that such emanations come from such things. “But the person has reason,” you say, “and could figure out what’s offensive if he thought about it.” Good for you! So you have reason too. Use your rational disposition to stir up their rational disposition. Show them, remind them. If they listen, you’ll cure them, and no need for anger. You’re not a tragic actor or a prostitute11.


You can live here as you intend to live when you leave. If they don’t let you, then leave life as if you’re not suffering anything bad. The house is smoky—I’m leaving. Why do you think it’s a big deal? But as long as nothing like that drives me out, I stay, I’m free, and no one will stop me from doing what I want. And I want what fits the nature of a rational, social being.


The mind of the universe is social. It made inferior things for superior ones and fitted the superior ones to each other. You see how it arranged them, coordinated them, gave each its proper portion, and brought the best things into harmony with each other.


How have you behaved up to now toward gods, parents, siblings, wife, children, teachers, tutors, friends, family, servants? Can you say about all of them up to now: “I’ve done no wrong to anyone, nor spoken any evil”? Remember what you’ve been through and what you’ve managed to endure. That the story of your life is now complete and your service finished. How many beautiful things you’ve seen. How many pleasures and pains you’ve ignored, how many honors you’ve passed by, to how many ungrateful people you’ve been kind12.


Why do unskilled and ignorant souls confuse someone skilled and knowledgeable? What soul is skilled and knowledgeable? The one that knows beginning and end and the reason that runs through all substance and governs the whole in appointed cycles through all eternity.


Soon you’ll be ashes or bones, a name or not even a name. And a name is just sound and echo. The things valued in life are empty, rotten, tiny—puppies biting each other, children quarreling, laughing then immediately crying. Faith, shame, justice, truth—“fled to Olympus from the wide earth.” What still holds you here? Sensible things are changeable and unstable. The senses are dim and easily fooled. The soul itself is a vapor from blood. Having a good reputation with such people is meaningless. What then? Wait calmly for the end, whether it’s extinction or transformation. Until that time comes, what’s enough? What else but to honor and praise the gods, do good to people, and “bear and forbear.” And remember that everything inside the bounds of your poor flesh and breath is neither yours nor in your power13.


You can always have a good flow in life if you can think and act on the right path. These two things are common to god’s soul, human souls, and the soul of every rational being: not to be blocked by another, and to hold the good in right disposition and action, and to end your desire there.


If this isn’t my evil or the result of my evil, and the community isn’t harmed, why do I care about it? What’s the harm to the community?


Don’t be completely carried away by imagination, but help as much as you can and as they deserve, even if their loss is only in indifferent things. But don’t imagine it’s really harmful—that’s a bad habit. Be like the old man who, when leaving, asked for his foster child’s top, remembering it was just a top. So here too. When you’re calling out on the platform, have you forgotten what these things are? “Yes, but they mean so much to these people.” Is that a reason for you to be a fool too? “I was once a fortunate man, wherever I was caught.” But fortunate means assigning yourself good fortune. And good fortune means good dispositions of soul, good impulses, good actions14.

1Marcus compares himself to craftsmen and artists who are obsessed with their work, arguing he should care at least as much about his human duties.

2This Athenian prayer shows the simple, direct way to pray—not bargaining with the gods but accepting what comes.

3Asclepius was the god of medicine. Marcus compares fate’s prescriptions to medical prescriptions—both might be unpleasant but lead to health. Zeus is the king of the gods.

4The sponge and egg white were ancient remedies for eye problems. Marcus wants philosophy to be like medicine, not school lessons.

5The Stoics were Marcus’s own philosophical school. They believed virtue was the only true good.

6This refers to a joke from a Greek comedy about having so many possessions you can’t find a place to relieve yourself—a crude way of mocking excess wealth.

7Marcus addresses whether the universe goes through infinite changes or finite cycles—a debated question in ancient philosophy.

8Marcus argues humans are naturally social using the Stoic “chain of being”—from non-living to living to rational.

9“Reservation and adaptation” are Stoic concepts—acting with the reservation that external things might interfere, and adapting when they do.

10The “spirit” or daemon is the rational part of the soul that Stoics believed was a fragment of the divine reason governing the universe.

11The contrast between tragic actors (who make a big dramatic show) and prostitutes (who just do their business) is about not making drama out of correcting someone.

12Marcus is taking stock of his life.

13The quote is from Hesiod’s Works and Days, describing how virtue fled earth. “Bear and forbear” was a famous Stoic motto from Epictetus.

14The “platform” refers to public speaking platforms where people would appeal for help or sympathy. The “old man” and “top” is likely a reference to a philosophical story about not getting attached to trivial things.


Book 6
The substance of the universe is yielding and easy to work with. The reason that guides it has no cause in itself for doing evil. It has no evil. It does nothing wrong. Nothing is harmed by it. Everything happens and is completed according to it.


Don’t worry whether you’re doing what’s right while shivering or warm, sleepy or well-rested, being criticized or praised, dying or doing something else. Dying is just one of life’s actions. So even for that, it’s enough to handle the present moment well.


Look inside. Don’t let the special quality or value of anything escape you.


All existing things will soon change. If substance is unified, they’ll evaporate. If not, they’ll scatter1.


The guiding reason knows its own state, what it’s doing, and what material it’s working with.


The best revenge is not to become like them.


Find joy and rest in one thing: moving from one social act to another, remembering god2.


The ruling principle is what wakes itself up, turns itself, makes itself whatever it wants to be, and makes everything that happens appear to it the way it wants.


Everything is completed according to the nature of the whole. It can’t be according to any other nature—either one surrounding it from outside, or contained within, or separate and detached.


The universe is either a jumble—tangling and untangling and scattering—or it’s unity, order, and providence. If it’s the first, why do I even want to hang around in this random mess and chaos? Why should I care about anything except eventually “becoming earth”? Why get upset? The scattering will get me no matter what I do. But if it’s the other option, I worship, I stand firm, I trust the one who governs3.


When you’re forced by circumstances to be disturbed, quickly return to yourself. Don’t stay out of rhythm longer than necessary. You’ll master the harmony better by constantly returning to it.


If you had a stepmother and a mother at the same time, you’d take care of your stepmother but constantly return to your mother. That’s what the court and philosophy are to you now. Return to philosophy often and rest in her. She makes court life bearable for you, and you bearable there4.


When we see food and fancy dishes, we can form an idea: this is a dead fish, this is a dead bird or pig. Or: this Falernian wine is just grape juice. This purple robe is sheep’s wool dyed with shellfish blood. Sex is friction of intestines and a spasm that shoots out slime. These ideas grasp the things themselves and pierce through them so we see what they really are. We need to do this our whole life. When things seem most worthy of approval, strip them naked. See their cheapness. Take away the story they tell about themselves. Pride is a terrible deceiver. When you think you’re doing the most serious work, that’s when it tricks you most. Look at what Crates said about Xenocrates himself5.


Most things the masses admire come down to the most general categories—things held together by structure or nature: stones, wood, fig trees, vines, olives. Slightly more reasonable people admire things held together by life: flocks and herds. More sophisticated people admire things with rational souls—not universal reason, but reason skilled in craft or clever in other ways. Or just owning lots of slaves. But someone who honors the rational, universal, political soul no longer turns to anything else. Above all, he keeps his own soul rational and social in its state and movements, and cooperates with others like him to do the same.


Some things rush to exist, others rush to stop existing, and part of what’s coming to be is already extinguished. Flows and changes constantly renew the universe, just as time’s unbroken passage makes eternity always fresh. In this river, what could anyone value among all the things rushing past that you can’t even stand on? Like starting to love some sparrow flying by—but it’s already gone from sight. Each person’s life itself is like evaporation from blood or breathing in air. Just as we draw in air once and give it back, which we do every moment, so too we give back the whole power of breathing that you got yesterday or the day before at birth, returning it to where you first drew it from6.


Transpiring like plants isn’t valuable. Neither is breathing like cattle and wild animals. Neither is being stamped by impressions, jerked around by impulses, herding together, or feeding—that’s no different from expelling food waste. So what is valuable? Being applauded? No. So not being applauded by tongues either—praise from the masses is just tongue-clapping. So you’ve given up that bit of glory too. What’s left that’s valuable? I think it’s moving and holding still according to your own make-up—what all training and arts aim at. Every art aims to make what it creates suited for the work it was made for. The gardener with the vine, the horse trainer, the dog trainer—they all seek this. What do education and teaching rush toward? This is what’s valuable. If this goes well, you won’t seek anything else. Won’t you stop valuing many other things too? Otherwise you won’t be free, self-sufficient, or without passion. You’ll have to envy, be jealous, suspect those who can take those things away, plot against those who have what you value. Someone who needs any of those things is necessarily thrown into confusion and often blames the gods too. But respecting and valuing your own mind will make you pleasing to yourself, in harmony with others, and in tune with the gods—praising what they distribute and arrange.


The elements move up, down, in circles. But virtue’s movement is in none of these. It’s something more divine, and it goes forward on a hard-to-understand path, doing well.


What people do! They won’t praise their contemporaries who live with them, but they care deeply about being praised by future generations—people they’ve never seen and never will. This is almost like being upset that past generations didn’t praise you.


Don’t assume something’s impossible for you just because you find it hard. But if something is possible and natural for humans, consider it achievable for you too.


In the gym, someone might scratch us with their nails or ram us with their head and hurt us. But we don’t mark them as bad, we don’t get offended, we don’t suspect them as an enemy later. Though we do watch out for them—not as an enemy or with suspicion, but we calmly avoid them. Let this be how we act in other parts of life too. Let’s overlook many things from those who are like training partners. As I said, it’s possible to avoid them without suspicion or hatred.


If anyone can prove me wrong and show I’m not thinking or acting right, I’ll gladly change. I’m seeking truth, which never harmed anyone. The person harmed is the one who stays in their deception and ignorance.


I do my duty. Other things don’t distract me—they’re either lifeless, irrational, lost, or ignorant of the way.


Use irrational animals and things and objects generously and freely, since you have reason and they don’t. Use human beings socially, since they have reason. Call on the gods in everything. Don’t worry about how long you’ll do these things. Even three hours like this is enough.


Alexander the Great and his mule driver ended up in the same place when they died. Either they were taken back into the universe’s generative principles, or they were equally scattered into atoms7.


Think about how many things happen in each of us at the same instant—bodily and mental. Then you won’t be surprised that many more things—actually everything that comes to be—exist simultaneously in the one and the whole we call the universe.


If someone asked you how to spell “Antoninus,” wouldn’t you carefully pronounce each letter? If they get angry, would you get angry back? Wouldn’t you calmly continue listing each letter? Similarly, remember here that every duty is completed by certain numbers. You need to watch these and not be disturbed. Don’t get irritated back at those who are irritated. Just complete the task methodically8.


How cruel it is not to let people pursue what seems beneficial and suitable to them. Yet in a way, you’re not letting them do this when you’re angry that they’re doing wrong—they’re certainly drawn to what seems beneficial and suitable to them. “But they’re mistaken.” So teach them and show them without being angry.


Death is rest from sensory responses, from being jerked by impulses, from the movements of thought, and from serving the flesh.


It’s shameful if your soul gives up while your body keeps going in this life.


Watch out that you don’t become Caesar-ified, that you don’t get dyed with that stain. It happens. So keep yourself simple, good, pure, serious, unpretentious, a friend of justice, god-fearing, kind, affectionate, firm in doing what’s right. Struggle to remain the person philosophy wanted to make you. Revere the gods, help human beings. Life is short. The one harvest of earthly life is a holy disposition and social acts. Everything like Antoninus did. His energy for what reason demanded, his evenness everywhere, his holiness, his cheerful expression, his gentleness, his lack of empty pride, his ambition to grasp things—how he’d never pass over anything without first understanding it clearly. How he bore those who blamed him unfairly without blaming back. How he never rushed. How he didn’t accept slander. How precisely he examined character and actions. Not abusive, not jumpy at noises, not suspicious, not playing the sophist. How little satisfied him—housing, bedding, clothes, food, servants. How hardworking and patient. How he could stay at the same task until evening because of his simple diet, not even needing to relieve himself except at the usual time. His firmness and consistency in friendships. How he tolerated those who openly opposed his views and was glad if someone showed him something better. How god-fearing without being superstitious. So that when your last hour comes, your conscience can be as clear as his was9.


Wake up and call yourself back. Once you’re awake again and realize dreams were troubling you, look at these things the way you looked at those.


I’m made of a little body and soul. To the body, everything is indifferent—it can’t even tell the difference. To the mind, everything is indifferent that isn’t its own activity. And even among its activities, it only concerns itself with the present. Its future and past activities are also indifferent now.


Pain for the hand or foot isn’t against nature as long as the foot does foot things and the hand does hand things. So pain for a human as human isn’t against nature as long as he does human things. And if it’s not against nature for him, it’s not bad for him either.


What pleasures thieves, perverts, parent-killers, and tyrants have enjoyed10.


Don’t you see how craftsmen accommodate amateurs up to a point, but still stick to the principles of their craft and won’t abandon them? Isn’t it terrible if the architect and doctor respect the principles of their arts more than a human respects his own principle, which he shares with the gods?


