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A Weaker Argument is Sufficient for them to Achieve their Purpose:  
Towards a Code of Conduct for the Practicing Pyrrhonist 

  In this paper I explore the limits of the therapeutic practice of Sextus Empiricus’s 

Pyrrhonian skepticism. To motivate an inquiry into the guidelines for a practicing Pyrrhonian 

skeptic I will summarize the development of skeptical philosophy alongside anti-Rationalist 

schools of medicine and show that Sextus understood his own skeptical practice by analogy to a 

certain way of practicing medicine. Having established a connection between medicine and the 

practice of Pyrrhonian Skepticism, I will try to outline the limits of what a Pyrrhonist is licensed 

to do to his patient in terms of Pyrrhonism’s telos. I claim that the primary aim of the Pyrrhonian 

skeptic is to inculcate ataraxia and moderation in feelings in his patients, and that his secondary 

aim is to create other skeptics capable of inculcating ataraxia in their patients or at least capable 

of maintaining their own ataraxia. Then, I will ask whether the Pyrrhonian skeptic can inculcate 

ataraxia and moderation in feelings by any means necessary or only by some means but not 

others. Annas, Vogt, and Grgic all give different reasons why a practicing Pyrrhonist must set 

arguments against each other in order to inculcate ataraxia. I claim that Sextus does not limit any 

sort of argument as off-limits for the practicing skeptic besides those aren’t effective 

(consequently the Pyrrhonian skeptic should de-prioritize arguments that have been reported as 

seeming not to work on a certain type of patient). For this reason, a practicing skeptic only needs 

to be as philosophically educated and adept as is necessary for inducing epochē in his patients—

neither honesty nor intellectual rigor seem to constrain the skeptic’s application of his dunamis. 

However, some means (such as rash ones and especially non-argumentative ones like a 

pharmakon) for inducing epochē or inculcating ataraxia could fall outside the skeptic’s 

characterization of his own practice. These means would be off-limits for the skeptic insofar as 
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he wished to conduct himself as a Pyrrhonian skeptic using his skeptic dunamis. Since the 

skeptic does not intrinsically value the practice of producing equipollent arguments, he might 

resort to other techniques for inculcating ataraxia if they were more effective than equipollent 

arguments (or were more useful for other reasons), perhaps giving up on inquiry for these 

techniques if they proved to be reliable enough in his own experience and in others’.  

I. The Medical Context of Pyrrhonian Skepticism  
  First, I will describe the three schools of medicine Sextus mentions in Outlines of 

Pyrrhonism (PH) to provide the medical context of Pyrrhonism. Empiric medicine developed in 

the third century BC and defined itself in opposition to schools of medicine that held “that 

correct treatment of patients at least some of the time requires a grasp of hidden, underlying 

causes of health and disease of the kind that can only be attained by reason.”1 Empiric doctors 

grouped their rival schools of medicine which shared this etiological feature under the label 

“Rationalists,” though the Rationalists also went by the name domatikoi since “they propound 

and rely upon dogmata—theories about the internal structure of the body or the typology of 

diseases, doctrines about the nature of causation or the relation of perception to knowledge.”2 In 

contrast to the Rationalists, Frede 1982 explains that, according to Galen, Empirics used 

experience instead of rational explanation to decide on a treatment: “the Empiricists claimed that 

it is all a matter of experience, that it is by experience that we have the general knowledge we 

have, and that it is from experience that we know what to do in a particular case.”3 The body of 

experience an Empiric doctor relied on could either be his own observations or those relayed to 

him.4  

 
1 Allen 2010, 235  
2 Barnes 1982, 7  
3 Frede 1982, 281  
4 Allen 2010, 236  
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  In the first century AD an alternative to Empiric medicine developed called Methodic 

medicine. Whereas Empiric doctors practiced medicine by attending to observation and memory 

alone, Methodic doctors operated according to “knowledge of apparent generalities” which 

diseases “manifest.”5 It is difficult to characterize these generalities in a rigorous way since 

Methodic doctors “are willing to talk of generalities, but they do not mean by this to commit 

themselves to the assumptions involved in the dogmatic use of this term. They do not commit 

themselves to any particular metaphysical view concerning the nature of generalities, nor do they 

even commit themselves to the metaphysical assumption that there are such common properties 

or qualities.”6 The Methodic term for a doctor’s direct acquaintance with generalities was gnosis,  

emphasizing the immediately apparent aspect of the generalities. Methodics considered the 

objects of gnosis to be firm and certain, and separated gnosis from conclusions reached Empiric 

and Rationalist medicine which they deemed to be debatable and revisable.7  

  Both Empiric and Methodic medicine accepted “commemorative signs” of concurrent 

events which are not disputed in everyday life.8 Empiric and Methodic doctors defined their 

practice in opposition to rational explanations of hidden causes and their conceptions of 

medicine share many overlapping features. However, Methodic and Empiric doctors differed in 

the way they conceptualized appearances/phenomena; according to Methodic doctors some 

appearances could be “indicative signs” which connect an appearance with its non-evident nature 

or constitution9 whereas Empiric doctors neither accepted nor denied such connections. 

 
5 Allen 2010, 237  
6 Frede 1982, 287  
7 Frede 1982, 295. Striker 2004 emphasizes that Sextus conceives of Methodic practice as instinctual and without 
reasoning (Striker 2004, 19).  
8 Allen 2010, 241  
9 Allen 2010, 242  
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Methodic doctors who, while not claiming knowledge between certain symptoms and treatments 

for them, were moved to treat symptoms in ways that were  

“immediately evident” to them without a contribution from either inferential etiology nor from 

the historical record of one’s medical experiences.10   

  Skepticism, which began as a view developed in Plato’s Academy and over time evolved 

into different programs centered in new locations, became associated with those schools of 

medicine which opposed the Rationalists. Galen, for instance, writes that Empiric medicine is the 

medical branch of the skeptic way of life.11 Indeed, by the third century AD, one of the foremost 

skeptic philosophers, Sextus Empiricus, received his name from his profession: he was trained in 

the Empiric school of medicine12 as were at least some of his students. Indeed, ancient 

catalogues of Pyrrhonist skeptic philosophers show a significant portion were also Empiric 

doctors.13 In PH, Sextus reveals he is a doctor by using the first person plural when describing 

medical practitioners.14 While Sextus’s treatises on medicine have been lost,15 in PH Sextus 

gives philosophical reasons why the mindset of a Pyrrhonist practicing on a patient more closely 

maches that of a Methodic medicine than an Empiric one.16 Crucially, Sextus draws out an 

epistemological difference between the Methodics and Empirics: Empirics maintain that 

phenomena definitively cannot yield hidden causes through rational examination, whereas 

Methodic doctors maintain that such a connection is possible, but suspend judgement about 

whether the connection, in fact, obtains or not. After introducing Pyrrhonian skepticism, I will 

 
10 Frede 1982, 284-285  
11 Subfiguratio emperica 82, 28  
12 Allen 2010, 232  
13 Allen 2010, 232  
14 PH II.238. cf. House 1980, 234.  
15 Besides his remarks in Outlines of Skepticism, Sextus Empiricus comments on Empiric medicine in Against the 
Mathematicians.  
16 PH I.236-41  
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explore why Sextus endorses Methodic medicine as the medical practice closest Pyrrhonian 

skepticism.   

