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PROOF AGAINST PROOF:

A READING OF SEXTUS EMPIRICUS’
AGAINST THE LOGICIANS 8. 463-81

STEFAN SIENKIEWICZ

1. Introduction

THE CLOSING PAGES of Sextus Empiricus’ Against the Logicians
(M 8. 463—81) contains a fascinating exchange between the sceptic
and the dogmatist. We have just come to the end of Sextus’ lengthy
disquisition on the nature of dogmatic proof (awddeéis), against
which he has formulated a series of sceptical arguments at M 8.
300—462. The last few pages of Against the Logicians take these
sceptical arguments as their subject matter. Sextus, on behalf of
the dogmatist, issues the sceptic with the following dilemma: are
the sceptic’s arguments against the existence of proof themselves
proofs or not? If they are not, then we ought not to believe their
conclusions. And if they are, then the sceptic ends up refuting
himself. Articulating this dogmatic objection (M 8. 463—9) and
then putting forward the sceptic’s response to it (M 8. 470-81) is
how Sextus brings Against the Logicians to a conclusion, and it is
the mechanics of this exchange with which this paper is concerned.

This episode has for the most part—and understandably so—
attracted the attention of scholars because of the light it sheds
on the nature of ancient arguments from self-refutation. The two
most detailed studies of the passage over the last few decades—
those of Mark McPherran and Luca Castagnoli—take the issue of
self-refutation as their focus, offering illuminating, though opposing,

A version of this paper was presented at the 2021 meeting of the Southern
Association for Ancient Philosophy. I would like to thank the organizers, Karen
Margrethe Nielsen and Marion Durand, for their invitation and the members of
the audience for their extremely helpful comments and questions—in particular
Alex Bown, Luca Castagnoli, Alex LLong, Catherine Rowett, Shaul Tor, and James
Warren. I am also very grateful for the insightful comments and advice from Victor
Caston and the anonymous reader for Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy.

Stefan Sienkiewicz, Proof against Proof: A Reading of Sextus Empiricus’ Against the Logicians 8. 463-81.
In: Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy Volume LXI (Winter 2021). Edited by Victor Caston, Oxford University
Press. © Stefan Sienkiewicz 2022. DOI: 10.1093/0s0/9780192864949.003.0007
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264 Stefan Sienkiewicz

accounts of what role Sextus gives to the phenomenon in this
stretch of text.! The issue which divides McPherran and Castagnoli
is not, however, my concern in this paper (save incidentally). Instead,
I want to explore two background assumptions concerning this
final exchange about which there is general consensus amongst com-
mentators, McPherran and Castagnoli included.

The first assumption is that in this exchange we have the sceptic
deploying his standard argumentative method of equipollence—
opposing equally compelling arguments against one another and
suspending judgement in light of them.? The second is that the
dogmatist’s final argument against the sceptic turns on the thought
that the sceptic’s argument against proof ‘tosses itself out’ (éavrov
éxBdAer).?

These are well-entrenched assumptions—so well entrenched
that they are often not explicitly articulated by commentators. In
this paper I want to question both of them. On my view neither
of these assumptions—as they stand—correctly captures the nuances
of Sextus’ argument. Indeed, I go on to argue that if we make
these assumptions, the arguments of both the sceptic and the dog-
matist end up losing some of their force. If we assume that the

' While McPherran takes Sextus to be presenting the sceptic as embracing the
self-refuting properties of his own arguments, Castagnoli denies this and argues
that the sceptic does not even accept, let alone embrace, the charge of self-refutation
and in fact is best construed here as offering an argument against the charge of self-
refutation. See M. L.. McPherran, ‘Skeptical Homeopathy and Self-Refutation’ [‘Skep-
tical Homeopathy’], Phronesis, 32 (1987), 290—328, L. Castagnoli, ‘Self-Bracketing
Pyrrhonism’, Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, 18 (2000), 263-328 and id.,
Ancient Self-Refutation: The Logic and History of the Self-Refutation Argument
from Democritus to Augustine [Self-Refutation] (Cambridge, 2010), 251-307.

2 ‘We have seen that the Pyrrhonists’ program relies on the construction of equi-
pollences; in the present special case, of arguments against proof ...being opposed
by the Dogmatist’s arguments against the PAP [sc. arguments against proof]’
(McPherran,‘Skeptical Homeopathy’, 307); ‘If the dogmatist...grasps the second
horn of his own dilemma...he...will no more affirm than deny the existence of
proof, obtaining the same result as he would reach by grasping the first horn: equi-
pollence of opposite theses’ (Castagnoli, Self-Refutation, 284).

* “To investigate this account in more detail and place the acceptance of self-
refutation within the Skeptical therapeutic program for the production of freedom
from disturbance (drapaéia: e.g. PH 1. 8-17; 3. 280), we need to turn to the prime
instance of potential pragmatic self-refutation to be found in Sextus, the “proof
against proof” (M 8. 337—48)" (McPherran,‘Skeptical Homeopathy’, 298); ‘PAP
does indeed reject itself” (Castagnoli, Self-Refutation, 290). For further references
to this strand of orthodoxy in the secondary literature, see n. 39. I do not quote
these passages here as they require an understanding of the course of the whole
course of Sextus’ argument from M 8. 46381 to be fully intelligible. I discuss the
difference between self-refutation and self-elimination below in Section 5.1.
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sceptic deploys the standard method of equipollence in his response
to the first horn of the dogmatist’s dilemma, then the sceptic’s
argument turns out to be flawed. And if we assume that the dog-
matist’s charge in the second horn of the dilemma is that the scep-
tic’s argument against proof does away with itself, then that charge
can be easily sidestepped by the sceptic.

It is possible, however, to read this closing stretch of text in such
a way that the sceptic’s response to the first horn is not flawed and
the dogmatist’s challenge in the second horn is a powerful one
which demands a considered response from the sceptic. This is the
reading I present in this paper.

2. The Dogmatist’s anti-sceptical argument (M 8. 463—5)

2.1. The Dogmatist’s aim

Before we are in a position to appreciate the sceptic’s strategy
against the dogmatist, it is important to set out the dogmatist’s
initial objection to the sceptic in greater detail. At M 8. 463, having
put forward the sceptic’s arguments against the existence of proof,
Sextus says that he will now look at an ‘opposing argument’
(avriceluevov Adyov) to the arguments he has just considered. Talk
of ‘opposing arguments’ puts us in mind immediately of the
sceptic’s own argumentative practice—the method of equipol-
lence. Sextus sets this out for us at the opening of the Outlines of
Pyrrhonism. He writes:

[T1] éore b€ %) oxemrinn Svvaus avriberinn pawouévawy Te kal voovuévwr kal’

olovdnymoTe Tpémov, dd’ s Epxouela dia T év Tols AvTikeluévols Tpdyuact
kal Aéyows loocOéveiav 76 pév mpdTov €ls émoxiv, 70 O¢ werd ToUTO €ls
arapaéiav. (PH 1. 8)*
Scepticism is an ability to set out oppositions among things which
appear and are thought of in any way at all, an ability which, because
of the equipollence in the opposed items and accounts, we come first
to suspension of judgement and afterwards to tranquillity.’

