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ABSTRACT

The paper aims to clarify some features of Epictetus’ specific usage of the
concept of proairesis throughout his Discourses. This will be done by suggesting
that a number of problematic expressions concerning proairesis and its freedom
should be understood as rhetorical-pedagogical expressions of Epictetus’ intellec-
tualism. I will mainly focus on a series of problematic passages that have been
discussed by several commentators concerning the concept of proairesis, and I
will suggest that those passages are best interpreted as rhetorical or, better, peda-
gogical expressions of Epictetus’ strictly intellectualist approach to the psychology
of action. The interpretation I will propose does away with the need to resort to
certain interpretations of those passages that threaten to obscure the otherwise
clear picture of human action offered by Epictetus’ intellectualism concerning
the psychology of action.
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RESUMEN

El articulo tiene por objetivo clarificar algunos aspectos del uso especifico que
realiza Epicteto a lo largo de las Dissertationes del concepto de proairesis. Esto se
realizara sugiriendo que ciertas expresiones problematicas referidas a la proairesis
y su libertad deben ser entendidas como expresiones retérico-pedagogicas del
intelectualismo de Epicteto. Me concentraré fundamentalmente en una serie de
pasajes problematicos que han sido discutidos por varios comentadores en relacion
con el concepto de proairesis, y sugeriré que esos pasajes deben ser interpretados
como expresiones retdricas o, mejor, pedagdgicas de enfoque estrictamente inte-
lectualista de la psicologia humana que propone Epicteto. La interpretacion que
propondré hace innecesario el recurso a ciertas interpretaciones de esos parajes
que amenazan con oscurecer el panorama claro de la accién humana ofrecido
por la concepcidn intelectualista de la psicologia humana defendida por Epicteto.
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ON SOME RHETORICAL-PEDAGOGICAL STRATEGIES IN
EpricTETUS’ DISCOURSES CONCERNING PROAIRESIS

1.

The concept of proairesis in Epictetus has been in the center
of attention of many of his commentators for the last three de-
cades, and for very good reasons: in the first place, it functions
as the central axis around which the whole of his psychology
and his ethical reflections revolve; in the second place, certain
ambiguities and relative imprecision concerning the concept of
proairesis sometimes seem to hinder a coherent reconstruction of
his psychology of action, which makes the endeavor of reaching
and accurate definition of the term clearly worthwhile; lastly, the
overall picture that we may construe of Epictetus’ philosophy will
vary perceivably depending on the particular reading we adopt of
the concept of proairesis.

Fortunately, we have come a long way in the understanding
of Epictetus’ psychology of action since, vg. the 19th century
translations of proairesis as “free will”, and a clearer and more
accurate picture of Epictetus’ psychology of action has emerged
from a series of studies that have been published in the last two
decades dealing (directly or indirectly) with the concept of proai-
resis. Although I doubt whether a single, unified definition of the
term will ever be completely accurate, given the complexity of its
semantic reference, I think that those studies have progressively
put us in a better position to grasp the full dimensions of the term.

In what follows, I will focus on a series of problematic passages
that have been discussed by several commentators concerning

! The problematic character of the concept of proairesis can be easily perceived
by considering the numerous translations it has been given since the first Renaissance
editions of the Enchiridion. A partial list of modern translations of the term can be
found in Seddon (2005, p. 209).
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the notion of proairesis, and 1 will suggest that those passages are
best interpreted as rhetorical or, better, pedagogical expressions
of Epictetus’ intellectualist approach to the psychology of action.
This will, I hope, bring to light the richness not only of Epictetus’
intellectualism but also of some of the rhetorical-pedagogical
strategies he puts into play throughout the Discourses.

2.

