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INTRODUCTION

Seneca’s Life and Career

Lucius Annaeus Seneca was born around 1 BC as the second of three
sons into a wealthy family of the equestrian class in what is today
Cordoba in southern Spain. His father, likewise born in Spain but of
Italian descent, is known as Seneca the rhetor; he had a keen interest
in rhetorical education and wrote, late in his life, probably between
AD 37 and 41, summary accounts of performances which he had wit-
nessed in the rhetorical schools as a young man.! The elder Seneca
mainly pursued the family’s business interests, as was not unusual
for someone of his social order, and apparently did not appear as an
advocate. In his son’s writings he is presented as an educated, old-
fashioned, and down-to-earth Roman, whose attitude to philosophy
was a reserved one, although it appears that practical moral philosophy
had some appeal for him too. Seneca’s mother, Helvia, was probably
of Spanish descent; she is the addressee of one of the consolations
included in this volume. Seneca’s older brother, Annaeus Novatus,
later changed his name due to adoption to Junius Gallio, had a distin-
guished political career, and became a proconsul of Achaia, where he
met the apostle Paul (Acts 18: 12).2 His younger brother, Annaeus
Mela, on whom apparently the elder Seneca’s hopes had rested more
than on his brothers (Controv. 2 pref. 3—4), withdrew from public life
as a young man; Mela’s son was the poet Lucan, whose epic on the civil
war is extant.

Seneca, along with his brothers, was soon sent to Rome, where he
started the conventional course of education pursued by wealthy young
Romans who were to embark on a career as an advocate or politician;
their father accompanied them in order to oversee their education.
In due course this academic training involved substantial reading of

! These are partially extant, and known as the Controversiae and Suasoriae; see the
Loeb edition with translation by Michael Winterbottom (Cambridge, Mass., 1974), and
below, p. xxiv. Such exercises would also represent the standard form of advanced
rhetorical education for the young Seneca.

2 See p. xxvi on the spurious correspondence between Seneca and St Paul, which circu-
lated in the Middle Ages.
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literary and historical texts and rhetorical practice, notably in declama-
tion. In addition, Seneca had a series of teachers in philosophy whom he
later credited with having a formative influence on him;® notably, they
exposed him not just to Stoic moral doctrine, but to a wide range of
other intellectual influences, and this breadth of outlook is reflected in
Seneca’s works. Two of his teachers, Papirius Fabianus and the Greek
Sotion from Alexandria, had been pupils of Q. Sextius, who had
founded Rome’s only native philosophical school, which fused elements
of traditional Stoicism with Pythagoreanism.* Fabianus had started out
as a declaimer (Seneca the elder, Controv. 2 pref. 1), and his speaking
retained its rhetorical power when he turned to philosophy; he had an
interest in science and inquiry into natural phenomena, which might
help to explain Seneca’s interest in these matters. That one’s everyday
habits and customs need to be seen in a broad context was suggested
by the teachings of Sotion, who, like Pythagoras, abstained from the
consumption of meat because of his belief in the transmigration of souls
(Letters 108.20—1). Attalus the Stoic, who came perhaps from Pergamum
in Asia Minor, introduced Seneca to mental routines of self~examination
(ibid. 108.3), a prominent feature of his treatises and letters; he also had
an interest in divination, which the Stoics saw not as superstition but as
a scientific discipline; according to Seneca’s Natural Questions (2.84.2,
2.50.1), Attalus undertook a study of the Etruscan art of interpreting
sky signs, like lightning. However, what for Seneca might have been
an unequivocally happy period of his life was interrupted by frequent
and at times dangerous bouts of ill health, notably various respiratory
diseases;’ this eventually caused him to spend some time in Egypt,
where the climate was supposed to be conducive to the improvement of
his condition. Seneca took the opportunity to write a treatise about local
customs and religious practices (Natural Questions 4.2.7).5

3 By the first century AD it was no longer common for young Romans of Seneca’s
status to go to Athens and study philosophy there, as it had been in the first century BC.

* Seneca said of Sextius’ books that they were ‘written in Greek, but exhibited Roman
morality’ (Letter 59.7); despite his Stoic leanings, Sextius claimed not to be a Stoic (64.2).
On Neo-Pythagoreanism in Rome see C. H. Kahn, Pythagoras and the Pythagoreans: A Brief
History (Indianapolis, 2001), ch. 7; on Q. Sextius see E. Zeller, Die Philosophie der Griechen
in threr geschichtlichen Entwicklung (Leipzig, 1880—92), vol. 3.1, pp. 675—82.

5 See M. Griffin, Seneca: A Philosopher in Politics (Oxford, 1976), 42—3.

® For details on Seneca’s biography and intellectual context see ibid. ch. 2, and
B. Inwood, Reading Seneca: Stoic Philosophy at Rome (Oxford, 2005), ch. 1.
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Following his return to Italy in AD 31, Seneca pursued his politi-
cal career for eleven years; nonetheless he managed to write the
Consolation to Marcia, as well as scientific treatises on stones, fish,
and earthquakes, which are, however, not extant. Seneca also wrote
tragedies, and probably started doing so quite early in his career.’
He became quaestor, a high-ranking financial clerk. But in AD 39 a
particularly spectacular performance in court aroused the jealousy of
the emperor Gaius (Caligula); on this occasion Seneca seems to have
escaped execution only because a courtier pointed out that he would
soon die anyway, on account of his bad state of health (at least
according to the third-century historian Cassius Dio, at 59.19.7).
In AD 41, after Caligula had been murdered and Claudius had become
the new emperor, Seneca was accused of adultery with Julia Livilla, a
sister of Caligula, and had to go into exile on Corsica until 49. After
Claudius’ death Seneca wrote a vitriolic satire on the deceased emperor,
the Apocolocyntosis (‘Pumpkinification [of Claudius]’). It has been sug-
gested that the real reason for his exile was that he favoured and pro-
moted a less autocratic style of government than Augustus’ successors
had adopted. This view is certainly consistent with certain aspects of
two dialogues written during his exile: in his Consolation to Helvia he
praised two high-profile opponents of the dictator Caesar (9.4—8:
Marcus Junius Brutus and Marcus Claudius Marcellus), while in the
Consolation to Polybius, written for a powerful freedman at the im-
perial court, he devised an image of a mild and reasonable emperor.

