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sextus empiricus outlines of scepticism 2 delves deeply into the
philosophical foundations and practical applications of Pyrrhonian skepticism
as presented by the ancient Greek physician and philosopher Sextus Empiricus.
This comprehensive exploration examines the core tenets of skepticism, the
methods employed to achieve suspension of judgment (epochē), and the profound
implications for knowledge, belief, and everyday life. We will dissect the
structure of his arguments, the various modes of skepticism he outlines, and
the enduring relevance of his work for contemporary philosophical inquiry.
Understanding Sextus Empiricus's approach to skepticism is crucial for
grasping the historical development of philosophical thought and its
continued impact on our understanding of certainty and doubt.

The Genesis of Pyrrhonian Skepticism: Sextus
Empiricus's Project

Sextus Empiricus, writing around the 2nd century CE, is our primary source
for the systematic exposition of Pyrrhonism, a school of thought tracing its
origins to Pyrrho of Elis. In his seminal work, "Outlines of Pyrrhonism,"
Sextus aims not to establish a new dogma but to provide a framework for
achieving a state of tranquility (ataraxia) through the suspension of
judgment. This approach contrasts with academic skepticism, which sought to
demonstrate the impossibility of knowledge, by focusing on the process of
doubting and the eventual cessation of disputation. The "Outlines of
Pyrrhonism 2" specifically builds upon the foundational principles laid out
in the first part, elaborating on the practical tools and argumentative
strategies that characterize this skeptical tradition.

The Ten Modes of Skepticism: Arguments for
Epochē

One of the most celebrated contributions of Sextus Empiricus is his
articulation of the "ten modes" or tropoi, which are argumentative strategies
designed to induce suspension of judgment. These modes highlight the
fallibility of our senses, the diversity of opinions, and the inherent
limitations of human cognition. By presenting these diverse lines of
reasoning, Sextus demonstrates that for any given proposition, equally
compelling arguments can be made for opposing viewpoints, thus preventing a
firm commitment to either. The efficacy of these modes lies in their ability
to reveal the relativistic nature of our perceptions and beliefs.



Mode 1: Differences in Animals

This mode points to the vast differences in sensory experience and perception
across various animal species. What appears pleasant or painful, or even
perceptible, to one animal may be entirely different for another. For
instance, the way a dog experiences scent is vastly different from a human's.
This diversity suggests that our own perceptions, which we take as objective,
are merely species-specific and may not reflect an independent reality.
Sextus uses this to question whether our sensory input is truly
representative of the world as it is.

Mode 2: Differences in Humans

Similar to the first mode, this focuses on the variations in perception and
judgment among humans. Individuals experience the same phenomena differently
due to physiological variations, psychological states, cultural backgrounds,
and personal histories. A piece of music can evoke joy in one person and
sadness in another, or a food item can be delicious to one and repulsive to
another. These discrepancies underscore the subjective nature of experience
and the difficulty in ascertaining objective truth.

Mode 3: Differences in the Senses

This mode examines the inconsistencies that arise from relying on our
different sensory faculties. Our sight, hearing, touch, taste, and smell can
often provide conflicting information. For example, a stick submerged in
water appears bent to our sight, but to our touch, it feels straight. Light
and shadow can alter our perception of an object's color or shape. Sextus
argues that if our senses contradict each other, we have no reliable basis
for trusting any single sense over another to reveal objective reality.

Mode 4: Circumstances and Conditions

The perceived qualities of an object can change depending on its surrounding
circumstances or the condition of the observer. For instance, the same room
can feel warm to someone who has been in a cold environment but cool to
someone who has just come from a hot one. Sleep, wakefulness, age, and even
emotional states can all influence how we perceive things. This relativity
suggests that the properties we attribute to objects are not inherent but
are, in part, a product of our state and surroundings.



Mode 5: Distances, Positions, and Intervals

Objects can appear different depending on their distance, position, or the
interval between them and the observer. A tower may appear round from a
distance but square when viewed up close. A straight road can appear to
converge in the distance. These spatial variations lead Sextus to question
whether we are ever perceiving an object's true form or merely its appearance
from a particular vantage point.

Mode 6: Intrusions or Commixtures

This mode considers how an object's perceived qualities are affected when it
is mixed with other things or when other things intrude upon our perception
of it. For example, wine mixed with water tastes different than pure wine. If
we are in a noisy environment, our perception of a faint sound will be
altered. The presence of other elements influences our apprehension of the
original object.

Mode 7: Quantities and Proportions

The perceived qualities of an object can change based on its quantity or
proportion relative to other things. A small amount of honey tastes sweet,
but a large amount can be overwhelming. A single grain of sand is
insignificant, but a mountain of sand is immense. This mode highlights how
magnitude and scale affect our sensory judgments and, by extension, our
understanding of qualities like size and weight.

