CHAPTER 2

The Structural Critique
(Stoic Virtue)

The Stoic view of emotion includes a normative principle
which is typically formulated as an epistemological claim.
Passions, the Stoics argue, are false, and it is within our
power Lo eradicate them in the name of preserving our
cognitive integrity.' As we have seen, both carly and late
Stoic thinkers agree that nothing matters. except what is.
within our control* We tend to care for many things,
thereby rendering ourselves liable to being affected; in-
stead, say the Stoics, we ought to “make the best of what
is up to us” while accepting everything else the way it is.?
If we educate ourselves about what is truly of value—that
is, our own moral volition—then we will not be suscep-
tible to passions.* The objects of our care would not cause
us to become upset if it were not for our own attitude to-
ward them. As Marcus Aurelius says: “If you are disturbed
by something outside yourself, it is not the thing which
troubles you but your own conception of it, and it is within
vour power to obliterate this immediately.” This state-
ment may exaggerate the case of undoing a perception of
significance, but it suggests that we can transform the
judgments that render us liable to be affected—and, to
the extent that we are able to do so, that we may climinate
the conditions of emotion. This strategy ought to appeal to
anyone who is suffering too much, such as the young
woman whose tragic story was related in the first epigraph
to Part [. At certain times, even a poet can feel its charm:
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It's when I'm weary of considerations,

And life is too much like a pathless wood

Where your face burns and tickles with the cobwebs
Broken across it, and one eye is weeping

From a twig’s having lashed across it open.

I'd like to get away from earth awhile

And then come back to it and begin over.”

It is hard for even a non-Stoic to accept that the considerations which
provide our lives with meaning also cause us so much pain. Stoic morality
offers us a way of dissolving this paradox: if it is wrong to care about anything
beyond one’s own control, then we should not be torn between beauty, insight,
and instability on the one hand and drab insensibility on the other. Instead, as
Seneca says,-we should recognize that the emotional life is wavering and un-
stable; beauty is not to be found among externals, and the untroubled state of
mind that results from driving out the passions is stern, but happy.” The proto-
Stoic teachings of Diogenes the Cynic portray this state as one of peacelul
simplicity which is ruined when we believe that we must have luxuries in order
to be happy; for Zeno, the founder of Stoicism, the goal of uprooting such be-
liefs is to get rid of the stupidity from which so many emotions arise.” To avoid
this kind of stupidity is a virtue, or an admirable state of character.

What enables the Stoics to frame their normative thesis in epistemo-

logical language is a method of arguing that sees wisdom as a kind of mental-

health and foolishness as something akin to insanity."On this view, moral and
intellectual virtues cannot be neatly distinguished; as a number of contempo-
rary philosophers have also recognized, epistemological terms are inescapably
evaluative:” From the assessment that a given proposition is false, it is a small
éiep to conclude that anyone who believes the proposition to be true is wrong.
The falsity is a characteristic of the proposition, the wrongness a fact about
the person. Now, in order to find significance in anything one must assent
(explicitly or implicitly) to a value-ascribing proposition. If I am angry at you
for slashing my tires, then 1 must believe a number of things, including
(1) that I have tires, (2) that they have been slashed. (3) that you are the one
who did it, and (4) that this should matter to me. The Stoics aim their cri-
tique at this last belief, a version of which can be found in every instance of
passion: namely, the idea that something outside of one’s own control is sig-
nificant. Since they argue that this cannot be true, they conclude that the
passions—which, by definition, involve this kind of beliet—must always be
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false. It is for the sake of our mental integrity, then, that we should attempt to
get rid of the passions entirely. The state of apatheia which would result from
this expulsion is one in which not only our passions but also our susceptibility
to passion have been taken out by the roots. This is the condition in which an
exceptionally virtuous person will sustain himself or herself: anyone who
wrongly finds significance in contingencies is viewed by the Stoics as irra-
tional, or even insane.'

Instances of false or mistaken passion illustrate the ways in which we
can be wrong in being passionate—that is, the ways in which our emotions
can be erroneous. Our emotional lives become contemptibly and oppressively
stupid, first of all. when we allow ourselves to care about what Seneca refers
to as petty incidents. It is madness, he says, to become incensed by such
trivialities as a disarranged couch cushion or a table imperfectly set." His ex-
amples occasionally sound dated, but the tendency he describes is perennial:
in a similar spirit. the philosophical anthropologist quoted earlier follows his
portraval of the self as an amocha with this admonition.

Usually we extend these pseudopods not only to things we hold dear,
but also to silly things; our selves are cluttered up with things we
don't need, artificial things, debilitating ones. For example, if you extend
a pseudopod to yvour house, as most people do, you might also extend it
to the inventory of an interior decorating program. And so you get vitally
upset by a piece of wallpaper that bulges, a shelf that does not join, a
light fixture that "isn't right.”

