
Marcus Aurelius lived almost nineteen centuries ago, yet there is something strangely 
familiar about the battle taking place inside his mind. Strip away the marble statues, the 
Roman armor, the imperial titles, and the centuries of admiration, and a human being 
appears who was repeatedly trying to stop himself from becoming bitter, arrogant, 
frightened, distracted, lazy, angry, or intoxicated by his own importance. That matters 
because Marcus was not practicing wisdom from the safety of a quiet classroom. He 
eventually became emperor of the Roman world, reigning from 161 until 180 CE, during 
years filled with warfare, political instability, disease, death within his own family, 
rebellion, enormous administrative responsibilities, and the constant possibility that one 
wrong decision could affect millions of people. His surviving private writings reveal 
something more interesting than a man who possessed wisdom: they reveal a man who 
apparently needed to remind himself of wisdom again and again. That distinction 
changes everything. Marcus Aurelius becomes less useful when he is turned into the 
perfectly calm “Stoic emperor” who had conquered his emotions. He becomes much 
more useful when understood as someone engaged in the lifelong work of governing 
himself while circumstances continually gave him reasons to lose control. (Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy) 

He was born Marcus Annius Verus in Rome on April 26, 121 CE, into an extremely 
wealthy and politically connected aristocratic family. His father died while Marcus was 
still very young, probably when the boy was around three, and much of his upbringing 
fell to relatives, tutors, and members of Rome's elite intellectual culture. The world into 
which he was born was not democratic in the modern meaning of the word. Roman 
society was severely hierarchical: emperors stood at the summit, senators and wealthy 
families possessed extraordinary privilege, citizenship carried different levels of 
advantage, women operated under significant legal and cultural restrictions, and slavery 
was woven into the economic and social structure of the empire. Marcus therefore did 
not rise from poverty or obscurity. He began life with privilege, education, connections, 
and wealth, and any serious account of him has to say that plainly. What makes his 
development interesting is not that he overcame material deprivation, but that someone 
born near the top of society became increasingly suspicious of vanity, luxury, reputation, 
and the corrupting effect of status. His philosophical struggle would eventually become a 
struggle against one of the most dangerous temptations available to powerful people: 
believing that because others treat you as important, you actually are more important 
than they are. (Wikipedia) 

Roman succession then pulled Marcus toward a future that he had not simply designed 
for himself. Emperor Hadrian arranged for Antoninus Pius to succeed him, with the 
condition that Antoninus adopt Marcus and another young man who would later become 
Lucius Verus. Adoption among Roman elites could be intensely political; it could create 
legal heirs, strengthen dynastic relationships, and help determine who would eventually 
possess imperial authority. Marcus was therefore adopted into the succession and spent 
more than twenty years under Antoninus Pius learning what imperial government 
actually required. This is important because Marcus did not suddenly walk into the 
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palace at forty years old carrying a philosophy book. He had years of exposure to 
administration, legal matters, ceremonial duties, correspondence, political personalities, 
and the endless business of governing an enormous territorial empire. Antoninus 
became one of the people Marcus admired most. In his private reflections Marcus 
remembered qualities such as patience, consistency, careful decision-making, modest 
living, steadiness under pressure, and the ability to listen without being easily 
manipulated. That tells us something about Marcus's understanding of power. He was 
learning that authority is not proved by constantly displaying authority. Sometimes the 
strongest person in the room is the one who does not need the room continually 
reminded of his strength. (The Metropolitan Museum of Art) 

His education was unusually broad even for an aristocratic Roman. Rhetoric occupied an 
important place in elite education, and rhetoric meant far more than public speaking; it 
was the disciplined art of constructing arguments, persuading audiences, arranging 
language, and presenting a case effectively. One of Marcus's important teachers was 
Marcus Cornelius Fronto, a famous rhetorician with whom Marcus maintained an 
extensive correspondence. Yet philosophy increasingly captured him. Teachers including 
Junius Rusticus exposed him more seriously to Stoic thought, and Rusticus helped 
connect him with the teachings of Epictetus, a philosopher whose own life had been 
dramatically different from Marcus's because Epictetus had once been enslaved. There is 
something striking in that intellectual inheritance: a future emperor was learning how to 
govern himself partly from the teachings of a former slave. Stoicism itself had begun 
centuries earlier in Greece with Zeno of Citium and developed through thinkers such as 
Cleanthes and Chrysippus before Roman-era figures including Seneca, Epictetus, and 
Marcus carried it forward. Philosophy for these people was not merely an academic 
subject that allowed someone to sound intelligent. It was supposed to reshape character. 
A philosophical claim that remained impressive on paper but disappeared when 
somebody insulted you, frightened you, tempted you, or disappointed you had not yet 
become part of your life. (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy) 