Asia, Europe—corners of the universe. Every sea—a drop in the universe. Mount Athos—a clod in the universe. Every present instant—a point in eternity. Everything is small, changeable, vanishing. Everything comes from that common ruling principle, either starting directly from it or following from it. So the lion’s gaping mouth, poison, every evil thing like thorns or mud—these are by-products of those grand and beautiful things. Don’t think they’re alien to what you revere. Think about the source of all things11.


Whoever sees the present has seen everything—everything that’s happened from eternity and everything that will happen in infinite time. It’s all the same kind and form.


Keep thinking about how all things are connected and related to each other. In a way, all things are interwoven and therefore friendly to each other. One follows another in order because of the tension movement, the shared breath, and the unity of substance12.


Adapt yourself to the life you’ve been given and to the people you’ve been given to live with. Love them—really love them.


Every tool, instrument, or vessel is good if it does what it was made for. Though there, the maker is separate from the thing. But with things nature holds together, the making power remains inside and stays there. So you should revere it even more and believe that if you conduct yourself according to its will, everything is going your way. That’s how everything goes the universe’s way too.


If you assume something outside your control is good or bad for you, then when that bad thing happens or that good thing fails to happen, you inevitably blame the gods and hate the people you think are responsible or suspect might be responsible. We do a lot of injustice because we care about these things. But if we judge only what’s in our control as good or bad, there’s no reason left to accuse god or take a hostile stance toward anyone.


We’re all working together toward one result, some knowingly and purposefully, others without realizing it—like Heraclitus says, I think, that even sleepers are workers contributing to what happens in the universe. Different people contribute differently. Even the complainer who tries to resist and eliminate what happens contributes abundantly—the universe needed people like that too. So understand which group you’re placing yourself with. The one who governs everything will certainly use you well and accept you as one part among the cooperating parts. But don’t be the kind of part that’s like the cheap, ridiculous line in the play that Chrysippus mentions13.


Does the sun try to do the rain’s job? Does Asclepius try to do the Harvest-Goddess’s job? What about each of the stars? Aren’t they different but working together toward the same thing?14


If the gods deliberated about me and what should happen to me, they deliberated well. It’s hard even to imagine a god without wisdom. And what reason would they have to harm me? What would they or the common whole, which they especially care for, gain from that? If they didn’t deliberate about me individually, they certainly deliberated about the common good, and since these things happen to me as consequences of that, I should welcome and love them. But if they don’t deliberate about anything (which is impious to believe—if so, let’s stop sacrificing, praying, swearing oaths, and all the other things we do as if the gods are present and living with us)—if they don’t deliberate about anything concerning us, then I can deliberate about myself. I can consider what’s beneficial for me. What benefits each thing is what fits its constitution and nature. My nature is rational and political. My city and country, as Antoninus, is Rome. As a human, it’s the universe. What benefits these cities is my only good15.


Whatever happens to each person benefits the whole. That should be enough. But you’ll also generally observe this: what happens to one person also benefits other people. Here “benefit” should be taken in the ordinary sense, as applied to things that are morally neutral.


Just as the games and such places disgust you—always seeing the same things makes the spectacle boring—you should feel the same about life as a whole. Everything, up and down, is the same and from the same. How much longer?


Keep thinking about all kinds of people who have died—all professions, all nationalities. Come down to Philistion, Phoebus, and Origanion. Now move to other categories. We must go where so many clever orators have gone, so many serious philosophers—Heraclitus, Pythagoras, Socrates. So many heroes of earlier times, so many generals and tyrants after them. Besides these: Eudoxus, Hipparchus, Archimedes—other sharp minds, great-hearted, hardworking, versatile, daring, even mockers of human life’s mortality and transience, like Menippus and others like him. Think about all of them: they’re long gone. What’s so terrible for them? What about those whose names aren’t even remembered? One thing here is worth much: to live with truth and justice, kindly disposed even to liars and the unjust16.


When you want to cheer yourself up, think about the good qualities of your companions—one’s energy, another’s modesty, another’s generosity, and so on. Nothing cheers us up like examples of the virtues displayed in the character of those who live with us, presented as abundantly as possible. So keep them ready.


You’re not upset that you weigh only so many pounds and not three hundred. So why be upset that you’ll only live so many years and not more? Just as you’re satisfied with the amount of substance assigned to you, be satisfied with the time too.


Try to persuade them, but act even against their will when justice demands it. If someone uses force to stop you, shift to acceptance and no distress. Use the obstacle for another virtue. Remember you acted with reservation, you didn’t desire the impossible. What did you desire? Just this kind of effort. And you’re getting it, since what we set out to do is happening.


The ambitious person thinks someone else’s action is his own good. The pleasure-lover thinks his own sensation is. The person with understanding thinks his own action is.


About this matter, it’s possible to have no opinion and not be troubled in your soul. Things themselves don’t have the nature to create our judgments.


Train yourself to really listen to what others say, and as much as possible, enter into the speaker’s soul.


What doesn’t benefit the hive doesn’t benefit the bee either.


If sailors cursed the helmsman or patients cursed the doctor, would they listen to anyone else? How else could the helmsman secure the passengers’ safety or the doctor the patients’ health?


How many who entered the world with me have already left it.


Honey seems bitter to people with jaundice, water is terrifying to people with rabies, a ball is beautiful to children. Why get angry? Do you think false judgments have less power than bile in jaundice or poison in rabies?


No one can stop you from living according to your nature’s principle. Nothing will happen to you against the common nature’s principle.


Who are they—these people they want to please? And for what gains? Through what actions? How quickly time will cover everything. How much it has covered already.

1Marcus is discussing whether the universe’s substance is unified (monism) or made of separate atoms (atomism).

2“Social act” means actions that benefit other people. For Stoics, humans are naturally social beings meant to help each other.

3Marcus contrasts two worldviews: either the universe is random chaos (Epicurean view) or it’s ordered by divine providence (Stoic view). “Becoming earth” means dying and decomposing.

4Marcus served as emperor (the court) while studying philosophy. Philosophy was his true “mother” while court duties were like a stepmother—necessary but not his true home.

5Falernian was expensive Roman wine. Crates was a Cynic philosopher. Xenocrates led Plato’s Academy. Marcus is saying to see through appearances to what things really are—fancy food is just dead animals, wine is grape juice, sex is just friction and fluids.

6Marcus compares human life to breathing—we take in the power to live at birth and give it back at death, just like we constantly breathe air in and out.

7Alexander the Great conquered much of the known world but died at 32. Marcus’s point: the world conqueror and his mule driver are equal in death.

8Antoninus was Marcus’s adopted name. He’s using spelling as a metaphor for doing duty step by step without getting emotional.

9Marcus is describing his adoptive father and predecessor, Emperor Antoninus Pius, as his role model. He ruled for 23 years and was known for his steady, mild character.

10Marcus is making the point that even terrible people experience pleasures—so pleasure can’t be the highest good.

11Mount Athos is a large mountain in Greece. Marcus is showing how even huge things are tiny compared to the universe.

12“Tension movement” and “shared breath” (pneuma) are Stoic physics concepts about how the universe holds together and moves as one connected system.

13Heraclitus was a Greek philosopher. Chrysippus was a major Stoic philosopher. The “cheap line” refers to a bad line that ruins an otherwise good play.

14Asclepius was the god of medicine. Different gods had different roles but worked together for the universe’s good.

15Marcus reminds himself that as emperor (Antoninus) his duty is to Rome, but as a human being his duty is to all humanity.

16Philistion, Phoebus, and Origanion were apparently recently deceased contemporaries. Eudoxus, Hipparchus, and Archimedes were famous scientists. Menippus was a Cynic philosopher who mocked human pretensions.


Book 7
What is evil? It’s what you’ve seen many times. With everything that happens, keep this ready: it’s what you’ve seen many times. Up and down, you’ll find the same things that fill ancient histories, middle histories, recent ones. The same things fill cities and houses now. Nothing new. Everything is familiar and short-lived.


How else can your principles die except when the corresponding impressions are put out? It’s up to you to keep rekindling them. I can think what I should about this. If I can, why am I troubled? What’s outside my mind has absolutely nothing to do with my mind. Learn this and you’re standing straight. You can come back to life. Look at things again the way you used to see them. That’s what coming back to life is.


Empty parades of pride. Stage plays. Flocks, herds. Mock battles. A bone thrown to puppies. A crumb tossed into fishponds. Ants laboring and carrying loads. Frightened mice scurrying. Puppets jerked by strings. So you need to stand among all this kindly, not arrogantly, but understand that each person is worth as much as the things they’re busy with1.


You need to follow what’s being said word by word, and with every impulse follow what’s happening. With one, see immediately what it’s aiming at. With the other, watch what it means.


Is my mind up to this or not? If it is, I use it for the work like a tool given by the nature of the whole. If not, I either hand the work over to someone who can do it better (unless that’s not my duty) or I do it as best I can, bringing in someone who can use my ruling principle to do what’s timely and useful for the community. Whatever I do alone or with someone else should aim only at what’s useful and harmonious for the community.


How many once-famous people are already forgotten. How many who praised them are long gone.


Don’t be ashamed of being helped. Your job is to do your duty like a soldier in a siege. What if you’re wounded and can’t climb the wall alone, but can with someone’s help?


Don’t let the future trouble you. You’ll meet it, if you have to, with the same reason you use for the present.


Everything is woven together, and the connection is sacred. Practically nothing is alien to anything else. Things are arranged together and combine to make the same universe. There’s one universe made of everything, one god through everything, one substance, one law, one common reason for all intelligent creatures, and one truth—if there’s also one perfection for related creatures sharing the same reason.


Every material thing quickly vanishes into the substance of the whole. Every cause is quickly taken back into the reason of the whole. The memory of everything is quickly buried in eternity.


For a rational creature, the same action is both according to nature and according to reason.


Stand straight, not held straight2.


Rational beings in separate bodies have the same relationship as body parts in unified organisms—they’re made for one single cooperation. This thought will strike you more if you often tell yourself: I’m a member of the system of rational beings. But if you say you’re a part (using the letter “r”), you don’t yet love people from your heart. You don’t yet enjoy doing good for its own sake. You’re still doing it as merely proper, not yet as doing good to yourself3.


Let whatever wants to happen externally happen to those parts that can be affected by it. They’ll complain if they want. But I, unless I think what happened is bad, am not harmed yet. And I can choose not to think that.


Whatever anyone does or says, I must be good. It’s as if gold or emerald or purple dye kept saying: whatever anyone does or says, I must be emerald and keep my color.


The ruling principle doesn’t trouble itself—I mean, it doesn’t frighten itself or lead itself to desire. If someone else can frighten or pain it, let them. It won’t turn itself toward such states through its own judgment. Let the body take care not to suffer, if it can, and let it say if it suffers. But the little soul that gets frightened, that feels pain, that judges these things overall—it won’t suffer at all, because you won’t lead it to such a judgment. The ruling principle needs nothing on its own account unless it creates needs for itself. Similarly, it’s undisturbed and unimpeded unless it disturbs and impedes itself.


Happiness is a good spirit, a good ruling principle. What are you doing here, imagination? Go away, by the gods, the way you came. I don’t need you. You’ve come according to your old habit. I’m not angry with you. Just go4.


Does someone fear change? What can happen without change? What’s dearer or more natural to the nature of the whole? Can you take a bath if wood doesn’t change? Can you be nourished if food doesn’t change? Can anything useful be accomplished without change? Don’t you see that your own change is similar and equally necessary to the nature of the whole?


Through the substance of the universe, as through a rushing stream, all bodies pass—connected to the whole and cooperating like our body parts do with each other. How many Chrysippuses, how many Socrateses, how many Epictetuses has time already swallowed? Let the same thought strike you about every person and thing5.


Only one thing troubles me: that I might do something human nature doesn’t want, or not the way it wants, or not what it wants now.


Soon you’ll forget everything. Soon everyone will forget you.


It’s unique to humans to love even those who stumble. This happens if it occurs to you that they’re relatives, that they do wrong through ignorance and against their will, that you’ll both be dead soon, and above all, that they haven’t harmed you—they haven’t made your ruling principle worse than it was before.


The nature of the whole, from the whole substance, like from wax, now molds a little horse. Then melting this down, it uses the material for a little tree, then for a little person, then for something else. Each of these exists for the briefest time. It’s no hardship for a box to be taken apart, just as it wasn’t to be put together.


An angry expression is very unnatural. When it’s constantly dying or finally extinguished so it can’t be rekindled at all, try to understand from this very fact that it’s against reason. If even the awareness of doing wrong is gone, what reason is there to keep living?


Soon the nature that governs the whole will change everything you see and make other things from their substance, and others again from those, so the universe stays forever young.


When someone does wrong to you, immediately consider what they thought was good or bad when they did it. Seeing this, you’ll pity them and neither wonder nor get angry. Either you still think the same thing is good that they do, or something similar, so you must forgive. Or if you no longer think such things are good and bad, you’ll more easily be kind to someone who sees incorrectly.


Don’t think about what’s absent as if it’s already present. Instead, pick out the best of what you have and remember how eagerly you’d seek these things if you didn’t have them. But at the same time, be careful not to get so used to enjoying them that you’d be upset if you lost them.