I.i Pyrrhonian Skepticism as a Kind of Therapy  
  I will use Barnes 1982 and Nussbaum 1994’s descriptions of a Pyrrhonian skeptic to 

vivify what Pyrrhonism may have looked like in practice and emphasize its therapeutic 

orientation. First though, getting clear about the basic elements of Sextus’s theory is a pre-

requisite for delimiting the boundaries of what could count as the practice of Pyrrhonist practice. 

Sextus’s conception of skeptical philosophy is an ability to oppose arguments with the twofold 

result: first, the suspension of judgement—epochē—and then an unintended but not accidental 

feeling of peace—ataraxia.17 Pyrrho of Elis coined “ataraxia” as technical term for the freedom 

from disturbance that his own philosophy offered (Pyrrho believed that nature was 

“undifferentiated, unmeasurable, and unjudgeable” and thus consequently suspend all his own 

judgements).18 Nussbaum 1994 describes how, later, Epicurus used Pyrrho’s term to reorient 

ancient philosophy around mental health (by changing his patient’s relationship to pathē). One 

can only imagine what sorts of political and cultural disgraces the Greek world must have 

suffered to change the outlook of its brightest lights from the lofty aspirations of arête to merely 

living free from disturbances.19    

  Later skeptics pioneered a new route to ataraxia— epochē. Sextus defines epochē as “a 

standstill of the intellect, owing to which we neither reject not posit anything.”20 Crucially, to 

 
17 PH I.8  
18 Sedley 1983, 14-15  
19 For example, a Pyrrhonian gripped by his end—ataraxia—might not be able to “be persuaded to see the error in 
their thinking” (Code 2010, 108) once he has inculcated a broad attitude of epochē as described by the argument 
from the past and future at PH I.33, and thus he will miss out on the arête only accessible via theoria. If we follow 
McPherran 1987’s view about the purgative aspect of Pyrrhonian’s argumentative strategy, then the Pyrrhonian will 
be among those who maintain deliberately self-refuting premises and could fail to be persuaded to see the error in 
their thinking for that reason.  
20 PH I.10  
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maintain epochē, one can “say what is apparent to themselves and report their own feelings 

without holding opinions, affirming nothing about these external objects.”21 Sextus introduces 

epochē from a distinctly mental perspective: “the Skeptical persuasion, then, is also 

called...Suspensive, from the feeling that comes about in the inquirer after the investigation.”22 

According to Sextus, mental disturbances generate our incipient motivation to pursue philosophy 

in the first place; however, dogmatic philosophy fails to yield definitive answers to pacify these 

disturbances.23 Thus, instead of seeking to generate definitive answers, the Pyrrhonian skeptic 

aims to set arguments up against each other in order to yield suspension judgement (epochē) 

about whether a particular proposition at the root of one’s disturbance is true or false.    

  Nussbaum 1994 describes Pyrrhonian skepticism as it would have been practiced by  

Sextus. A student occupies the role of a patient who “begins by describing to the teacher the 

dogmatic beliefs that have failed to bring her comfort...revealing as many commitments as she 

cares about and...the degree of refinement and sophistication with which she grasps the 

arguments both for and against them.”24 A Pyrrhonian skeptic occupies the role of a doctor who 

“will now proceed through her beliefs, bringing forward counterarguments...again and again, 

through the entire range of her beliefs will she be lead into suspension” (epochē).25 Nussbaum 

emphasizes passages where Sextus underscores the practical aim of skeptic philosophy26 and 

likens the skeptic’s philosophical practice to a medical doctor’s.27 Thus, the Pyrrhonian 

 
21 PH I.16  
22 PH I.7  
23 PH 1.25  
24 Nussbaum 1994, 295  
25 Nussbaum 1994, 295-296  
26 Nussbaum 1994, 298. PH II.90  
27 At PH III.280 Sextus “argues that a good doctor will not give the patient an overdose but will carefully calibrate 
the dose of medicine to the magnitude of the disease. Even so, the Skeptic will carefully gauge the degree to which 
the pupil has been infected by the disease of belief” (Nussbaum 1994, 298).  
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philosopher considers his practice therapeutic: just as doctors know how to make their patients’ 

bodies healthy, Sextus claims to have the ability to make someone beset by worries suspend 

judgement and consequently enjoy freedom from mental disturbance. Barnes 1982 shares this 

conception of the Pyrrhonist’s practice “the medical simile which the Sceptics loved… taraxē is 

a disease, epochē the cure. The Pyrrhonist is a doctor—of the mind—who claims the ability to 

cure taraxē in most its forms.28   

Sextus even shows evidence of conceptualizing the effect of Pyrrhonist arguments as 

pharmacological. Just Sextus adopts an aim shared by the Epicureans, he also affirms their 

alleged similarity between medicine and philosophical argument.29 Crucially, at PH I.206 and 

II.188, Sextus describes the effect his verbal arguments will have as analogous to purgatives.30 

Sextus also concludes his work with a coda that likens the practice of a Pyrrhonian skeptic to that 

of a doctor insofar as the condition of a patient determines which sorts of argument are 

appropriate.  Sextus even likens the degree of philosophical rigor of an argument to the 

medicinal potency of pharmaka.31 Sextus’ conception of Pyrrhonism includes a therapeutic aim 

and is understood according to medical analogies. 

