
Sextus Empiricus and Greek Scepticism
In the annals of Western philosophy, Sextus Empiricus stands as a
towering figure, a master of ancient Greek scepticism who challenged the
foundations of knowledge and reality. His writings, spanning centuries and
reaching across cultures, continue to ignite debates and provoke profound
questions about the nature of human understanding.
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Sextus Empiricus: A Life of Scepticism

Born around 200 CE in Alexandria, Egypt, Sextus Empiricus lived during a
turbulent period of transition in the ancient world. The once-glorious empire
of Alexander the Great had fractured, giving rise to a multitude of
competing schools of thought and philosophical currents. In this intellectual
landscape, Sextus embraced scepticism, a philosophical stance that
questions the possibility of certain knowledge and the attainability of
absolute truth.
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The Sceptical Toolkit: Sextus Empiricus's Methods

Sextus Empiricus developed a sophisticated arsenal of sceptical
techniques, known as the "tropes of Aenesidemus," which he employed to
undermine the claims of philosophers who posited the existence of
objective knowledge or immutable reality. These tropes included:
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Comparison: Contrasting different philosophical views to highlight
their inconsistencies.

Regression: Questioning the foundations of an argument, leading to
an infinite regress.

Hypothesis: Assuming the opposite of a proposition to show its
uncertainty.

Relation: Examining the relativity of knowledge and perception to
different perspectives.

The Pyrrhonian Legacy: Sextus Empiricus's Philosophical Roots

Sextus Empiricus drew heavily from the teachings of Pyrrho of Elis, the
founder of Pyrrhonism, a radical form of scepticism that rejected all
dogmatic claims to knowledge. Pyrrho believed that attaining certainty was
impossible and that the best course of action was to suspend judgment and
cultivate a state of ataraxia, or tranquility of mind.

Sextus adopted and expanded upon Pyrrho's ideas, developing a more
nuanced and systematic approach to scepticism. He argued that
knowledge is inherently uncertain, that perception is subjective, and that
reason alone cannot lead us to absolute truth. Instead, he advocated for a
life guided by practical wisdom and ethical principles, rather than by the
pursuit of unattainable certainty.

Sextus Empiricus's Enduring Influence: A Legacy of Doubt

Sextus Empiricus's writings had a profound impact on Western thought,
both in antiquity and beyond. His ideas resonated with later philosophers,
including the Renaissance thinkers Michel de Montaigne and Pierre Bayle,



who embraced scepticism as a tool for challenging authority and fostering
intellectual freedom.

In the 19th and 20th centuries, Sextus Empiricus's work experienced a
revival of interest, with scholars recognizing his importance as a precursor
to modern epistemology and the philosophy of mind. His sceptical
arguments continue to be studied and debated today, serving as a
reminder of the inherent limitations of human knowledge and the
importance of critical thinking.

: The Sceptical Sage

Sextus Empiricus stands as a towering figure in the history of philosophy, a
tireless seeker of truth who ultimately embraced the power of doubt. His
writings offer a timeless meditation on the nature of knowledge, reality, and
the human condition, inviting us to question our assumptions and embark
on a lifelong journey of intellectual exploration.

Whether you are a seasoned philosopher, a curious student, or simply
seeking a deeper understanding of the world around you, Sextus Empiricus
and Greek Scepticism offers a wealth of insights and thought-provoking
ideas that will challenge your beliefs and expand your intellectual horizons.
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