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Quotations from the Meditations are taken from Jonathan Lowell’s
translation from the original Greek (Wisdom Classic Books).

While governing an empire, Marcus Aurelius wrote in
Greek for himself. His notes have no introduction, no
guide to reading them, and no sign that he meant to
publish them. A reminder of a few words may follow a
long argument. An image of time gives way to an
examination of anger; a question about death to one
about what we owe others. If you open the book
expecting a continuous story or lessons in order, its
form may surprise you.

These pages, though, are more than a collection of
inspiring sayings. Marcus returns to the same
difficulties because understanding them once was not
enough. Fatigue, vanity, fear, or irritation could
change how things appeared. He had to bring back a
thought he already knew and examine it in the
circumstances of that day. A repeated sentence can
therefore have new force.

How do we bring together the man who examines his
own judgments and the one who calls the universe a
city? What connects a decision made in silence to life
with other people? This guide traces those
connections. You can read it before, during, or after
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the Meditations. It shows what Marcus does when he
writes, helps you recognize the exercises behind his
notes, and revisits passages that have lost part of their
meaning through being quoted in isolation.

1 What kind of book is this?

Do you remember a day when you knew time was
short and still watched the hours slip away?
Understanding an idea does not guarantee that it will
come to mind when you need it most. Marcus knew
this distance between knowing and doing. By
repeating a conviction, he tried to keep it present even
when the warm bed seemed more inviting than the
work waiting for him.

In 3.13, Marcus compares this care to a physician
keeping instruments ready for an unexpected case:
“keep your principles ready for understanding things
divine and human.” An instrument stored too far away
cannot help a patient at the moment of need. A sound
thought may also be unavailable just when fear comes
to the door. Repetition is one way of keeping it within
reach.

In 7.2, Marcus sees principles weaken as the thoughts
that sustain them fade. They must be rekindled. He
tells himself: “You can come back to life.” Then he
explains: “Look at things again as you once saw them;



BEYOND THE QUOTES 3

for this is what coming back to life means.” He is not
describing a new life made out of nothing. He is trying
to recover a clarity he once had and lost sight of amid
the habits of the day.

Pierre Hadot called such practices spiritual exercises.
The term may sound solemn, but the idea is concrete:
train your attention, examine what you think, and
learn to see a situation from another angle. Marcus
does this when he investigates his desire for praise,
imagines his own death, or reconsiders how he judges
someone else. Sometimes he develops an argument in
several steps; sometimes he gives himself a brief
instruction. In both cases, the question remains: how
should one live?

In 11.18, Marcus thinks about people who irritate him
and interrupts his own indignation: “You yourself
commit many errors and are another person of the
same kind.” The warning is directed first at Marcus
himself. Before condemning someone, he must
recognize that he too makes mistakes. The question
reaches us as readers: is the fault we notice so quickly
in someone else one we excuse in ourselves?

In Book I, Marcus thanks the people who taught him
ways to act. Later he will have to put those lessons to
use without his teachers beside him. What thoughts
does he try to keep ready for that moment?
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Three exercises to look for

Hadot identified three disciplines in Marcus’s notes,
each linked to the teaching of Epictetus. The first
concerns assent: look at an impression before
accepting the judgment it suggests. The second
concerns desire: accept what happens without
demanding that nature conform to our plans. The
third concerns action: choose what is just and useful to
the community. These disciplines help us follow the
book. We need not force every line into them.

The first exercise appears in 4.7: “Remove the
judgment, and ‘I have been harmed’ is removed.
Remove ‘I have been harmed,’ and the harm is
removed.” Marcus asks us to distinguish an event from
the judgment our minds add to it. The sentence does
not erase loss, violence, or responsibility. It puts the
mind’s conclusion under examination. When you
encounter words such as impression, opinion,
judgment, and assent, look for this exercise at work.

The second exercise takes shape as an image in 4.49:
“Be like the headland against which the waves
continually break: it stands firm, and around it the
swelling water settles down.” The sea advances
without consulting the rock. Marcus asks how to
receive what he did not choose while still directing his
actions toward what is right. References to nature, the
Whole, and fate often belong to this inquiry.
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The third exercise turns to our actions. In 11.37,
recording an instruction from Epictetus, Marcus
speaks of an art of assent and of attentive impulses, so
that action is taken with reservation and directed
toward life in common. To act with reservation is to
recognize that the result may escape our control. A
concern for the common good keeps that limit from
becoming an excuse for doing nothing. Words such as
justice, community, and service to others often signal
this exercise.

