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Marcus Aurelius' Meditations | Stoic Philosophy

Marcus Aurelius' Meditations is a collection of personal writings by the Roman
emperor that detail his Stoic philosophy and self-reflection. Aurelius writes on
topics like virtue, reason, justice, and living in accordance with nature. He explores
how to deal with external events, inner turmoil, and the inevitability of

death. Aurelius encourages readers to focus on what is within their control, to be
content with their lot, and to strive for inner peace. Aurelius emphasizes the
importance of reason, self-control, and acceptance of fate. His writings emphasize
the interconnectedness of all things and the importance of living a just and virtuous
life. Throughout his writings, Aurelius draws upon his own experiences and the
teachings of others, referencing thinkers like Epictetus and Socrates to illustrate his
philosophical points.

Main Themes

Living in accordance with nature: This is a central theme throughout the
Meditations. Aurelius emphasizes understanding and aligning oneself with the
rational order of the universe and fulfilling one's social duty.

The pursuit of virtue: Aurelius stresses the importance of developing and
practicing virtues like justice, temperance, wisdom, courage, and benevolence.

Acceptance of what is beyond our control: Aurelius advocates for accepting
events we cannot control, focusing instead on what is within our power: our
thoughts, judgments, and actions.

The transience of life: The ephemeral nature of human existence is a recurring
theme, urging the reader to focus on living the present moment virtuously.

The importance of reason: Aurelius values using reason to analyse situations,
make judgments, and guide actions.

The value of self-reflection: Aurelius engages in continuous self-examination,
questioning his motivations and striving for improvement.
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Important Ideas/Facts

e The dichotomy of control: Aurelius distinguishes between what is in our
control (our thoughts and actions) and what is not (external events, other
people's opinions). He advises focusing on the former.

e "Do not waste the remainder of thy life in thoughts about others, when thou
dost not refer thy thoughts to some object of common utility." (Book 1V, 4)

e "They know not how many things are signified by the words stealing, sowing,
buying, keeping quiet, seeing what ought to be done; for this is not affected
by the eyes, but by another kind of vision." (Book 1V, 15)

e The importance of inner peace: True tranquillity comes from ordering the
mind and focusing on virtue, not external circumstances.

o "For nowhere either with more quiet or more freedom from trouble does a
man retire than into his own soul, particularly when he has within him such
thoughts that by looking into them he is immediately in perfect tranquillity."
(Book IV, 35)

e The interconnectedness of all things: Aurelius emphasizes that we are all
part of a larger whole (the universe) and have a duty to act for the common
good.

o "The intelligence of the universe is social. Accordingly, it has made the
inferior things for the sake of the superior, and it has fitted the superior to
one another." (Book VI, 30)

e The importance of reason: Aurelius values using reason to analyse
situations, make judgments, and guide actions.

e "Make for thyself a definition or description of the thing which is presented
to thee, so as to see distinctly what kind of a thing it is in its substance"
(Book IV, 11)

o The fleeting nature of life: Aurelius frequently reminds himself (and the
reader) of the brevity of life and the need to make the most of the present
moment.

o "Pass then through this little space of time conformably to nature, and end
thy journey in content" (Book 1V, 48)

e The influence of mentors: Aurelius acknowledges the profound impact his
mentors and teachers had on his life, particularly Rusticus, Apollonius, and
Sextus. He details specific lessons learned from each.

o The value of self-reflection: Aurelius engages in continuous self-
examination, questioning his motivations and striving for improvement.

e "About what am I now employing my own soul? On every occasion I must
ask myself this question” (Book VIII, 11)
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Aurelius provides several strategies for dealing with negative emotions:

1.

Examining our judgments: He encourages us to analyse the beliefs and
opinions that underlie our emotional responses. Often, our distress stems
from irrational or faulty judgments about events rather than the events
themselves.

Remembering the impermanence of things: Reflecting on the fleeting
nature of life, fame, and external circumstances can help us detach from
sources of anxiety and grief.

Focusing on the present moment: Aurelius emphasizes the importance of
living fully in the present, as the past is gone and the future is uncertain.
Dwelling on past misfortunes or worrying about potential future events only
fuels negative emotions.

Reminding ourselves of our common humanity: Recognizing our shared
nature and interconnectedness with others can foster empathy and reduce
feelings of anger or resentment.

