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The Philosophy of Marcus Aurelius:
1
 

Varick Harrison 

The present study will examine the conception of providence found in the 

Meditations, the philosophy of Marcus Aurelius, in three successive parts. 

Firstly I briefly examine some of the meditative techniques Marcus employs to 

remove the attachment he holds towards supposed goods; health, wealth, 

fame. Any such indifferents, despite apparent appearances, are transient and 

fleeting. These meditative techniques combine to produce an ethical dualism, 

bordering on Stoic heterodoxy, predicated on dichotomy between body or 

mind. In this case, Marcus comes firmly down on the side of the latter. Central 

to these techniques is Marcus’ desire to remove himself from the power of 

indifferents in order to refocus his attention to the will of providence. Secondly 

I will examine the content of Marcus’ providential thought; I will argue that for 

Marcus this world represents the best of all possible worlds, where we are to 

amor fati. As a result of recognising the working of providence, Marcus adopts 

the three spiritual disciplines of assent, action and desire. Finally I will briefly 

examine the place of free will in Marcus’ thought arguing that he recognises 

no indeterminist freedom.2 

The first thing the reader of the Meditations notices is Marcus’ insistent focus 

on the inevitability of change. Like Heraclitus before him, Marcus holds that 

the only fact immune to change is the principle of change itself. I cite just one 

example: ‘the recurrent cycles of the universe are the same, up and down, 

from eternity to eternity’ (9:28).3 This passage nicely captures the paradox of 

eternal change. The entire universe is continually recycling itself while only the 

process of change remains through time. Marcus elsewhere adopts a more 

                                                           
1
 I would like to extend my thanks to the organisers of the CAHA 2014 conference for their work in 

arranging and organising the colloquia, allowing me to present my research and for their invitation for 
the present paper. 
2
 It must be noted that the Meditations are unique in ancient literature as the recordings of a 

philosopher in conversation with himself, and were never intended for publication. Nowhere does 
Marcus lay down any formal theories or explicit arguments, simply because they were immediately 
apparent to the author himself, the only intended reader of work. 
3
 Ταὐτά ἐςτι τὰ τοῦ κόςμου ἐγκφκλια, ἄνω κάτω, ἐξ αἰῶνοσ εἰσ αἰῶνα. Notice that Marcus states that 

change exists from ‘eternity to eternity’. This is not just a quasi-empirical statement, but a reflection 
of Marcus’ view of providence in which all things now are as they ever were. All translations are from 
M. Hammond (Penguin: 2006), unless otherwise stated. Greek text is from C.R. Haines (Loeb Classical 
Library: 1987). 
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vivid approach to reinforce the same message. Frequently he evokes the 

image of past courts, Roman and foreign, only to show himself the picture of 

the past his inevitable successor will see when looking at his life (e.g. 4: 32, 8: 

31). It is not without personal resonance that Marcus remarks the man of forty 

has seen all to be seen in life (11: 1). What Marcus is exhibiting here is not, as 

Rutherford has argued ‘the loneliness of supreme power combined to create 

the unique note of unhappiness and disillusionment that permeates the 

Meditations’,4 but rather the meditation of man seeking to remove any value-

judgment for things outside of his control. This thought is powerfully 

strengthened elsewhere in the Meditations: 

In man’s life his time is a mere instant, his existence a flux, his 
perception fogged, his whole bodily composition rotting, his mind 
a whirligig, his fortune unpredictable, his fame unclear. To put it 
shortly, all things of the body steam away like a river, all things 
of the mind are dreams and delusion; life is warfare, and a visit 
to a strange land: the only lasting fame is oblivion. (2: 17) 

Think of the whole of existence, of which you are the tiniest part; 
think of the whole of time, of which you have been assigned but 
a brief and fleeting moment; think of destiny, what fraction of that 
are you? (5: 24) 

From the perspective of universal change Marcus comes to realise the 

insignificance of the indifferents: health and wealth, even his own life and 

children are all transient and subject to the vicissitudes of fate and time. 