Epictetus’ position on the value of Rhetoric, considered mainly
as the question of style in writing and speaking (or lecturing), can
be clearly grasped form the Discourses:

This faculty of speech and of the adornment of language, if it
really is a separate faculty, what else does it do, when discourse
arises about some topic, but ornament and compose the words,
as hairdressers do the hair? But whether it is better to speak than
to keep silence, and to do so in this way, or in that, and whether
this is appropriate or not appropriate, and the proper occasion
and utility of each action what else tells us all this but the faculty
of proairesis? [...] When I say this, let no one suppose that I am
bidding you neglect speech, any more than I bid you neglect
eyes, or ears, or hands, or feet, or dress, or shoes. But if you ask
me “What, then, is the highest of all things?”, what shall I say?
The faculty of eloquence? I cannot; but rather that of proairesis,
when it becomes a right proairesis. For it is this which uses not
only that faculty of eloquence but also all the other faculties both

small and great?. (2. 23. 14-28)}

21 8¢ ppactiky odTn Kol KEAA®TOTIKY TdV dvopdtov, &l Tig dpa idio dhvagug, Ti
GAL0 motel 1), Otav Euméon Adyog mepl Tvoc, KaAhomilel To dvopdtio Koi cuvtionow
domep ol KOPPOTOL TV KOUNV; TOTEPOV &> EIMELV duewvov 1| clomiicot Kot 00Teg duevov
| éketvog kol todTo TPEMOV 1| 00 TPEMOV, Kol TOV Kapov EKAGTOV Kol TV ypeiav Tig
A Aéye iy 1| mpoaupetikny. [...] tav odv tadta Aéyw, p Tic 01écBm STt GEAETV DUdG
&1 EPaoemG 00O YOpP OPOUAUDY 00O DTV 0VOE YEPOV 0VOE TOdMDV 00> £60T|TOg
003> VrodNUaT@Y. GAL &v Lov VOV “Ti 0OV E6TL KPETIGTOV TdV dvtwv;’, Ti einw; TV
QPACTIKNV; 0V dVVOpOL GALL TV TPOUPETIKNY, dTav 0pbn yévntat. TodTo Yap £0TL TO
KOKetvn ypdpevov Kot Toig dAlaig Thoog Kol Hucpois Kol Heyaiaig SuVapesty”

31 follow Oldfather’s (1961) translation with minor modifications.
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This is certainly not an attitude of theoretical contempt, but
neither is it an encouragement to engage in rhetorical studies.
Given that Epictetus reduces Rhetoric to the question of adorn-
ment of speech, its value can only be secondary*, and as such, it
should not take up the little time we have in life (which should
be devoted, first and foremost, to our moral/epistemic progress).
Yet, one of the salient features of the Discourses is precisely the
wide array of rhetorical devices that Epictetus puts into play in
each of his interactions with either real individuals or fictitious
characters. This is evidence enough that the question of style was
by no means a secondary one to him. Given that his primary
objective consists in moving (kined) the audience in order to make
them realize by themselves the correct path to freedom and virtue,
and given that this can only be done through speech, the mastery
of'the different ways in which his listeners can be moved to assent
to certain impressions is a task that is far from indifferent from the
point of view of the effectiveness of Epictetus’ pedagogical praxis.
He is well aware that, when it comes to the issue of persuasion,
his own speech must be able to adapt itself to the disposition of
his listeners (cfr. 2. 12), which implies testing different variations
in the form of addressing one and the same issue, resorting to rhe-
torical devices and even playing different parts in the interaction
with his students. This need to resort to different persuasive stra-
tegies does not imply any contradiction with the passage quoted
above: the secondary value assigned there to Rhetoric concerns
the question of mere eloquence (the ornamentation of speech
for aesthetic purposes, the selection of a certain already publicly
acknowledged style of declamation, etc.). Epictetus’ actual usage
of rhetorical devices has nothing to do with eloquence or style,

4 One might even wonder if this is not merely a concession to his students.
However, this is a frequent strategy in the Discourses: although X (be it the faculty of
speech, certain external things, or our body) is indifferent to our virtue and happiness,
it does have value (although a secondary one), and should not, therefore, be neglected
(cfr. 1. 2.37; 4. 11).
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but with the overall pedagogical aim of his philosophy®. Taking
into consideration this specific dimension, I suggest, can shed light
on a series of Epictetus’ problematic expressions concerning the
notion of proairesis.

3.

