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Throughout his letters, Seneca argues that sorrow at the loss of those we love poses a threat to well-being.  In this, he articulates what is a natural extension of the Stoic doctrine regarding the need to hold that which lies outside our control – here the continued presence and existence of our companions – as matters of indifference.
  However, Seneca’s treatment of grief and the remedy he proposes for its alleviation substantially elaborate on this basic theme.  While other Stoics highlight the power of reason to contextualize human struggle within the larger world order and thereby alleviate pain, Seneca appears unpersuaded of the efficacy of such strategies.  Seneca grants the correctness of taking death as a matter of indifference but admits that this conceptual understanding may have a rather limited benefit in the psychic turmoil engendered by loss and bereavement.  In his counsel on grief, Seneca offers strategies that emphasize not reason but rigorous self-mastery.  Stoic tenets regarding death form a conceptual framework for his advice, but it is Seneca’s use of heroic figures and martial imagery that most stand to provide genuine relief from sorrow.  It is, he suggests, exhortation, not argumentation, that can move us to the species of self-command required to repudiate sorrow.  For what Seneca proposes appears tacitly to endorse the intuition that loss does constitute an injury.  Combating grief, he suggests, has less to do with denying loss the status of a blow than it does with withstanding blows when they inevitably come.  The self-mastery Seneca recommends thus valorizes vulnerability as a necessary precondition for the heroic overcoming of pain.  Grief inhibits well-being, but genuine well-being cannot repudiate it as wholly unwarranted.  It must instead provide a mechanism through which grief may be conquered.  

It is perhaps necessary, at the outset, to establish just why Seneca identifies grief as an impediment to well-being, for grief can perhaps be viewed as a reasonable and healthy response that indicates the depth and quality of valuable relationships with others.  Far from signaling a lack in the quality of our lives, it can be seen as an admittedly painful reminder of their fullness, a laudable and unavoidable outcome of our sincere investment in enterprises such as family and community.  Unlike fear of my own death, sorrow concerning the deaths of others can be seen as a temporary affliction that must be endured to ensure a greater health and flourishing.  For to be insulated from the possibility of grief would be to sacrifice the benefit we derive from our interest in, and commitment to, others.  On this view, the pain of loss would appear to be a necessary hazard of a full life.  To fail to feel sorrow when the relationships we value are severed by death would thus be a mark of our failure to establish thriving and meaningful commitments to others.  A central question that must be addressed by any philosopher who would counsel us against grief is:  Can we care and yet be detached from the fates of those for whom we care?  

The simple version of Seneca’s response to this question would be that we both can and must be so detached.  For Seneca, the problem posed by bereavement is but a manifestation of the power Fortune holds over our external conditions.  While we “may judge it the most grievous of ills to lose any of those [we] love,” Seneca explains, we must regard the joy we derive from our relations as a fragile and fundamentally vulnerable blessing (Epistulae Morales CIV.11).  Life, he suggests, be it our own or that of one we love, is not to be trusted, for it is subject, as all blessings from Fortune are, to being stripped from us at any time.  The capacity to suffer grief at the loss of another is contingent on my willingness to abdicate control over my well-being to Fortune.  Grief is thus a failure of what Seneca describes as the “true spirit” that “will never consent to come under the jurisdiction of things external to ourselves” (Ep. XIII.1).  A wholesale repudiation of servitude to Fortune thus entails a repudiation of grief.  

Though such a claim may initially appear rather cold and uncompromising in its seemingly casual dismissal of grief, Seneca’s treatment of grief underestimates neither the pain of bereavement nor the value we find in relationships with others.  He seeks to alleviate the former without neglecting the latter.  Seneca does not claim that grief is an unreasonable response to loss.  An efficacious remedy for sorrow cannot come through the dubious auspices of any counsel that would too quickly or easily dismiss it as unwarranted.  If anything, Seneca claims, our sorrow is warranted more often than we grant it, and we should distrust any “cure” that underestimates just how painful human existence can be.  “What need is there,” Seneca asks, “to weep over parts of life?  The whole of it calls for tears” (De Consolatione ad Marciam xi.7).  At issue, then, is not whether loss merits our sorrow but whether we can lead flourishing lives while consenting to live wholly under Fortune’s jurisdiction.  


A fundamental element in Seneca’s therapy for grief is the claim that grief is often, if not always, a voluntary state.  To overcome it we must better understand what might motivate us to volunteer for sorrow and make us reluctant to abandon it.  One of the most powerful motivations for grief, claims Seneca, is our conviction that grief constitutes a kind of testimony.


