
On The Shortness of Life
Seneca

Lucius Annaeus Seneca (4 BC-65 AD) was the tutor and advisor of the 
Emperor Nero.  Having survived the violent reigns of both Caligula and 
Claudius, Seneca was well aware of just how short life could be. When 
Nero became insane and turned on his mentor, Seneca was ordered to 
commit suicide. He did this in the traditional Roman way by slitting his 
veins in a tub of warm water, and reportedly followed his own Stoic 
philosophy by dying with great tranquility of spirit. In the following se-
lection from his essay “On the Shortness of Life,” Seneca observes how 
human beings foolishly waste the short time they have in life on frivo-
lous and immoral pursuits.  He then advises his readers to focus instead 
on the study of philosophy, which is the best preparation for living and 
dying well.

The majority of mortals, Paulinus, complain bitterly of the spiteful-
ness of Nature, because we are born for a brief span of life, because 
even this space that has been granted to us rushes by so speedily 

and so swiftly that all save a very few find life at an end just when they are 
getting ready to live. Nor is it merely the common herd and the unthinking 
crowd that bemoan what is, as men deem it, an universal ill; the same feel-
ing has called forth complaint also from men who were famous.  It was this 
that made the greatest of physicians exclaim that “life is short, art is long;” 
it was this that led Aristotle, while expostulating with Nature, to enter an 
indictment most unbecoming to a wise man—that, in point of age, she has 
shown such favour to animals that they drag out five or ten lifetimes, but 
that a much shorter limit is fixed for man, though he is born for so many 
and such great achievements.  

How We Waste Our Lives Away

It is not that we have a short space of time, but that we waste much of it. 
Life is long enough, and it has been given in sufficiently generous measure 
to allow the accomplishment of the very greatest things if the whole of it is 
well invested.  But when it is squandered in luxury and carelessness, when 
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it is devoted to no good end, forced at last by the ultimate necessity we 
perceive that it has passed away before we were aware that it was passing. 
So it is—the life we receive is not short, but we make it so, nor do we have 
any lack of it, but are wasteful of it.  Just as great and princely wealth is 
scattered in a moment when it comes into the hands of a bad owner, while 
wealth however limited, if it is entrusted to a good guardian, increases by 
use, so our life is amply long for him who orders it properly. 

Why do we complain of Nature?  She has shown herself kindly; life, if 
you know how to use it, is long.  But one man is possessed by greed that 
is insatiable, another by a toilsome devotion to tasks that are useless; one 
man is besotted with wine, another is paralyzed by laziness; one man is 
exhausted by an ambition that always hangs upon the decision of others, 
another, driven on by the greed of the trader, is led over all lands and all 
seas by the hope of gain; some are tormented by a passion for war and are 
always either bent upon inflicting danger upon others or concerned about 
their own; some there are who are worn out by voluntary servitude in a 
thankless attendance upon the great; many are kept busy either in the pur-
suit of other men’s fortune or in complaining of their own; many, following 
no fixed aim, shifting and inconstant and dissatisfied, are plunged by their 
fickleness into plans that are ever new; some have no fixed principle by 
which to direct their course, but Fate takes them unawares while they loll 
and yawn . . . 

Wasting Time in Pursuit of Vice

Vices beset us and surround us on every side, and they do not permit us to 
rise anew and lift up our eyes for the discernment of truth, but they keep 
us down when once they have overwhelmed us and we are chained to lust.  
Their victims are never allowed to return to their true selves; if ever they 
chance to find some release, like the waters of the deep sea which continue 
to heave even after the storm is past, they are tossed about, and no rest from 
their lusts abides . .  .

