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LETTER 66

On Various Aspects of Virtue
=

I have just seen my former school-mate Claranus for the first time
in many years. You need not wait for me to add that he is an old
man; but I assure you that I found him hale in spirit and sturdy,
although he is wrestling with a frail and feeble body. For Nature
acted unfairly when she gave him a poor domicile for so rare a
soul; or perhaps it was because she wished to prove to us that an
absolutely strong and happy mind can lie hidden under any exte-
rior. Be that as it may, Claranus overcomes all these hindrances,
and by despising his own body has arrived at a stage where he
can despise other things also.
The poet who sang

Worth shows more pleasing in a form that’ fair,!"

is, in my opinion, mistaken. For virtue needs nothing to set it off;
it is its own great glory, and it hallows the body in which it dwells.
At any rate, I have begun to regard Claranus in a different light;
he seems to me handsome, and as well-setup in body as in mind.

A great man can spring from a hovel; so can a beautiful and
great soul from an ugly and insignificant body. For this reason
Nature seems to me to breed certain men of this stamp with the
idea of proving that virtue springs into birth in any place what-
ever. Had it been possible for her to produce souls by themselves
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and naked, she would have done so; as it is, Nature does a still
greater thing, for she produces certain men who, though ham-
pered in their bodies, none the less break through the obstruction.

I think Claranus has been produced as a pattern, that we might
be enabled to understand that the soul is not disfigured by the
ugliness of the body, but rather the opposite, that the body is
beautified by the comeliness of the soul.

Now, though Claranus and I have spent very few days together,
we have nevertheless had many conversations, which I will at once
pour forth and pass on to you.

The first day we investigated this problem: how can goods be
equal if they are of three kinds?™ For certain of them, accord-
ing to our philosophical tenets, are primary, such as joy, peace,
and the welfare of one’s country. Others are of the second order,
moulded in an unhappy material, such as the endurance of suffer-
ing, and self-control during severe illness. We shall pray outright
for the goods of the first class; for the second class we shall pray
only if the need shall arise. There is still a third variety, as, for
example, a modest gait, a calm and honest countenance, and a
bearing that suits the man of wisdom.

Now how can these things be equal when we compare them, if
you grant that we ought to pray for the one and avoid the other?
If we would make distinctions among them, we had better return
to the First Good, and consider what its nature is: the soul that
gazes upon truth, that is skilled in what should be sought and
what should be avoided, establishing standards of value not
according to opinion, but according to nature—the soul that
penetrates the whole world and directs its contemplating gaze
upon all its Phenomena, paying strict attention to thoughts and
actions, equally great and forceful, superior alike to hardships
and blandishments, yielding itself to neither extreme of fortune,
rising above all blessings and tribulations, absolutely beautiful,
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perfectly equipped with grace as well as with strength, healthy
and sinewy, Bl unruffled, undismayed, one which no violence can
shatter, one which acts of chance can neither exalt nor depress—a
soul like this is virtue itself.

There you have its outward appearance, if it should ever come
under a single view and show itself once in all its completeness.
But there are many aspects of it. They unfold themselves accord-
ing as life varies and as actions differ; but virtue itself does not
become less or greater.!! For the Supreme Good cannot diminish,
nor may virtue retrograde; rather is it transformed, now into one
quality and now into another, shaping itself according to the part
which it is to play.

Whatever it has touched it brings into likeness with itself, and
dyes with its own colour. It adorns our actions, our friendships,
and sometimes entire households which it has entered and set
in order. Whatever it has handled it forthwith makes lovable,
notable, admirable.

Therefore the power and the greatness of virtue cannot rise to
greater heights, because increase is denied to that which is super-
latively great. You will find nothing straighter than the straight,
nothing truer than the truth, and nothing more temperate than
that which is temperate.

Every virtue is limitless; for limits depend upon definite mea-
surements. Constancy cannot advance further, any more than
fidelity, or truthfulness, or loyalty. What can be added to that
which is perfect? Nothing otherwise that was not perfect to which
something has been added. Nor can anything be added to virtue,
either, for if anything can be added thereto, it must have contained
a defect. Honour, also, permits of no addition; for it is honourable
because of the very qualities which I have mentioned.”! What
then? Do you think that propriety, justice, lawfulness, do not also
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belong to the same type, and that they are kept within fixed limits?
The ability to increase is proof that a thing is still imperfect.

The good, in every instance, is subject to these same laws.
The advantage of the state and that of the individual are yoked
together; indeed it is as impossible to separate them as to sepa-
rate the commendable from the desirable. Therefore, virtues are
mutually equal; and so are the works of virtue, and all men who
are so fortunate as to possess these virtues.

But, since the virtues of plants and of animals are perishable,
they are also frail and fleeting and uncertain. They spring up, and
they sink down again, and for this reason they are not rated at the
same value; but to human virtues only one rule applies. For right
reason is single and of but one kind. Nothing is more divine than
the divine, or more heavenly than the heavenly.

Mortal things decay, fall, are worn out, grow up, are exhausted,
and replenished. Hence, in their case, in view of the uncertainty
of their lot, there is inequality; but of things divine the nature is
one. Reason, however, is nothing else than a portion of the divine
spirit set in a human body.® If reason is divine, and the good in
no case lacks reason, then the good in every case is divine. And
furthermore, there is no distinction between things divine; hence
there is none between goods, either. Therefore it follows that joy
and a brave unyielding endurance of torture are equal goods; for
in both there is the same greatness of soul relaxed and cheerful
in the one case, in the other combative and braced for action.

What? Do you not think that the virtue of him who bravely
storms the enemy’s stronghold is equal to that of him who endures
a siege with the utmost patience? Great is Scipio when he invests
Numantia,” and constrains and compels the hands of an enemy,
whom he could not conquer, to resort to their own destruction.
Great also are the souls of the defenders—men who know that, as
long as the path to death lies open, the blockade is not complete,
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men who breathe their last in the arms of liberty. In like manner,
the other virtues are also equal as compared with one another:
tranquillity, simplicity, generosity, constancy, equanimity, endur-
ance. For underlying them all is a single virtue—that which ren-
ders the soul straight and unswerving.

“What then,” you say; “is there no difference between joy and
unyielding endurance of pain?” None at all, as regards the virtues
themselves; very great, however, in the circumstances in which
either of these two virtues is displayed. In the one case, there is a
natural relaxation and loosening of the soul; in the other there is
an unnatural pain. Hence these circumstances, between which a
great distinction can be drawn, belong to the category of indiffer-
ent things,® but the virtue shown in each case is equal.

