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In w hat fol lows I offer two br ief notes on the rel at ionsh ip between choice 
and suffer ing in ancient ph i losophy. The f i rst is devoted to the Stoic 
ph i losopher Epictetus; the second is concerned w i t h the Pyrrhoni an 
scept icism that we f ind in the works of Sextus Empir icus. In both t he Stoic 
and Pyrrhoni an phi losoph ies we shal l  see arguments for the cl aim that 
t he w ay to avoid suffer ing is to avoid mak ing choices. 
 
1. Epictetus 
 

In h is Discourses the Stoic phi losopher Epictetus argues Ð along 
orthodox Stoic l ines Ð that al l  of our act ions are based upon the assents that 
we give to impressions that we receive. I have an impression of a youth 
grabbing an old l ady by the arm. Th is impression (phantasia) is presented to 
my rat ional f acul ty in proposi t ional form as Òa youth is at t ack ing an old 
l ady.Ó I give assent to th is proposi t ion and th is act of assent (sunkatathesis) 
creates in me a bel ief t hat t he youth is at t ack ing the old l ady. The bel ief 
spurs me to act ion and I intervene, only to f ind out that  in fact t he youth is 
help ing the l ady cross the road. In th is case I have made a mistake. I have 
assented to a f alse impression.  

 
The ep istemological chal l enge is to have some way of know ing 

w hich impressions we should assent to and w hich we should reject. I f , as 
t he Stoics cl aim, al l  of our know ledge ul t imatel y der i ves from impressions, 
t hen i t seems that we do not have access to a non-empi r ical  cr i ter ion 
against w h ich our empir ical  impressions could be judged. The standard 
Stoic response to th is chal lenge is to cl aim that some impressions Ð w hat 
we might cal l  adequate impressions (phantasia katal•ptik•) Ð carry w i t h in 
t hemselves a stamp of authent ici ty t hat makes thei r accuracy 
ind isputable. Thus Epictetus suggests that in the middle of the day we 
should try to deny the impression Òi t is dayt imeÓ or to assent to the 
impression Òi t is night -t ime.Ó1 We cannot deny the impression Òi t is 
day t imeÓ because th is impression is adequate Ð i t is so strong and 
overpower ing that i t simply demands our assent.  
 

Th is case is qui te d i f ferent from our f i rst example. The impression Òa 
youth is at t ack ing an old l adyÓ contains w i t h in i t an impl ici t value 
judgement. The impression is not merely t hat a youth i s hold ing a l adyÕs 
arm but rather that someth ing terr ible is happening Ð t hat t he l ady is 
being at t acked. Epictetus discussed these sorts of cases in the f i f t h book of 
h is Discourses, w hich unfortunatel y is now lost. However, we do have an 
account of th is text by the Lat in wr i ter Aulus Gel l ius. 

 
Gel l ius recounts the fol low ing story .2 He was once making a journey 

by sea in the company of a Stoic phi losopher. Dur ing the voyage they 
encountered a storm, a storm that became increasingly v iolent. As the storm 
worsened and the passengers became increasingly af raid, Gel l ius turned to 
t he Stoic phi losopher to see how th is w ise man was keeping his composure 
dur ing th is moment of danger. However, he w as disappointed w i t h w hat 
he saw , for the Stoic ph i losopher appeared to be just as terr i f ied as 
everyone else on board; so much for Stoic phi losophy as an ant idote for 
unwelcome emot ions such as fear . A f ter the storm had passed, Gel l ius 
turned to the Stoic phi losopher and asked him w hy he seemed so afraid 
given that , as an adherent of Stoicism, he presumably  cl aimed to be 
ind i f ferent to al l  external circumstances and to have overcome his 
emot ions. In response, the Stoic phi losopher proceeded to take out of h is 



 Stati c. Issue 03 
John Sellars, The Misery of Choice 

 
 

 
 
  
© John Sellars / Static / The London Consortium, 2006 
http:/ / static.londonconsortium.com 

 

2 

bag a copy of the (now lost) f i f t h book of EpictetusÕ Discourses and pointed 
out to Gel l ius a passage that he t hought would expl ai n h is apparent fear . 