I.ii Epochē as the Source of Sextus’s Rejection of Empiric Medicine  
Having sketched the medical context and therapeutic aim of Pyrrhonian skepticism, I 

now can conclude my discussion of how his commitment to epochē pushes Sextus away from 

Empiric medicine. Early on in PH, Sextus gives an extended description of how Pyrrhonian 

 
28 Barnes 1982, 18-19  
29 Nussbaum 1991 lists nine points of analogy between Epicurean philosophy (Nussbaum 1991, 537-538).  
30 Diogenes Laertius also reports a canonical skeptical simile according to which a skeptic’s statements are likened 
to purgatives (DL IX.76). cf. Striker 2001, 123; McPherran 1987, 291 fn. 5  
31 PH III.280. Nussbaum 1991 catalogues other medical analogies that Sextus makes in Against the Mathematicians. 
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skeptics claim to live with respect to responding to phenomena even while suspending 

judgement.32 Because Methodic and Empiric doctors differentiated themselves according to their 

epistemic orientation to phenomena when treating patients, how Sextus proposes to react to 

phenomena while maintaining the suspension of judgement will determine the guidelines of his 

therapeutic program and his endorsement of Methodic medicine. Sextus distinguishes between 

“the way things appear [phenomena] and the way they are in reality,”33 and he claims that 

Pyrrhonian skeptics only suspend judgement about the latter. Sextus disambiguates four sources 

of phenomena in everyday life: 1) the guidance of nature, 2) the compulsion of the affections, 3) 

the tradition of laws and customs, 4) the discipline of the arts.34 The Pyrrhonian skeptic yields or 

acquiesces to the phenomena in the sense that she does not deny that things seem a certain way 

to her and does not deny that she acts on these phenomena. But, she suspends judgement about 

the source of these appearances in reality.  Sextus classifies Methodic medicine as proceeding 

according to the second of the four sources of phenomena—the compulsion of the affections.35  

Empiric doctors, like Methodics, claim to use phenomena, but the Empiric criteria for 

phenomena restricts the domain of their practice to only sensible things. Indeed, the Empiric 

criterion for phenomena is so strict that it may reject sources of phenomena that are regularly 

admitted in ordinary life, whereas this is not the case for Methodic medicine. Methodic doctors 

do not affirm the existence of hidden entities, but they allow indicative signs of things outside of 

observation and experience; Frede 1982 explains,  

“Rationalist physicians have postulated the existence of all sorts of hidden entities. In 
each case it has turned out that there is some reasonable doubt about their existence, and 
the does not seem to be any clear way to settle these doubts, once and for all (Cael. Aur. 

 
32 PH 1.5, 19-24 
33 Allen 2010, 239  
34 PH I.23-24  
35 PH I.237-239  
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Ac. II 8). Moreover, even given their existence, assumptions about them seem to be a 
matter of endless speculation and controversy. The Methodist does not deny that such 
entities may exist and that one can have knowledge about them (Gal. De sect. ingr. 14, 
14; Cael. Aur. Ac. I 9). But since he is determined to provide safe medical treatment, he 
refuses to rely on such controversial and speculative assumptions…for his practice.”36  
 

Frede lists Methodic doctors like Caelius Aurelianus and Soranus who gave causal explanations 

of diseases in terms of hidden entities, and explains that these explanations count as Methodic so 

long as they are “manifest.”  

  Sextus observes that the epistemological orientation of Methodic doctors fits snugly with 

his own because both he and the Methodic doctor act in response to impressions while 

withholding belief about the ultimate etiological account of such impressions: “I think that 

everything which the Methodics say in this vein can be brought under the necessitation of 

feelings.”37  Because anything a Methodic or a Skeptic says can be reduced to feelings and the 

expression of feelings, “lack of opinion and indifference in the use of words is common to the 

two persuasion. Just as Skeptics, without holding opinions use phrases ‘I determine nothing’ and  

‘I do not apprehend anything’...so the Methodics talk about ‘common features’ and ‘pervading’ 

and the rest in a straightforward way; and similarly they take the word ‘indication’ without 

holding any opinions, in the sense of being conducted from apparent feelings, both natural and 

unnatural, to what seems to correspond to them.”38 Methodics and Skeptics also hold the same 

nondogmatic attitude toward their own language in light of their attitude toward their 

impressions.  

There are some differences between Methodics and Pyrrhonian skeptics though, since 

Methodics insist that experts should have infallible gnosis and further claim to possess such 

 
36 Frede 1982, 290  
37 PH I.239  
38 PH I.240  
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knowledge themselves.39 Further, Sextus emphasizes particularities which Methodic doctors 

were notorious for leaving out of their accounts.40 And, while Sextus ultimately sides with the 

Methodics, he nonetheless approvingly describes his skeptic way of life as empirical; because the 

Pyrrhonist acquiesces to phenomena, Sextus writes that she therefore lives “empirically and 

undogmatically with common observations, suspending judgment about things said out of 

dogmatic subtlety and further from the usages of life.”41 After spending chapters differentiating 

his vision of skepticism from Heraclitus’s philosophy, Cyrenaicism, Protagorean philosophy, 

various iterations of Academic skepticism, and Empiric medicine, Sextus concludes Book I by 

aligning himself with Methodic medicine because it preserves epochē about the way things really 

are and thus accommodates Sextus’s therapeutic aim and theoretical constraints for skeptic 

philosophy.   

II. Can the Pyrrhonian Sceptic Treat Patients by Any Means Necessary?  
Because Sextus’s philosophical practice aims at producing mental health by means of his 

ability to induce epochē, Sexus worried like a doctor would about how to deliver his treatment to 

patients, who, by the lights of a Pyrrhonist or proto-skeptic, sorely needed it. “Sextus assumes 

the role of philanthropic physician and homeopathic purveyor of quietude.”42 Just as doctors 

have a code of conduct, we might wonder what sort of limits guide the Pyrrhonists’ conduct 

towards their patients patients. So, for the rest of this paper I will ask how malleable Sextus’s 

conception of the practice of inculcating epochē (in order to generate ataraxia) is. My answer is 

guided by the final coda of PH which suggests that the Pyrrhonist practitioner owes her patients 

 
39 Frede 1982, 296  
40 PH. I.81-85  
41 PH 2.246. Allen 2010 remarks “However we interpret Sextus’ account of Methodism, his strongly favorable 
attitude towards it is hard to square with his own and other Pyrrhonists’ ties to medical Empiricism” (246).  
42 McPherran 1987, 311  
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neither her honest assessment of philosophical matters, nor philosophical competency at 

marshaling philosophical arguments, nor valid arguments, nor familiarity with the textual origins 

of the philosophical beliefs he might encounter in his patients, beyond whatever cultural customs 

are operative and whatever appears to have been effective in the past in his own experience and 

in the experiences reported by others. 

Getting clear about the limits of a Pyrrhonists’ code of conduct can shed light on other 

questions we might have about the practice of therapeutic skepticism. Should a Pyrrhonist treat a 

dogmatist preventively, even if a dogmatist is apparently happy and currently free from 

disturbance? Given that faced with equipollence Aristotle urges us draw further distinctions to 

resolve our aporiai, why should we accept Sextus’s urging to settle for ataraxia, especially if the 

well-being and excellence from finding philosophical truth could exceed the well-being of a 

skeptic having achieved ataraxia? If Sextus could have prescribed a pharmakon for ataraxia (as 

we can imagine neuroscientists may be able to do someday) would he still have employed 

skeptical investigation or could he have opted for chemical epochē as a tool? Can Sextus draw a 

philosophical novice to a merely apparent aporia, while knowing its solution (lusis), or even 

deliberately obscuring it?  

