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In an age of information overload, where certainty is
often mistaken for truth, the ancient philosophy of
skepticism feels more relevant than ever. At the heart of
this tradition lies a single, indispensable text: Sextus
Empiricus Outlines Of Scepticism. This monumental
work is not merely a historical artifact; it is a living
guide to a radical way of thinking that challenges every
claim to absolute knowledge. For anyone interested in
philosophy, critical thinking, or the nature of belief, the
Sextus Empiricus Outlines Of Scepticism offers a
comprehensive toolkit for intellectual humility. This
article will explore the life of Sextus Empiricus, the
structure and arguments of his most famous work, its
key concepts, and its enduring legacy in Western
thought.

Physician of Doubt

Remarkably little is known about the life of Sextus
Empiricus. He was a physician and philosopher who
likely lived in the late 2nd century CE, possibly in
Alexandria or Rome. His name, "Empiricus," suggests he
belonged to the Empiric school of medicine, a tradition
that emphasized practical experience over theoretical
dogma. This medical background profoundly shaped his
philosophical approach. Just as an Empiric physician
avoids making definitive claims about the hidden causes
of disease, a skeptical philosopher avoids making
definitive claims about the true nature of reality.

Sextus Empiricus is our primary source for
understanding Pyrrhonian skepticism, a school of
thought named after Pyrrho of Elis (c. 360-270 BCE).
Unlike other ancient philosophical schools that sought to
define the good life through specific doctrines,
Pyrrhonism aimed at tranquility (ataraxia) through the
suspension of judgment (epoché). The Sextus
Empiricus Outlines Of Scepticism (originally titled
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Pyrrhoneioi Hypotyposeis or Outlines of Pyrrhonism) is
the only complete surviving manual of this philosophy,
making it an irreplaceable resource.

Understanding the Structure of
the Outlines of Pyrrhonism

The Sextus Empiricus Outlines Of Scepticism is
divided into three books, each serving a distinct purpose
in the skeptical project.

Book I: The Nature of Skepticism

This foundational book defines what skepticism is and
what it is not. Sextus carefully distinguishes Pyrrhonian
skepticism from other schools, particularly Academic
skepticism. He explains that the skeptic does not
dogmatically assert that nothing can be known. Instead,
the skeptic is someone who continues to inquire
(skeptomai means "to examine" or "to inquire"). The key
is epoché, a suspension of judgment that arises when
arguments for and against a proposition appear equally
balanced (isostheneia). This suspension, paradoxically,
leads to ataraxia, a state of mental tranquility. Book I
also introduces the famous "Ten Modes" of
Aenesidemus, which are rhetorical patterns for
achieving suspension of judgment.

Book II: Arguments Against Dogmatic
Philosophy

Here, Sextus targets the specific claims of dogmatic
philosophers—those who assert they have discovered the
truth. He critiques logic, epistemology, and criteria of
truth. The Sextus Empiricus Outlines Of Scepticism
systematically dismantles arguments about signs, proofs,
causation, and demonstration. For example, Sextus
argues that any proof requires a proof of itself, leading
to an infinite regress. This section is a masterclass in
exposing the logical weaknesses in confident assertions.
The "Five Modes" of Agrippa, which include
disagreement, infinite regress, relativity, hypothesis, and
circularity, are presented here as a more condensed and
powerful set of skeptical tools.

Book III: Skepticism in Physics and Ethics

The final book applies the skeptical method to natural
philosophy (physics) and ethics. Sextus questions
theories about the gods, causality, motion, time, and the
soul. In ethics, he challenges the idea that there are
naturally good or bad things, arguing that these
judgments are relative to cultures, individuals, and
circumstances. The goal is not to prove that there is no
good, but to show that the arguments for any particular
conception of the good are no more convincing than the
arguments against it. By the end of the Sextus
Empiricus Outlines Of Scepticism, the reader is left
not with a new dogma, but with a method for ongoing
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inquiry.

Key Concepts in Sextus Empiricus
Outlines Of Scepticism

To fully appreciate this text, one must understand its
central mechanisms.

Epoché: The Suspension of Judgment

This is the operational heart of Pyrrhonian skepticism.
Epoché is not indecisiveness or laziness; it is a
deliberate withholding of assent when evidence is
inconclusive. For Sextus, this is the natural response to
the equal strength of opposing arguments. When we
stop trying to force a conclusion, we stop being anxious
about being wrong.

Ataraxia: Tranquility of Mind

Remarkably, Sextus claims that ataraxia follows
epoché like a shadow. The dogmatist is constantly
troubled by the fear of error or the anxiety of not
knowing. The skeptic, by suspending judgment, frees
themselves from this turmoil. This is not a state of
apathy but a serene acceptance of appearances as they
are, without adding metaphysical weight to them.