* For both the Outlines of Pyrrhonism (PH) and Against the Logicians (M 8)
I have used the Teubner edition of H. Mutschmann and J. Mau (eds.), Sexti
Empirici Opera, 4 vols. (Leipzig, 1914-61).

5 Unless otherwise stated translations are (with minor modifications) based on
J. Annas and J. Barnes, Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Scepticism (Cambridge, 2000) and
R. Bett, Sextus Empiricus, Against the Logicians [Against Logicians] (Cambridge, 2005).
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Two features of Sextus’ characterization of equipollence in [T1]
are worth stressing at this stage in light of what is to come.

First, equipollence is a relation that holds between two opposed
arguments or ‘accounts’ (Adyoi), as Sextus calls them. The argu-
ment <P, therefore O> will be equipollent to the argument <P*,
therefore not-Q> if and only if, as Sextus tells us elsewhere, these
two arguments are ‘equal’ to one another, where the relevant sense
of ‘equality’ is:

[T2] mp kata wloTw kal dmoriov lodmyTa, ws undéva undevos mporeiolar Tdv

payouévawr Adywv s marérepov. (PH 1. 10)

equality with regard to being convincing or unconvincing: none of
the conflicting accounts takes precedence over any other as being the
more convincing.

Secondly, [T'1] tells us that equipollence is connected to suspen-
sion of judgement. Indeed, elsewhere Sextus makes it clear that if
I am confronted by the pair of equipollent arguments <P, there-
fore O> and <P¥*, therefore not-Q>, then it is necessary—in some
sense—for me to suspend judgement over whether or not O, which
is to say, neither believe O nor not-Q.¢

One might think, therefore, that at M 8. 463—9 the dogmatist
will give the sceptic a taste of his own medicine, constructing an
argument that has as its conclusion ‘Proof exists’ and setting that

¢ See e.g. PH 1. 26, where Sextus is describing how philosophers come to be
sceptics: ‘For sceptics began to do philosophy in order to decide among appearances
and to apprehend which are true and which false, so as to become tranquil; but they
came upon equipollent dispute, and being unable to decide this they suspended
judgement’ (dpéduevos yap dilocodety vmép Tob Tds pavracias émukpivar kal katalaPelv,
Tives pév elow aAnbels Tives 8¢ pevdeis, dote drapartioal, évémecev els v looolevi)
Sragpwviav, v émupivar ur Svvduevos éméoyev). The sense in which it is ‘necessary’ for
someone to suspend judgement in the face of a pair of equipollent arguments—or,
as Sextus puts it in the PH 1. 26 passage, for someone to be ‘unable’ to do other than
suspend judgement—is a delicate question and one which lies beyond the scope of
this paper. For the view that the kind of necessity here is psychological, see M. F.
Burnyeat, ‘Can the Sceptic Live His Scepticism?’, in M. Schofield, M. F. Burnyeat,
and ]. Barnes (eds.), Doubt and Dogmatism: Essays in Hellenistic Epistemology
(Oxford, 1980), 20—53 at 40; M. Williams, ‘Scepticism without Theory’, Review of
Metaphysics, 41 (1988), 547-88 at 572; and ]. Barnes, ‘Pyrrhonism, Belief and
Causation: Observations on the Scepticism of Sextus Empiricus’, Aufstieg und
Niedergang der romischen Welt 36. 4 (Berlin, 1990), 2608—95 at 2649. For the view
that the kind of necessity at play is—in the first instance at least—rational rather
than merely psychological, see C. Perin, The Demands of Reason: An Essay on
Pyrrhonian Scepticism (Oxford, 2010), 33—58 and S. Sienkiewicz, Five Modes of
Scepticism: Sextus Empiricus and the Agrippan Modes [ Modes] (Oxford, 2019), 43—6.
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argument in opposition to the sceptic’s arguments at M 8. 300—462
which have as their conclusion ‘Proof does not exist’. But this is
not, in fact, how the dogmatist proceeds. And for good reason.
After all, the dogmatist does not want to get the sceptic to suspend
judgement over whether or not proof exists—that is the very state
of mind the sceptic wants to bring about in the dogmatist. Rather,
the dogmatist wants to bring the sceptic to come to reject the idea
that proof does not exist. And the dogmatist tries to do this by
showing not only that the sceptic’s arguments do not support their
conclusions, but also that they have the curious property of under-
mining their own conclusions. The sceptic’s own arguments contain
the seeds of their own destruction—or so the dogmatist argues.

2.2. The Dogmatist’s dilemmatic argument
Sextus sets out the dogmatist’s argument as follows:

[T3] olovrar yap oi Soyparikol v drhocédwy Tov aéiotvra wi elvar dmédeiéw
b \ ¢ ) e ~ ’ \ b ol 3 ~ / \ /
adTov O’ avTod mepirpémecbar, kal 8 dv dvaipel TadTyy, dud TovTWY
» ey, o s , - - TR’
adryy 6pilew. 6lev kal dvrikabioTdpevol Tols oremTikols paciv: ‘6 Aéywy
\ ol 3 ’ R4 ~ s ’ ’ ’ 7
undev eivar amédeléw fror Pidy) kal avamodelkTw xpwuevos pdoer Aéyel
e s Ny \ L, , N -
unlev dmdpyew amédetéww, N Adyw 10 ToloVTOV AmOdELkVUS. Kal €l eV Yy
¢doeL mpooy pddpevos, ovbels adTH moTEVCEL TGV TNV ATéderéty Tapadeyopévwy,
Ny , YA S A A , > , ,

Yuf) pdoer xpopuévw, dAAa Swa Tis dvTikeiuévns émoxeboerar pdoews,
b ’ \ 3 3 7 b A \ \ \ 3. 3 4 ~
elmévTos Twos elvar amédeiéiy. el 8¢ dmodetkvis To un elvar dméderéw (TolTo
, .y ¢ . N <y N \
ydp paow), adréler wuoAdynoe o elvar amédeir: 6 yap Sewkvvs Adyos o

w1 €ivar amddeéw €oTw amddeéis Tob eivar amddew.’ (M 8. 463—5)

The dogmatic philosophers think that he who maintains that proof
does not exist is turned about by himself and determines proof by
the very means by which he destroys it.” Hence, setting themselves

7 Along with Castagnoli, Self-Refutation, 2779 n. 85, I have followed the reading
printed in Mutschmann (who cites Kochalsky) which excises Adyou after doyparixol.
R. G. Bury (trans.), Sextus Empiricus: Against the Logicians [Against Logicians]
(Cambridge, Mass., 1935), 479 adopts Bekker’s reading (also cited in Mlutschmann’s
apparatus criticus), which has Adyov after ¢locdpwr as does Bett, Against Logicians,
180, who, in addition, transposes Aéyov to after 7ov afwivra un elvar dmddeéwv.
Following the text established by Kochalsky and Mutschmann leaves it open as to
what is being described here as undergoing reversal (7epirpom)). In the case of the
text established by Bekker what undergoes reversal is a logos, though I agree with
M. E Burnyeat, ‘Protagoras and Self-Refutation in Later Greek Philosophy’,
Philosophical Review, 85 (1976), 44—69 at 49 n. 9, who notes that logos—in this
context—should be translated as ‘statement’ rather than ‘argument’ (contra the
translations of Bury and Bett) since it is the statement ‘Proof does not exist’ rather
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against the sceptics they say: “T'he person who says that proof does
not exist says that proof does not exist either by using a bare and
unproved assertion or by proving such a claim by argument. And if
it is by using a bare assertion, none of those receiving the proof will
trust him, who uses bare assertion, but he will be checked by the
opposing assertion, when someone says that proof exists. But if it is
by proving that proof does not exist (for they say this), he has
straightaway admitted that proof exists; for the argument which
proves that proof does not exist is a proof that proof exists.’

