A R T I C L E S

ROCZNIKI HUMANISTYCZNE
Volume 66, issue 3 — 2018
SELECTED PAPERS IN ENGLISH

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.18290/rh.2018.66.3-1e

MALGORZATA SIWICKA

MAN IN THE FACE OF PASSING
AND THE TRANSITORY NATURE
OF THE MOMENT IN MARCUS AURELIUS® MEDITATIONS

Even as are the generations of leaves, such are those also of men.

As for the leaves, the wind scattereth some upon the earth, but the
forest, as it bourgeons, putteth forth others when the season of
spring is come; even so of men one generation springeth up and
another passeth away.

(Homer , lliad, V1, 147, transl. by A.T. Murray)

Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher, vanity of vanities! All is vanity. [...]

A generation goes, and a generation comes, but the earth remains for ever.

The sun rises and the sun goes down, and hastens to the place where it rises.

The wind blows to the south, and goes round to the north; round and round goes the wind, and on
its circuits the wind returns.

All streams run to the sea, but the sea is not full;

to the place where the streams flow, there they flow again. [...]

What has been is what will be, and what has been done is what will be done;

and there is nothing new under the sun.
(Ecclesiastes 1, 2-9, RSV)

She should have died hereafter.
There would have been a time for such a word.
Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow,
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Creeps in this petty pace from day to day
To the last syllable of recorded time,
And all our yesterdays have lighted fools
The way to dusty death. Out, out, brief candle!
Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage
And then is heard no more. It is a tale
Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,
Signifying nothing.
(William Shakespeare, Macbeth, Act 5, Scene 5)

1. MEDITATIONS — AN EXPRESSION OF PERSONAL VIEWS
OR A SPECIFIC CATECHISM OF A STOIC?

Anyone who has come into contact with the text of Marcus Aurelius’
Meditations, as well as the studies on them, may notice a certain dichotomy
of views that has emerged particularly in recent years on the character of this
work. On the one hand, commentators read them as a personal record of the
views and experiences of their author, emphasising the pessimistic and
sceptical attitude of Marcus Aurelius as a thinker, who tended to self-criti-
cism, and even attributing to him depression, ulcer disease and other disor-
ders in the mental and somatic sphere.' On the other hand, with the appearance
of the work by P. Hadot, entitled Philosophy as Way of Life,” Meditations

! John M. RIST, Stoic Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969), 54-80. The
author emphasizes here the influence of the Cynic philosophy, which underlines the sometimes
drastic formulation of Marcus Aurelius’ thought. See also Eric R. DODDS, Pogaristwo i chrzesci-
janstwo w epoce niepokoju, transl. by Jacek Partyka (Krakéw: Homini, 2004), 20: “Just as the
Earth it is a small point in an infinite time, a sharp knife between two eternities—otiypun 100
ai®vog. Man’s actions are ‘smoke and nothingness’; his rewards are ‘a bird flying by, which
disappeared before you managed to catch it.” The battle of the armed is like ‘dogs fighting over
a bone’; the pump of Marcus’ triumphant parade after the victory over the Sarmatians is the
satisfaction of the spider who caught a fly. For Marcus Aurelius, this is not just rhetoric: this is
his view of the human condition, and he utters it deadly seriously”. And a bit further on: “Even
Marcus Aurelius, whose days passed on the management of the empire, could sometimes express
the feeling of alienation resulting from the lack of belonging [...]. With all the strength of his
Stoic religion, he fought against the exclusive domination of such thoughts, reminding himself
that his existence is a part and a fragment of the Great Unity” (p. 29 f. ). This view is also shared
by Giovanni Reale (Historia filozofii starozytnej, vol. 4: Szkoty epoki cersarstwa, transl. by
Edward 1. Zielinski (Lublin: Redakcja Wydawnictw KUL, 1999), 150-154).

2 Pierre HADOT, Exercices spirituels et philosophie antique (Paris: Albin Michel, 1981).
Polish edition: Filozofia jako ¢wiczeniaczenie duchowe, transl. by Piotr Domanski (Warszawa,
Aletheia 1992).
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began to be treated as a specific set of philosophical recommendations,
which the philosopher emperor was believed to repeat to himself in order to
form his soul, in order to constantly revive the dogmas of Stoicism, so that
they could provide guidelines of conduct in everyday life. Marcus Aurelius
followed the advice of Epictetus who recommended such written medita-
tions.” P. Hadot claims strongly:

Therefore, meditations are an extremely valuable document; they are an example
of a genre of literature which must have been very widespread in antiquity, but
also, by its very nature, predestined to quickly disappear: an example of exercises-
meditations recorded in writing. [...] The pessimistic formulations by Marcus
Aurelius are not an expression of the personal views of the disappointed emperor,
but spiritual exercises carried out according to the rigorously observed methods.*

Therefore, if we agree with the thesis presented above, all the fragments
of his writings (of which there are many) concerning the passing, the
briefness of the human life, the banality of all human actions and the path to
inevitable death and oblivion would not be an expression of personal
reflections or a record of authentic, pessimistic frame of mind, but only a
kind of conscious intellectual exercise, designed to induce a proper distance
to the world, not to give too much value to things that do not have it, and
thus to prepare oneself to come to terms with the inevitable fate.” But did
Marcus Aurelius achieve that distance? Did this intellectual exercise achieve
its goal? To what extent did the Stoic emperor manage to identify himself
with the views presented in his writings? Was he a pessimist or an optimist?
Can we even ask such questions? Hadot himself states that Meditations will
not provide us with the answers to any of them: “They acquaint us with the
spiritual exercises of the Stoic school, but they say almost nothing about the
‘case of Marcus Aurelius’.”