That brings us into Stoicism itself, because modern culture sometimes reduces it to 
something much thinner than the original philosophy. Stoicism does not simply mean 
“don't care,” “never cry,” “be tough,” or “ignore your problems.” The central question is 
what actually makes a human life good. The Stoics argued that virtue is the true good, 
with virtue meaning excellence of character expressed through qualities such as 
wisdom, justice, courage, and self-control. Money, health, popularity, pleasure, 
professional success, physical comfort, social status, and even longevity were classified 
in a technical sense as “indifferents.” That word can sound cold until its meaning is 
understood. The Stoics were not saying that health and sickness are identical or that 
poverty and wealth create no practical differences. They were saying those conditions do 
not by themselves determine whether somebody is a good human being. Wealth can be 
used honorably or disgracefully. Poverty can exist alongside integrity or corruption. 
Fame can belong to a fool, while an excellent person can die unknown. The Stoic 
therefore tries to prefer reasonable things without surrendering his moral character to 
them. You may work for success, protect your health, build wealth, defend your family, 
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and pursue worthwhile goals, but the moment your peace and identity completely 
depend upon possessing those things, fortune has been handed control of your inner 
life. (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy) 

Marcus eventually inherited almost unimaginable external power, which made this 
philosophy much harder rather than easier to practice. When Antoninus Pius died in 161, 
Marcus became emperor, but he did something unusual by sharing imperial authority 
with Lucius Verus. Rome now had two emperors possessing the imperial title together, 
although Marcus remained the stronger political figure. Almost immediately, the 
comfortable image of a philosopher peacefully ruling from Rome began falling apart. War 
erupted with the Parthian Empire in the East. Roman forces eventually prevailed, but 
soldiers returning from the eastern campaigns became associated with the spread of the 
devastating epidemic now called the Antonine Plague. Modern historians continue 
debating precisely which disease caused it, but there is no serious doubt that the 
epidemic brought enormous suffering and demographic disruption to parts of the 
empire. Then came major pressures along Rome's northern frontiers, especially 
involving groups including the Marcomanni and Quadi. Warfare along the Danube would 
consume much of Marcus's later reign. These were not philosophical exercises in which 
the correct answer was waiting on the next page. Soldiers died. Communities were 
displaced. Resources were drained. Political calculations had consequences measured 
in human lives. The emperor who wrote about tranquility spent considerable portions of 
his reign surrounded by military campaigns. (The Metropolitan Museum of Art) 

It was within this kind of life that the writings now called Meditations emerged. The title 
can mislead modern readers because Marcus apparently did not sit down intending to 
write a bestselling philosophical book called Meditations. The ancient work became 
known by a title closer to To Himself, which captures its nature much better. These were 
private exercises written largely in Greek rather than Latin, even though Marcus was a 
Roman emperor. Greek remained a major language of philosophy and educated culture, 
and Marcus used it to work upon himself. Scholars generally understand the writings as 
exercises in moral correction: reminders, arguments, observations, repetitions, 
warnings, and attempts to bring his own thinking back into alignment with the principles 
he believed. This explains why the book can feel repetitive. Marcus was not worrying 
about entertaining a future reader. If anger kept returning, he attacked anger again. If fear 
of death returned, he reconsidered death again. If vanity returned, he reduced fame to its 
proper size again. If irritating people got under his skin, he reminded himself again that 
human beings are made to cooperate. The repetition is part of the evidence. A person 
does not repeatedly remind himself not to become angry because anger has permanently 
disappeared from him. He does it because the battle keeps returning. (Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy) 

One of the most useful ideas running through Marcus's thinking concerns the difference 
between an event and the judgment we attach to the event. Suppose someone criticizes 
you. The criticism occurred; that part belongs to reality. But then the mind begins adding 
material: They humiliated me. Everybody must think I am weak. I have to get them back. 
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This proves that I am worthless. I will never forget this. Stoicism asks us to examine that 
second layer. The first event may be outside our control, while much of the suffering that 
follows can be intensified by the story the mind constructs around it. Marcus therefore 
works repeatedly on what the Stoics called an “impression,” the initial appearance or 
interpretation that arrives in consciousness. Rather than immediately treating every 
impression as truth, the mind can examine it. This does not magically remove grief, pain, 
injustice, or danger, and Stoicism becomes dishonest when presented as though 
thinking correctly prevents human suffering. It does something more believable: it places 
a space between what happens and what we decide it means. Inside that space sits 
judgment, and judgment is where a large portion of human freedom lives. 