Start each day with intention: Remind yourself of your commitment to
living virtuously and set your mind on doing what is right.

Break down challenging tasks: Divide large undertakings into smaller,
manageable steps to avoid feeling overwhelmed and promote consistent
progress.

Examine your motivations: Regularly reflect on the reasons behind your
actions, ensuring they align with your values and principles.

Seek wisdom from others: Learn from the examples of virtuous individuals
and be open to advice and correction from those you respect.

Practice gratitude: Appreciate the good things in your life, however small,
and cultivate contentment with your circumstances.

Conclusions — The significance of Meditations

Timeless wisdom: Although written centuries ago, Meditations offers timeless
insights into human nature, virtue, and the challenges of living a meaningful life.

Practical guidance: The book provides practical strategies for dealing with
adversity, managing emotions, and cultivating inner peace.

Inspiration for self-improvement: Aurelius' reflections serve as a constant
reminder of the importance of self-reflection, striving for excellence, and living a
life of purpose.
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Mentors Mentioned

Rusticus: Introduced Aurelius to Stoic philosophy and emphasized the importance
of character development and avoiding ostentation.

Apollonius: Taught Aurelius about freedom of will and the unwavering pursuit of
reason.

Sextus: A model of benevolent leadership and living in harmony with nature.
Maximus: Exemplified resilience and inner strength, especially during illness.

Antoninus Pius (Aurelius' father): Known for his mildness, perseverance, and
commitment to justice.

Epictetus: A Stoic philosopher whose teachings greatly influenced Aurelius.

Quotes

o "The happiness of your life depends upon the quality of your thoughts."
(Book 1V, 3)

o "Waste no more time arguing about what a good man should be. Be one."
(Book X, 16)

e "The universe is change; our life is what our thoughts make it." (Book 1V, 3)

e "You have power over your mind - not outside events. Realize this, and you
will find strength." (Book VI, 8)

» "Everything we hear is an opinion, not a fact. Everything we see is a
perspective, not the truth." (Book XII, 26)

Glossary of Key Terms

Atoms: The fundamental, indivisible particles that make up all matter, according to
the atomistic theory adopted by Stoic philosophy.

Cosmos: The ordered and harmonious universe, conceived as a living being
governed by a divine reason or logos.
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Daemon: A personal guardian spirit or inner divinity assigned to each individual,
guiding them towards virtue and fulfilling their destiny.

Destiny: The pre-determined course of events unfolding according to the universal
plan, encompassing all occurrences, including human lives and choices.

Dialectic: A method of logical reasoning and argumentation, involving the
examination of opposing viewpoints to arrive at truth and clarity.

Ethic: The branch of philosophy concerned with moral principles, virtues, and the
pursuit of a good life.

Indifferents: External things, circumstances, or events that are neither inherently
good nor bad, holding no moral value in themselves.

Justice: The cardinal virtue of acting in accordance with reason, fairness, and the
common good, recognizing the interconnectedness of all beings.

Logos: The divine reason or principle that governs the cosmos, embodying order,
rationality, and purpose.

Nature: The inherent order and principles governing the universe and all beings
within it, including human nature with its rational and social capacities.

Physic: The branch of philosophy concerned with the nature of reality, the
fundamental principles of the universe, and the processes of change.

Providence: The belief in a benevolent and purposeful guiding force behind the
cosmos, ensuring the overall good and the fulfilment of destiny.

Rational Animal: The Stoic definition of human beings, highlighting their capacity
for reason and their inherent social nature.

Reason: The faculty of the mind that enables understanding, judgment, and the
pursuit of knowledge, virtue, and a life in harmony with nature.

Ruling Principle: The governing part of the soul responsible for our thoughts,
choices, and actions, ideally aligned with reason and virtue.

Stoic: A follower of Stoic philosophy, emphasizing virtue, reason, self-control, and
acceptance of what is beyond our control.
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Tranquillity: A state of inner peace and serenity, achieved by aligning oneself with
reason, accepting what is fated, and focusing on virtuous action.

Virtue: Moral excellence and the highest good, encompassing wisdom, justice,
courage, and temperance. Virtuous action is the key to happiness and a life in
accordance with nature.