Mode 8: Relative Properties

This mode emphasizes that many properties are only understandable in relation
to something else. For instance, "greater" is only meaningful in comparison
to "lesser," and "right" is relative to "left." We cannot conceive of these
qualities in isolation. Sextus uses this to argue that our understanding of
phenomena is always relational and therefore inherently unstable when seeking
absolute truths.

Mode 9: Frequency and Rarity of Occurrence

The perceived impressiveness or credibility of something can be influenced by
how frequently or rarely it occurs. A common event, like the sunrise, goes
unnoticed, while a rare event, like an earthquake, garners significant



attention and belief. This suggests that our judgments of significance are
often based on statistical frequency rather than intrinsic properties.

Mode 10: Customs, Laws, and Beliefs

This mode addresses the influence of cultural norms, legal systems, and
prevailing beliefs on our judgments. What is considered virtuous in one
society might be condemned in another. The laws of one nation differ from
those of another. Our beliefs are shaped by our upbringing and social
environment, leading to diverse and often conflicting notions of truth and
morality. Sextus argues that these external influences prevent us from
arriving at universal, objective truths.

The Goal of Skepticism: Epochē and Ataraxia

The ultimate aim of applying these modes of skepticism is not to arrive at a
negative conclusion about the possibility of knowledge, but rather to achieve
a state of suspension of judgment, known as epochē. By recognizing the equal
plausibility of opposing arguments and the inherent relativity of our
perceptions, the skeptic refrains from dogmatically asserting any truth
claim. This cessation of assent, in turn, leads to a state of inner peace and
freedom from disturbance, or ataraxia. The Pyrrhonian skeptic, therefore,
does not deny the existence of things but rather denies the certainty with
which we can know them. This understanding of skepticism as a therapeutic
practice is a core element of Sextus Empiricus's philosophy.

Skepticism in Practice: Living without Dogma

Sextus Empiricus addresses the practical implications of skepticism, often
confronting the objection that such a stance would lead to an inability to
live or act in the world. He clarifies that the skeptic does not abandon
everyday life or conventional practices. Instead, they engage with the world
based on appearances and probabilities, without being dogmatically attached
to these perceptions as absolute truths. For example, a skeptic might eat
food that appears wholesome and follows conventional practices for survival,
but they would not assert with certainty that this food is objectively "good"
in all circumstances or for all beings. This is often described as "following
the way of life" (bios akolouthos).



The Appeal to Appearances

A crucial aspect of Pyrrhonian practice is the reliance on appearances.
Sextus Empiricus distinguishes between "things as they appear" and "things as
they are." The skeptic lives according to appearances, which are the
phenomena presented to our senses and internal states. However, they do not
posit that these appearances correspond to an objective, independent reality.
This means that while a skeptic might experience pain and act to avoid it,
they do not claim to know the objective nature of pain itself, only their
subjective experience of it. This careful distinction allows for practical
engagement without philosophical commitment.

Relevance of Sextus Empiricus's Outlines of
Skepticism 2

The enduring legacy of Sextus Empiricus's "Outlines of Skepticism 2" lies in
its profound contribution to the history of Western philosophy. His
systematic presentation of skeptical arguments and his emphasis on the
therapeutic potential of doubt have influenced thinkers from ancient times to
the present day. In an era often characterized by the proliferation of
information and conflicting viewpoints, the principles of Pyrrhonian
skepticism offer a valuable framework for critical thinking, intellectual
humility, and the pursuit of a more balanced and tranquil approach to
knowledge and belief. The rigorous examination of claims and the willingness
to suspend judgment remain vital tools for navigating complex philosophical
and practical questions.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary goal of Sextus Empiricus's
'Outlines of Pyrrhonism'?
The primary goal is to achieve 'ataraxia' (tranquility or peace of mind) by
suspending judgment on all non-evident matters. Sextus argues that by
recognizing the limits of our knowledge and the equal validity of opposing
arguments, we can cease to be disturbed by dogmatic beliefs and their
inherent conflicts.

How does Sextus Empiricus define skepticism in the
'Outlines'?
Sextus defines skepticism, specifically Pyrrhonism, as an 'activity' or
'faculty' that opposes appearances and conceptions, leading to a suspension



of judgment. It's not a doctrine of denial, but rather a method of inquiry
that refrains from asserting the truth or falsity of any claim.

What are the 'modes' or 'tropes' of Pyrrhonism, and
what is their purpose?
The modes (or tropes) are arguments designed to induce suspension of
judgment. They highlight the inherent relativity, subjectivity, and ambiguity
of our perceptions and reasoning. Examples include modes based on differences
in sensory organs, customs, and the fact that arguments can be met with
equally convincing counter-arguments.

What is the distinction between Pyrrhonian
skepticism and Academic skepticism according to
Sextus?
Sextus differentiates Pyrrhonism from Academic skepticism by emphasizing that
Academics, while suspending judgment on many things, still assert that
'everything is unknowable' as a positive doctrine. Pyrrhonists, in contrast,
do not assert anything definitively, not even the unknowability of
everything, thus remaining more radically skeptical.