Withdraw into yourself. The rational ruling principle naturally is satisfied with itself when it acts justly and thereby has tranquility.


Wipe out imagination. Stop being jerked like a puppet. Define the present moment. Recognize what’s happening to you or someone else. Divide and separate the object into cause and material. Think about your last hour. Leave the wrong done by that person where the wrong occurred.


Pay attention to what’s being said. Let your understanding grasp what’s happening and who’s doing it.


Brighten yourself with simplicity, modesty, and indifference to what’s between virtue and vice. Love humanity. Follow god. The poet says “all things are by law, but in reality only elements exist.” It’s enough to remember that all things are by law—very few things really6.


About death: either scattering if we’re atoms, or if we’re unified, either extinction or a change of place7.


About pain: what’s unbearable kills you. What lasts is bearable. The mind keeps its own tranquility by withdrawing, and the ruling principle isn’t made worse. As for the parts harmed by pain, let them say something about it if they can.


About fame: look at their minds—what they are, what they avoid, what they pursue. And remember that just as sand dunes pile on top of earlier ones and hide them, so in life earlier things are quickly covered by what comes after.


From Plato: “Do you think a mind that grasps great things and contemplates all time and all existence thinks human life is something big?” “Impossible,” he said. “So such a person won’t think death is terrible?” “Not at all”8.


From Antisthenes: “It’s royal to do good and be spoken ill of”9.


It’s shameful that the face obeys and shapes and arranges itself as the mind commands, but the mind doesn’t shape and arrange itself.


“There’s no point getting angry at things—they don’t care at all”10.


“May you bring joy to the immortal gods and to us”11.


“Life must be harvested like ripe grain—one exists, another doesn’t”12.


“If the gods have forgotten me and my children, this too has its reason”13.


“The good and the just are with me”14.


Don’t join in their mourning, don’t get excited.


From Plato: “I’d give this person a just answer—that you’re wrong to think a man who’s worth anything should calculate chances of living or dying. He should only consider whether he’s acting justly or unjustly, doing the work of a good or bad man”15.


“It’s like this, men of Athens, in truth: wherever someone stations himself thinking it’s best, or is stationed by a commander, there he should stay and face danger, not considering death or anything else compared to disgrace”16.


“But look, my friend, whether what’s noble and good isn’t something other than saving and being saved. A real man must set aside how long he lives. He shouldn’t love life but should trust god in these things and believe the women who say you can’t escape fate. Then consider how to live the time he has as well as possible”17.


Watch the courses of the stars as if you were running alongside them. Constantly think about the changes of elements into each other. Such visions purify the filth of earthly life.


This is good from Plato: when talking about people, one should look at earthly things as if from above—herds, armies, farms, marriages, divorces, births, deaths, noisy courtrooms, desert places, various foreign peoples, festivals, mourning, marketplaces—all mixed together and harmonized from opposites18.


Look at the past—such great changes in governments. You can also foresee the future. It will be completely similar, unable to escape the rhythm of current events. So it’s the same to observe human life for forty years or ten thousand. What more will you see?


“What grows from earth returns to earth, but what springs from heavenly seed goes back to the heavenly pole.” Or else: a loosening of the atoms’ entanglements and a similar scattering of the unfeeling elements19.


“With food and drinks and magic tricks, trying to turn aside the stream to avoid death. When wind sent from the gods blows, we must endure and toil without complaining”20.


He’s better at wrestling, but not more public-spirited, not more modest, not better prepared for what happens, not more forgiving of neighbors’ mistakes21.


Where work can be done according to the reason common to gods and humans, there’s nothing to fear. Where you can gain benefit from activity that moves along successfully according to your constitution, no harm should be suspected.


Everywhere and constantly it’s up to you to be reverently satisfied with what’s happening now, to treat present people justly, and to use skill on the present impression so nothing unexamined slips in.


Don’t look at other people’s ruling principles. Look straight at where nature is leading you—the nature of the whole through what happens to you, and your nature through what you must do. Each must do what follows from its constitution. Other things are made for rational beings (just as in everything else, inferior things exist for superior ones), and rational beings exist for each other. So the primary thing in human constitution is social connection. Second is not yielding to bodily disturbances. It’s characteristic of rational and intelligent movement to limit itself and never be defeated by sensory or impulse movements—both of those are animal-like. Intellectual movement wants to be superior and not controlled by them. Rightly so—it’s naturally meant to use all of them. Third in the rational constitution is not being hasty or easily deceived. So let the ruling principle hold to these things and go straight ahead. Then it has what belongs to it.


Consider yourself dead and your life over until now. Live the rest as extra time according to nature.


Love only what happens to you and is spun for you by fate. What could be more suited to you?


In each event, keep before your eyes those to whom the same things happened—then they were upset, surprised, complained. Where are they now? Nowhere. So do you want to act the same way? Why not leave those twists to those who twist and are twisted, and focus entirely on how to use these events? You’ll use them well and they’ll be material for you. Just pay attention and resolve to be good in everything you do. Remember both things: the action is important; the material it works on is indifferent.


Dig inside. Inside is the spring of good, and it can keep bubbling up if you keep digging.


The body should also be steady and not thrown around, either in movement or at rest. Just as the mind shows itself in the face, keeping it composed and decent, the same should be required of the whole body. But all this should be watched without affectation.


The art of living is more like wrestling than dancing—you have to stand ready and unshaken for what comes at you unexpectedly.


Constantly consider who these people are whose testimony you want, and what ruling principles they have. Then you won’t blame those who stumble involuntarily, and you won’t need their testimony when you look into the sources of their opinions and impulses.


“Every soul,” he says, “is unwillingly deprived of truth.” The same with justice, self-control, kindness, and everything like that. It’s most necessary to remember this constantly—you’ll be gentler with everyone22.


For any pain, have this ready: it’s not shameful and doesn’t make the governing intelligence worse. It doesn’t damage it as rational or as social. For most pains, let Epicurus help you: pain is neither unbearable nor eternal if you remember its limits and don’t add to it in imagination. Remember too that many things are actually pain in disguise—drowsiness, fever, loss of appetite. When you’re annoyed by any of these, tell yourself you’re giving in to pain23.


Make sure you don’t feel toward people-haters what people-haters feel toward everyone else.


How do we know Telauges wasn’t better in character than Socrates? It’s not enough that Socrates died more gloriously, argued more skillfully with sophists, endured cold nights better, thought it nobler to refuse when ordered to arrest the Salaminian, and “strutted in the streets” (though one might especially question whether this was true). We need to examine what kind of soul Socrates had—whether he could be satisfied with being just toward people and reverent toward gods, not getting upset pointlessly at evil or enslaved to anyone’s ignorance, not treating as strange what the whole assigns or enduring it as unbearable, not letting his mind sympathize with the flesh’s experiences24.


Nature hasn’t blended you with the compound so you can’t set boundaries for yourself and make what’s yours subject to yourself. It’s very possible to become divine and be recognized by no one. Remember this always, and also that living happily requires very few things. Don’t give up on becoming free, modest, social, and obedient to god just because you’ve given up on being a logician or physicist.


You can live without violence in the deepest joy even if everyone shouts whatever they want against you, even if wild beasts tear apart the pieces of this molded flesh around you. What prevents the mind from keeping itself in tranquility, in true judgment about circumstances, and ready use of what’s presented to it? So judgment can say to what it meets: “This is what you are in substance, even if you seem different in opinion.” And use can say to what it encounters: “I was looking for you. The present is always material for rational and social virtue—in short, for human or divine art.” Everything that happens belongs to god or humans, and is neither new nor hard to handle, but familiar and easy to work with.


Perfection of character is this: to live each day as if it were the last, without frenzy, without laziness, without pretense.


The gods, being immortal, don’t complain that through such a long eternity they must always put up with so many worthless people. They even care for them in every way. But you, who are about to end, give up—and you’re one of the worthless ones yourself.


It’s ridiculous not to flee from your own wickedness, which is possible, but to flee from other people’s, which is impossible.


Whatever the rational and social faculty finds to be neither intelligent nor social, it rightly judges to be beneath itself.


When you’ve done good and someone has benefited, why do you seek a third thing besides these, like fools do—to be thought well of or to get something in return?


No one gets tired of being helped. Help is acting according to nature. Don’t get tired of being helped while you help.


The nature of the whole set out to make the universe. Now either everything that happens follows as a consequence, or even the most important things that the world’s ruling principle directs its own impulse toward are irrational. Remembering this will make you calmer about many things25.

1Marcus compares human activities to trivial entertainments and animal behaviors to show how most of what people value is ultimately meaningless.

2A key Stoic idea: virtue means standing on your own through inner strength, not being propped up by external forces.

3In Greek, melos (member) vs meros (part). Marcus plays on the difference—a member is organically connected and naturally loves the whole body; a part is just mechanically attached.

4Marcus addresses his imagination directly, treating unwanted thoughts as unwelcome visitors he can dismiss.

5Chrysippus was a major Stoic philosopher, Socrates the famous philosopher, Epictetus was Marcus’s philosophical inspiration—all swallowed by time despite their greatness.

6The poet is probably Democritus or Epicurus, who believed everything was atoms and void. Marcus accepts this might be true physically but insists on moral law.

7Two possibilities after death: if we’re just atoms, we scatter; if we have unified souls, we either cease to exist or go somewhere else.

8From Plato’s Republic, where Socrates discusses the philosopher’s perspective on death.

9Antisthenes was a pupil of Socrates whom ancient tradition made the founder of the Cynics. His saying means good leaders get criticized even when doing right.

10A quote from Euripides’s play Bellerophon.

11Source unknown, possibly from a hymn or prayer.

12From Euripides’s play Hypsipyle about accepting mortality.

13Source uncertain, possibly from a play about accepting divine will even in suffering.

14Source unknown, possibly from tragedy about maintaining virtue despite circumstances.

15From Plato’s Apology, where Socrates defends his life choices at his trial.

16Also from Plato’s Apology—Socrates on staying at one’s post like a soldier.

17From Plato’s Gorgias about not fearing death but focusing on living well.

18Plato often used the image of viewing human affairs from a cosmic perspective to show their insignificance.

19From Euripides’s play Chrysippus about the cycle of elements.

20From Euripides’s play Suppliant Women about accepting fate.

21Marcus is comparing someone who excels in one area (wrestling) but lacks more important virtues.

22The “he” is probably Epictetus or Socrates, both of whom taught that wrongdoing comes from ignorance.

23Epicurus, founder of Epicureanism, taught that pain is either brief and intense or long and manageable, never both.

24Telauges is usually identified as Pythagoras’s son, though the reference is obscure and may instead point to a lost dialogue of that name. The Salaminian was someone Socrates refused to arrest unjustly. Marcus questions whether external actions prove inner virtue.

25Marcus reasons that either everything follows from the universe’s initial creation (determinism) or the universe is fundamentally irrational. Either way, getting upset is pointless.


Book 8
This also helps against vanity: you can no longer claim to have lived your whole life, or even from youth, as a philosopher. It’s obvious to many others and to yourself—you’re far from philosophy. You’re way off track. So getting the reputation of a philosopher is no longer easy for you. Your office fights against it too. So if you’ve really know what’s up, forget about what people think of you. Be satisfied if you live the rest of your life, however much remains, the way you were made. So understand what it wants, and let nothing else mess with you. You’ve wandered around so much and nowhere found the good life—not in logic, not in wealth, not in fame, not in pleasure. Nowhere. So where is it? In doing what human nature demands. How? By having principles that control your impulses and actions. What principles? About good and bad—that nothing is good for a person unless it makes them just, self-controlled, brave, and free, and nothing is bad unless it does the opposite.


For every action, ask yourself: How does this relate to me? Will I regret it? A little while and I’m dead and everything’s gone. What more do I want if this present work is that of an intelligent, social being who shares the same law with god?


Alexander, Julius Caesar, Pompey—what are they compared to Diogenes, Heraclitus, Socrates? These men saw things, their causes and their materials, and their ruling principles stayed the same. But those others—how many things to worry about, enslaved to so much1.


They’ll keep doing the same things even if you burst with rage.


First, don’t be troubled. Everything is according to the nature of the whole, and in a little while you’ll be nobody nowhere, like Hadrian, like Augustus. Next, look steadily at the thing. Remember you must be a good person and what human nature demands. Do it without turning aside. Say what seems most just—but kindly, modestly, and without pretending.


The nature of the whole has this job: to move things from here to there, to change them, to take them from here and carry them there. Everything is change—but don’t fear something new. Everything is familiar. The distributions are equal too.


Every nature is satisfied with itself when it goes well. A rational nature goes well when in its impressions it doesn’t agree to anything false or unclear, directs its impulses only to doing things for others, limits its desires and aversions only to what’s in its control, and welcomes everything assigned by common nature. It’s a part of that, like a leaf’s nature is part of the plant’s nature. Except the leaf is part of a nature that lacks perception and reason and can be hindered. But human nature is part of a nature that can’t be hindered and is intelligent and just—if it gives equal and appropriate shares of time, substance, cause, activity, and events to each. Look not at whether you’ll find one thing equal to another in every case, but whether the totality of one thing equals the totality of another.