Much more than is the case with Aristotle, Epictetus’ concept of
proairesis presents the reader with numerous interpretative difficul-
ties. The most simple and pressing question springs inevitably after
reading the Discourses: what is proairesis, and how does it relate to
the other concepts involved in Epictetus’ psychology of action?
The difficulties one faces when trying to give a precise answer
to this question can be briefly stated as follows: 7) proairesis often
seems to be directly or indirectly equivalent to the A€gemonikon;
ii) proairesis appears to designate alternatively a single act of the
soul and/ or one of its faculties; iii) proairesis sometimes seems to be
directly or indirectly equivalent to our opinions or beliefs (doxa/
dogmata)®; iv) proairesis sometimes seems to be unconditionally
free and sometimes not.

Although the last issue will be dealt with later, a few observa-
tions are in place concerning the first three difficulties. As regards
(7)), Anthony Long has offered a persuasive solution to the rela-
tionship between the i#&gemonikon and proairesis:

Although they overlap in their referent, so far as human beings
are concerned, hégemonikon does not mean rationality; it is a

5 The relevance for Epictetus of this task becomes evident in 1. 4. 26-7, where
he admits that if deception were the only way to persuade him of the truth of the
distinction between what depends on us and what doesn’t, he would be willing to be
deceived: “If indeed one had to be deceived into learning that among things external
and independent of our proairesis none concerns us, I, for my part, should consent to
a deception which would result in my living thereafter serenely and without turmoil”.

- ¢ “It is your opinion which compelled you, that is, proairesis compelled proairesis
(ouv TO OOV dOYMHa O Avaykacey, ToUT> €0TI Npoaipeaiv npoaipeaig)” (1. 17. 25).
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term that applies to the souls of animals who lack rationality as
well as to human beings. [...] Rather than opting for synonymy,
we should take proairesis to refer to the human mind in just those
capacities or dispositions that Epictetus constantly maintains to
be completely “up to us” and free from external constraint. [...]
Epictetus chose the term proairesis to pick out the human mind in
this more restricted aspect: “us”, so to say, in just those respects
that are dependent on nothing that we cannot immediately jud-
ge, decide, and will, entirely by and for ourselves. (Long, 2002,
pp. 212-213)

Considering the second difficulty, it must be admitted that
our demand for clarification might be taken to be anachronistic,
since in the Roman period there is evidence close to Epictetus that
the need to distinguish between a single act of the soul and the
capacity of the soul which is put into action was not considered
mandatory, as can be seen in Seneca’s or in Lucretius’ use of
voluntas. Although I believe that Gourinat (2005) has succeeded
in distinguishing both senses in some key passages, I believe that
some more clarification on this distinction (which is beyond my
present objective) is still pending. What is clear, in any case, is
that neither in the Discourses nor in the Enchiridion does proairesis
designate at the same time a faculty and its actions, but rather that
Epictetus uses the same term to designate now one, now the other
(without specifying, regrettably, which one he is referring to).

Contrary to the relationship of proairesis and hégemonikon,
the relationship between proairesis and doxa/dogmata (iii), is not
one of subsumption of one concept under the other, but rather a
bi-directional relation: on the one hand, every opinion we hold
(i.e., every act of assent to a certain impression) gives shape to
the epistemic state of our proairesis; on the other, as has been fre-
quently noticed, every act of assent is determined by the present
epistemic state of our proairesis. In other words: while the workings
of proairesis are a direct and inevitable result of the (set of) opinions
we hold (or have held in the past), it is the epistemic quality of
our proairesis (i.e., whether it is perverted, contrary to nature, etc.,
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or not) which determines which opinions we will hold in the fu-
ture. This explains, I believe, why Epictetus is at times relatively
imprecise in establishing the relationship between both elements.
What concerns me for the moment, however, is Epictetus’ frequent
indirect identification between both elements (our proairesis and our
judgments), which I believe is aimed at emphasizing the epistemic
element present in every single act of proairesis. As we shall see,
Epictetus’ endorsement of the intellectualist position inherited
from the early Stoics is radical: opinions are not only a necessary
cause for our actions; they are their only possible sufficient cause.
Whether the rationality that these opinions constitute is perverted
or not is not relevant to this point: even the most ignorant and
uncultivated of individuals acts on the basis of rational conside-
rations, which determine his actions in a necessary manner; if
the individual’s rational capacities are completely distorted, his
actions will display that same defective quality, but they will,
nevertheless, be the result of a rational process.