This is also why genuine Stoicism is very different from emotional numbness. Ancient 
Stoics used ideas that eventually became associated with apatheia, but that does not 
mean modern “apathy,” where someone simply does not care. The target was destructive 
passion that overwhelms reason and enslaves judgment. Marcus could care about 
people, grieve, become tired, experience physical pain, and feel fear while still attempting 
not to allow those experiences to dictate dishonorable behavior. Think about anger. 
Anger can feel powerful because it produces energy, certainty, and the sensation that we 
are morally superior to whoever offended us. Marcus saw the danger in that, particularly 
for someone with imperial power. An ordinary person's uncontrolled anger may damage 
a relationship; an emperor's uncontrolled anger could destroy families, careers, 
communities, or lives. He repeatedly reminded himself that people often behave badly 
because they are confused about what is truly good, and that another person's ignorance 
does not require him to become ignorant in response. That is a demanding standard. It 
means another person's lack of discipline cannot be allowed to determine the quality of 
your character. The insult may belong to them; what you become after receiving it 
belongs much more closely to you. 

Death occupies an enormous amount of space in Marcus's thinking, but reading him as 
obsessed with death misses what he was trying to accomplish. He wanted death 
remembered because remembering mortality strips false importance from things that 
normally dominate our attention. The Roman emperor surrounded by titles, guards, 
ceremonies, statues, military victories, political enemies, and people seeking favors still 
knew that his body would eventually become what every body becomes. Other emperors 
had been feared as gods on earth and were now names in history. Generals had 
conquered nations and disappeared. Beautiful people aged. Famous people were 
forgotten. The wealthy died beside the poor. Marcus kept reducing life to this scale 
because ego depends upon pretending that temporary things are permanent. When 
mortality is honestly accepted, pettiness begins looking expensive. Spending ten years 
hating someone becomes harder to justify when those ten years are understood as part 
of a limited supply of life. Worrying endlessly about what strangers think becomes less 
impressive when both the person being judged and the judges are moving toward the 
same destination. Marcus was not arguing that nothing matters because everything 
passes. His reasoning moves closer to the opposite conclusion: precisely because 



everything passes, character and the present use of time deserve extraordinary 
seriousness. 

Time therefore became another form of discipline. Marcus understood that human beings 
repeatedly abandon the present while mentally living inside memories and imagined 
futures. We relive conversations that cannot be changed, rehearse disasters that have 
not happened, imagine applause we have not earned, and postpone becoming the person 
we claim we want to become. Stoic attention pulls the mind back toward the piece of 
reality actually available for action: what is directly in front of us. That does not mean 
refusing to plan. Marcus governed an empire; planning was unavoidable. The distinction 
lies between planning and mentally surrendering to the future. Planning produces an 
action that can be taken now. Anxiety often produces repeated internal simulations 
without useful action. Marcus's discipline was therefore practical: identify what this 
moment requires, perform that duty well, and stop demanding guarantees about 
outcomes that no human being possesses. A person can prepare carefully and still lose. 
A person can act honorably and still be misunderstood. A person can love someone and 
still lose them. Wisdom does not negotiate a contract guaranteeing that good behavior 
will produce comfortable circumstances. 

His thinking becomes even more serious when it moves from personal calm to justice. 
Marcus did not believe Stoicism meant withdrawing from other people and perfecting 
oneself in isolation. Human beings, in his philosophy, are fundamentally social creatures. 
The Stoic idea of the cosmopolis imagined humanity as belonging to a larger moral 
community—a kind of universal city in which rational beings share a common nature. 
That idea does not erase the enormous inequalities of the Roman world, and Marcus 
himself never attempted anything approaching modern political equality, but the principle 
pushed Stoic ethics beyond private self-control. Character had to appear in treatment of 
other people. Patience, fairness, cooperation, public duty, restraint in punishment, and 
resistance to personal vanity became political virtues as well as private ones. A person 
who can sit alone quietly but becomes dishonest once money is involved has not 
mastered Stoicism. A person who speaks beautifully about discipline but mistreats 
people beneath him has missed its ethical center. Marcus's position made this test 
severe because he constantly dealt with petitioners, senators, military commanders, 
administrators, enemies, relatives, flatterers, and rivals. Philosophy had to leave the 
notebook and enter decisions. 