Central to Marcus’ focus on perpetual change is the end which Marcus hopes 

to attain by it; it is not that these ends are to be avoided simply because they 

are transient. His meditation upon this fact, rather, is designed to allow him to 

remove himself from the power these ends hold over him by eliciting an 

ethical dualism of value (e.g. 2: 17, 3: 3, 4: 41, 5: 26, 10: 11, 10: 38, 12: 3) 

peculiar for a Stoic. It is important to realise that Marcus’ dualism is not a 

substance dualism; Marcus is not arguing metaphysically, but is seeking to 

isolate himself qua human being, identified as soul, from his body. To the 

body belong the indifferents; to the soul philosophic reflection on the 

providence. Why does Marcus wish to do this? The answer to this is to be 

found in Marcus’ tripartite conception of providence. Firstly, unlike later 

Christian traditions, Marcus’ providence is not an agent external to the 

                                                           
4
 Rutherford 1989: 123 - 124. 
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cosmos, but the very cosmos itself (5: 8). Secondly, providence is taken to be 

omnipotent and beneficent (8: 50). Finally, Marcus’ providence is one of 

universal casual determinism. Marcus is explicit:  

Think of all the threads that bind us, and how only rational 
creatures are given the choice of submitting willingly to events: 
pure submission is forced on all. (10: 28)5 

Everything that comes to pass has been fated by the Whole 
from the beginning and spun as your own destiny. (4: 26, 
modified)6 

We are here in the presence of two distinct, but related, later philosophic 

ideas; that this is the best of all possible worlds and amor fati (although 

Nietzsche’s later expression, despite its Latin, is found nowhere in ancient 

literature). 7  To the former, Marcus sees the workings of providence as 

structuring the entire cosmos so as to be conducive to itself (e.g. 4: 8, 6: 45, 

10: 7). Marcus even goes so far as to compare the relation of the individual to 

providence with bees, anticipating Mandeville; the hive functions as ‘the 

microcosm of the macrocosm’; what is good for the latter is good for the 

former (6: 54).To the latter, Marcus is to amor fati precisely because the 

cosmos been arranged as providentially as possible; however disastrous 

personal misfortune may seem, each event is designed to yield the greatest 

possible good. Evil is only an apparent apparition from the localised 

perspective of agent looking from the perspective of an individual. As Pierre 

Hadot has shown, at this point Marcus adapts what he calls three disciplines 

of assent, action and desire.8 According to the first, Marcus will only assent to 

a true proposition, without thereby adding any subjective value to the objective 

impression (e.g. upon the empirical impression that his child has died Marcus 

will assent to it as being true, but he will not add a value judgment to this 

impression, such as this is bad). According to the discipline of action Marcus 

will consciously act with duty towards fellow human beings while according to 

the discipline of desire Marcus will assent joyfully to all events of providence 

(for all three disciplines see 8: 7, 9: 1, 9: 6). Hadot goes further in correlating 

                                                           
 
5
 τὴν ἔνδεςιν ἡμῶν, καὶ ὅτι μόνῳ τῷ λογικῷ ηῴῳ δζδοται τὸ ἑκουςίωσ ἕπεςκαι τοῖσ γινομζνοισ, τὸ δὲ 

ἕπεςκαι ψιλὸν πᾶςιν ἀναγκαῖον τὴν ἔνδεςιν ἡμῶν, καὶ ὅτι μόνῳ τῷ λογικῷ ηῴῳ δζδοται τὸ ἑκουςίωσ 
ἕπεςκαι τοῖσ γινομζνοισ, τὸ δὲ ἕπεςκαι ψιλὸν πᾶςιν ἀναγκαῖον 
6
 ἐκ τῶν ὅλων ἀπ’ ἀρχῆσ ςοι ςυγκακείμαρτο καὶ ςυνεκλϊκετο πᾶν τὸ ςυμβαῖνον. 