In 9.6, the three disciplines appear together. Marcus
considers it enough to understand what presents itself
to judgment, direct the present action toward the
common good, and welcome what comes from an
external cause. Thinking, acting, accepting: he attends
to all three in the same moment. In 9.7, the note
becomes shorter still: “Erase the impression. Stop the
impulse. Extinguish desire. Keep the ruling faculty in
its own power.”

When you come upon a difficult note, ask what Marcus
is exercising there. Is he examining a judgment?
Trying to accept something that happened? Deciding
how to act toward other people? He may be doing
more than one of these things; the note may also resist
the scheme. The question opens up the passage
without settling its meaning.
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Reading a whole entry

Many readers first encounter Marcus through a
sentence printed over a photograph. The sentence may
be good, but a whole entry often shows what prompted
it. When a passage catches your attention, read what
comes before and after. Is there a particular difficulty
at the start? Does the reasoning change direction?
Does the last sentence alter the first? Sometimes the
most widely shared line is a question Marcus asked
himself, presented outside the book as an answer for
everyone.

Notice, too, whom Marcus is addressing. The “you” in
many notes is Marcus himself. When he tells himself
to get out of bed, restrain his irritation, or resist
vanity, the emperor shows that he still has to work on
these habits. Read alone, a sentence may sound like an
order given to us. In the book it is, first of all, a
reminder he wrote for himself. We can learn from it
without erasing that difference.

The numbers help us return to the context. In 4.49, the
first marks the book and the second the entry. In Book
I, a third number identifies a part of the entry. You can
use them to find the passage in another edition or
translation. If a word seems strange, read the
neighboring sentences and consult the glossary, if
there is one. You need not solve the whole book at
once. A good reading can begin with a single note.
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2 Marcus’s Stoicism

Marcus inherited a tradition that was already several
centuries old. Zeno founded Stoicism in Athens;
Chrysippus and other thinkers developed its ideas,
which later became an important part of intellectual
life in the Roman world. Mainly fragments and reports
survive from the founders. Much of the Stoicism we
can read at length comes from the Roman period:
Seneca’s letters, the records of Epictetus’s teaching,
and Marcus’s own notes. Stoic teachers asked how to
live in a world that changes without asking our leave.
Marcus knew the teaching of Epictetus especially
through notes he received from Rusticus, whom he
thanks in Book I (1.7.3). His answer has the particular
voice of someone bringing philosophy to the
difficulties of his own life.

What is yours to do

Epictetus’s Handbook opens with a direct distinction:
some things are up to us and others are not
(Handbook 1). We can examine our judgments and
choose the purposes that guide our actions.
Reputation, other people’s responses, and many
outcomes are beyond our decision. Marcus takes this
distinction into a concrete problem. In 8.47, after
examining the judgment that distresses him, he asks
why he should remain distressed over a task he can
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still perform: “why not act rather than be distressed?”
If a stronger obstacle prevents the action, he is not
responsible for failing to carry it through.

Imagine preparing carefully to help someone and then
finding that you cannot give the person what they
need. Your effort remains yours; their response and
the obstacles you encounter may not be. In 8.1, Marcus
places the good of a human life in becoming just,
temperate, courageous, and free. Those qualities let
him assess his conduct even when the outcome is not
in his hands.

This does not make health, family, or material
resources worthless. They matter in the choices we
make. Stoics call them indifferent because they do not,
by themselves, make a life good or bad; some may
reasonably be preferred. In this sense, Marcus says
that the soul lives the finest life if one “remains
indifferent toward things indifferent” (11.16). The rest
of the note turns to the judgments we attach to such
things. Nothing in it permits neglect of the people or
circumstances before us.

In 8.7, Marcus brings these demands together. A
rational nature proceeds well when it assents only to
clear and true impressions, directs its impulses toward
the common good, keeps desire within what is up to
us, and welcomes what common nature allots.
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Accepting the outcome does not release him from
deciding and acting.