You can’t read anymore. But you can restrain arrogance. You can rise above pleasures and pains. You can be above your little glory. You can avoid being angry with stupid and ungrateful people—you can even care for them.


Don’t let anyone hear you complaining about court life anymore—don’t even let yourself hear it.


Regret is a kind of self-blame for letting something useful pass by. What’s useful must be good, and a good person should care about it. But no good person would regret passing up some pleasure. So pleasure is neither useful nor good.


About anything: What is this thing in itself, in its own constitution? What’s its substance and material? What’s its causal nature? What’s it doing in the universe? How long does it last?


When you have trouble getting up, remember that doing things for others fits your constitution and human nature, but sleeping is common even to irrational animals. What’s according to each thing’s nature is more related to it, more natural, and yes, more pleasant.


Constantly, with every impression if possible, apply physics, ethics, and logic2.


Whoever you meet, immediately say to yourself: What principles does this person have about good and bad? If they have such-and-such principles about pleasure and pain and their causes, about fame and obscurity, death and life, it won’t seem strange or surprising when they act certain ways. I’ll remember they’re compelled to act this way.


Remember: just as it’s shameful to be surprised that a fig tree produces figs, it’s shameful to be surprised that the universe produces what it produces. And it’s shameful for a doctor to be surprised someone has a fever, or a helmsman that the wind is against him.


Remember that changing your mind and following someone who corrects you is still freedom. It’s your action, done according to your impulse and judgment—indeed, according to your understanding.


If it’s in your control, why do it? If it’s in someone else’s, who do you blame? Atoms or gods? Either is crazy. Blame no one. If you can, correct it. If you can’t correct the person, at least correct the situation. If you can’t even do that, what’s the point of blaming? Nothing should be done pointlessly.


What dies doesn’t fall out of the universe. If it stays here and changes here and dissolves into its own elements, which are the universe’s elements and yours, and they change and don’t complain.


Everything—horse, vine—exists for some purpose. Why are you surprised? Even the sun will say, “I exist for a purpose,” and so will the other gods. So for what do you exist? For pleasure? See if that idea holds up.


Nature aims at the end no less than the beginning and middle, like someone throwing a ball. What good is it when the ball goes up, or bad when it comes down, or even when it stops? What good for a bubble formed or bad when burst? Same for a lamp3.


Turn it inside out and see what it’s like—what it becomes when old, sick, or prostituting itself. Both the one who praises and the one praised are short-lived, the one who remembers and the one remembered. And this in just a corner of this region, and not even here does everyone agree, not even someone with themselves. The whole earth is a point.


Pay attention to the object, the activity, the principle, or what’s being signified. You deserve what you’re suffering. You’d rather become good tomorrow than be good today.


Am I doing something? I do it referring to human benefit. Something happens to me? I accept it, referring to the gods and the source of everything from which all events flow connected.


What does bathing seem like to you? Oil, sweat, dirt, greasy water, everything disgusting. That’s what every part of life is, and every object.


Lucilla saw Verus die, then Lucilla died. Secunda saw Maximus die, then Secunda. Epitynchanus saw Diotimus die, then Epitynchanus. Antoninus saw Faustina die, then Antoninus. The same pattern everywhere. Celer saw Hadrian die, then Celer. Those sharp ones, either prophetic or puffed with pride—where are they? Sharp ones like Charax, Demetrius the Platonist, Eudaemon, and anyone like them. All temporary, long dead. Some not remembered even briefly, others turned into legends, others already faded even from legends. So remember: your mixture will be dissolved, your breath extinguished, and your ruling mind changed and gone4.


Human joy is doing human work. Human work is kindness to others, rising above the senses, seeing impressions clearly, and contemplating the nature of the whole and what it brings.


Three relationships: to the vessel that surrounds you, to the divine cause from which everything comes to everyone, and to those who live with you5.


Pain is bad either for the body—let it say so—or for the soul. But the soul can maintain its own clear weather and calm, and not judge it bad. Every judgment, impulse, desire, and aversion is within, and nothing bad rises up to reach them.


Wipe out impressions by constantly telling yourself: Now it’s in my power for this soul to contain no wickedness, no desire, no disturbance at all. Looking at everything for what it is, I use each according to its value. Remember this power that nature gives you.


Speak both in the senate and to anyone with dignity, not for show. Use sound language.


Augustus’s court—wife, daughter, grandsons, ancestors, sister, Agrippa, relatives, household, friends, Areius, Maecenas, doctors, priests: a whole court’s death. Then look at other courts—not one person’s death, like the Pompeys. And that inscription on tombs: “Last of his line.” Think how much their ancestors struggled to leave an heir, then necessarily someone becomes the last. Here again, a whole family’s death6.


You must organize your life action by action. If each as far as possible achieves its end, be satisfied. No one can prevent you from this. “But something external will obstruct.” Nothing can obstruct acting justly, self-controlled, and wisely. “But maybe some other activity will be prevented.” Yes, but by accepting the obstacle itself and reasonably shifting to what’s allowed, another action immediately replaces it, one that fits into the organization we’re talking about.


Accept without arrogance, let go without struggle.


You’ve seen a severed hand or foot, or a head cut off, lying somewhere separate from the rest of the body? That’s what someone makes themselves, as much as they can, when they don’t accept what happens and separate themselves, or when they do something antisocial. You’ve somehow thrown yourself out from the natural unity—you were born a part, but now you’ve cut yourself off. But here’s the beautiful thing: you can unite yourself again. God has given this to no other part—to come back and join and be a part again after being separated and cut off. Look at the kindness with which he’s honored humans. He put it in their power not to be broken off from the whole in the first place, and if broken off, to return, grow back together, and take their position as a part again.


Just as the nature of rational beings has given each other powers, so we’ve received this one from it. Just as it turns everything that opposes or resists into material for itself and fits it into fate, making it part of itself, so the rational creature can make every obstacle material for itself and use it for whatever it set out to do.


Don’t let the picture of your whole life disturb you. Don’t dwell on all the various troubles that have happened and will happen. But in each present moment ask yourself: What’s unbearable and unendurable about this? You’ll be ashamed to admit it. Then remind yourself that it’s not the future or past that weighs on you, but always the present. And this shrinks if you just define it, and rebuke your mind if it can’t hold up against even this alone.


Is Panthea or Pergamus sitting by Verus’s tomb now? Is Chabrias or Diotimus by Hadrian’s? Ridiculous. And if they were sitting there, would the dead notice? And if they noticed, would they be pleased? And if pleased, would that make the mourners immortal? Wasn’t it fated for them first to become old women and men, then die? And what would the dead do afterward once the mourners died? All this is stench and corruption in a bag of bones7.


If you can see sharply, look—“and judge wisely,” he says8.


In the make-up of a rational being, I see no virtue that opposes justice. But I see one that opposes pleasure: self-control.


If you remove your judgment about what seems to pain you, you yourself stand in perfect safety. “Who is ‘yourself’?” Reason. “But I’m not reason.” Fine. So let reason not trouble itself. If another part of you is in trouble, let it form its own judgment about itself.


Hindrance to perception is bad for animal nature. Hindrance to impulse is equally bad for animal nature. Something else can similarly hinder and be bad for plant nature. So hindrance to mind is bad for intellectual nature. Apply all this to yourself. Does pain or pleasure touch you? Let perception deal with it. Did something obstruct your impulse? If you were impulsive without reservation, that’s already bad for you as a rational being. But if you accept the universal principle, you’re not hurt or hindered. No one else can hinder the mind’s proper work. Fire can’t touch it, nor steel, nor tyrant, nor abuse, nor anything. When it becomes a “perfect round,” it stays that way9.


I don’t deserve to give myself pain—I’ve never deliberately pained anyone else.


Different things make different people happy. What makes me happy is keeping my ruling principle healthy—not turning away from any person or anything that happens to people, but looking at and accepting everything with welcoming eyes, using each thing according to its value.


Give yourself this present gift. Those who pursue posthumous fame don’t realize that future people will be just like the ones who annoy them now. And they’re mortal too. What’s it to you if they make certain sounds or have certain opinions about you?


Take me and throw me where you want. There I’ll keep my divine part tranquil—that is, satisfied if it can act and function according to its make-up. Is this change worth my soul being bad and degraded—humbled, reaching out, enslaved, frightened? What could be worth that?


Nothing can happen to a human that isn’t a human event. Nothing to an ox that isn’t ox-like, nothing to a vine that isn’t vine-like, nothing to a stone that isn’t proper to a stone. So if what’s usual and natural happens to each thing, why complain? Common nature didn’t bring you anything unbearable.


If you’re pained by something external, it’s not the thing that disturbs you but your judgment about it. And it’s in your power to wipe out that judgment now. If something in your own character pains you, who’s stopping you from correcting your principle? Same if you’re pained because you’re not doing something you think is right—why not act rather than complain? “But something too strong opposes me.” Then don’t be pained, since the cause of not acting isn’t in your control. “But life’s not worth living with this undone.” Then leave life satisfied, as someone who does act dies, and be forgiving toward what opposes you.


Remember the ruling principle becomes unconquerable when it withdraws into itself and is satisfied with itself, not doing what it doesn’t want, even if it resists irrationally. What about when it judges something rationally and carefully? That’s why a mind free from passions is a citadel. A person has nothing more secure to retreat into and never be taken. Anyone who hasn’t seen this is ignorant. Anyone who has seen it and doesn’t retreat there is unfortunate.


Don’t tell yourself anything more than what first impressions report. You’ve been told someone speaks badly of you. That’s what you’ve been told—not that you’ve been harmed. I see my child is sick. I see that—not that they’re in danger. So always stay with first impressions. Don’t add anything from inside yourself, and nothing happens to you. Or rather, add something, but as someone who knows everything that happens in the universe.


Bitter cucumber? Throw it away. Thorns in the path? Go around. That’s enough. Don’t add: “Why do these things exist in the universe?” You’ll be laughed at by anyone who studies nature, just as a carpenter or shoemaker would laugh if you complained about seeing sawdust and scraps in their workshop. Yet they have somewhere to throw their scraps. The nature of the whole has nothing outside itself. But the amazing thing about its craft is that having limited itself, it transforms into itself everything inside that seems to decay, age, and be useless, and makes new things from these same materials, so it needs no substance from outside nor anywhere to dump waste. It’s satisfied with its own space, material, and craft.


Don’t be sluggish in action, confused in conversation, or wandering in thought. Don’t let your soul be completely contracted or dispersed. Don’t be too busy in life. They kill you, cut you to pieces, curse you. So what? How does that stop your mind from remaining pure, sensible, self-controlled, just? It’s as if someone stood by a clear, sweet spring cursing it—the spring keeps bubbling up drinkable water. Even if they throw in mud or dung, it quickly disperses and washes them out and isn’t stained at all. How can you have an ever-flowing spring and not a well? By guarding yourself every hour toward freedom, with kindness, simplicity, and modesty.


Someone who doesn’t know what the universe is doesn’t know where they are. Someone who doesn’t know why it exists doesn’t know who they are or what the universe is. Someone who misses any of this couldn’t even say why they exist. So what do you think of someone who avoids or pursues praise from people who don’t know where or who they are?


You want praise from someone who curses themselves three times an hour? You want to please someone who doesn’t please themselves? Does someone please themselves when they regret almost everything they do?


Don’t just breathe with the surrounding air—also think with the surrounding intelligence. The power of thought is no less poured out everywhere and pervades whoever can draw it in than air does for whoever can breathe.


Evil in general doesn’t harm the universe. Particular evil doesn’t harm others. It only harms the one person who has been given the power to be released from it the first moment they choose.


My neighbor’s choice is as indifferent to my ruling principle as their breath and body are. Even though we’re made for each other, still our ruling principles each have their own authority. Otherwise my neighbor’s evil would be my harm, which god didn’t want, so my misfortune wouldn’t depend on someone else.


The sun seems poured out and is poured everywhere, but not poured away. This pouring is extension—that’s why its beams are called rays, from extending. You can see what a ray is if you watch sunlight entering a dark room through a narrow opening. It extends in a straight line and presses against any solid it meets that blocks the air beyond. There it stops, neither slipping off nor falling. That’s how the pouring and spreading of understanding should be—not a pouring away but an extension. And it shouldn’t make violent or fierce impact on obstacles it meets, nor fall down, but stand firm and illuminate what receives it. What doesn’t transmit the light deprives itself10.


Someone afraid of death fears either no sensation or different sensation. If no sensation, you won’t sense anything bad. If different sensation, you’ll be a different creature and won’t stop living.


People exist for each other. So teach them or bear with them.


An arrow moves one way, the mind another. Yet the mind, even when it’s careful or examining something, moves no less straight to its target.


Enter into everyone’s ruling principle. And let everyone enter into yours.

1Diogenes was a Cynic philosopher who lived simply. Heraclitus and Socrates were philosophers. Marcus contrasts them with the conquerors Alexander, Julius Caesar, and Pompey, who despite their power were enslaved to countless worries.

2The three parts of Stoic philosophy: physics (understanding nature), ethics (how to live), and logic (how to think clearly).

3Marcus uses everyday examples—a ball’s arc, a bubble, a lamp—to show that things are neither helped by existing nor harmed by ending.

