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Inwhat follows | offer two brief noteson therelationship between choice
and suffering in ancient philosophy. Thefirst isdevoted to the Stoic
philosopher Epictetus; the second isconcerned with the Pyrrhonian
scepticism that we find in the worksof Sextus Empiricus. In both the Stoic
and Pyrrhonian philosophieswe shall see argumentsfor the claim that
theway to avoid suffering isto avoid making choices.

1. Epictetus

In hisDiscoursesthe Stoicphilosopher Epictetus argues Balong
orthodox Stoic linesbthat all of our actions are based upon the assentsthat
wegivetoimpressionsthat wereceive. | have an impression of ayouth
grabbing an old lady by the arm. Thisimpression (phantasia) is presented to
my rational faculty in propositional form as Cayouth is attacking an old
lady.Ol give assent to thisproposition and this act of assent (sunkatathesis)
createsinmeabelief that theyouth isattacking theold lady. Thebelief
spursmeto action and | intervene, only to find out that in fact the youth is
helping thelady crosstheroad. In thiscase | have made amistake. | have
assented to afalse impression.

Theepistemological challengeisto have someway of knowing
which impressionswe should assent to and which we should reject. If, as
the Stoicsclaim, all of our knowledgeultimately derivesfrom impressions,
then it seemsthat we donot have accessto anon-empirical criterion
against which our empirical impressionscould bejudged. The standard
Stoicresponseto thischallengeisto claim that someimpressionsbw hat
wemight call adequate impressions (phantasia kataleptike) Bcarry within
themselves astamp of authenticity that makestheir accuracy
indisputable. ThusEpictetussuggeststhat in themiddle of the day we
should try to deny the impression Gt isdaytimeQor to assent to the
impression At isnight-time.& We cannot deny the impression Ot is
daytimeObecause thisimpression is adequate Dit is so strong and
overpowering that it simply demandsour assent.

Thiscase isquitedifferent from our first example. The impression Ca
youth is attacking an old ladyOcontainswithin it an implicit value
judgement. The impression isnot merely that ayouth isholding alady®
arm but rather that something terribleishappeningbthat the lady is
being attacked. Epictetusdiscussed these sortsof cases in the fifth book of
his Discourses, which unfortunately isnow lost. However, wedo have an
account of thistext by the Latin writer AulusGellius.

Gelliusrecountsthe following story.> Hewas oncemaking ajourney
by sea in the company of a Stoicphilosopher. During the voyage they
encountered a storm, a storm that became increasingly violent. Asthe storm
worsened and the passengersbecame increasingly afraid, Gelliusturned to
the Stoicphilosopher to see how thiswiseman waskeeping hiscomposure
during thismoment of danger. However, hewasdisappointed with what
he saw, for the Stoicphilosopher appeared to bejust asterrified as
everyone else onboard; so much for Stoic philosophy asan antidote for
unwelcome emotionssuch asfear. After the storm had passed, Gellius
turned to the Stoicphilosopher and asked him why he seemed so afraid
given that, as an adherent of Stoicism, he presumably claimed to be
indifferent to all external circumstances and to have overcome his
emotions. In response, the Stoic philosopher proceeded to take out of his
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bag a copy of the (now lost) fifth book of Epictetus(iscourses and pointed
out to Gelliusapassage that he thought would explain his apparent fear.

According to GelliusCaccount, the passage from Epictetus argued that
the impressionswereceive that present external objectstousarenot within
our control. Wedonot have the power to choose them; instead they force
themselvesuponus. However,wedo have the power tochoosew hether to
assent to these impressionsor not. But in asituation like the storm at sea,
themind of even the Stoicsagewill bedisturbed by the sudden impressions
it receives against itswill. In an interesting discussion of Gel liusCaccount,
Augustineglossesthispoint by sayingthat it isasif theresulting passion
isjust too quick for themind.> However, although the Stoic philosopher
might bebriefly overcomeby the force of the sudden impression, hewill
not give his assent to the impression. Instead, hewill stand firm, reject the
impression that something terrible ishappening and affirm that in fact
nothing bad hasocaurred. In contrast, the other passengerswill just
unthinkingly assent to the impression that somethingterribleisindeed
happening. It wasby referring Gelliusto an account of thissort in Epictetus
that the Stoicphilosopher tried to explain hisapparent fear duringthe
storm. Although thephilosopher may have momentarily been overcomeby
what looked like fear asthe impression suddenly forced itself upon his
mind, hedid not give his assent to that impression once he had thechance
toconsider it properly. Consequently hedid not form a genuine emotion of
fear but rather simply experienced what the Stoicscalled a C(first
movement.&