One powerful incentive to grieve, Seneca claims, is the awareness of its social significance and uses, for bereavement is not simply a personal matter but a public one that carries with it expectations concerning the appropriate comportment of the bereft.  The depth of my grief is, in the social mirror, a measure of my caring, quantifiable to others in the way I manifest and manipulate its external signs.  That I weep, that I observe the socially approved rites of mourning gives evidence, to all, of my commitments and attachments.  The external manifestations of grief are, in short, a means by which my character and the character of my relations are measured by others.


As testimony of our love and caring, however, “the display of grief makes more demands than grief itself” (Ep. XCIX.16).  For it necessitates that we attend not to careful reflection on loss, but that we visibly and even energetically exhibit our loss to others.  Furthermore, where display is privileged, excess will triumph over moderation.  Fear of being judged wanting in their affections for the dead thus drives many to surrender to frenzied and showmanlike performances.  Seneca’s description of this phenomenon is biting:



They lament the louder for being heard; persons who are reserved

and silent when alone are stirred to new paroxysms of tears when 

they behold others near them!  At such times they lay violent hands 

upon their own persons, -though they might have done this more 

easily if no one were present to check them; at such times they pray 

for death; at such times they toss themselves from their couches 

(Ep. XCIX.16).

That such dramatic displays are displays is confirmed, claims Seneca, by the way in which “grief slackens with the departure of onlookers” (Ep. XCIX.17).  Were we truly undone by self-destructive sorrow, we could, as Seneca wryly remarks, more efficiently harm ourselves in private.

To the extent that we internalize the value society places on outward manifestations of attachment and caring, the company of others is not, or not simply, a comfort in times of loss.  To be in the company of others is to be on the social stage and under the watchful gaze of a potentially critical public.  The consciousness of being observed lends a theatrical quality to grief and, as we know others to be watching, we begin to watch ourselves, monitoring our responses to loss for their efficacy as performances of appropriate distress and pain.  Tears become “proofs of bereavement” and we “do not give way to sorrow but merely parade it” (Ep. LXIII.2).  To abandon grief would be tantamount to forfeiting our image as caring companions to others.

Although Seneca’s sardonic descriptions of grief in excessive display could suggest a skepticism regarding the sincerity of any sorrow so displayed, this is not his principal aim.  Seneca is primarily concerned with those for whom bereavement constitutes a genuine blow and who blindly attempt to manage their pain in ways that are common and therefore familiar.  Such individuals may, having internalized the view that tears are a testament of love, seek in their pain to give "proofs of their emotions” not only to others but also, and more fundamentally, to themselves (Ep. LXIII.9-10).  

The theatrical behaviors of grief sanctioned by society may serve the genuinely bereft individual as a mask that conceals a fundamental uncertainty.  Did he, who is now beyond my reach, know that I cared, that I loved?  Or, more severely, did I care for him or love as well as I ought?  Where these questions cannot be confidently answered affirmatively, we resort to other strategies.  Fierce displays of grief are, in this context, attempts to hit a target that must always elude us.  Not only do belated attempts to convey love miss their proper mark, they corrupt even pain.  For grief here becomes tinged with “an element of self-seeking” (Ep. LXIII.2).  In seeking to convince ourselves of our fidelity to the dead and alleviate regret, we create a need to prolong pain and selfishly cling to it.  Even the most sincere and cutting grief must gradually abate, with time even the most furrowed brow “will be smoothed out in laughter by some circumstance, however casual” (Ep. LXIII.3).  However, where the aim is to repair a perceived failing in affection for the dead, the bereaved must resist allowing the passage of time to remedy grief’s injuries.  The demands of uncertainty outpace natural sorrow.  In maintaining pain we seek to say to the dead and to ourselves, “My love was so great that my sorrow must now abide.”  Repudiation of present joys or even relief becomes a substitute for love incompletely expressed.

Even if we are confident in the affection we showed our loved ones while they still lived, we may yet grieve.  For grief often stems from the simple conviction that we have lost something, indeed, that something of great value has been stripped from us.  To the extent that what I count valuable about my life is attached to my relations with others, the severing of those relations by death cannot but leave me feeling bereft, robbed not only of present pleasures but also of an anticipated future that included them.  In such circumstances, depth of affection and pleasure with others is transformed into bitter pain.  We discover, belatedly, that while our relations belonged to our happiness, our happiness did not belong to us.  Grief is here a natural manifestation of the sense that what we value has been ravaged by an indifferent Fortune and that we have been left dispossessed.

The principal cause of this species of grief consists in what we might commonsensically deem natural longings.  To care for others is not simply to take joy in their presence or present well-being, but to desire their continuance.  Likewise, robust relations derive their value not simply from present pleasures but from the conviction that the affection upon which they rest has endured and will abide.  The pleasure that we derive from the well-being of our companions and relationships seems inextricably linked to their temporal extension.  It is the cumulative effect of shared experience and history, affection that has persisted and will persist.

