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Coursework 6 
 
Reminder. See the general remark about coursework on the first sheet. 
 
Questions for Seneca, Letter 121 
 
1. In what sense is ethics also the study of human nature? (1–3) 
2. Explain the cases of the baby learning to walk and the tortoise that lies on its 

back. What is the main idea that relates these examples? (5–9) 
3.* What is the objection in 10–13, and how does Seneca respond? 
4.* There is a second objection related to our rational constitution. What is it, and, 

again, how does Seneca deal with it? (14–6) 
5. What does Seneca mean by ‘self-attachment’ or ‘attachment to self and love of 

self’, and why is this ethically relevant? (17–24) 
 
Questions for Seneca, On Benefits 4, 34.3–40.5 
 
The selected passage deals with the issue of keeping promises. There is a brief 
discussion of this in Plato’s Republic, when Socrates rejects the idea that justice is 
paying one’s debts or giving others what we owe them by giving an example: 
should we return a borrowed weapon when the lender has gone mad (331c)? 
 
6. What is the objection raised in 34.3 against the Stoic’s constancy? 
7. And what is Seneca’s response: does the sage (sapiens) never change her/his 

mind? (34.4–40.5) 
8.* Is it sometimes right not to return a favour? (40.3–5) 
9.* What do you make of the last two ideas about the unwillingness to owe and 

ungratefulness? (40.4–5) 
 
Questions for Epictetus, Discourses 1.11, 3.2, 3.8, 3.12, 3.16, 3.17 
 
10. Why does the man with whom Epictetus converses find family life miserable? 

(1.11.1–5) 
11.* The man claims he was acting naturally with regard to his ill daughter. Why 

does Epictetus disagree? (1.11.5–34) 
12.* What is the point about the ‘criterion’? (1.11.5–15) And what is the criterion? 

(1.11.26–30) 
13.* What is the ethical role of family affection—after all the title of Discourse 1.11? 
14. Briefly explain the three main areas of study for those aiming for virtue and 

goodness. (3.2.1–5, but see also 3.12) 
15. What is the point in the second half of Discourse 3.2—that logic and dialectic is 

useless? (3.2.6–16) 
16. What is the proper way of dealing with impressions? (Discourse 3.8) 
17. What constitutes a successful training? (Discourse 3.12) 
18. Epictetus advises us to avoid laymen when we can. Why? (Discourse 3.16) 
19. Why do the unjust not really come off better? (Discourse 3.17) 
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Background Information. (a) In Letter 121.7 there is an allusion to ‘your school’: what is 
meant is Epicureanism. (b) A benefit, or beneficium, is doing a favour or kindness to 
someone else, or providing a service to them. Seneca’s book is about promising, 
giving and—equally important—receiving favours: what we owe others. The 
exchange of benefits is obviously connected to duties and obligations, as well as 
blame and shame. (c) The Liar (Discourse 3.2.6) refers to a paradox that can be 
expressed in several ways. One is this: a Cretan says that all Cretans lie—so is he 
telling the truth or not? (d) The Greek for ‘training’ or exercise (Discourse 3.12) is 
ἄσκησις—askēsis. In a way, Epictetus hence suggests an ‘ascetic’ lifestyle, since 
becoming and being good is a life-long exercise. This discourse benefits from a 
comparison with Seneca’s essay On Providence, for which I can provide copies. (e) 
The Greek for ‘laymen’ in Discourse 3.16 has an even less flattering ring to it; it is 
ἰδιώτης, idiotēs. But an ‘idiot’ is merely someone unskilled, uneducated, or just 
common or average. So, Epictetus has in view the John Does who have yet to learn 
about Stoicism. (f) Discourse 3.17 resembles the discussion in Plato’s Gorgias, about 
whether or not pays to be bad. Socrates is adamant that wronging anyone could 
never amount to an advantage or to genuine happiness; and that being wronged is 
morally always better than doing wrong. Here, Epictetus adds that we only think 
that those who wrong others are in some sense better off. 