II.i Delimiting the Practice of Pyrrhonian Skepticism via the Skeptic’s Motivation  
I will try to outline the conceptual limits of the therapeutic application of Pyrrhonian 

skepticism by asking what the Pyrrhonian skeptic trying to accomplish. There are at least three 

positions to take with respect to what motivates the skeptic according to Sextus Empiricus. The 

skeptic’s motivation, when confronted with a patient, could be to A) turn his patient into a 

skeptic who will practice on other patients43 B) induce ataraxia and moderation in feelings in his 

 
43 “the Skeptic is committed to the practice of Pyrrhonism (given inter alia Sextus’ literary output)” (McPherran 
1987, 324) 
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patient by any means necessary, or C) to induce ataraxia and moderation in feelings by some 

means but not others.44 The crucial difference between B and C is whether the skeptic’s goal is 

achievable by any means or by limited ones. By the skeptic’s “means” I refer both to the method 

by which she accomplishes her end and the standards by which she employs that method. One 

might convince a patient that two arguments are equipollent by underhanded means. Or, one 

might give a patient a pill to induce ataraxia, epochē, or the cognitive impression of 

equipollence. Unlike Nussbaum’s description of Pyrrhonism which permits skeptics use non-

argumentative means (C), most scholars opt for some constraint on the means available to a 

practicing skeptic (B). My position will be that the only constraints on a Pyrrhonian skeptics’ 

practice will be a patient’s (and patient’s culture’s) standards of inferential validity and rashness. 

Getting clear about the practicing Pyrrhonist’s motivation will help guide a judgement 

about which means of inculcating ataraxia Sextus sanctions. Sextus identifies the skeptic’s 

motivation with the telos of the activity of the practicing skeptic.45  In Section I.xii of PH, Sextus 

explicitly states the “aim of the Sceptical persuasion;” it is “tranquility in matters of opinion and 

moderation in feelings forced upon us.”46 At the end of the section, Sextus mentions other 

components that some skeptics have added to skeptical persuasion’s aim (which Sextus also calls 

its “final object of desire”): “suspension of judgements in investigations.”47 If suspending 

judgements in investigations requires rehearsing philosophical arguments, then it seems like 

 
44 “Sceptics are philanthropic and wish to cure by argument” PH III.280  
45 Grgic 2006 highlights that Sextus might need to use telos in an idiosyncratic way to avoid its technical dogmatic 
sense, but Sextus never qualifies his usage of it. “Sextus does not find it necessary to warn the readers of the 
dogmatic provenance of the definitions he uses in his discussion of the Skeptics’ goal” (Grgic 2006, 144). “Since the 
Skeptics claim that they suspend judgement as to whether there is anything that is by nature such and such, one 
would expect Sextus will offer an alternative account of the goal which would fit into their general position. 
However he does not give such an account…the two definitions of goal given …are standard among philosophers he 
describes as Dogmatists” (Grgic 2006, 141).   
46 I.25  
47 I.25, 30. Cf. Vogt 2012 Ch. 5 fn. 1  
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Sextus endorses C, if the goal of suspending of judgements by investigation can be satisfied by 

any means so long as they result is suspension of judgement then it seems like Sextus endorses 

B.  

Conceivably a sceptic could employ other methods to inculcate ataraxia, or employ these 

methods to make a patient receptive to virtually any set of merely apparently opposing 

arguments. Nussbaum 1994 remarks that “medical philosophy…will often need to search for 

techniques that are more complicated and indirect, more psychologically engaging, than those of 

conventional or dialectical argument. It must find ways to delve into the pupil’s inner world, 

using gripping examples, techniques of narrative, appeals to memory and imagination...in the 

service of bringing the pupil’s whole life into the investigative process.”48 While Nussbaum 

imagines the broadest array of means available to the practicing Pyrrhonist, Annas 1992 and 

1996, Vogt 2012, and Grgic 2006 all argue that the Pyrrhonian skeptic must set arguments 

against each other to inculcate ataraxia. Annas claims that setting arguments against each other 

is part of the Pyrrhonist’s telos. Vogt argues that the skeptic dunamis of setting arguments 

against each other must be truth-guided, while Grgic 2006 and Striker 2001 claim that the 

Pyrrhonian can set arguments against each other to induce epochē in his patient by any means 

necessary.49  

II.ii Equipollence by Constrained Means  
Annas 1992 illustrates how to make explanatory claims on the basis of a Pyrrhonist’s 

motivation. For example, Annas rejects an explanation for a feature of Sextus’s text on the 

grounds that the explanation includes no pragmatic incentive, and thus falls outside Sextus’s 

 
48 Nussbaum 1994, 35  
49 “Sextus’ version of the Pyrrhonist account…uses argument and reasoning not as a method to discover truth, but 
only as a therapeutic device to deter people from trying to be guided by reason” (Striker 2001, 124.)  
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skeptical strategy.50 However, Annas 1992 and 1996 construes Sextus’s motivation as broader 

than both of the motivations he mentions at I.25 (tranquility in matters of opinion and moderation 

in feelings forced upon us) and even broader than the aims of the other skeptics  

Sextus mentions who include “suspension of judgements in investigations” in their telos. As a  

result, her view is that Sextus is committed to A and C.  

Annas 1992 writes that “Sextus’s work…is meant to turn us into sceptics,”51 supporting 

A. To argue for C, Annas claims that Sextus includes equipollence in his ultimate aim:   

“Sextus’ work is always…driven by the desire to shape his material to the form most 
likely to produce…the reaction which the sceptic aims at: reaching the position 
where arguments for and against pull with equal force…finding oneself suspending 
judgement on the subject. Sextus’ strategies….obviously derive from this drive.”51 
 

Her inclusion of equipollence is in the skeptic’s telos is not an errant remark, since later in 

the paper she claims “this can be adequately accounted for in terms of Sextus’s own 

skeptical purpose in using these citations…we are given, I think, grounds for equipollence 

and for epochē.”52 Annas requires that a sceptic adopt a commitment to actively 

investigating or creating equipollence in addition to a commitment to merely suspending a 