4A list of survivors who buried someone and then died themselves. Lucilla was Marcus’s mother; Verus was his father, who died young. Faustina was the wife of Antoninus Pius, Marcus’s adoptive father—he outlived her by twenty years. The point: everyone dies, even those who seemed important or wise.

5The three relationships: to your body (“vessel”), to god/universe, and to other people.

6Augustus was the first Roman emperor. Marcus lists his family and court to show how even the most powerful empire’s inner circle all died. The Pompeys were a powerful Roman family that died out.

7Panthea was Verus’s mistress; Pergamus was probably a favorite servant of his. Chabrias and Diotimus were Hadrian’s. Marcus mocks the idea of mourning at tombs.

8The quote is probably from Homer or another poet, emphasizing the need for good judgment.

9The “perfect round” is from Empedocles, describing the divine sphere—perfectly self-contained and unaffected by externals.

10Marcus compares how sunlight spreads to how understanding should spread—extending to illuminate what’s receptive without being diminished, while what blocks it only deprives itself of light.


Book 9
It would be more elegant to leave human life without tasting lies, pretending, luxury, or pride. Second best is to breathe your last when you’re sick of these things. Or have you chosen to stick with evil? Doesn’t experience convince you to flee this plague? Corruption of the mind is much more a plague than any change or disorder in the surrounding air. That’s a plague for animals as animals. This is a plague for humans as humans.


Don’t hate death. Welcome it, since it’s one of the things nature wants. Like being young and growing old, growing up and reaching your prime, getting teeth, a beard, gray hair, having sex, being pregnant, giving birth, and all the other natural activities life’s seasons bring—so is dying. It’s thoughtful not to be reckless, impatient, or scornful toward death, but to wait for it as one of nature’s activities. As you now wait for your child to come out of your wife’s womb, so await the hour when your soul will drop out of this shell. If you want a simple comfort that touches the heart, what will most help you accept death is looking at the objects you’ll leave and the characters your soul will no longer be mixed up with. You shouldn’t be offended by them—you should care for them and bear them gently—but remember you won’t be leaving people who share your principles. The only thing that could hold and keep you in life, if it were allowed, would be living with people who’d adopted the same principles. But now you see how tiring the conflict of living together is, so you say: “Come quickly, death, before I too forget myself.”


Someone who does wrong wrongs themselves. Someone who acts unjustly makes themselves unjust—makes themselves bad.1


Often someone acts unjustly by not doing something, not only by doing something.


Present judgment that grasps the truth, present action that’s social, present attitude that welcomes everything from the external cause—that’s enough.


Wipe out imagination. Stop impulse. Put out desire. Keep your ruling principle in your control.


One soul is distributed among irrational animals. One intelligent soul is divided among rational beings. Just as there’s one earth for all earthly things, we see by one light and breathe one air—all of us that have sight and life.


Everything that shares in something common rushes toward what’s like it. Everything earthy leans toward earth. Everything liquid flows together. Everything airy likewise—they need barriers and force to keep them apart. Fire rises because of elemental fire, but down here it’s ready to ignite with any fire, so that any material that’s a bit dry easily catches fire because less of what prevents ignition is mixed in. So everything that shares in common intelligent nature rushes toward what’s related, or even more so. The better it is compared to other things, the more ready it is to mix and blend with its own kind. Among irrational creatures you immediately find swarms, herds, bird colonies, and something like love—there are already souls there, and the binding force is found stronger in the better creature, as it isn’t in plants, stones, or wood. Among rational creatures there are governments, friendships, households, assemblies, and in wars, treaties and truces. Among things still better, a kind of unity exists even across distance, as with the stars. So ascending to the better can create sympathy even in separated things. But see what happens now: only intelligent beings have now forgotten their eagerness and leaning toward each other—only here is the flowing together not seen. But though they run away, they’re still caught—nature wins. Watch and you’ll see what I mean. You’d sooner find something earthy not touching anything earthy than a human cut off from humans2.


Humans, god, and the universe all bear fruit—each in the right season. Usage normally applies this to vines and such things, but that doesn’t matter. Reason has fruit both common and individual. From it come other things of the same sort as reason itself.


If you can, teach them better. If not, remember that kindness was given you for this. The gods too are kind to such people—they even help them toward some things: health, wealth, reputation. They’re that good. You can be too. Or tell me—who’s stopping you?


Work, but not like you’re miserable or wanting pity or admiration. Want just one thing: to act or rest as civic reason demands.


Today I escaped all circumstance—or rather, I threw out all circumstance. It wasn’t outside, but inside in my judgments.


All these things are familiar from experience, temporary in duration, foul in material. Everything now is just as it was in the time of those we buried.


Things stand outside the doors, by themselves, knowing nothing about themselves, making no announcements about themselves. What announces things? The ruling principle.


Evil and good for the rational, social creature aren’t in what happens to them but in what they do—just as their virtue and vice aren’t in what happens but in what they do.


For a stone thrown up, it’s no evil to fall down, no good to rise up.


Get inside their ruling principles and you’ll see what judges you fear—and what judges they are of themselves.


Everything is changing. You yourself are constantly altering and in a way decaying—so is the whole universe.


Someone else’s wrong should be left there.


When activity ends, when impulse, opinion, and in a way life stops—no evil. Now turn to stages of life: childhood, teenage years, youth, old age. Every change is a death. Is that frightening? Now turn to life under your grandfather, then under your mother, then your father. Finding many other destructions, changes, and endings, ask yourself: Was that frightening? So neither is the ending, stopping, and change of your whole life3.


Rush to your own ruling principle, to the ruling principle of the whole, and to this person’s. To your own, to make it just. To the whole’s, to remember what you’re part of. To this person’s, to see whether it’s ignorance or judgment—and remember they’re related to you.


As you yourself are a completing part of a social system, so let every action of yours complete social life. Any action that doesn’t refer, directly or remotely, to a social end tears your life apart, doesn’t let it be unified, and is rebellion—like someone in a democracy creating a faction separate from the common harmony.


Children’s tantrums and games. “Little souls carrying corpses”—the Underworld story becomes more vivid4.


Go to the quality of the cause, separate it from the material, and look at it. Then determine the longest time this particular quality naturally lasts.


You’ve endured countless troubles by not being satisfied with your ruling principle doing what it was made for. But enough.


When someone blames or hates you, or people voice similar criticisms, go to their souls, go inside, and see what sort they are. You’ll see you don’t need to strain so they’ll have some opinion about you. But you should be kind to them—they’re naturally friends. The gods too help them in every way, through dreams, through signs, toward what they care about.


The universe’s cycles are the same, up and down, age to age. Either the universe’s mind sets each thing in motion—if so, accept what it starts. Or it set things in motion once, and everything else follows in sequence. Why worry? In a way, atoms or indivisibles. The whole point: if god, all is well. If chance, don’t you be random too. Soon earth will cover us all. Then earth itself will change, then what comes from that will change endlessly, then that endlessly again. Someone thinking about these waves of changes and alterations and their speed will look down on everything mortal.


The universal cause is a rushing stream—it carries everything. How cheap these political types are, supposedly philosophical and practical. Full of snot. Listen, what does nature demand now? Set out if it’s given you, and don’t look around to see if anyone will know. Don’t hope for Plato’s Republic. Be satisfied if the smallest thing goes forward, and consider this outcome no small matter. Who can change their principles? Without changing principles, what else is there but slavery of people groaning and pretending to obey? Go ahead, talk to me about Alexander, Philip, and Demetrius of Phalerum. They’ll see whether they saw what common nature wanted and trained themselves. But if they acted like tragic heroes, no one has sentenced me to copy them. Philosophy’s work is simple and modest. Don’t lead me to showing off5.


Look from above at countless herds, countless ceremonies, all sorts of voyages in storms and calms, differences of creatures being born, living together, dying. Think too about life lived by others long ago, life that will be lived after you, life now being lived in foreign nations. How many don’t even know your name. How many will quickly forget it. How many who perhaps praise you now will soon blame you. How neither memory nor fame nor anything else at all is worth valuing.


Calm about what comes from external causes. Justice in what comes from the cause that’s you. That is, impulse and action ending in social acts—that’s according to your nature.


You can remove many troubles that disturb you, since they lie entirely in your judgment. You’ll immediately make plenty of room for yourself by embracing the whole universe in your mind, thinking about eternal time, and thinking about the rapid change of each particular thing—how brief the time from birth to dying, how infinite the time before birth, and equally infinite after dying.


Everything you see will soon die. Those who witness the dying will soon die themselves. Someone who dies in extreme old age will be brought to the same state as someone who died too young.


What are their ruling principles? What have they worked for? For what do they love and honor? Imagine you see their souls naked. When they think they harm by blaming or help by praising—what an idea!


Loss is nothing but change. The nature of the whole delights in this, according to which everything happens well, happened similarly from eternity, and will be the same forever. So what are you saying—that everything was bad and always will be bad, that no power among so many gods has ever been found to correct these things, but the universe is condemned to be held in unending evils?


The rottenness of the matter underlying everything: water, dust, bones, stench. Again: marble is earth’s sediment, gold and silver are deposits, clothes are hair, purple dye is blood, and everything else is the same. The soul too is another such thing, changing from this to that.


Enough of this miserable life, grumbling, and play-acting. Why are you disturbed? What’s new here? What drives you crazy? The cause? Look at it. The material? Look at that. Beyond these, there’s nothing. And toward the gods, become simpler and better at last. Whether you examine these things for a hundred years or three—it’s the same.


If they did wrong, the evil is there. But maybe they didn’t do wrong.


Either everything comes from one intelligent source and happens as in one body—the part shouldn’t complain about what happens for the whole. Or there are atoms and nothing but mixing and scattering. So why be disturbed? Say to your ruling principle: “You’re dead, you’re rotten, you’ve become a beast, you’re pretending, you’re herding with the flock, you’re feeding.”


Either the gods have no power or they have power. If they have no power, why pray? If they have power, why not pray for them to give you the ability not to fear, desire, or be pained by any of these things, rather than praying for something to be present or absent? Certainly if they can help people, they can help with this. But maybe you’ll say the gods put these things in my control. Then isn’t it better to use what’s in your control with freedom than to strain after what’s not in your control with slavery and shame? Who told you the gods don’t help us even with things in our control? Start praying about these things and you’ll see. One person prays: “How can I sleep with her?” You pray: “How can I not want to sleep with her?” Another: “How can I be rid of him?” You: “How can I not need to be rid of him?” Another: “How can I not lose my child?” You: “How can I not fear losing them?” Turn your prayers this way and see what happens.


Epicurus says: “During my illness, my conversations weren’t about my body’s sufferings, and I didn’t talk about such things with visitors. I continued my previous natural philosophy discussions, focusing on this point: how the mind, while participating in such movements in the flesh, remains undisturbed and maintains its own good. I didn’t let the doctors act important as if they were doing something big. My life went on well and happily.” Do the same as he did, in sickness if you’re sick, and in any other circumstance. Never abandon philosophy no matter what happens, and don’t chatter with the ignorant and those who know nothing of nature—this is common to all schools. Be present only to what you’re doing now and the tool you’re doing it with6.


When you run into someone’s shamelessness, immediately ask yourself: Is it possible for shameless people not to exist in the world? It’s not possible. So don’t demand the impossible. This is one of those shameless people who must exist in the world. Have the same thought ready for the cheat, the betrayer, and anyone who does wrong. When you remember that the class of such people can’t not exist, you’ll be kinder to individuals. It’s also useful to think immediately: What virtue did nature give humans against this fault? Against the ungrateful, she gave gentleness as a cure, against another type, another power. And you can always teach someone who’s gone astray—everyone who does wrong misses their target and has gone astray. Besides, how have you been harmed? You’ll find that none of these people you’re angry at have done anything that could make your mind worse. Your evil and harm exist entirely there. What’s strange or surprising if an uneducated person acts uneducated? See whether you should blame yourself more for not expecting them to do wrong. Your reason gave you resources to realize this person would likely do wrong, yet you forgot and are surprised they did. Most of all, when you blame someone as faithless or ungrateful, turn to yourself. The fault is clearly yours—either you trusted someone with such character to keep faith, or when giving a favor you didn’t give it completely, or not so that you received all your reward from the act itself. What more do you want after doing good to someone? Isn’t it enough that you acted according to your nature? Do you seek payment for this? As if the eye demanded payment for seeing or feet for walking. Just as these exist for their function and have their own reward by working according to their construction, so humans, naturally made to do good, when they do something good or help with middle things, have done what they were made for and have their own reward7.

1Marcus explains that acting unjustly violates the fundamental order of the universe. The Stoics believed the universe was governed by divine reason (logos) that made all rational beings to help each other.

2Marcus argues that all things with something in common naturally seek each other out—earth to earth, water to water, and especially rational beings to rational beings. Even when humans try to isolate themselves, nature pulls them back together.

3Marcus examines different life stages (childhood, youth, etc.) and different phases under various family members to show that we’ve already experienced many “deaths” through change, so physical death shouldn’t frighten us.

4“Little souls carrying corpses” may be from Epictetus. The Underworld reference is to Homer’s Odyssey where Odysseus visits the dead.