The dogmatist is presenting the sceptic with a dilemma. Given
that the sceptic claims that proof does not exist, the dogmatist asks
for some clarification about the nature of the sceptic’s claim. Is the
sceptic merely asserting the claim or does he offer a proof for the
claim? If the sceptic says that he is merely asserting the claim, then
he will have to admit that the dogmatist’s counter-assertion that
proof does exist has just as much warrant as his own mere assertion
that proof does not exist. If, on the other hand, the sceptic answers
that he is offering a proof that proof does not exist, he ends up
refuting himself, finding himself in the dialectically awkward pos-
ition of purporting to produce a proof of the non-existence of
proof, thereby inadvertently committing himself to the existence
of at least one proof.

The argument is pretty. It turns the tables on the sceptic in two
different ways. Its first horn skilfully applies the sceptic’s own
Agrippan mode of hypothesis against him,® while the second horn

than the argument which has ‘Proof does not exist’ as its conclusion that, strictly
speaking, is the kind of entity that can legitimately be said to undergo reversal. As
we shall see, a little further on in the text, Sextus does speak of a logos—here with
the meaning of ‘argument’—‘tossing itself out’ (éavrov éxBdAle, M 8. 479) and ‘can-
celling itself’ (éavrov cupmeprypdpewv, M 8. 480), though—and this is part of Burnyeat
and Castagnoli’s point—these acts are distinct from the act of self-reversal (nor
does Sextus use the language of wepirpom to describe them).

8 The mode of hypothesis, Sextus tells us at PH 1. 168, occurs ‘when the dogma-
tists being thrown back ad infinitum begin from something which they do not estab-
lish but claim to maintain simply and without proof by virtue of agreement’ (6rav
els dmewpov exfalduevor of Soypatikol dmé Twos dpfwvrar 6 o katackevdlovow AAN
AmADs Kal dvamodelkTws katd ovyxdpnow AapBdvew déovow). To simply maintain that
P without any proof that P (i.e. to hypothesize that P) is precisely what the dogma-
tist is accusing the sceptic of doing in the first horn of his argument with respect to
the claim that proof does not exist. And as Sextus tells us at PH 1. 173, ‘if someone is
convincing when he makes his hypothesis, we will keep hypothesizing the opposite
and will be no more unconvincing’ (el pév yap 6 vmorbéuevos moTds éoTiv, Nuets del
70 AvTikelpevoy vmoTiféuevor odk éoduebla dmordTepor). For further discussion of the
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teases out the (supposedly) self-refuting implications of the scep-
tic’s purported proof of the non-existence of proof. However,
there is one obvious weakness in the dogmatist’s argument. Why
think that the only two alternatives open to the sceptic are either to
merely assert that proof does not exist or to prove that proof does
not exist? Why could the sceptic not offer an argument for the non-
existence of proof which goes beyond merely asserting that proof
does not exist but still does not meet the requirements for counting
as a demonstrative proof of the non-existence of proof?

The dogmatist’s answer to this question emerges in the next part
of the text. Sextus writes:

[T4] kai kabdrov 6 kara Tis amodeifews Adyos Tirot dmédells éoTwv %) ovk oTv
s Voo sy s ” N PR
amédelist kal €l wev ovk €oTw amédelis, dmioTds éoTw, €l 06 €oTw

amédeiéis, amédeiéis éorw. (M 8. 465)

And, in general, the argument against proof is either a proof or not
a proof; and if it is not a proof, then it is not persuasive, but if it is a
proof, then proof exists.

This effectively closes off the possibility that I just suggested was
open to the sceptic. If the sceptic’s argument for the non-existence
of proof is not a proof, then his argument is unpersuasive (dwto7os).’
Furthermore, [T3] has already closed off the possibility of the
sceptic merely asserting that proof does not exist—if he does that,
then his assertion will have no more credence than the opposite

mode of hypothesis, see ]J. Barnes, The Toils of Scepticism (Cambridge, 1990), go—112;
B. Morison, “The Sceptic’s Argumentation’ [‘Argumentation’], in T\ Bénatouil and
K. Ierodiakonou (eds.), Dialectic after Plato and Aristotle (Cambridge, 2019), 300—14;
and Sienkiewicz, Modes, 53—76.

? One might object that this assumption of the dogmatist is simply false. Just
because an argument fails to be a proof, it does not follow that it is unconvincing.
Convincingness might be thought to come in degrees, and some arguments which
fail to be proofs might be more or less convincing than other arguments that fail to
be proofs. Sextus himself canvasses this possibility when he goes on to elucidate
that the sceptic’s own attitude towards the arguments against proof is that they are
convincing but not probative. I discuss this issue below in Section 5.6 in connection
with [T14]. However, at this stage of the argument Sextus does not challenge this
particular premise of the dogmatist’s argument, so I too leave it for the moment
unchallenged. The sceptic’s method here might, therefore, be thought to be a con-
cessive one—and all the more powerful for that. Even if we grant the dogmatist’s
assumption, the sceptic still has a response to the first horn of the dogmatist’s
dilemma, as I go on to set out in Section 3. For other instances of this concessive
method in Sextus, see R. J. Hankinson, The Sceptics [Sceptics] (.ondon and New
York, 1995), 194-6, 256, 2772. My thanks to Victor Caston for making me clarify my
thoughts about this issue.
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assertion. So the sceptic is compelled to offer an argument for his
claim that proof does not exist, and he then falls into the dilemma
of [T4]. Does the sceptic say of his argument to the effect that
proof does not exist that it is a proof or not? If it is not a proof,
then the argument will not be persuasive, and if it is a proof, then
we are back to charge of self-refutation. It is this dilemma—the
dilemma of M 8. 465—that occupies Sextus for the remainder of
Against the Logicians.'°

Before thinking through the sceptic’s response to this dilemma,
it might be helpful to display the course of the argument outlined
so far a little more formally. Let us use ‘AFP’ to stand for the dog-
matist’s argument in favour of proof and ‘AAP’ to stand for the
sceptic’s argument against proof. In response to the dogmatist’s

AFP <p, q, », therefore proof exists>""
the sceptic constructs his rival argument
AAP <p’, ¢/, 7/, therefore proof does not exist>.