Though all the brilliant intellects of the ages were to concentrate upon 
this one theme, never could they adequately express their wonder at this 
dense darkness of the human mind . . . Look back in memory and consider 
when you ever had a fixed plan, how few days have passed as you had 
intended, when you were ever at your own disposal, when your face ever 
wore its natural expression, when your mind was ever unperturbed, what 
work you have achieved in so long a life, how many have robbed you of life 
when you were not aware of what you were losing, how much was taken 
up in useless sorrow, in foolish joy, in greedy desire, in the allurements of 
society, how little of yourself was left to you; you will perceive that you 
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are dying before your season!  hat, then, is the reason of this? You live as 
if you were destined to live forever, no thought of your frailty ever enters 
your head, of how much time has already gone by you take no heed. You 
squander time as if you drew from a full and abundant supply, though all 
the while that day which you bestow on some person or thing is perhaps 
your last.  You have all the fears of mortals and all the desires of immortals.  
You will hear many men saying: “After my fiftieth year I shall retire into 
leisure, my sixtieth year shall release me from public duties.” And what 
guarantee, pray, have you that your life will last longer? Who will suffer 
your course to be just as you plan it?  Are you not ashamed to reserve for 
yourself only the remnant of life, and to set apart for wisdom only that time 
which cannot be devoted to any business?  How late it is to begin to live 
just when we must cease to live!  What foolish forgetfulness of mortality to 
postpone wholesome plans to the fiftieth and sixtieth year, and to intend to 
begin life at a point to which few have attained! . . . 

Heaven knows! Such lives as yours, though they should pass the limit of 
a thousand years, will shrink into the merest span; your vices will swallow 
up any amount of time.  The space you have, which reason can prolong, 
although it naturally hurries away, of necessity escapes from you quickly; 
for you do not seize it, you neither hold it back, nor impose delay upon the 
swiftest thing in the world, but you allow it to slip away as if it were some-
thing superfluous and that could be replaced. 

But among the worst I count also those who have time for nothing but 
wine and lust; for none have more shameful engrossments. The others, 
even if they are possessed by the empty dream of glory, nevertheless go 
astray in a seemly manner; though you should cite to me the men who are 
avaricious, the men who are wrathful, whether busied with unjust hatreds 
or with unjust wars, these all sin in more manly fashion.  But those who 
are plunged into the pleasures of the belly and into lust bear a stain that 
is dishonourable. Search into the hours of all these people, and see how 
much time they give to accounts, how much to laying snares, how much to 
fearing them, how much to paying court, how much to being courted, how 
much is taken up in giving or receiving bail, how much by banquets—for 
even these have now become a matter of business—and you will see how 
their interests, whether you call them evil or good, do not allow them time 
to breathe. 

Finally, everybody agrees that no one pursuit can be successfully fol-
lowed by a man who is busied with many things—eloquence cannot, nor 
the liberal studies—since the mind, when its interests are divided, takes 
in nothing very deeply, but rejects everything that is, as it were, crammed 
into it.  There is nothing the busy man is less busied with than living:  there 
is nothing that is harder to learn. Of the other arts there are many teachers 
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everywhere; some of them we have seen that mere boys have mastered so 
thoroughly that they could even play the master.  It takes the whole of life 
to learn how to live, and—what will perhaps make you wonder more—it 
takes the whole of life to learn how to die.  Many very great men, having 
laid aside their burdens, having renounced riches, business, and pleasures, 
have made it their one aim up to the very end of life to know how to live; 
yet the greater number of them have departed from life confessing that they 
did not yet know—still less do those others know.  Believe me, it takes a 
great man and one who has risen far above human weaknesses not to allow 
any of his time to be filched from him, and it follows that the life of such a 
man is very long because he has devoted wholly to himself whatever time 
he has had.  None of it lay neglected and idle; none of it was under the 
control of another, for, guarding it most grudgingly, he found nothing that 
was worthy to be taken in exchange for his time.   And so that man had time 
enough, but those who have been robbed of much of their life by the public, 
have necessarily had too little of it . . . 

Yet there is no reason for you to suppose that these people do not know 
how precious a thing time is; for to those whom they love most devotedly 
they have a habit of saying that they are ready to give them a part of their 
own years.  And they do give it, without realizing it; but the result of their 
giving is that they themselves suffer loss without adding to the years of 
their dear ones.  But the very thing they do not know is whether they are 
suffering loss; therefore, the removal of something that is lost without be-
ing noticed they find is bearable. Yet no one will bring back the years, no 
one will bestow you once more on yourself.  Life will follow the path it 
started upon, and will neither reverse nor check its course; it will make no 
noise, it will not remind you of its swiftness.  Silent it will glide on; it will 
not prolong itself at the command of a king, or at the applause of the popu-
lace.  Just as it was started on its first day, so it will run; nowhere will it turn 
aside, nowhere will it delay.  And what will be the result?  You have been 
engrossed, life hastens by; meanwhile death will be at hand, for which, 
willy nilly, you must find leisure. 