However, it seems that this statement is not entirely correct. Even
assuming that the philosopher emperor does some kind of “homework”
recommended by the Stoic school, on the basis of the selected quotations,
arguments and examples we can formulate some conclusions as to the views
accepted and professed by Marcus Aurelius. Of course, this should be done

* EPIKTET, Diatryby, 111, 24, 103; 111, 5, 11.

* Pierre HADOT, “Fizyka jako éwiczenie duchowe, czyli pesymizm i optymizm u Marka
Aureliusza,” in IDEM, Philozofia jako ¢wiczenia duchowe, 148—149.

3 Ibid., p. 150 ff.

® Ibid., p. 163.



10 MALGORZATA SIWICKA

with caution, but it would be unjustified to completely resign from
presenting here his personal position.

2. MARCUS AURELIUS AND STOIC PHYSICS

It is commonly believed that as a representative of the final stage of
Stoicism, Marcus Aurelius focuses primarily on ethical issues and is not
interested in physics or the problems of logic. Indeed, in view of the
traditional division of philosophy into physics, logic and ethics used by the
Stoic school,” the philosophy of Marcus Aurelius is a moral philosophy,
relating to the practical sphere of life. This approach is characteristic not
only of Marcus Aurelius’ philosophy, but of the schools of the Hellenistic
period in general (Epicureanism, Stoicism and Scepticism).® The philosopher
emperor himself rejects and even condemns the study of cosmos, physics
and dialectics, considering them to be too abstract and not bringing any
concrete benefits. He even thanks the gods that he did not devote time to
these areas of philosophy (I, 17):

To the gods I am indebted for [...] when I had an inclination to philosophy, I did
not fall into the hands of any sophist, and that I did not waste my time on writers

7 Adam KROKIEWICZ, Zarys filozofii greckiej (Warszawa: Aletheia, 2000), 462: “The Stoics
divided philosophy into three parts, i.e. logic, physics and ethics, whereby they compared logic to
the eggshell, while physics and ethics usually to egg white and yolk respectively. The Stoic logic
consisted of rhetoric and dialectics, which included grammar, silogistics and the theory of
cognition (science of the truth).”

8 Frederick COPLESTON, Historia Filozofii, vol. 1: Grecja i Rzym, transl. by Henryk Bednarek
(Warszawa: PAX, 1998), 432; Leon JOACHIMOWICZ, “Wstegp,” in SENEKA, Dialogi (Warszawa:
PAX, 1989), 97: “The period of great speculative systems has passed away, the whole post-
Aristotelian philosophy in its three main variations—Stoicism, Epicureanism and Scepticism—
ceased to be a school and vocational science but, above all, one universal all-science, covering all
fields of knowledge. The scope of philosophical research is narrowed down to three main areas—
logic, physics and ethics, with the latter taking the leading and privileged place. In a way,
philosophy takes on the task and functions of religion, which is shaken in its foundations by
sophists, it defines the goals and directives of action, becoming magistra vitae—the teacher of
life, as it is referred to by Cicero—Tusc. disp. V 2, 5, while a philosopher becomes a teacher of
the mankind—humani generis paedagogus, Epist. 89, 13. Its main line of development is marked
by the escape from pure and detached speculation and, on the other hand, by a turn to religion,
ethics and the practical issues of life wisdom. In the centre of attention there is a man and his
relation to gods and people, to the state and the world.”
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of histories, or in the resolution of syllogisms, or occupy myself about the
investigation of appearances in the heavens.’

The abandoning of this type of research did not prevent Marcus from honing
other skills such as the ability to live a good life (VII, 67):

And because thou hast despaired of becoming a dialectician and skilled in the
knowledge of nature, do not for this reason renounce the hope of being both free
and modest and social and obedient to God [éAe03€epog kol aidp@V Kol KOW®-
VKOG Kol e0medng Jed].

Although, as G. Reale claims, among the representatives of the new Stoic
school, it is “Marcus Aurelius who narrows the philosophy down to moral
problems and gives it, just like Seneca and Epictetus, a strong religious
tone”,' it is impossible not to notice that the method of practising
philosophy proposed by the philosopher emperor, similarly to his
predecessors, is based on the principles of Stoic physics, explaining not only
the structure of the universe itself, but above all the place and role of all that
surrounds the human in the universe, and thus immediately puts the human

in his proper place. As the afore-cited P. Hadot rightly notices:

The physical discourse was to justify a life choice and explain the way of life in
the world resulting from that choice. The Stoics, like the Epicureans, practice
physics not for its own sake, but for an ethical purpose. [....] It can be said at once
that Stoic physics is necessary for ethics as it teaches people that there are things
outside their authority, things that dependent on external causes, connected in a
necessary and reasonable way.''