7
 For a brief comparison of Nietzsche and Marcus see Hadot 2001: 143 - 147. 

8
 See Hadot 2001. 
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these three disciplines with the traditional division within ancient thought 

between logic, ethics and physics. 9  Taken together the three disciplines 

annihilate the self as a desiring being; Marcus no longer desires X for his own 

sake, but wills X as conducive to the harmony of the cosmos and thus, 

derivatively, for Marcus himself. Marcus seeks to subsume his will into the will 

of the whole by identifying his consciousness with that of providence.10 There 

has not been a philosophical system as holistic as Marcus’. 

Where does this leave human volition? From antiquity onwards Stoicism has 

drawn incessant criticism as the first philosophical system to face the free will 

dilemma. If all events, all actions and all judgments are determined by 

providence, what place does human volition hold within the workings of 

providence/fate? This question has been addressed by Susanne Bobzien.11 

Bobzien distinguishes between ‘indeterminist’ and ‘un-predeterminist 

freedom’.12 The former supposes the agent’s acts of violation to be completely 

casually undetermined, by either having external or internal antecedent 

causation. In contrast, the latter model recognises that the agent is casually 

determined, through the conjunction of internal (psychological) and external 

antecedent causation, where providence/fate work through the agent’s 

volitions (via dispositions, aptitudes, habits, etc) as well as exterior casual 

factors. Although Bobzien writes primarily in reference to Chrysippus, 

(correctly) attributing the latter conception to him, we can develop this 

distinction in relation to Marcus; for Marcus it is not the case that an agent 

holds indeterminist freedom. Marcus says so explicitly: 

Think always of the universe as one living creature, comprising 
one substance and one soul: how all is absorbed into this one 
consciousness: how a single impulse governs all its actions; how 

                                                           
9
 This linking between the three disciplines and topics of philosophy has proven controversial. Gill 

2009: 387 – 389 rejects it, while Long 2002: 117 – 118 accepts it, with Sellars 2009: 134 – 143 who 
accepts it in modified form, arguing instead that the Stoics in general recognised the threefold 
division between logic, ethics and physics only at the level of philosophical educational discourse, 
rather than philosophy as such. 
10

 See Gill 2013: lxiv – lxvii. Sellars 2009: 150 - 166. Long 2002: 204 - 207. Hadot 2001: 128 – 147. 
11

 See Bobzien 1998: 276 - 290. 
12

 Bobzien 1998: 276 – 279. 
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all things collaborate in all that happens; the very web and mesh 
of it all (My emphasis. 4:40)13 

As can be seen above, one consciousness pervades the cosmos ordering all 

events according to its will. Marcus instead recognises un-predeterminist 

freedom. Individuals, though not coerced or externally impelled by providence 

via antecedent causation, are nevertheless determined in the actions they 

take, with the agency of providence working through the agent; the 

impressions, value judgments and assent of the agent, even though they are 

peculiarly his as an irreducible mental property of the agent himself, are 

determined from providence itself via the agent’s mental dispositions. Marcus’ 

providence is not just an exterior concept operating as the functional norm of 

his philosophy, providence is the active power within the cosmos, directing the 

very philosophic meditations Marcus undertakes. Nothing captures the extent 

of Marcus’ providence better than the extent to which he sees its operations. 

With that thought it is perhaps appropriate to end with one final meditation. 

Comparing the reach of providence to sunlight, Marcus writes: 

Something similar will be true of the flow and diffusion of 
providence. Not an exhaustible stream but rather a constant 
radiation. And there will be nothing forceful or violent in its 
impact on the obstacles it meets; it will not fall off, but will settle 
there and illuminate what it receives. Anything unreflective will 
deprive itself of that light. (8: 57) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
13

 Ὡσ ἓν ηῷον τὸν κόςμον, μίαν οὐςίαν καὶ ψυχὴν μίαν ἐπζχον, ςυνεχῶσ ἐπινοεῖν καὶ πῶσ εἰσ αἴςκθςιν 
μίαν τὴν τοφτου πάντα ἀναδίδοται καὶ πῶσ ὁρμῇ μιᾷ πάντα πράςςει καὶ πῶσ πάντα πάντων τῶν 
γινομζνων ςυναίτια καὶ οἵα τισ ἡ ςφννθςισ καὶ ςυμμιρυςισ 
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