Thisexampleillustratesnicely thenatureof therelationship
between impressions and assents. However, like the example involving the
youth and theold lady, it differsin an important way from the example
dtisdaytime.Oln the case of the storm at sea something else has
happened beforewereceive the proposition. If wewereon theboat with
Gellius, thenwhat wewould actually receive by way of impression would
be an image of a hugewave about to crash over our heads. But in GelliusO
discussion it isclear that the propositionsthat are being assented to or
rejected are not of the form Qhere is awave above my headObut rather
Qhereisawave above my head and this is something terrible.Olt is
something like this second proposition that the terrified passengershave
assented to, and it issomething like thisthat the Stoicphilosopher has
been briefly overcomeby, even if hewill later refuse to assent to it. But of
coursethe Stoicphilosopher will happily assent to the former proposition
Ghereisawave abovemy head.O

So, weneed to add afurther stage to the process of assent. First,
thereisaperception of an external event or state of affairs, such asawave
above our heads. Second, there is (in some instances) an almost involuntary
and seemingly unconsciousvaluejudgement that ismade about the content
of the perception, such asQhisisterrible.OThird, thereisthe
presentation to the consciousmind of an impression in the form of a
proposition that iscomposed of bahthe perceptual data received from
outside and the unconsciousvalue judgement. Finally, there isthe act of
assent or rejection of the impression.

Inusual accounts of epistemology the principal concerniswith
determiningwhat isand isnot reliable as a source of knowledge. The
concern iswith thereliability of the senses, for instance. Thusexamples
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areusually fairly mundane, such aswhether thereisreally atablein front
of meor not. But real lifeisrarely souninteresting. The example from
Gelliusisimportant because it shows how actsof assent to the sensesare
intimately boundup with the value judgementsthat wemake about the
information wereceive from the senses. Peopleregularly assent to
propositions about eventsthat include implicit value judgements: Chis
death was a terrible thingQ Q wish that had not happenedQ Ghe
interview did not gowell.OBut for the Stoicsevery external event is,
strictly speaking, amatter of indifference; they can never beinherently
good or bad. So, whenever anyone assentsto an impression of an external
state of affairsthat containswithin it someform of value judgement, they
aremaking an epistemological mistake. Marcus Aureliusmakesthis point,
using the phrase (first impressionsOto refer to a perception before an
unconsciousvaluejudgement hasbeen added to it:

Donot say moreto yourself than the first impressionsreport. You
have been told that someone speaksevil of you. Thisiswhat you
have been told; you havenot been told that you are injured. | see
thatthelittlechild isill;thisiswhat | see, but that heisin danger
I donot see. Inthisway, then, abide alwaysby first impressions and
add nothing of your own fromwithin.®

W henever we are faced with an impression that containsavalue
judgement we should reject that impression as false.

Unfortunately, most human beings are not aswise asthey might be.
The ideal Stoicsagewill never mistakenly assent to an impression
containing an erroneousvaluejudgement but, asthe Stoicsoften proclaim,
thesageisavery rarecreatureindeed. The bulk of humankind regularly
assent to false impressions. These assents create beliefs and those beliefs
determineour actions. It should benoted here that the Stoics are Socratic
intellectualistswho reject weaknessof will; if you believe something then
you necessarily act in accordancewith that belief. Thereal decision or
choice, then, happensnot at the moment of action but earlier Bat the
moment of assent to an impression.

Epictetususesthis account of actions and assentsto assessthe
canonical worksof Greek literatureBthe great tragedies and the Homeric
epics. In contrast to thosewho would arguethat the human condition is
inherently tragic (the early Nietzsche, for instance), Epictetus suggests
that these stories aremerely the productsof faulty assentsby imperfect
characters. Speaking of the lliad, Epictetuswrites:

Do such great and dreadful deeds have thisastheir origin, then,
sense-impressions? This and noother. The lliad consists of nothing but
impressions, and the use of those impressions. An impression
prompted Paristo carry off thewife of Menelaus. An impression
prompted Helen to follow him. If, then, an impression has caused
Menelausto feel that it was an advantage to be robbed of such a
wife,what would have happened?Not only thelliadwould have
been lost, but the Odyssey t00.°

The actionsof the Homeric heroes and of the charactersthat wefind inthe
worksof Aeschylusand Sophocles are merely the products of faulty assents
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Bfaulty cognitive choices. Their suffering is adirect consequence of these
choices.

Epictetusisall too aware that the vast majority of humankind fall
well below therational standard embodied in the ideal sage and so are
bound to assent to false impressions. His advice isthat we exercise extreme
caution when making assentsto impressions. If there isany room for doubt
w hatsoever, then we should withhold our assent and suspend judgement.
Theway inwhich wecan avoid the suffering depicted in the great
tragedies and epicsisto stop making choicesin the form of assentswhen
faced with value-laden impressions.

2. Sextus Empiricus

Although Epictetusisabroadly orthodox Stoic, hisepistemological
caution and advocacy of suspending judgement highlight asceptical thread
within hisphilosophy. While EpictetusCadvocacy of the suspension of
judgement ispragmatic advice for those of uswho are proneto make false
assents, other ancient philosophers proposed the suspension of judgement as
a systematicresponseto all epistemological claims. Moreover, these other
ancient philosopherssuggested that a consistent suspension of judgement
would lead to a life of complete tranquillity and well-being. For them, a
life totally devoid of choicewould lead to alife totally free from
suffering.

