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Coursework 4 
 
Reminder. See the general remark about coursework on the first sheet. 
 
Questions for Seneca, Letter 120 
 
1. How does Seneca argue for the identity of the good and the honorable? (1–3) 
2. Seneca argues for the proposition that we acquire the idea of the good and 

honorable through observation by elimination. Explain. (4) 
3. Then he discusses ‘analogy’: how does this show how we learn about the good 

and honorable? (4–7) 
4. How could we learn about the good from what is bad or vicious? (8–9) 
5. What is the importance of consistency? (10–22) 
6. Explain: ‘Indeed, we are already dying.’ (17) 
 
Questions for Epictetus, Discourses 1.20, 1.22, 2.11, 2.18, and Handbook 6 
 
7. Explain the philosopher’s most important task. (1.20.7) 
8. Epictetus approves of Zeno’s point: ‘the essence of the good lies in the correct 

use of impressions’—what does this mean? (1.20.15) 
9.* Interpret the point about the snail’s good not lying in its shell. (1.20.17–8) 
10.* What are preconceptions (prolēpseis)? (1.22, see also 2.11) (You could also have 

another look at Disc. 2.17, a suggested reading for the fourth session.) 
11. How do moral disagreements arise? (1.22.2–8) 
12. There are two classes of innate conceptions. What is the difference? (2.11.1–3) 
13.* What does it mean to ‘apply a preconception’? (2.114–12) 
14. Why are standards important? (2.11.13–24) 
15. Why is it important not to wait with eradicating bad habits? (2.18.1–12 and 27–

31). 
16. And how ‘should we struggle against impressions’? (2.18.12–26) 
17. In light of the four discourses, explicate Handbook 6. 
 
Background Information. (a) In Letter 120.1, ‘good’ stands for bonum (Greek: agathon), 
and ‘honorable’ stands for honestum (Greek: kalon). Seneca says that these things are 
only distinct, but not different. The thought is that there is no material difference 
between the good and the honorable, even though there is a formal or conceptual 
difference (i.e. a distinction). In the same sense, there is no material, but a formal, 
distinction between trilateral figure and a triangular one; and likewise between the 
morning star and the evening star. (b) The ‘fully appropriate action’ in Ep. 120.2 is 
an allusion to the kathēkon, which means something like ‘duty’, and which we 
discuss later. (c) That happiness is a smooth flow of life (at 11) is an allusion to 
Zeno, the founder of Stoicism (see handout 2). (d) The Stoic view is that the 
cosmos is minded, i.e. pervaded with divine reason (cf. Ep. 120.14). (e) The masks 
(in 22) is a hint that persona derives from the Greek prosōpon, which refers to the 
masks worn in the theatre: hence a person is associated with a role, or with roles 
(see handout 4). (f) The ‘ruling centre’ (Disc. 1.20.11; 2.18.8, 2.18.30) stands for 
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hēgemonikon, which is the term for the mind in the early Stoa, or the highest part of 
the soul. (g) An impression (phantasia) is a sense perception, as when we perceive an 
apple, we have certain ‘impressions’ of a colour, smell, and taste. (We discuss this in 
class.) (h) In quick succession, Epictetus mentions three arguments in 2.18.17–8. 
The Master is further sketched in Disc. 2.19, which is actually the main source for it. 
It seems that the conclusion of this argument is fatalism: that nothing that neither is 
nor will be is possible. In other words (?) everything happens just as it does, or as it 
is bound to happen. The Liar is a famous family of semantic paradoxes; e.g., when 
sentence S says (of itself) that S is not true—in which case it seems that S cannot be 
true, as it could only be true when what S says is the case, and that it when it is not 
true. Yet, since this is precisely what S claims, it seems that S is true after all. The 
Silent One is an argument where someone ceases to engage in a dispute or inquiry, 
in order not to assent to a dubious proposition (cf. Sextus Empiricus, Against the 
Logicians I 416ff.). 