Virtue is not changed by the matter with which it deals; if the
matter is hard and stubborn, it does not make the virtue worse;
if pleasant and joyous, it does not make it better. Therefore, vir-
tue necessarily remains equal. For, in each case, what is done is
done with equal uprightness, with equal wisdom, and with equal
honour. Hence the states of goodness involved are equal, and it
is impossible for a man to transcend these states of goodness by
conducting himself better, either the one man in his joy, or the
other amid his suffering. And two goods, neither of which can
possibly be better, are equal.

For if things which are extrinsic to virtue can either diminish
or increase virtue, then that which is honourable® ceases to be
the only good. If you grant this, honour has wholly perished. And
why? Let me tell you: it is because no act is honourable that is
done by an unwilling agent, that is compulsory. Every honourable
act is voluntary. Alloy it with reluctance, complaints, cowardice,
or fear, and it loses its best characteristic—self-approval. That
which is not free cannot be honourable; for fear means slavery.
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The honourable is wholly free from anxiety and is calm; if it
ever objects, laments, or regards anything as an evil, it becomes
subject to disturbance and begins to flounder about amid great
confusion. For on one side the semblance of right calls to it, on
the other the suspicion of evil drags it back, therefore, when a man
is about to do something honourable, he should not regard any
obstacles as evils, even though he regard them as inconvenient,
but he should will to do the deed, and do it willingly. For every
honourable act is done without commands or compulsion; it is
unalloyed and contains no admixture of evil.

I know what you may reply to me at this point: “Are you trying
to make us believe that it does not matter whether a man feels
joy, or whether he lies upon the rack and tires out his torturer?”
I might say in answer: “Epicurus also maintains that the wise
man, though he is being burned in the bull of Phalaris,!' will
cry out: ‘Tis pleasant, and concerns me not at all”” Why need you
wonder, if I maintain that he who reclines at a banquet and the
victim who stoutly withstands torture possess equal goods, when
Epicurus maintains a thing that is harder to believe, namely, that
it is pleasant to be roasted in this way?

But the reply which I do make, is that there is great difference
between joy and pain; if I am asked to choose, I shall seek the
former and avoid the latter. The former is according to nature,
the latter contrary to it. So long as they are rated by this standard,
there is a great gulf between; but when it comes to a question of
the virtue involved, the virtue in each case is the same, whether
it comes through joy or through sorrow.

Vexation and pain and other inconveniences are of no conse-
quence, for they are overcome by virtue. Just as the brightness
of the sun dims all lesser lights, so virtue, by its own greatness,
shatters and overwhelms all pains, annoyances, and wrongs; and
wherever its radiance reaches, all lights which shine without the
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help of virtue are extinguished; and inconveniences, when they
come in contact with virtue, play no more important a part than
does a storm-cloud at sea.

This can be proved to you by the fact that the good man will
hasten unhesitatingly to any noble deed; even though he be con-
fronted by the hangman, the torturer, and the stake, he will per-
sist, regarding not what he must suffer, but what he must do; and
he will entrust himself as readily to an honourable deed as he
would to a good man; he will consider it advantageous to him-
self, safe, propitious. And he will hold the same view concerning
an honourable deed, even though it be fraught with sorrow and
hardship, as concerning a good man who is poor or wasting away
in exile.

Come now, contrast a good man who is rolling in wealth with
a man who has nothing, except that in himself he has all things;
they will be equally good, though they experience unequal for-
tune. This same standard, as I have remarked, is to be applied to
things as well as to men; virtue is just as praiseworthy if it dwells
in a sound and free body, as in one which is sickly or in bondage.

Therefore, as regards your own virtue also, you will not praise it
any more, if fortune has favoured it by granting you a sound body;,
than if fortune has endowed you with a body that is crippled in
some member, since that would mean rating a master low because
he is dressed like a slave. For all those things over which Chance
holds sway are chattels, money, person, position; they are weak,
shifting, prone to perish, and of uncertain tenure. On the other
hand, the works of virtue are free and unsubdued, neither more
worthy to be sought when fortune treats them kindly, nor less
worthy when any adversity weighs upon them.

Now friendship in the case of men corresponds to desirability
in the case of things. You would not, I fancy, love a good man if
he were rich any more than if he were poor, nor would you love
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a strong and muscular person more than one who was slender
and of delicate constitution. Accordingly, neither will you seek
or love a good thing that is mirthful and tranquil more than one
that is full of perplexity and toil.

Or, if you do this, you will, in the case of two equally good men,
care more for him who is neat and well-groomed than for him
who is dirty and unkempt. You would next go so far as to care
more for a good man who is sound in all his limbs and without
blemish, than for one who is weak or purblind; and gradually your
fastidiousness would reach such a point that, of two equally just
and prudent men, you would choose him who has long curling
hair! Whenever the virtue in each one is equal, the inequality in
their other attributes is not apparent. For all other things are not
parts, but merely accessories.

Would any man judge his children so unfairly as to care more
for a healthy son than for one who was sickly, or for a tall child of
unusual stature more than for one who was short or of middling
height? Wild beasts show no favouritism among their offspring;
they lie down in order to suckle all alike; birds make fair distribu-
tion of their food. Ulysses hastens back to the rocks of his Ithaca
as eagerly as Agamemnon speeds to the kingly walls of Mycenae.
For no man loves his native land because it is great; he loves it
because it is his own.[!

And what is the purpose of all this? That you may know that
virtue regards all her works in the same light, as if they were her
children, showing equal kindness to all, and still deeper kindness
to those which encounter hardships; for even parents lean with
more affection towards those of their offspring for whom they feel
pity. Virtue, too, does not necessarily love more deeply those of
her works which she beholds in trouble and under heavy burdens,
but, like good parents, she gives them more of her fostering care.
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Why is no good greater than any other good? It is because
nothing can be more fitting than that which is fitting, and noth-
ing more level than that which is level. You cannot say that one
thing is more equal to a given object than another thing; hence
also nothing is more honourable than that which is honourable.

Accordingly, if all the virtues are by nature equal, the three
varieties'? of goods are equal. This is what I mean: there is an
equality between feeling joy with self-control and suffering pain
with self-control. The joy in the one case does not surpass in the
other the steadfastness of soul that gulps down the groan when
the victim is in the clutches of the torturer; goods of the first kind
are desirable, while those of the second are worthy of admiration;
and in each case they are none the less equal, because whatever
inconvenience attaches to the latter is compensated by the quali-
ties of the good, which is so much greater.

Any man who believes them to be unequal is turning away
from the virtues themselves and is surveying mere externals; true
goods have the same weight and the same width.!"® The spurious
sort contain much emptiness; hence, when they are weighed in
the balance, they are found wanting, although they look imposing
and grand to the gaze.