 
According to Gel l iusÕ account, the passage from Epictetus argued that 

t he impressions we receive that present external objects to us are not w i t h in 
our control . We do not have t he power to choose them; instead they force 
t hemselves upon us. However, we do have the power to choose w hether to 
assent to these impressions or not. But in a si tuat ion l i ke the storm at sea, 
t he mind of even the Stoic sage w i l l  be disturbed by the sudden impressions 
i t receives against i ts w i l l . In an interest ing discussion of Gel l iusÕ account, 
August ine glosses th is point by say ing that i t is as i f the resul t ing passion 
is just too quick for the mind.3 However, al t hough the Stoic phi losopher 
might be br ief l y overcome by the force of the sudden impression, he w i l l  
not give h is assent to the impression. Instead, he w i l l  stand f i rm, reject the 
impression that someth ing terr ible is happening and af f i rm that in fact 
noth ing bad has occurred. In contrast , t he other passengers w i l l  just 
unthink ingly assent to the impression that someth ing terr ible is indeed 
happening. I t w as by referr ing Gel l ius to an account of t h is sor t in Epictetus 
t hat t he Stoic phi losopher tr ied to expl ain h is apparent fear during the 
storm. A l t hough t he ph i losopher may have momentar i l y been overcome by 
w hat looked l i ke fear as the impression suddenly forced i tsel f upon his 
mind, he did not give h is assent to that impression once he had the chance 
to consider i t proper ly . Consequently he did not form a genuine emot ion of 
fear but rather simply exper ienced w hat t he Stoics cal l ed a Òf i rst 
movement.Ó4 

 
Th is example i l lustrates nicely t he nature of the rel at ionship 

between impressions and assents. However, l i ke the example involv ing the 
youth and the old l ady, i t d i f fers in an important w ay from the example 
Òi t is day t ime.Ó In the case of the storm at sea someth ing else has 
happened before we receive the proposi t ion. I f we were on the boat w i t h 
Gel l ius, then w hat we would actual l y receive by way of impression would 
be an image of a huge wave about to crash over our heads. But in Gel l iusÕ 
discussion i t is clear that t he proposi t ions that are bei ng assented to or 
rejected are not of the form Òthere is a w ave above my headÓ but rather 
Òthere is a w ave above my head and this is something terrible.Ó I t is 
someth ing l i ke th is second proposi t ion that t he terr i f ied passengers have 
assented to, and i t is someth ing l i ke th is t hat t he Stoi c phi losopher has 
been br ief l y overcome by, even i f he w i l l  l ater refuse to assent to i t . But of 
course the Stoic phi losopher w i l l  happi l y assent to the former proposi t ion 
Òthere is a w ave above my head.Ó 

 
So, we need to add a further stage to the process of assent. First, 

t here is a percept ion of an external event or state of af f ai rs, such as a w ave 
above our heads. Second, there is (in some instances) an almost involuntary 
and seemingly unconscious value judgement that is made about the content 
of t he percept ion, such as Òth is is terr ible.Ó Th i rd, there is the 
presentat ion to the conscious mind of an impression in the form of a 
proposi t ion that is composed of both the perceptual data received from 
outside and the unconscious value judgement. Final l y , there is the act of 
assent or reject ion of the impression.  

 
In usual accounts of epistemology the pr incipal concern is w i t h 

determining w hat is and is not rel i able as a source of know ledge. The 
concern is w i t h t he rel i abi l i ty of the senses, for instance. Thus examples 
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are usual l y f ai r l y mundane, such as w hether there is real l y a table in front 
of me or not. But real l i fe is rarely so uninterest ing. The example from 
Gel l ius is important because i t shows how acts of assent to the senses are 
int imatel y bound up w i t h t he value judgements that we make about the 
informat ion we receive from the senses. People regular l y assent to 
proposi t ions about events that include impl ici t value judgements: Òhis 
death w as a terr ible t h ingÓ; ÒI w ish that had not happenedÓ; Òthe 
interv iew did not go wel l .Ó But for the Stoics every external event is, 
str ict l y speak ing, a mat ter of indi f ference; they can never be inherent ly 
good or bad. So, w henever anyone assents to an impression of an external 
state of af f ai rs that contains w i t h in i t some form of value judgement, they 
are mak ing an epistemological mistake. M arcus Aurel ius makes th is point, 
using the phrase Òf i rst impressionsÓ to refer to a percept ion before an 
unconscious value judgement has been added to i t :  
 

Do not say more to yoursel f t han the f i rst impressions report. You 
have been told that someone speaks ev i l  of you. This i s w hat you 
have been told; you have not been told that you are injured. I see 
t hat t he l i t t l e ch i ld is i l l ; t h is is w hat I see, but that he is in danger 
I do not see. In th is w ay, then, abide alw ays by f i rst i mpressions and 
add nothing of your own from w i t h in.5  

 
W henever we are faced w i t h an impression that contains a value 
judgement we should reject that impression as false. 
 