Looking at your own thoughts

Suppose someone praises a piece of work you have
done. You enjoy hearing it and soon begin to look for
the same praise from others. Without noticing the
change, you start measuring the work’s value by their
response. It is a small shift, but Marcus would pay
attention to it. In 11.1, he describes a mind able to
observe and shape its own activity. We can notice a
thought while it is still influencing us.

That examination asks for reasons. Did the praise
make the action just? Would criticism make it
shameful? What if the person judging is mistaken? In
8.13, Marcus tells himself to examine what the thing
is, what feeling it stirs, and whether his reasoning
about it holds up. A thought may arrive with great
force and still fail to deserve our agreement.

Marcus does not devote many pages of the
Meditations to the technical rules of argument. In
Book I, he is grateful that his interest in philosophy
did not end in a life absorbed by proofs and
speculation (1.17.9). That does not mean he can do
without reasoning. In 4.4, as we will see, he uses it to
think about what we owe one another. What Marcus
does depends on what he accepts as true.
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Nature and the Whole

In 4.23, Marcus addresses nature: “Everything is fruit
to me that your seasons bear, O nature.” A season does
not come sooner because we want it to. Speaking this
way, he tries to see his life within a larger process in
which things arise, change, and pass away. His wishes
do not set the time of that process.

For Marcus, nature is intelligent and divine. When he
speaks of Zeus or providence, he is naming his
conviction that events belong to a wider order. He
does not imagine a world arranged around his
preferences. In 6.44, he considers two possibilities: the
gods care for each person in particular, or for the
whole of which each person is a part. Either way, he
tries to welcome what happens and remain attentive to
his conduct.

This concern also appears when Marcus speaks of
prayer. In 9.40, he asks whether he might seek help
with fear and desire, instead of asking only that things
happen as he wants. When Marcus imagines losing a
child, the question becomes hard: how can he keep
from living under the rule of that fear? Marcus leaves
open the possibility that the gods may help us even in
what lies within our power. The example offers no easy
comfort; it shows the demand he places before
himself.
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We need not give Marcus a modern faith to hear the
religious force of these lines. Reverence for nature also
places a duty on him. In 9.1, he writes: “The person
who acts unjustly acts impiously.” If nature made
human beings to live with one another, welcoming its
course includes asking what we owe the person beside
us.

Time and death

“Time is a kind of river of things coming to be, a
violent current” (4.43). The image leaves nothing still:
something appears and is soon carried on. The praise
you hope for will pass too, along with the people who
might remember you (4.19). Seen this way, the wish to
be noticed loses much of its weight.

Then there is what we put off. In 4.17, Marcus warns
himself: “Do not live as though you were going to live
ten thousand years.” There will be no later life free of
interruptions, set aside for the work that matters. He
must act in the circumstances he has, without a
promise that he will finish everything he intends.

Thinking about death brings a question into today:
what deserves our time? The pursuit of recognition
may draw you away from someone who needs you
now. Resentment can consume hours that will not
return. By imagining the end, Marcus tries to give
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proper weight to the next action. Its value lies in the
care with which he performs it, not in how long any
fame might last afterward.

Living with other people

Book II opens at daybreak. Marcus prepares to meet
difficult people and, by the end of the entry, compares
our cooperation to that of hands, feet, and eyelids
(2.1). A part does not help the body by working against
the others. His independence of judgment should
allow him to live among people who think differently,
rather than withdraw from them.

This relationship also reaches people Marcus does not
know or like. In 4.4, he reasons that if we share reason,
we can recognize a common law for action; we
therefore belong to a common city. In 6.44, the idea
becomes more concrete: “As Antoninus, my city and
homeland is Rome; as a human being, the cosmos.” He
still has duties in Rome, but he sees them within a
wider human community.

The common good, then, must guide what he does.
Sometimes that calls for patience; at other times, for
opposing someone. In 6.50, Marcus tells himself: “Try
to persuade them; but act even against their wishes
when the reason of justice leads that way.” He speaks
of accepting an obstacle only after requiring himself to
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attempt the action. Caring for others can also mean
correcting and resisting.

