


ends up lying under the same ground.
King and pauper alike, the same fate ulti-
mately awaits everyone ...

This train of thought is rudely inter-
rupted by a bout of coughing that brings
up blood and tissue from the ulceration at
the back of his throat. The pain and dis-
comfort of his fever vie for his attention,
but Marcus turns this into another part of
the meditation: he tells himself that he’s
just another one of these dead men. Soon
he’ll be nothing more than a name along-
side theirs in the history books, and one
day even his name will be forgotten. This
is how he contemplates his own mortal-
ity: using one of the many centuries-old
Stoic exercises learned in his youth. Once
we truly accept our own demise as an
inescapable fact of life, it makes no more
sense for us to wish for immortality than
to long for bodies as hard as diamonds
or to be able to soar on the wings of a
bird. As long as we can grasp the truth
firmly enough that certain misfortunes
are inevitable, we no longer feel the need
to worry about them. Nor do we yearn
for things that we accept are impossible,
as long as we can see with crystal clarity
that it is futile to do so. As death is among
the most certain things in life, to a man
of wisdom it should be among the least
feared.

Although Marcus first began training
in philosophy when he was just a boy
of about twelve, his practice intensified
in his mid-twenties, when he dedicated
himself wholeheartedly to becoming a
Stoic. Since then he has rehearsed his
Stoic exercises daily, trained his mind and
body to obey reason, and progressively
transformed himself, both as a man and
a ruler, into something approaching the
Stoic ideal. He has tried to develop his
own wisdom and resilience systemati-
cally, modeling himself after the philoso-
phers who shared their teachings with
him and the other great men who won
his admiration, foremost among them
Antoninus. He studied the way they met
different forms of adversity with calm
dignity. He carefully observed how they
lived in accord with reason and exhibited
the cardinal virtues of wisdom, justice,
fortitude, and temperance. They felt the
pain of loss but did not succumb to it.
Marcus has been bereaved so many times,
has practiced his response to it so often,
that he no longer weeps uncontrollably.
He no longer cries “Why?” and “How

could this happen?” or even entertains
such thoughts. He has firmly grasped the
truth that death is both a natural and in-
evitable part of life. Now that his time has
come he welcomes it with a philosophical
attitude. You might even say that he has
learned to befriend death. He still sheds
tears and mourns losses, but as a wise
man does. He no longer adds to his natu-
ral grief by complaining and shaking his
fist at the universe.

Since completing his journal of
reflections on philosophy several years
earlier, Marcus has been passing through
the final stage of a lifelong spiritual
journey. Now lying in pain and discom-
fort, nearing the end, he gently reminds
himself that he has already died many
times along the way. First of all, Marcus
the child died as he entered the imperial
palace as heir to the throne, assuming the
title Caesar after Hadrian passed away.
After Antoninus passed away, Marcus the
young Caesar had to die when he took his
place as emperor of Rome. Leaving Rome
behind to take command of the northern
legions during the Marcomannic Wars
signaled another death: a transition to a
life of warfare and a sojourn in a foreign
land. Now, as an old man, he faces his
death not for the first time but for the
last. From the moment we’re born we're
constantly dying, not only with each
stage of life but also one day at a time. Our
bodies are no longer the ones to which
our mothers gave birth, as Marcus put it.
Nobody is the same person he was yester-
day. Realizing this makes it easier to let
go: we can no more hold on to life than
grasp the waters of a rushing stream.

Now Marcus is growing drowsy and
on the verge of drifting off, but he rouses
himself with some effort and sits up in
his bed. He has unfinished business to
attend to. He orders the guards to send in
the members of his family and his inner
circle of courtiers, the “friends of the
emperor,” who have been summoned to
his camp. Though he appears frail and
has suffered from illness throughout his
life, Marcus is famously resilient. He has
seemed on the verge of dying before, but
this time the physicians have confirmed
to him that he is unlikely to survive. Ev-
eryone senses that the end is near. He bids
farewell to his beloved friends, his sons-
in-law, and his four remaining daughters.
He would have kissed each one of them,
but the plague forces them to keep their

distance.