 
50 “But how do we explain the passage? It is not plausible to account for it in terms of sceptical strategy—that is, of 
supposing that Sextus has no reason to suppose his audience is capable of such an error.” (Annas 1992: 206).  
51 Annas 1992, 204.  
51 Annas 1992: 204. Annas writes more frequently about Sextus’s motivational framework as an author than the 
motivational framework of the Pyrrhonian skeptic whose practice is described in Sextus’s text. My main focus is on 
the practicing Pyrrhonian skeptic, not Sextus’s strategy as an author. Although I grant that Sextus’s authorial 
strategies might provide evidence that supports some interpretation of a passage about a generic Pyrrhonian 
skeptic’s practice, establishing that the Pyrrhonian skeptic described by Sextus has certain motivations or 
commitments does not entail that Sextus as an author has the same motivations and commitments. Consider that 
Sextus’s authorial strategies differ from a practicing Pyrrhonian skeptic who is confronted with particular students 
or patients because Sextus is writing for a general audience. Whatever audience Sextus is writing for is different 
than the particular individual patients or students a Pyrrhonian skeptic will practice on, so a study of the Outlines of 
Pyrrhonism’s “implied audience” is different than the concern of this paper about the way a Pyrrhonian treats 
individual patients and students. On the other hand House 1980 claims there is no significant difference between  
Sextus qua author and the skeptic whose practice he describes: “Sextus Empiricus does not reveal anything of 
himself as distinct from ‘the Sceptic’ except in a passing and incidental way…the only attachments which Sextus 
strongly identifies with in his extant writings are the demands of the Pyrrhonean philosophy” (House 1980, 227). 
52 Annas 1992, 217  
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patient’s judgement. Thus, Annas adds components to the skeptic’s end which Sextus did 

not explicitly commit to in I.25. In fact, at PH I.18 Sextus distinguishes equipollence as 

what sceptics introduce an argument in order to do as opposed to that the sake for which 

the sceptic produces equally opposed accounts.53 Annas seems to consider suspending 

judgement to be a part of Sextus’s aim—despite his disavowal of that goal at I.18.  

It is a significant issue whether epochē and equipollence are parts of the sceptic’s ultimate 

desire or not because these could impose a single set of methodological, meta-philosophical, and 

inferential standards as opposed to standards are entirely determined by the particular features of 

a patient. But, because Annas maintains that epochē is part of a skeptic’s aim and that equipollent 

arguments are necessary for producing it,54 her expanded notion of the skeptic’s telos limits the 

Pyrrhonian’s means to philosophical argument with the result that that an ataraxia pill or 

Nussbaum’s imaginative narrative techniques are neither necessary nor sufficient means to 

achieve the Pyrrhonian’s goal.  

While Annas describes Sextus’s motivations in terms of A and C, I’m not sure that there 

is decisive evidence within PH that requires him to adopt an inherently inquisitive, let alone, 

equipollent procedure for inducing epochē. While epochē may have been induced first and up 

until now from equipollent arguments, why couldn’t some other means induce a patient to give 

up his concern about some bothersome theoretical matter? Nonetheless, Annas does not think the 

constraints on the means available to the Pyrrhonian skeptic are all that intellectually rigorous, 

honest, or transparent. Annas’s description of Sextus’s “sceptical attitude” as the evaluative 

 
53 Grgic 2006 observes that at PH I.18 Sextus “certainly does not want to say that the ability to oppose to every 
account an equal account is the intrinsic goal of the Pyrrhonists’ investigations, while tranquility is not.” (Grgic 
2006: 144)  
54 Annas 1996, 242  
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criterion for the features of his investigative practice lacks any particular set of philosophical or 

investigative standards which the sceptic must always stick to, so long as his investigation is 

oriented toward his patient’s ataraxia. Thus, according to Annas, the skeptic’s patient provides 

all the methodological, meta-philosophical, justificatory, and inferential standards that the 

skeptic uses to present arguments that are equipollent. Whereas most dogmatic inquiries are 

guided by a single set of methodological, meta-philosophical, justificatory, and inferential 

standards, Sextus’s skeptical strategy only stipulates a desired outcome, and thus he can use 

whatever philosophical arguments will seem equipollent to his patient:   

“here it is salutary to recollect Sextus’ sceptical perspective. The sceptic wants to 
free people of the dogmatic beliefs that they are unfortunate enough to suffer from. 
Where philosophical beliefs are concerned, it is likely that what is making most 
people suffer are beliefs formed in the context of current philosophical debate; and 
this is what Sextus accordingly concentrates his attention on. He is not obliged to 
hunt out exploded doctrines or to strive to recover outdated perspectives; this would 
be a waste of time, since few or none are likely to be suffering from the effects of 
belief in them, and thus the sceptic has no motive to argue against them.”55   
  

However, Annas 1996 acknowledges that “The sceptic will act the way he was brought up to act; 

he will follow the laws and customs of his native land;”56 thus, standards of candor, 

transparency, and effort that are customary to the Pyrrhonist and her patient will likely govern 

his practice. For example, Annas 2011 reaffirms that customs like religion and piety that a 

Pyrrhonist is raised with will continue to govern his behavior.57 But perhaps the one domain of a 

Pyrrhonist’s life that custom and appearance does not rule with an iron fist is inquiry, since there 

 
55 Annas 1992, 210  
56 Annas 1996, 247  
57 “There is nothing unclear about the cult of Athena, say, and the practices and beliefs that go with it. Indeed, since 
religious beliefs are embedded in a cultural context: they will present themselves to the sceptic less as matters of 
commitment than as something he accepts because he belongs to a particular culture. What is there to question, or 
to commit yourself to, about the cult of Athena, if you are an Athenian? This may be why Sextus presents religious 
life as an easy, obvious example of the sceptical life at PH I.24” (Annas 2011, 78) 58 Cf. Striker 2004, 20-21. 59 
Vogt 2012, 119  



Grant Dowling    Final EPAM Draft  

  17 

alone one faces anomalies that are recalcitrant to resolution from one’s received customs and are 

the loci for conflicting appearances.58 Nevertheless, Annas maintains A and C; the constraints on 

a skeptic’s practice limit him to producing equipollent arguments which can be as fallacious, 

underhanded, and intellectually lazy as his culture customarily allows professionals to be.  

  Vogt 2012, who, unlike Annas 1992 and 1996, works with a more constrained 

formulation of a Pyrrhonian’s aim, argues for even tighter constraints on his practice. First Vogt 

grants Striker’s “Tranquility Charge” (that “skeptical investigation aims at tranquility, rather than 

at the discovery of truths”) against Pyrrhonian skeptics.59 Vogt 2012 places the beginning of 

Pyrrhonian skeptic’s aim of achieving ataraxia after having become disturbed by an anomaly 

and having realized that the discovery of a solution has not taken place. Vogt 2012 grants that 

there are non-investigative ways to achieve ataraxia such as literally running away from the 

source of one’s disturbance (and presumably advising one’s patients to do the same).59 These 

means, or other others which also do not set arguments against each other, satisfy the  

Pyrrhonian’s primary motivation. Thus, Vogt acknowledges that Sextus endorses B.  

