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The article exposes how the analysis of certain works of Seneca,
show us a thinker who sees old age as a state worth living. As
Seneca conceives it, it can be valuable and wise according to
what the individual desires, but there are no-unavoidable or
«essential» negative characteristics of old age as presented, for
example, by Aristotle. To achieve this in the first section of this
work, the concept of old age as a decline is exposed, as it was
sometimes conceived in Greek and Roman ancient times. In sec-
tions 2 to 5 using two stoic categories presented by Seneca: the
relativity of time and submission to reason, in combination with
key issues of an old-age ethics: work, death, finitude and auto-
nomy, the study of Old age value is analyzed in the work of this
author. In the conclusions, it is stated that the study of the texts
show that Seneca considers old age as worthy and valuable in
itself, it remains in the fields of reason and defends so that old
age is not necessarily the decline of people, although bodily
functions decrease.
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1. Introduction: Old age as a decay

It is known that, in classical old ages, in general, there was a ten-
dency to associate old age with disease.1 The disease was under-
stood not only as a temporary condition but also as an essential
constitution of  old age. Simply put, some claimed that aging was a
disease in itself.2

However, here it is interesting to consider, more than the patho-
logy of  the elderly, to analyze the moral and mental characteri-
zation of  the same. The preceding with the objective of  extracting
pedagogical and ethical guidelines on old age: the value and the
way of  behaving in the same, according to Seneca’s3 point of  view.
For the above, Aristotle thinking is taken as the starting point from
the text of Rhetoric and hence establish the pessimistic view of old
age and the characterization that the Estagirite4 (philosopher) gives
it. The previous characterization is contrasted with the valuation
and certain judgments about Seneca’s old age and thus try to
clarify the negative posture of  old age as a period of  life.

Unlike the archaic periods where the old man was conceived as
a pillar of  their communities, in the classical Greek societies, that
same vision no longer appears or at least, the vision of  old age
appears as the decay of  life. Life is seen as a sequence where there
is a climax or zenith after which the decay of  existence occurs.

Aristotle describes old age as the state of  men opposed to
youth or, in other words, within his theory of  the middle ground,
the old man is constituted as the defect, being the character of  the
young man, the opposite pole: the excess. In Rhetoric (II, 12, 1389b
15 and following), Aristotle describes the character of  the old men
with quite negative categories. The old man does not put the pro-
per effort to things to be done; they believe without assuring
firmly; they are of  bad character since they suppose the worst of
things; they are also suspicious, they want only the essentials to
live; they are petty, cowards, shameless, pessimistic, slaves of
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interest, charlatans, complaining and compassionate, but out of
weakness.5

In the Roman period, there was also a pessimism about old age.
According to Gracia:

The old man is of no interest to anyone... because he is considered a
sick subject… ugly and bad. From this perspective it is from which
you have to read De Senectute texts written in the classical era... Old
age is not praised... it is of stoically accepting the accusations of
old age, of coping with patience, and of getting the best possible out
of them.6

In this essay, it is proposed that these characteristics can be inter-
preted in a nuanced way from Seneca’s Stoicism optics. It is thus
suggested to reread the characteristics of  old age as presented by
this philosopher, and assess whether they could be interpreted as
true virtues from the stoic point of  view. In other words, to
highlight from Seneca’s texts, the valuable aspects of  old age and
thus move away from the negative characteristics indicated by
Aristotle, and the ancient classical period in general. For that,
the description of  old age is centered according to the Letters to
Lucilius7 since they have specific topics related to old age. The
above is supplemented by references to other philosophical works
by the same author.8

2. Categories for the analysis of Seneca’s writings

It can be shown that many pessimistic comments are found in
Seneca or we would say perhaps «realistic» about the weakened na-
ture of  the body in old age. Although, as it is expected to show in
the writing, old age is not presented as decadent in itself, although
the finite reality of man is pointed out, on the horizon of the end
of  life.
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Central Ideas

Life is a series of cycles. We must thank every day of life that God
has given. It is not forcible to remain alive.

Old age can be decrepit. In old age, strength is lost, but if Nature
is accepted, the process is perceived differently. You have to learn
to die.

Every day should be taken as if it were the last. It is not necessary
to wish in old age what is desired as a young person. Before being
old, you have to live well, and in the old age die well.

