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Introduction to Sextus Empiricus and Scepticism

Sextus Empiricus outlines of scepticism provide a crucial insight into the
philosophical tradition of scepticism, particularly in the context of ancient
Greek philosophy. Sextus Empiricus, a prominent philosopher of the Pyrrhonian
school, lived during the late second or early third century CE. His works
have had a lasting impact on philosophy, particularly in the realms of
epistemology and ethics. This article delves into the outlines of scepticism
as articulated by Sextus Empiricus, exploring its principles, arguments, and
implications for both ancient and modern philosophy.

Understanding Scepticism

Scepticism, as a philosophical doctrine, questions the possibility of
certainty in knowledge. It encourages a critical examination of beliefs and
claims to knowledge. There are primarily two schools of scepticism: Academic
scepticism and Pyrrhonian scepticism. Sextus Empiricus is associated with the
latter, which is more radical in its approach.



Key Features of Pyrrhonian Scepticism

1. Suspension of Judgment: Pyrrhonian sceptics advocate for the suspension of
judgment (epoché) regarding any belief or claim. Instead of asserting that
certain knowledge is impossible, they maintain a position of neutrality.

2. Equanimity: The goal of scepticism is to achieve mental tranquility
(ataraxia) by avoiding dogmatic beliefs and embracing a state of openness.

3. Relativity of Perceptions: Sextus argues that perceptions and beliefs are
inherently subjective, leading to the conclusion that no single perspective
can claim absolute truth.

Sextus Empiricus: Life and Contributions

Sextus Empiricus is often regarded as the most significant proponent of
Pyrrhonian scepticism. His major works, "Outlines of Scepticism" and "Against
the Mathematicians," serve as foundational texts for understanding sceptical
philosophy.

Major Works

- Qutlines of Scepticism: This work systematically outlines the principles of
scepticism, offering a comprehensive account of its arguments and
implications.

- Against the Mathematicians: In this text, Sextus critiques the dogmatic
claims of various disciplines, including mathematics, arguing that they rely
on assumptions that cannot be justifiably held.

The Structure of "Outlines of Scepticism"

In "Qutlines of Scepticism," Sextus Empiricus outlines the fundamental tenets
of scepticism through a series of arguments that challenge the validity of
knowledge claims. The text is structured into several key sections, each
addressing different aspects of sceptical thought.

1. The Nature of Knowledge

Sextus begins by questioning the nature of knowledge itself. He posits that:

- Knowledge requires certainty, but certainty cannot be attained.
- Different schools of thought present conflicting views, leading to a state



of confusion regarding what can be known.

2. The Argument from Disagreement

One of the central arguments in "OQutlines of Scepticism" is the argument from
disagreement. Sextus points out that:

- Various philosophers and schools of thought have fundamentally different
beliefs.

- If they cannot agree, it suggests that none can claim to possess certain
knowledge.

This argument serves to undermine dogmatic assertions and encourages a
sceptical approach to philosophical inquiry.

3. The Argument from Relativity

Sextus also advances the notion of relativity, arguing that:

- Perceptions are subjective and can vary from person to person.
- What seems true for one individual may not hold for another, calling into
question the validity of objective knowledge.

This reinforces the sceptical position that knowledge is contingent upon
individual perspectives.

4. The Role of Scepticism in Achieving Tranquility

A significant aspect of Sextus’ philosophy is the relationship between
scepticism and mental tranquility. He argues that:

- By suspending judgment and avoiding dogmatism, individuals can achieve a
state of peace (ataraxia).

- This tranquility arises from the realization that knowledge claims are
inherently uncertain, allowing one to let go of the anxiety associated with
seeking absolute truth.

Sextus Empiricus' Influence on Philosophy

The ideas presented by Sextus Empiricus have profoundly influenced subsequent
philosophical thought. His sceptical framework has been revisited by numerous
philosophers throughout history, particularly during the Renaissance and the
Enlightenment.



1. Renaissance Scepticism

During the Renaissance, thinkers like Michel de Montaigne drew heavily on
Sextus’ ideas, using scepticism as a means to challenge dogmatic beliefs and
promote inquiry. Montaigne’s essays reflect a sceptical outlook, emphasizing
the importance of doubt and the limitations of human understanding.

2. Enlightenment and Empiricism

The rise of empiricism in the Enlightenment period saw philosophers like
David Hume engage with sceptical ideas. Hume’s skepticism about causation and
induction echoes the arguments presented by Sextus, who questioned the basis
of knowledge derived from experience.

3. Modern Scepticism

In contemporary philosophy, Sextus Empiricus remains relevant. His insights
into the nature of knowledge and belief continue to inform debates in
epistemology, ethics, and philosophy of science. Modern philosophers often
grapple with the implications of scepticism, exploring its consequences for
scientific inquiry and moral philosophy.

Critiques of Sextus Empiricus' Scepticism

While Sextus’ contributions to scepticism are significant, they have also
faced criticism. Some of the key critiques include:

- Practical Implications: Critics argue that extreme scepticism can lead to
nihilism, as it may undermine the foundations of moral and ethical reasoning.
- Self-Refutation: Some philosophers contend that scepticism is self-
refuting, as the sceptic must assert some form of knowledge in order to argue
against knowledge itself.

Responses to Critiques

Sextus Empiricus anticipates some of these critiques within his writings. He
maintains that the goal of scepticism is not to deny all knowledge but to
promote a more thoughtful and critical approach to belief systems. By
engaging with sceptical arguments, individuals can develop a more nuanced
understanding of knowledge and its limitations.



Conclusion: The Legacy of Sextus Empiricus

Sextus Empiricus’ outlines of scepticism remain a vital part of philosophical
discourse. His emphasis on the suspension of judgment, the relativity of
perceptions, and the pursuit of tranquility through sceptical inquiry
continues to resonate with contemporary thinkers.

In a world overflowing with conflicting information and dogmatic assertions,
the principles laid out by Sextus serve as a reminder of the importance of
critical thinking and openness to uncertainty. By embracing scepticism,
individuals can cultivate a deeper understanding of knowledge, beliefs, and
the human condition, ultimately leading to a more peaceful and reflective
existence.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary focus of Sextus Empiricus's
'Outlines of Scepticism'?

The primary focus of 'Outlines of Scepticism' is to present the principles of
Pyrrhonian skepticism, emphasizing the suspension of judgment and the idea
that one should refrain from making definitive claims about knowledge.

How does Sextus Empiricus differentiate between
Pyrrhonian skepticism and Academic skepticism?

Sextus Empiricus differentiates Pyrrhonian skepticism from Academic
skepticism by highlighting that Pyrrhonism advocates for a complete
suspension of belief and claims to knowledge, while Academic skepticism holds
that some things can be known but are ultimately subject to doubt.

What role does the concept of 'ataraxia' play in
'Outlines of Scepticism'?

In 'Outlines of Scepticism', the concept of 'ataraxia' refers to the state of
serene calmness and tranquility that results from suspending judgment and
avoiding dogmatic beliefs, which is a key goal of the Pyrrhonian skeptic.

What methods does Sextus Empiricus employ to
illustrate skepticism in his work?

Sextus Empiricus employs methods such as the use of oppositions, the
presentation of conflicting arguments, and the exploration of the limits of
human perception and reasoning to illustrate the skeptical stance that
certainty is unattainable.



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

‘Outlines of Scepticism' has influenced modern philosophical thought by
providing a foundational framework for discussions on skepticism, knowledge,
and doubt, impacting various fields such as epistemology, philosophy of
science, and critical thinking.
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