4.

Although the previous difficulties concerning the precise defini-
tion of proairesis (i-iif) can be explained as I have indicated, a few
passages from the Discourses confront us with additional difficulties
that have not been dealt with so far:

T1 What can overcome an impulse but another impulse? And
what can overcome one desire or aversion but another desire or
aversion? —But, says someone, if a person subjects me to the fear
of death, he compels me (anankazei me).— No, it is not what you
are subjected to that compels you, but the fact that you think it
is better for you to do something of the sort than to die. Once
more, then, it is your judgment (dogma) which compelled you,
that is, proairesis compelled proairesis’. (1. 17. 24-27)

7 kol tig Opunv vikiioot duvatot fj GAn opun; Tic & Spe€v kol Ekkhow 1 GAAN
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T2 Nothing outside the sphere of proairesis can hamper or injure
the proairesis; it alone can hamper or injure itself (ke blapsai
aproaireton ei mé auté heautén)?. (3. 19. 2)

T3 Whatis by its very nature capable of hindering proairesis? Nothing
that lies outside its sphere, but only itself when perverted (aute
d’ heautén diastrapheira). For this reason proairesis becomes the
only vice, or the only virtue’®. (2.23.19)

All these passages seem to convey, when they are read d a lettre,
the idea of a dialog or interaction between our proairesis and itself
or between our proairesis and our self. In a recent article, Richard
Sorabji (2007) has sought to solve this difficulty by arguing that
these passages suggest that there is more than one proairesis (as
there is also more than one self), one of them being correct and
unperverted, and the other one perverted or impure!®. Although
I believe that this is a reasonable explanation (especially of T3), I
believe that another approach is possible, which does not require
that we relate the textual duplication of proairesis to their moral or
epistemic quality, but rather to the pedagogical aim that that du-
plication is intended to fulfill. That this is so can be clearly seen by
considering an additional passage that Sorabji has not considered:

Ope&is kal Exkhotg;’ ‘av pot’, enoi, ‘mpocdyn Baviatov edPov, dvaykalet pe.” ‘0 TO
TPOGAyOUEVOV, BAL BTt Sokel Gol KpelTTov elvan Totcad T ToVTOVY #) dmoBavely. ToAty
0DV TO GOV 8OYLa GE NVAYKAGEY, TODT> EGTL TPOAIPEGTY TPOAIPESIC,
8 mpoaipeoty yap ovdev dhvatar koidoot fj BAayat drpoaipeTov el i adT £0vTHV.
¥ mpoaipeocty 8¢ Ti Eumodilewv mEQukev; AmpooaipeTov 00dEV, avT & E0VTRV
dwotpaeica. St TodTo Kakio Lovn avtn yivetat 1j apetn povn.

10 Sorabji partly bases this conclusion in the fact that T3 seems to complement T2.
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T4 -1 wish to control your judgments (dogmaton) also-. And who
has given you this authority? How can you have the power to
overcome another’s judgments? —By bringing fear to bear upon
him—. You fail to realize that the judgment overcame itself, it
was not overcome by something else; and nothing can overcome
proairesis, but it overcomes itself (aute heautén)". (1. 29. 12)