Yes, my dear Lucilius, the good which true reason approves
is solid and everlasting; it strengthens the spirit and exalts it, so
that it will always be on the heights; but those things which are
thoughtlessly praised, and are goods in the opinion of the mob
merely puft us up with empty joy. And again, those things which
are feared as if they were evils merely inspire trepidation in men’s
minds, for the mind is disturbed by the semblance of danger, just
as animals are disturbed.

Hence it is without reason that both these things distract and
sting the spirit; the one is not worthy of joy, nor the other of
fear. It is reason alone that is unchangeable, that holds fast to its
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decisions. For reason is not a slave to the senses, but a ruler over
them. Reason is equal to reason, as one straight line to another;
therefore virtue also is equal to virtue. Virtue is nothing else than
right reason. All virtues are reasons. Reasons are reasons, if they
are right reasons. If they are right, they are also equal.

As reason is, so also are actions; therefore all actions are equal.
For since they resemble reason, they also resemble each other.
Moreover, I hold that actions are equal to each other in so far as
they are honourable and right actions. There will be, of course,
great differences according as the material varies, as it becomes
now broader and now narrower, now glorious and now base, now
manifold in scope and now limited. However, that which is best
in all these cases is equal; they are all honourable.

In the same way, all good men, in so far as they are good, are
equal. There are, indeed, differences of age, one is older, another
younger; of body—one is comely, another is ugly; of fortune—this
man is rich, that man poor, this one is influential, powerful, and
well-known to cities and peoples, that man is unknown to most,
and is obscure. But all, in respect of that wherein they are good,
are equal.

The senses™* do not decide upon things good and evil; they
do not know what is useful and what is not useful. They cannot
record their opinion unless they are brought face to face with a
fact; they can neither see into the future nor recollect the past;
and they do not know what results from what. But it is from such
knowledge that a sequence and succession of actions is woven,
and a unity of life is created—a unity which will proceed in a
straight course. Reason, therefore, is the judge of good and evil;
that which is foreign and external she regards as dross, and that
which is neither good nor evil she judges as merely accessory,
insignificant and trivial. For all her good resides in the soul.
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But there are certain goods which reason regards as primary,
to which she addresses herself purposely; these are, for example,
victory, good children, and the welfare of one’s country. Certain
others she regards as secondary; these become manifest only in
adversity—for example, equanimity in enduring severe illness or
exile. Certain goods are indifferent; these are no more according
to nature than contrary to nature, as, for example, a discreet gait
and a sedate posture in a chair. For sitting is an act that is not less
according to nature than standing or walking.

The two kinds of goods which are of a higher order are differ-
ent; the primary are according to nature—such as deriving joy
from the dutiful behaviour of one’s children and from the well-
being of one’s country. The secondary are contrary to nature—
such as fortitude in resisting torture or in enduring thirst when
illness makes the vitals feverish.

“What then,” you say; “can anything that is contrary to nature
be a good?” Of course not; but that in which this good takes its
rise is sometimes contrary to nature. For being wounded, wasting
away over a fire, being afflicted with bad health—such things are
contrary to nature; but it is in accordance with nature for a man
to preserve an indomitable soul amid such distresses.

To explain my thought briefly, the material with which a good
is concerned is sometimes contrary to nature, but a good itself
never is contrary, since no good is without reason, and reason is
in accordance with nature.

“What, then,” you ask, “is reason?” It is copying nature.” “And
what,” you say, “is the greatest good that man can possess?” It is
to conduct oneself according to what nature wills.

“There is no doubt,” says the objector, “that peace affords more
happiness when it has not been assailed than when it has been
recovered at the cost of great slaughter” “There is no doubt also,”
he continues, “that health which has not been impaired affords
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more happiness than health which has been restored to soundness
by means of force, as it were, and by endurance of suffering, after
serious illnesses that threaten life itself. And similarly there will be
no doubt that joy is a greater good than a soul’s struggle to endure
to the bitter end the torments of wounds or burning at the stake.”

By no means. For things that result from hazard admit of wide
distinctions, since they are rated according to their usefulness in
the eyes of those who experience them, but with regard to goods,
the only point to be considered is that they are in agreement
with nature; and this is equal in the case of all goods. When at a
meeting of the Senate we vote in favour of someone’s motion, it
cannot be said, “A. is more in accord with the motion than B All
alike vote for the same motion. I make the same statement with
regard to virtues—they are all in accord with nature; and I make
it with regard to goods also—they are all in accord with nature.

One man dies young, another in old age, and still another in
infancy, having enjoyed nothing more than a mere glimpse out
into life. They have all been equally subject to death, even though
death has permitted the one to proceed farther along the path-
way of life, has cut oft the life of the second in his flower, and has
broken off the life of the third at its very beginning.

Some get their release at the dinner-table. Others extend their
sleep into the sleep of death. Some are blotted out during dis-
sipation.'”) Now contrast with these persons individuals who
have been pierced by the sword, or bitten to death by snakes, or
crushed in ruins, or tortured piecemeal out of existence by the
prolonged twisting of their sinews. Some of these departures may
be regarded as better, some as worse; but the act of dying is equal
in all. The methods of ending life are different; but the end is one
and the same. Death has no degrees of greater or less; for it has
the same limit in all instances—the finishing of life.
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The same thing holds true, I assure you, concerning goods; you
will find one amid circumstances of pure pleasure, another amid
sorrow and bitterness. The one controls the favours of fortune; the
other overcomes her onslaughts. Each is equally a good, although
the one travels a level and easy road, and the other a rough road.
And the end of them all is the same—they are goods, they are
worthy of praise, they accompany virtue and reason. Virtue makes
all the things that it acknowledges equal to one another.

You need not wonder that this is one of our principles; we find
mentioned in the works of Epicurus!”” two goods, of which his
Supreme Good, or blessedness, is composed, namely, a body free
from pain and a soul free from disturbance. These goods, if they
are complete, do not increase; for how can that which is com-
plete increase? The body is, let us suppose, free from pain; what
increase can there be to this absence of pain? The soul is com-
posed and calm; what increase can there be to this tranquillity?

Just as fair weather, purified into the purest brilliancy, does not
admit of a still greater degree of clearness; so, when a man takes
care of his body and of his soul, weaving the texture of his good
from both, his condition is perfect, and he has found the consum-
mation of his prayers, if there is no commotion in his soul or pain
in his body. Whatever delights fall to his lot over and above these
two things do not increase his Supreme Good; they merely season
it, so to speak, and add spice to it. For the absolute good of man’s
nature is satisfied with peace in the body and peace in the soul.