The Stoics were the followers of materialistic pantheism. They
considered the universe to be too material, permeated by the divine pneuma
or the divine logos, which also remained a corporeal entity, shaping the
matter according to specific rules and giving it a purposeful, organized
form'>. According to Diogenes Laertius, this is how Chrysippus and
Posidonius put it:

° English quotes of fragments of Meditations are given after G. Long’s translation (1862).

10 Giovanni REALE, Historia filozofii starozymej, vol. 4, 150.

' pierre HADOT, Czym jest filozofia starozyma?, 171 ff. Hadot quotes SVF, III, 68: “Physics
is learned only in order to be able to make distinctions between what is good and what is bad.”

12 DIOGENES LAERTIUS, Lives of Eminent Philosophers [henceforth DL], transl. by Robert D.
Hicks, VII, 134: “They [the Stoics] hold that there are two principles [dpyai] in the universe, the
active principle and the passive [t0 mowodv kai 10 mdoyov]. The passive principle, then, is a
substance without quality [OAn], i.e. matter, whereas the active is the reason inherent in this
substance [AOyoc], that is God. For he is everlasting and is the artificer of each several thing
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The world is ordered by reason [vodg] and providence [npdvora], [...] inasmuch as
reason pervades every part of it, just as does the soul in us. Only there is a difference
of degree; in some parts there is more of it, in others less. For through some parts it
passes as a “hold” or containing force [£Eic], as is the case with our bones and
sinews; while through others it passes as intelligence, as in the ruling part of the soul
[Myepovikov]. Thus, then, the whole world is a living being, endowed
with soul and reason [{Pov Euyvyov kai Aoyucov]."”

The world has no empty space within it, but forms one united whole. This is a
necessary result of the sympathy and tension [cVpnvola kol cvvtovia] which binds
together things in heaven and earth.'

Such a concept of the universe (which, in a specific philosophical
context, can be considered optimistic) is adopted by Marcus Aurelius. The
unity of everything that exists is obvious for him. In his Meditations, he very
often presents the world that surrounds us as one living organism: “All
things are implicated with one another, and the bond is holy; and there is
hardly anything unconnected with any other thing.”—Ilavta dAAniolg €mi-
TAEKETOL Kol 1) 6VVOEGIG iepdt Kol Tt 008EV GALOTPLOV EALo dAA® (VII, 9, 1)".
This thought is expressed even more forcibly in another statement:
“Constantly regard the universe as one living being, having one substance
and one soul.”—Q¢ &v {@ov TOV KOGHOV piav ovoioy Kal piav yoynyv Enéyov
ovveydc émvoelv (1V, 40).

Alongside the thesis on the unity of the cosmos, the thesis on the cyclical
changeability of the universe adopted from Heraclitus, inevitably leads
Marcus Aurelius to the constant reminiscence about transience, fleetingness

throughout the whole extent of matter.” See also Adam KROKIEWICZ, Zarys filozofii greckiej,
463: “There is neither matter without God, nor God without matter. God is inherent in matter.
There is only the body, i.e. the connection between God and matter, and this presence of God
makes it possible for every body to change its size, shape and general appearance. Therefore, the
Stoics are simultaneously pantheists, monists and materialists.”

DL VII, 138. Emphasis M.S.

DL, VII, 140. Giovanni REALE (Historia filozofii starozymej, vol. 4, 366) summarizes the
coexistence of these two realities (heavenly and earthly) in the following way: “Thus, the passive
and active principle, matter and God are not two entities separated from each other; they can be
logically and conceptually distinguished, but ontologically they cannot be separated from each
other; therefore they are the only single reality.” Emphasis (italics) by the original author.

15 See also Meditations, VI, 38: “Frequently consider the connexion of all things in the
universe and their relation to one another.”—IIoAAGkig €v3vpod TV €MGHVIECY TAVTOV TOV &V
0 KOou® Kol oyéow npog diinia; VI, 10 and IX, 9; Francis H. SANDBACH, The Stoics (London:
Chatto & Windus, 1975), 175-176.
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and insignificance of everything—both the life of every single human being
and entire generations (IX, 28):

The periodic movements of the universe are the same, up and down from age to
age. And either the universal intelligence puts itself in motion for every separate
effect, and if this is so, be thou content with that which is the result of its activity;
or it puts itself in motion once, and everything else comes by way of sequence in a
manner; [...] Soon will the earth cover us all: then the earth, too, will change, and
the things also which result from change will continue to change for ever, and
these again for ever. For if a man reflects on the changes and transformations
which follow one another like wave after wave and their rapidity, he will despise
everything which is perishable.'®

Similarly to Heraclitus, Marcus Aurelius does not believe that this
constantly changing universe can plunge into chaos. All this is held together
by the ordering principle—logos."” Such an approach to passing is not
marked by pessimism or a sense of hopelessness and despair, but rather by a
desire to keep the distance and indifference towards the mortal and
impermanent things. “This river, which engulfs all things, does not bring
them to eternal nothingness, just as it does not bring them forth from
nothingness, but it has its source in the eternal being, and returns to the
eternal being.”"®

3. MARCUS AURELIUS AND HIS ATTITUDE
TO THE PASSING OF TIME

To define the concept of time, Marcus Aurelius uses two basic terms. The
first is ai®v—infinite, cosmic, divine time, while the second is human
time—ypovoc.

