
 

 

The Ebb and Flow of Tidal Fortune: Metaphors of Fluidity in Seneca’s Epistles 

Seneca in the Epistles infuses daily life with philosophy. Stoicism promises self-mastery 

if we refocus our attention and identification away from externals, which are mutable and outside 

of our control, to that which we can control. Ultimately, what we can control is assent to the 

impressions presented to us, and proper assent consists of assenting to impressions only in the 

way that is in accordance with ratio (=natura/deus/fatum). The way Seneca dispenses advice on 

ethics and discusses even more mundane topics is informed by the ultimate goal of teaching the 

reader how to train the assent faculty. Among other tactics, Seneca uses metaphor and symbols 

to connect his treatment of various topics to the proper use of the assent faculty. In this paper I 

will explore a few examples of Seneca’s use of one set of metaphors. 

In the course of the Epistles, Seneca often describes a praiseworthy practice or mindset 

using metaphors for stability, solidness, and fixity, while he characterizes a practice or mindset 

he disapproves of using metaphors for flux and instability. For example, Ep. 2.1-2: non discurris 

nec locorum mutationibus inquietaris. aegri animi ista iactatio est: primum argumentum 

compositae mentis existimo posse consistere et secum morari. Illud autem vide, ne ista lectio 

auctorum multorum et omnis generis voluminum habeat aliquid vagum et instabile. Certis 

ingeniis inmorari et innutriri oportet, si velis aliquid trahere quod in animo fideliter sedeat. 

Nusquam est qui ubique est. The entire argument is cast in a dichotomy between the fixed and 

the fluid. This dichotomy, I argue, ultimately points outside of the immediate advice and context 

to the proper use of the assent faculty. Stoicism teaches its students to reject externals, which 

change and flow under the sway of fortuna/tyche, and to embrace assent based on 

ratio/natura/deus/fatum, which as a whole is solid, stable, fixed, and eternal. Seneca’s advice 



 

 

about reading practices here appears to be integrated with his more general Stoic teaching about 

the assent faculty. 

Seneca also uses this same fluid/stable dichotomy while discussing more abstract points. 

Keywords, for example, in this dichotomy appear frequently in Seneca’s discussion in Ep.76 that 

unum est bonum quod honestum. 76.20: Quod potest brevis obstinatio animi, aliquo stimulo 

excitata, quanto magis virtus, quae non ex impetu nec subito sed aequaliter valet, cui perpetuum 

robur est? 76.23: itaque quidquid illi accidit aequo animo sustinebit. 76.24: Si ullum aliud est 

bonum quam honestum, sequetur nos aviditas vitae, aviditas rerum vitae instruentium, quod est 

intolerabile, infinitum, vagum. 76.30: hoc ergo bonum est... cetera levia sunt, mutabilia. The 

discussion is shot-through with language that praises the fixed and level and dismisses the 

mobile and mutable. 

Finally, Seneca uses the language of fluidity when he likens self-control and the proper 

use of the assent faculty to navigation: e.g. Ep. 16.3 [philosophia] sedet ad gubernaculum et per 

ancipitia fluctuantium derigit cursum. When we read Seneca’s anecdote about his failed attempt 

to sail in Ep. 53 while we have in mind his use elsewhere of the language of fluidity and 

navigation, we can see how Seneca has infused his vivid story with lessons about self-control 

and the proper use of the assent faculty. 
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