What is the practical application of skepticism for
Sextus Empiricus?
For Sextus, the practical application of skepticism lies in its ability to
lead to 'ataraxia' (tranquility). By suspending judgment, one avoids the
anxiety and conflict that arise from holding strong, dogmatic beliefs and
engaging in disputes about matters of which certainty is impossible.

How does Sextus address the potential criticism that
skepticism itself is a dogmatic position?
Sextus argues that Pyrrhonism is not a doctrine but a practice or method. He
claims that when he says he suspends judgment, he is merely describing his
current state or activity, not asserting a universal truth about all
knowledge. He uses his skeptical arguments provisionally to counter dogmatic
claims, not to establish his own dogmas.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to Sextus Empiricus's Outlines of Pyrrhonism,
Book 2, with short descriptions:

1. The Suspension of Certainty: Pyrrhonian Meditations
This book explores the core tenets of Pyrrhonian skepticism as presented in



Book 2, focusing on the art of epoché (suspension of judgment). It delves
into how suspending assent can lead to tranquility and an unperturbed state
of mind, drawing connections to contemporary philosophical debates on
certainty and knowledge. The text examines various modes of skepticism and
their practical implications for navigating complex beliefs.

2. Challenging Dogma: Sextus Empiricus and the Art of Doubt
Challenging Dogma offers a detailed analysis of Sextus Empiricus's arguments
against dogmatic philosophy in the second book of Outlines. It highlights how
the Pyrrhonian method aims to dismantle fixed doctrines and expose the
limitations of reason in establishing irrefutable truths. The book emphasizes
the therapeutic value of skepticism in freeing individuals from the anxieties
of false certainty.

3. Tropes of Tranquility: The Pyrrhonian Case for Indifference
This work focuses on Sextus's presentation of the ten "tropes" or modes of
argument used by skeptics to induce suspension of judgment in Book 2. It
argues that by demonstrating the equally plausible nature of opposing
arguments, these tropes lead to an attitude of indifference towards
philosophical claims. The book explores how this indifference, rather than
being passive, is an active pursuit of peace.

4. The Limits of Reason: Pyrrhonian Dialectics in Practice
The Limits of Reason dissects Sextus Empiricus's demonstration of how various
schools of thought, despite their claims to truth, can be met with
counterarguments that undermine their certainty. It examines the dialectical
methods employed to reveal the equipollence of opposing positions,
particularly as outlined in the arguments concerning ethics and physics in
Book 2. The book illustrates how this process reveals the inherent
subjectivity in many philosophical claims.

5. Navigating the Unknowable: Skepticism and Everyday Life
This accessible exploration connects the abstract arguments of Sextus
Empiricus's Outlines, Book 2, to the practical realities of daily existence.
It investigates how embracing a skeptical attitude towards absolute claims
can lead to more measured decisions and fewer unnecessary conflicts. The book
proposes that even without achieving perfect suspension, adopting Pyrrhonian
principles can foster greater mental flexibility and adaptability.

6. The Inescapable Argument: Pyrrhonian Modes and Counterarguments
This title delves into the logical structure and persuasive power of the
Pyrrhonian modes presented in Book 2. It scrutinizes how Sextus Empiricus
uses these modes to systematically challenge the foundations of various
philosophical systems, from Stoicism to Epicureanism. The book argues that
these modes are not mere logical puzzles but essential tools for intellectual
liberation and the pursuit of a more grounded understanding.

7. Beyond Belief: Sextus Empiricus's Path to Apathy
Beyond Belief focuses on the conclusion of Pyrrhonian skepticism: apatheia,
or freedom from disturbance. It examines how the suspension of judgment,
achieved through the careful application of skeptical arguments as described



in Book 2, leads to a state of emotional equanimity. The book explores the
relationship between intellectual doubt and the cultivation of inner peace.

8. Equipollence and the Art of Living: Pyrrhonian Ethics Reconsidered
This book re-evaluates the ethical implications of Pyrrhonism as presented by
Sextus Empiricus, particularly in Book 2 where the discussion touches upon
practical matters. It argues that the principle of equipollence, the idea
that opposing arguments are equally strong, does not lead to moral relativism
but rather to a life guided by custom and natural inclinations without firm
theoretical commitments. The text explores how this approach can foster
tolerance and pragmatic action.

9. The Unsettling Truth: Sextus Empiricus's Enduring Challenge to Certainty
This title offers a comprehensive overview of the lasting impact of Sextus
Empiricus's arguments in Outlines, Book 2, on Western thought. It highlights
how his radical questioning of established knowledge continues to resonate in
contemporary philosophy, science, and even postmodern discourse. The book
underscores the persistent relevance of skepticism as a critical tool for
examining claims to truth and knowledge.
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