Grief of this sort may initially suggest a frustration of the desire to retain unchanged what is pleasurable, to resist any alteration of circumstances we enjoy.  While this desire may indeed be manifest in some who suffer bereavement, it is a longing that is both more sophisticated and considerably more difficult to check that Seneca seeks to remedy.  We need not be resistant to change to feel grief.  Indeed, we may invite and welcome change and yet rail loss.  For while death constitutes a change, it is that unique change that forecloses all other possible alterations.  What we often prize in our relations with others is not their unchanging character but, quite the contrary, the way in which these relations are seasoned by time and enriched by change.  Parents long to witness the growth and maturing of their children; lovers marry in hopeful anticipation of an affection that will deepen with age and experience; friendship represents a pledge to encounter life’s vicissitudes among community.  It is not stasis that we value and desire here, but the dynamic evolution of familiarity, discovery, and affection across the span of generous time and in the context of a variety of experiences and life stages.  The “stasis” of such relations consists in a resolve to answer the unforeseen clinamen of our lives with a persistent fidelity and determination to endure and enjoy life’s changes together.  Bereavement is, in this context, the foreclosure of such a future.  We grieve not because death has prevented an unchanged maintenance of pleasure, but because it has denied us the pleasure of movement.

Seneca’s counsel regarding grief is best captured not in praecepta but in exempla, in those individuals he lauds as models worthy of appropriation.  Perhaps the most striking of these is Stilbo.  Seneca describes Stilbo’s ordeal concisely:  “his country was captured and his children and his wife lost” (Ep. IX.18).  Emerging from the wreckage, Stilbo encountered the man who was the instrument of this destruction.  His enemy asked, with what attitude we can only grimly imagine, if Stilbo had lost anything.  Stilbo’s reply was succinct:  “I have lost nothing!” he declared,  “My goods are all with me!” (Ep. IX.19).  Seneca lauds Stilbo for effectively inverting the situation:  “The enemy conquered, but Stilbo conquered his conqueror” (Ep. IX.19).  “Brave and stout-hearted,” Stilbo secured his well-being by insisting upon his exclusive authority to evaluate his condition (Ep. IX.19).  This authority, Seneca maintains, rested upon the fact that he “deemed nothing that might be taken from him as a good” (Ep. IX.19).  In his admiration of Stilbo, however, Seneca lauds a model that even he recognizes may appear too extreme, as “insensible to feeling” (Ep. IX.1).  The use of Stilbo as a model of bereavement well borne thus requires some explanation.  It requires understanding how he describes our relationships with others and thus exactly what is lost when another dies.  What, if not “a good,” has Stilbo lost?  Has he indeed lost nothing? 

Seneca’s view of relationships is informed by traditional Stoic tenets regarding the self-sufficiency enjoyed by the wise.  The wise are drawn into community not out of need but out of a natural desire for partnership and the sharing of interests, as well as a desire to develop and exercise virtue in the fellowship of like-minded companions.
  The wise may profit from companionship but do not require its enrichment in order to be happy or content.  Relations with others thus result from what might be deemed an overflow.  The wise are self-sufficient, their happiness springing from the quality and stability of the interior life.  Yet in achieving this flourishing interior life, they are not immune, nor need they be, to the natural preference of human beings for partnership and community with others.


Underpinning the doctrine of self-sufficiency is the more general doctrine regarding how the wise conduct themselves in relation to the world as a whole.  Spiritual health is measured by how well one brings oneself into accordance with the logos of the world, accepting events as divinely determined to ensure the well-being of the entire cosmos, and embraces the divine logos as it manifests in oneself.  Indeed, as A. A. Long 1986, 182 explains, the task of the human being is to “understand cosmic events and to promote the rationality of Nature by his own efforts.“  To attain Stoic tranquility thus requires something of a double movement.  The Stoic practitioner withdraws from the tumult and striving that mark most human activity and instead strives to develop an interior life in harmony with the macrocosmic order.  The sage clings to nothing but that understanding vouchsafed by participation in a world governed by transcendent reason.  In this participation, however, it is clear that interiority is only superficially a withdrawal.  For in aligning oneself with reason one ceases to see oneself as an isolated discrete entity.  As Pierre Hadot 1995, 99 explains, in unification with reason, “it is as though we die to our individuality; in so doing, we accede, on the one hand, to the interiority of our consciousness, and on the other, to the universality of thought of the All.”  