The triviality of emotion is linked with the weakness that it exposes in us,
when we allow ridiculous things to become significant to us. We often re-
semble the person who, when advised not to complain that life is sometimes
unpleasant, whines to Epictetus: “Oh, but my nose is running!”'* When we
are too soft to tolerate even a mild annoyance, we compromise our dignity
and render ourselves pathetic. If we guarded against these petty concerns,
rather than taking them to heart, we would free ourselves from the passions
that handicap us with their banality. Only then could we turn our attention
toward what is truly significant.

Sometimes the Stoics go no further than to censure emotional responses
that are disproportionate because we are excessively concerned about paltry
objects. This argument might be called a structural critique, since it depends

upon the ability to discern the comparative significance of particular externals
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(as opposed to the fundamental thesis which dismisses all externals as cate-
gorically unimportant). And it is 2 valuable one, since even a non-Stoic moral
philosophy should not regard emotions as invulnerable to rational criticism:
they.are certainly fallible, and they may be especially prone to distortion, bias.
and excess.' At one point, Chrysippus defines the passions as diseases not
just because they sce certain things as good, but because they do so to an un-
natural extent.' Someone who builds his or her entire life around the pursuit
of fashionable outfits could, on this account, be accused of going too far, even
if being dressed is worth a bit of attention. And we often go much too far with
regard to petty things—caring too much about what other people think of us.
for instance, or about how much money we have in the bank." Normally,
though, the Stoics will not grant that a person who has lost a daughter should
be more upset than one who has lost a kitchen utensil: for anvthing but a
dispassionate response will be seen as excessive. “The man who would fear
losing any of these things cannot be happy.” Cicero reminds us. "We want the
happy man to be safe, impregnable, fenced and fortified, so that he is not just
largely unafraid, but completely.”” And we are liable to suffer as long as we
believe that aspects of the world outside of our control are significant at all.
By telling ourselves that these things do not “really” matter, we can annihi-
late this liability.

The thoroughgoing Stoic does not, therefore, force a staid demeanor
from the top down. She does not have emotions that she holds in check. Her
tranquillity-arises without conflict out of a deep freedom from any cares that
would dispose her toward being moved. Stoics, in other words, do not tri-
umph over passions as they occur, but shun whatever may lead to emotion.
And the method is effective: if we monitor ourselves in this way, we can evade
much suffering that we would otherwise experience. Sincere care for anything
subject to chance entails the possibility of suffering; by loving we become
susceptible to all kinds of emotional torment. To return to Augustine’s termi-
nology for a moment, if the passions are bad (as the Stoics believe), then the
Tlove that underlies them must be a dubious influence which ought to be re-
sisted.” Even if love does not always lead to the kind of violence portraved in
tragic drama," it can nonetheless bring fierce emotions into every mundane
situation. We sometimes find ourselves striking out at inanimate objects, as
when we kick a stone in anger after absentmindedly walking into it.” Be-
lieving that even apparently major events should not arouse a passionate re-
sponse, the Stoics accordingly find the most grotesque excess in vehement
passions that are instigated by paltry concerns.
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The allegations against emotion—that it renders us trivial and weak, that
it usually becomes disproportionate and always puts us in a precarious rela-
tion to what is out of our power—justity the Stoic attempt to mitigate our
cares (and perhaps to get rid of them entirely). But there is yet another type
of charge directed by stoical authors at the category of passion: that, com-
pared with other forms of cognition, it is notoriously prone to confusion.*
Emotions do not only focus the mind: they can also cloud it in such a wiy
that "it does not see things in their whole context.™ Seneca’s caricature of
what anger does to a person extends a theme introduced by Chrysippus, who,
insists that a false belief can grow into a disorder that “penetrates the veins
and attaches itself to the viscera:” becoming ineradicable once embedded.**
Our belief-forming procedures are often flawed, as the Skeptics recognized:
how often might we be perceiving confusedly in the moment of emotion? Our
passionate reactions could be influenced by biases which were established in
our minds through some unreliable process yet which persistently affect our
thinking. Considering the risk of such error in our emotional responses, we
might be tempted to forgo all but apathetic modes of cognition.