In AD 49 Agrippina, mother of the future emperor Nero, managed
to secure permission for Seneca to return. He became tutor to Nero
as well as praetor, a high judicial office. However, philosophy was
excluded from the curriculum, since Agrippina deemed it unsuitable
for a future emperor (Suetonius, Life of Nero 52). Seneca’s teaching
was thus restricted to rhetorical instruction. After Claudius’ death in
AD 54 Seneca, and the well-respected prefect of the Praetorian
Guard, Sextus Afranius Burrus, acted as senior advisers to the young
emperor, who was just 17 years old on accession. Seneca wrote speeches
for Nero and exercised influence in connection with important
appointments. In his first declaration in the senate, Nero stated that

7 On the difficulties of dating the tragedies see E. Fantham, Seneca’s Troades (Princeton,
1982), 9—14.
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he would restore some of that body’s powers, which had been eroded
over time, thus declaring an intention to return to the situation of
Augustus’ principate. Seneca’s essay On Mercy, written in AD 55—0,
is the political manifesto of this programme. A few years of success-
ful government followed, in which Nero had comparatively little
involvement; notable successes included the quelling of crises at the
margins of the empire without major military operations. But it
turned out that Nero had primarily used his two advisers to moder-
ate the influence his mother had over him, and by AD 59 it was
brought home to Seneca and Burrus that they were not in control of
Nero, when he arranged the murder of Agrippina (already in 55
Nero had had Britannicus, his younger brother since his own adop-
tion by Claudius, poisoned). Seneca’s influence declined sharply.
Burrus died in 62, and Seneca retired to private life in the same year,
devoting himself entirely to literary work. It was probably in these
final years that he wrote, among other things, the Letters to Lucilius.
In AD 65 the so-called Pisonian conspiracy against Nero, in which
Seneca had no involvement, gave the emperor a pretext to order him
to kill himself. The historian Tacitus (AD 56—after 118) described
the event: according to the Annals (15.60—3), Seneca modelled his
suicide on that of Socrates (described in Plato’s dialogue Phaedo),
who was forced to drink poison by a corrupt and misguided court
and used his final hours to conduct philosophical discussions with his
friends on the immortality of the soul. Tacitus contrasts the some-
what self-conscious manner in which Seneca parted with life (com-
plete with finely wrought last words) with the unpretentious suicide
of another of Nero’s courtiers, the writer Petronius (16.18—19), who
committed suicide in the context of a pleasant dinner party, breaking
his seal to make sure that it could not be used by the emperor’s
henchmen to implicate his friends.?

Stoic Philosophy

The works of Seneca collected in this volume are not philosophical trea-
tises which carefully and rigorously develop philosophical positions,
backing them up with detailed argument. Rather, they are exercises

8 On Seneca’s final years see Griffin, Seneca, 66—128.
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in practical philosophy, which to some extent already presuppose
familiarity with central tenets of Stoic teaching; not unreasonably so,
since by Seneca’s time the teachings of that school had become part
of the intellectual habitus of educated Romans. This section, then,
begins with an introduction to the main doctrines of Stoicism, then
gives a survey of the school, and finally considers why Greek phil-
osophy, and Stoicism in particular, made such a considerable impact
in Rome.’

In some respects, Stoicism can be seen as a systematized version of
views which can be drawn from the argumentative positions Socrates
adopts in the various dialogues of Plato (on this ‘debt’ to Platonic
philosophy see also below, p. xv). At its heart lies the notion that the
only thing in life that actually matters and is worth caring about is the
self, that is, the soul; that whether one has a good life or not crucially
depends only on factors which affect the soul; and that in order to
have a good life we need wisdom, that is, a certain kind of knowledge
of what is good and bad. For the Stoics, this kind of knowledge is
virtue, and the various virtues the Greeks traditionally distinguished
are aspects of that knowledge.

Given the importance accorded to care for the self, the Stoics
treated most of the things that ordinary people either desire or dread
in life as ‘indifferents’ (adiaphora), but made a distinction between
‘preferred indifferents’, which are ‘in accordance with nature’, and
others (see below on the conception of nature at issue here, p. xiii).
Thus, while it is preferable to be healthy, not in material need, and
to enjoy social prestige, all of these things are external to the good
life, in that they do not affect the soul, so that not obtaining them
does not make a life bad; likewise, suffering great pain or misfortune,
or having one’s life cut short in the bloom of youth, while not to be
preferred, do nothing to make a life bad; indeed, within a broader
context, which places us within the world as a whole, there may even
be a sense in which our life is enhanced by such occurrences.

% A collection of Stoic fragments, with English translation and commentary, is in
A. A.Longand D. N. Sedley, The Hellenistic Philosophers, 2 vols. (Cambridge, 1987). See also
K. Algra et al. (eds.), The Cambridge History of Hellenistic Philosophy (Cambridge, 1999); and
B. Inwood (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to the Stoics (Cambridge, 2003). A philosophical
introduction to Stoic ethics is T. Brennan, The Stoic Life: Emotions, Duties, and Fate
(Oxford, 2003).
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Virtue alone is the good for the Stoics, and sufficient for happiness.
This is the most extreme conception of virtue to be found in antig-
uity. To be virtuous means to be perfectly rational and to know both
how to act in private life and with respect to one’s friends, business
associates, fellow citizens or countrymen, or indeed other members of
the human race (see below on the notion of the kosmopolites, p. xv).
(There is no clear distinction between proper behaviour in one’s pri-
vate life and social morality.) One way in which the Stoics sought to
convert others to their conception of the good life was by accommo-
dating traditional moral concepts, such as the various virtues, and
articulating and redefining them in accordance with their other
views. Thus, for example, practical wisdom (phronésis) was defined as
‘knowledge of what should and should not be done’, and was then
analysed into a wide range of sub-virtues. Since being virtuous is a
condition of perfect rationality, it is not possible to have some virtues
but not others; rather, there is a relationship of mutual entailment
between the various virtues, and the perfectly rational human being (the
sage), however rare he might be,!* has all virtues simultaneously. But
how does one become virtuous, given that the Stoics assume that virtue
is not itself innate and that the faculty of conceptual thinking, a neces-
sary condition for virtuous action, is only acquired at around the age of
14? The Stoics specified a goal of life (telos), namely ‘living in agreement
with nature’, glossed as ‘living in agreement with virtue, since nature
leads us to virtue’ (Diogenes Laertius 7.87).!! They assumed that human
beings are naturally endowed with inclinations towards virtue,'? and that
humans are naturally conditioned or programmed by what is called
‘afhinity’ (oikeidsis), which helps them acquire patterns of behaviour as
well as an understanding of those patterns relating to one’s own
health and status, the interests of others, and appropriate action.'?
But since many of the factors which need to be taken into account in

10°See R. Brouwer, ‘Sagehood and the Stoics’, Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, 23
(2002), 181—224.