16 See also Meditations, IX, 29: “The universal cause is like a winter torrent: it carries
everything along with it.” Reale (Historia filozofii starozytnej, vol. 4, 150) believes that Marcus
Aurelius adopted Heraclitus’ theses through the sceptic Aenesidemus and that to him they disturb
the cheerful image of the stoic cosmos. See also Meditations, V, 23 and IX, 35: “Loss is nothing
else than change.”

7 Krzysztof NARECKI, Logos we wczesnej mysli greckiej (Lublin: Redakcja Wydawnictw
KUL, 1999), 58; Gerald J. WHITROW, Czas w dziejach, transl. by Bolestaw Ortowski (Warszawa:
Prészynski i S-ka, 2004), 68. The term “cosmos” in reference to the universe was first used by
Anaximander. The term was previously used to describe social and political order. See Werner
JAEGER, Teologia wczesnych filozofow greckich (Krakéw: Homini, 2007), 35 and 116.

'8 Historia filozofii starozytnej, vol. 4, 154. See Meditations, 1V, 45; V, 8; VI, 38; VII, 9.
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However, Marcus Aurelius’ writings do not form a coherent philosophical
treatise, which is why we encounter in them thoughts that seem to be
contradictory. This is also the case when we want to take a closer look at his
views on the subject of passing. The Stoic, cheerful vision of the universe
guided by reason is obscured by other more gloomy and pessimistic images.
Consider some of the most characteristic ones:

Of human life the time [ypdvog tod avIpwnivov Biov] is a point, and the substance
is in a flux, and the perception dull, and the composition of the whole body
subject to putrefaction, and the soul a whirl, and fortune hard to divine, and fame
a thing devoid of judgement. And, to say all in a word, everything which belongs
to the body is a stream, and what belongs to the soul is a dream and vapour, and
life is a warfare [molepog] and a stranger’s sojourn [Eévov émdnpia],'® and after-
fame is oblivion [An9n]. (I, 17)

How quickly all things disappear, in the universe the bodies themselves, but in
time the remembrance of them. —I1&d¢ mhvta ToEmg Evapavifetal, T® PEV KOCU®D
avTO TO CONATO, TG 08 aldVvi ai pvijpot avtdv. (I, 12)

Everything is only for a day, both that which remembers and that which is
remembered. —I1av &onuepov, kol TO pvnuovedov Koi TO UVIHLOVELOUEVOV.
av, 3s)

Time [0 aidv] is like a river made up of the events which happen [motapdg T1g TdV
€k 1@V yyvopévov], and a violent stream [pedpa Bioatov]; for as soon as a thing
has been seen, it is carried away, and another comes in its place, and this will be
carried away too. (IV, 43)

Asia, Europe are corners of the universe: all the sea a drop in the universe; Athos
a little clod of the universe: all the present time is a point in eternity [IIdv t0
€veot®c Tod Ypoévov otiyun tod oidvoc]. All things are little, changeable,
perishable. (VI, 36)

Consider that before long thou wilt be nobody and nowhere, nor will any of the
things exist which thou now seest, nor any of those who are now living. For all
things are formed by nature to change and be turned and to perish in order that
other things in continuous succession may exist.—Ott pet o ToAD 0vdelG 0VIa-
pod £om, 008E TOVvTOV TL, G VOV PAénelc, 00dE TOVTOV TIC TAOV VIV Prodvimv.
Grovto yop petafaiiey kol tpémecdat kai gdeipeodon mépukey, tva £tepa €peiig
yivnto (XII, 21)

Marcus Aurelius does not offer any consolation in the face of such a
course of things, except the realization that all these processes occur in
accordance with rational nature and that the only thing a person can do is to
accept the effects of change and passing away. He also draws attention to the

1 Zévov émdnpia is rather “a visit of a wanderer,” a temporary stay of a foreigner.
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monotony of the observed phenomena, he seems to be a bit tired of it. He
writes:

He who has seen present things has seen all, both everything which has taken
place from all eternity and everything which will be for time without end; for all
things are of one kin and of one form.—O ta vdv 1ddv mhvta eédpakev dco t€ €
atdiov €yéveto kai 6oa gig dmepov Eotat. (VI, 37)

All things are the same, familiar in experience, and ephemeral in time, and
worthless in the matter. Everything now is just as it was in the time of those whom
we have buried. (IX, 14)

His fatigue and discouragement is also present in other passages;
observing people and their actions every day is similar to watching the same
performance in the theatre all the time—only the actors change, but the
content of the play remains the same (VI, 46). Such a formulation as: “There
is nothing new: all things are both familiar and short-lived.”—o008&v kavov,
wavto Kol ovvidn kal oAtyoypovia (VII, 1) reminds us of the quotation from
Ecclesiastes cited in the introduction to this article. Therefore, Marcus
repeatedly speaks of the fleetingness and insignificance of all fame after—
death, condemning at the same time those who strive for it, and showing the
futility of such efforts.

