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Coursework 8 
 
This is the final coursework sheet. You can submit coursework continuously up to 
18 December 2019, which is the final deadline for all work. I will mark and return 
it with feedback by mid-January. 
 
Questions for Seneca, On the Shortness of Life 
 
The essay can be read in about an hour. If you are pressed for time, you could focus 
on sections 1, 3, 7.3–10, 8, 9.1, 10.2–6, 11, and 14–16. 
 
1. Across the whole essay, collect the best sentences or very brief passages—those 

that in a sense speak most to you. (You could further write a brief reflection 
about one or two of them.) 

2. ‘The life we are given is not short, but we make it so’ (1.4). How? 
3. At 3.2, Seneca writes about submitting one’s life to an audit. Explain. 
4. In what sense do ‘preoccupied’ people miss their life? (7.3–10, 9.1, 10.1–2, 10.6) 
5. Learning how to live; learning how to die—what is the difference? (7.3) 
6. Grey hair and wrinkles may well be signs of a long life—but perhaps only of a 

long existence (7.10). Explain. 
7. Really live only those who philosophize (14.1). Is this true? Does Seneca 

promote this idea well? 
8. Explain Seneca’s remarks about the past, present, and future: how does this 

relate to the brevity of life? (10, 16) 
 
Background Information. (a) The essay is addressed at Paulinus, who is Seneca’s father 
in law. As the text suggests at 18.3 and 19.1, he was a state official in charge of grain 
supply. (b) At 7.3 and 15.1. Seneca mentions the importance of thinking about death 
and dying, indeed, to learn how to die. This was a theme in Plato’s philosophy. In 
Phaedo, for instance, Socrates sketches the philosopher’s yearning for pure 
knowledge, unimpeded by the body that ‘houses’ the soul, and the senses that often 
mediate what we know. So, Socrates says, ‘the philosopher’s occupation consists 
precisely in the freeing and separation of soul from body’, and since the separation 
of body and soul is death, ‘philosophers make dying their profession’ (67e): those 
who philosophize prepare themselves for dying and death—in fact, they are half 
dead already (68a–b), and they ‘practise death’ (µελέτη θανάτου, 81a). So, it 
seems, the paradox is that in order to live well, one ought to get used to not living 
at all. 