We must obey Nature. You should live well and not much time:
«What good is it to one eighty years if you spend them in inertia?
He did not live but stopped in life, nor died late, but for a long time.
He lived eighty years.»9 Living does not equal duration. Living is
being while duration is alien to us. Living to wisdom is the goal.

He who desires old age desires the things that come with it.
Hard and adverse things are accepted as decreed by God. Life is
a war.

Letter

XII

XXVI

LXI

XCIII

XCVI

Seneca’s observations in general are scattered throughout the
Letters. Some of  them, however, deal with the subject almost
specifically, such as Letters XII, XXVI, LXI, XCIII, XCVI. In practically
all the Letters there is the practical principle of Stoicism, in that
what most affects our existence is the opinion that one has of
things, more than things in themselves, including old age (see
Table 1). This principle regulates many of  the responses around
old age and its ailments.

It can be analyzed from the stoic concepts to show that double
facet of  old age: it is shown crudely, as the weakness of  age, but
on the other hand, you can and should live, according to the
wisdom that knows how to make the correct judgment of  things
putting them in their fair value. Since the right judgment about
things, applies to any stage of  life, including old age.
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Now, this contrast between old age as deplorable, and as a
valuable stage in itself, appears in many passages of  his work. For
example, in Letter XII Seneca begins, lamenting the devastating
conditions of  his property, the plants on his estate and the deplo-
rable physical state of  a friend of  his. The tone is of  a certain
bitterness when faced with the deterioration of  their environment
and friends. But suddenly Seneca, affirms with respect to old age
that «Let us embrace her and love her; full of  pleasure if  we know
how to use it».10 The phrase, of  course, can be read in a bitter tone;
since old age comes anyway, it is wiser to take it with good sense.
However, the phrase implies that in fact old age is worthy in itself
when it states, «in all pleasure, the most pleasant is what is at the
end».11

The above is reinforced in another of  his Letters in which he
indicates that he is already in decrepitude, although «the mood is
vigorous».12 In the Consolation to Mother Helvia, Seneca, referring to
the inevitable human emigrations, points out: «In these migrations,
even women, children and old people were dragged down by the
weight of  age».13 Again, it is not a disqualification but a certain
recognition that old people also have various situations, such as
young people, but assuming the limitations of  age.

Seneca, as a good stoic, defends the role of  good judgment in
the face of  events as shown in the previous fragments. In addition,
God, who puts the destiny that governs our existence, governs the
Universe:

Therefore, it is convenient to suffer all the events with strength, because
not all things happen as we think; they come as it is arranged, and if
since its beginnings it is so ordered… What is proper of the good man?
Surrender to fate, because it is great comfort to be taken away with the
universe (Of Providence, V).14

Naturally, being an elder does not exclude that attitude to life even
in circumstances such as the loss of  property and being alone (On
the constancy of  the wise, VI).15 It is a true pedagogy in the face of  old
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age. As Iacub summarizes, Seneca’s thinking who, considering that
the human being could modify the negative of  his existence, be-
cause it is not essential in him, in such a way that:

…It implied that man should make a change, a learning… from criticism
and reflection on himself... He put this idea to the point of turning old
age into a positive goal of existence, polarizing with his own values the
entire course of life.16

Another stoic category of  analysis can be referred to as «relativity
of  time». The chronological time is not crucial but the time lived
wisely:

The time we have is not short; but losing much of it, we make it so, and
life is long enough to execute great things in it, if we would use it well
(From the briefness of life, I).17

Additionally, as Domingo points out, in order to classify the ana-
lysis, the ideas of  Seneca’s texts can be grouped into four philoso-
phical problems:

…To those who cannot ignore an ethic of old age: finitude, work,
autonomy and death... A time lived from which we do not resign
oneself to thinking ourselves mortal... The finitude... The old age
awakens us for a less perfect and almighty moral life... This perhaps
stoic adaptation lends itself to infinite nuances... joyful, resigned or
melancholic…18

Taking these categories of  death, finitude, work and autonomy
suggested by Domingo and the two taken from Seneca: the accep-
tance of  destiny using reason and the relativity of  time let us
analyze other facets of  old age according to Seneca.

3. Old age and death

It seems to me that for Seneca, as can be seen in the aforemen-
tioned, old age has a certain air of  defeat in the face of  life, but,
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on the other hand, it considers that it does not only cope with it, as
Gracia pointed out, but it really contributes something to become
typical of  existence.