A judgment formed in silence can change how we treat
someone else. It affects the way we listen, keep a
promise, or use a position of power. Marcus’s notes
join this inner work to responsibilities toward others.
The next ten misunderstandings show what happens
when a sentence is read without that connection.

3 Ten misunderstandings

Stoics should feel nothing

Someone may tell a person in tears to be Stoic, as if
that meant feeling nothing. Stoics sought freedom
from passions such as anger, fear, and envy, which
they understood as rooted in mistaken judgments.
They did not seek to erase affection. Remembering
Sextus, Marcus praises him for “being at once entirely
free from passion and full of natural affection” (1.9.3).
Sextus took an interest in others, spoke well of them,
and made no display of his self-restraint. His example
asks us to listen more carefully when someone is told
to be Stoic.
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Acceptance means doing nothing

A plan fails, but the injustice you hoped to address
remains. It would be convenient to call the obstacle
fate and stop. Marcus gives himself another
instruction: “And if other things stand in the way,
proceed rationally according to the starting points now
available, holding to what appears just” (10.12). The
first path has closed. It is time to consider what can
still be done: ask for help, find another way, or choose
a smaller action. Accepting what happened does not
remove the demand for justice.

Inner independence means withdrawing
from people

In 7.13, Marcus warns himself: “you do not yet love
human beings from the heart.” He recognizes the
temptation to see himself as a part cut off from the
others. Disappointment can make that distance
attractive: if people hurt us, why keep caring about
them? He answers with the image of a living member
of a body. What he does has meaning in relation to the
life of the whole. Doing good for someone, even after a
disappointment, can become a source of joy again.



BEYOND THE QUOTES 15

Being Stoic means enduring alone

“Do not be ashamed of being helped” (7.7). Marcus
does not write this instruction for someone who can
already do everything alone. He imagines a soldier
facing a wall: without another’s support, the soldier
cannot climb it. The task remains his, though a
companion’s hand makes it possible. When we accept
help, we do not give up what is ours to do. Sometimes
that is how we manage to do it.

Changing your judgment means pretending
everything is fine

When a child is ill, telling someone to change their
judgment may sound cruel. Marcus begins by
acknowledging what he sees: “I see that the child is ill.
I see that” (8.49). The illness is real. His next step is
different: he distinguishes that fact from what fear
projects beyond it—the conclusion that the child is in
danger, which he says he does not see. The exercise
asks us to attend to what we know and to what fear
leads us to add. It does not ask us to stop caring for the
child.
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Thinking about death means despising life

In 12.29, after recalling what it means to see clearly,
act justly, and speak truthfully, Marcus asks what
remains but “to enjoy living by joining one good thing
to another.” These words help us reread his warnings
about death. He knows that time ends; for that reason,
he wants to use well the time he has. A life with no
guarantee of length can include work, affection, and
pleasure in what is good. Its approaching end does not
erase that value.

Stoicism measures a life by productivity

At the end of the day, your list of unfinished tasks may
still be long. A book that so often tells us to get up and
act can sound like a demand to keep doing more. In
12.35, Marcus describes someone for whom
“performing more actions according to right reason or
fewer makes no difference.” Notice the condition: he is
speaking of actions guided by reason. Quantity alone
does not measure the value of a day. One just decision
may ask more of us than a whole list of small tasks.

Marcus has already mastered himself

“Do not be disgusted, do not give up, and do not lose
heart if your actions do not yet form an unbroken
sequence governed by right principles” (5.9). Marcus
writes this to himself, not from the height of a
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perfection already achieved. Someone who loses
patience and then opens one of his pages on
gentleness may recognize the distance between what
they understand and what they manage to do. The
note admits a break in that sequence and invites
another attempt. We do not know what particular
episode prompted it; we know that he still needed to
begin again.

Other people’s faults justify contempt

“If you can, teach them. If you cannot, remember that
benevolence was given to you for this very purpose”
(9.11). Marcus is speaking about people whose faults
are easy to condemn. The second sentence matters
especially when an attempt to teach or correct
someone has failed. Remaining benevolent does not
mean pretending the fault has vanished; it may still be
right to oppose what the person does. The exercise lies
in how we treat the person, even when we have reason
to disapprove of what they have done.