I can show you at this moment in the writings of Epicurus® a
graded list of goods just like that of our own school. For there are
some things, he declares, which he prefers should fall to his lot,
such as bodily rest free from all inconvenience, and relaxation of
the soul as it takes delight in the contemplation of its own goods.
And there are other things which, though he would prefer that
they did not happen, he nevertheless praises and approves, for
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example, the kind of resignation, in times of ill-health and serious
suffering, to which I alluded a moment ago, and which Epicurus
displayed on that last and most blessed day of his life. For he tells
us!™ that he had to endure excruciating agony from a diseased
bladder and from an ulcerated stomach, so acute that it permitted
no increase of pain; “and yet,” he says, “that day was none the less
happy” And no man can spend such a day in happiness unless he
possesses the Supreme Good.

We therefore find mentioned, even by Epicurus,m] those
goods which one would prefer not to experience; which, how-
ever, because circumstances have decided thus, must be welcomed
and approved and placed on a level with the highest goods. We
cannot say that the good which has rounded out®” a happy life,
the good for which Epicurus rendered thanks in the last words
he uttered, is not equal to the greatest.

Allow me, excellent Lucilius, to utter a still bolder word: if any
goods could be greater than others, I should prefer those which
seem harsh to those which are mild and alluring, and should
pronounce them greater. For it is more of an accomplishment
to break one’s way through difficulties than to keep joy within
bounds.

It requires the same use of reason, I am fully aware, for a man
to endure prosperity well and also to endure misfortune bravely.
What man may be just as brave who sleeps in front of the ramparts
without fear of danger when no enemy attacks the camp, as the
man who, when the tendons of his legs have been severed, holds
himself up on his knees and does not let fall his weapons; but it
is to the blood-stained soldier returning from the front that men
cry: “Well done, thou hero!”??! And therefore I should bestow
greater praise upon those goods that have stood trial and show
courage, and have fought it out with fortune.
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Should I hesitate whether to give greater praise to the maimed
and shrivelled hand of Mucius'® than to the uninjured hand of
the bravest man in the world? There stood Mucius, despising the
enemy and despising the fire, and watched his hand as it dripped
blood over the fire on his enemy’s altar, until Porsenna, envy-
ing the fame of the hero whose punishment he was advocating,
ordered the fire to be removed against the will of the victim.

Why should I not reckon this good among the primary goods,
and deem it in so far greater than those other goods which are
unattended by danger and have made no trial of fortune, as it is
a rarer thing to have overcome a foe with a hand lost than with a
hand armed? “What then?” you say; “shall you desire this good for
yourself?” Of course I shall. For this is a thing that a man cannot
achieve unless he can also desire it.

Should I desire, instead, to be allowed to stretch out my limbs
for my slaves to massage,”! or to have a woman, or a man changed
into the likeness of a woman, pull my finger-joints? I cannot help
believing that Mucius was all the more lucky because he manipu-
lated the flames as calmly as if he were holding out his hand to
the manipulator. He had wiped out all his previous mistakes; he
finished the war unarmed and maimed; and with that stump of
a hand he conquered two kings.**! Farewell.

Footnotes

1. Vergil, Aeneid, v. 344.

2. Seneca is not speaking here of the three generic virtues (physical, ethical,
logical), nor of the three kinds of goods (based on bodily advantage)
which were classified by the Peripatetic school; he is only speaking of
three sorts of circumstances under which the good can manifest itself.
And in §$ 36 ff. he shows that he regards only the first two classes as real
goods. See Zeller, Stoics, p. 230, n. 3.

3. Siccus (not in the sense of Ep. xviii. 4) here means “vigorous,” “healthy;,”
“dry”; i.e., free from dropsy, catarrh, etc.

4. Cf,, from among many passages, Ep. Ixxi. 20 f. and xcii. 16 ff.

5. i.e., constancy, fidelity, etc.
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Ratio (AGyog) is also defined as God, as Absolute Truth, Destiny, etc.

The same idea is evident in the definition of sapientia (the object of
philosophy) as rerum divinarum et humanarum . . . scientia (Cic. Off. ii. 2.
5, etc.), and nosse divina et humana et horum causas, etc.

. A Spanish city, reduced and razed to the ground in 133 B.C. by Scipio

Africanus, the conqueror of Carthage.

. Cf. Ep. xxxi. 4 and footnote (Vol. L.).
. Cf. Cicero, De Fin. ii. 14 f. Rackham translates as “moral worth”—a

reminiscence of 70 kaAdv.

One of the stock bits of heroism attributed to the ideal wise man. Cf.
Epicurus (Frag. 601 Usener), Cicero, Tusc. ii. 7. 17, etc.

A slight variation of the idea in Cicero, De Orat. i. 196 si nos . . . nostra
patria delectat, cuius rei tanta est vis ac tanta natura, ut Ithacam illam
in asperrimis saxulis tamquam nidulum adfixam sapientissimus vir
immortalitati anteponeret.

i.e., of the soul, of the body, and of external goods.

Buecheler thinks that this alliterative phrase of Seneca’s is an echo of some
popular proverb or line taken from a play.

Here Seneca is reminding Lucillius, as he so often does in the earlier
letters, that the evidence of the senses is only a stepping-stone to higher
ideas—an Epicurean tenet.

Another definition, developing further the thought expressed in § 12.

Transcriber’s Note: The Latin, which Gummere translates politely, is:
“Aliquem concubitus extinxit,” i.e., “Others are extinguished during sex.”

Frag. 434 Usener.
Frag. 449 Usener.
Frag. 138 Usener.
See above, § 47.

Clausula has, among other meanings, that of “a period” (Quintil. viii. 5),
and “the rhythmic close of a period” (Cic. De Orat. iii. 192).

For a full discussion of this phrase see Conington, Excursus to Vergil’s
Aeneid, ix. 641.

For the story see Livy, ii. 12 ff.

A rare word—sometimes spelled malacisso—used by Plautus (Bacch. 73)
and Laberius, but not in a technical sense.

Porsenna and Tarquin.



LETTER 67

On Ill-Health and Endurance of Suffering
=

If 1 may begin with a commonplace remark," spring is gradually
disclosing itself; but though it is rounding into summer, when you
would expect hot weather, it has kept rather cool, and one cannot
yet be sure of it. For it often slides back into winter weather. Do
you wish to know how uncertain it still is? I do not yet trust myself
to a bath which is absolutely cold; even at this time I break its chill.
You may say that this is no way to show the endurance either of
heat or of cold; very true, dear Lucilius, but at my time of life one
is at length contented with the natural chill of the body. I can
scarcely thaw out in the middle of summer. Accordingly, I spend
most of the time bundled up; and I thank old age for keeping me
fastened to my bed.”” Why should I not thank old age on this
account? That which I ought not to wish to do, I lack the ability
to do. Most of my converse is with books. Whenever your letters
arrive, I imagine that I am with you, and I have the feeling that I
am about to speak my answer, instead of writing it. Therefore let
us together investigate the nature of this problem of yours, just
as if we were conversing with one another.?!