' On these formulae see M. Schofield, ‘Stoic Ethics’, in Inwood (ed.), Cambridge
Companion, 233—56, esp. 241—2.

12 See J. Brunschwig, ‘The Cradle Argument in Epicureanism and Stoicism’, in
M. Schofield and G. Striker (eds.), The Norms of Nature: Studies in Hellenistic Ethics
(Cambridge, 1986), 113—44.

13 On ‘affinity’ see G. Striker, Essays on Hellenistic Epistemology and Ethics (Cambridge,
1996), chs. 12 and 13.
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order to behave in the right way are external to our exercising our
rational faculties, living in accordance with nature and acquiring a
notion of the good also require developing a complex understanding
of the processes and events in the world and universe as a whole,
which itself is conceived as rational and well ordered.!* Thus, living
in agreement with nature both refers to human nature and to nature
generally speaking.

A fully rational being cannot exist in an irrational world. Thus, for
the Stoics there is a perfect order to the universe, which is governed
and organized by a supremely rational intellect, whose influence
extends from cosmic events down to minute and trivial occurrences
in the world around us. This rational intellect is called nature, or
‘god’ (sometimes in a way which calls for capitalization), or Zeus, or
is referred to by names of other gods, if manifestations of divine
input which are traditionally associated with other gods are meant,
although it is understood that strictly speaking there is only Zeus.
It is on account of him that there is fate, which the Stoics view as a
complex, perfectly organized network of causes which extend from
the remote past through the present into the future. It is because of
their conception of fate that the Stoics do not regard divination as
superstition but as a rational means of inquiring into the future, if
properly conducted: if this substructure of cause-and-effect relation-
ships exists in the universe, then it provides a solid basis for analysis.
If some events seem uncaused, then that just means that their causes
are obscure and inaccessible. However, the fact that human beings
live in a world that is thus organized does not mean that they do not have
the freedom to act as rational agents; rather, nature has constructed them
in such a way that they are free agents within the context of a determin-
istic world governed by providence. It is against this broad background
that the formulation of the goal for man is to be seen. That the uni-
verse is organized and governed by Zeus’ will also accounts for the
status of ‘indifferents’, which are not preferred within the Stoic eth-
ical theory: what may strike the non-Stoic as bad or detrimental
for the individual is nonetheless seen as part of the divine plan.

4 See M. Frede, ‘On the Stoic Conception of the Good’, in K. Ierodiakonou (ed.),
Topics in Stoic Philosophy (Oxford, 1999), 71—94; on Seneca’s views about how we come
to acquire the notion of the good see Inwood, Reading Seneca, ch. 10.
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The Stoic conception of a rationally governed universe is another
point of contact with Platonic philosophy; a similar conception is
developed in Plato’s dialogue Timaeus.

Epistemology, or the theory of knowledge, is integral to Stoic
ethics. For virtuous behaviour as characterized above to be possible,
human beings must not hold any beliefs which are false, for if they
did it might be possible for these false beliefs to form the premisses
of arguments which lead to the conclusion that another, true belief is
false; clearly this cannot be allowed to happen, which is why the sage
only holds true beliefs. The Stoics agree again with Socrates that, if
we want to have a really good life—a life of the sort that human
beings are programmed and constructed to have—we have to have
knowledge of certain facts, in the first instance of the world around
us; we need to be sure that what we think we know we really do know;
and we need to have a theory which explains how all this is possible.
Now the Stoics distinguished between opinion, a variable epistemic
state characteristic of human beings who are not sages, and knowledge,
which only the sage (and the supremely rational being that is god) pos-
sesses. Between these two states they recognized a third, cognition
(katalépsis), which is different from opinion in that it is guaranteed to
be true, and different from knowledge in that one can theoretically still
be argued out of it (that to know something amounts to holding that
something is the case, and to be so firm in that view that one cannot be
reasoned out of it, is also already a Platonic position). Crucially, cogni-
tion is a state that is available both to the sage and the non-sage, and
hence represents the pivotal route by which someone who is aspiring
to become rational and virtuous can become so.

The Stoics analyse emotions as judgements of a certain sort: unlike
Platonists, they do not posit an irrational part of the soul, and hold that
we experience passions when we misguidedly assent to impressions of
a certain sort, ‘impulsive’ impressions, with assent being a faculty
which is within our gift to control.’® Inappropriate emotional behaviour
thus becomes an error of judgement. Morever, since the human soul
only has a rational part, which receives different types of impression to
which we can then assent or not, there is strictly speaking only one sin,

15 See T. Brennan, ‘Stoic Moral Psychology’, in Inwood (ed.), Cambridge Companion,
25794
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namely, assenting in cases where it is wrong to give assent. This helps
to explain one of the famous Stoic paradoxes: that one is either a sage
or a madman.