Unfor tunatel y , most human beings are not as w ise as they might be. 
The ideal Stoic sage w i l l  never mistakenly assent to an impression 
containing an erroneous value judgement but, as the Stoics of ten procl aim, 
t he sage is a very rare creature indeed. The bulk of humank ind regular l y 
assent to false impressions. These assents create bel ief s and those bel iefs 
determine our act ions. I t should be noted here that t he Stoics are Socrat ic 
intel lectual i sts w ho reject weakness of w i l l ; i f you bel ieve someth ing then 
you necessar i l y act in accordance w i t h t hat bel ief . The real decision or 
choice, then, happens not at t he moment of act ion but ear l i er Ð at t he 
moment of assent to an impression. 

 
Epictetus uses th is account of act ions and assents to assess the 

canonical works of Greek l i terature Ð the great tragedies and the Homer ic 
epics. In contrast to those w ho would argue that t he human condi t ion is 
inherent ly tragic (t he ear l y N ietzsche, for instance), Epictetus suggests 
t hat t hese stor ies are merely t he products of faul ty assents by imperfect 
characters. Speak ing of the Iliad, Epictetus wr i tes:  
 

Do such great and dreadful deeds have th is as thei r or igin, then, 
sense-impressions? This and no other . The Iliad consists of noth ing but 
impressions, and the use of those impressions. An impression 
prompted Par is to carry off the w i fe of Menel aus. An impression 
prompted Helen to fol low h im. I f , t hen, an impression has caused 
Menel aus to feel that i t w as an advantage to be robbed of such a 
w i fe, w hat would have happened? Not only the Iliad would have 
been lost, but the Odyssey too.6  

 
The act ions of the Homer ic heroes and of the characters that we f ind in the 
works of Aeschy lus and Sophocles are merely t he products of faul ty assents 
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Ð faul ty cogni t i ve choices. Thei r suffer ing is a d i rect consequence of these 
choices. 
 

Epictetus is al l  too aw are that t he vast major i ty of humank ind fal l  
wel l  below the rat ional standard embodied in the ideal sage and so are 
bound to assent to false impressions. H is adv ice is that we exercise extreme 
caut ion when mak ing assents to impressions. I f there i s any room for doubt 
w hatsoever, t hen we should w i t h hold our assent and suspend judgement. 
The w ay in w hich we can avoid the suffer ing depicted in the great 
traged ies and epics is to stop mak ing choices in the form of assents w hen 
f aced w i t h value-l aden impressions.  
 
2. Sextus Empiricus 
 

A l though Epictetus is a broad ly or t hodox Stoic, h is epistemological 
caut ion and advocacy of suspending judgement h igh l igh t a scept ical  t hread 
w i t h in h is phi losophy . W h i le EpictetusÕ advocacy of the suspension of 
judgement is pragmat ic adv ice for those of us who are prone to make false 
assents, other ancient phi losophers proposed the suspension of judgement as 
a systemat ic response to al l  epistemological cl aims. Moreover, these other 
ancient ph i losophers suggested t hat a consistent suspension of judgement 
would lead to a l i fe of complete tranqui l l i ty and wel l -being. For them, a 
l i fe total l y devoid of choice would lead to a l i fe total l y free from 
suffer ing. 
 

These other ancient ph i losophers were the Pyrrhoni ans, fol lowers of 
Pyrrho of El is.7 Pyrrho himsel f wrote noth ing but we are for tunate enough 
to have a number of works by a l ater Pyrrhoni an phi losopher, Sextus 
Empir icus, w hich prov ide us w i t h a detai l ed account of Pyrrhoni an 
scept icism. The most important of these works by Sextus is the Outlines of 
Pyrrhonism.8 In the Outlines, Sextus offers a ser ies of arguments designed to 
undermine the cl aims to know ledge made by other , dogmat ic, 
ph i losophers.9 In the realm of eth ics, for instance, Sextus proposes a number 
of arguments against t he cl aims of dogmat ic eth icists and, in par t icul ar , 
against t he cl aim that cer tain th ings are good or bad by nature.10 In order to 
do th is he adopts two strategies. H is f i rst is to p l ace side by side the 
conf l ict ing opinions of the dogmat ists concerning w hat  is and is not said to 
be good.11 This unresolvable disagreement, he argues, should lead any 
impart i al  observer to suspend thei r judgement (epoch•). H is second strategy 
is to propose arguments in favour of posi t ions opposed to t he speci f ic cl aims 
of t he dogmat ists in order to counterbal ance the posi t i ve arguments made 
by them, thereby creat ing a state of equipol lence (isostheneia). Faced w i t h 
equal l y p l ausible arguments on both sides, Sextus suggests that t he 
rat ional response w i l l  again be to suspend judgement (epoch•) or, to be more 
precise, he suggests t hat w hen faced w i t h such bal anced arguments one 
w i l l  simply find oneself in a state of epoch•. One does not choose epoch• Ð 
rather , i t simply happens as a consequence of being unable to choose between 
equal l y convincing arguments.12 