The argument that lies beneath this imaginary conversation
seems to have two complementary aspects: in the first place, it
establishes that nothing external can change the direction of our
decisions. However, the idea that Epictetus means to stress is
that whatever decision we make is determined by our holding a
certain belief(or judgment or opinion) as to the appropriateness of
that course of action. These two complementary ideas are jointly
expressed through a frequent pattern throughout the Discourses:
only X can impede, hinder or overcome X, where X stands alterna-
tively for opinion, proairesis, desire, or impulse'>. T consider this to be
a fundamentally rhetorical pattern: an impulse cannot overcome
an impulse, proairesis cannot overcome proairesis, and so on, except
if we consider them as the projections of our judgments (or beliefs
or opinions)'®. In other words, it is only judgments which can
conquer or defeat other judgments, and that is the only possible
source of conflict in the soul. This is due to the fact that, according
to Epictetus’ intellectualist approach to the psychology of human
action, for there to be an impulse to act, two events must neces-
sarily take place within the mind: an impression has to appear
to the mind stating that X is true or appropriate (in the case of
hormetic impressions), and the individual must give assent to that

T gAAG kol T@v Soypdtmv dpyev 06Am.” kai Tig oot TavTnv TV éEovciav dEdwKev;
mod dVvacor vikijoor d0ypa daAlOTPOV; ‘mpocymv’, enoiv, ‘avt® @ofov viknoo.’
ayvoeig Ot avtd anto €viknoev, ovy v’ dAkov EviknOn: mpoaipeoty 3¢ 0VdEV GAAO
vikfjoon dOvoTat, TANY a0t £00THV.

12 Cfr., besides T1-T4, 1. 19. 7, 1. 25. 28, 4. 12. 12.

3 This is reinforced by Epictetus’ frequent identification of proairesis and doxa/
dogmata, which I have already referred to.
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impression (i.e., he must consider it as true, as stating a true state
of affairs). No human action can possibly take place without the
occurrence of those two mental events. In other words: no action
can ensue unless we assent to the idea that it is an appropriate
course of action.

This being so, how do we account for the problematic expres-
sions we find in T1-T4? I believe that the recurrent pattern “only
X can hinder (or impede or overcome) X” aims at pointing out,
resorting to the language of war and of contests (cft. inter alia, T'5;
1.1.23-4;1.25.28; 4. 4. 30; 4. 5. 26; 4. 7. 30; Ench.19), that the
soul is an arena where the only contestant is oneself. Neither the
Caesar nor the whole Senate nor any of our closest fellows can
possibly enter the battle, and only we will be held responsible for
our failures' and praised for our victories (4. 12. 7; 4. 13. 8). From
the perspective of persuasion, this has a clear advantage: given
that we are not fighting against others, since we (our judgments)
are the only causes of our having strayed away from virtue and
happiness, this is a battle that can be definitely won: all we need
to do is to cast out the tyrants, i.e., to merely realize that nothing
external to our proairesis can have power over us. In the broader
context of Epictetus’ pedagogical strategies, the two corollaries of
this idea (“it is within you that both destruction and deliverance lie”;
4. 9. 17) give expression to the tension, brilliantly analyzed by
Kamtekar, between two opposing but complementary strategies
displayed by Epictetus: on the one hand, his reminder of “our god-
like potential”’; on the other, the recognition of our ignorance, of
“our nearly worthless state” (Kamtekar, 1998, p. 154). Epictetus
needs to point out to his students that they and they alone are the
causes of their present miseries, but he also needs to make them
aware of the fact that their wretched state is something that can
be surmounted, and this he does by stressing that victory (which
means, in this case, virtue and absence from perturbations) is

14“No one comes to his fall because of another’s deed” (1. 28. 33).
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at hand. To be sure this is no different from saying (along with
early Stoics) that the origin of every action lies in the movement
of the soul through which it assents to the lekton (or lekta) that
accompanies every phantasia, but the chances of persuading one
of Epictetus’ young students or an occasional passer-by through
technical expressions are, compared to the rhetoric of war and
contests, evidently low; too low to take the risk, considering that
what is at stake is the possibility of moral progress.

5.