Accounts of aspects of the Stoic system are not normally ahistor-
ically assembled from views which emerged over centuries.!® Rather,
Stoic orthodoxy is largely coextensive with the teachings of
Chrysippus of Soloi (¢.280—207 BC), who was the third head of the
Stoa after Zeno of Citium (335—263 BC), who founded the school in
Athens, and Cleanthes. Among the notable writings of Zeno was a trea-
tise called Republic, in evident allusion to Plato’s Republic.'” But while
Plato’s work, though idealized, had a realistic side to it, in that two of
the three classes he posited for his ideal city were non-philosophers,
Zeno’s state was exclusively a city of sages. Otherwise Zeno laid the
doctrinal groundwork for all aspects of Stoic doctrine. It was, how-
ever, Chrysippus who devised most of the positions the Stoics are
identified by, and who turned the teachings of the school into a fully
integrated system. One innovation by Chrysippus was to promote
the notion of a kosmopolites who lived in the world as a universal
city inhabited by rational beings regardless of their nationality.
Engagement in society and public life was promoted, but it was seen
as the individual’s contribution and fitting-in within the workings of
the universe. As a consequence, more practical questions, like the
place of the individual in the community or the relative worth of
different forms of government, did not enter into the picture.'® The
successors of Chrysippus, Diogenes of Babylon and Antipater of
Tarsus, did not substantially alter Stoic doctrine, but modified it
slightly in the process of defending it against sceptical attacks by
Academics, philosophers of the school originally founded by Plato.

The next phase of the school, traditionally called ‘Middle Stoa’, is
represented by Panaetius of Rhodes (¢.185—110 BC) and Posidonius
of Apamea in Syria (¢.135—50 BC). Panaetius wrote moral treatises

16 On the history of the Stoic school see D. N. Sedley, ‘The School, from Zeno to
Arius Didymus’, and C. Gill, “The School in the Roman Period’, ibid. 7—32 and 33—58,
respectively.

17 Points of contact between Platonic philosophy and Stoicism have been mentioned
earlier; Zeno seems to have made a point of stressing this connection. On this issue see
A. A. Long, ‘Socrates in Hellenistic Philosophy’, Classical Quarterly, 38 (1988), 1—34.

18 On Stoic political philosophy see M. Schofield, in C. Rowe and M. Schofield (eds.),
The Cambridge History of Greek and Roman Political Thought (Cambridge, 2000), ch. 22.
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which were no longer geared to the unattainable ideal of the sage but
dealt with the situations the aspiring sage might find himself in.
While this is today no longer interpreted as a fundamental shift in
Stoic moral doctrine (the ‘sage’ and the ‘ordinary man’ can be seen
as literary devices used to induce the same kind of behaviour), this
change of perspective does mean that Panaetius and Diogenes did
now discuss problems of practical politics and the individual’s
place, obligations, and rights not in the world as a whole but in this
‘second community’. Thus Cicero could use a treatise by Panaetius
as the source for Books 1—2 of his On Obligations (De Officiis), and
went some way towards articulating the affinity between traditional
Roman morality and Stoic moral doctrine by illustrating the doctrinal
framework derived from Panaetius with a wealth of examples drawn
from great Romans of the past.'” Poseidonius had a great interest in
science and the accumulation and organization of knowledge, and is
often credited with infusing Stoicism with the encyclopedic and empir-
ical approach that is the trademark of the Peripatos, the school founded
by Aristotle. The representatives of the ‘Roman Stoa’, which included
Seneca, Musonius Rufus (AD 30—100), Epictetus (AD 55—135), and the
emperor Marcus Aurelius (AD 121—80), addressed Romans specif-
ically and offered a popularized version of Stoicism in which ethics
overshadowed the two other branches of philosophy; of these, Seneca
was the only one to write in Latin.

From the beginning there was, in principle, an affinity between
traditional Roman morality and Stoic ethical doctrine. If it is one of
the features of morality that it keeps selfishness and blunt utilitarian-
ism in check, and that it encourages the purposeful forgoing of
opportunities to dominate opponents or indeed other members of the
same community, then of course such attitudes were present in
Rome before Greek philosophy arrived. Conventionally, there are
three main ‘traditional virtues’: fides, virtus, and pietas. Fides is the
trust one puts in others, as well as enjoying from others; it is trust
grounded in the assumption that you yourself and others are decent.
Fides 1s a key term in Roman jurisprudence, often invoked in connec-
tion with legal decisions. Virtus was primarily manliness displayed in

19 See A. R. Dyck, A Commentary on Cicero’s De Officiis (Ann Arbor, Mich., 1996),
17-29.
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war, that is, less of a moral term than it later came to be. Romans
aspired to it, but did not own it. The early poet Ennius (239—169 BC)
is reported as having a character say in a tragedy (frg. 71 Jocelyn):
‘the law is better than virtus; for bad men often achieve virtus; what
is right and just stands clearly apart from bad men.’ Piezas refers to
the bond of obligation that exists between ourselves and the gods,
our country, and those we are associated with by nature, notably our
parents and our children. The historian Livy, engaged in Augustus’
project of moral restitution, tells many stories which can be read as
evidence for traditional Roman morality.? These traditional notions
were gradually influenced and transformed by Greek philosophy, but
the course of this process is not easy to trace, partly because our main
evidence for it comes from Cicero, who had reasons of his own for
devising a particular picture of how Greek thought came to exercise
an influence on Roman values.

It is one of the recognized patterns of interaction between two cul-
tures that the dominant, but culturally less advanced, culture in the first
instance adopts external features of the more sophisticated culture.?!
When Rome came to dominate the Greek-speaking world in the
course of the second century Bc, Roman aristocrats filled their villas
with Greek art and adopted other readily detachable features of
Greek culture, but did not engage with it in a thoroughgoing way, let
alone wonder what Greek science, scholarship, and philosophy
might contribute to genuinely Roman endeavours. This adoption of
external features of Greek culture brought with it an anti-Greek sen-
timent, in evidence, for example, in the way in which the satirist
Lucilius, who came from a senatorial family, mocked the philhel-
lenism and penchant for Greek philosophical jargon which members
of his class exhibited on occasion. There was an interest in Greek
philosophy, but it was seen as an intellectual pastime and pursued
without any of the involvement and urgency that we detect in later
Roman philosophical writers. Yet there are texts which seem to cap-
ture key moments for the deeper appropriation of Greek intellectual
culture; these texts, however, pursue goals and objectives of their

2 See the material collected in L. R. Lind, “The Tradition of Roman Moral Conservatism’,
in C. Deroux (ed.), Studies in Latin Literature and Roman History I (Brussels, 1979), 7—58.