You ask me whether every good is desirable. You say: “If it is
a good to be brave under torture, to go to the stake with a stout
heart, to endure illness with resignation, it follows that these
things are desirable. But I do not see that any of them is worth
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praying for. At any rate I have as yet known of no man who has
paid a vow by reason of having been cut to pieces by the rod, or
twisted out of shape by the gout, or made taller by the rack”

My dear Lucilius, you must distinguish between these cases;
you will then comprehend that there is something in them that
is to be desired. I should prefer to be free from torture; but if the
time comes when it must be endured, I shall desire that I may
conduct myself therein with bravery, honour, and courage. Of
course I prefer that war should not occur; but if war does occur,
I shall desire that I may nobly endure the wounds, the starva-
tion, and all that the exigency of war brings. Nor am I so mad
as to crave illness; but if I must suffer illness, I shall desire that I
may do nothing which shows lack of restraint, and nothing that
is unmanly. The conclusion is, not that hardships are desirable,
but that virtue is desirable, which enables us patiently to endure
hardships.

Certain of our school, think that, of all such qualities, a stout
endurance is not desirable—though not to be deprecated either—
because we ought to seek by prayer only the good which is unal-
loyed, peaceful, and beyond the reach of trouble. Personally, I do
not agree with them. And why? First, because it is impossible for
anything to be good without being also desirable. Because, again,
if virtue is desirable, and if nothing that is good lacks virtue, then
everything good is desirable. And, lastly, because a brave endur-
ance even under torture is desirable.

At this point I ask you: is not bravery desirable? And yet brav-
ery despises and challenges danger. The most beautiful and most
admirable part of bravery is that it does not shrink from the stake,
advances to meet wounds, and sometimes does not even avoid the
spear, but meets it with opposing breast. If bravery is desirable, so
is patient endurance of torture; for this is a part of bravery. Only
sift these things, as I have suggested; then there will be nothing
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which can lead you astray. For it is not mere endurance of tor-
ture, but brave endurance, that is desirable. I therefore desire that
“brave” endurance; and this is virtue.

“But,” you say, “who ever desired such a thing for himself?”
Some prayers are open and outspoken, when the requests are
offered specifically; other prayers are indirectly expressed, when
they include many requests under one title. For example, I desire
a life of honour. Now a life of honour includes various kinds of
conduct; it may include the chest in which Regulus was confined,
or the wound of Cato which was torn open by Cato’s own hand,
or the exile of Rutilius,” or the cup of poison which removed
Socrates from gaol to heaven. Accordingly, in praying for a life
of honour, I have prayed also for those things without which, on
some occasions, life cannot be honourable

O thrice and four times blest were they

Who underneath the lofty walls of Troy
Met happy death before their parents’ eyes!'®!

What does it matter whether you offer this prayer for some
individual, or admit that it was desirable in the past?

Decius sacrificed himself for the State; he set spurs to his horse
and rushed into the midst of the foe, seeking death. The second
Decius, rivalling his father’s valour, reproducing the words which
had become sacred” and already household words, dashed into
the thickest of the fight, anxious only that his sacrifice might bring
omen of success,®! and regarding a noble death as a thing to be
desired. Do you doubt, then, whether it is best to die glorious and
performing some deed of valour?

When one endures torture bravely, one is using all the virtues.
Endurance may perhaps be the only virtue that is on view and
most manifest; but bravery is there too, and endurance and resig-
nation and long-suffering are its branches. There, too, is foresight;
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for without foresight no plan can be undertaken; it is foresight that
advises one to bear as bravely as possible the things one cannot
avoid. There also is steadfastness, which cannot be dislodged from
its position, which the wrench of no force can cause to abandon
its purpose. There is the whole inseparable company of virtues;
every honourable act is the work of one single virtue, but it is in
accordance with the judgment of the whole council. And that
which is approved by all the virtues, even though it seems to be
the work of one alone, is desirable.

What? Do you think that those things only are desirable which
come to us amid pleasure and ease, and which we bedeck our
doors to welcome?”! There are certain goods whose features
are forbidding. There are certain prayers which are oftered by
a throng, not of men who rejoice, but of men who bow down
reverently and worship.

Was it not in this fashion, think you, that Regulus prayed that
he might reach Carthage? Clothe yourself with a hero’s courage,
and withdraw for a little space from the opinions of the common
man. Form a proper conception of the image of virtue, a thing
of exceeding beauty and grandeur; this image is not to be wor-
shipped by us with incense or garlands, but with sweat and blood.

Behold Marcus Cato, laying upon that hallowed breast his
unspotted hands, and tearing apart the wounds which had not
gone deep enough to kill him! Which, pray, shall you say to him:
“I hope all will be as you wish,” and “I am grieved,” or shall it be
“Good fortune in your undertaking!”?

In this connexion I think of our friend Demetrius, who calls
an easy existence, untroubled by the attacks of Fortune, a “Dead
Sea”l'% If you have nothing to stir you up and rouse you to action,
nothing which will test your resolution by its threats and hostili-
ties; if you recline in unshaken comfort, it is not tranquillity; it
is merely a flat calm.
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The Stoic Attalus was wont to say: “I should prefer that Fortune

keep me in her camp rather than in the lap of luxury. If I am

tortured, but bear it bravely, all is well; if I die, but die bravely, it

is also well” Listen to Epicurus; he will tell you that it is actually

pleasant.!!! T myself shall never apply an effeminate word to an act

so honourable and austere. If I go to the stake, I shall go unbeaten.

Why should I not regard this as desirable—not because the

fire, burns me, but because it does not overcome me? Nothing

is more excellent or more beautiful than virtue; whatever we do

in obedience to her orders is both good and desirable. Farewell.

Footnotes

1.

NN o W

10.

11.

See Introduction (Vol. I. p. x), and the opening sentences of Epp. Ixxvii.,
Ixxxvii., and others.

. Seneca had a delicate constitution (see Introduction). In the letters he

speaks of suffering from asthma (liv.), catarrh (Ixxviii.), and fever (civ.).

. Cf. Ixxv. 1 qualis sermo meus esset, si una sederemus aut ambularemus.

. i.e., the Stoics.

. Banished from Rome in 92 B.C. Cf. Ep. xxiv. 4.

. Vergil, Aeneid, i. 94 ff.

. Cf. Livy, vii. 9. 6 ff. . . . legiones auxiliaque hostium mecum deis manibus

Tellurique devoveo.

. Ut litaret: i.e., that by his sacrifice he might secure an omen of success. Cf.

Pliny, N. H. viii. 45, and Suetonius, Augustus, 96: “At the siege of Perusia,
when he found the sacrifices were not favourable (sacrificio non litanti),
Augustus called for more victims.”