The Modes (Tropoi)

The Sextus Empiricus Outlines Of Scepticism is

famous for cataloging "modes" or
“tropes"—argumentative strategies for producing
epocheé.

The Ten Modes of Aenesidemus

1. The mode based on the differences among
animals. Different animals perceive the same
object differently.

2. The mode based on differences among
humans. People have different senses,
preferences, and judgments.

3. The mode based on the differing constitutions
of the sense organs. A single sense can give
contradictory impressions (e.g., an apple looks red
but tastes sweet).

4. The mode based on circumstances. The same
thing appears differently depending on conditions
(e.g., cold water feels warm to a hot hand).

5. The mode based on positions, intervals, and
places. A portico appears to taper at a distance but
is equal in width close up.

6. The mode based on admixtures. Nothing is
perceived purely; it is always mixed with other
things (e.q., air, light, moisture).

7. The mode based on the quantities and
constitutions of objects. Sand grains are soft
individually but hard in a heap; wine strengthens a
healthy person but harms a feverish one.

8. The mode based on relativity. Everything is
relative to the perceiver and the conditions of
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perception.

9. The mode based on frequency or rarity. Rare
events cause wonder and different judgments than
frequent ones.

10. The mode based on customs, laws, and
mythical beliefs. Different cultures have
incompatible moral and religious codes.

The Five Modes of Agrippa

1. Disagreement (Diaphonia): Every issue has
unresolved disagreement among experts and
laypeople.

2. Infinite Regress (Eis apeiron): Every proof
requires another proof, leading to an endless chain.

3. Relativity (Pros ti): All perceptions and judgments
are relative to the subject and the context.

4. Hypothesis (Ex hypothesos): Dogmatists often beg
the question by assuming an unproven starting
point.

5. Circularity (Diallelos): Arguments often move in a
circle, using the thing to be proved as a premise.

Why the Outlines Matters Today:
A Timeless Tool for Critical
Thinking

The relevance of the Sextus Empiricus Outlines Of
Scepticism extends far beyond academic philosophy. In
a world of polarized opinions, fake news, and confident

pundits, Sextus teaches a form of intellectual humility
that is desperately needed.

Against Dogmatism in All Its Forms

Whether in politics, science, or religion, dogmatism
shuts down inquiry. The Sextus Empiricus Outlines Of
Scepticism provides a method for recognizing when a
claim is being asserted without sufficient warrant. It
does not say "you are wrong" but rather "let us continue
to examine." This is not an anti-science stance; on the
contrary, it is a pro-inquiry stance. The skeptic follows
the appearances (phenomena) and lives by them,
without dogmatically asserting that these appearances
constitute ultimate reality.

The Practical Wisdom of Suspended
Judgment

Many of us suffer from "decision fatigue" and anxiety
about making the "right" choice. Sextus offers a radical
alternative: perhaps there is no single right choice, and
suspending judgment is not a failure but a wise response
to complexity. This can be liberating. By accepting that
many questions are genuinely undecidable based on
current evidence, we can focus on what is apparent and
necessary for everyday life—what Sextus calls the
"fourfold observance": nature's guidance, necessity of
feelings, laws and customs, and instruction in arts.



Sextus Empiricus Outlines Of Scepticism

Influence on Modern Thought

The rediscovery of the Sextus Empiricus Outlines Of
Scepticism in the 16th century had a seismic impact on
Western thought. Montaigne used it to question
religious certainty during the Wars of Religion.
Descartes wrestled with it, attempting to find a
foundation that could withstand skeptical doubt. Hume
embraced some of its methods, leading to his own
radical empiricism. Even today, debates in epistemology,
philosophy of science, and ethics frequently engage with
the arguments Sextus laid out nearly two millennia ago.

How to Read the Outlines of
Scepticism

For those new to the text, approaching the Sextus
Empiricus Outlines Of Scepticism can be daunting
but deeply rewarding. Here are some tips for engaging
with it effectively.

e Start with Book I: Focus on the definition of
skepticism and the Ten Modes. This provides the
conceptual framework for everything else.

¢ Read actively: The arguments are often repetitive
and formulaic by design. They are meant to be
practiced as mental exercises, not just read as
propositions.

* Notice the tone: Sextus writes with a calm,
almost clinical precision. There is no anger or
dogmatic zeal. The tone itself models the
tranquility the philosophy aims to produce.

e Apply the modes: As you read, try applying the
Modes to your own cherished beliefs. How would
the mode of relativity apply to your political views?
How does the mode of disagreement apply to a
scientific debate?

e Accept the discomfort: Skepticism can feel
destabilizing. Many students initially feel that
Sextus is trying to destroy all knowledge. But the
goal is not destruction; it is the loosening of rigid
attachments to certainty.

Common Misunderstandings to
Avoid

When studying the S
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