A repetitive idea in Seneca is that one must learn to die or pre-
pare for death (From the brevity of life, VII).19 Life must be conside-
red among subservient things and learning to die well should not
be avoided (Of the tranquility of the soul, II).20 Old age then, is to
recognize the worth of  the person himself. According to his pro-
posal, that preparation for death implies that the time elapsed
towards the same, it is not reduced to the chronological. The time
really lived, if  it is directed towards virtue, is perceived as abun-
dant, while if  spent in frivolities make it lost. Death appears as a
limit that is faced with meaning, while accepting it, but prepared in
a future that always has it in mind.

On the other hand, Seneca points out that there is always the
option of  suicide: «Let us thank the gods that no one can be
forced to live».21 However, in the same Letters when he addresses
the specific issue of  suicide in no way delimits it to old age, but to
any circumstance where an unworthy life is lived: «…make it very
clear that the dirtiest death should be preferred to the cleanest ser-
vitude».22 Of  course, this last reference fits the stoic idea of  living
according to reason. Suicide is not lawful for whim or despair, but
for a decision affirming the dignity of  the person who executes it.
Thus, note that Seneca does not see life as an absolute value, but
living it in accordance to reason. In sum, old age, it does not cons-
titute a particular quality for suicide. Although it may seem like an
air of  defeat in the face of  Seneca’s life, he believes that «adequate»
suicide gives sense of  existence. It is as Domingo points out:

When we talk about personal death, self-death or dignified death, we
want to express the need that death be an exercise of freedom, a bio-
graphical act with which to respond to a biological fact.23

Thus, Seneca does not see suicide as «an easy way out», but as a
worthy way out, when life’s circumstances demand it that way. Of
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course, that is a personal decision, and will depend on each case,
but in itself, it is not determined by the age of  the person as such,
but by their existential situation, so to speak.

One of  the criteria for choosing death –according to the Stoics
criteria–, it is the case of  an external power that threatens the per-
son, such as war. The criterion seems to be, rather, «If  one death is
with torments and the other simple and easy why not use it?».24  In
sum, the decision is strictly personal, although one element to con-
sider is that death should not be the longest. Thus, for Seneca, the
situation of  old age as painful and full of  discomforts does not
oblige to live it, since you can choose to leave life. It must be re-
membered that the time lived as a duration is not the value, but
how it has been lived and has been directed to wisdom. Naturally,
the above raises whether Seneca is not questioned regarding issues
such as the death penalty and euthanasia. According to his postula-
tes, it is lawful in certain circumstances, but the question is how to
combine that idea with obedience to what God pointed out as the
destiny of  man. The question that arises is How to establish the
rational hierarchy between the autonomy of  suicide and obeying
what God has indicated as part of  what must be lived? An answer
to that question was not found in his texts. In any case, what mat-
ters for the purpose of  the article is that suicide is not limited only
to illness or old age. Seneca points out, however, that death as such
is not bad, but only the judgment about it. Understood in this way
it could be argued why the Philosopher does not consider that
suicide does not go against the divine will, since a good given by
Him is not rejected.

However, there may be reasons not to take your own life, even
if  you like. One reason he uses is the effects on other people.
Thus, Seneca points out that he did not commit suicide when his
father lived, since he would not have endured his absence. From
what can perhaps be deduced, it is that, according to the Philoso-
pher, as long as the others are not disproportionately affected,
suicide could be allowed.
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In any case, we should not be afraid of  death. It is not as such
good or bad.25 Although Seneca clarifies: «Death is among the
things that are not bad, but have the appearance of  evil».26 Self-
esteem and the instinct of  conservation is what produces the
appearance of loss before death. In addition, ignorance of what
death will be like is what makes it fearful. You have to have a
virtuous spirit to know how to face death.

Therefore, it is not a necessary aspiration to have a long life, but
a coherent and full life:

What is the use of eighty years for a person, if it happens in inertia? He
did not live, but stopped in life; nor did he die late, but for a long time... it
is interesting to know from what day you count his death... unless you
say that he lived as it is said that trees live... Age is between external
things. How long I have to live, is something else; what I have to be as
long as it exists, is my thing.27

In short, it is important to live well no matter the duration over
time. Having death in front is not typical of  old age but of  life.
Life is lived day by day and in that old age is no different from youth.

