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How to Keep One’s Cool 
 
1. The Person: a Virtuous Individual 
 
(1) Virtue endows someone with a stable character, or an enduring set of human 
life skills (i.e. skills fit for a human life). Such a human is a person, or a ‘structured 
self’ (C. Gill) with a personality. ‘Persona’ derives from prosōpon, which names the 
masks used in Greek theatre. The idea of a role can also be found in Epictetus, e.g., 
Discourses 1.2 and 2.10. 

(2) A link to Nietzsche: to ‘have a genuine self is to have an enduring 
coordinated hierarchy of drives. Most humans fail to have such a hierarchy; hence 
they are not sovereign individuals. Rather they are a jumble of drives with no 
coherent order. Hence they are not genuine individuals or, we might say, selves.’1 
From the Zarathustra, ‘And when my eye flees from the present to the past, it 
always finds the same: fragments and limbs and dreadful coincidences—but no 
humans! … I walk among men as the fragments of the future: the future that I gaze. 
And it is my art and aim, to compose into one and bring together what is fragment 
and riddle and dreadful coincidence’ (II Von der Erlösung). See also 9. 

(3) Becoming whole is urgent. Suppose we realise we do not have what it takes 
to realise the values that we envisage for ourselves;2 this may lead to ‘suicidal 
nihilism’, as Nietzsche put it at the end of the Genealogy of Morality (III §28). 

(4) Recall too: virtue is the only good, and it can be described as the proficient 
and coherent use of reason. 
 
2. Passions: Disruptive and Destructive 
 
(5) Passions stand in the way of virtue. They are uncontrolled impulses—distorted, 
false, or excessive value judgements, or over-evaluations. These impulses drive us 
towards what is apparently, but not really, good for us. 

(6) Impulse (ὁρµή, hormē) is a central notion: an initial motivation for action, an 
inclination towards something, an object towards which we are drawn (which thus 
has value); the soul’s movement towards (or directed at) an object that immediately 
belong to me as a human being (i.e. a thing of a certain nature or essence) and 
contributes to my existence of well-being. Impulse is associated with a sentiment 
that the object is ‘mine’, or that I want to ‘affiliate’ with it (more on this later); and 
so includes desires, wants, passions. In rational or virtuous persons impulse is 
grounded in ‘assent’, or true belief. Yet, impulse energizes action, makes us do things. 
(Not to be confused with ‘impulsive’ in the sense of ‘rash’. The verb hormaō means 
to urge, push or stir on.)3 

(7) Passions are impulses for what only appears to be good, but in fact is 
indifferent. (Almost everything is morally indifferent; some things are preferred.) 
Passions are hence wrong value judgements: no passions without false opinions. 
 
1  Gemes, K. (2009). Nietzsche on Free Will, Autonomy, and the Sovereign Individual. In K. Gemes 

& S. May (eds), Nietzsche on Freedom and Autonomy (p. 46). Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
2  The thought is due to B. Reginster, I think. 
3 Seneca’s Letter 121 takes up some of these issues. 
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(8) The pathology of the passions: they tend to harden into a disposition that 
entrenches recalcitrant but false (or uncritical) opinions about choiceworthy 
external things. Passions also tend to spread: we do not have one emotion without 
also having, or at least being susceptible to, all the others. Moderating the passions 
is thus futile. 

(9) Aristotelian aside.4 Do passions not also motivate virtuous action—such as 
when anger fuels courage? This implies that virtue is in part influenced by fortunate 
events, or uncontollable externals. Passions make us hostage to fate or fortune, to 
what is not up to us; but the good is what is truly up to us, in our power. And this 
means that our virtuous character is not only not up to us, but may also that we as 
moral agents lack unity and coherence. And this means we are no true selves; no 
persons at all. (Chrysippus derives lupē, distress or pain, from luō, which means 
dissolve.) 

(10) The ‘therapy of desire’ (M. Nussbaum) consists in correcting opinions, and 
focusing on what is ‘up to us’, such as withholding assent to certain impressions. 
Hence we remove the ground for passions, and this leads to apatheia (ἀπαθεία) and 
eventually ataraxia (ἀταραξία). The more coherent our opinions about ourselves, 
our roles, the cosmos, and our place in it are, the more at ease with ourselves we 
can be. Then, there will be room for true feelings (eupatheiai), and the passions cease 
to have a hold over us—they occasionally appear as mere shadows (On Anger I.16). 
In order to cure the passions, we need to understand what they are. 

 
3. Seneca’s Theory (On Anger II.1–4) 
 
(11) The first movement. An initial involuntary movement—‘first preludes to passion’ 
(II.2.5): dry mouth, sweaty palms, blushing, goose bumps. These occurrences are 
‘signals’ (II.4.1), or ‘mental jolts’ (II.4.2) that we cannot control—but not yet proper 
passions. We can become aware of, and used to, these signs, and so lessen their 
force. 

(12) The second movement. A judgment that is the passion. When we see or hear 
something, we have an impression that something is the case (someone makes a 
remark, say); and when I commit to the impression, or assent to it, or accept it, then 
it becomes a judgement (II.3.5). This is a cognitive and evaluative interpretation of 
what appears to me (I am being ridiculed, say). Anger is thus something we do. And 
so it is something that is up to us. And so we can control it. (We not not choose 
anger, though, for it is always destructive; rather we choose not to become angry.) 

(13) The third movement. Reason is suspended (we lash out, say): we have jumped 
off the cliff and have lost control (I.7.4). 

(14) Therapy à la Seneca: avoid people or situations that provoke anger; judge 
others’ their intentions and actions fairly—with a sound sense of proportion; make 
allowances, think of reasons that excuse them; judge yourself fairly too: who you 
are and what others owe you; add perspective through humour; consider the 
passion’s cost; a Socratic point: consider that wrongdoers harm themselves most; and 
keep in view that doing harm is contrary to human nature (II.31.6 ff.). 

 
4  Nussbaum, M. (1987). The Stoics on the Extirpation of the Passions. Apeiron, 20, 129–77. 