This is just the sceptic’s standard method of equipollence. If, when
confronted by this pair of arguments, the dogmatist finds them
equally persuasive, then he will be compelled to suspend judge-
ment over the question as to whether proof exists. It is at the stage,
with AFP opposed by AAP, that the dogmatist mounts his argu-
ment against AAP. This can be expressed in the form of a con-
structive dilemma, which I shall label D:

' There is, in fact, another dilemma which Sextus goes on to set out immediately
after the present one at M 8. 466—9, which has the following form:

1. If proof exists, then proof exists.

2. If proof does not exist, then proof exists.

3. Either proof exists or proof does not exist.

Therefore,

4. Proof exists.

I set this constructive dilemma to one side because Sextus’ focuses his attention
not on this dilemma but on the dilemma of M 8. 465. For further discussion of the
constructive dilemma of M 8. 466—9, see Castagnoli, Self-Refutation, 281—3.

' It is an interesting question whether AFP is question-begging or not. If AFP
is a proof, then one might worry whether the manner in which the dogmatist goes
about establishing the conclusion that proof exists already, and illicitly, presupposes
the truth of that conclusion. Sextus could—and elsewhere does—criticize reasoning
of this kind by invoking the Agrippan mode of reciprocity (cf. PH 1. 169), but this
is not an objection to AFP which Sextus considers in this stretch of text, so I set this
line of criticism to one side.



Proof against Proof 271

D <i1. Either AAP is not a proof or AAP is a proof.

2. If AAP is not a proof, then its conclusion is not
convincing.

3. If AAP is a proof, then at least one proof exists, i.e.
AAP itself.

Therefore,

4. Either it is unconvincing that proof does not exist or
it is false that proof does not exist.>

That is the dogmatist’s counterargument against the sceptic. How
does the sceptic respond?

3. The sceptic’s response to the first horn of the dogmatist’s
dilemma (M 8. 470-1)

3.1. The sceptic’s strategy

The sceptic replies to the dogmatist by immediately turning the
tables on him and asking him to provide an answer to his own
dilemma. As Sextus says:

[Ts] € weév odk évdéyerar amorpivachar mpos v mevow kal Ny émelyTouvy,

méTepov amédells éoTw 6 kara Tis dmodeifews Adyos 7 ovk dmddeiéis,
odeldovot edyvwpovely, €l un éxovaL mpos dmopov oUTw meboL amokpivachar.
€l 0¢ evyepés éoTwv adTOls 6 TPOGTATTOVUGL TOIS GKETTLKOLS, WS €VXEPES OV
WOLG[TwG(lV (‘;.WOKPLVO/I.LGVOL, WéTGPOV dﬂéaGLgtV G?VQL AE/'}/OUO'L T(;V K(I,TC). T'ﬁg
amodeifews Adyov 7 ovk amédeiéw. (M 8. 470—1)
If it is not possible to answer the question in which they [the dog-
matists] asked whether the proof against proof is a proof or is not
a proof, they ought to be considerate if they are not able to answer
such a puzzling question. But if what they are ordering is easy for
the sceptics to do, let them do what they take to be easy, and
answer whether the argument against proof is a proof or is not a
proof.

The thought being expressed in the first part of the passage is that
there is a symmetry, of sorts, between the sceptic’s position and
the dogmatist’s, namely that if the dogmatist cannot provide an
adequate answer to his own dilemma, then there is no need—
dialectically speaking—for the sceptic to provide an answer to
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it.'? The second part of the passage issues a challenge to the dog-
matist. If he claims to be able to answer his own dilemma, let him
do so. Whatever answer he gives he will ultimately end up embracing
the sceptic’s conclusion—that he ought to suspend judgement over
the question as to whether proof exists.

The sceptic first considers the first limb of the dogmatist’s argu-
ment, which turns on the supposition that AAP is not a proof. We can
set out the dogmatist’s reasoning here a little more fully as follows:

D, <r1. AAP is not a proof.
2. If AAP is not a proof, then its conclusion is not
convincing.
3. If the conclusion of AAP is not convincing, then we
ought not to accept the conclusion of AAP.
Therefore,
4. We ought not to accept that proof does not exist.>

The sceptic’s response to this argument is—on my reading—to deny
that (4) is the appropriate conclusion for the dogmatist to draw.
Essentially, the sceptic’s thought is that (4) is under-described.
Although it is true that AAP’s not being a proof means that we
ought not to accept its conclusion (i.e. ‘Proof does not exist’), that
is only half the story. We also ought not to accept the negation of
the conclusion (i.e. ‘Proof does exist’). The correct conclusion to
draw, in these circumstances, is that we ought neither to accept that
proof does not exist nor to accept that proof does exist, which is
just to suspend judgement over whether or not proof exists.

Construing this part of Sextus’ argument in this way requires
some explanation, for it is an interpretation which involves amend-
ing Sextus’ text. First I shall set out the manuscript reading and
explain why it requires modification. I shall then examine two dif-
ferent ways in which commentators have attempted to modify the
passage to return sense to the text and argue that each of these
ways has interpretative shortcomings. I shall then present my third
way of construing the text and argue that it avoids the shortcom-
ings that characterize the alternative proposals.

2 T agree with Castagnoli, contra McPherran, that Sextus is here just asking the
dogmatist to offer an answer to his own dilemma and not asking the dogmatist to
produce a proof that AAP is not sound. See McPherran, ‘Skeptical Homeopathy’,
300 and Castagnoli, Self-Refutation, 283 n. 101.
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3.2. The unamended text

According to the manuscript reading the sceptic’s response to the
first horn of the dogmatist’s dilemma reads as follows:

[T6] el peév yap otk [1] éorww dmddeiéis, odk [2] évéoTar é¢ adTol diddokew, 6Tu
ovk [3] €oTwv amddeilis, 0vde Aéyew, STt 00TSs 0Ty 6 Adyos dmddeiéis, 6T
ovk [4] éoTaw 1) amddeéis. (M 8. 471)
For if it [i.e. AAP] is not [1] a proof, then it is not [2] possible either
to teach from it that proof does not [3] exist or to say that, because
this argument is a proof, proof does not [4] exist."*

Now, though this reading is rejected by all commentators (myself
included), the reason for so doing has often not been made explicit.
But it is not difficult to grasp. As it stands, the line of thought
developed is puzzling in two respects—in terms of the actual con-
tent of the passage and in terms of how the passage relates to the
wider argumentative context in which it occurs.

Regarding the first point, the passage contains an odd repetition.
In the first part of [T6]—in the clause preceding the od8é—the
sceptic is claiming that it is not possible to conclude from AAP
alone that proof does not exist—presumably because AAP is not
a proof and thereby not probative of its conclusion. Then, in
the second part of [T6]—in the clause following the ovdé—the
sceptic redundantly adds that we cannot rely on AAP’s being a
proof to establish its conclusion that proof does not exist, for, ex
hypothesi, AAP is not a proof. Both disjuncts amount to saying the
same thing.