4. The finitude and the disease

Reference has already been made to passages that connect old age
with loss of function and strength. Seneca refers to disease situa-
tions. In all of  them, he emphasizes a certain resignation, but he
also makes allusions that wisdom and right action must be practi-
ced at any age and give meaning to life. Thus, Seneca rejects the
Aristotelian idea that was mentioned at the beginning: the old as
faint-hearted and with little firm opinions.

In fact, the disease shows us our limitation as an element of  life
that I do not control, but I do control my opinion about it: «...in all
hard and adverse things, I behave not as if  obeying God, but as if
I agreed with Him».28 Old age diseases are accepted as expected
companions of  old age.



J. E. Gómez Álvarez

40 Medicina y Ética - Enero-Marzo 2020 - Vol. 31 - Núm. 1

The perception of  time is relative to judgment, not to absolute
time. So for a child the discomfort is perceived long. The one who
lives a lot does not necessarily have an advantage over the one who
dies young. Human life is tiny, in relation to eternity. We spend
most of  our time in worldly concerns, half  of  the time we remain
asleep. Dying young: «Who will not grant you who is better off
who is allowed to return soon. Whoever finished the road before
he got tired? Life is neither a good nor a bad; it is the place of
good and evil».29

Old age may not be a disease, but it oppresses us (From the brevi-
ty of life, IX).30 In the section of  time it was pointed out that being
always busy causes time to be lost, and if  we dedicate it to virtue
and reflection, the wise man, having a meaningful life, will not be
disturbed by the appearance of  death. On the other hand, men
who deal with different needs, their life ends in an instant, and
there for sure, old age is seen as a torment:

Mending the old decrepit, by force of votes, the increase of some
years. Pretend to be younger and flatter themselves with lies: decei-
ving themselves, as if they deceive the fates... they die as frightened,
not as those who leave life, but as excluded from it. They say… that
they were ignorant in not having lived, and that if they escape
from that disease, they must live at rest.31 (Seneca, From the brevity
of life, XI).

The foregoing leads us to recognize that caring for the soul is cen-
tral and that caring for the body implies not living for the body but
«as one who cannot live without the body».32 In an old age like this,
there is no difference, if  you lived badly, the arrival of  old age is
terrible, but if  you lived well, it is assumed properly...

5. Autonomy and work

There is no term «autonomy» as such in Seneca’s work, but some
ideas of  self-determination and old age can be found. One of



Bioethical reflections on the old age from the stoicism of Seneca

41Medicina y Ética - Enero-Marzo 2020 - Vol. 31 - Núm. 1

them and that appears in the writings is that you should never give
up the study of  philosophy at any age. That aspiration to rationa-
lity is the goal of  all men:

In each thing, the best thing must be that for which he was born, and for
which he values himself. What is the best in man? The reason... the
reason is its own good.33

Seneca rejects the idea that the exercise of  virtue should be «left at
the end» of  existence. Do not stop using, yes, a derogatory cha-
racter of  old age:

You will hear many say that reaching fifty years of age, they have to
withdraw to the stillness, and that the sixty will retire from all trades and
positions. Tell me: when this is your intention, what security do you have
for a longer life? ...Are you not ashamed to reserve yourself for the lefto-
vers of life, using virtue only for that time that is of no use for anything?
(From the brevity of life, III).34

Philosophy orders life and gives the guidelines to live properly. The
duty of  the philosopher and of  any man is to be removed from
vain desires. This applies, therefore, at any stage of  life. In this
sense, when in old age someone thinks cautiously, it does not have
to be understood as a faint-hearted attitude of  old age. At any time
in life, one must act prudently. Thus, in stoic optics, «believing
without assuring firmly» in automatic is not a defect of  the elderly.
The elderly and all men, Seneca points out, get worse out of  life as
they entered, but not as a product of  age, but because of  the pas-
sions, fears, and superstitions.