5Alexander the Great, Philip of Macedon (Alexander’s father), and Demetrius of Phalerum (Athenian orator and ruler) are examples of powerful people. Marcus questions whether they truly understood nature’s will or just played dramatic roles. Plato’s Republic described an ideal state that Marcus sees as unrealistic.

6Epicurus founded Epicureanism, usually opposed to Stoicism, but Marcus respects how Epicurus maintained philosophical calm during illness.

7Marcus explains that helping others is its own reward, just as eyes are “rewarded” by seeing and feet by walking—it’s what we’re designed to do, so we shouldn’t expect additional payment or gratitude.


Book 10
Will you ever, my soul, be good, simple, one, and naked—more visible than the body surrounding you? Will you ever taste real love? Real care? Will you ever be complete, needing nothing, missing nothing, wanting nothing living or lifeless for enjoying pleasures? Not needing time for longer enjoyment? Not needing place, country, or nice weather? Not needing people to get along with? Will you be satisfied with your present situation, pleased with everything present, and convince yourself that everything from the gods is here for you, that everything is and will be well for you, whatever they give for saving the perfect living being—good, just, beautiful, creating everything, holding together, surrounding, and embracing things that dissolve to create others like them? Will you ever be such that you can live with gods and humans without complaining to them or being condemned by them?


Watch what your nature demands as someone governed only by nature. Then do it and accept it, unless it would harm your nature as a living creature. Next watch what your nature as a living creature demands. Accept all of it, unless it would harm your nature as a rational living creature. The rational is immediately also social. Use these rules and don’t busy yourself with anything else.


Everything that happens either happens so you’re naturally able to bear it or so you’re not able to bear it. If it happens so you can bear it, don’t complain—bear it as you’re naturally able. If it happens so you can’t bear it, don’t complain—it will destroy you first. But remember you’re naturally able to bear everything that your opinion can make bearable and tolerable by thinking it’s either helpful or your duty.


If someone’s off course, show them gently. If you can’t, blame yourself—or no one.


Whatever happens to you was being prepared for you from forever. The web of causes was weaving together from eternity both your existence and this event.


Whether atoms or nature, let it first be clear that I’m part of the whole governed by nature. Second, that I’m somehow closely related to the parts that are like me. Remembering these things, as a part, I won’t be unhappy with anything assigned from the whole. Nothing harmful to the whole can be harmful to the part. The whole contains nothing that isn’t helpful to itself. All natures share this, but the nature of the universe also can’t be forced by any outside cause to create anything harmful to itself. So remembering I’m part of such a whole, I’ll be content with everything that happens. And since I’m closely related to parts like me, I’ll do nothing unfriendly to the community. Rather, I’ll aim at what’s like me, direct all my effort toward the common benefit, and turn away from the opposite. With these things done, life must flow well, just as you’d see a citizen’s life flows well when they proceed through acts that benefit citizens and welcome whatever the city assigns.


The parts of the whole—everything naturally included in the universe—must necessarily die (let’s use “die” to mean “change”). If this is naturally bad and necessary for them, the whole wouldn’t work well with its parts heading toward change and built in different ways to die. Did nature deliberately try to harm its own parts, making them likely to fall into evil and necessarily falling into evil? Or did this happen without nature noticing? Both are unbelievable. Even if someone leaves nature aside and explains these things as just natural, it’s still ridiculous to say it’s natural for the whole’s parts to change while being surprised or annoyed when something happens as if it weren’t natural—especially since things dissolve into the same elements they came from. It’s either a scattering of the elements that were combined or a change of the solid into earth and the breath into air, so these are taken back into the universe’s reason, whether it burns up from time to time or renews itself through eternal exchanges. Don’t imagine the solid and breath are from your original birth—all this received its input yesterday or the day before from food and breathed air. So what changes is what was received, not what mother gave birth to. Even if that binds you closely to your individual quality, I think that doesn’t affect what I’m saying now1.


After giving yourself these names—good, modest, truthful, intelligent, accepting, high-minded—watch that you don’t change names. If you lose these names, quickly return to them. Remember that “intelligent” meant for you the careful grasp of each thing and not being careless. “Accepting” meant willingly accepting what common nature assigns. “High-minded” meant raising the thinking part above the smooth or rough movements of the flesh, above reputation, death, and all such things. So if you keep yourself in these names, not craving to be called them by others, you’ll be a different person and enter a different life. To still be the kind of person you’ve been until now, to be torn apart and ruined in such a life, is extremely senseless and life-loving, like those half-eaten beast fighters who, covered with wounds and gore, still beg to be kept until tomorrow to be thrown again to the same claws and bites. So throw yourself into these few names. If you can stay with them, stay as if you had reached the Islands of the Blessed. But if you feel you’re falling away and not keeping control, go bravely into some corner where you will keep control—or leave life entirely, not angry but simply, freely, and modestly, having done at least this one thing in life: leaving it this way. To remember the names, it will help greatly to remember the gods and that they don’t want flattery but for all rational beings to become like them—for the fig tree to do what fig trees do, the dog what dogs do, the bee what bees do, and human beings what human beings do2.


War, panic, numbness, slavery—these will daily erase those sacred principles of yours that you imagine and let pass by without studying nature. You must see and do everything so that at the same time the practical is done, the thinking part is exercised, and the confidence from knowledge about each thing is kept—hidden, not concealed. When will you enjoy simplicity? When dignity? When knowledge of each thing—what it is in essence, what place it has in the universe, how long it naturally lasts, what it’s made of, who can have it, and who can give and take it away?


A spider is proud when it catches a fly. One person when they catch a rabbit, another small fish with a net, another wild boars, another bears, another Sarmatians. Aren’t these all robbers if you examine their principles?3


Get a method for thinking about how all things change into each other. Constantly pay attention to this and exercise yourself in this area. Nothing creates greatness of mind like this. Such a person has put off the body and, realizing they must soon leave all these things and depart from humans, has given themselves entirely to justice in their own actions and to the nature of the whole in what happens otherwise. What someone will say or think about them or do against them doesn’t even enter their mind, being satisfied with these two things: acting justly in what they’re currently doing and loving what’s currently assigned to them. They’ve thrown off all fuss and ambition, wanting nothing else but to run the straight course through the law and, running straight, to follow god.


What need is there for suspicion when you can examine what needs to be done? If you see it clearly, proceed that way kindly, without turning back. If you don’t see clearly, pause and use the best advisors. If other things oppose this, proceed according to what you have, carefully, holding to what seems just. Best to achieve that, since failing at that is the only real failure. Someone who follows reason in everything is both relaxed and ready for action, both cheerful and calm.


As soon as you wake up, ask yourself: Will it matter to you if someone else criticizes what’s actually just and good? It won’t matter. Have you forgotten what kind of people these are who show off praising and blaming others—what they’re like in bed, at table, what they do, what they avoid, what they pursue, what they steal and rob, not with hands and feet but with the most valuable part of themselves, which creates, when it chooses, trust, modesty, truth, law, and a good spirit?


To nature, which gives and takes back everything, the educated and modest person says: “Give what you want, take back what you want.” They say this not stubbornly but only doing what’s asked and satisfied with her.


You have little time left. Live as on a mountain. It doesn’t matter here or there, if everywhere you live as in a city—in the universe. Let people see, let them study a real human living according to nature. If they can’t bear it, let them kill you—better that than living as they do.


No more discussing what a good person is like—be one.


Constantly imagine the whole of time and the whole of substance. Everything particular is, in substance, a fig seed; in time, a twist of a drill.


Looking at each thing, consider that it’s already dissolving, in change, rotting or scattering—or how each thing is naturally born to die.


What are they like when eating, sleeping, mating, using the bathroom, and the rest? Then what are they like when bossing others around, acting proud, angry, or scolding from on high? Just now they were slaves to so many things and for what reasons—and soon they’ll be in the same state again.


What the nature of the whole brings each thing is helpful to it, and helpful when it brings it.


“Earth loves rain, the grand sky loves too.” The universe loves to make what’s about to be. So I say to the universe: “I love with you.” Isn’t that why we say “this loves to happen”?4


Either you live here and are now used to it, or you go away and this was your wish, or you die and have finished your service. Beyond these, nothing. So be cheerful.


Keep it clear that life is the same there in the country, exactly like things here—on a mountaintop, at the seashore, wherever. You’ll find Plato’s words directly: “building a wall around himself on the mountain, milking his bleating flocks”5.


What is my ruling principle to me? What am I making it now? For what am I using it now? Is it empty of intelligence? Is it disconnected and torn from community? Is it so melted and mixed with flesh that it turns with it?


Someone who runs from their master is a runaway slave. Law is our master. So the lawbreaker is a runaway. Similarly, someone sad, angry, or afraid doesn’t want something that happened, is happening, or will happen that was arranged by the one governing everything, which is law, giving out what falls to each. So the one afraid, sad, or angry is a runaway.


Someone puts seed in a womb and leaves. Another cause takes over, works on it, and completes a baby—from what materials, what a result! Again: someone sends food down the throat, and another cause takes over, creating sensation, impulse, life in general, strength, and so many other things. Watch these things happening in such hiding. See the power just as we see the power that makes things fall or rise—not with our eyes, but no less clearly.


Constantly consider how everything happening now also happened before. Consider that it will happen again. Put before your eyes whole dramas and similar scenes from your own experience or ancient history—the whole court of Hadrian, the whole court of Antoninus, the whole court of Philip, Alexander, Croesus. All those were the same, just with different actors6.


Picture everyone who complains or grumbles about anything as like a pig being sacrificed, kicking and squealing. Similar is the person moaning on their bed alone in silence about our chains. Consider that only the rational creature is given the ability to follow willingly what happens. Simply following is necessary for all.


For each thing you do, stop and ask yourself whether death is terrible because you’d lose this.


When you’re offended by someone’s fault, immediately shift to thinking what similar fault you have—like judging money as good, or pleasure, or reputation, and so on. By focusing on this, you’ll quickly forget your anger, with the thought that they’re forced to act this way. What else could they do? Or if you can, remove what forces them.


When you see Satyrus, picture Socraticus or Eutyches or Hymen. When you see Euphrates, picture Eutychion or Silvanus. When you see Alciphron, picture Tropaeophorus. When you see Severus, picture Crito or Xenophon. Looking at yourself, picture one of the Caesars. For each person, picture their match. Then let this thought strike you: Where are they now? Nowhere—or who knows where? This way you’ll constantly see human things as smoke and nothing, especially if you remember that what changes once will never exist again in infinite time. Why strain? Why isn’t this brief moment enough to pass through decently? What material and situation are you running from? What is all this but training exercises for reason that has seen precisely and scientifically what happens in life? So stay until you make these things familiar to yourself, as a strong stomach makes everything familiar, as a bright fire makes whatever you throw in it into flame and light7.


Let no one be able to say truthfully about you that you’re not simple or good. Let anyone who thinks this about you be lying. This is entirely up to you. Who stops you from being good and simple? Just decide to live no longer if you won’t be this kind of person. Reason doesn’t require you to live if you’re not.


What can be done or said in the most healthy way with this material? Whatever it is, you can do or say it. Don’t pretend you’re being prevented. You won’t stop groaning until you feel the same way about doing what’s proper to human nature with whatever material is presented or falls to you as pleasure-seekers feel about luxury. You should consider enjoyment everything you can do according to your own nature. You can do this everywhere. A cylinder can’t roll its own way everywhere, neither can water or fire or other things governed by nature or irrational soul—many things interfere and block them. But mind and reason can go through every obstacle as they’re naturally able and as they wish. Put before your eyes this ease with which reason proceeds through everything—like fire upward, a stone downward, a cylinder on a slope—and look for nothing more. Other obstacles are either of the dead body or—without judgment and reason’s own surrender—don’t break or harm anything. If they did, the person experiencing them would immediately become bad. With all other constructions, when something bad happens to them, the thing experiencing it becomes worse. But here, if I may say so, a person becomes better and more praiseworthy by using what falls to them correctly. Remember that nothing harms the natural citizen that doesn’t harm the city, and nothing harms the city that doesn’t harm the law. None of these so-called misfortunes harms the law. So what doesn’t harm the law harms neither city nor citizen.


For someone gripped by true principles, even the briefest, most common reminder is enough for freedom from grief and fear. Like: “Leaves—wind scatters some to earth: so with the race of humans.” Your children are little leaves. Little leaves too are those who cry out convincingly and praise or, the opposite, curse or secretly blame and mock. Little leaves equally are those who will carry your reputation after death. All these “spring up in the season,” then wind knocks them down, then the forest grows others in their place. Brief time is common to all, but you avoid and pursue everything as if it will be eternal. A little while and you’ll close your eyes. And soon another will mourn the one who carried you out8.


The healthy eye must see everything visible and not say “I want green things”—that’s a diseased eye. The healthy ear and nose must be ready for everything you can hear and smell. The healthy stomach must be toward all food like a mill toward everything it was made to grind. So the healthy mind must be ready for everything that happens. The mind that says “Let my children be safe” or “Let everyone praise whatever I do” is an eye wanting green things or teeth wanting soft things.