Achieving this wider perspective entails certain consequences for our relations with others.  To recognize oneself as what Epictetus describes in the Discourses as a “citizen of the universe” (I.9) is to bring oneself into accord with all that occurs, to accept events as the provision of a divine rational logos.  This acceptance, in turn, becomes a defining characteristic of the wise person’s relations with others.  We find ourselves, as Martha Nussbaum 1994, 343 notes, drawn to “view ourselves as citizens of a worldwide community of rational beings.”  While the wise thus broaden the field of others with whom they find affinity, rationality demands that they do so with a willingness to relinquish others, should Fortune require, without clinging or ruing their loss.  So long as we recognize the fragility of Fortune’s blessings, we cannot count as loss that which we never claimed, nor aspired, to possess.  Bereavement, for the wise, constitutes but a cloud across the sun.  While it may briefly obstruct, the sage, like the sun, is unaffected and “sticks to his work and goes on his course” (Ep. XCII.17).

Seneca admires Stilbo’s understanding that his wife and children were never his to lose.  What he does possess, Seneca implies, is wisdom regarding the terms under which he lives.  There is, however, some difference between understanding the conceptual foundation of Seneca’s praise and achieving the conviction that we can or should adopt Stilbo’s demeanor as our own.  Acceding to the view that loss is but a cloud across the sun may appear a reasonable and even prudent course for a securely flourishing life.  However, if we imagine ourselves in Stilbo’s place, we perhaps perceive a dimension of this example that seems inadequately addressed.  Were I Stilbo, it would not be “loss” that I face but something far more personal:  the deaths of my spouse, of my children, persons whose unique identities cannot be neatly and readily subsumed under any simple description.  To be sanguine about “loss” is to be sanguine about something abstract and underdetermined.  When we suffer bereavement, perhaps what most pains is the way in which the narrative of our relationship becomes overdetermined.  Accumulated joy and shared experience becomes indelibly marked with the uncompromising and final addendum, “…and then he died.”  Thus while we may comprehend Stilbo’s response, we may not be thereby persuaded that his response is satisfying as a model for our own sorrows.  We may rightly suspect that the deaths of those we love cannot, with any justice to their particular significance, be deemed “clouds” whose swift passage cannot mar persistent well-being.  In praising Stilbo on these grounds, Seneca seems, in short, at risk of positing heartless, and thus ineffectual, abstractions.  It seems perilously similar to the species of intellectual solutions Seneca derides for their inability to “sink into us” and “remain in the system” (Ep. XL.4).


Seneca’s use of Stilbo and his metaphor of the sun reveal the Stoic underpinnings of his thought, but the purpose of these passages is not simply to forward Stoic tenets.  Were this their only purpose, we should perhaps rightly judge this manner of counsel simply too extreme to do justice to our lived experience.  What most jars here is the suggestion of an insensibility, an immunity from both emotion and suffering.  However, for Seneca, many traditional Stoic doctrines offer what Currie 1972, 26 deems a “supporting value” and, though Seneca will deploy Stoic tenets when they suit his purpose, “he wished it to be fully realized that they were merely ancillary.”  In the larger body of Seneca’s work, Stilbo’s heroism and the sun metaphor  clearly serve an hortatory function and, as such, they appear less arguments against feeling than attempts to exhort us to a specific sort of feeling.


In offering the example of Stilbo, Seneca distinguishes between “a soul that cannot be harmed” and “a soul entirely beyond the realm of suffering” (Ep. IX.2-3).  The Stoics, he insists, advocate the former:  “our ideal wise man feels his troubles, but overcomes them” (Ep. IX.3).  The “immunity” from suffering at issue here is one which must be persistently asserted.  It is, in other words, only as reliable as the resolve to declare it insistently in the midst of sorrow.  There is thus a sense in which Stilbo’s claim to have “lost nothing” operates as more than a description of facts.  While it may be true that we cannot count as “ours” blessings that are easily lost, this is, Seneca suggests, neither very interesting nor very powerful when we actually face bereavement.  What is required is an intersection of a rationalized understanding of the order of the universe and the deliberate crafting of an aesthetic order of a life unbowed.  The primary reason that Stilbo does not grieve, then, is not because of any intellectual resolution of loss but because he does not elect  to do so.  He claims to have lost nothing not simply because it is so, but because he has, through disciplined self-command, made it so.
  To dispel grief, Seneca claims, is to learn to refuse it.

Although the unflinching fortitude displayed by Stilbo could suggest that the decision to forego grief is relatively easy to implement, Seneca does not always characterize it thus.  It requires training and a discipline of resistance to the lures of grief.  We must re-describe our relationships with others in way that both affirms their value and accepts their vulnerability to Fortune.  While Stoic tenets can aid in this endeavor, these must be matched with a resolve simply to endure the ways in which Fortune assaults us.  This endurance, Seneca suggests, will rest upon an internalization and personalization of the role Fortune plays in our lives.  It is not enough that we get clear on the role that Fortune plays in the cosmos.  Our reflections on this, while valuable, are not enough.  