As a stoic, Seneca insists that perception, or judgment, makes a
difference:

...The straight and whole man corrects the evils of fortune and softens
the hard and the rough of it with the art of coping with it, so that it recei-
ves the favorable with gratitude and modesty and the adverse with
constancy and strength.35
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Autonomy, then, is not to control destiny, but to accept it with
integrity as already has been indicated in the other sections. But it
is not a «passive» acceptance of  the flow of  time, but a continuous
confrontation with evil and overcome it on the basis of  daily effort,
which guarantees a calm conscience when reflecting on his/her
past (Of  the brevity of  life, XII).36

As noted earlier, man can decide on his death to avoid suffe-
ring, but in general the wise man lives in tranquility: «The Greeks
call this firmness of  mind: stability... and I call it tranquility» (Of
the tranquility of soul II).37

True human occupation is the wisdom that provides stillness
and tranquility in life and is beneficial in all ages (From the brevity of
life, XIV).38 However, Seneca clarifies that wisdom is not to discuss
scholarly issues, but to discern good.39

The wisdom is that of  the philosophers and there yes the old
age is not negative: «What happiness and what honest old age (pul-
chra senectus manet) awaits the one who was placed under the protec-
tion of  this one!» (From the brevity of  life, XV).40 Seneca does not doubt
so old age has a meaning, while the other occupations only wither
life.

The old man, and all men guided by appearances and fame and
not according to nature, become greedy and interested and thus to
greed, as another of  the defects pointed out by Aristotle, is not
exclusive to the elders. Seneca is true, he is not optimistic about
the «practical» aspect of  human greed: «If  the lonely old would
change their wills, those who come to greet them will knock on
another door».41

Autonomy consists, in short, in the rational judgment about the
nature of  things. That does not mean that Seneca did not see the
miseries of  life, but the sense of  possessions, for example, is in the
control of  desire: «Because he is poor, not he who has little, but he
who desires more».42

The above gives us clues about work: Seneca thinks that we
should not take ourselves by the occupations of  life and get lost in
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them. It has already been pointed out that the true path is wisdom.
The occupation in old age, working until the end, does not seem
wise and sound to this philosopher: «Clumsy is the one who, being
in old age, takes death busy in business... and clumsy the one who
is tired of  living rather than from work, he died among his occu-
pations» (From the brevity of life, XX).43

Work is necessary, but it only makes sense if  it is subject to
reason and the search for wisdom.

6. Conclusions

It was mentioned at the beginning of  this work, that Gracia indica-
ted that the stoic perception of  old age is resignation. The above is
partially correct, but it has been shown to have nuances. Seneca’s
stoicism does not indicate a peculiar and exclusive resignation
towards old age as such. Resignation, in this case, is to recognize
the cosmic order that drives us to accept all the circumstances of
life at any stage of  it, be it youth, maturity or old age.

Seneca gives examples of  evils and nuisances of  life in youth, in
maturity, in poverty, in wealth and of  course, in old age. Wisdom is
what must govern and what gives existential meaning and does not
depend as such, on age. The stoic attitude shows us that rationality
guidelines can be obtained to face old age: reason must regulate all
behavior so that its adequate value is achieved, relationships with
others, coping with death and sorrows of  existence.44 Again this
characteristic is contrasted with the vision of  exaggerated pessi-
mism of  Aristotle, facing the old man. If  the old man is truly wise,
he is not intimidated by the vicissitudes of  life.

From what has been seen, the category of  rationality does not
imply not making decisions «before destiny», but it cannot simply
be ascribed to the concept of  autonomy of  our time, since Seneca
believes that rationality is a reflection of  order of  the world, that
we obey and we are not creators of  norms and value. However, as
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shown in the texts, death is conceived as neutral, it is neither good
nor bad, for we can choose for it. Thus, suicide is permissible,
because in the opinion of this philosopher the requirement to act
with full rationality is covered and as such, death and life are not
goods, they are states where acting right or wrong occurs.

 As for a job’s ethics, Seneca’s insistence on the importance of
leisure to devote himself  to philosophy and criticism to those who
leave their study until the end is discovered. Seneca also insists that
dying at work is undesirable. So old age should be dedicated to
philosophy, but also not only wait for it, since the philosophy itself
prepares us to die well and live well; leave it at the end when there
are also inconveniences of  age, is a foolishness.

As for the category of  time and finitude, Seneca’s insistence is
to live well every day and not project our expectations into the fu-
ture. Living well is not then, accumulate neither honors nor wealth,
which also by being unstable, alter the mood. Old age does not
have the goal of  having accumulated goods to enjoy them when
most of  the existence has passed before us. Thus, in Seneca’s pers-
pective, living well does not match the notion of  contemporary
quality of  life. To live well, is to assume the rationality of  the
world decreed by God, and learn to cope with the deficiencies or
abundances, keeping the mind in peace.
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