He who has a vehement desire for posthumous fame does not consider that every
one of those who remember him will himself also die very soon; then again also
they who have succeeded them, until the whole remembrance shall have been
extinguished as it is transmitted through men who foolishly admire and perish.—
‘O mepi v Votepoenuiov Emtonuévog oV eavtaletal, Tt EKAGTOG TOV LEUVNHEDY
avtod Téyloto Kai ovtog dmodaveital, etta mAAv O ékeivov Stadefauevoc, péxpt
Kol wdoa 1 pyiun aroofi) 61” antopévav Kol ofevvopévav tpotovoa. (IV, 19)

He often mentions famous philosophers and rulers who, despite their
undeniable achievements, had to succumb to the merciless course of time
and passed away in the same way as the countless crowds of ordinary people
(III, 13). He renounces any illusions about the memory of future generations.
He assumes in advance that his actions and his character will also share the
fate of other, even eminent individuals.

At this point one could risk the question whether the repeated evocation
of such images is only an “intellectual exercise,” which is supposed to make
the Stoic philosopher resistant to the temptation of dealing with matters
unworthy of a rational person, or whether Marcus Aurelius expresses his
personal doubts and fears, as well as the feeling of hopelessness of his
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actions and hardships experienced every day. Perhaps both answers are
partly true and the repetition of the principles of Stoic science is aimed
precisely at removing unnecessary fears and developing a proper judgement
of external situations that are difficult even for a philosopher.*® Apparently,
these doubts must have been quite real for Marcus, because otherwise he
would not have returned so often to these motifs.

His reflections on the passing of time are not limited only to emphasizing
the impermanence of all human affairs and the vanity of the world. A lot of
space is devoted to capturing and using the present moment [10 mapdv]
because this is the only moment that fully belongs to us. The past and the
future remain beyond our reach, we have no influence on them. All that
remains to us is the fleeting present.

Throwing away then all things, hold to these only which are few; and besides bear
in mind that every man lives only this present time, which is an
indivisible point, and that all the rest of his life is either past or it is
uncertain. Short then is the time which every man lives [...].—IIévta odv piyag
tadta pova T OAlyo olveye kol &tt cvppvnuoveve, 81t povov (i €kaotog to
napdv todto 10 draplaiov: té & EAAa fi PePiotar § &v ASHA®. wiKpdV pdv odv &
&) éxaotog [...]. (1L, 10; emphasis M. S.)

In another place he writes even more clearly: Eic yap 6 Piog ékdotm—
“Every man’s life is sufficient” (II, 6). When in Book I Marcus Aurelius
enumerates what he owes to whom, he remembers his adoptive father,
Antoninus Pius, and among the many things he learned from him he
mentions the ability “to look into the future wisely and consider
without exaggeration even the smallest circumstances” as well as “the
modest and, at the same time, willing use of the gifts of the fate which
contribute to making life more pleasant—but simply to use what there is
[literally: touching the reality in an unsophisticated, unpretentious manner—
TOPOVTOV AvemitndevTog dntecdal] and the lack of desiring what there has
not been [literally: not feeling the need for what is not there—dandévrov un
oetodo]” (I, 16). And one more fragment: “In a word, thy life is short
[Bpayvg 6 Plog]. Thou must turn to profit the present by the aid of reason and
justice [kepdaviéov TO TapoOV oLV gdAoyoTiq Kol oikn]” (IV, 26).

Marcus Aurelius emphasizes very strongly not only the fact that the
present is fleeting, it is only a point between what has passed and what is
still awaiting us (II, 14), but also the fact that, despite this fleeting nature,

2 Pierre HADOT, Czym jest filozofia starozyma?, 228.
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one should use it properly: “Thou must now at last perceive of what universe
thou art a part, and of what administrator of the universe thy existence is an
efflux, and that a limit of time is fixed for thee [Opog éoti ocol
nepryeypoppévog tod xpovov], which if thou dost not use for clearing away
the clouds from thy mind [gig 10 dmodpidoati], it will go and thou wilt go,
and it will never return” (II, 4). Emphasizing this transience of the moment,
Marcus does not present a pessimistic, passive attitude, he does not succumb
to resignation and sadness. He constantly and even insistently orders:

Every moment think steadily as a Roman and a man to do what thou hast
in hand with perfect and simple dignity, and feeling of affection, and freedom,
and justice; and to give thyself relief from all other thoughts [= fantasies,
eovtoaciot]. And thou wilt give thyself relief, if thou doestevery act of thy
life as if it were the last, laying aside all carelessness and passionate
aversion from the commands of reason, and all hypocrisy, and self-love, and
discontent with the portion which has been given to thee.—Ildong dpog ppdvtile
oTpapds, ®g Popaiog kal dppnv, 10 v yepol petd tig dkpifods Kol ATAGGTOL
ogpvoTTog Kol @rlootopyiag kol €levdepiag koi Sikadtntog mplcoey Kol
oXOMV covtd amd mac®dv TdvV dAlov eavtact@dv mopilew. IMopielg 8¢ v @g
€oydtnyv tod Plov ékdov mpd&v €vepyiig AmnAlaypuévny mlong eikotdTnTog Kol
€unododg AmTooTPOPTic Ao ToD alpodVTog AOYoL Kol VTOKpicemg Kol QIAOVTIOG
Kol dvoaPESTNOEMG TPOG T suppepopapéva. (11, 5)

