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Coursework 1 
 
General remark on coursework 
 
For CATS points, you can, 
(a) select a range of questions from the coursework sheets and produce answers of 

about 2,000 words in total, 
(b) write an essay of about the same length on a topic arranged with me (perhaps 

based on one of the coursework questions), or 
(c)  continuously work on a reflective course dairy, writing up your thoughts about 

the readings, your questions about it and how the discussion in class provides 
answers, or how your understanding of the text grows as the course 
progresses—this is close to the Stoic ideal of continuous self-reflection. 

At the end of the course you will receive a summative feedback, but in marginal 
comments I provide formative assessment as we go. Note too that the coursework 
questions are somewhat leading, and thus guide your preparatory reading for class. 
This is why the sheets are useful even if you do not take credit. (Questions with 
asterisks may seem a bit more difficult or demanding.) 
 
Questions for Seneca, ‘The Happy Life’, 1.1–16.3 only 
 
1. Seneca warns that the majority views of happiness are misleading. What 

remedy does he suggest? (1.1–2.4) 
2. Seneca suggests six characterisations of happiness between 3.3 and 5.4. Can you 

identify them? 
3. Do you spot common themes in them? 
4.* Which of these characterisations intrigues or puzzles you most; or with which 

do you most sympathise? Why? (3.3–5.4) 
5.* Between 6.1 and 16.3, Seneca engages an Epicurean philosopher who disagrees 

with him. 
6. What is the simile of the flowers in the ploughed field meant to show? (9.2) 
7. So, overall, what is the happy life for Seneca? (16.1–3) 
 
Questions for Epictetus, ‘On Progress’, Discourse 1.4 
 
8. Mark all instances of ‘virtue’ and ‘happiness’ (and perhaps some of their 

cognates). How does virtue and happiness relate? 
9. What are the three proper tasks or works? (1.4.11–13) 
10. Describe the person who is making moral progress. 
11. Are you making progress in Epictetus’ sense? 
 
Background Information. (a) Seneca mentions (2.3) that all Stoics agree on agreeing 
with nature. We shall explore this central idea in class. (b) Seneca lists five 
objections that Epicureans might mount between 6 and 17 of The Happy Life. We 
will of course discuss the Epicurean view of happiness. So much for now: pleasure 
is both the starting-point and the goal of a flourishing life, according to Epicurus’ 
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Letter to Menoeceus—we do everything for the sake of pleasure. But the highest 
pleasure is not really sex, drugs, and rock’n’roll’, but the absence of bodily and 
mental pain and disturbance—a sort of calmness and ease. Virtuous behaviour is 
only a means to pleasure; it has no intrinsic value. Notice that at one point (13.1) 
Seneca admits sympathies for Epicurus’ position after all. (c) The word for 
‘progress’ is prokopē (προκοπή), which means something like ‘cut away from the 
front’—imagine an explorer with a machete going ahead. The concept of progress 
is important, because the early Stoics suggest that with the exception of the wise or 
sage, everybody is merely on the road to virtue, and hence not yet virtuous. For 
them, virtue is an either–or state. (d) We will discuss choice (proairesis, προαίρεσις) 
later. For now, you can consult the Handbook 1 and 2 as well as Discourse 1.1 for a 
little further information. Note too that Epictetus raises similar themes in Discourses 
1.25–30. 


