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Sextus Empiricus outlines of pyrrhonism serve as a foundational text in the study of skepticism and
the philosophical traditions that question the possibility of certain knowledge. Sextus, a prominent
figure in the Pyrrhonist school of skepticism, articulates a philosophy that emphasizes suspension of
judgment (epoché) in the face of conflicting beliefs and perceptions. His work provides a
comprehensive examination of how to navigate the complexities of knowledge, belief, and
perception, influencing later philosophical thought, including modern skepticism and empiricism.



Introduction to Sextus Empiricus and Pyrrhonism

Sextus Empiricus was a physician and philosopher who lived in the late 2nd and early 3rd centuries
CE. His writings are among the few surviving texts from the Pyrrhonist school of skepticism, which
was founded by Pyrrho of Elis. Pyrrhonism advocates for a life of tranquility achieved through the
suspension of beliefs and judgments. This philosophy is characterized by a critical approach to
knowledge, encouraging individuals to question the validity of their perceptions and beliefs.

The Core Principles of Pyrrhonism

1. Epoché (Suspension of Judgment):

- Pyrrhonists advocate for the suspension of judgment regarding all beliefs and propositions. This
approach stems from the recognition that for every argument, there is an equal and opposite
argument. Thus, one should refrain from making definitive claims about reality.

2. Aporia (State of Uncertainty):

- Aporia refers to the state of being perplexed or in doubt. By maintaining a position of uncertainty,
Pyrrhonists argue that one can achieve a more peaceful and untroubled life, as they are not
emotionally invested in specific beliefs.

3. Ataraxia (Tranquility):
- The ultimate goal of Pyrrhonism is ataraxia, a state of serene calmness. By avoiding dogmatic
beliefs and remaining open to various perspectives, individuals can attain a sense of inner peace.

Sextus Empiricus' Works and Their Structure

Sextus' major works include "Outlines of Pyrrhonism" (also known as "Philosophical Outlines") and
"Against the Mathematicians." The "Outlines of Pyrrhonism" is particularly significant as it
systematically presents the principles of Pyrrhonist thought.

Overview of "Outlines of Pyrrhonism"

The "Outlines of Pyrrhonism" is divided into three books, each articulating various aspects of
skepticism:

1. Book One:

- Introduces the nature of Pyrrhonism, clarifying how it contrasts with dogmatic philosophies. Sextus
discusses the origins of skepticism and its ethical implications.

- Key Arguments:

- The distinction between appearances and reality.

- The role of perception in shaping beliefs.

2. Book Two:
- Explores specific areas where skepticism can be applied, including ethics, physics, and the



existence of gods.

- Key Arguments:

- Challenges to dogmatic claims in various philosophical domains.

- Examination of the conflicting views held by different philosophical schools.

3. Book Three:

- Discusses the practical application of Pyrrhonist principles in daily life, emphasizing the
importance of tranquility.

- Key Arguments:

- The impact of beliefs on personal happiness.

- Strategies for achieving and maintaining ataraxia.

Epistemological Foundations of Pyrrhonism

Sextus Empiricus delves deeply into epistemology, the study of knowledge, and how it relates to
skepticism. His arguments revolve around the nature and limitations of human perception.

Perception and the Relativity of Truth

Sextus posits that perceptions are inherently subjective. What one person perceives may not be the
same for another, leading to the conclusion that there is no absolute truth.

- Examples of Relativity:

- Color perception varies among individuals (e.g., color blindness).
- Sensory differences (e.g., taste preferences) illustrate the variability in human experience.

The Problem of Induction

Sextus also addresses the problem of induction, which questions the justification of inductive
reasoning.

- Key Points:

- Past experiences do not guarantee future occurrences.
- This uncertainty undermines the foundation of scientific claims based solely on observation.

Ethical Implications of Pyrrhonism

Sextus Empiricus highlights the ethical dimensions of Pyrrhonism, focusing on how the suspension
of judgment can lead to a more harmonious life.



Living with Tranquility

The pursuit of ataraxia necessitates a lifestyle free from the turmoil of conflicting beliefs. Sextus
provides practical advice for achieving this state:

- Practices for Ataraxia:
- Embrace uncertainty and remain open to various viewpoints.
- Practice mindfulness to reduce emotional attachments to beliefs.