And in another place:

The perfection of moral character consists in this, in passing every day as the last,
and in being neither violently excited nor torpid nor playing the hypocrite.”'—
Todto €xet 1 tehetdTNg T0D YoV 0 Tdoav Nuépav m¢ tehevtaiov de&dyev kol
uite o@Olew unte vopkdv punte vrokpivesdat. (VII, 69)

This statement very aptly defines the attitude that a person should adopt
towards passing, and at the same time it sets a perspective for each human
act. This perspective is death. Marcus Aurelius is looking for a right relation
to it. On the one hand, he warns against being seized by fear when faced by
it and undertaking nervous actions, and on the other hand, against numbness
and renouncing all actions, against the thoughtless resignation from the
possibility of doing good and just deeds. The thought of the inevitable death
should not have a paralysing effect, but should rather encourage taking
control of not only every day of life, but also of every act and every thought.

2! Literally: “neither in anxiety/shaking, nor in numbness, nor pretending to play any role.”
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It is the perspective of death that defines Marcus Aurelius’ attitude
towards the present. He uses a short phrase: mepiypayov 10 €vestadg TOD
ypovov (VII, 29), which can be understood and translated in different ways.
In Polish translation Reiter proposed: “Be the master of the present”, which
may sound solemnly but seems rather vague. Long translated it as: “Confine
thyself to the present.” Hadot, on the other hand, proposes a different
solution: “Determine the boundaries of the present” and he explains its
meaning referring to the Stoic theory of the divisibility of time:

The Stoics claimed though that time is infinitely divisible, and therefore there is
no present sensu stricto, they rather assumed “extensiveness” (mAdétog) of the
present time as experienced by the human consciousness. It is the human
consciousness that can “determine the boundaries of the present,” the phrase that
contains a double sense—on the one hand, to separate what depends on us (the
present) from what does not depend on us (the past and the future), and, on the
other hand, to reduce something that can worry us to a fleeting moment (but still
having an “extension,” even if only minimal). Taken together, to share the
difficulties instead of being overwhelmed by the anxiety caused by the general
idea of all the difficulties of life. Every moment escapes us when we try to capture
it—the present is reduced to a minimum when one tries to delineate its boundaries
(VIIL, 36)* [...] This means—try to feel how infinitely short a moment is, in
which the future becomes the past.”

At first glance, it may seem that the solution proposed by P. Hadot
completely exhausts this issue and offers a full and meaningful explanation
of “determining the boundaries of the present,” in particular since the
statements in which Marcus Aurelius puts emphasis on fleetingness and
rapid passing appear on the pages of Meditations very often (III, 10). But is
Marcus Aurelius’ goal only to equate the things that may worry us with a
fleeting moment? The fleeting nature of the present is not what he fears. He
rather fears that the present will pass away and will not be used in an
appropriate and decent way. The semantic structure of the verb mepiypdow
allows for a broader interpretation than that proposed by Hadot. In addition
to the meanings: “define,” “determinate,” “limit,” Liddell-Scott’s dictionary

2 The invoked fragment of Meditations (VIII, 36) reads: “In the next place remember that
neither the future nor the past pains thee, but only the present. But this is reduced to a very little,
ifthou only circumscribestit, and chidest thy mind, if it is unable to hold out against
even this.— obte 10 péAlov obte 10 TOPOYNKOS Papel o dAAYL del TO mapdv. ToUTO ¢ KaTa-
OUIKPUVETOL, €0V ODTO MOVOV meplopiong kol GmeAéyyng v didvoiav, €l TPOG TOLTO WYIAOV
avtéyew pun dvvatat. Emphasis M.S.

3 Pierre HADOT, Fizyka jako ¢wiczenie, 152. See also: IDEM, Czym jest filozofia?, 245-246.
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also gives “bring to an end.”* One could therefore suggest even the
meaning: “fill in fully,” “complete” the present moment.

According to Marcus Aurelius, “determining the boundaries” or rather
“filling in to the end” of the present serves only to remove fear and achieve
the perfection of the spirit, which manifests itself in indifference to passing,
but above all, this should serve another purpose—to realize how little time
was given to people and that in this situation one must not postpone life
according to the orders of reason, that is—in other words—obeying the
commands of gods, which boils down to a just and reasonable conduct,
respecting the common good. We can no longer do anything about the past,
we are not able to change anything, while the future is uncertain and
counting on it can be deceptive.