Theseother ancient philosopherswere the Pyrrhonians, followers of
Pyrrho of Elis.” Pyrrho himself wrote nothing but we are fortunate enough
to have anumber of worksby a later Pyrrhonian philosopher, Sextus
Empiricus, which provideuswith adetailed account of Pyrrhonian
scepticism. Themost important of these worksby Sextusisthe Outlines of
Pyrrhonism.® In the Outlines, Sextusoffers a series of arguments designed to
undermine the claimsto knowledgemade by other, dogmatic,
philosophers.? In therealm of ethics, for instance, Sextusproposes a number
of arguments against the claimsof dogmatic ethicistsand, in particular,
against theclaim that certain things are good or bad by nature.’ In order to
dothisheadoptstwo strategies. Hisfirst isto placeside by sidethe
conflicting opinionsof the dogmatists concerningwhat isand isnot said to
begood.™ Thisunresolvable disagreement, he argues, should lead any
impartial observer to suspend their judgement (epoche). His second strategy
isto propose argumentsin favour of positionsopposed to the specific claims
of the dogmatistsin order to counterbalance the positive argumentsmade
by them, thereby creating a state of equipollence (isostheneia). Faced with
equally plausible argumentson both sides, Sextussuggeststhat the
rational responsewill again be to suspend judgement (epoche) or, to bemore
precise, he suggeststhat when faced with such balanced argumentsone
will simply find onesdf in a state of epoche. One doesnot choose epoche B
rather, it simply happens as a consequence of beingunable to choose betw een
equally convincing arguments.

The Pyrrhonian sceptic, then, isnot anegative dogmatist Bsomeone
whoclaimsthat they dona have knowledge. The Pyrrhonian makesno
claimswhatsoever about anything. Rather, a Pyrrhonian isonewho
considersconflicting argumentson a particular topic and finds himself or
herself in astate of equipollencewithout choosing to be so. The Pyrrhonian
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makesnochoices at all and holdsnobeliefs at all. Not surprisingly, many
havewondered whether it ispossible to live asaPyrrhonian sceptic.”® In
fact, the Pyrrhonianssuggested not only that onecould live as a sceptic but
alsothat thelife of the scepticwould be one of complete tranquillity
(ataraxia) and happiness (eudaimonia). The Pyrrhonianlifewithout choice is
alifewithout suffering.

Sextus and other Pyrrhoniansconceived sceptical philosophy as a
pursuit directed towardsthe cultivation of tranquillity (ataraxia) or, to be
more precise, apursuit inspired by Gthe hope of becoming tranquil.3* They
claimed that the repeated experience of suspended judgement (epoche)
would bringuntroublednessor tranquil lity (ataraxia).”® This, they suggested,
could not beworked towards in any direct sense, but rather would bethe
inevitable consequence of one@ consistent suspension of judgement. It would
besomething that would simply happen to the sceptic.’® Sextusillustrates
theway inwhich tranquillity comesto the scepticonly when he gives up
searching for it with an anecdote about the famouspainter Apelles. It is
said that Apelleswastrying to paint apictureof a horse and wanted to
represent the lather on the horse@mouth. He wasunable to achieve the
desired effect, gaveup, and threw hissponge at the painting in disgust.
Whenthespongehit thepainting it produced a perfect representation of
the lather of the horse@mouth.' In just the same way, Sextus suggests, the
sceptic achievestranquillity assoon as hegivesup hissearch and suspends
judgement (epoche). Once he doesthis, it appearsof its own accord.’®

In particular, the Pyrrhoniansappear to havebelieved that this
tranquillity (ataraxia) wasthe only true path towell-being or happiness
(eudaimonia).™® In other words, the sceptics, just asmuch as the Stoicsor any
other dogmatic philosophers, affirmed that philosophy Bin thiscasethe
sceptical philosophical method of suspending judgement (epoche) Bwasthe
key to happiness, the key to livingwell. In particular, they characterized
philosophy asatherapy for the soul, employing amedical analogy not
dissimilar to those used by both Socrates and the Stoics:

Scepticsarephilanthropic and wish to cureby argument, asfar as
they can, the conceit and rashness of the dogmatists. Just as doctors
for bodily afflictionshaveremedieswhich differ in potency [E ] so
sceptics propound argumentsw hich differ in strength.®

The task of Pyrrhonian philosophy isto cure oneof mental disturbance or
auffering. Theway inwhich it doesthisisby offering argumentsthat will
counterbal ance existing arguments that onefindsconvincing. Such
argumentswill be offered until onefindsoneself in a state of equipollence.
Thiswill, inturn, lead oneinto a state of confusion and suspended
judgement, though it isimportant to stressthat onewill not chooseto
suspend one@judgement. Finally, this state of suspended judgement in
which onefindsoneself will lead oneinto a state of complete tranquillity.
Only thisPyrrhonian way can free one from suffering Bactively pursuing or
choosing tranquillity isdestined to fail. Only by givingup onchoice, the
Pyrrhonian suggests, can we escape mental suffering.
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