Can anything be sillier than the point of view of certain people—I mean 
those who boast of their foresight? They keep themselves very busily en-
gaged in order that they may be able to live better; they spend life in mak-
ing ready to live!  They form their purposes with a view to the distant fu-
ture; yet postponement is the greatest waste of life; it deprives them of each 
day as it comes, it snatches from them the present by promising something 
hereafter.  The greatest hindrance to living is expectancy, which depends 
upon the morrow and wastes to-day. You dispose of that which lies in the 
hands of Fortune, you let go that which lies in your own.  Whither do you 
look?  At what goal do you aim?  All things that are still to come lie in un-
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certainty; live straightway! . . .

Making Time to Study Philosophy

Of all men they alone are at leisure who take time for philosophy, they 
alone really live; for they are not content to be good guardians of their own 
lifetime only.  They annex ever age to their own; all the years that have 
gone ore them are an addition to their store.  Unless we are most ungrate-
ful, all those men, glorious fashioners of holy thoughts, were born for us; 
for us they have prepared a way of life.  By other men’s labors we are led 
to the sight of things most beautiful that have been wrested from darkness 
and brought into light; from no age are we shut out, we have access to all 
ages, and if it is our wish, by greatness of mind, to pass beyond the narrow 
limits of human weakness, there is a great stretch of time through which 
we may roam . .  .

But we may fairly say that they alone are engaged in the true duties of 
life who shall wish to have Zeno, Pythagoras, Democritus, and all the other 
high priests of liberal studies, and Aristotle and Theophrastus, as their most 
intimate friends every day.  No one of these will be “not at home,” no one 
of these will fail to have his visitor leave more happy and more devoted to 
himself than when he came, no one of these will allow anyone to leave him 
with empty hands; all mortals can meet with them by night or by day. 

No one of these will force you to die, but all will teach you how to die; 
no one of these will wear out your years, but each will add his own years to 
yours; conversations with no one of these will bring you peril, the friend-
ship of none will endanger your life, the courting of none will tax your 
purse.  From them you will take whatever you wish; it will be no fault of 
theirs if you do not draw the utmost that you can desire.  What happiness, 
what a fair old age awaits him who has offered himself as a client to these!  
He will have friends from whom he may seek counsel on matters great and 
small, whom he may consult every day about himself, from whom he may 
hear truth without insult, praise without flattery, and after whose likeness 
he may fashion himself.  

We are in the habit of saying that it was not in our power to choose the 
parents who fell to our lot, that they have been given to men by chance; 
yet we may be the sons of whomsoever we will.  Households there are of 
noblest intellects; choose the one into which you wish to be adopted; you 
will inherit not merely their name, but even their property, which there will 
be no need to guard in a mean or niggardly spirit; the more persons you 
share it with, the greater it will become. These will open to you the path 
to immortality, and will raise you to a height from which no one is cast 
down.  This is the only way of prolonging mortality—or rather of turning 
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it into immortality. Honors, monuments, all that ambition has commanded 
by decrees or reared in works of stone, quickly sink to ruin; there is noth-
ing that the lapse of time does not tear down and remove.  But the works 
which philosophy has consecrated cannot be harmed; no age will destroy 
them, no age reduce them; the following and each succeeding age will but 
increase the reverence for them, since envy works upon what is close at 
hand, and things that are far off we are more free to admire. The life of the 
philosopher, therefore, has wide range, and he is not confined by the same 
bounds that shut others in.  He alone is freed from the limitations of the hu-
man race; all ages serve him as if a god.  Has some time passed by? This he 
embraces by recollection.  Is time present?  This he uses.  Is it still to come?  
This he anticipates.  He makes his life long by combining all times into one. 

 