At this point it is worth going a few centuries back and reaching to one of
the few surviving fragments of the sophist Antiphon (480-411 BC). It bears
a striking similarity to Marcus Aurelius’ writing:

There are people who do not live the present life, but are eagerly preparing for
some other life and on that they spend the time that is left to them.—z¢ioi Tiveg ot
TOV TopovTa HEV Blov ov {dowv, dALL Tapackevdloviol TOAAT oTovdi] Og ETepdv
Twva Plov Pudcopevol, oV TOV mapdvTa: Kol &V TOOVTE TUPUAEITOUEVOG O YPOVOG
otyeton . ”

That would be those who, according to the words of Marcus Aurelius,
were unable to determine the boundary of the present, shifted it somewhere
far into the future, thus losing the only thing that depends entirely on them,
and relying on what is uncertain and completely independent of them.

It is worth mentioning here the figure of Antiphon, not only because of
the similarity of some of his remarks on time to the words of Marcus
Aurelius, but also because in the writings of this sophist, for the first time in
Greek thought, there appears the definition of time: “According to it, time

24 Henry G. LIDDELL, Robert SCOTT, A Greek-English Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1961), s.v. neprypdow; The Greek-Polish word, ed. Zofia Abramowiczéwna, vol. 1-4 (Warszawa:
PWN, 1958-1965), s.v. meptyplom.

> DIELS-KRANZ, B 53, Antiphon. Polish translation by Janina Gajda. See also B 50: 10 (ijv
£owke Ppovpd EPNUEP® TO TE PTjKog ToD PBiov Muépa pig, ag &nog einelv, i avafréyavteg Tpog 10
e®¢ mapeyyvdpev toig Emytyvopuévolg teporc.— ‘Life is similar to one-day guard duty, and its
length to one day in which, after seeing the light, we pass on the password to others, born after
us”’; B 52: “Life cannot be repeated like a movement in the game of dice.”
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does not exist objectively, but is only an intellectual concept or a method of
measuring”**—vénua i pérpov Tov xpdvov, ovy’ vmdcTacty.”

As it has already been mentioned, according to Marcus Aurelius, the
“determining of the boundaries of the present” always takes place from the

perspective of death:

Do not act as if thou wert going to live ten thousand years. Death hangs over thee.
While thou livest, while it is in thy power, be good.—Mnm @¢ popla Etn pEAA®V
Civ. 10 ypémv Emptar £og Cfig, Emg £€eoty, dyadog yevov. (IV, 17)

Marcus Aurelius interprets death as yet another phenomenon within the
Stoic world, as a transformation, i.e. a necessary phenomenon, consistent
with nature [€pyov ¢Ocewc] and therefore also good (II, 12).

Observe constantly that all things take place by change, and accustom thyself to
consider that the nature of the Universe loves nothing so much as to change the
things which are and to make new things like them. For everything that exists is in a
manner the seed of that which will be.—@smpetl dimvek®dc Tavta Katd peTafoAnv
ywopeva kol £€3iov €vvoelv, 6Tt 000ev obTOG PELAET 1] T®V OA®V PHGIG OG TO TA
6vta petafdriew Kol motelv véo dpota. oméppa yap TPOTOV TV TV 1O OV T0D
€€ avtod €copévov. (IV, 36)

Thus death is not a complete annihilation, but is like going into a
different phase in the eternal cycle of world transformations.

Speaking of the inevitable end that awaits everyone, Marcus Aurelius
uses very beautiful, poetic comparisons. For him, life is a sea journey, death
is only landing in the harbour, reaching the destination of the journey (III,
3). In another place he compares people to the grains of incense, which are
burned on the altar, one sooner, the other later (IV, 15). The following
fragment is also very significant:

Pass then through this little space of time conformably to nature, and end thy
journey in content, just as an olive falls off when it is ripe, blessing nature who
produced it, and thanking the tree on which it grew.—10 dxaptaiov ovv todto T0d
xpOvoL katd @Vow Seddelv kol TAewv kotoddool, ¢ Gv €l éhaia mémepog

26 Gerald WHITROW, Czas w dziejach, 84; William K.C. GUTHRIE, The Sophists (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1971), 292: “As yet unnoticed are his interesting observations about
time (fr. 9), that is has no substantive existance but is a mental concept or means of
measurement.” Guthrie believes that this is the oldest Greek concept of time, even older than the
one attributed to Archytas.

" DIELS—KRANZ, B 9, Antiphon.
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yevouévn €mmtev, e0enUovoa TV €veykoboav kol xapw €idvio T@ QOGOVTL dEV-
Spw. (IV, 48)

One could ask here whether such frequent mentions of passing, short-
livedness and death are not a proof that the philosopher emperor, contrary to
the obvious contradictions and repetition of the Stoic principles, was afraid
of death and by constantly recalling it, he simply wanted to cure himself of
this fear. Undoubtedly, many of his notes were written for this purpose, in
accordance with the principles of the spiritual exercises, but it is not the fear
of death that is the main reason for their creation. For Marcus Aurelius,
death was certainly a phenomenon with which, like the vast majority of
people of that time, he could have become familiar with, even without
knowing the principles of the Stoic philosophy. Wars, illnesses, high
mortality among children made people accustomed to death. For them it was
not something unanticipated (which does not mean we can attribute to them
insensitivity, but their perspective was simply different than ours—perhaps
we should say that they valued life more, after all, it was so elusive). Marcus
himself writes with deep sadness about the death of his children and does not
seem particularly comforted by the fact that death is a phenomenon “as
familiar and well known as the rose in spring and the fruit in summer [o0t®
oOVNIEC Kol YVOPLUOV MG TO PAdov €v 1@ Eapl Kol omdpo &v Td Ipet]” (IV,
44).