But even if we set the issue of repetition to one side, the passage
is still in tension with its wider argumentative context. For, accord-
ing to ['T'6], it is the sceptic who is putting forward an argument for
thinking that we ought not to conclude, on the basis of AAP, that
proof does not exist. But this is precisely the kind of argument that
we would expect the dogmatist to be making—indeed, this is pre-
cisely the argument the dogmatist 2as made in D,. Leaving the text
of ['T6] untouched thereby ends up confusing the dialectic between
sceptic and dogmatist—erroneously attributing to the sceptic a
dogmatic line of thought.

'* T have numbered each ‘not’ in [T6] and each odk in the corresponding Greek
text in square brackets.
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Faced with these difficulties it is hardly a surprise modern edi-
tors and translators have modified the text by deleting at least one
of the final two negations in the passage. T'wo options have been
canvassed—to delete both the third and the fourth odx or to retain
the third ovx and delete the fourth. Both of these options, in differ-
ent ways, return sense to Sextus’ text. However, as I shall go on to
argue, both of these ways of construing the text raise problems of
their own. Before setting out my own interpretation, which involves
deleting the third ovx but retaining the fourth, I shall first lay out
the virtues—and limitations—of better-trodden paths.

3.3. Deleting both the third and the fourth o0k

The first option of deleting both the third and the fourth od«x has
been the route taken by R. G. Bury and Richard Bett, both of
whom follow Heintz.'"* T have reflected the changes these (and
subsequent) deletions make to the unamended text of [T6] by
italicizing the affected phrases in the translations given below in
[T+], [T8], and [Tg]. If we delete the third and fourth odx, then

the passage reads as follows:

[T+] For if it [i.e. AAP] is not a proof, then it is not possible either to teach
from it that proof exists or to say that, because this argument is a
proof, proof exists. (M 8. 471)

Modifying the passage in this way solves the second of the two
problems that afflicted the unamended text. The line of thought
being attributed to the sceptic is now no longer that we ought not to
conclude, on the basis of AAP, that proof does not exist, but rather
that we ought not to conclude, on the basis of AAP, that proof does
exist. So [T%] has at least this in its favour—it does not ascribe to
the sceptic a clearly dogmatic line of reasoning. However, the line
of reasoning [T7] does ascribe to the sceptic raises at least two
problems of its own. While the first problem is not insurmountable,
the other is more intractable.

First, just as [T6] did, [T%] contains a repetition: the sceptic
claims, both in the clause preceding and in the clause following the
ovdé, that we ought not to conclude, on the basis of AAP, that proof

'* See W. Heintz, Studien zu Sextus Empiricus, ed. R. Harder (Halle, 1932), 203;
Bury, Against Logicians, 483—5; Bett, Against Logicians, 181.
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exists."”” Some commentators have found this repetition grounds
enough for rejecting this construal of the text. Castagnoli, for
instance, writes, ‘the double expunction [of odx] makes the clause
that follows 00d¢ virtually identical in meaning to that which pre-
cedes it and the repetition would be odd’ (Self-Refutation, 284 n.
102). In light of this Castagnoli retains the third and deletes the
fourth odx (an interpretation I go on to discuss in Section 3.4).
However, it is worth considering for a moment whether the double
deletion of ovx in [T%] does in fact result in the two clauses of [T7]
saying identical things. For there are grounds for thinking that it
does not.

It is certainly true that both clauses in ['T%7] deny that the dogma-
tist can legitimately conclude that proof exists when faced with the
sceptic’s AAP, but it is possible to read each clause as denying this
for a different reason. What the sceptic is doing is pointing out that
two ways a dogmatist might come to conclude that proof exists
when faced with the sceptic’s AAP are fallacious.

The first fallacious way—which the clause preceding the 006¢
targets—would be for the dogmatist to infer that, because AAP
does not prove its conclusion, we therefore ought to conclude that
the negation of the conclusion is true, that is, that proof exists. But
this would be to commit the fallacy of argumentum ad ignorantiam:
just because AAP does not prove that P, it does not follow that we
ought to conclude that not-P.'® As Sextus says, it is not possible to
teach (8uddorew) from AAP’s not being probative of its conclusion
that proof exists.

The second fallacious way—which the clause following the 036¢
targets—would be for the dogmatist to point to AAP itself and say
that it itself is a proof and that therefore proof exists. This would
be a non-starter because, ex hypothesi, AAP is not a proof. As
Sextus says, ‘it is not possible to...say that, because this argument
[i.e. AAP] is a proof, proof exists’.

So, in fact, it is possible to interpret each clause of [T%] to be
saying different things. Each clause denies that AAP’s not being a
proof gives the dogmatist licence to conclude that proof exists, but

'* This is a different repetition from the repetition that occurs in [T6]. What was
repeated there was the thought that we ought not to conclude, on the basis of AAP,
that proof does not exist. But it is a repetition nonetheless.

' This is how McPherran construes the sceptic’s counterargument against the
dogmatist. See McPherran, ‘Skeptical Homeopathy’, 300.
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each clause denies this for a different reason. In the case of the
clause which precedes the 098¢, the dogmatist cannot draw the con-
clusion, because to do so would involve committing the fallacy of
argumentum ad ignovantiam. And in the case of the clause which
follows the 098¢, the dogmatist cannot draw the conclusion via an
argument from self-refutation because a necessary condition for
the self-refutation obtaining has not been met, namely that AAP
itself be a proof.

Construed in this way [T%], therefore, avoids both problems
which afflicted the unmodified text of [T'6], the problem of attrib-
uting to the sceptic a dogmatic line of thought and the problem of
unnecessary repetition. However, [T%] also raises a difficulty of its
own. It too is in tension with the surrounding argumentative con-
text (though for a different reason from that for which [T6] was).
The argumentative context leads us to expect that in [T%] the scep-
tic will respond to the first limb of the dogmatist’s argument,
namely the argument that concludes that we ought not to accept
that proof does not exist on the basis of the sceptic’s AAP. However,
according to [T%] that is not what the sceptic is doing. According
to [T7] the sceptic is offering a response to a dogmatist who is
arguing in favour of the existence of proof. But it is one thing to
argue that proof exists. It is another to argue that we ought not to
conclude that proof does not exist when confronted with the scep-
tic’s AAP. And the dogmatist is doing the second of these things,
not the first.

Deleting both third and fourth odk, therefore, ends up mischar-
acterizing the kind of argument the sceptic is responding to at this
stage of the dialectic. In light of this, let us examine the second
option that has been mooted by commentators with respect to the
passage, the option which retains the third but deletes the fourth
ovk. As will be seen, this interpretation avoids this present diffi-
culty but once again raises problems of its own.