One of the clearest examples came in 175 when the powerful general Avidius Cassius 
was proclaimed emperor in the East after a false report circulated that Marcus had died. 
From the Roman imperial perspective, this was rebellion and potentially the beginning of 
civil war. Marcus prepared to confront the crisis, but Cassius was killed by his own men 
after only a few months. Ancient evidence portrays Marcus as seeking restraint afterward 
rather than launching a broad revenge campaign against Cassius's family and 
supporters. We should always treat ancient accounts of supposedly virtuous emperors 
carefully because political reputations were constructed in antiquity just as they are now, 
but the episode fits Marcus's repeated concern with controlling retaliation. Mercy 



becomes most meaningful when punishment is actually available. It is easy for powerless 
people to romanticize forgiveness because they cannot retaliate effectively. Marcus had 
armies, courts, prisons, officials, and enormous legal authority. Restraint exercised 
under those circumstances carries a different weight. (OUP Academic) 

Still, admiration has to stop short of mythology. Marcus Aurelius ruled the Roman 
Empire, and the Roman Empire maintained itself through military force, conquest, 
taxation, legal inequality, and slavery. He was not secretly a twenty-first-century 
humanitarian trapped in the second century. Millions of enslaved people existed 
throughout the Roman world, and Marcus did not attempt to abolish that institution. His 
armies fought brutal frontier wars, captured enemies, and participated in the violent 
machinery by which ancient empires survived and expanded. Christians also suffered 
persecution during his reign, most famously at Lyon in 177. The historical question of 
Marcus's personal responsibility is complicated. Evidence supports significant 
anti-Christian violence occurring under his government, while historians debate whether 
he initiated a coordinated empire-wide persecution or whether many episodes grew from 
local authorities, existing Roman legal practices, and popular hostility. The clean 
version—“the wise emperor had nothing to do with it”—is too convenient, while the 
opposite claim that he personally designed every persecution goes beyond what the 
evidence securely establishes. His reign contained injustices that his philosophy did not 
eliminate. This is where studying historical people becomes mature: wisdom in one area 
does not automatically produce enlightenment in every area. (Cambridge University 
Press) 

Then comes the question that has followed his reputation for centuries: Commodus. 
Marcus and his wife Faustina had numerous children, many of whom died young, and 
their surviving son Commodus eventually became the imperial successor. Marcus 
elevated him into increasingly important positions and made him co-emperor in 177. 
Commodus would later become notorious for behavior and governance dramatically 
different from the philosophical image attached to his father. This creates an 
uncomfortable problem because Marcus belonged to an era often remembered for 
adoptive succession, where emperors such as Trajan, Hadrian, and Antoninus Pius had 
reached power through adoption rather than direct father-to-son inheritance. Yet Marcus 
returned imperial power to his biological son. Calling this simply stupidity ignores 
Roman dynastic reality: a healthy biological son created different political pressures than 
those faced by emperors without suitable sons, and excluding Commodus could itself 
have provoked succession conflict. Still, the outcome was disastrous enough that 
Marcus's judgment deserves scrutiny. Wisdom does not make a parent infallible about 
his own child. A person can perceive the weaknesses of strangers while remaining 
hopeful, conflicted, or partially blind concerning someone he loves. The succession of 
Commodus is one of the strongest warnings against turning Marcus into a flawless sage. 
(The Metropolitan Museum of Art) 

Even the famous label “philosopher-king” deserves care. Plato had imagined the 
possibility of political rulers whose understanding of truth and justice made them fit to 
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govern, and later generations naturally saw something of that ideal in Marcus. Yet 
Marcus himself was never claiming that he had arrived at philosophical perfection. His 
writings repeatedly reveal dissatisfaction with his own progress. That is perhaps one 
reason they remain unusually powerful. A completed master telling everyone else how to 
live can quickly become unbearable. Marcus sounds more like someone catching himself 
wandering off course and pulling himself back. He reminds himself not to chase 
reputation because some part of him evidently cared about reputation. He warns himself 
against anger because anger remained possible. He writes against distraction because 
his attention wandered. He tells himself to get out of bed and perform his work because 
even an emperor apparently knew the temptation to remain comfortable. There is a 
profound difference between possessing a principle intellectually and having that 
principle available when life applies pressure. Marcus's notebook records the distance 
between those two conditions. 