There is also the risk of what could be called emotion by association: |
return to the town where [ was once in love with a certain person, in order to
visit her again under quite different conditions. But the associations of the
place remind me of what it was like, and soon I am confused into almost be-
lieving myself still in love. The intentionality of the former passion is not
reestablished, but in remembering I live it again confusedly. “If the mind has
once been affected by two emotions at the same time,” Spinoza cautions,
“when it is later affected by the one it will also be affected by the other.™
This can precipitate a whole cluster of confused, or self-deceived, emotions.
When many significant concerns are touched upon at once, ambiguity is
likelv to ensue; likewise, whenever unclear thoughts are brought to bear upon
a situation, we will perceive it in a vague way. Again, the Stoics offer a solu-
tion to this predicament: if we stop caring about what is beyond the scope of
our own volition, then all of these difficulties will disappear. “What is external
to my mind is of no concern.” Marcus Aurelius says; and Epictetus adds that

“whatever happens, if it is outside the realm of choice, then it is nothing to
me."* Caring about inconstant objects is “a certain recipe for disappoint-
ment, anxiety, and unhappiness™: if we never question appearances of value,
if we do not avoid concern about external things, then we are bound to suffer
as a result.™ The Stoic avoids this suffering by withdrawing his care from the
realm of chance events and cultivating an impersonal point of view. This
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method makes it casier to deal with “the ups and downs of life™" it can help
us moderate or even avoid selfish jealousies, misplaced blame, road rage, frus-
tration at work, or turmoil over sudden changes of fortune.

Another reason for eradicating our particular attachments is that intense
passions for certain objects can limit the scope of our moral awareness. Selt-
ish-cares can be overcome if we develop an impartial regard for humanity
instead.® It is only in this way, the Stoics argue, that each of us can live in
harmony with the rational order of the universe. Rather than celebrating the
accidents of time and place that lead us to form specific affinities, Seneca
encourages us to consider ourselves part of a greater community, “where we
look not to this or that corner, but measure the boundaries of our state by the
sun.”? If our moral purpose is uniquely worthy of respect, then our highly
personal concerns are not an expression of what is best in us. The Stoics tell
us that we can read in the nature of the cosmos a moral imperative which
bids us to care equally for all rational beings.” And no less compassionate a
person than Gandhi has agreed with the Stoics that our individual passions
may blind us to the plight of those who are not within our circle of concern.™
In other words, the passions that Stoic teachings urge us to overcome may be
distinctly at odds with humanitarian charity.

Diogenes the Cynic is reported to have compared himself to a chorus
leader who pitches a note too high so that the others may stretch their voices
toward it.* Similarly, the aphorisms of the Stoics are strong and uncompro-
mising in order that they may have a transformative effect. Taken at face
value, however, these prescriptions would enable a person to be in control of
his or her world. When we open ourselves to emotion, we lose that assurance.
In the words of Pierre Hadot, the elimination of the passions through stoical
exercise “raises the individual from an inauthentic condition of life, darkened
by unconsciousness and harassed by worry, to an authentic state of life, in
which he attains self-consciousness, an exact vision of the world, inner peace,
and freedom.” By withdrawing the bonds of care that attach us to objects
beyond ourselves, we anticipate the risk of being injured when these ap-

pendages are torn away:

There is no more certain proof of greatness than to be in a state where
nothing can possibly happen to disturb you. The higher and more well-
ordered part of the universe, nearest to the stars, is not condensed into a
cloud or lashed into a tempest or churned into a whirlwind: it is free of all
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tumult. It is only in the lower regions that lightning strikes. In the same

way the lofty mind always remains calm, at rest in a tranquil haven.*

This calm anchorage is the state of apatheia, or the absence of pathos, that
should result from obedience to the precepts of normative Stoicism. Since
passions are pereeptions of significance, a person for whom nothing in the
world s significant will (as a logical consequence) rest in a condition of
apathy. As Epictetus points out, it is only by altering our beliefs that we can
rid our lives of sorrow and disappointment, and of such cries as “Woe is me!”

Complete freedom from emotion is taken by the Stoics to be necessary
for emotional integrity. They trace all false evaluations to mistaken ways of
thinking about the nature of reality, seeing in the logic of the cosmos a model
of rational order that should be mirrored in the human soul * Apart from the
perfection of the soul, they recognize no other good as truly worth pursuing,.
This enables Marcus Aurelius to say that what is truly valuable in us cannot
be damaged under any circumstances, “even if wild animals tear to picces the
limbs of this claylike matter which has grown around you.™ As the Stoics
consistently encourage us to believe, our true self is not touched by such in-
cidents. Sceing that our emotions are in need of clarification, they urge us
toward a goal which is attainable by any of us, regardless of our situation.® In
return we are promised not only freedom and peace, but also consistency over
the course of life and sincerity of character™ As a later advocate of self-
reliance would agree, we achieve peace of mind only when we rise above con-
tingency and cease to look outside of oursclves. “A political victory, a rise of
rents, the recovery of your sick or the return of your absent friend, or some
other favorable event raises your spirits, and you think good days are preparing
for you. Do not believe it. Nothing can bring you peace but yourself.™
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