His son-in-law Pompeianus, his right-
hand man and senior general during the
Marcomannic Wars, is there as always.
His lifelong friend Aufidius Victori-
nus, another one of his generals, is also
present, as are Bruttius Praesens, the fa-
ther-in-law of Commodus, and another of
his sons-in-law, Gnaeus Claudius Severus,
a close friend and fellow philosopher.
They gather solemn-faced around his
bed. Marcus stresses to them that they
must take good care of Commodus, his
only surviving son, who has ruled by
his side as his junior co-emperor for the
past three years. He has appointed the
best teachers available for him, but their
influence is waning. Commodus became
emperor when he was only sixteen; Mar-
cus had to wait until he was forty. Young
rulers, such as the Emperor Nero, tend to
be easily corrupted, and Marcus can see
that his son is already falling in with bad
company. He asks his friends, especially
Pompeianus, to do him the honor of en-
suring that Commodus’s moral education
continues as if he were their own son.

Marcus appointed Commodus his
official heir, granting him the title Caesar
when he was just five years old. Com-
modus’s younger brother, Marcus Annius
Verus, was also named Caesar, but he died
shortly thereafter. Marcus had hoped
that the two boys would rule jointly one
day. Any succession plans Marcus agreed
with the Senate were always going to be
precarious. However, at the height of the
plague, as the First Marcomannic War
broke out, it was necessary for Rome’s sta-
bility to have a designated heir in case a
usurper tried to seize the throne. During a
previous bout of illness five years earlier,
rumors spread that Marcus had already
passed away. His most powerful general
in the eastern provinces, Avidius Cassius,
was acclaimed emperor by the Egyptian
legion, triggering a short-lived civil war.
Marcus immediately had Commodus
rushed from Rome to the northern fron-
tier to assume the toga virilis, marking his
official passage to adulthood. After the re-
bellion was put down, Marcus continued
to accelerate the process of appointing
Commodus emperor. If Marcus had died
without an heir, another civil war would
probably have ensued.

Likewise, replacing Commodus with a
substitute ruler at this stage would leave
the whole empire vulnerable. The north-












philosophy. Stoicism was never intended
to be doctrinaire. Chrysippus disagreed
with Zeno and Cleanthes in many regards,
which allowed Stoicism to keep evolving.

The original Stoic school survived
for a couple of centuries before appar-
ently fragmenting—into three different
branches, according to one author. We're
not sure why. Fortunately, by that time
the Romans of the Republic had started
to embrace Greek philosophy and felt a
particular affinity for Stoicism. The cel-
ebrated Roman general who destroyed
Carthage, Scipio Africanus the Younger,
became a student of the last scholarch of
the Stoic school at Athens, Panaetius of
Rhodes. In the second century sc, Scipio
gathered around himself a group of intel-
lectuals at Rome known as the Scipionic
Circle, which included his close friend
Laelius the Wise, another influential
Roman Stoic.

The famous Roman statesman and
orator Cicero, who lived a couple of gener-
ations later, is one of our most important
sources for understanding Stoicism. Al-
though he was a follower of the Platonic
Academy, Cicero nevertheless knew a
great deal about Stoic philosophy and
wrote extensively on the subject. On the
other hand, his friend and political rival
Cato of Utica was a “complete Stoic,” as
Cicero puts it, a living example of Sto-
icism, but didn’t leave any writings about
philosophy. After his death, making a
stand against the tyrant Julius Caesar
during the great Roman civil war, Cato
became a hero and an inspiration to later
generations of Stoics.

Following Caesar’s assassination, his
great-nephew Octavian became Augus-
tus, the founder of the Roman Empire.
Augustus had a famous Stoic tutor called
Arius Didymus, which perhaps set a
precedent for the Roman emperors who
followed, most notably Marcus, to asso-
ciate themselves with the philosophy.