Two other passages from the Discourses which have been conside-
red by Sorabji under the light of the distinction between perverted
and unperverted proairesis, can be approached instead from the
perspective of their persuasive function:

T5 If you are going to honor anything at all outside the sphere
of the proairesis, you have destroyed/ruined (apolesas) your
proairesis®. (4. 4. 23)

T6 Only consider at what price you sell your proairesis. If you must
sell it, man, at least do not sell it cheap'e. (1 .2. 33)

It is obvious that proairesis is not something that can be sold
or destroyed in a literal sense. What, then, does Epictetus have
in mind? The most logical way to understand both passages is
evident: whenever we honor something external, we are jeopar-
dizing the natural freedom of proairesis; we are risking becoming
enslaved by such externals. The second passage seems to imply,

15 iy 6 € ThC TPoapEcE®G THG 6aVTOD TIHGELS, ATdAecag ThV Tpoaipesty. Cr.
also 1. 25. 3-6, where Epictetus repeats the structure substituting “proairesis” with “what
is yours” (sautou).

16 Mévov okéyat, TOcov Tmlelg TV ceavtod tpoaipeoty. GvOpone, i undév GAlo,
un OAiyov anTiV TOANoNG.
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more importantly, that it is possible to sacrifice knowingly and
voluntarily the natural freedom of our proairesis (in exchange for
some other benefits, such as wealth, reputation, etc.). Whether
this makes sense within the theoretical framework of Epictetus’
psychology is what I will try to analyze.

That an agent can surrender the freedom of his decisions to
the fluctuations of fortune (through surrendering to a beautiful
woman, a young man, the Caesar, or the desire for honors and
reputation) is well attested throughout the whole of Epictetus’
discourses and has traditionally been considered one of the central
motives in his teaching (cfr., besides TS5 and T6, 4. 1. 56-57, 4. 4.
33-34). That is precisely what Long takes T2 to be stating (Long,
2002, 217). However, there is a decisive issue which has not been
paid much attention concerning the relationship between two
fundamental principles found in the Discourses: the first of them is
Epictetus’ insistence on the natural freedom of proairesis; the second is
the principle we have just stated, i.e., that an agent can (knowingly
or unknowingly) surrender the control he has over his decisions.
This takes us back to the last problem (¢v) that I initially marked
as one of the difficulties one faces when trying to make sense of
Epictetus’ notion of proairesis: either proairesis is unconditionally
free (in which case we cannot possibly surrender its control) or,
on the contrary, its freedom can be sacrificed, sold, destroyed,
etc. (in which case freedom is not an indelible feature of proairesis
but rather a state, a disposition or quality that can be lost!”. Both
principles cannot be held together without contradiction. And
yet, Epictetus certainly seems to do so. Alongside the frequent
statements concerning the unconditional freedom of proairesis,

" The core of this problem is also instantiated in the conflict that results between
Epictetus’ conception of freedom as a factum of proairesis (a gift from Zeus, etc.), and
his conception of freedom as liberation, that is, as a process of rational purification
of the soul through which the individual will hopefully attain eudaimonia, ataraxia,
etc.
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we find numerous expressions that suggest that that condition
can in fact be lost:

T7 Who is your master? He who has authority over any of the things
upon which you set your heart or which you wish to avoid'8. (2.
2.26)

T8 You ought to give up everything, your body, your property, your
reputation, your books, turmoil, office, freedom from office.
For if once you swerve aside from this course, you are a slave,
you are a subject, you have become liable to hindrance and to
compulsion, you are entirely under the control of others'. (4. 4.
33-4; cfr. also 1. 15. 18; 4. 1. 60)

Although both alternatives find support in the Discourses, 1
believe that the scale can be tipped to one side by appealing, once
again, to the intellectualist basis of Epictetus’ psychology of action:
if it is true that the only possible source of action is an opinion, a
belief, or the assent we give to an impression, the second alter-
native must be discarded. If we accepted, on the contrary, that
certain individuals have surrendered control of their decisions,
we would be forced to conclude that our actions can, in fact, be
determined by external factors. But, as has already been stressed,
external objects cannot possibly determine our actions. When
we consider something external to be good or bad, it is precisely
our consideration of them as such that determines our actions,
not the goodness or badness inherent in the external thing itself:

T9 —We ought not to look for the reason anywhere outside of
ourselves, but that in all cases it is one and the same thing that is

8 1ic & £oti KOprog; 6 TV VIO 60D TIVOG cToLdULOPEVEV T dkkAvopévey Exmv
£&ovaiav.