- Engage in philosophical discussions to refine one’s understanding without committing to dogmatic
positions.

Community and Interaction

Sextus also emphasizes the role of community in fostering a skeptical approach to life.
- Social Interactions:

- Engage with diverse perspectives to broaden understanding.
- Encourage open dialogue to challenge and refine personal beliefs.

The Influence of Sextus Empiricus on Later Philosophy

The ideas presented by Sextus Empiricus have had a lasting impact on various philosophical
traditions and movements.

Influence on Modern Skepticism

Modern skepticism, particularly in the realms of science and philosophy, can trace its roots back to
Pyrrhonist thought.

- Key Influences:

- The scientific method, which emphasizes observation and skepticism of untested claims.
- Philosophers like David Hume, who addressed similar issues of induction and perception.

Intersection with Empiricism

Sextus’ emphasis on sensory experience resonates with empiricist philosophers who argue that
knowledge arises from sensory experiences.

- Notable Empiricists:
- John Locke and George Berkeley, who explored themes of perception and reality.



Conclusion

In conclusion, Sextus Empiricus outlines of pyrrhonism present a robust framework for
understanding skepticism and its implications for knowledge and ethics. By advocating for the
suspension of judgment and emphasizing the relativity of truth, Sextus encourages a philosophical
approach that prioritizes tranquility over dogmatism. His influence extends through the ages,
shaping modern philosophical discourse and inviting us to reflect critically on the nature of belief,
perception, and the pursuit of knowledge. Embracing the principles of Pyrrhonism may not only lead
to a more profound understanding of the world but also foster a more peaceful and fulfilling life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary focus of Sextus Empiricus in 'Outlines of
Pyrrhonism'?

The primary focus of 'Outlines of Pyrrhonism' is to outline the principles of Pyrrhonian skepticism,
which advocates for the suspension of judgment on non-evident matters to achieve a tranquil state of
mind.

How does Sextus Empiricus define skepticism in 'Outlines of
Pyrrhonism'?

Sextus Empiricus defines skepticism as an attitude of inquiry that refrains from making definitive
assertions about knowledge, emphasizing the importance of withholding belief to attain peace of
mind.

What are the key characteristics of Pyrrhonian skepticism as
described by Sextus Empiricus?

Key characteristics of Pyrrhonian skepticism include the suspension of judgment (epoché), the
examination of opposing arguments, and the pursuit of ataraxia, or tranquility.

What role do the ‘'Ten Modes of Aenesidemus' play in Sextus
Empiricus's argumentation?

The 'Ten Modes of Aenesidemus' serve as a set of arguments that demonstrate the relativity of
perceptions and beliefs, thus supporting the idea that one should suspend judgment on philosophical
and empirical claims.

How does Sextus Empiricus differentiate between Pyrrhonism
and dogmatism?

Sextus Empiricus differentiates Pyrrhonism from dogmatism by asserting that dogmatists hold firm
beliefs and claims about reality, whereas Pyrrhonists adopt a position of skepticism, questioning the
validity of such beliefs.



What is the significance of 'ataraxia’ in the context of
Pyrrhonism?

Ataraxia is significant in Pyrrhonism as it represents the ultimate goal of the skeptic's
practice—achieving a state of mental tranquility by refraining from dogmatic beliefs and judgments.

In 'Outlines of Pyrrhonism’', how does Sextus Empiricus
address the challenge of relativism?

Sextus Empiricus addresses the challenge of relativism by highlighting the contradictory nature of
claims made by competing philosophical schools, which reinforces the Pyrrhonian stance of
withholding judgment.

What methods does Sextus Empiricus suggest for achieving
skepticism?

Sextus Empiricus suggests methods such as critical examination of beliefs, exploring
counterarguments, and practicing the suspension of judgment to cultivate a skeptical mindset.

How has 'Outlines of Pyrrhonism' influenced modern
philosophical thought?

'Outlines of Pyrrhonism' has influenced modern philosophical thought by contributing to discussions
on epistemology, the nature of belief, and the limits of human knowledge, resonating with
contemporary skepticism and relativism.
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