A few generations after Augustus, the
Stoic philosopher Seneca was appointed
rhetoric tutor to the young Emperor
Nero, later becoming his speechwriter
and political advisor—a position that
clearly placed a strain on Seneca’s Stoic
moral values as Nero degenerated into a
cruel despot. At the same time, a political
faction called the Stoic Opposition, led by
a senator called Thrasea, was attempting
to take a principled stand against Nero
and those subsequent emperors whom

they considered tyrants. Marcus would
later mention his admiration for Cato,
Thrasea, and others associated with
them, which is intriguing because these
Stoics had been famous opponents, or at
least critics, of imperial rule.

Emperor Nero, by contrast, was less
tolerant of political dissent from philoso-
phers, and he executed both Thrasea and
Seneca. However, Nero’s secretary owned
a slave called Epictetus, who became
perhaps the most famous philosophy
teacher in Roman history after gaining
his freedom. Epictetus himself wrote
nothing down, but his discussions with
students were recorded by one of them,
Arrian, in several books of Discourses and
a short Handbook summarizing the prac-
tical aspect of his teachings. The Stoics
that Marcus knew personally were prob-
ably influenced by Epictetus, and some
had likely attended his lectures. Indeed,
we're told that Marcus was given copies
of notes from these lectures by his main
Stoic tutor, Junius Rusticus, so it’s no
surprise to find that Epictetus is the most
quoted author in The Meditations. Marcus
probably saw himself mainly as an adher-
ent of Epictetus’s version of Stoicism, al-
though the two never met in person.

Nearly five centuries after Zeno the
dye merchant founded the Stoic school,
Marcus Aurelius was still talking about
dyeing things purple. He warns himself to
avoid dyeing his character with the royal
purple and turning into a Caesar, instead
aspiring to remain true to his philosophi-
cal principles. He (twice) reminds himself
that his purple imperial robes are mere
sheep’s wool dyed in fermented shell-
fish mucus. He tells himself to dye his
mind with the wisdom of philosophical
precepts handed down from his Stoic
teachers. Marcus Aurelius, indeed, viewed
himself as a Stoic first and an emperor
second.

WHAT DID THE STOICS BELIEVE?

The Stoics were prolific writers, but
probably less than 1 percent of their writ-
ings survive today. The most influential
texts we have today come from the three
famous Roman Stoics of the Imperial

era: Seneca’s various letters and essays,
Epictetus’s Discourses and Handbook, and
Marcus Aurelius’s Meditations. We also
have some earlier Roman writings on Sto-
icism by Cicero and about a book’s worth

of fragments from the early Greek Stoics,
as well as various other minor texts.
That’s woefully incomplete, but it does
provide a consistent picture of the philos-
ophy'’s core doctrines.

The schools of Hellenistic philosophy
that followed the death of Socrates were
often distinguished from one another in
terms of their definition of the goal of life.
For Stoics, that goal is defined as “living in
agreement with Nature,” which we’re told
was synonymous with living wisely and
virtuously. Stoics argued that humans
are first and foremost thinking creatures,
capable of exercising reason. Although we
share many instincts with other animals,
our ability to think rationally is what
makes us human. Reason governs our
decisions, in a sense—the Stoics call it our
“ruling faculty.” It allows us to evaluate
our thoughts, feelings, and urges and to
decide if they’re good or bad, healthy or
unhealthy. We therefore have an innate
duty to protect our ability to reason and
to use it properly. When we reason well
about life and live rationally, we exhibit
the virtue of wisdom. Living in agreement
with Nature, in part, means fulfilling
our natural potential for wisdom; that’s
what it means for us to flourish as human
beings.

The Stoics therefore took the name of
philosophy, meaning “love of wisdom,”
quite literally. They loved wisdom, or
loved virtue, above everything else.