That death awaits all is a truism.  To internalize its import for my life and be steeled against its implications, however, I must both grasp death’s universality and personalize it.  Death does not simply await “all”; it awaits my spouse, my friends, and even my children.  When I fail to acknowledge the particular import of death’s universality, I condemn myself to be a victim of the unforeseen.  While Seneca does not contest the way in which our affection for others leads us to desire their longevity, too often we allow this natural longing to obscure our awareness of death’s indifference to such desires.  We effectively disarm ourselves of the ability to withstand loss.  To remedy this, we must persistently remind ourselves just how powerless our longings are.  Indeed, we should make the denial of our longings an object of frequent reflection.

In suggesting that we personalize death’s universality, Seneca is suggesting nothing less than that we, in effect, entertain and embrace the horror of loss.  “He robs present ills of their power,” he claims, “who has perceived their coming beforehand” (Marcia ix.4).  To anticipate loss, I must exercise my imagination not by articulating hopes for an uncertain future, but persistently check such hopes with despair.  I must, in the midst of the pleasures my relations offer, conceive their destruction.
  It is this that Seneca lauds in his description of Telamon.  Upon the death of his son, Telamon articulates not surprise or grief but a familiar despair, long-awaited and now, almost predictably he intimates, realized.  “When I begat him,” Telamon explained, “I knew then that he would die” (De Consolatione ad Polybium xi.3).  Then, as if this bald claim of foresight is insufficient to explain his resolve not to weep, Telamon added, “And it was for this that I reared him.”  In this final addendum, Telamon utters what Seneca hopes will come from our the imaginative anticipation of loss:  the power of consent.

Seneca advises that we always “stand in readiness” (Polybius xi.3).  We are as dogs tied to a cart, our options consisting in being led if willing, or, if unwilling, being dragged along (Ep. CVII.11).  With the conscious resolve not to resist Fortune’s shifts, we do the only thing that is left us, we “acquire stout hearts” capable of altering course or of enduring, as Fortune demands (Ep. CVII.7).  When I give my consent to what cannot be otherwise, I pledge my resolve to live “upon the terms [I] have accepted” (Marcia, xviii.8).  I claim, in essence, a collusion with Fortune that precludes my becoming its victim.  I pass “beyond the reach of threats” when I become “sure in dealing with that which is unsure” (Ep. XCVIII.3-4).  I should train myself, Seneca claims, to respond to that which denies my longings and frustrates my hopes by insistently declaring:  “Heaven decreed better!” (Ep. XCVIII.5).  When I regard events in this way, I come to regard those I love as gifts to be enjoyed but not to be trusted to endure.  Although I desire their longevity and flourishing, Heaven may “decree better” and I stand ready to meet that possibility.

Loss highlights the relationship we achieve, or fail to achieve, to Fortune.  What remains unclear is just how this relationship impacts the shape of our relations with others.  It might seem reasonable, at this juncture, to suspect that Seneca’s therapy for grief risks trading one peril for another.  In directing us to achieve a detachment from the fates of our companions and locate the quality of our lives in our capacity for personal control, Seneca perhaps risks compromising our willingness to form genuine attachments to others.  In bringing us to the conviction that loss is a pervasive risk, he may inadvertently suggest that we are better off minimizing our investment in relationships.  Seneca’s counsel demands that we rigorously guard our well-being.  He draws Fortune, as it manifests in bereavement, as an enemy to this well-being and simple prudence could recommend withdrawal from others as an appropriate line of defense.  Indeed, even if we never explicitly draw such a conclusion, the adoption of a posture of defense against loss may lead us to an unconscious or tacit devaluing of attachments themselves.  What aspires to exhort us to a boldness regarding Fortune could have the unintended consequence of fostering, consciously or not, a timidity about loving or caring for others.

A life withdrawn from others may indeed afford some protection.  It cannot, however, be counted a genuine success.  Such a life is but a new species of enslavement to Fortune.  If the prospect of loss dictates a life of self-isolation, we  may claim an invulnerability to the pain of loss, but only with a severely restricted notion of well-being can we count a life thus circumscribed a success.  To allow fear of loss to erode my capacity to care for others and thereby count myself victorious over Fortune is to privilege safety above all else.  It is, in essence, to adopt a deliberate poverty because we fear theft.  To congratulate ourselves on our security we must ignore the fact that we have nothing worth stealing.  An incapacity to lose value becomes an incapacity to enjoy value, and despair overtakes the value of any “security” I may thus achieve.  A genuine cure requires that I “do not hope without despair, or despair without hope” (Ep. CIV.12).  