. Donaria at the doors of temples signified public rejoicing; cf. Tibullus, i.

15 f.

Flava Ceres, tibi sit nostro de rure corona

Spicea, quae templi pendeat ante fores.
Myrtle decorated the bridegroom’s house-door; garlands heralded the
birth of a child (Juvenal, ix. 85).
Cf. Pliny, N. H. iv. 13. Besides the Dead Sea of Palestine, the term was
applied to any sluggish body of water.
Cf. Ep. Ixvi. 18.



THOUGHTS FROM MODERN STOICS

How To Be A Stoic:
An Interview With Massimo Pigliucci

Massimo Pigliucci (Twitter: @mpigliucci) is the K.D. Irani Pro-
fessor of Philosophy at the City College of New York. He holds
PhDs in genetics, evolutionary biology, and philosophy. He has
written for many outlets, including The New York Times, and
has written or edited ten books, including his latest, How to Be a
Stoic: Using Ancient Philosophy to Live a Modern Life. His ongoing

essays about Stoicism and its applications to modern life can be
found at howtobeastoic.org.

Your new book offers an exploration of Stoicism through
conversations with Epictetus. How did you decide to take this
approach? (People think it’s a lot easier to write about the Sto-
ics than it is, don’t they? It’s really quite hard to add anything
new when Seneca and Marcus were such flawless writers.)

Exactly. It’s not just that Seneca and Marcus were flawless writ-
ers, it’s that there are a number of very good books out there
written by modern authors, including yours.! So I felt that the
only reason for me to add a new entry to the canon was if I had
something new to say, or a new way of saying it.

I picked Epictetus because today he is the least well known
of the great Stoics, and also because I have been immediately
fascinated by his wicked sense of humor and his bluntness. The
other reason is that I have occasions to disagree with him in the


https://twitter.com/mpigliucci
http://www.amazon.com/How-Be-Stoic-Ancient-Philosophy-ebook/dp/B01K3WN1BY
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THOUGHTS FROM MODERN STOICS | MASSIMO PIGLIUCCI 31

book (for instance, about his conception of God and Providence),
which offered me the opportunity to put forth my own update of
Stoicism for the 21st century.

Each chapter in the book begins with an imaginary dialogue
between me and Epictetus, who plays the role of my personal
“daimon,” as the ancient Greeks called it. We are walking down the
streets of Rome—where he lived for some time, and where I was
actually writing the book—and things happen to me, and I ask
him how a Stoic would deal with them. It’s an interesting exercise
of self-discovery, talking to your daimon, I highly recommend it.
Just not in public, at least not if you talk out loud...

How do you feel about the rise in popularity of Stoicism and
the corresponding rise in critics? Obviously this is something
your work has played a part in growing, but at the same time, I
can’t imagine you think the audience is still quite small (com-
pared to say Buddhism or even something silly like the Law
of Attraction).

Right, Stoicism is clearly growing, but we are not even in the
ballpark of Buddhism. Though there is no reason we shouldn’t be.
In fact, I think of Stoicism as the Western equivalent of Buddhism,
with a lot of similarities between the two philosophies (and some
differences, of course).

I actually tried to study Buddhism for a bit, but the parts I
managed to get exposed to felt too alien, couched in cultural,
linguistic, and conceptual terms that did not resonate with me.
By contrast, when I picked up Epictetus, or Marcus, or Seneca, I
immediately felt at home.

I think the same is potentially true for a lot of people who
haven’t been exposed to Stoicism yet, which is why I wrote the

book and I keep a very active blog (http://howtobeastoic.org/)
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recounting my personal exploration of Stoicism. It has changed
my life for the better, I think and hope it will change others as well.

But yes, there are critics, some of them fairly harsh, if not
downright vicious. I'm not sure why they are so afraid of the
(limited, really) success of Stoicism, but of course Stoics have dealt
with critics for millennia, this is just one more iteration.

What do you think Stoicism provides someone like you or
me—or really anyone putting themselves out there and launch-
ing something—on the eve of a scary, intimidating thing like
a book release? How have you used Stoicism as manage the
process of publishing and now marketing?

Good question. I keep reminding myself of the metaphor of the
archer. As Cicero put it in the third volume of De Finibus, where
he has Cato the Younger explain Stoic doctrines, an archer will
do whatever he can in order to hit the target, but once the arrow
leaves the bow, the actual outcome is not up to him. Hitting the
target is, Cicero says, “to be chosen but not to be desired” (DF
111.22)

That’s the way I think about my book, or really anything else
I try to accomplish in my life: I put forth my best effort, and
I'm doing my best so to reach people who may benefit from it.
But I regard the actual outcome in terms of sales, attention, etc.,
as a preferred indifferent. It really relieves a lot of pressure, you
know...

Aside from the Stoic canon, what books—or even movies and
documentaries—would you recommend to our readers who
want to live a meaningful life? What would be some good
complements to the typical Stoic reading list?

In terms of books or documentaries, I would say the bio-
graphies of people who have good qualities of character and may
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therefore provide a role model against which to measure ourselves
in order to improve. As Seneca says, “you can never straighten
that which is crooked unless you use a ruler.” (Letters to Lucilius,
XI, On the Blush of Modesty, 10) And I would particularly sug-
gest to seek women role models, since the classic Stoic canon is
lacking in that respect (not a particularly Stoic fault: pretty much
every literature before the late 20th century was deficient in that
department).

Specifically, off the top of my head: The Diary of a Young Girl,
by Anne Frank; Persepolis, by Marjane Satrapi; 12 Years a Slave, by
Solomon Northup; Man’s Search for Meaning, by Viktor Frankl;
Mandela, by Tom Lodge; Tom Paine: A Political Life, by John
Keane; Euthyphro, Apology, Crito, and Phaedo, by Plato, on the
life of Socrates. There are, of course, many, many others.

In terms of movies, I actually have an occasional column on
my blog dedicated to movie characters or situations that present
a good occasion for a modern Stoic to reflect and learn from.
For instance, Agent Foster in Imperium, with Daniel Radcliffe;
Mark Watney, in The Martian, with Matt Damon; the Russian spy
Rudolf Abel, played by Mark Rylance, in Bridge of Spies; Dalton
Trumbo, played by Bryan Cranston, in Trumbo.

You’ve interacted with many aspiring Stoic students over the
years. What have you found are the most beneficial Stoic exer-
cises that people really feel have changed their lives for the
better?