3.4. Retaining the third and deleting the fourth o0k

The option of retaining the third odx and deleting the fourth is the
path taken by Luca Castagnoli (Self-Refutation, 283—4). According
to this interpretation the text reads:

[T8] For if it [i.e. AAP] is not a proof, then it is not possible either to
teach from it that proof does not exist or to say that, because this
argument is a proof, proof exists. (M 8. 471)
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Construing the text in this way avoids the difficulties that troubled
both the unamended text of [T'6] and the amended text of [T%] with
its double deletion of ovx. Given that the present proposal deletes
one but not the other ovk, the problem of there being a repetition
between the clause preceding and the clause following the 098¢ dis-
appears. [T'8]’s reconstruction of the argument also correctly cap-
tures the dialectical set up between sceptic and dogmatist. It neither
ascribes the dogmatist’s line of reasoning to the sceptic (as [T'6] did)
nor mischaracterizes the dogmatist’s argument, erroneously presup-
posing that it is an argument in favour of the existence of proof (as
[T7~] did). Rather, on the present construal, what the sceptic is doing
is responding to the first limb of the dogmatist’s argument in the
following way: the sceptic grants to the dogmatist (in the clause pre-
ceding the 00d¢) that, given that the AAP is not a proof, we ought not
to accept, purely on the basis of AAP alone, its conclusion, that is,
that proof does not exist. But equally the sceptic argues (in the clause
followng the 008¢€) that we cannot argue that, since AAP is itself a
proof, proof exists—for ex hypothesi AAP is not a proof.

Castagnoli’s construal of the text is, therefore, an improvement
on the preceding ones. However, it too is not free from fault. This
becomes apparent if we ask the following question: how is the line
of argument in [T'8] supposed to promote suspension of judgement
on the question of whether or not proof exists, which, after all, is
the sceptic’s ultimate goal? One answer (and this is Castagnoli’s) is
to argue that [T'8] just is an instance of the sceptic’s method of
equipollence: the thesis ‘Proof exists’ is opposed by the contrary
thesis ‘Proof does not exist’, from which suspension of judgement
follows. But why think these two theses are equipollent to one
another? Castagnoli’s answer is as follows: “The two theses (“Proof
exists” and "Proof does not exist”) are equipollent because neither
of them follows from the assumption (“[AAP] is not a proof”)’
(Self-Refutation, 284 n. 104). This is an ingenious proposal but
there are two difficulties with it.

First, though it is certainly true that neither the thesis ‘Proof exists’
nor the thesis ‘Proof does not exist’ follows from the assumption
that AAP is not a proof, it is not clear that Sextus would counten-
ance this as an instance of genuine equipollence. Recall Sextus’
remarks about the method of equipollence back in [T1] and [T2].
There Sextus stressed that two theses are equipollent to one
another just in case these two theses are supported by equally good
arguments, the joint consideration of which leads to suspension of
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judgement. If we bear this in mind, we can see why Sextus might
have demurred from the suggestion that the thesis ‘Proof exists’
and the thesis ‘Proof does not exist’ in [T'8] were equipollent to one
another. Of course, it is true—formally speaking—that the thesis
‘Proof exists’ is on an equal footing with the thesis ‘Proof does not
exist’ inasmuch as neither thesis is entailed by the assumption that
AAP is not a proof. But it is one thing to say that ‘Proof exists’ is
supported by as good an argument as ‘Proof does not exist’. It is
another to say that neither ‘Proof exists’ nor ‘Proof does not exist’
is entailed by the assumption that AAP is not a proof. In the former
case we have two arguments opposed to one another and in the lat-
ter we have an absence of argument. Whether Sextus would be
happy to attach the label of ‘equipollence’ to this sort of case is at
the very least an open question.

Secondly, even if we set this terminological point aside, the argu-
ment, so presented, seems to overgenerate cases of suspended
judgement. On the present construal, the thesis ‘Proof exists’ is
supposed to stand in an equipollent relation to the thesis ‘Proof
does not exist’ by virtue of the fact that neither thesis is entailed by
the assumption that AAP is not a proof. By parity of reasoning,
then, one might argue that the thesis ‘Sextus Empiricus wrote the
Outlines of Pyrrrhonism’ and the thesis ‘It is not the case that
Sextus Empiricus wrote the Outlines of Pyrrhonism’ are also equi-
pollent to one another. After all, neither of these theses follows
from the assumption that AAP is not a proof either. But surely it
would be illegitimate to suspend judgement over the question as to
whether Sextus authored the Outlines on the basis of this piece of
reasoning. And if we ought not to suspend judgement over whether
or not Sextus penned the Outlines on the basis of this kind of argu-
ment, then equally we ought not to suspend judgement over
whether proof exists on the basis of Castagnoli’s construal of the
argument underlying [T8].

3.5. Deleting the third and retaining the fourth oUk

Given the difficulties that each of the preceding treatments of M 8.
471 run into, it is worth asking whether the text can be construed
in any other way. And there is a remaining option—the option
I favour—which is to delete the third ook and retain the fourth.
That gives the following sense:



Proof against Proof 279

[To9] For if it [i.e. AAP] is not a proof, then it is not possible either to teach
from it that proof exists or to say that, because this argument is a
proof, proof does not exist. (M 8. 471)

This way of construing the text shares all of the advantages
Castagnoli’s construal holds over the alternatives. The fact that in
[To] the third oo« is deleted but the fourth retained means that the
problem of repetition faced by [T6] and [T7] is dissolved. [T9],
like Castagnoli’s [T'8], also avoids the problem of ascribing the
dogmatist’s line of reasoning to the sceptic (which afflicted [T6])
and the problem of mischaracterizing the dogmatist’s argument
as one that is in favour of the existence of proof (which afflicted
[T7D).

But the present interpretation also differs from Castagnoli’s
interpretation. On my interpretation the sceptic is putting together
two thoughts in [T'9]. In the second part of the passage, following
the 00d¢é, the sceptic argues that if AAP is not a proof, then we
ought not to accept that proof does not exist. After all, not being a
proof, AAP is not probative of its conclusion. My construal of the
clause after the 00d€ is, therefore, the same as Castagnoli’s construal
of the clause preceding the 00dé. Where we differ is over what fur-
ther thought the sceptic has (in Castagnoli’s case in the clause
which follows the 098¢ and in my case in the clause which precedes
the 008¢€). According to Castagnoli the further thought the sceptic
has is that we cannot point to AAP as an example of a proof and
conclude on that basis that proof exists because ex hypothesi AAP
is not a proof. According to my interpretation the further thought
the sceptic has is that just because AAP (not being a proof) does
not establish its conclusion that proof does not exist, we ought not
to conclude that proof does exist.'”

So my interpretation differs from Castagnoli’s inasmuch as it
ascribes a different pair of thoughts to the sceptic and in terms of
how it connects those pair of thoughts to the suspension of judge-
ment. According to Castagnoli’s interpretation the two thoughts
the sceptic has promote suspension of judgement because they are
equipollent to one another. However, as I have argued in Section
3.4, it is not clear whether Sextus would classify this as a case of
genuine equipollence, and, furthermore, if we do construe the

'7 To do so would be to commit the fallacy of argumentum ad ignorantiam, as
outlined above in Section 3.3.
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argument in this way, it results in the problem of overgenerating
instances of suspended judgement.