21 A classic study on the reception of Greek philosophy in Rome is R. Harder, ‘Die
Einbiirgerung der Philosophie in Rom’; Die Antike, 5 (1929), 291—316.
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own and should not be mistaken for independent evidence. In Cicero’s
Republic (1.23) we learn how one general’s interest in Greek astro-
nomical inquiry enabled him to furnish a rational explanation for an
eclipse, which was terrifying a Roman army just before the battle of
Pydna in 168 Bc, and enabled him to carry the day. We also hear
(1.21—2) that earlier M. Marcellus, the conqueror of Syracuse in
212 BC, dedicated a model of the universe that had been constructed
by Archimedes in the Temple of Virtus, an event often seen as indica-
tive of the ongoing expansion of the understanding of virtus. The
Greek historian Polybius (c.200—¢.118 BC) tells a famous story
(31.23—4) of how the younger Scipio Africanus revealed to him that
he felt unequal to the traditional demands the Roman aristocracy
made on young men, and asked Polybius if he was willing to give him
instructions on how to show himself worthy of his ancestors. Polybius’
point in telling this story is that, in order to meet the high expectations
of what a young Roman aristocrat should be like, the young Scipio
thought he needed instruction from a cultivated Greek.

The first century BC brought increasing internal turmoil for the
Roman state. Various powerful individuals emerged who dominated
the Roman politics of their time. One consequence of this was that
the conventional career of the upper-class Roman male became a
much more precarious endeavour, leading to disillusionment with
the system. Although simplistic biographical explanations of com-
plex literary phenomena should be resisted, it is surely not by chance
that poets in the first century Bc began to devise alternative lifestyles,
like the ‘life of love’ for which the Roman elegists are known. This
may be one of the reasons why philosophy became more than a pas-
time. The didactic poet Lucretius wrote a powerful work, On the
Nature of Things, in which he, following Epicurean doctrine,
identified fear of death as the main blight of the human condition,
and explained all sorts of other worries or types of misguided behav-
iour as ultimately due to this fear.?? Epicurean philosophy, which is
meant to dispel the fear of death, was supposed to be a crucial tool
for achieving happiness. It is no coincidence that Lucretius, not
Virgil, is the poet most frequently quoted in the Letters of Seneca.

22 See D. and P. Fowler’s introduction in R. Melville (tr.), Lucretius: On the Nature
of the Universe (Oxford, 1997).
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The appropriation of Greek philosophical thought for Roman pur-
poses is also key to Cicero’s writings. He embarked on an ambitious
project of introducing the Romans to the major schools of Hellenistic
philosophy and their findings. Being an Academic sceptic himself,
who was not firmly committed to any particular doctrines, but who
would consider the tenets and theories of the dogmatic philosophers
and scrutinize and evaluate them, Cicero covered almost all major
areas in philosophical dialogues in which representatives of the various
schools are pitted against each other, developing their positions in
extended speeches, as opposed to engaging in the sharp question-and-
answer format known from Platonic dialogues. However, apart from
his desire to introduce his readership to Greek philosophy, Cicero also
thought creatively about the way in which Greek ethics and political
philosophy can be used to articulate and creatively develop political
ideology and attitudes. This concern of his is primarily in evidence in
his treatise On Obligations. A case can be made that Cicero’s own per-
sonal background, in particular the fact that he did not come from an
old senatorial family, meant that he had less of a sense of ownership of
the values of that class; at the same time, he embraced the ideology of
the elite he had just entered, and promoted and upheld it staunchly.
This combination of alienation and commitment may have prompted
him, more than others, to articulate and motivate traditional Roman
values in new ways, by using Greek philosophy as a conceptual tool to
which he had more claim than almost any of his contemporaries.
Stoicism grew steadily in influence from the time of Cicero
onwards. The reasons for this are manifold. On the one hand Athens
ceased to be the dominant centre for philosophy, and Rome and
Alexandria took its place. On the other, the peculiar nature of the
ideology of the Principate was such that it embraced and strength-
ened the appropriation of Stoic philosophy for the purpose of formu-
lating Roman ideology. Augustus was keen to stress the continuity
with the values of the Republic, and elements of Stoic doctrine which
had not so far come to the fore were useful for that purpose. The sage
could become a vehicle for the notion that political leadership, while
in the hands of an individual in contravention of Republican practice,
is rational, free of passions, benign, and sees power as an obligation
and a commitment (a conception of the powerful politician whose
origins can be traced to Cicero’s defence speech for Milo, delivered
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in 52 BC). Poets, chiefly Virgil, would liken Augustus to Jupiter, with
clear features of the Stoic Zeus (the image persisted, and is also
found at the end of Tacitus’ Dialogue on the Orators, written around
AD 100).2 Most of Seneca’s prose writings can be seen as exercises in
practical philosophy in this changed environment. Crucially, he has
been called a ‘first-order philosopher’, in contrast to Cicero, in that
he is not so much concerned with communicating doctrine as with
engaging with it in an original fashion.?

Seneca’s Dialogues and Essays

Apart from the tragedies Seneca wrote and the Letters to Lucilius, the
dialogues and essays represent the third major part of Seneca’s work
(these treatises are commonly categorized as either dialogues or
essays depending upon their manuscript transmission).? It has already
been mentioned above that Seneca engages with philosophical issues
in a free and self-determined way, that is, not with the purpose of
merely expounding Greek doctrine which is more characteristic of
Cicero. He presents himself as not interested in narrow scholarly or

3 At the same time, there was the so-called Stoic opposition to the Principate, repre-
sented, for instance, by the senators Thrasea Paetus under Nero and Helvidius Priscus
under Vespasian. While Stoicism does advise withdrawal to private study rather than
active opposition to those who find themselves unable to make a positive contribution in
unfavourable political circumstances, it is not difficult to see how, for instance, requests
for the Senate’s opinion made by a bad emperor could appear to make it incumbent on
the Stoic to take a stand. See P. A. Brunt, ‘Stoicism and the Principate’; Papers of the
British School at Rome, 43 (1975), 7—35-

% One consequence of this fact is that scholars have always been less tempted to con-
struct simplistic theories about how Seneca’s works relate to their Greek ‘sources’ than
they have been in the case of Cicero.