  While B would satisfy the Pyrrhonian skeptic’s aim, Vogt argues that in virtue of the his 

backstory a Pyrrhonist will prefer to exercise his skeptic dunamis by setting arguments against 

each other. Vogt 2012 argues that Pyrrhonians are “guided by epistemic norms that are 

responsive to truth” and “guided by the value truth”60 as a result of their motivation generating 

an “immediate concer[n] to avoid falsehoods.”61 According to Vogt, because of the Pyrrhonian’s 

backstory, “it is clear that no one would turn into a skeptic if she did not deeply care about 

 
58 Cf. Striker 2004, 20-21. 
59 Vogt 2012, 127-128  
60 Vogt 2012, 119-120  
61 Vogt 2012, 121  
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avoiding falsehoods.”62 The Pyrrhonist can guard against falsehood both in themselves and their 

patients by inducing epochē. While one can achieve ataraxia without epochē according to Vogt 

2012, if one wants to achieve ataraxia through epochē, it is necessary that one’s inquiry is truth-

guided because “suspension is an attitude that arises when one is immersed in argument.”63 On 

Vogt’s view, these arguments that induce epochē must be marshalled in a way that is sensitive to 

their chances of being true: “Sextus’s skeptic does not move away from the use of reason. The 

skeptic is a reasoner, and she must be a reasoner…if she did not do this she would not be testing 

these views in terms of their believability.”64 I am surprised Vogt claims that the believability of 

arguments must be indexed to their truth or falsity, since factors besides truth and falsity and 

motivate a patient to believe an argument (this is one of the foundational principles of 

sophistry/oratory).   

  However, because Vogt 2012 does not describe the therapeutic practice of a Pyrrhonian 

skeptic, her argument does not extend to a Pyrrhonian skeptic’s patients. A Pyrrhonian skeptic’s 

disturbance at her own anomalies might correspond with a compulsion to avoid falsehoods, and 

the skeptic’s homeopathy might require that she does not deceive himself, but I do not see why 

such a compulsion would extend to her patients’ getting things right or wrong. Because Vogt  

2012 does not consider Pyrrhonists practicing therapeutically on patients she does not offer a 

reason why a Pyrrhonian would hold an intrinsic attachment to his patients also avoiding 

falsehoods. Further, even granting that a Pyrrhonist’s “deep care” about avoiding falsehoods 

extends to his patients, by deeply caring about falsehoods the Pyrrhonist seems to have failed to 

achieve ataraxia and moderation of feelings, and consequently, he seems to have disqualified 

 
62 Vogt 2012, 136  
63 Vogt 2012, 130  
64 Vogt 2012, 132  
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himself as a competent practitioner because he cannot even moderate his own compulsive 

aversion to falsehood. While Vogt 2012 acknowledges the possibility of inculcating ataraxia in 

patients by means besides epochē, in so far as one proceeds using the Pyrrhonian skeptic’s 

dunamis to set arguments against each other, Vogt argues that a Pyrrhonian will proceed 

rationally using intellectually rigorous65 techniques67 that are responsive to truth. Thus in so far 

as a skeptic practices qua skeptic inquirer, Vogt endorses C. A consequence of Vogt’s 

interpretation about the truth-sensitivity of skeptic inquiry is a deflationary reading of the coda to 

the PH.   

II.iii Equipollence by Any Means  
Unlike Vogt 2012, Grgic 2006 maintains that Pyrrhonians “are not concerned with truth 

at all. If tranquility is the final object of the Skeptics’ pursuit, then there is no need for any 

inquiry into truth.”66 First, Grgic 2006 notices that Sextus describes what a telos is and how the 

Pyrrhonist is motivated to pursue it in nearly identical terms as Dogmatic philosophers. Of 

course, skeptics adopt the standards and canons of the philosophical systems which underlie the 

dogmatic beliefs they find in their patients. Just because Sextus shares vocabulary with 

Dogmatists does not mean that he shares an identical conception with them. When the skeptic 

uses her capacity to investigate she adopts both her patient’s set of dogmas and the set of explicit 

and tacit methodological, meta-philosophical, justificatory, and inferential standards that her 

patient employs. Thus, Grgic acknowledges that it is possible that “Sextus not only does not 

commit himself to the truth of the definitions of the goal; in fact he is not discussing the Skeptics’ 

goal, the goal that is inherent to the Skeptics’ activities at all.”67 Deciding how committed Sextus 

 
65 “The idea that one should avoid rashness comes up in a number of contexts” (Vogt 2012, 136 fn. 29).  
67 (such as the Modes) cf. Vogt 2012, 137-138  
66 Grgic 2006, 156  
67 Grgic 2006, 144. Cf. McPherran 1987, 323  
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is to the notion of a telos requires some interpretive sensitivity because Sextus is not very 

descriptive about what the skeptic telos—ataraxia—entails. For the most part, Sextus falls back 

on “quotations from early Pyrrhonists describing the desirability and extraordinary character of 

Pyrrho’s tranquility” to characterize ataraxia.68 Nonetheless, weighing the evidence, Grgic 2006 

takes Sextus at his word: “Sextus’ statements strongly suggest that tranquility is the goal that is 

inherent to the activities of Pyrrhonists themselves.”69 If Grgic is right, then a skeptic’s telos will  

crucially constrain how a Pyrrhonist can practice on patients.  

 To solve the problem of Sextus’s lack of a positive description of ataraxia, Grgic fixes 

its meaning for Sextus from the perspective of someone who, having been disturbed and not even 

having begun inquiry into the nature of things,   

“could not have known how much inquiry would be needed…nor could they have 
supposed that any of the appearances are true and which are false…they could not 
have had a clear idea of whether life without disturbance should be accompanied 
with some other states, that is to say whether tranquility is possible only if it is 
accompanied by, say the absence of physical pains, or with the absence of passions, 
etc…they could have conceived of tranquility merely as a name for a highly 
indeterminate goal, the absence of disturbance. They could not have conceived of it 
as something that is by nature good, but only as something that, given the unbearable 
state that they have found themselves in, appears good…those who have become 
Pyrrhonists retained their original minimalistic conception of the goal.”70  

  
Sextus can underspecify the content of ataraxia because for proto-skeptics it was initially 

understood negatively as the absence of disturbance (disturbances, by contrast, could be 

characterized much more determinately by the proto-skeptics). Since the goal of the proto-

 
68 Grgic 2006, 142. “Sextus says very little, explicitly about the sort of life the skeptic will live. And he never 
elaborates the sort of virtue that may be attained in the absence of belief” (Thorsrud 2003, 230-231).  
69 Grgic 2006, 144  
70 Grgic 2006, 149-150. “When they embarked on a search for truth they could not know exactly what kind of state 
they could expect if their inquiry turned out successful…the proto-Skeptics discovered that the real source of 
disturbance was not conflict among appearance, but holding beliefs. The original goal thus receives content: the goal 
is no longer just ‘tranquility,’ but the state without beliefs” (Grgic 2006, 153).  
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skeptic is indeterminate and specified negatively, it would seem that the Pyrrhonian has broad 

leeway to practice in any underhanded way so long as it eventually freed patients from their 

disturbances—B.   