The philosophical diary, especially done in the way Seneca sug-
gests: “The spirit ought to be brought up for examination daily.
It was the custom of Sextius when the day was over, and he had
betaken himself to rest, to inquire of his spirit: ‘What bad habit
of yours have you cured to-day? What vice have you checked? In
what respect are you better?” Anger will cease, and become more
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gentle, if it knows that every day it will have to appear before the
judgment seat.... I make use of this privilege, and daily plead my
cause before myself.... I conceal nothing from myself, and omit
nothing: for why should I be afraid of any of my shortcomings,
when it is in my power to say, ‘I pardon you this time: see that
you never do that anymore?” A good man delights in receiving
advice: all the worst men are the most impatient of guidance.”
(On Anger, I11.26)

It certainly helps me not just to reflect on what I've done during
the day and prepare to do it better the next time, over time it also
generates a kind of constant attitude of mindfulness throughout
the day, since you know you’ll have to face your conscience in
writing every evening.

Also, the premeditatio malorum, thinking ahead to the possible
bad stuft that can happen under whatever circumstances you will
likely face during the day. Some people engage in dramatic versi-
ons of it, like envisaging one’s death. But that, I think, ought to be
left for advanced students, and even then only occasionally. It is
much more useful when applied to mundane things, as Epictetus
does in the Enchiridion (IV): “When you’re about to embark on
any action, remind yourself what kind of action it is. If youre
going out to take a bath, set before your mind the things that
happen at the baths, that people splash you, that people knock up
against you, that people steal from you. And you’ll thus undertake
the action in a surer manner if you say to yourself at the outset,
‘I want to take a bath and ensure at the same time that my choice
remains in harmony with nature.”

I do that every time I go to a movie theater, because almost
invariably some jerk will whip out his cell phone thinking that he
absolutely has to check his messages regardless of how much the
glare interferes with other people’s enjoyment of the movie going
experience. It has been really useful in order to preemptively
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cultivate the sort of inner calm that will not ruin my and my
friends’ evening.

Footnotes
1. Massimo is interviewed by Ryan Holiday, author of The Daily Stoic.



LETTER 68

On Wisdom and Retirement
=

I fall in with your plan; retire and conceal yourself in repose. But
at the same time conceal your retirement also. In doing this, you
may be sure that you will be following the example of the Stoics, if
not their precept. But you will be acting according to their precept
also; you will thus satisfy both yourself and any Stoic you please.

We Stoics!! do not urge men to take up public life in every case,
or at all times, or without any qualification. Besides, when we have
assigned to our wise man that field of public life which is worthy
of him—in other words, the universe—he is then not apart from
public life, even if he withdraws; nay, perhaps he has abandoned
only one little corner thereof and has passed over into greater
and wider regions; and when he has been set in the heavens, he
understands how lowly was the place in which he sat when he
mounted the curule chair or the judgment-seat. Lay this to heart,
that the wise man is never more active in affairs than when things
divine as well as things human have come within his ken.

I now return to the advice which I set out to give you—that
you keep your retirement in the background. There is no need to
fasten a placard upon yourself with the words: “Philosopher and
Quietist.” Give your purpose some other name; call it ill-health
and bodily weakness, or mere laziness. To boast of our retirement
is but idle self-seeking.
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Certain animals hide themselves from discovery by confus-
ing the marks of their foot-prints in the neighbourhood of their
lairs. You should do the same. Otherwise, there will always be
someone dogging your footsteps. Many men pass by that which
is visible, and peer after things hidden and concealed; a locked
room invites the thief. Things which lie in the open appear cheap;
the house-breaker passes by that which is exposed to view. This is
the way of the world, and the way of all ignorant men: they crave
to burst in upon hidden things. It is therefore best not to vaunt
one’s retirement.

It is, however, a sort of vaunting to make too much of one’s
concealment and of one’s withdrawal from the sight of men. So-
and-so/? has gone into his retreat at Tarentum; that other man
has shut himself up at Naples; this third person for many years
has not crossed the threshold of his own house. To advertise one’s
retirement is to collect a crowd.

When you withdraw from the world your business is to talk
with yourself, not to have men talk about you. But what shall you
talk about? Do just what people are fond of doing when they talk
about their neighbours—speak ill of yourself when by yourself;
then you will become accustomed both to speak and to hear the
truth. Above all, however, ponder that which you come to feel is
your greatest weakness.

Each man knows best the defects of his own body. And so one
relieves his stomach by vomiting, another props it up by frequent
eating, another drains and purges his body by periodic fasting.
Those whose feet are visited by pain abstain either from wine or
from the bath. In general, men who are careless in other respects
go out of their way to relieve the disease which frequently afflicts
them. So it is with our souls; there are in them certain parts which
are, so to speak, on the sick-list,?! and to these parts the cure
must be applied.
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What, then, am I myself doing with my leisure? I am trying to
cure my own sores. If I were to show you a swollen foot, or an
inflamed hand, or some shrivelled sinews in a withered leg, you
would permit me to lie quiet in one place and to apply lotions
to the diseased member."! But my trouble is greater than any of
these, and I cannot show it to you. The abscess, or ulcer, is deep
within my breast. Pray, pray, do not commend me, do not say:
“What a great man! He has learned to despise all things; con-
demning the madnesses of man’s life, he has made his escape!” I
have condemned nothing except myself.

There is no reason why you should desire to come to me for
the sake of making progress. You are mistaken if you think that
you will get any assistance from this quarter; it is not a physician
that dwells here, but a sick man. I would rather have you say,
on leaving my presence: “I used to think him a happy man and
a learned one, and I had pricked up my ears to hear him; but I
have been defrauded. I have seen nothing, heard nothing which I
craved and which I came back to hear” If you feel thus, and speak
thus, some progress has been made. I prefer you to pardon rather
than envy my retirement.

Then you say: “Is it retirement, Seneca, that you are recom-
mending to me? You will soon be falling back upon the max-
ims of Epicurus!”F T do recommend retirement to you, but only
that you may use it for greater and more beautiful activities than
those which you have resigned; to knock at the haughty doors of
the influential, to make alphabetical lists of childless old men, 6!
to wield the highest authority in public life—this kind of power
exposes you to hatred, is short-lived, and, if you rate it at its true
value, is tawdry.

One man shall be far ahead of me as regards his influence in
public life, another in salary as an army officer and in the position
which results from this, another in the throng of his clients; but



MORAL LETTERS TO LUCILIUS 39

it is worth while to be outdone by all these men, provided that
I myself can outdo Fortune. And I am no match for her in the
throng; she has the greater backing.”!

Would that in earlier days you had been minded to follow this
purpose! Would that we were not discussing the happy life in
plain view of death! But even now let us have no delay. For now
we can take the word of experience, which tells us that there are
many superfluous and hostile things; for this we should long since
have taken the word of reason.

Let us do what men are wont to do when they are late in set-
ting forth, and wish to make up for lost time by increasing their
speed—let us ply the spur. Our time of life is the best possible
for these pursuits; for the period of boiling and foaming is now
past.’®! The faults that were uncontrolled in the first fierce heat of
youth are now weakened, and but little further effort is needed
to extinguish them.