9 Gpgivai og 81 mava, TO odpa, TV KThioty, T eruny, To Bipiia, 66pvBov, dpydc,
avopyiov; 6mov yap av kAivng, €800Aevcag, VTETAYNG, KOATOG £YEVOV, GVOYKOGTOS,
6hog Emy GALOLG.
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the cause of our doing a thing or of our not doing it, of our saying
things, or of our not saying them, of our being elated, or of our
being cast down, of our avoiding things, or of our pursuing them
the very thing, indeed, which has even now become a cause of
my action and of yours; yours in coming to me and sitting here
now listening, mine in saying these things. —~And what is that?—
Is it, indeed, anything else than that it seemed to us convenient
to do this (edoken hemin)? —Nothing—. And supposing that it
had seemed to us convenient to do something else (allos hemin
ephané), what else would we be doing than that which we seemed
convenient (fo doxan eprattomen)? [ ...] It is neither death,
nor exile, nor toil, nor any such thing that is the cause of our
doing, or of our not doing, anything, but only our suppositions
and opinions (hypolepseis kai dogmata). [...] Very well, then,
whenever we do anything wrongly, from this day forth we shall
ascribe to this action no other cause (aitiasometha) than the
opinions (to dogma) which led us to do it [...] And in the same
way we shall declare the same thing to be the cause of our good
actions. And we shall no longer blame either slave, or neighbor,
or wife, or children, as being the causes of any evils to us, since
we are persuaded that, unless we believe that things are thus-
and-so, we do not perform the corresponding actions?. (1. 11.
28-37)

We cannot, therefore, voluntarily abrogate our autonomy; we
cannot even surrender it involuntarily. We are always, necessarily,

2 ok £ mov de1 (retv adTod, GAM v Kod ToTéV £6TWY £ml VIOV TO aiTiov ToD TotElV Tt
NUAG 7 U Totelv, Tod Aéyewv Tva fj un Aéyewv, Tod énai peobat i cvotéldesbat §| PedyEWY TIVaL
1| Subkety, 000> Gmep kol VOV Epoi Te Kol ol yéyovev aitiov, ool puév Tod EMBELV Tpog Epe Kol
kaB7jcOat vy drovovra, Epol 88 Tod Aéyety Tadto. Ti & £oTi TodTO; Apd YE dANO T} STl ES0Lev
Nuiv; { — } Ovdév. { — } Ei & dAog fuiv épavn, Ti dv Ao | 10 d0&av €npattopey. [...] kol
aml@dg ovte Bavatog ote PuyN ovte TOVOG 0VTE GALO TL TOV TOOVTOV AiTIOV £6TL TOD TPATTEWY
TUT P TpATTEW UGG, AL DTOANWELS Kot doypata. [...] ovkodv dtav i 0pbdS T TpdTTmpEy,
amd TovTng TiHG HUEpog 0VdEV AN0 aitiacoueda fj O doyua, Ge> ob avtd émpdiapey. [...]
MOoaDTOG 8¢ Kol TOV 0pODG TPATTOUEVOV TODTOV TODTO GiTIOV dmo@avoduey. Kol oUT> olkéTv
£ aitiaoopeba obte yeitova obte yuvaika obte TEKVO OG OiTId TVOV KOK®V MUV yvopeva
TENEGHEVOL BTL, GV i) iy 56EN ToladTé Tve, Eval, 0O TPATTOHEY T GkdAovda
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autonomous; we are always our own masters and we are, to put
it in Sartrean terms, determined to be free?'.