  However, Grgic 2006 offers some constraints on the Pyrrhonist’s practice from the 

necessary conditions of the disturbances that afflict patients enough to make ataraxia their goal.  

At I.12 and I.29 Sextus explains how anomalies in the natural world cause disturbance while at 

I.27 Sextus claims that beliefs about what is good or bad by nature are responsible for 

disturbances. From these propositions, Grgic 2006 concludes that disturbances require both 

anomalies and beliefs about what is good or bad by nature, since anomalies can’t be disturbing 

unless they violate our beliefs and our beliefs will not disturb us until they are violated (even the 

belief that some appearances are true and false is enough to cause disturbance when phenomena 

conflict, according to Grgic).71 Since beliefs are a necessary part of any disturbance, removing 

them will remove one’s disturbances. Grgic claims that once the proto-skeptic achieves ataraxia 

by losing her beliefs, “from now on, everything the Skeptics do, they do for the sake of attaining 

that state [the state without beliefs].”72   

  The Pyrrhonist has a strategy to induce ataraxia by removing beliefs via equipollence 

because it has worked for many others. Perhaps Sextus was aware of no other strategies to 

remove problematic beliefs other than by opposing equally strong arguments. If Sextus thought 

that equipollence is necessary for dispelling problematic beliefs, then setting arguments against 

each other will be a necessary means to the skeptic’s telos and a constraint on the practice of the 

Pyrrhonist, but if Sextus is open to the possibility of dispelling beliefs which are the cause of 

 
71 Grgic 2006, 149   
72 Grgic 2006, 153. “Our distress, in short, is caused not by believing the wrong things but by believing and 
attempting to believe anything” (McPherran 1987, 310).  
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disturbances by other means, then the Pyrrhonian’s practice will not be constrained. Ultimately, 

Grgic seems to think equipollence is necessary to eradicate beliefs and so endorses C73. Having 

shown that Annas, Vogt, and Grgic all believe that setting opposed arguments is necessary to 

practice as a skeptic, but that they set the constraints for those arguments differently, next I will 

describe what I think constrains on the Pyrrhonian’s therapeutic opposition of arguments are.  

III.i The Minimum Standards for Equipollence    
  I argue that because a practicing Pyrrhonist’s only aim is producing a certain kind of 

mindset, the standards governing her code of conduct are i) practical efficacy and ii) whatever 

local customs govern the skeptic-patient interaction, and that i is likely reducible to ii. Thus, the 

Pyrrhonian may try to improve his disturbed patients in a number of practically effective ways 

that do not display intellectual virtues, or even are intellectually vicious. Finally, I consider that 

iii) an avoidance of rashness may be a further constraint on the Pyrrhonian’s practice, but 

conclude that it is likely reducible to ii as well.  

  In section II.ii of this paper, I raised some objections against Vogt 2012’s claim that 

Skeptic inquiry must be truth-sensitive. We may be able to infer some details about the practice 

of a Pyrrhonist described in Sextus’s text from observations about Sextus himself (after all he 

was a practicing Pyrrhonist); and Sextus himself is not all that truth-sensitive. As an author, 

Sextus shows commitment to neither thorough nor transparent argumentation. For instance,  

Annas 1992 observes that Sextus is often intellectually lazy, but in a way that is compatible with 

his skeptical aim. Sextus lacks the virtues of intellectual curiosity and thoroughness: “Even had 

Sextus had the De anima and Parva naturalia handy on his shelves, he would have had little reason 

 
73 “the only way in which a Skeptic can remove a belief is to put it in opposition to some other belief” (Grgic 2006, 
156).  
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to peruse them.”74 Sextus is too lazy to carefully reconstruct historical arguments, rather, he seems 

content to receive second-hand reports of dogmatic philosophy from popular doxographies and 

nonetheless ineptly relays the views within them: “he lacks interest to the point of being careless 

on an important point.”75   

  Further, Sextus often only considers cursory objections to dogmatic positions sufficient 

for producing epochē: “He therefore just tries to counter each of the considerations he has 

mentioned (often rather feebly). The specific arguments against the Peripatetic position are rather 

brief and feeble…just rececyle[d] generic skeptical strategies.”76 In addition to laziness, Annas 

also identifies the intellectual vice of dishonesty, or at least underhandedness: “Sextus seems to 

misconstrue the Aristotelian account…Sextus’ construal may be quite deliberate, intended to 

facilitate criticism.”77 Striker 2001 adds: “the Sceptic’s claim that things in general are full of 

conflicting appearances seems to be vastly exaggerated.”78 From Sextus’s own practice we can 

conclude that a Pyrrhonian practitioner does not require deep familiarity with the philosophical 

traditions he sets arguments against and that a Pyrrhonian practitioner can misrepresent the 

consequences and upshots of the arguments he sets against each other.  

  How underhanded or perversely anti-intellectual can a Pyrrhonian skeptic be when 

setting arguments against each other for her patients? Can she be as underhanded and anti-

intellectual as Sextus is in his writing? Woodruff 2010 draws a distinction between “rhetorical” 