If “virtue” sounds a bit pompous, the
Greek word for it, arete, is arguably better
translated as “excellence of character.”
Something excels, in this sense, if it per-
forms its function well. Humans excel
when they think clearly and reason well
about their lives, which amounts to living
wisely. The Stoics adopted the Socratic
division of cardinal virtues into wisdom,
justice, courage, and moderation. The
other three virtues can be understood

as wisdom applied to our actions in
different areas of life. Justice is largely
wisdom applied to the social sphere, our
relationships with other people. Display-
ing courage and moderation involves
mastering our fears and desires, respec-
tively, overcoming what the Stoics called
the unhealthy “passions” that otherwise
interfere with our ability to live in accord
with wisdom and justice.

Wisdom, in all these forms, mainly
requires understanding the difference
between good, bad, and indifferent



things. Virtue is good and vice is bad, but
everything else is indifferent. Indeed,

as we've seen, the Stoics followed the
Cynics in maintaining the hard line that
virtue is the only true good. However,
Zeno went on to distinguish between
indifferent things that are “preferred,”
“dispreferred,” or completely indifferent.
Put crudely, external things do have some
value, but they’re not worth getting upset
over—it’s a different kind of value. One
way Stoics explained this was by saying
that if we could put virtue on one side

of a set of scales, it wouldn't matter how
many gold coins or other indifferent
things piled up on the opposing side—it
should never tip the balance. Neverthe-
less, some external things are preferable
to others, and wisdom consists precisely
in our ability to make these sorts of value
judgments. Life is preferable to death,
wealth is preferable to poverty, health is
preferable to sickness, friends are prefer-
able to enemies, and so on.

As Socrates had put it earlier, such
external advantages in life are good only
if we use them wisely. However, if some-
thing can be used for either good or evil, it
cannot truly be good in itself, so it should
be classed as “indifferent” or neutral. The
Stoics would say that things like health,
wealth, and reputation are, at most, ad-
vantages or opportunities rather than
being good in themselves. Social, mate-
rial, and physical advantages actually give
foolish individuals more opportunity to
do harm to themselves and others. Look
at lottery winners. Those who squander
their sudden wealth often end up more
miserable than they could have imagined.
When handled badly, external advan-
tages like wealth do more harm than
good. The Stoics would go further: the
wise and good man may flourish even
when faced with sickness, poverty, and
enemies. The true goal of life for Stoics
isn’t to acquire as many external advan-
tages as possible but to use whatever
befalls us wisely, whether it be sickness
or health, wealth or poverty, friends or
enemies. The Stoic Sage, or wise man,
needs nothing but uses everything well;
the fool believes himself to “need” count-
less things, but he uses them all badly.

Most important of all, the pursuit of
these preferred indifferent things must
never be done at the expense of virtue.
For instance, wisdom may tell us that
wealth is generally preferable to debt, but

valuing money more highly than justice
is a vice. In order to explain the supreme
value placed on wisdom and virtue, the
Stoics compared reason, our “ruling fac-
ulty,” to a king in relation to his court.
Everyone in court is situated somewhere
or other on the hierarchy of importance.
However, the king is uniquely important
because he’s the one who assigns every-
one else at court a role in the hierarchy. As
mentioned earlier, the Stoics call reason,
the king in this metaphor, our “ruling
faculty” (hegemonikon). It’s human nature
to desire certain things in life, such as sex
and food. Reason allows us to step back
and question whether what we desire

is actually going to be good for us or

not. Wisdom itself is uniquely valuable
because it allows us to judge the value of
external things—it’s the source of every-
thing else’s value. How therefore does it
profit a man, the Stoics might say, if he
gains the whole world but loses his wis-
dom and virtue?

