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Impressions, Grasps, Preconceptions 
 
1. Afterthoughts on the Passions 
 
(1) Seneca holds that anger is a judgement. More precisely, an evaluative or 
normative judgement—an appraisal of some fact. (When Joe gets angry with Jill for 
scratching his car, the anger is not about the fact that the car is red, or made in 
Swindon, but that Jill’s action seems wrong to Joe.) 

(2) Anger is in this way also intentional, i.e. directed at an object, or about 
something. But this object depends on the specific way in which it is described or 
represented by the angry person. It is morally significant to the passionate agent. 

(3) Seneca’s thought hence is that anger is a hasty, incomplete, or distorted 
assessment: we judge that something is the case in a way that misrepresents the fact 
or our relation to it (e.g., a false belief that Jill scratched the car on purpose—so Joe 
has a false belief about Jill’s motives). 

(4) In Stoic terminology: we (wrongly) assent to an impression, i.e. accept an 
impression as true, accurate, or factual (when in fact it is not).1 Hence the central 
importance of developing critical thinking: logic—the eggshell (where ethics is the 
egg white and physics the yolk; see Diogenes Laertius, Lives 7.40, LS 26B). 

(5) Passions are upheavals. They impede a good flow of life, and thus happiness. 
Remember Epictetus: what we naturally seek is to be in a robust or stable 
condition, to do everything as we want, not to be impeded or be subject of 
compulsion. 
 
2. Impressions and Grasps 
 
(6) “When a man is born, the Stoics say, he has the commanding part of his soul 
[the hēgemonikon] like a sheet of paper ready for writing upon.” (Aetius, SVF 2.83, 
LS 39E). On that blank paper, sensory experience first writes, making literal 
impressions: “An impression is an imprint in the soul” (τὴν δὲ φαντασίαν εἶναι 
τύπωσιν ἐν ψυχῇ, tēn phantasian einai tupōsin en psuchē) (D. L., Lives 7.45). Later, 
impressions can also be produced by reasoning. Impressions are the raw material of 
thought. 

(7) Sensory impressions are not up to us, or not in our control. They present to 
us ways in which external objects impinge on us. We receive them by being in the 
world. 

(8) Impressions are propositional, and so truth-evaluable. E.g., I have the 
impression that there is a book on the table. I can then assent (sunkatathesis) to this 
impression, engage it in thought and speech. I can then also form beliefs: they are 
thus something we do, not what we ‘have’. (But note that belief or opinion is weak, 
or rash, assent to what is false or what is unclear—as in the case of the passions, 
acting on a first impulse. In this sense, belief could never be constituent of 
knowledge, pace Plato.) 

 
1 For a recent cognitive theory of the emotions with explicit reference to Seneca, see Solomon, R. 

(1988). On Emotions as Judgments. American Philosophical Quarterly, 25, 183–191. 
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(9) An apprehension (katalēpsis) occurs when we assent to a phantasia katalēptikē, i.e. 
an apprehensive or cognitive impression. Such an impression is maximally clear, 
adequate, vivid, or palpable, and is caused by ‘what is’ (kata to huparchon) (D. L. 7.50; 
see also Sextus Empiricus Adv. 7.246–52, LS 40E): they are self-justifying or self-
evident. Remember Epictetus’ example in Disc. 1.28 about assenting to ‘it is night’ 
at midday. We could not not assent to it: it ‘seizes us by the hair’ (Sextus Empiricus, 
Adv. 7.257, LS 40K). 

(10) Knowledge (epistēmē) is a further step: it is an organised and systematic web 
of strong assent, i.e. assent to cataleptic impressions: “knowledge is cognition 
[katalēpsis] that is secure and unchangeable by reason” (Stobaeus, SVF 3.112, LS 
41H). Cicero reports this famous image: “Zeno used to clinch the wise man’s sole 
possession of scientific knowledge with a gesture. He would spread out the fingers 
of one hand and display its open palm, saying ‘An impression is like this.’ Next he 
clenched his fingers a little and said, ‘Assent is like this.’ Then, pressing his fingers 
quite together, made a fist, and said that this was cognition (and from this 
illustration he gave that mental state the name of katalēpsis, which it had not had 
before). Then he brought his left hand against his right fist and gripped it tightly 
and forcefully, and said that scientific knowledge was like this and possessed by 
none except the wise man” (Acad. 2.145, LS 41A).2 

 
3. Preconceptions 
 
(11) A preconception (προλήψεις,	prolēpseis)	is a general and basic concept, 
literally a ‘pre-grasp’. Epictetus names principles, such as ‘the good is desirable’ 
(Disc. 1.22), or simple concepts of happiness, wrongness, and appropriateness (Disc. 
2.11,	see	also	2.17.6–9). Preconceptions have a role in assent: we use them to 
interpret facts, or to conceive of these facts (not only when we err, but constantly). 
That is, we bring to bear preconceptions on how we understand and frame certain 
facts. 

(12) These common conceptions (koinē ennoia) are not innate, pace Epictetus 
(Disc. 2.11.3): we do not come pre-equipped with them, even if we have an 
inclination for forming general concepts. Seneca writes of seeds (Ep. 120.4). There 
is a sense in which we naturally acquire ideas that are the same between people, 
hence ‘common’, and that we use to think about things. An aspect of this is that 
preconceptions are not culturally relative—hence ‘natural’. 

(13) This is reminiscent of the early modern debates: what needs to be present to 
get learning started cannot itself be learned (Descartes); what is needed to make 
experiences in the first place cannot be the result of experience (Kant); we see that 
things fall, but not that they must fall (Leibniz). It appears that preconceptions 
reveal the limits of blank-paper empiricism. And perhaps there is no serious 
problem here for Stoic theory, because our minds are ‘merely’ portions of cosmic 
pneuma—the divine rational breath, or active substance composed of fire and air, 
that pervades the cosmos. 

 
2  For details, see, e.g., Annas, J. (1990). Stoic Epistemology. In S. Everson (ed.), Companions to 

Ancient Thought 1: Epistemology (pp. 184–203). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 