The proper balance of hope and despair requires that we recognize an urgency in our relations with others.  Because I cannot rely upon the future to afford me the presence of those I love, I must treat their company as a rare and fleeting delight.  Seneca thus instructs Marcia:


Snatch the pleasures your children bring, let your children in 

turn find delight in you, and drain joy to the dregs without delay;

no promise has been given you for this night – nay, I have 

offered too long a respite! – no promise has been given even for 

this hour.  We must hurry, the enemy presses upon our rear.  

Soon these companions will all be scattered, soon the battle-cry 

will be raised, and these comrade ties sundered (Marcia x.4).

We must combat fear by behaving as if loss is imminent, maintaining a constant vigilance in our affections.  We should “greedily enjoy” our companions and view their tenure in our lives, however long it might be, as a “privilege” (Ep. LXIII.8).  We thereby cease to be careless of our companions and our encounters with them are made finer by our dedication to treat them with our full attention and effort.  We also position ourselves to withstand grief.  Where we have made our companions’ very mortality a guide in our comportment toward them, we effectively discipline the tendency to expect their continued presence.  Where we can say of our companions, “ I have had them as if I should one day lose them,” we have no need of sorrow to give belated testament to that which our behavior has already, in advance and when it mattered most, amply demonstrated (Ep. LXIII.7).

Seneca’s contention that we should revel in the present stems from the conviction that we rarely fully attend to it.  Too often hopes for the future or memories of the past consume the present and “the very thing that we grasp slips through our hands” (Ep. CI.5).  While we cannot stop the passage of time, we can draw more from the present than we do.  Hadot 1995, 227 describes this sensibility as one in which we define time by “its reference to man’s thoughts and actions.”  To seize at the present is thus to focus full attention on what it affords, to let nothing slip notice, and exhaustively and appreciatively to affirm it.  In so doing, I own the present not from the rather impoverished standpoint that it is all I am granted, but because I exercise, with complete acuity, my command of it.  Such attention, in Hadot’s idiom, functions to “thicken” the present.  I vouchsafe “present blessings” by becoming a soul “at rest,” capable of genuinely loving others because my attentions to them are undivided, my concentration on taking joy in them resolute and total (Ep. XCVIII.6).


While examples such as Stilbo and Telamon stand as models for a complete repudiation of grief, Seneca does not claim to have provided a formula for a total eradication of sorrow.  There is, Seneca intimates, a naturalness to immediate grief, a “first shock” that comes without bidding (Ep. XCIX.1).  In his letter to Marcia, he cites the behavior of animals as evidence of this.  Cows low in the absence of their young; “wild beasts” rage in protest about their stolen cubs; and birds raise “a great outcry” upon discovering their nests empty (Marcia vii.2).  Yet while such observations testify to a natural aspect of grief, what is most noteworthy about the sorrow of animals is how quickly it is abandoned.  If we are to take instruction from their behavior, it should be simply to recognize that “there is a wide difference between permitting and commanding yourself to mourn” (Marcia ix.3).  Immediate grief may have some efficacy:  “Tears fall, no matter how we try to check them,” Seneca claims, “and by being shed they ease the soul” (Ep. XCIX.16).  When we “allow them to fall,” we acknowledge the “pinch of pain” that accompanies love and affection without its proper object (Ep. XCIX.15).  What should trouble us is not this, but grief that resists a natural and speedy abatement.

Many grieve in too great measure and for too long a duration.  Unlike animals, the human being “nurses his grief, and the measure of his affliction is not what he feels, but what he wills to feel” (Marcia vii.2).  Once the initial shock of grief passes, as it must, we prolong sorrow because we tacitly concede injury.  We are afflicted, in short, because we have rendered ourselves so.  While vulnerability is a precondition for heroism, here its potential power is rendered impotent, the suffering is entails left unredeemed.  Although grief will subside even if we never check it, it is a “shameful cure” to find relief simply because, with time, all must “grow weary of sorrowing” (Ep. LXIII.12).  A noble life, a life we can admire, cannot be had in a health restored by happenstance.  Nor will it be a credit to our love for our companions if we never reconcile ourselves to their loss but merely tire of protesting it.  The task that lies before us, then, is to internalize the recognition that sorrow will come for us and make ready to abandon it, to command ourselves not to feel it.


A life of flourishing is achieved not without sorrow but in spite of it.  Fortune operates like a great force “ready to plunge” in upon us (Ep. LXXVIII.15).  Seneca’s therapy does not insulate us from this crushing weight.  It is, rather, an attempt to exhort us to withstand it and thereby combat it.  “If you hold your ground,” he instructs, “and make up your mind to push against it, it will be forced back” (Ep. LXXVIII.15).  Liberation from Fortune and grief are achieved only with the resolve to stand firm.  Yet the outcome of Seneca’s therapy is not what we might immediately describe as tranquility.  Indeed, Seneca himself can appear ambivalent about what one may expect.  He exhorts us to combat Fortune, intimating that some measure of success is possible, yet also insists that resistance to Fortune is vain.  While Seneca is not usually lauded for his consistency, his treatment of grief, and death more generally, does permit a more generous reading, particularly if we attend to the nature of the models he offers and his hortatory language.  