In addition to believing that humans
are essentially thinking creatures capable
of reason, the Stoics also believed that
human nature is inherently social. They
started from the premise that under
normal conditions we typically have a
bond of “natural affection” toward our
children. (If we didn’t, as we now know,
our offspring would be less likely to
survive and pass on our genes.) This bond
of natural affection also tends to extend
to other loved ones, such as spouses, par-
ents, siblings, and close friends. The Sto-
ics believed that as we mature in wisdom
we increasingly identify with our own
capacity for reason, but we also begin to
identify with others insofar as they’re ca-
pable of reason. In other words, the wise
man extends moral consideration to all
rational creatures and views them, in a
sense, as his brothers and sisters. That'’s
why the Stoics described their ideal as
cosmopolitanism, or being “citizens of the
universe”—a phrase attributed both to
Socrates and Diogenes the Cynic. Stoic
ethics involves cultivating this natural
affection toward other people in accord
with virtues like justice, fairness, and
kindness. Although this social dimension
of Stoicism is often overlooked today, it’s
one of the main themes of The Medita-
tions. Marcus touches on topics such as
the virtues of justice and kindness, nat-
ural affection, the brotherhood of man,
and ethical cosmopolitanism on virtually

every page.
Another popular misconception
today is that Stoics are unemotional. The
ancient Stoics themselves consistently
denied this, saying that their ideal was
not to be like a man of iron or to have a
heart of stone. In fact, they distinguished
between three types of emotion: good,
bad, and indifferent. They had names for
many different types of good passion (eu-
patheiai), a term encompassing both de-
sires and emotions, which they grouped
under three broad headings:

1. A profound sense of joy or gladness
and peace of mind, which comes
from living with wisdom and virtue

2. A healthy feeling of aversion to vice,
like a sense of conscience, honor,
dignity, or integrity

3. The desire to help both ourselves
and others, through friendship,
kindness, and goodwill

They also believed that we have many
irrational desires and emotions, like
fear, anger, craving, and certain forms of
pleasure that are bad for us. Stoics did not
believe that unhealthy emotions should
be suppressed; rather, they should be
replaced by healthy ones. However, these
healthy emotions aren’t entirely under
our control, and we’re not always guaran-
teed to experience them, so we shouldn'’t
confuse them with virtue, the goal of life.
For Stoics, they’re like an added bonus.
They also taught that our initial auto-
matic feelings are to be viewed as natural
and indifferent. These include things like
being startled or irritated, blushing, turn-
ing pale, tensing up, shaking, sweating,
or stammering. They are natural reflex
reactions, our first reactions before we es-
calate them into full-blown passions. We
share these primitive precursors to emo-
tion with some non-human animals, and
so the Stoics view them with indifference,
as neither good nor bad. Indeed, Seneca,
as we'll see, noted the paradox that before
we can exhibit the virtues of courage
and moderation, we need to have at least
some trace of fear and desire to overcome.
Even the Stoic wise man, therefore,
may tremble in the face of danger. What
matters is what he does next. He exhibits
courage and self-control precisely by ac-
cepting these feelings, rising above them,
and asserting his capacity for reason.
He’s not entranced by the siren song of
pleasure or afraid of the sting of pain.



Some pains have the potential to make us
stronger, and some pleasures to harm us.
What matters is the use we make of these
experiences, and for that we need wis-
dom. The wise man will endure pain and
discomfort, such as undergoing surgery
or engaging in strenuous physical exer-
cise, if it’s healthy for his body and, more
important, if it’s healthy for his character.
He'll likewise forgo pleasures like eating
junk food, indulging in drugs or alcohol,
or oversleeping if they are unhealthy for
his body or bad for his character. Every-
thing comes back to the exercise of reason
and the goal of living wisely.

By now you'll appreciate how
much confusion is caused by people
mixing up “Stoicism” (capital S) with
“stoicism” (lowercase s). Lowercase
stoicism is just a personality trait: it’s
mental toughness or the ability to endure
pain and adversity without complaining.
Uppercase Stoicism is a whole school
of Greek philosophy. Being emotionally
tough or resilient is just one small part of
that philosophy, and lowercase stoicism
neglects the entire social dimension of
Stoic virtue, which has to do with justice,
fairness, and kindness to others. Also,
when people talk about being stoic or
having a stiff upper lip, they often mean
just suppressing their feelings, which is
actually known to be quite unhealthy. So
it’'s important to be very clear that’s not
what Marcus Aurelius and other Stoics
recommended. Stoic philosophy teaches
us instead to transform unhealthy emo-
tions into healthy ones. We do so by using
reason to challenge the value judgments
and other beliefs on which they’re based,
much as we do in modern rational emo-
tive behavior therapy (REBT) and cogni-
tive-behavioral therapy (CBT).