But if this is so, how do we account for Epictetus’ emphasis
on the surrendering of proairesis? 1 believe that Epictetus aims to
emphasize that, although every action is the result of a certain
judgment, there is one particular judgment that has decisive effects
on our way of life, on our relationship with what lies outside the
sphere of our proairesis, and it is the judgment that external things
have an either positive or negative value. This is the judgment, so to
speak; it is the Capitol. Although we cannot surrender our capacity
to make a rational use of impressions, once we have assented to
the idea that external things are good or bad in themselves, we
plunge into a mechanism of illusion that redefines from within
itself the whole of our ethical priorities. The act of assigning value
to what lies outside the realm of proairesis (which is itself an act of
our proairesis, 1.e., a singular —conscious or unconscious— decision)
becomes the primary principle (dogma) on which the whole of our
future decisions will be taken. Although the Caesar’s commands
cannot possibly cause my actions (or passions), once I have agreed
to consider wealth and honor as something to be sought, I will be
forced to bow my head before him and obey his orders.

Moreover, the mechanism we put in motion whenever we
consider external things are inherently good or evil is completely
hermetic and cannot possibly overlap with the alternative path
which is the proper care of our proairesis, since each of these al-
ternatives represent no single, isolated actions and decisions, but

21 “Tt is my nature to look out for my own interest. If it is my interest to have a
farm, it is my interest to take it away from my neighbor; if it is my interest to have a
cloak, it is my interest also to steal it from a bath. This is the source of wars, seditions,
tyrannies, plots” (1. 22. 13-14). “This is the nature of every being, to pursue the good
and to flee from the evil; and to consider the man who robs us of the one and invests
us with the other as an enemy and an aggressor, even though he be a brother, even
though he be a son, even though he be a father; for nothing is closer kin to us than
our good. It follows, then, that if these externals are good or evil, neither is a father
dear to his sons, nor a brother dear to a brother, but everything on all sides is full of
enemies, aggressors, slanderers” (4. 5. 30).
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rather two fully divergent ways of life (4. 10. 25). If we start off
from the consideration of external things as convenient or inconve-
nient, we will be forced to travel a path which leads us away from
the objective of keeping our proairesis in accordance with nature.

The actual meaning and relevance of Epictetus expressions
on selling or destroying our proairesis can only be grasped, then, I
suggest, if we interpret them in terms of the powerful warning
that it is not a particular decision that is at stake, but rather the
moral quality of the whole of our subsequent actions, and thus,
the very possibility of achieving happiness. Once again, the simple
statement in technical terms of the intellectualist principle could
hardly put across the moral implications of our decision to value
externals that Epictetus manages to convey through the recourse
to amplifications or auxesis such as the ones expressed by the
image of selling or destroying our proairesis®>. However, this is
not only due to persuasive strength: the intellectualist principle
states that every action is determined by the opinions or beliefs
we hold, but it does not entail by itself there are certain judgments
(such as the act of giving value to externals) that can define our
whole approach to what lies outside ourselves and thus become
the initial link in a chain that will necessarily lead to frustration
and slavery. This is a corollary of the distinction between what
depends on us and what doesn’t, what should concern us and what
shouldn’t, and is independent of the intellectualist principle. The
statement that by valuing externals we are destroying or selling
our proairesis is perhaps an over dramatization (since we can at
any moment recover ourselves by tearing down the mask of the
tyrant), but it certainly succeeds in connecting both ideas in an
extremely appealing manner and emphasizing the moral weight
of our everyday decisions.

22 1t is true that these amplifications run the risk of obscuring the fact that the
vicious actions that derive from a wrong valuation of externals can be corrected by
the mere reassessment of that valuation, to counter which Epictetus resorts to the
strategy of stressing our innate resources and our kinship with God.
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I have attempted to shed light on a number of obscure or ambi-
guous expressions concerning the notion of proairesis in Epictetus’
Discourses by analyzing them from a rhetorical-pedagogical pers-
pective. Although neither his intellectualism nor the centrality of
the notion of proairesis within his psychology are features that have
not been carefully analyzed by other commentators, I believe that
the interpretation I have proposed of the passages I have dealt with
here does away with the need to resort to certain interpretations of
those passages that threaten to obscure the otherwise clear picture
of human action offered by Epictetus’ intellectualism. Although
this is a modest result, it brings to light not only how profound and
systematic Epictetus’ commitment to an intellectualist position
concerning the psychology of human action was, but also that it
is against the background of that position that his conception of
freedom should be interpreted.
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