% Of the treatises, On Benefits and On Mercy are transmitted through the same MS
tradition. The Natural Questions have a MS tradition of their own. All other treatises are
commonly referred to as ‘dialogues’, which is what they are called in the MS on which
our text of them mainly depends. The term ‘dialogue’ requires explanation, in that the
texts in question are not dialogues in a conventional, e.g. Platonic or Ciceronian, sense.
The term ‘dialogue’ is first used in connection with Seneca’s works by the rhetorician
Quintilian (On the Education of the Orator 10.1.129) towards the end of the first century
AD (there, however, the reference seems to be to prose works other than the Letters in
general, not to a subset of these prose works). This shows that the use of the Latin term
dialogus is ancient, not an invention by medieval scribes. One plausible solution to the
puzzle is that ‘dialogue’ or dialogus could be a technical rhetorical term, which denotes
words delivered by a speaker assuming a particular persona; thus H. Lausberg, Handbook
of Literary Rhetoric (Leiden, 1998), secs. 820, 822.9.
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doctrinal disputes, and his attitude to the inclusion of non-Stoic
material is neatly encapsulated in On the Shortness of Life 14: ‘We may
hold argument with Socrates, feel doubt with Carneades, find tran-
quillity with Epicurus, conquer human nature with the Stoics, exceed
it with the Cynics.’

Seneca’s treatises address a variety of philosophical issues. On
Providence is variously dated to the period of exile and to that of Seneca’s
retirement (however, since it is used in the Natural Questions, it cannot
have been written towards the end of his retirement). Seneca argues for
the existence of providence and explains that trials are imposed on those
whom god loves. Consequently evils are to be seen as part of a grander,
well-conceived plan; they are beneficial as steps on the path to true hap-
piness; thus, fate is to be embraced. At the very end suicide is considered
as a possibility of coping with trials which are too demanding.?

On Anger, of which book 3 is included here, is dedicated to Seneca’s
brother Novatus. Its date is suggested by two facts: the representation
of the tyrant in the work is reminiscent of Caligula, but the work must
have been written before 52, since Seneca’s brother then changed his
name through adoption. Book 3 combines an analysis of the phenom-
enon with practical advice. Anger is the result of weakness. It cannot
exist without our assent to an impulsive impression, and is a mis-
guided expression of reason (so animals cannot experience it); see
above, p. xiv. One must avoid anger and try to exercise a calming
influence on others. Forethought helps to prevent crises: encounters
with irritating contemporaries are to be avoided, and reflection on
good as well as bad examples helps. Clemency is to be shown to
others, transgressions are to be forgiven. Detrimental feelings like
suspicion, jealousy, and unreasonable expectations are to be avoided.

The Consolation to Marcia, one of the two representatives of this
genre in the present collection, is Seneca’s earliest work, written
under Caligula.?” Consolation was a genre which was comparatively
fashionable among philosophers in the Hellenistic period; through its
attempts to console a grieving addressee, it offered scope for penetrating
analyses of what constitutes a human life, what was important in it,

% See W. Englert, ‘Stoics and Epicureans on the Nature of Suicide’, Proceedings of the
Boston Area Colloquium on Ancient Philosophy, 10 (1994), 67—98.

27 A short introduction to the genre of consolatory literature is in J. H. D. Scourfield,
Consoling Heliodorus: A Commentary on Jerome, Epistle 60 (Oxford, 1993), 15—33.



XXl Introducrion

and how human beings might conceive of themselves in the wider
context of the world as a whole. Marcia has been in mourning for
three years over her son Metilius; before that her father, the historian
Cremutius Cordus, had committed suicide. Seneca observes that
excessive grief is unnatural, and that it is advisable to anticipate men-
tally any misfortune that might befall us, so as to lessen the impact of
the actual event when it occurs (this is one of the psychagogic tech-
niques mentioned below, p. xxv). It is also appropriate to reflect on
whether our mourning is a form of selfishness: do we grieve for the
deceased or for ourselves? But grief can be healed through reflection
on the nature of life and death, and duration is an accidental feature
of life, not a criterion for its evaluation.

On the Happy Life must have been written after 52, as the
addressee is Seneca’s older brother Gallio, who had only adopted this
name in that year. The fact that Seneca presents himself as wealthy
and well respected makes it unlikely that it was written after his with-
drawal from public life in 62. Seneca is here concerned with two fac-
tors which are commonly, but wrongly, held to be important for a
happy life: enjoyment and wealth. Notably, he defends himself
against the charge of hypocrisy: he was one of the wealthiest men of
his time, and yet argued for the irrelevance of material goods. Seneca
replies that the wise man need not live in poverty; on the contrary,
he alone has the right independent attitude to wealth.

On the Tranquillity of the Mind must have been written after
Caligula’s death, and before 63, when the addressee of the work,
Serenus, a high official at Nero’s court, died. Serenus begins unusu-
ally with a speaking part. He lays before Seneca the result of his
mental self-examination: he is troubled by the attraction exercised by
external things, especially luxury and fame. Seneca suggests that as a
cure for his state of anxiety and restlessness he needs to achieve
calmness of mind, which he will bring about by combining the
fulfilment of his professional duties with philosophical reflection.

On the Shortness of Life was written between 49 and 55. In it
Seneca argues that the alleged shortness of human life depends on
a mistaken analysis of what is important in life. Indulging one’s
pleasures leads to a view in which the success of a life becomes a
matter of accumulating pleasant experiences. Rather, one has to learn
to find the right attitude to time, and to value and allocate time in the
right way.
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In the Consolation to Helvia Seneca attempts to console his mother,
who is lamenting his exile. Seneca’s own supposed misfortunes
(deportation to a remote place, poverty, loss of social status) are neg-
ligible anyway, nor should Helvia grieve on her own account: since
she has no ambitions, she is not in need of a supporter or protector.
There is thus a glimpse of lives lived in fear under a totalitarian
system. Helvia is encouraged to devote herself to her family, in par-
ticular her sister, whom Seneca praises at the end of the work.

