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Playing One’s Cosmic Role 
 
1. First Afterthought: Stoic Creativity 
 
(1) Stoics are boring and uncreative. (a) But see the book titles in D.L. VII 4–5, 
174–5, 201–2. (b) But kalon means noble, fine, and beautiful; in ancient Greek 
philosophy there is only a fine line between moral beauty and aesthetic beauty (see 
also, e.g., Seneca’s Letter 88). (c) The pinnacle of creation is becoming a self-owning 
rational being aligned with nature. Such self-development is anything but boring. 
(And we also co-fate events—how grand is that?!) 
 
2. Second Afterthought: Providence, Evil, Purpose 
 
(2) Determinism ≠ fatalism. All the decisions (based on judgements, assent) up to t 
contribute to what happens at t, and so what happens at t+ is fixed by what has 
happened at t— given that past, the future could not be different. Since everything in 
nature up to t contributes to what happens at t+, future things will happen because of 
past things. Fatalism usually is the view that things happen anyway, i.e. not because 
of what happens before. Stoics think this neglects the causal connection of every-
thing, the systemic nature of the cosmos, which is alive and rational (D.L. VII 139). 
(Remember: the total causal chain = fate.) 

(3) Just like anything else in nature (or, Nature)—the stones, the seas, the wheat 
and the slugs—we fate everything that happens. As Alexander of Aphrodisias puts 
it, ‘fate works through us’ (On Fate 181,14). So we do contribute something. If I did 
something differently in the past, the cosmos now would ever so slightly be 
different overall; and my current striving for goodness and virtue will alter the 
cosmic future. Since the past cannot be changed, it is irrational to hope or wish that 
events were different from what they are. Better work towards a brighter future. 

(4) Two reactions to evil. (a) Bad events are overall for the best. (b) What seems bad 
is not really bad: events are not as such valuable, but made so by judgements. This 
is partly Seneca’s line of reasoning in On Providence (copies on request). Both 
reactions are hard sells. But maybe evil is a stage towards perfection: 

(5) Does the cosmos have a purpose, does it develop towards some end? Not in 
the sense that it is good for anything: for there is nothing beyond the cosmos. But 
perhaps in this sense: the maximal realisation of everything’s function according to 
nature. For us, this is the maximal realisation of reason (see, e.g., Disc. 2.10). So, the 
cosmic direction is towards the total consistency of everything with its own nature. 
And when everything is doing what it is ‘meant’ to be doing given its nature, the 
cosmos is fully realised, and so is complete or perfect. As further progress is then 
impossible, the cosmos comes to its end—just before conflagration, ‘no evil at all 
remains, but the whole [world] is then prudent and wise’ (Plutarch, LS 46 N). 
 
3. Impulse, Affiliation, and Proper Function 
 
(6) Impulse (ὁρµή, hormē) is an initial motive for action, an inclination towards 
something. (Not to be confused with ‘impulsive’ in the sense of ‘rash’.) The verb 
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hormaō means to urge, push or stir on: impulse energizes action, makes us do things 
(see Seneca, Letter 121.8–9). Impulse is towards, or directed at, something, e.g., an 
object to which we are drawn (and which thus acquires value for us). We 
spontaneously incline towards an object that belongs to me as a human being (i.e. a 
thing of a certain nature or essence), and which contributes to my existence or 
well-being as that kind of thing. Assent too is a sort of rational impulse. Impulse is 
associated with a sentiment that the object is ‘mine’, or ‘befits’ me. 

(7) The first impulse of everything is a sort of appropriation, assimilation, or 
familiarisation; a sort of affiliation to something that belongs to it; hence everything 
seeks out what is suited to it. The Stoics call this oikeiōsis (οἰκείωσις),which also 
means integrating something into the scope of what belongs to oneself; an 
increasing sense of being connected to, or affiliated with something (myself, others, 
the cosmos)—this alignment with nature is the root of ethics.1 

(8) A thing’s first act of oikeiōsis is to maintain itself in existence, or to maintain 
its constitution (pneumatic coherence); see Spinoza’s conatus: all things strive to 
perservere in their being (Ethics IIIP6). Oikeiōsis is hence continuous: minimally, 
keeping tenor; maximally, appropriate the cosmic constitution: to be at home in the 
universe. 

(9) A related core ethical concept is that of the kathēkon (καθῆκον), which can be 
translated as ‘proper function’ or ‘appropriate action’. The kathēkonta are actions 
that are consistent with our nature and have a rational justification. If x is part of an 
agent’s nature, then x-ing is best/rational for it to do. Since kathēkonta have hence 
prescriptive power , they can be thought of as ‘duties’ or ‘obligations’ (see Cicero’s 
On Duty). Kathēkonta indicate an agent’s agreement with (its) nature. 

(10) Impulses are caused by ‘hormetic’ impressions (see Stobaeus, in IG 102.9), 
that something is kathēkon, or ‘befitting’. This holds for any agent (wheat and worms 
alike). It constitutes an assent to the impression that doing such and such is 
appropriate (under the circumstances), that something ought to be done. Again, 
kathēkonta are adapted to, or perhaps express, our nature (see D.L.VII 108). Insofar 
as we are actors in the play of life, it is about playing the part or role skillfully, as it 
were worthy of ourselves (Disc. 1.12, 2.10, Handbook 17).  

(11) The virtuous have a rational desire (impulse) for the good: they go for the 
‘choiceworthy’ things. Such actions are not only ‘proper’, but performed by agents 
who know that what they do agrees with what they choose, and understand the 
harmony (concordance) between their choice and the cosmic nature. Kathēkonta are 
hence katorthōma (κατόρθωµα), i.e. a subclass of kathēkōn actions that are ‘consistent 
with what is right’. Done virtuously, these actions are are morally perfect or 
complete, even if they may look the same from the outside. For when a sage and a 
‘progresser’ drink tea, the only difference is that one of them drinks it virtuously. 

(12) But not even the virtuous, can (always) control the outcome of their actions. 
What they can control is their impulse, motives, judgements, that guide our actions 
(Disc. 3.2, 3.12). Against other Stoics, Seneca defends precepts (prescriptions, sayings) 
in moral education against the exclusive study of principles—they give us jolts, 
nudge virtue, and whisper healing words into our ears (Letters 94, 95, 105). 

 
1 The contrasting notion is alienation (alloiōsis). 