No one is so fortunate that when they’re dying, some people won’t be there welcoming the bad event. Were they serious and wise? At the very end, won’t someone say to themselves: “We’ll finally breathe freely without this teacher. He wasn’t harsh to any of us, but I sensed he was silently judging us.” That’s for the serious person. But in our case, how many other reasons are there for many to want to be rid of us? You’ll think about this when dying and leave more easily, reasoning: “I’m leaving a life where even my companions, for whom I struggled, prayed, and cared so much—even they want me to go, hoping perhaps for some relief from this.” Why then would anyone cling to staying here longer? But don’t leave less kindly toward them because of this. Keep your own character, remaining friendly, well-wishing, and gentle. Don’t leave as if being torn away, but as when someone dies well and the soul slips easily from the body—that’s how your departure from them should be. Nature bound and mixed you with them, but now dissolves the bond. I’m dissolved from relatives, but not dragged away, just unforced. This too is according to nature.


Get used, as much as possible, to asking yourself about everything someone does: What is this person aiming for? Start with yourself and examine yourself first.


Remember that what pulls the strings is that hidden thing inside. That’s speech, that’s life, that is, if we must say it, the person. Never include in your imagination the surrounding vessel and these organs shaped around it. They’re like tools, differing only in being attached. There’s no more use for these parts without the cause that moves and stops them than for the shuttle without the weaver, the pen without the writer, or the whip without the driver.

1Marcus distinguishes between the constant change of our physical matter (we’re literally made of yesterday’s food and air) and our essential nature. Even our bodies are constantly exchanging matter with the universe. His argument: why cling to “my body” as if it’s permanent.

2The Islands of the Blessed were the Greek version of paradise, where favored heroes lived on after death. Marcus is saying to live by these virtues as if you had reached that place, but if you can’t maintain them, either find a place where you can or leave life peacefully.

3Sarmatians were enemies Rome fought on the Danube frontier. Marcus points out that whether catching flies or conquering enemies, it’s all robber behavior if done for the wrong reasons.

4The quote is from Euripides. Marcus finds comfort in the idea that the universe “loves” creating what happens, so he should love it too.

5From Plato’s Theaetetus, describing someone who withdraws from society but still has daily tasks to perform.

6Hadrian and Antoninus were Marcus’s predecessors as emperor. Philip and Alexander were Macedonian kings. Croesus was a legendarily wealthy king. All had courts full of the same human dramas.

7Marcus lists various contemporaries and suggests imagining them as famous philosophers and historical figures, emphasizing that all end up the same—dead and mostly forgotten.

8The line is from Homer’s Iliad (6.146): “As is the generation of leaves, so too of men.” Homer meant human generations rise and fall like leaves. Marcus extends it: not just life, but children, reputation, praise—all as brief and replaceable as leaves.


Book 11
What a thinking mind can do: it sees itself, breaks itself down, makes itself whatever it wants to be, gets the results of its own work. Plants and animals—other people get to enjoy their fruits. But the mind reaches its own goal wherever death cuts life short. Not like dancing or acting and things like that, where the whole show falls apart if something interrupts it. The mind completes what it set out to do in every part and wherever it gets caught. So it can say: “I have what’s mine.” It also travels around the whole universe and the empty space around it and its shape. It reaches out into endless time and grasps the cycle where everything comes back and thinks about how the people after us won’t see anything newer and the people before us didn’t see anything more amazing. A forty-year-old with any brains has basically seen everything that was and will be, because it’s all the same type of stuff. What’s also special about a thinking mind: loving your neighbors, truth, respect, and not putting anything above itself—which is also what law does. So right thinking and fair thinking are the same thing.


You’ll look down on beautiful singing and dancing and fighting if you break the singing voice down into each individual sound and ask yourself about each one: “Does this overpower me?” You’ll be embarrassed. Do the same thing with dancing—break it down movement by movement, position by position. Same with fighting. So in general, except for virtue and what comes from virtue, remember to run to the details and break them down until you despise them. Apply this to your whole life too.


What kind of soul is ready to get freed from the body right now—whether to be put out, scattered, or stick around? This readiness should come from your own judgment, not from just being stubborn like the Christians1, but from thinking it through and with dignity and in a way that convinces other people, without being dramatic about it.


I did something for the common good. So I got something out of it. Let this always be ready at hand, and never stop.


What’s your job? Being good. How do you do this well? From studying theories—some about universal nature, others about the specific make-up of humans.


First, tragedies were put on to remind us of what happens and that these things naturally happen this way, and that what entertains you on the stage shouldn’t annoy you on the bigger stage of life. You see that these things have to work out this way and even people who shout “Oh, Mount Cithaeron!”2 bear them. The playwrights also say some useful things, especially this: “If I’m neglected by the gods, along with my children, there’s a reason for this too.” And again: “Don’t get angry at events.” And: “Harvest life like ripe grain”3. And things like that. After tragedy came old comedy, which taught with free speech and usefully reminded people not to be conceited through its plain talking—Diogenes picked up on this kind of thing too4. After this came middle comedy and then new comedy—but think about what purpose this was supposed to serve, gradually flowing toward the love of clever imitation. We know some useful things are said by these writers too, but what was the whole point of this kind of poetry and drama?


How clear it is that no other life situation is as good for doing philosophy as this one you happen to be in right now.


A branch cut from the branch next to it can’t help but be cut from the whole plant. Same way, a person torn away from one other person has fallen away from the whole community. Now someone else cuts the branch. But a person separates himself from his neighbor by hating and turning away, not knowing he’s also cut himself off from the whole system at the same time. But here’s a gift from Zeus who set up the community: we can grow back together with our neighbor and become part of the whole again. But if this kind of division happens too often, it makes what breaks away hard to unite and restore. Overall, the branch that grew together from the beginning and stayed connected by sharing the same breath isn’t like one that’s grafted back on after being cut off, whatever the gardeners say. Grow on the same bush, but don’t think the same way.


People who try to block you when you’re following right thinking can’t turn you away from healthy action. So don’t let them knock you off your kindness toward them either. Guard yourself equally on both sides—not just in steady judgment and action, but also in gentleness toward people trying to stop you or being difficult in other ways. Getting angry at them is also weak, just like giving up on action and giving in when you’re scared. Both are equally deserters—the one who runs scared and the one who gets hostile toward someone who’s naturally related and friendly.


“No nature is worse than skill”—skills copy nature. If this is true, then the most complete and comprehensive nature wouldn’t fall short of skilled craftsmanship. All skills make the worse things for the sake of the better ones. So does universal nature. This is where justice comes from, and from justice come the other virtues. Justice won’t be preserved if we either care about things that don’t matter or are easily fooled and quick to fall and quick to change.


The things that chasing and avoiding upset you about—they don’t come to you, but somehow you go to them. So let your judgment about them stay quiet, and they’ll stay still, and you won’t be seen chasing or avoiding.


The soul is a perfect sphere when it doesn’t stretch out toward anything or pull back inside or spread out or sink down, but shines with the light by which it sees the truth of everything and the truth in itself.


Someone will look down on me? That’s his problem. But I’ll make sure I’m not found doing or saying anything that deserves being looked down on. Will he hate me? That’s his problem. But I’ll be kind and good-natured to everyone, including him, ready to show him what he’s missing—not to shame him or to show off that I’m putting up with it, but genuinely and usefully, like that Phocion5, if he wasn’t faking it. This is how the insides should be, and the gods should see a person who doesn’t get indignant about anything or suffer badly. What harm is it to you if you’re doing what fits your nature right now and accepting what’s right for universal nature right now—a human being focused on making the common good happen somehow?


They look down on each other while they try to please each other, and wanting to outdo each other they bow down to each other.


How rotten and fake is someone who says: “I’ve decided to deal with you straight.” What are you doing, man? You don’t need to announce this. It should show itself—it should be written on your forehead. Your voice should sound like that right away, it should stick out in your eyes right away, like how someone in love immediately recognizes everything in a lover’s look. A simple and good person should be like someone who smells strong, so that anyone standing nearby notices it right away whether they want to or not. Trying to act simple is a trick. Nothing is uglier than wolf-friendship6—avoid this most of all. A good, simple, and kind person has these things in their eyes and it’s not hidden.


Living beautifully—this power exists in the soul, if someone stays indifferent to indifferent things. You’ll be indifferent if you look at each of them separately and as a whole, remembering that none of them forces an opinion about itself on us or comes at us. The things stay still—we’re the ones who create judgments about them and sort of write them in ourselves, when we could choose not to write, and if one sneaks in somewhere, we could immediately erase it. Remember that paying attention like this will only last a short time and then life will be over. What’s so hard about things being different anyway? If they’re according to nature, enjoy them and they’ll be easy for you. If they’re against nature, look for what’s according to your own nature and go for that, even if it brings no glory. Everyone gets forgiveness for seeking their own good.


Where did each thing come from and what elements make it up and what does it change into and what will it be like after it changes and that it won’t suffer anything bad.


Gifts from the Muses. First:My relation to other people—how we were born for each other’s sake, and in another sense, that I was born to lead them like a ram the flock or a bull the herd. Go back to the beginning: if it’s not just atoms, then it’s nature that manages everything. If so, the lower things exist for the higher, and the higher for each other.


Second:What sort of people they are at the dinner table, in bed, and in other things—and above all, what compulsions their beliefs create for them, and how arrogantly they do even these things.


Third:If they’re doing right, you shouldn’t be annoyed. If they’re doing wrong, it’s unwillingly and out of ignorance. Every soul is unwillingly deprived—of truth, of fairness, of treating people rightly. That’s why they’re upset when called unfair, unreasonable, greedy, or antisocial.


Fourth: You make many mistakes too, and you’re just like everyone else. Even if you hold back from certain mistakes, you still have the tendency to make them, even if cowardice or chasing reputation or some other vice keeps you from making the same ones.


Fifth: You haven’t even worked out if they’re making mistakes. Many things are done for reasons you don’t see, and in general you need to know a lot before you can judge another’s actions.


Sixth: Human life is just a moment, and soon we’re all laid out.


Seventh: It’s not their actions that trouble us—those lie in their own ruling minds. It’s our opinions. Take away the judgment that this is terrible, and the anger is gone. How? By remembering it’s not shameful. If shame weren’t the only evil, you’d be forced into many crimes—thieving and worse.


Eighth: How much heavier the anger and pain are than the things themselves that provoke them.


Ninth:Kindness is unbeatable, if it’s genuine and not faked. What can the most insulting person do if you keep being kind to him—and, if you get the chance, gently advise him, calmly show him where he’s mistaken: “No, son, we were born for something else. You’re not hurting me, you’re only hurting yourself.” Show him this gently, without sarcasm or bitterness, not like in a lecture hall or for bystanders’ applause, but just to him, even if others are present.


Remember these nine as gifts from the Muses. Begin to be human while you live. And guard against two things equally—anger and flattery. Both are antisocial. Keep this ready: what’s manly isn’t rage, but gentleness and civility. This is more human and more masculine—true strength, not weakness. Like grief shows weakness, so does anger. Both are wounds, both give in.


Tenth (a gift from the leader of the Muses): Expecting bad people not to do wrong is crazy—you’re asking for the impossible. But letting them be that way toward others while expecting them not to wrong you—that’s unreasonable and tyrannical.


You especially need to guard against four ways your ruling mind gets twisted, and when you catch them, wipe them out, saying about each one: “This thought isn’t necessary.” “This breaks up community.” “This isn’t going to come from yourself”—consider not speaking from yourself one of the most absurd things. The fourth is when you’ll blame yourself, because this is the divine part in you being defeated and bowing down to the less honorable and mortal part—the body and its rough or smooth movements.


All the airy and fiery parts mixed into you, even though they naturally rise up, still obey the arrangement of the whole and stay here in your compound. And all the earthy and watery parts in you, even though they naturally sink down, are still lifted up and take a position that’s not their natural one. So even the elements obey the whole when they’re put somewhere by force, staying until the signal for dissolution comes from there again. Isn’t it terrible that only your thinking part disobeys and gets annoyed with its own place? Nothing violent is commanded of it—only what’s natural to it. But it doesn’t put up with this and goes the opposite way. Movement toward injustices and indulgences and anger and grief and fears is nothing other than turning away from nature. And when the ruling mind gets annoyed with any of the things that happen, it also abandons its own place then. It was built for holiness and reverence for the gods no less than for justice. These are also forms of being good at community—in fact, they’re older than just actions.


“Someone who doesn’t have one single consistent goal for his whole life can’t be one and the same person throughout his whole life.” What’s been said isn’t enough unless you also add what kind of goal this should be. Just like people don’t have the same opinion about all the things that most people somehow think are good, but only about certain kinds—that is, common goods—so too you need to set up a goal that’s social and political. Someone who directs all his personal impulses toward this will make all his actions similar and because of this will always be the same person.


The mountain mouse and the house mouse, and how the house mouse gets scared and runs around.


Socrates used to call the opinions of the masses “Lamias”—things to scare children7.


Spartans gave visitors seats in the shade at public events, but sat wherever they happened to be.


Socrates to Perdiccas about why he wouldn’t come visit him: “So I won’t die the worst death,” meaning, so I won’t receive good treatment and not be able to return the favor8.


In the writings of the Epicureans there was an instruction to constantly remember some ancient person who lived virtuously9.


The Pythagoreans: look up at the sky in the morning to remind ourselves of beings that always do their own work in the same way, and of order and purity and nakedness—no star has a veil10.


