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The Epicureans and the Stoics 
 
1. Epicureans 
 
Here are a few questions about Epicurus’ Letter to Menoeceus, which we have 
because Diogenes Laertius attached it (together with two other letters on 
physics and meteorology) to his description. Another important source of 
Epicurean ethics is Philodemus, of whom some charred books have been found 
in Herculaneum. There is also the relevant inscription in the city wall of 
Oinoanda: see the video at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1s-z7uZd9X8. 
 
1. Select one of the following passages and briefly discuss them: philosophy 

(122); the gods or god (123–4); death (124–7); desires (127–8); pleasure 
(ἡδονή, hēdonē)(128–32); or prudence (φρόνησις, phronēsis) (132–3). What 
does Epicurus say, what does he mean, how relevant is it in your view? 

2. Compare the passages on death with those we read in the Phaedo (Readings 
for 22 May, pp. 13–6). 

3.* What is the good for Epicurus? (You could consult the Cicero passage on 
this.) And how does this compare to the view of Aristotle? 

 
2. Stoics 
 
There are three major sources of early Stoic ethics. (a) Diogenes Laertius VII 
84–131, (b) Stobaeus, who in the Anthology (II 57–116) probably cites Arius 
Didymus at length, and (c) Cicero, On Moral Ends (De finibus, III 16–76). The 
works by Seneca and Epictetus are insightful later Stoic discussions of practical 
ethics. Stoic ethics is systematic, and thus interconnected. Since ethics is mixed 
with moral psychology, i.e. human functioning in moral contexts, we get the 
powerful idea that Stoic ethics is a sort of (cognitive) therapy. 
 
1.* Sketch what you regard as striking similarities or differences between Stoic 

ethics and the ideas of Aristotle or the Epicureans. 
 
Here is a range of more specific questions. 
 
2. What do you think are the main parts of ethics, and how do they interact? 

(56BC) 
3. What is the object of an individual’s first impulse? (57A2) 
4.* Why is pleasure not the first impulse? (57A3B) 
5. Explain Hierocles’ image of the ‘many circles’ (57FG1). 
6. What is the connection between value and preference or choice? (58) 
7. What are ‘indifferent’ things (ἀδιάφορα, adiaphora)? (58ABC) 
8.* What is the relevance of ‘indifferent’ things? (58) 
9. Make a list of good things, bad things, and indifferent things. (58, 60) 
10. What is good from a Stoic perspective (see esp. 60G)? 
11.* Some things have value but are not good. Explain. (60G) 
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12. Looking at the definitions of ‘proper function’: what is the main point? 
(59ABC) 

13.* What is the source of ‘proper function’? (59) 
14. Cicero describes a series of stages of ‘proper function’ (59D3). How do they 

relate to the good? 
15. In what sense do we have more than one ‘proper function’? (59EQ) 
16. What is a virtue (ἀρετή, aretē)? (61) 
17.* In what sense are virtues ‘sciences and expertises’ (ἐπιστῆμαι καὶ τέχναι, 

epistēmai kai technai) (61D1)? And what does it mean to say that they are 
‘inter-entailing’ (61F1)? 

18.* Try to bring together the passages 61I–S. For instance, there is ‘nothing 
between virtue and vice’, yet there is moral progress; the virtuous cannot 
become vicious, yet virtually nobody is virtuous. 

19.* In light of the other passages, explain the drowning simile that Plutarch 
reports. (61T) 

20. What are your thoughts about Zeno’s definition of happiness? (63A) 
21. Explain the phrase ‘living in agreement’. (63) 
 
Background Information. (a) Proper function (καθῆκον, kathēkon) is a key 
notion in Stoic ethics. Roughly, it means actions that are appropriate or 
consistent with one’s nature, and so indicative of ‘proper function’. The idea is 
that impulses have an evaluative and prescriptive aspect or shape. (b) An 
impulse (ὁρμή, hormē) is what makes us do things: the sufficient motivation for 
intentional actions. Some impressions are ‘hormetic’, i.e. those with prescriptive 
roles, but desires and passions are impulses too. (c) 57A1 mentions 
‘appropriation’ and 57G6 mentions ‘assimilation’. These are terms for οἰκειῶσις 
(oikeiōsis), which is another key idea and roughly means an individual’s natural 
inclination towards something that apparently belongs to it. The basic oikeiōsis 
is directed at one’s own inner pneumatic constitution (hence self-concern). (d) 
The term kathēkon (καθῆκον) is difficult to translate. Cicero calls it officium in 
59D3, which is why Long and Sedley call it ‘proper function’. Another related 
term used is hence ‘duty’. It is something that falls on me to do, and hence 
kathēkon has some prescriptive power: if x is in my nature, then x-ing is what I 
ought to do. (e) As mentioned in 61H, the four primary virtues are prudence 
(φρόνησις, phronēsis), moderation (σωφροσύνη, sōphrosunē), justice 
(δικαιοσύνη, dikaiosunē), and courage (ἀνδρεία, andreia). As we have seen, this 
classification goes back to Plato. Perhaps Socrates defended the view that the 
virtues are essentially the same (the ‘unity’ of the virtues). (f) Remember too 
that happiness (εὐδαιμονία, eudaimonia) is not a conscious feeling or mood. 
Rather, it denotes a more enduring state of well-being or flourishing. We are 
‘happy’ insofar as we live genuinely worthwhile and fulfilled lives; when we not 
just live, but live well. So, the happy life is both an aspiration and an 
achievement, and in this sense an ‘end’. 