“And when,” you ask, “will that profit you which you do not
learn until your departure, and how will it profit you?” Precisely
in this way, that I shall depart a better man. You need not think,
however, that any time of life is more fitted to the attainment of a
sound mind than that which has gained the victory over itself by
many trials and by long and oft-repeated regret for past mistakes,
and, its passions assuaged, has reached a state of health. This is
indeed the time to have acquired this good; he who has attained
wisdom in his old age, has attained it by his years. Farewell.

Footnotes

1. Stoicism preached “world-citizenship,” and this was interpreted in various
ways at different periods. The Greek teachers saw in it an opportunity for
wider culture; the Romans, a more practical mission. For further discussion
of this topic see Ep. Ixxiii. 1 ff. Seneca’s arguments are coloured by the facts
of his life at this time.

2. Cf. Ep. Iv. §§ 3 fI. for the retirement of Vatia: ille latere sciebat, non vivere.

3. Causarii (Livy, vi. 6) were soldiers on sick leave.
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4. For an argument of the same sort see Horace, Epist. i. 1. 93-104:
Si curatus inaequali tonsore capillos
Occurri, rides . ..
... quid, mea cum pugnat sententia secum?

5. This is a reference to the saying of Epicurus, Aab¢ puwvoag, “live in
retirement.””

6. Cf. Horace, Sat. ii. 5. 23 ff.: captes astutus ubique senum and vivet uter
locuples sine gnatis . . . illius esto defensor. The captator was a well-known
figure at Rome; cf. also Pliny’s notorious enemy Regulus, and Juvenal’s
many words of scorn for those who practiced the art.

7.1.e., Fortune’s support comes from crowds.

8. Cf. De Ira, ii. 20 ut nimius ille fervor despumet.



LETTER 69

On Rest and Restlessness
=

I do not like you to change your headquarters and scurry about
from one place to another. My reasons are—first, that such fre-
quent flitting means an unsteady spirit. And the spirit cannot
through retirement grow into unity unless it has ceased from its
inquisitiveness and its wanderings. To be able to hold your spirit
in check, you must first stop the runaway flight of the body.

My second reason is, that the remedies which are most helpful
are those which are not interrupted." You should not allow your
quiet, or the oblivion to which you have consigned your former
life, to be broken into. Give your eyes time to unlearn what they
have seen, and your ears to grow accustomed to more wholesome
words. Whenever you stir abroad you will meet, even as you pass
from one place to another, things that will bring back your old
cravings.

Just as he who tries to be rid of an old love must avoid every
reminder of the person once held dear (for nothing grows again so
easily as love), similarly, he who would lay aside his desire for all
the things which he used to crave so passionately, must turn away
both eyes and ears from the objects which he has abandoned.
The emotions soon return to the attack; at every turn they will
notice before their eyes an object worth their attention. There is
no evil that does not offer inducements. Avarice promises money;
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luxury, a varied assortment of pleasures; ambition, a purple robe
and applause, and the influence which results from applause, and
all that influence can do.

Vices tempt you by the rewards which they offer; but in the life
of which I speak, you must live without being paid. Scarcely will
a whole life-time suffice to bring our vices into subjection and to
make them accept the yoke, swollen as they are by long-continued
indulgence; and still less, if we cut into our brief span by any inter-
ruptions. Even constant care and attention can scarcely bring any
one undertaking to full completion.

If you will give ear to my advice, ponder and practice this—
how to welcome death, or even, if circumstances commend that
course, to invite it. There is no difference whether death comes
to us, or whether we go to death. Make yourself believe that all
ignorant men are wrong when they say: “It is a beautiful thing
to die one’s own death” But there is no man who does not die
his own death. What is more, you may reflect on this thought:
No one dies except on his own day. You are throwing away none
of your own time; for what you leave behind does not belong to
you. Farewell.

Footnotes
1. Cf. Ep. ii. § 3 nil aeque sanitatem impedit quam remediorum crebra mutatio.
2. Perhaps the converse idea of “living one’s own life” It means “dying when

the proper time comes,” and is the common man’s argument against
suicide. The thought perhaps suggests the subject matter of the next letter.



LETTER 70

On the Proper Time to Slip the Cable
=

A fter a long space of time I have seen your beloved Pompeii.”
I was thus brought again face to face with the days of my youth.
And it seemed to me that I could still do, nay, had only done a
short time ago, all the things which I did there when a young man.

We have sailed past life, Lucilius, as if we were on a voyage, and
just as when at sea, to quote from our poet Vergil,

Lands and towns are left astern,

even so, on this journey where time flies with the greatest speed,
we put below the horizon first our boyhood and then our youth,
and then the space which lies between young manhood and
middle age and borders on both, and next, the best years of old
age itself. Last of all, we begin to sight the general bourne of the
race of man.

Fools that we are, we believe this bourne to be a dangerous reef;
but it is the harbour, where we must some day put in, which we
may never refuse to enter; and if a man has reached this harbour
in his early years, he has no more right to complain than a sailor
who has made a quick voyage. For some sailors, as you know, are
tricked and held back by sluggish winds, and grow weary and
sick of the slow-moving calm; while others are carried quickly
home by steady gales.
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You may consider that the same thing happens to us: life has
carried some men with the greatest rapidity to the harbour, the
harbour they were bound to reach even if they tarried on the way,
while others it has fretted and harassed. To such a life, as you are
aware, one should not always cling. For mere living is not a good,
but living well. Accordingly, the wise man will live as long as he
ought, not as long as he can.”!

He will mark in what place, with whom, and how he is to con-
duct his existence, and what he is about to do. He always reflects
concerning the quality, and not the quantity, of his life. As soon
as there are many events in his life that give him trouble and
disturb his peace of mind, he sets himself free. And this privilege
is his, not only when the crisis is upon him, but as soon as For-
tune seems to be playing him false; then he looks about carefully
and sees whether he ought, or ought not, to end his life on that
account. He holds that it makes no difference to him whether his
taking-oft be natural or self-inflicted, whether it comes later or
earlier. He does not regard it with fear, as if it were a great loss; for
no man can lose very much when but a driblet remains.

It is not a question of dying earlier or later, but of dying well
or ill. And dying well means escape from the danger of living ill.

That is why I regard the words of the well-known Rhodian'* as
most unmanly. This person was thrown into a cage by his tyrant,
and fed there like some wild animal. And when a certain man
advised him to end his life by fasting, he replied: “A man may
hope for anything while he has life”

This may be true; but life is not to be purchased at any price.
No matter how great or how well-assured certain rewards may be
I shall not strive to attain them at the price of a shameful confes-
sion of weakness. Shall I reflect that Fortune 