Marcus Aurelius is afraid not of death, but rather of the fact that he will
not manage to be good, that he will misuse his time. He does not yearn for a
particularly long life also because life often ends in old age, which deprives
people of their strength, sharpness of mind and ability to work on
themselves, to form themselves according to the orders of reason:

We ought to consider not only that our life is daily wasting away and a smaller
part of it is left, but another thing also must be taken into the account, that if a
man should live longer, it is quite uncertain whether the understanding will still
continue sufficient for the comprehension of things, and retain the power of
contemplation which strives to acquire the knowledge of the divine and the
human. For if he shall begin to fall into dotage, perspiration and nutrition and
imagination and appetite, and whatever else there is of the kind, will not fail; but
the power of making use of ourselves, and filling up the measure of our duty, and
clearly separating all appearances [...]. We must make haste then, not only
because we are daily nearer to death, but also because the conception of things
and the understanding of them cease first.—Ovyi todto pdévov del Loyileca, dti
ko) €kdotnv fuépav amavarioketor O Piog Kol pépog Elattov avtod KoToAging-
Tat, GAAG KAKEIVO AoyloTtéov, OtL, €l €ml mAéov Pidmn Tig, £EIVO ye ddnlov, &l e€ap-
kéoel opoio ad9ig 1 Stévota PO THY cVvVESY TdY TpoypdTeV Kol T Yempiag Thg
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ouvtewvovong €ig v éumepiov @V 1€ Yelov kol TOV avipomeiov. £av yap
mopoAnpelv dpéntar, T pév damveiodor kol Tpépecdar kol @avtdlecdar kol
opudv kai doa dALo Toladta, ovk &vdenoet [...] yp1 odv énelyecSat od povov @
€yyutépo 00 Javdrtov €kdotote yiveodal, GAAA Kol S0 TO TNV Evvonowv T@v
TPOYUATOV Kol TV TapakorovIncty tpoarnoinyew. (111, 1)

As we can see in the above fragment, it is not death that terrifies Marcus,
but the possibility of losing control over one’s own fate, the loss of one’s
self-awareness, the ability to reflect. It is not the intrusive thoughts about
death that arouse his anxiety, but the insignificance of the present. This is
also the reason for his constant calls to hurry, to reach one’s goal before
death — and the goal is to properly form one’s soul, in accordance with the
commands of the divine reason, and (which results from the previous one) to
do favours to others:

For what more dost thou want when thou hast done a man a service? Art thou not
content that thou hast done something conformable to thy nature, and dost thou
seek to be paid for it? [...] so also as man is formed by nature to acts of benevo-
lence, when he has done anything benevolent or in any other way conducive to the
common interest, he has acted conformably to his constitution, and he gets what is
his own—rti yop mAéov 9éAeic &b momoug, GvIpwme; ovk Apkel TodTO, BTL KOTH
@O TV onv T Expadag, AL ToOTOV ooV {nteic; [...] obtmg Kai 6 dvipwmog
€VEPYETIKOG TEPVKADG, OMATAV TL EVEPYETIKOV T} GAA®G €lg TG HEGO CLVEPYNTIKOV
npan, memoinke mpog O kateckevaotal, Kol &yel T0 eavtod (IX, 42).
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MAN IN THE FACE OF PASSING AND TRANSITORY NATURE OF THE MOMENT
IN MARCUS AURELIUS’ MEDITATIONS

Summary

In his Meditations, the Stoic emperor Marcus Aurelius very often resorts to the motif of
passing and transitory nature of human life. On the one hand, this permanent and pessimistic
motif may be interpreted as a certain kind of spiritual exercise, practised not only by Stoics. On
the other hand, we cannot exclude that this is a manifestation of the author’s personal views and
experiences. Marcus often touched upon the topic of death, a fact that was not necessarily an
expression of his fear of what was inevitable since, according to the Stoic doctrine, death belongs
to the immutable order of the world and is congruous with nature, hence it is completely ac-
ceptable. Marcus Aurelius is rather afraid of the transitory nature of the moment that we are
given. He stresses that life “is passing away” each day and, at the same time, he is tormented with
the lack of time that must be filled with good and respectable behaviour, with life in conformity
with reason, or the deity. Marcus Aurelius is not frightened by death itself, but by the possibility
to lose control over one’s life, loss of consciousness, and the ability to reflect (in case of an
illness or old age). He also firmly stresses the importance of favours that we may and should
render to others, which besides properly forming one’s soul, are the goal of human life.

Key words: Stoic ethics; passing of time; determining the limits of the present time; forming of
the soul; living in line with reason.

Translated by Rafat Augustyn

The preparation of the English version of Roczniki Humanistyczne (Annals of Arts) and its
publication in electronic databases was financed under contract no. 836/P-DUN/2018 from
the resources of the Minister of Science and Higher Education for the popularization of
science.