In the following chapters you’ll learn
about the different ways in which Sto-
icism can be applied to life in order to
overcome specific types of psychological
problems, including pain, worry, anger,
and loss. Stories about the life of Marcus
Aurelius provide a human face for the
philosophy and will furnish us with
practical examples of Stoic strategies and
techniques. We'll start by looking at Mar-
cus’s early life and education because that
gets right to the heart of the matter by in-
troducing the Stoic use of language.






instrumentally, in order to seek pleasure.
Still, we shouldn’t think of the Cyrenaics
as simply being into sex, drugs, and rock
‘n’ roll, but rather as seeking what might
be called enlightened hedonism. As
Aristippus put it: “I possess, but I am not
possessed.” Self-control was important
in order to maintain cheerfulness while
making the best of every situation.

Epicureanism (the Garden): Epicurus
too taught that life is about increasing
one’s pleasure and (especially) reducing
one’s pain. But Epicurean hedonism
was much more sophisticated than its
Cyrenaic counterpart (despite later Chris-
tian smearing, deployed in a successful
attempt to fight a threatening rival sect).
For one thing, it included mental plea-
sures, which were considered superior to
bodily ones, and happiness was not just a
moment-by-moment thing but a lifelong
process. The Epicurean way included
freeing oneself from prejudice (especially
of a religious nature), mastering one’s de-
sires, living a modest life, and cultivating
friendship. Crucially, however, Epicure-
ans counseled withdrawal from social
and political life (because it was much
more likely to bring about pain than
pleasure).

Cynicism: According to Antisthenes of
Athens, the founder of the Cynic school,
virtue understood as practical wisdom is
not only necessary for a eudaimonic life
but also sufficient. That is why the Cynics
took the already rather frugal Socratic
lifestyle to an extreme. Think of Diogenes
of Sinope, Antisthenes’s student, who
famously lived in a tub, begged for a
living, and flaunted just about any social
convention. Many Stoics admired the
Cynics, and our friend Epictetus devoted
the long chapter 22 of the third book of
his Discourses to an encomium of Cyni-
cism. As he put it, if you really can’t be a
Cynic, at least be a Stoic.

Stoicism: Zeno of Citium, the founder
of Stoicism, learned his philosophy
initially from Crates, who was a Cynic
and disciple of Diogenes of Sinope. As
the reader by now knows well, Sto-
1cism struck a middle ground between
Aristotelianism and Cynicism, while at
the same time strongly rejecting Epi-
cureanism. The Stoics granted to the
Cynics that virtue is both necessary and
sufficient for happiness, but also nodded
toward the Peripatetics in recovering
(some) interest in external goods, which

they classified into preferred and dis-
preferred indifferents, to be pursued, or
avolided, so long as they do not compro-
mise one’s integrity of character.

Allin all, there was a nice conceptual
progression and ramification from the
Socratic starting point: the Platonic/Aris-
totelian branch stuck close to Socratic
eudaimonism, but the Platonists went
mystical (the theory of Forms, the ideal
Republic), while the Aristotelians turned
pragmatic (some external goods are nec-
essary to achieve eudaimonia). The Cyre-
naic/Epicurean branch abandoned the
centrality of virtue and turned toward
the pleasure-pain dichotomy instead,
with the crucial difference that the Cyre-
naics considered only bodily moment-to-
moment pleasures, while the Epicureans
most valued intellectual and lifelong
pleasures. (Echoes of their philosophy can
be heard in John Stuart Mill and modern
utilitarian ethics.) Finally, the Cynic/Stoic
branch stuck with the Socratic primacy of
virtue, with the Cynics turning to an as-
cetic lifestyle and the Stoics elaborating a
way to recover (and yet put into perspec-
tive) what most people would consider
desirable externals. Both of these schools
were highly influential throughout the
history of Christianity.
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