Seneca privileges the heroic figure and attends to the existential details of human suffering with an often brutal acuity.  His work is peopled with the bruised and bloodied.  While Seneca’s rendering of both heroes and the somatic elements of human suffering undeniably owes some of its brutality to the nature of Roman society, it nonetheless provides a mechanism for retrieving from his counsel a coherent picture of the relationship to Fortune he articulates.  Seneca’s work suggests an aesthetics of suffering in which the self-conscious crafting of a life we can admire includes susceptibility to pain as a vital element.
  The body, as Seneca portrays it, is a fragile instrument easily subject to debasement and deprecations that threaten physical integrity and dignity.  The psyche, Seneca’s work suggests, is no different.  The capacity to achieve well-being, whether in body or soul, must incorporate this frailty and provide some mechanism for self-protection.  Reason, with its capacity to contextualize personal suffering in a larger world order, is one such mechanism.  The mechanism to which Seneca habitually appeals, however, is perhaps best characterized as heroic aspiration.  Where reason distances the individual from suffering by de-personalizing it, Seneca’s heroic figures, such as Stilbo and Telamon, function to restore a personal, lived reality to sorrow.  Seneca grants the astract truth that death is a matter of indifference, yet insists that it “is not so indifferent as the question whether your hair should be worn evenly or unevenly;” it is not evil, but “contains a semblance of evil” (Ep. LXXXII.15).  Indeed, Seneca frequently portrays death as a a predator for whom we are prey or an enemy storming the very gates of life.
  Seneca’s depictions of death and loss in such a fashion serve to announce that we require not simply reason, but courage. 

Unlike reason, courage requires vulnerability as a precondition for its achievement and it is in his treatment of vulnerability that Seneca’s apparent inconsistencies find some resolution.  When Seneca urges us to accept that we have no power to resist Fortune he simply acknowledges our impotence to alter the basic conditions of life.  Such an acknowledgement is necessary if we are to avoid the frenetic and fruitless species of resistance exhibited by those who come undone by sorrow.  The resistance available to us, Seneca suggests, is of a subtler sort.  It makes use of our vulnerability as a kind of weapon and constitutes, if I can use such a metaphor, a philosophical version of rope-a-dope, a strategy in which the ability to sustain injury and remain unbowed can afford victory through an exhaustion of the opponent’s strength.  When Seneca identifies death as belonging to that class of problems “which it is more clever to have scorned than to solve” (Ep. XLIX.6) and lauds a particularly gruesome suicide as an “insult” (contumeliam) to death (Ep. LXX.20), he indicates just this sort of resistance.  What Seneca seems most to admire is not the rational order of the universe but the aesthetic order of an individual life uncompromised by any threat.   The sage “stands erect under any load” because he is assured of his own strength and “knows that he was born to carry burdens” (Ep. LXXI.26-27).  As John Ferguson 1972, 16 observes, Seneca’s sage is “the man who can stand up to the evils that sap the resolve of others.”  Though Ferguson deems this a “rather sad picture,” it is not clear that Seneca would concur.  Indeed, it is precisely the sage’s ability to transform despair into courage and suffer well that ennobles his condition.

Seneca describes his counsel as offering a safe harbour; however, he does not describe solace or simple comfort.  “The only harbour,” he explains, “safe from the seething storms of this life is scorn of the future, a firm stand, a readiness to receive Fortune’s missiles full in the breast, neither skulking nor turning the back” (Ep. CIV.22).  The “refuge” here offered is that of the “stout of heart” and “brave of spirit” and the “safety” Seneca describes has less to do with any actual safety than it does with the valorization of danger well met (Ep. CIV. 22-23).  Indeed, we must resist equating a flourishing life with refuge or safety.  To seek these is to desire what “is merely a flat calm,” unworthy, Seneca maintains, of being deemed victory (Ep. LXVII.12-13).  Accomplishing a life of flourishing is, rather, an heroic endeavor pursued in the midst of great peril.  While there is beauty and satisfaction in it, it is a beauty “honorable and austere” and a satisfaction hard won (Ep. LXVII.16).  Appreciation of a life drawn in this fashion demands “not to be worshipped by us with incense and garlands, but with sweat and blood” (Ep. LXVII.12-13).