On my interpretation, on the other hand, what is going on in the
present passage is not an instance of the sceptic’s standard method
of equipollence. Rather, what Sextus is doing is carefully setting
out the limits of what the dogmatist can acceptably conclude about
the existence of proof when confronted with an argument against
proof which is not demonstrative of its conclusion. It would be
wrong, the sceptic urges in the second part of the passage, when
faced with AAP, to conclude that proof does not exist—AAP, after
all, is not probative of its conclusion. However, it would be equally
wrong in those circumstances, the sceptic urges in the first part of
the passage, to conclude that proof does exist. If we have a bad
argument for P, and that it is the only argument we are consider-
ing, it does not follow that we ought to believe not-P. So, putting
both of these thoughts together, we ought pro tem not to believe
that proof does not exist or believe that proof does exist.

To believe neither that proof does not exist nor that proof does
exist is, of course, to suspend judgement over whether or not
proof exists. So my interpretation of this stretch of the sceptic’s
argument—just like Castagnoli’s—has the sceptic reaching the
required conclusion of suspending judgement over whether proof
exists. But it is important to note that the kind of suspension of
judgement generated by my interpretation of the text is a different
form of suspended judgement from the kind of suspended judge-
ment implied by Castagnoli’s analysis, and indeed different from
the standard form suspension of judgement takes in Sextus’ works.
To bring out this difference I distinguish between what I term
‘One-Sided’ and “T'wo-Sided’ suspension of judgement.

3.6. Omne-Sided versus Two-Sided suspension of judgement

Two-Sided suspension of judgement comes about when one con-
siders arguments both for P and for not-P, finds both arguments to
be equipollent to one another, and thereby comes to believe neither
P nor not-P. T call it “T'wo-Sided’ because it requires considering
both sides of the question, both the arguments for P and the argu-
ments for not-P. One-Sided suspension of judgement, on the other
hand, does not issue from considering both sides of the question.
It arises when one is confronted by a single argument for P, which
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one judges to be unconvincing. In that situation—and if that is
all one has to go on—one will also come to believe neither P nor
not-P.

The distinction between One-Sided and T'wo-Sided suspension
of judgement can be elucidated by appealing to a distinction drawn
in contemporary epistemology between two kinds of defeaters that
might impugn our reasons for belief, ‘rebutting defeaters’, on the
one hand, and ‘undercutting defeaters’, on the other.'® Consider
the argument <P, therefore O>. A rebutting defeater for that argu-
ment is a defeater which challenges the truth of O, for example in
the form of a rival argument <P*, therefore not-Q>. An undercutting
defeater for the argument <P, therefore O>, on the other hand, is
a defeater which undermines the connection between P and Q."
For example, if 1 form the belief that the apple before me is red on
the basis of its appearing red to me and then come to realize that it
is being bathed in red light, that realization is an undercutting
defeater for my belief that the apple is red. Though it is not a rea-
son for denying the conclusion that the apple is red (apples bathed
in red light after all can still actually be red), it is a reason for deny-
ing that my initial reason for believing the apple to be red (namely,
the apple’s appearing red to me) is a good enough reason to con-
clude that the apple is red.?’

"% T take the distinction between rebutting and undercutting defeaters from
Morison, ‘Argumentation’, 302—5, who in turn draws the distinction from J. Pollock,
‘Defeasible Reasoning’, Cognitive Science, 11 (1987), 481—518 at 483—s5.

' So Pollock (‘Defeasible Reasoning’, 485): ‘undercutting defeaters [as opposed
to rebutting defeaters] attack the connection between the reason and the conclusion
rather than attacking the conclusion itself’. Pollock puts the same distinction more
formally as follows: ‘R is a rebutting defeater for P as a prima facie reason for Q if
and only if R is a defeater and R is a reason for believing not-Q’ and ‘R is an under-
cutting defeater for P as a prima facie reason for S to believe Q if and only if Ris a
defeater and R is a reason for denying that P wouldn’t be true unless Q were true.’

2% One could distinguish yet a third kind of defeater for the argument <P, there-
fore O>. This third type of defeater would give us reason to believe not-P. This sort
of defeater does not give us a reason to believe not-Q (and therefore would not qualify
as a rebutting defeater so defined), nor does it undermine the connection between P
and O—it just undermines P (and therefore does not qualify as an undercutting
defeater so defined). Perhaps the best way to incorporate this third type of defeater
into the existing taxonomy would be to split the category of undercutting defeaters
into two and distinguish those undercutting defeaters which undermine the connec-
tion between P and QO and those which undermine P. The sceptic deploys this sec-
ond kind of undercutting defeater in his response to the second horn of the
dogmatist’s dilemma which I discuss below in Section 4.2. My thanks to Victor
Caston for prompting me to think further about this.
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This distinction between rebutting and undercutting defeaters
maps onto the distinction between One-Sided and Two-Sided
suspension of judgement in the following way. When I come to
suspend judgement in the Two-Sided sense over some propos-
ition, I suspend judgement in light of a rebutting defeater. And
when I come to suspend judgement in the One-Sided sense over
some proposition, I suspend judgement in light of an undercutting
defeater.

Now, as mentioned before, it is T'wo-Sided suspension of judge-
ment which is the standard form suspension of judgement takes in
Sextus’ writings. This is hardly surprising, given the fact that the
sceptic’s method of equipollence just is an exercise in coming up
with rebutting defeaters to the dogmatist’s arguments with which
he is confronted. The essence of the sceptic’s method of equipol-
lence is, when faced with an argument <P, therefore O> to con-
struct some rival argument <P¥*, therefore not-Q>, from which
Two-Sided suspension of judgement over QO follows. As Benjamin
Morison has put the point recently, ‘in a slogan: the sceptic’s skill
is a skill at rebutting not undercutting’ (‘Argumentation’, 305).

If the interpretation I have given of sceptic’s argument at M 8.
471 is correct, however, then Morison’s slogan requires modifica-
tion. There are at least some instances where the sceptic is adept at
deploying undercutting defeaters to generate suspension of judge-
ment, and the sceptic’s argument at M 8. 471 is one such instance.
Confronted by the sceptic’s AAP, which, for the sake of argument,
has been agreed to be not demonstrative of its conclusion (i.e. not
demonstrative of the conclusion that proof does not exist), the
dogmatist urges that we cannot, on this basis, conclude that proof
does not exist. The sceptic replies that though this is true, we
equally cannot conclude, on this basis, that proof does exist. The
sceptic’s point is that suspension of judgement—One-Sided sus-
pension of judgement—follows if all we have to go on is an argu-
ment against proof which we deem unconvincing. To conclude
otherwise—whether the conclusion is that proof exists or that
proof does not exist—would be a non sequitur.*'