On Mercy was written between 15 December 55 and 14 December 56;
it seems to have been extended and revised by Seneca, and is not trans-
mitted in its entirety (we only have the first two of three books). It reflects
the hopes Seneca had for the principate of Nero, to whom it is dedicated.
Mercy befits the ruler and is evidence of his greatness. Roman citizens
should be treated as the ruler hopes to be treated by the gods. Augustus,
who was mild late in life, is cited as an example of this attitude; Nero has
the opportunity to show himself so already as a young man. By contrast,
cruelty marks the tyrant; it throws the life of the individual into uncer-
tainty. The love of his subjects makes the position of the ruler secure.
In Book 2 Seneca argues that mercy is not just opposed to cruelty but
also different from pity, which is a vice, according to the Stoic view.

The Natural Questions, Seneca’s only substantial venture into the
field of physics, is an encyclopedic work, covering a wide range of
subjects, among them astronomy (Book 2), winds (Book j5), and
comets (Book 7); Book 6, included here, is concerned with earth-
quakes. But beneath the enjoyment and curiosity of choice facts
about intriguing natural phenomena, the work has an ethical dimen-
sion too, in that it is concerned with the relationship of man and god,
whose influence is manifest in the workings of the natural world, and
with man’s position in the universe.

Style and Literary Form

Seneca is the main representative of so-called Silver Latin prose.
The hallmark of his style is a clipped, paratactic way of writing,
which depends for its effect on particular stylistic devices like paral-
lelism, antithesis, and the pointed and brilliant one-liner, the epigram
or sententia. By contrast, the main representatives of late Republican
prose, Caesar and Cicero, are renowned for writing long and complex,
hypotactically structured sentences, which were suited to expounding
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complex, interdependent events like the planning and execution of a
military campaign, or the intricate interplay of accusation and defence,
praise and blame, or cause and effect in public speeches. The reasons for
Seneca’s adopting a different mode of writing are multiple. The inter-
locutor Aper in Tacitus’ Dialogue on the Orators (see above, p. xx)
sketches the development of Roman eloquence from Cicero’s youth to
the mid-first century AD, and observes that audiences were tiring of the
expansive, complex style already during Cicero’s lifetime, and that
Cicero adjusted accordingly, on the grounds that part of the success of
an orator depended on the aesthetic satisfaction he was able to induce in
his audience. Moreover, the recognition which the stylist Cicero enjoyed
was paradoxically bound to create the desire in some people to write in
a quite different way. And the character of Seneca’s works made long,
complex sentences unsuitable for his purpose, because they are not the
right medium for conducting practical philosophical instruction and for
directly engaging with and involving a readership. Finally, the advent of
declamation practice is frequently connected with the emergence of
Silver Latin. From around the middle of the first century BC declama-
tion represented the final stage of rhetorical education, but it also devel-
oped into a form of sophisticated entertainment, comparable to
concerts.”® There were two types of this exercise. The suasoria, seen as
the easier one, required the pupil to give advice to a famous character
from myth or history (e.g. ‘Should Alexander the Great attempt to cross
the ocean?’). The controversia was formally a courtroom speech, often
involving rather unlikely scenarios, including references to fictional laws
(‘A law decrees that a rapist may either be put to death on his victim’s
request or has to marry her. A man has committed two rapes, and one
victim wants to see him dead, the other one wants to be married.’).
There was no lack of critics already in antiquity who condemned this
practice, and many modern scholars echo this viewpoint. However, if
properly carried out, the skills pupils could develop through this exercise
are not very different from those one would hope to acquire during many
courses in a modern university; nor is it difficult to see that attractive

% Extant texts of interest include the works of the elder Seneca (see above, n. 1) and
the so-called lesser declamations ascribed to Quintilian (edited by D. R. Shackleton
Bailey for the Loeb series (Cambridge, Mass., 2000), 2 vols.). See further S. F. Bonner,
Roman Declamation in the Late Republic and Early Empire (Liverpool, 1949);
E. Gunderson, Declamation, Paternity, and the Roman Self (Cambridge, 2003).
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features of Seneca’s treatises can be linked to this practice. A succesful
declaimer had to learn to analyse the data pertaining to a complex prob-
lem in such a way as to construct arguments relevant to it. A grasp of
the psychology of the main characters featuring in a suasoria is obvi-
ously a transferable skill. After an exercise the instructor would give
comments concerning the image a pupil had projected of himself,
through the content of his speech, his manner of presentation, and his
body language; the relevance of this for public speakers, aspiring politi-
cians, or indeed one particular Stoic philosopher is transparent.
Declamations also follow certain patterns of organization, which help to
group loosely related topics, allowing for sufficent flexibility to enhance
a preconceived point by an unprepared aside; some of these structural
features can likewise be discerned in Seneca. Literary devices which
Seneca uses with great skill include the colourful anecdote or the exam-
ple of a great Roman of the past, the latter an archetypal Roman way of
dealing with abstract issues which might otherwise be conceptualized,
and the vivid metaphor or sustained image, which has a strong Stoic
tradition and fully comes to life in the works of Seneca. He also uses
imaginary interlocutors, who liven up the discursive exposition,
appearing suddenly and voicing their objections in direct speech;
Seneca’s skill in composing heated and punchy exchanges, in evidence
in his tragedies, served him well in his treatises too. Notable also is his
use of embedded quotations from a wide range of sources, which often
send the reader back to the quoted text to investigate how its original
context is considered and modified by Seneca, and a cleverness in
applying psychagogic techniques, that is, devices which are calculated
to produce a particular response on the part of the reader.