That distance is where much of his wisdom becomes useful today. People frequently 
imagine that knowledge automatically changes behavior. We know overeating can 
damage health and still overeat. We know reckless spending can create financial 
pressure and still spend impulsively. We know resentment can poison years of life and 
still rehearse an old offense every night. We know that attention is precious and still 
surrender hours to meaningless distraction. Marcus understood something 
uncomfortable: the mind requires training because understanding something once does 
not guarantee obedience to it later. His repetitions functioned almost like mental 
exercise. Just as physical strength disappears without continued use, philosophical 
strength weakens when principles remain untouched. This explains why reading 
Meditations quickly and collecting impressive quotations can miss the book's purpose. 
Marcus was not collecting quotations. He was conditioning his judgment. 

There is also a lesson here about reputation. Marcus repeatedly reduced fame to 
absurdity by remembering that the people who praise us will die, the people who 
remember them will die, and eventually even enormous reputations become fragments 
known only to historians. Yet he was not telling himself to become mediocre. He was 
separating excellence from applause. Those are completely different motivations. 
Excellence asks, Was the work done properly? Vanity asks, Did everyone notice that I did 
it? Excellence can survive anonymity. Vanity starves without witnesses. This distinction 
becomes especially powerful in a culture where achievement can easily become 
performance, where experiences are sometimes valued according to whether they can be 
displayed, and where attention itself has become an economy. Marcus would probably 
recognize the underlying temptation immediately even though the technology would 
bewilder him. Rome had statues, triumphs, public honors, political titles, court flatterers, 
and monuments. We have different machinery for reputation, but the ancient weakness 
remains recognizable. 

Perhaps the greatest misunderstanding of Marcus Aurelius is thinking that his goal was 
to control life. His philosophy moves in the opposite direction. Life cannot be controlled 
completely, which is precisely why character must be cultivated. Bodies become sick. 



Markets change. Governments change. Children make their own decisions. Friends 
disappoint us. People die. Plans collapse. Accidents happen. Powerful people lose 
power. Beautiful people age. Intelligent people make terrible decisions. There is no 
philosophy capable of removing uncertainty from existence. Stoicism instead asks 
whether the human being facing uncertainty can become more difficult to corrupt. Can 
disappointment arrive without turning us dishonest? Can success arrive without making 
us arrogant? Can money arrive without owning us? Can money disappear without 
destroying our identity? Can somebody insult us without choosing our behavior for us? 
Can fear exist without becoming our commander? Those questions contain more of 
Marcus Aurelius than the fashionable image of a silent man simply enduring hardship. 

He died on March 17, 180 CE while the northern wars were still occupying Rome's 
attention, and Commodus succeeded him. Marcus could not know that scattered private 
writings made during his life would eventually become one of antiquity's most widely 
read works. He could not know that emperors would disappear, the western Roman 
Empire would eventually fall, Latin would transform into new languages, nations 
unknown to him would arise, and people living nearly two thousand years later would 
carry translations of his private reminders in their pockets. That survival creates a 
strange irony. A man who repeatedly warned himself that fame disappears became one of 
the most famous philosophers in history. Yet the best tribute to him is probably not 
admiration. It is understanding what he was actually attempting. 

Marcus Aurelius was not valuable because nothing bothered him. Things bothered him 
enough that he kept writing to himself about them. He was not valuable because he 
solved the problem of suffering. His family experienced death, his empire endured 
disease, his armies fought prolonged wars, political betrayal reached his own 
government, and eventually his own body failed. He was not valuable because every 
decision he made was correct; some parts of his reign remain morally troubling, and his 
choice of successor casts a permanent shadow across his reputation. What makes him 
worth carrying forward is more human than perfection. He understood that 
circumstances continuously attempt to recruit our character into their chaos, and he 
spent much of his life trying not to cooperate. The person who insults you wants access 
to your temper. Fear wants access to your judgment. Success wants access to your ego. 
Pleasure wants access to your discipline. Grief wants permission to convince you that 
nothing remains. Power wants to persuade you that ordinary rules no longer apply. 
Marcus Aurelius spent decades answering those pressures with the same difficult 
principle: whatever happens around you, the responsibility for what you become within it 
remains unfinished work. That is why his writing still breathes. It is not the voice of a 
man standing above human weakness. It is the record of a man standing inside it, 
working on himself. 

 