How Socrates looked wearing just a skin when Xanthippe took his cloak and went out, and what Socrates said to his friends when they were embarrassed and backed away after seeing him dressed like that11.


In writing and reading, you won’t lead until you’re led. Much more so in life.


“You were born a slave—you have no share in reason”12.


“And my dear heart laughed”13.


“They’ll blame virtue, speaking harsh words”14.


Looking for figs in winter is crazy. So is someone looking for a child when it’s no longer given15.


When kissing your child, Epictetus said, you should whisper inside: “Tomorrow you might die.” “These are bad omens.” “Nothing’s a bad omen,” he said, “that indicates some natural process. Or is it also a bad omen for grain to be harvested?”16


Unripe grape, ripe grape, raisin—all changes, not into non-being, but into what doesn’t exist now.


“No one can steal your choice”—Epictetus17.


He said you need to find a skill for giving consent, and in the area of impulses keep your attention, so they’re conditional, so they’re social, so they match the worth of things. Stay completely away from desire, and don’t use avoidance toward anything not under our control18.


“The struggle isn’t about something trivial,” he said, “but about whether to be crazy or not”19.


Socrates used to say: “What do you want—to have rational souls or irrational ones?” “Rational ones.” “What kind of rational ones? Healthy or sick?” “Healthy ones.” “Then why aren’t you looking for that?” “Because we have it.” “Then why do you fight and argue?”20

1The reference to Christians here is famous and debated. Traditional translations take Marcus to contrast a reasoned readiness for death with stubborn or theatrical martyrdom; some scholars question whether the phrase was original to the text, or how exactly the Greek should be read.

2Mount Cithaeron appears in Greek tragedies, especially the Oedipus story. People in tragedies accept terrible fates.

3Quotes from Greek tragedies that taught people to accept suffering without complaint.

4Diogenes was a Cynic philosopher who mocked social pretensions and lived like a homeless person to make philosophical points.

5Phocion was an Athenian statesman famous for his honesty and simple living.

6“Wolf-friendship” means fake friendship—acting nice while planning to attack.

7Lamias were monsters from Greek stories used to scare children into behaving.

8Perdiccas II was king of Macedon. Socrates wouldn’t visit because he couldn’t repay royal favors.

9The Epicureans were philosophers who believed in enjoying simple pleasures and keeping good friends.

10The Pythagoreans followed Pythagoras and believed math and music showed the harmony of the universe.

11Xanthippe was Socrates’ wife, famous for having a bad temper and arguing with her husband.

12A verse Marcus quotes from a lost Greek play.

13From Homer’s Odyssey: Odysseus’s heart laughs to itself when his “Nobody” trick fools the Cyclops.

14From the poet Hesiod, about how people always criticize virtue and good behavior.

15Marcus means grieving for dead children is like looking for fruit when it’s not the season—pointless.

16Epictetus taught that we should love people while remembering they won’t be around forever.

17Epictetus taught that nobody can force you to make bad choices.

18Basic Stoic teaching about controlling what you can control and accepting what you can’t.

19Epictetus said the real battle is choosing between wisdom and foolishness.

20Socrates pointing out that people claim they want wisdom but then fight and act stupid anyway.


Book 12
God sees all ruling minds naked, stripped of their material containers and shells and dirt. With his intelligence alone he touches only what flows from himself into these minds. If you get used to doing this too, you’ll rid yourself of most distractions. Someone who doesn’t see the meat wrapped around him—will he really waste time looking at clothes and houses and reputation and all that costume and stage set?


You’re made of three things: a little body, a little breath, and mind. The first two belong to you only in the sense that you have to take care of them, but the third alone is truly yours. If you strip away from yourself—meaning from your mind—everything others do or say, everything you yourself once did or said, everything that troubles you as a future possibility, everything tied to your body or breath without your choice, and everything the outside whirlwind drags along, then your mind will stand free—pure, doing only what is just, accepting what comes, and speaking only what is true.


If you clear your ruling mind of what’s bound up with emotion, of what belongs to the past or future, and make yourself like Empedocles’ sphere, “round, rejoicing in its circular solitude,”1 and practice living only the life you’re living—the present—then the time left until death can be spent without turmoil, kindly, and at peace with your own spirit.


I’ve often wondered how everyone loves himself most of all, yet values his own opinion about himself less than other people’s opinions. If some god or wise teacher ordered someone never to think or consider anything to himself that he wouldn’t also say out loud, he couldn’t stand it for even one day. So we respect our neighbors more—what they’ll think of us—than ourselves.


How did the gods arrange everything so beautifully and lovingly, yet overlook just this one thing: that some people who are very good and have made the most contracts with the divine, who through holy deeds and religious acts have become most familiar with the divine, once they die never come back again but are completely extinguished forever? But if this is really how it is, know well that if it should be otherwise, they would have made it so. If it were just, it would also be possible, and if it were natural, nature would have brought it about. So from the fact that it’s not this way—if it’s really not this way—be convinced that it shouldn’t be this way. You can see that by asking this question you’re arguing with god. But we wouldn’t argue with the gods this way if they weren’t perfectly good and just. And if they are, they wouldn’t have overlooked anything unjustly and unreasonably in their arrangement of things.


Practice even the things you despair of. The left hand, which is weak at most things because it’s not used to them, grips the reins stronger than the right hand—it’s practiced at this.


Think about what condition death should find you in, both body and soul: the shortness of life, the vastness of time before and after, the weakness of all matter.


Look at the causes stripped of their shells. Look at the purposes behind actions. What is pain? What is pleasure? What is death? What is fame? Who causes his own troubles? How no one is blocked by anyone else. That everything is opinion.


In using your principles you should be like a boxer, not a gladiator. The gladiator puts down the sword he uses and gets killed. The boxer always has his hand and only needs to clench it.


See things by dividing them into matter, cause, and purpose.


What power a person has to do nothing except what God will approve of, and accept everything God assigns to him—what follows nature.


Don’t blame the gods—they do nothing wrong either willingly or unwillingly. Don’t blame people either—they do nothing except unwillingly. So don’t blame anyone.


How ridiculous and strange is someone who’s amazed by anything that happens in life.


Either there’s the necessity of fate and unbreakable order, or kindly providence2, or chaos of randomness with no guide. If it’s unbreakable necessity, why fight it? If it’s providence that accepts being appeased, make yourself worthy of divine help. If it’s chaos with no leader, be glad that in such a storm you have some guiding mind in yourself. Even if the flood carries you away, let it carry the little body and breath and the rest—it won’t carry away the mind.


Does a lamp’s light shine and keep its brightness until it goes out? Will the truth and justice and self-control in you be extinguished first?


When someone gives you the impression he did wrong: What do I know if this is really wrong? Even if he did do wrong, he’s already judged himself, and that’s like scratching his own face. Not wanting a bad person to do wrong is like not wanting fig trees to produce juice in their figs, babies to cry, horses to neigh, and all the other necessary things. What do you expect from someone with that kind of character? If you’re bothered by it, fix the character.


If it’s not proper, don’t do it. If it’s not true, don’t say it.


Always aim to see everything—what is this very thing that’s making an impression on me?—and unfold it by analyzing it into cause, matter, purpose, and the time within which it must stop.


Finally realize that you have something better and more godlike in yourself than what causes emotions and jerks you around like a puppet. What’s in my mind right now? Fear? Suspicion? Desire? Something else like that?


First: don’t act randomly or without reference to an end. Second: refer everything to nothing other than the common good.


In a short time you’ll be nothing and nowhere, and nothing you see now will exist, and none of the people now living will be alive. Everything naturally changes and turns and gets destroyed so that other things can come next.3


Everything is opinion, and that’s up to you. Remove the opinion whenever you want, and like a sailor rounding the point—calm water, everything steady, a bay without a wave.


Any activity that stops at the right time suffers no evil by stopping. The person who did this action suffers nothing bad just because it stopped. So the whole system made of all actions—which is life—if it stops at the right time, suffers no evil just because it stopped. The person who brought this sequence to an end at the right time wasn’t treated badly. Nature gives the timing and the limit—sometimes your individual nature when you’re old, but always universal nature, whose parts changing keeps the whole universe always fresh and in its prime. Everything that benefits the whole is always good and timely. So ending life for each person isn’t evil—since it’s not shameful either, if it’s involuntary and doesn’t harm the community. It’s good if it’s timely for the whole and beneficial and fitting. This way someone is god-carried who moves in the same direction as god and carried toward the same things with his judgment.


Keep these three things ready: About your actions—that you do nothing randomly or differently than Justice herself would act. About external events—that they happen either by chance or by providence. You can’t blame chance or accuse providence. Second: what each thing is from conception to getting a soul, and from getting a soul to giving it back, and what it’s composed of and what it breaks down into. Third: if you were suddenly lifted up and looked down at human affairs and their variety, you’d despise them, seeing at the same time how vast the population of air and sky beings is around you. And however many times you were lifted up, you’d see the same things—sameness, short duration. This is what we get proud about.


Throw out the opinion—you’re saved. So what’s stopping you from throwing it out?


When you get upset about something, you forgot that everything happens according to universal nature, and that whatever wrong was done is someone else’s business, and also that everything that happens has always happened this way and will happen and is happening everywhere now. You forgot how close the kinship is between a person and the whole human race—not of blood or seed, but of mind sharing. You also forgot that each person’s mind is god and flowed from there. That nothing belongs to anyone, but child and body and life itself came from there. That everything is opinion. That each person lives only the present and loses only this.


Constantly remember people who got extremely angry about something, who reached the peaks of fame or disasters or hatreds or any other kind of fortune. Then ask: where is all that now? Smoke and ashes and myth, or not even myth. Let all examples like this come to mind: Fabius Catullinus in the country, Lucius Lupus in his gardens, Stertinius at Baiae4, Tiberius on Capri5, Velius Rufus6—and in general any obsession with anything along with conceit. How cheap everything people strain for is, and how much more philosophical it is to show yourself just, self-controlled, obedient to the gods simply with the materials given to you. Pride disguised as humility is the hardest of all to bear.


To people who ask “Where have you seen the gods or how did you figure out they exist that makes you worship them so much?”—first, they are visible to the eye. Second, I haven’t seen my own soul either, and yet I honor it. So with the gods—from the power I experience from them constantly, from this I understand that they exist and I revere them.


Life’s salvation: see each thing throughout for what it really is—what’s its material part, what’s its causal part. Do just things with your whole soul and speak true things. What’s left except to enjoy living by joining one good thing to another, not leaving even the tiniest gap?


One light of the sun, even if it’s broken up by walls, mountains, thousands of other things. One common substance, even if it’s broken up into thousands of individual bodies with their own qualities. One soul, even if it’s broken up into thousands of natures with individual boundaries. One intelligent soul, even if it seems divided up. Now the other parts of what I mentioned—like breath and solid matter—have no sensation and no kinship with each other, yet even these are held together by unity and gravity pulling toward the same place. But mind especially stretches toward what’s like itself and joins with it, and the feeling of community isn’t broken up.


What are you looking for? To keep breathing? But feeling? Moving? Growing? Stopping growing? Using your voice? Thinking? Which of these seems worth wanting to you? If each one is easily despised, go on to the final one: following reason and God. But it conflicts with honoring these things to be upset if death will rob you of them.


What a tiny portion of vast and endless time has been allotted to each of us—it quickly vanishes in the eternal. What a tiny portion of all substance. What a tiny portion of all soul. On what a tiny clump of the whole earth you crawl. Thinking about all this, imagine nothing as important except doing as your nature leads and accepting what universal nature brings.


How does the ruling mind use itself? Everything depends on this. Everything else is either chosen or not chosen—dead and smoke.


The most stirring thing for despising death: even people who think pleasure is good and pain evil have despised death.


For someone who thinks only what’s timely is good, who doesn’t care whether he does more or fewer right actions, who doesn’t care whether he looks at the world for a longer or shorter time—for him even death isn’t frightening.


Human, you were a citizen in this great city. What does it matter to you if it’s five years or three? What’s according to the laws is equal for everyone. What’s terrible if nature sends you away from the city—not a tyrant or an unjust judge, but nature who brought you in? It’s like if the commanding general dismissed an actor from the stage after the general had hired him. “But I haven’t said my five acts, only three.” You spoke well. But in life three acts is the whole play. The one who was responsible for your composition then and your dissolution now decides what’s complete. You’re responsible for neither. So leave peacefully—the one dismissing you is also peaceful.7

1Empedocles was an ancient Greek philosopher who taught that the universe alternates between unity (a perfect sphere) and separation into the four elements.

2Providence means divine planning and care. Stoics debated whether the universe was guided by divine reason or just random chance.

3This refers to Stoic physics—the idea that everything is made of the same basic matter, just arranged differently.

4Baiae was a luxury resort town where wealthy Romans had villas.

5Capri was the island where Emperor Tiberius spent his final years.

6Fabius Catullinus, Lucius Lupus, Stertinius, Tiberius, and Velius Rufus were all prominent Romans in Marcus’s time or before. Marcus uses them as examples of how fame and power don’t last.

7Marcus compares life to a play where actors don’t get to choose how long their parts are—the director (nature) decides when they exit.
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