
Fundamental approaches to motivation and emotion

•Methodological
•Epistemology

•Philosophy of emotions
•Ancient views

•Evolution
•Mental continuity across species

•Behavior
•Environmental contingencies

•Neuroscience
•Neural systems



The School of Athens, by Raphael, 1510-11, Vatican Museum



1: Zeno of Citium or Zeno of Elea? ï2: Epicurus ï3: Frederik II of Mantua? ï4: Anicius Manlius 

Severinus Boethius or Anaximander or Empedocles? ï5: Averroes ï6: Pythagoras ï7: Alcibiades or 

Alexander the Great? ï8: Antisthenes or Xenophon? ï9: Hypatia or the young Francesco Maria della 

Rovere? ï10: Aeschines or Xenophon? ï11: Parmenides? ï12: Socrates ï13: Heraclitus (painted as 

Michelangelo) ï14: Plato holding the Timaeus(painted as Leonardo da Vinci) ï15: Aristotle holding 

the Ethicsï16: Diogenes of Sinope ï17: Plotinus? ï18: Euclid or Archimedes with students (painted 

as Bramante)? ï19: Strabo or Zoroaster? ï20: Ptolemy ïR: Raphael as Apelles ï21: Il Sodoma as 

Protogenes. 
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Ataraxia:  a state of freedom from disturbance or 

anxiety, the goal of philosophy.

Emotions:  forms of awareness directed at or about an 

object, in which the object figures as it is seen from the 

organism’s point of view.

Seneca claimed that emotions are a certain form of 

belief or judgment and, thus, can be modified by 

rational argumentation.



Seneca on the function of pleasure

(Letter CXVI)

We are endowed by Nature with an interest in our 

own well-being; but this very interest, when 

overindulged, becomes a vice. Nature has 

intermingled pleasure with necessary things—not in 

order that we should seek pleasure, but in order that 

the addition of pleasure may make the indispensable 

means of existence attractive to our eyes. Should it 

claim rights of its own, it is luxury.

•Modern evolutionary theory: “pleasure” as a proxy for fitness.

•“Sweet tooth,” “salt of life”: selection for maximizing intake.

•Deficient regulatory mechanisms: Diabetes, heart disease.
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Aristotle recognized the presence of continuity between 

human and nonhuman animals in terms of emotions and 

appetites (mental continuity).

Aristotle also recognized that stimuli may activate a 

response directly, without any emotional arousal.

For example, a soldier may be startled by the appearance 

of the enemy troops in the battlefield, even if he is brave.

What differentiates a startle response from a true emotion 

of fear is the presence of belief in the latter.

Descartes’ boy: reflex (mechanical) 

reaction to pain induced by the heat 

as dissociable from the mental 

experience of pain.
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FEAR is induced by the belief that a sort of pain or 

disturbance is impending upon de organism.

PITY is based on the belief that someone is suffering from 

a disturbance inflicted by an unjust agent, that the 

disturbance is significant, and that it could happen to us.

ANGER is based on the believing that one has been 

wrongly disturbed in a significant manner.

LOVE is based on an attachment to a person considered 

irreplaceable.



VALUED

OBJECT

Present?

JOY

Others 

promote 

it?

GRATITUDE

Others have 

it and you 

don’t?

ENVY

Threatened?

FEAR

Lost?

GRIEF

Damaged?

ANGER

Others lose it 

through no fault 

of their own?

PITY



Exercises Suggested by Ancient Philosophers

Exercises

Physical

Daily exercise

Getting used to aversive external conditions: cold, heat, hunger, etc.

Mental

Interactive

Conversation: present problem in harsh language or in positive terms

Confession: show failings and defects in the open

Purgatives: harsh arguments mixed with praise and encouragement

Reproof (surgery): strong disapproval, with reasons for it

Exemplum: vivid story pointing to aspects not imagined before

Doctrinary

Maxims: brief statements of doctrinary principles (all made of atoms)

Epitomes: summary of important conclusions (death is nothing to me)

Purity of Intention (personal)

Meditation (self-scrutiny): rehearse principles in different formats

Writing (hypomnemata): daily writing, like internal dialogue

Mental: time alone in quiet place

Aproptosia: doubing initial impressions, distinguish control-lack of

Physical definitions: distinguish subjective from objective judgments

Restitution: possessions are loans

Universal metamorphosis: train to see how all things change

Praemeditation (prefiguring): anticipate unpleasent events

Wand of Hermes: turn something bad into an opportunity

Prosoche (self-attention): learn to be constantly mindful



Epicurus’ epitome on death:

Correct apprehension of the fact that death is 

nothing to us makes the mortality of life enjoyable, 

not by adding on some limitless time but by taking 

away the passionate longing for immortality. For 

nothing is fearful in life to the person who is 

genuinely convinced that there is nothing fearful in 

not living.
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Seneca’s premeditation exercise:

Say “I will set sail unless something happens, I 

shall become praetor unless something hinders me, 

my enterprise will be successful unless something 

interferes.” This is why we say that nothing 

happens to a wise man contrary to his 

expectations.

ñOn tranquility of mindò
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Classification of the Emotions Combining

Ancient Philosophy and Modern Learning Theory

Passions (emotions)

Good (appetites) 

Confronted

Present (US, elicited) Ą Delight, pleasure, elation, joy

Future (CS, anticipated) Ą Hope, longing, happiness

Missed

Present Ą Disappointment, primary frustration

Future  Ą Frustration, grief, mourning, depression, 

pessimism

Bad (aversive)

Confronted

Present Ą Distress, pain, pity, envy,anger, hate

Future  Ą Fear, depression

Missed

Present Ą Relief, escape

Future  ĄAvoidance, optimism



Buddhism

Life is suffering

Suffering originates 

in desire and its 

accompanying

craving

Suffering ends when 

all cravings fade and 

become extinct in 

the being

Attaining peace 

(nirvana) requires 

right action, right 

living, right efforts, 

right attentiveness, 

and right 

concentration

Goal state: nirvana

Epicureanism

There are no divine 

beings to threaten 

us

There is no after life

What we actually 

need is easy to get

What makes us 

suffer is easy to put 

up with

Goal state: ataraxia

Stoicism

There is an intelligible 

order in the universe, 

called Logos

Nature is one, a 

dynamic continuum 

uniting the Logos with 

matter

Nature has endowed 

us with the faculty of 

reason, the power of 

choice, and the 

capacity for love

A Stoic chooses to live 

according to the four 

cardinal virtues: 

wisdom, justice, 

courage, and decorum

Goal state: apatheia

CBT

Output is not determined 

by input, but by input 

evaluation

Change the way people 

interpret events

It is not a goal to reduce 

desires (Buddhism, 

Epicureanism)

It is not a goal to teach 

others to see things that 

happened as good or to 

be indifferent to them 

(Stoicism)

Goal state: emotional 

balance



“If you wish not to be disappointed in your desires, that is in 

your own power. Exercise, therefore, what is in your power.”

Enchiridion 14 [Higginson Trans.] 

“A man ought to be at the same time cautious and courageous: 

courageous toward things which do not depend on our choice, 

and cautious in things which are within our choice.”

Discourses 2.1.40 [Long Trans.]

Epictetus
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