When we strive to accomplish this life, Seneca insists, the posture we adopt is an acceptance of death and loss that, in some measure, functions as a defiance of both.  The life this provides is one in which we will be injured.  Our reward is that we will have wrested from Fortune the capacity to redeem sorrow.  Its redemption will consist in the joy of a robust self-mastery, an appreciation for what we have wrought that Seneca likens to the admiration we have for prizefighters.  In such figures we recognize that 

the only contestant who can confidently enter the lists is the man 

who has seen his own blood, who has felt his teeth rattle beneath 

his opponent’s fist, who has been tripped and felt the full force of 

his adversary’s charge, who has been downed in body but not in 

spirit, one who, as often as he falls, rises again with greater 

defiance than ever (Ep. XIII.2-3).

To become such a figure regarding grief is to insist that, whatever Fortune may have in store for those I love, I will not compromise my affection for them, that I will stand firm with them, that I will declare the pleasure they offer manifold and abundant, regardless of its duration.


What Seneca thus recommends is far from an unfeeling indifference to loss.  Indeed, Seneca’s therapy is perhaps best drawn as the resolve to feel the pain of loss, earnestly, deeply, “full in the breast,” but never to “[beg] for release” (Ep. LXXVII.19).  The assurance it offers rests only in the claim that my life and the love of my companions may not be rendered bitter unless I myself declare them so.  While it cannot help us dodge Fortune’s blows, it urges us to receive them with a ferocity of spirit, to declare the pain they bring insufficient to make us yield.  A prevailing concern of Seneca’s work is that we craft an image of ourselves that we can admire.
  The countenance he describes will not, and cannot, be unmarked by trouble or sorrow.  It is, rather, a scarred visage ennobled by our capacity “to make a mock at pain” (Ep. CIV. 22-23).   Seneca’s work describes the triumph of the tortured.  It offers as models for our well-being not those whose peace has remained untrammeled, but those who have endured, those who suffer deeply but have not given way.  They have instead “smiled, and heartily too” (Ep. CIV. 22-23).
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� Long and Sedley 1987, 354-359 offer a variety of Hellenistic sources on this point and provide an analysis of the classificatory system implied in the traditional Stoic division between the good, the bad, and the indifferent.  As Long and Sedley note, matters of indifference do permit additional classification according to the relative value or disvalue they inspire in the rational agent who operates “in accordance with nature.”   In general (though perhaps not entirely without exception), the longevity and well-being of companions belongs to that class of indifferents which we would naturally prefer.  In contrast, the loss of companions belongs to that class of indifferents which naturally inspire repulsion and are not preferred by rational agents.


� Seneca’s most explicit treatment of this is located in Ep. IX where he likens lost friends to the loss of a limb and argues that the wise person “can do without friends, not that he desires to do without them” (IX.5).  See also Long and Sedley 1987, 394-401 on the completeness of the sage’s well-being and Diogenes Laertius’ account of friendship and the sharing of virtue (7.124). 


� I here avoid using the term “will” as both too imprecise and too evocative.  As Inwood 2000 argues, the conception of “will” often assigned to Seneca’s work and, in particular, his use of voluntas, is problematic.  What is most at issue here is “how we treat our own character and temperament as things on which we can reflect and act, on which we can have causal impact” (Inwood 2000, 51). While Seneca’s emphasis on the agent’s capacity to develop self-knowledge, self-control, and shape the self may clearly serve as elements in a conception of “will,” Seneca never identifies them as such in any formal and unified fashion. 


� Cf. Epictetus’ claim in Handbook 3 that when one is fond of something, one must “remember to say just what sort of thing it is, beginning with the least little thing.”  From these “little things” one must likewise keep in mind the “sort of thing” one’s companions are:  “If you kiss your child or your wife, say that you are kissing a human being; for when it dies you will not be upset.”  


� Barton 1993, chapter 1 provides a useful analysis of some of Seneca’s most violent images, those concerning gladiators, and their role in awakening a useful despair from which one may formulate self-mastery without denying Fortune its due.  Seneca’s use of gladiators and similarly violent scenes attempts to incorporate an insistent recognition of vulnerability into a strategy for locating dignity within debasement.


� See, for instance, Ep. LXXXII.23-24 where Seneca describes death as a “great monster.”  Elsewhere, he variously describes it as lying in wait or openly pursuing us, e.g. Ep. XCIII.12, Ep. XLIX.9-10, Marcia, xxi.6.  


�Tacitus XV,LXIff. describes Seneca’s death scene.  When denied the opportunity to read his will, Seneca identifies the image of his life as his only possession and leaves this as his bequest to his friends.  This, he suggests, is the most any person has to offer.  Griffin 1974 addresses Seneca’s concern with his own image and, in particular, his apparent struggles to craft an image he could admire despite his numerous personal failings. 
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