 
74 Annas 1992: 209  
75 Annas 1992: 207  
76 Annas 1992: 218  
77 Annas 1992: 220 fn. 43. David Sedley points out that Sextus wasn’t the first ancient sceptic with shoddy or 
outright wrong history of philosophy: “There is nothing haphazard about Arcesilaus’s list of illustrious 
forerunners—Socrates, Plato, Parmenides, Heraclitus…It was in all probability Pyrrho’s example that set him on his 
skeptical path, but political considerations deterred him from exploiting its considerable propaganda value” (Sedley 
1983: 16).  
78 Striker 2001, 123  
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skeptical arguments which are propounded “whether or not its inferences are valid, and whether 

or not its inferences are valid” and skeptical “demonstrations” which “draw a conclusion from 

premises known to be true, by means of logical rules known to be truth-preserving…it requires 

that you be committed to certain views about what rationality requires.”79 Woodruff 

distinguishes skeptics who have rhetorical strategies from those who have demonstrative 

strategies according to their aims: skeptics who aim at epochē will indulge in rhetorical 

arguments while skeptics who aim at truth will stick to demonstrations. No scholar I have cited 

includes truth as part of a mature skeptic’s telos (truth enters the picture as part of a necessary 

condition for inculcating ataraxia, if at all). Therefore, insofar as all the scholars I have cited 

ascribe Sextus a therapeutic telos, they all would trivially ascribe a Pyrrhonian with a “rhetorical 

strategy” by Woodruff’s schema (although Vogt 2012 would disagree that a therapeutic aim 

entails a “rhetorical strategy”). Machuca 2019 uses “dialectical” arguments to characterize 

skeptic arguments that are recognized as valid by their patients’ standards and canons but which 

the skeptic does not commit to himself. Only Vogt 2012 argues that the Pyrrhonist’s 

argumentative strategy will not be dialectical in Machuca’s sense, but her research does not 

consider that in the context of a therapeutic practice of Pyrrhonian skepticism a Pyrrhonist 

treating a patient would not be harming her own commitment to inquiry by treating a patient 

using underhanded arguments.  

However, it may be unfair to characterize the Pyrrhonist’s strategy as underhanded. After 

all the Pyrrhonist will not technically propound arguments that she takes to be false, since she 

aspires to have no dogmatic beliefs about the standards for truth or falsity. Along these lines, 

Thorsrud 2003 argues that a practicing Pyrrhonist will not have an opinion about whether her 

 
79 Woodruff 2010, 210  
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techniques are intellectually licensed or not, because the Pyrrhonist will not introspect about her 

practice: “it is not a foregone conclusion that one must hold beliefs, at least occurrent beliefs, to 

engage in coherent practices.”80 Thorsrud imagines the sceptic like a novice craftsman who may 

ingeniously imitate her master and even acquire knack for making decisions well, but 

nonetheless lack knowledge of all the causes and reasons that his master knows securely. Striker 

2010 echoes how a Pyrrhonist’s practice on her patient could follow what is apparent the same 

way the rest of her life follows what is apparent: “technical skills can be acquired by simply 

following the instructions of a teacher. Once one has absorbed these, one may then act on them 

in the same way as one responds to feelings of hunger and thirst. Following appearances in this 

way never requires a decision as to what is true and false.”81 Machuca 2019 confirms that “the 

Pyrrhonist suspends judgement about whether his arguments are sound.”82 McPherran 1987 

helpfully adds that the standards of validity which we might hold Sextus to would be considered 

by Sextus’s lights “a disease of reason.”83 If the Pyrrhonist’s attitude toward her arguments 

matches the descriptions in Thosrsrud, Machuca, Striker, or McPherran, then she is not 

underhanded or lazy by her own terms since judging the quality of argument a Pyrrhonist puts 

forth to a patient according to some set of rational standards outside her patient betrays a 

dogmatic mindset in need of therapeutic treatment. Sextus illustrates the cognitive attitude 

Pyrrhonian practitioners should cultivate using Methodic doctors as an example at PH I.238. 

Thus, Sextus’ medical analogies crucially illustrate the way a Pyrrhonist is supposed to 

cognitively comport herself while practicing on patients.  

 
80 Thorsrud 2003, 235-6  
81 Striker 2010, 203  
82 Machuca 2019, 202  
83 McPherran 1987, 319  
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On my account of PH, Sextus’ therapeutic conception of skepticism yields a prudential 

ought; this ought is determined the same way a Methodic doctor determines what he ought to do 

for a patient. Nussbaum 1991 agrees that “the skeptic’s arguments…are good therapeutic 

arguments only in case that they are causally effective.”84 Since results are elevated over any 

governing constraint in terms of the skeptic’s telos, I agree with Nussbaum that “persuasiveness 

in the here and now to the pupil simply replaces logical validity and soundness as the 

desideratum.”85  

But how can Pyrrhonists determine what is most effective if they “suspend judgement as 

to whether anything is by nature good or bad”? Sextus answers “they follow the observance of 

everyday life without holding opinions” (PH I.23). The customs that one is raised with in a 

community will supply a Pyrrhonian with external standards of honesty and thoroughness for 

experts in general. In section II.ii of this paper, Annas 1992 illustrated the way cultural customs 

and personal experience will inform a Pyrrhonian’s practice on patients the same way it will 

determine what is apparent to him in many facets of his life. Annas 1996 continues: “The sceptic 

will act the way he was brought up to act.”86  

  What if a culture raises its youth to be rash dogmatists? The avoidance of rashness might 

be just as essential a part of being a Pyrrhonian skeptic as opposing arguments to one another is. 

After all, Sextus crucially differentiates Pyrrhonians from Dogmatists on the basis of their 

rashness. However, the criterion for what is rash and what is not must come from somewhere, 

and like the criterion for argumentative honesty and thoroughness, it will be supplied from the 

Pyrrhonian’s cultural context. Additionally, Sextus may only be opposed to rashness because it is 

 
84 Nussbaum 1991, 538  
85 Nussbaum 1991, 548  
86 Annas 1996, 247  
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by-and-large an ineffective cognitive trait for inculcating ataraxia. In that case, Sextus would 

reject rashness because it is ineffective rather than for reasons that are inherently opposed to it.  

While custom, effectiveness, and the avoidance of rashness seem like three viable candidates to 

account for constraints on a Pyrrhonian skeptic’s practice both effectiveness and rashness have to 

be judged by some criteria, criteria which will inevitably result as a product of a culture’s 

customs.  

IV. Conclusion  
  First, I traced the development of Empiric and Methodic medicine alongside skeptical 

philosophy to show how the origins of Pyrrhonian skepticism are bound up with therapeutic 

medical practice. Next, I showed that Sextus understood Pyrrhonian practice using medical 

examples and medical analogies. Then I proposed to sketch the limits of what a Pyrrhonian can 

practice on a patient according to the skeptic’s telos. Insofar as the skeptic’s telos is ataraxia, 

there is no reason a Pyrrhonian should not use any means available (including a pharmakon), 

especially if those means would be more effective or practical than setting arguments against 

each other for patients. However, insofar as the skeptic treats his patient qua skeptic, he will set 

arguments against each other because that is the skeptic dunamis. Further, since the skeptic 

distinguishes himself by his refusal to be rash, none of the argumentative strategies the skeptic 

employs should seem to be rash by his own standards, or again he runs the risk of inducing 

ataraxia in his patient, but not qua Pyrrhonian skeptic. But, the criteria for effectiveness and 

rashness, like the rest of the standards governing a Pyrrhonist’s conduct, will be set by the 

customs of the community that he works in.  
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