Being Stoic means never changing your
mind

In the middle of a disagreement, you realize the other
person is right. Changing your position feels like
defeat, especially if you have just argued firmly for the
opposite view. Marcus sees another possibility:
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“Remember that changing your position and following
someone who corrects you is just as much an act of
freedom” (8.16). It is up to you to examine the
correction and decide whether to accept it. Clinging to
an error just to appear firm hands your judgment over
to other people’s opinions.

4 The people behind the notes

Book I has a form of its own. Marcus thanks relatives,
teachers, and friends for what he learned from them.
Even without knowing these people, the reader can see
something important: the virtues that later appear as
demands once had a face and a way of acting.
Gentleness, attentiveness, and honesty did not come
to him only as words. He saw them in particular
people.

Rusticus taught him that his own character needed
work. Marcus recalls “recognizing that my character
needed correction and treatment” (1.7.1). He also
thanks Rusticus for reading attentively and for being
ready to reconcile with someone who had offended
him, if that person wished to return (1.7.3). Later,
when Marcus checks his own anger at someone’s fault,
he will have to do something similar (11.18). The
lesson includes accepting correction and leaving
reconciliation possible.
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Through his brother Severus, Marcus learned the
names of Thrasea, Helvidius, Cato, and Brutus,
remembered for resisting tyranny (1.14.1). He also
learned to imagine “a monarchy that honors above all
the freedom of those it governs.” Coming from an
emperor, that ideal complicates any reading of Stoic
acceptance as submission to power.

Antoninus Pius, his adoptive father, receives the
longest portrait in Book I. Marcus begins with his
“gentleness and unshakable persistence in decisions
reached after careful examination” (1.16.1). The two
qualities support each other: Antoninus listened
before deciding, but did not change course with every
objection. He also knew when to work and when to
rest. In 6.30, Marcus fears that imperial power may
alter his character and tells himself to remain a pupil
of Antoninus. Remembering his father becomes a way
to guard against the vanity of his office.

Some details keep Antoninus from becoming merely
an abstract model. He cared for his body in the right
measure (1.16.5). When someone knew a subject
better, he made room for that person and helped
others recognize their ability (1.16.6). Virtue appears
in small, frequent decisions: whose advice to hear,
when to rest, and whom to credit.

In 6.48, Marcus recommends remembering the good
qualities of the people around us. One person’s energy,
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another’s generosity: it helps to keep them “ready at
hand.” Book I can be read in this way. Each name
brings an action to mind: listen more carefully, make
peace, recognize someone’s worth.

5 Reading on

After this guide, the best next step may be to return to
Marcus himself and read one whole entry at a time.

If you want to follow a longer argument, turn to
Epictetus. In the Discourses, a teacher talks with
students, tests objections, and asks what a principle
requires in ordinary situations. The Handbook
condenses some of this teaching. Its opening
distinction between what is up to us and what is not
(Handbook 1) helps explain why Marcus attends so
closely to judgments and choices.

Seneca’s Letters offer another companion. He writes
to a correspondent and lets a question grow through
examples, shifts in tone, and possible objections. The
first letter concerns the time we let slip away; the
sixth, learning shared with others. Seneca shares many
of Marcus’s concerns, but writes in a more expansive
voice. Read one letter and pause to think before
moving to the next.
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You can also stay with the Meditations. A familiar
passage changes when we meet it on another day or
after reading Epictetus and Seneca. There is no
required order. A question raised by one text may lead
you to the next.

Marcus opens Book I by thanking his grandfather
Verus for “good character and freedom from anger”
(1.1.1). At the end of Book XII (12.36), he tells himself:
“So depart graciously; for the one who releases you is
gracious too.” Between these lines lie the lessons he
received from other people and his continuing effort to
deal with irritation, pride, fear, and his responsibilities
to those who live beside him. At any point in the
reading, it is worth returning to an entry and asking
what it calls for now, in the presence of another
person.
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Haven’t read the Meditations in this
translation yet? You can find it here:
https://wisdomclassicbooks.com/buy

Already read it? A short, honest review on Amazon
helps other readers find the right translation:
https://wisdomclassicbooks.com/review

Enjoyed this guide? Visit Wisdom Classic Books at
wisdomclassicbooks.com.
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