Seneca’s Influence®

Seneca made no noticeable impact on the Stoics who wrote not long
after him for a Roman audience—Musonius, Epictetus, and the
emperor Marcus Aurelius. His reputation in the first and second

» See G. M. Ross, ‘Seneca’s Philosophical Influence’, in C. D. N. Costa (ed.), Seneca
(London, 1974), 116—65; K. A. Blither, Seneca in Spanien: Untersuchungen zur Geschichte
der Seneca-Rezeption in Spanien vom 13. bis 17. Fahrhundert (Munich, 1969). On the
transmission of the texts of the treatises in the Middle Ages see the relevant sections in

L. D. Reynolds (ed.), Texts and Transmission: A Survey of the Latin Classics (Oxford, 1983).
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centuries AD was mixed. Pliny the elder admires the Natural Questions
for the learning on display (Natural History 14.5.5), the agricultural
writer Columella recognizes his moral quality (On Agriculture 3.3),
and other Spanish writers claim him as one of their greats (Martial,
Epigrams 1.61.7—8). Another Spaniard, Quintilian, who is otherwise
ambiguous about Seneca, acknowledges his enormous popularity
with the young (On the Education of the Orator 10.1.125). But there
was criticism of Seneca too. He was attacked on moral grounds; the
charges—debauchery and hypocrisy among them—seem to have
some connection with the fact that he was both powerful and enor-
mously wealthy and a Stoic philosopher. Tacitus relates them in
sufficient detail for them to have an effect, but without endorsing
them; others, like Cassius Dio, make them their own. Seneca was
also criticized as a stylist, although that criticism too had a moral
tinge to it; Quintilian, who pursued a neo-Ciceronian ideal of rhetor-
ical style, thought that he was excessive in his striving for brilliance
and pointed expression, so much so that he lost both structure and
the scope for contrast, which is instrumental for generating variety
(ro.1.125—31). As an educator, he also felt that the superficial
attraction of Seneca’s prose taught the young excess where they
needed judgement; stylistic imitation was a crucial didactic strategy
of rhetorical education. Later writers, like Fronto or Gellius, some-
times called archaizers, rejected Seneca on the same grounds, and
also because he had been dismissive of great Roman writers of the
early period.’’ While these attitudes to Seneca did not do much to
shape perception of him in late antiquity and through the
Renaissance (notably, Tacitus and Cassius Dio were only ‘rediscov-
ered’ by the Italian Renaissance), they did affect scholars’ views on
him from the nineteenth century onwards. For the remainder of
antiquity, and throughout the Middle Ages, Seneca enjoyed a very
high reputation. This was due to the fact that the Latin church
fathers discovered him for themselves. The reasons for this were
the general affinity between Christian doctrine and Stoic philosophy
(as well as the absence of other Stoic treatises written in Latin), and
the appearance of what was believed to be a correspondence between

3 See also C. O. Brink, ‘Quintilian’s De causis corruptae eloquentiae and Tacitus’
Dialogus de oratoribus’, Classical Quarterly, 39 (1989), 472—503, esp. 480—2.

31 See L. Holford-Strevens, Aulus Gellius: An Antonine Scholar and his Achievement,
2nd edn. (Oxford, 2003), 274—81.
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Seneca and the apostle Paul, which eventually led to the claim by
early Ttalian humanists that Seneca was a Christian.’> Evidence for
Senecean influence wanes towards the end of late antiquity, to pick up
slightly in the Carolingian renaissance of the ninth century. A practice
of creating excerpts from his works had started in late antiquity,
encouraged by his epigrammatic style of writing, and the availability of
this kind of anthology makes it difficult to detect genuine familiarity
with his works. Towards the end of the eleventh century the monastery
of Monte Cassino was instrumental in the distribution of the dialogues,
as it was for other pagan classics.® In the twelfth century Seneca is quoted
and admired by Peter Abelard and John of Salisbury. Scholasticism
limited the role given to Seneca in the thirteenth and fourteenth cen-
turies, but helped to ensure renewed interest in him in the humanistic
period. Petrarch, among others, was attracted both by his philosophical
position and his style.** Later, Erasmus moved from fervent admiration
to qualified appreciation of Seneca, but helped ensure his later
influence through two complete editions of his works;* and he strongly
argued against the authenticity of the correspondence between Seneca
and St Paul. The next important stage in his reception is connected
with the work of the Flemish scholar and philosopher Justus Lipsius
(1547—1606), who worked on the texts of Seneca as a philologist and
editor, but more importantly developed his whole philosophical posi-
tion (moral as well as physical doctrines) into Neo-Stoicism, partly as a
means to enable others to live through a difficult, war-stricken period.*
It is largely due to Lipsius that Seneca’s thought and style exercised a
crucial influence on the European moralists Montaigne, Francis Bacon,
La Rochefoucauld, and Pascal.’” For much of the twentieth century
Seneca was rather neglected, until, in the context of the resurgence of
interest which Hellenistic and Roman philosophy have enjoyed over the
last thirty years, he too has once more become a central classical author.

32 See Bliiher, Seneca in Spanien, 19.

3 See Reynolds, Texss and Transmission, 366.

#* See A. Bobbio, ‘Seneca e la formazione spirituale e culturale del Petrarca’, La
Bibliofilia, 43 (1941), 224—91.

% See Ross, ‘Seneca’s Philosophical Influence’, 143—4.

% See Jan Papy, ‘Justus Lipsius’, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2004
Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL=<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2o04/
entries/justus-lipsius/>.

7 See A. A. Long, ‘Stoicism in the Philosophical Tradition: Spinoza, Lipsius, Butler’,
in Inwood (ed.), Cambridge Companion, 365—92.



NOTE ON THE TEXT

The critical edition used as a basis for the translation of all treatises
included in this volume except for Natural Questions, Book 6, is the
Oxford Classical Text of Seneca’s Dialogi by Leighton D. Reynolds
(Oxford, 1977); for Natural Questions, Book 6, the Teubner edition by
Harry M. Hine (Stuttgart and Leipzig, 1996) has been used.

Seneca wrote in all thirteen treatises, commonly called dialogues
or essays, of which seven are here given complete, together with
Book 3 of On Anger and Book 6 of Natural Questions. The selection
shows the range of Seneca’s philosophical interests in its most acces-
sible form (see pp. xx—xxiii). The full list of treatises is as follows:

On Leisure (De Otio)

On Providence (De Providentia)

Natural Questions (Naturales Quaestiones)

On Anger (De Ira)

Consolation to Marcia (De Consolatione ad Marciam)
On the Happy Life (De Vita Beata)

On Firmness (De Constantia)

On the Tranquillity of the Mind (De Tranquilitate Animz)
On the Shortness of Life (De Brevitate Vitae)
Consolation to Helvia (De Consolatione ad Helviam)
On Mercy (De Clementia)

On Benefits (De Beneficiis)

Consolation to Polybius (De Consolatione ad Polybium)
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