 
The Pyrrhoni an scept ic, then, is not a negat i ve dogmat ist Ð someone 

w ho cl aims that t hey do not have know ledge. The Pyrrhoni an makes no 
cl aims w hatsoever about anyth ing. Rather , a Pyrrhoni an is one w ho 
considers conf l ict ing arguments on a par t icul ar topic and f inds himsel f or 
hersel f in a state of equipol lence w i t hout choosing to be so. The Pyrrhoni an 
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makes no choices at al l  and holds no bel iefs at al l . Not surpr isingly , many 
have wondered w hether i t is possible to l i ve as a Pyrrhoni an scept ic.13 In 
f act, t he Pyrrhoni ans suggested not only that one could l i ve as a scept ic but 
also that t he l i fe of the scept ic would be one of complete tranqui l l i ty 
(ataraxia) and happ iness (eudaimonia). The Pyrrhoni an l i fe w i t hout choice is 
a l i fe w i t hout suffer ing. 

 
Sextus and other Pyrrhoni ans conceived scept ical  ph i l osophy as a 

pursui t d i rected tow ards the cul t i vat ion of tranqui l l i t y (ataraxia) or, to be 
more precise, a pursui t inspired by Òthe hope of becoming tranqui l .Ó14 They 
cl aimed that t he repeated exper ience of suspended judgement (epoch•) 
would br ing untroubledness or tranqui l l i ty (ataraxia).15 Th is, t hey suggested, 
could not be worked tow ards in any direct sense, but rather would be the 
inev i t able consequence of oneÕs consistent suspension of judgement. I t would 
be someth ing that would simply happen to the scept ic.16 Sextus i l lustrates 
t he w ay in w hich tranqui l l i ty comes to the scept ic only w hen he gives up 
search ing for i t w i t h an anecdote about the f amous painter Apel les. I t is 
said that Apel les was try ing to paint a p icture of a horse and wanted to 
represent the l at her on the horseÕs mouth. He w as unable to ach ieve the 
desi red ef fect, gave up, and threw his sponge at t he paint ing in disgust. 
W hen the sponge hi t t he paint ing i t produced a perfect representat ion of 
t he l at her of the horseÕs mouth.17 In just the same way, Sextus suggests, the 
scept ic ach ieves tranqui l l i ty as soon as he gives up hi s search and suspends 
judgement (epoch•). Once he does th is, i t appears of i ts own accord.18 

 
In par t icul ar , the Pyrrhoni ans appear to have bel ieved that t h is 

tranqui l l i ty (ataraxia) was the only true path to wel l -being or happ iness 
(eudaimonia).19 In other words, the scept ics, just as much as the Stoics or any 
other dogmat ic ph i losophers, af f i rmed that ph i losophy Ð in th is case the 
scept ical  ph i losoph ical method of suspending judgement (epoch•) Ð was the 
key to happ iness, the key to l i v ing wel l . In par t icul ar , t hey character ized 
ph i losophy as a therapy for t he soul, employ ing a medical analogy not 
d issimi l ar to those used by both Socrates and the Stoi cs:  
 

Scept ics are ph i l anthrop ic and w ish to cure by argument, as far as 
t hey can, the concei t and rashness of the dogmat ists. Just as doctors 
for bodi ly af f l ict ions have remedies w hich d i f fer in potency [É ] so 
scept ics propound arguments w hich di f fer in strength.20  

 
The task of Pyrrhoni an phi losophy is to cure one of mental  d isturbance or 
suffer ing. The w ay in w hich i t does th is is by offer ing arguments that w i l l  
counterbal ance exist ing arguments that one f inds convincing. Such 
arguments w i l l  be of fered unti l  one f inds onesel f in a state of equipol lence. 
Th is w i l l , in turn, lead one into a state of confusion and suspended 
judgement, though i t is important to stress that one w i l l  not choose to 
suspend oneÕs judgement. Final l y , t h is state of suspended judgement in 
w hich one f inds onesel f w i l l  lead one into a state of complete tranqui l l i ty . 
Only th is Pyrrhoni an way can free one from suffer ing Ð act i vel y pursuing or 
choosing tranqui l l i ty is dest ined to fai l . Only by giv ing up on choice, the 
Pyrrhoni an suggests, can we escape mental suffer ing.  
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