2! Sextus does have the vocabulary to express this line of thought—even if he
does not invoke it here. Elsewhere in his discussion of the various logical features
that, according to the Stoics, make an argument non-conclusive (dodvarxros), Sextus
lists ‘incompleteness’ (wapa éMewfr) as one of them (PH 2. 150; M 8. 434). The
incompleteness in question involves, Sextus tells us at PH 2. 150, ‘one of the things
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4. The sceptic’s response to the second horn of the
dogmatist’s dilemma (M 8. 472)

4.1. The sceptic’s argument

Having dealt with the first horn of the dogmatist’s dilemma and
worked through the implications of the dogmatist claiming that
AAP is not a proof, the sceptic now turns to the second horn, which
assumes that AAP s a proof. This part of the dogmatist’s argu-
ment runs as follows:

D, <i1. AAP is a proof.
2. If AAP is a proof, then at least one proof exists, i.e.
AAP itself.
Therefore,
3. Proof exists.>

The sceptic’s response to D, is found at M 8. 472:

[T10] €ide amddeiéis éori, mavTws aAnli éxer Ta Mupata kal Ty émdopdr: o

oA Y A ey, s as s VoA

yap 71 TovTwy dAndéTnTL voeiTal 1) amédeiéis. My 8€ ye émdopa avTod 7o
A ol 3 ’ 5 \ b 3 \ \ A ol 3 ’ \ \ 3

Wy elvar amédeéw: alnlbés dpa éoti To i elvar amédeiéw, kal T6 avTi-
, , N voa s o v \

keluevor ToUTw heddos, TO elvar amédeléw. oUTw yap AmodELKTLKOV

Oélovres dmodetéar Tov kata Ths dmodelfews Adyov, o0 pdAlov adTny

U Yov, I n
Tbéacw 7 avapotow. (M 8. 472)

needed for the drawing of the conclusion being omitted’ (év & mapadeimeral Tv TV
mPOs TNV cuvaywyny 1ol cunmepdonaTos xpnoiuevorTwy). Sextus goes on to illustrate
this with the following example: the argument <(i) Wealth is either good or bad;
(i1) Wealth is not bad; therefore, (iii) Wealth is good> suffers from incompleteness
with respect to its premises. (i) needs to be revised to (i*) Wealth is either good or
bad or indifferent and (ii) to (ii*) Wealth is neither bad nor indifferent. In the case
of the first limb of the dogmatist’s argument (i.e. D 1), Sextus could have said some-
thing analogous. The argument <(1) AAP is not a proof; (2) If AAP is not a proof,
then its conclusion is not convincing; (3) If the conclusion of AAP is not convincing,
then we ought not to accept the conclusion of AAP; therefore, (4) We ought not to
accept that proof does not exist> is incomplete with respect to its third premise.
(3) needs to be revised to (3*) If the conclusion of AAP is not convincing, then we
ought neither to accept the conclusion of AAP (i.e. that proof does not exist) nor to
accept the negation of the conclusion of AAP (i.e. that proof does exist). However,
unlike the case of the argument about wealth, in revising (3) to (3*) we now have an
invalid argument, so the conclusion in turn needs revising from (4) to (4*) We ought
neither to accept that proof does not exist nor to accept that proof does exist. For
further discussion of how best to interpret ‘conclusiveness’ in this context, see
J. Brunschwig, ‘Proof Defined’, in M. Schofield, J. Barnes and M. F. Burnyeat
(eds.), Doubt and Dogmatism: Essays in Hellenistic Epistemology (Oxford, 1980),
125—60 at 129—32.
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But if it [i.e. AAP] is a proof, then most certainly it has true premises
and conclusion; for proof is conceived of with the truth of these. But
its conclusion is that proof does not exist; therefore, it is true that
proof does not exist and its contradictory, that proof exists, is false.
For wanting in this way to prove that the argument against proof is
probative, they no more establish it than do away with it.*?

What kind of argumentative manoeuvre is the sceptic countenan-
cing here? At first glance, it seems that what the sceptic is doing is
simply engaging in a classic deployment of his method of equipol-
lence, resulting in T'wo-Sided suspension of judgement on the
issue of whether proof exists. That is to say, when confronted
by the dogmatist’s argument D,, the sceptic fashions an opposing
argument, which we can label S,:

S, <1. AAP isa proof.
2. If AAP is a proof, then its conclusion (‘Proof does
not exist’) is true.
Therefore,
3. Proof does not exist.>

and the equipollence between these two arguments issues in sus-
pension of judgement over whether or not proof exists.?* At sec-
ond glance, however, just as with our discussion of the sceptic’s
response to the first horn of the dogmatist’s dilemma, it is precipi-
tous to conclude that what is going on here is a standard applica-
tion of the sceptic’s method of equipollence.

4.2. Opposing an argument versus superseding an argument

As noted above, the standard method of equipollence involves the
sceptic opposing argument with argument: confronted with the
argument <P, therefore O>, the sceptic opposes the argument
<P*, therefore not-OQ> and, provided that these two arguments are
judged to be equipollent to one another, suspension of judgement

22 Sextus repeats this point at M 8. 478.

23 This is the view of Castagnoli, who, just as he finds equipollence at play in the
sceptic’s response to the first horn of the dogmatist’s dilemma, finds it in the scep-
tic’s response to the second horn: ‘Again, the dogmatist, by saying that [AAP] is
demonstrative, will no more affirm than deny the existence of proof...obtaining
the same result as he would reach by grasping the first horn: equipollence of oppos-
ite theses’ (Self-Refutation, 284).
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follows. But it is not clear that this is what is going on in [T10].
Here the sceptic does not seem to be opposing S, to D, but supersed-
ing D, with S,.

To get a better sense of this distinction, it may be helpful to
compare the manoeuvre we have here with an example of a standard
piece of equipollent argumentation. When illustrating this method
at PH 1. 31—3, Sextus gives us the following example. To the
argument:

A, <r1. The tower appears to be square from nearby.
Therefore,

2. The tower is square.>
the sceptic opposes the argument:

A, <r1. The tower appears to be round from a distance.
Therefore,

2. The tower is round.>**

These two arguments are equipollent to one another inasmuch as
they have incompatible conclusions (“The tower is square’ and
“T'he tower is round’) and inasmuch as the reason given for believ-
ing that the tower is square is just as good as the reason given for
thinking it round.?*

Now, S, and D, might also issue in incompatible conclusions and
might adduce equally compelling reasons for those incompatible
conclusions, but there is a crucial difference between S, and D,, on

** See PH 1. 32: “We oppose what appears to what appears. .. for example...when
we say, “The same tower appears round from a distance and square from nearby”’
(avririBepev € ) pawvdueva pawvouévors. .. ofov. .. 6Tav Aywpuev ‘6 avTos mpyos wéppwlev
uev dpalverar aTpoyyivlos, éyyibev 8¢ TeTpdywvos’).

** The phenomenon of the square tower appearing round from a distance was a
common example of perceptual illusion in antiquity. It is attested elsewhere in
Sextus (PH 1. 18; 2. 55; M 7. 208, 414), and it was adopted by Descartes as illustra-
tive of the fallibility of the senses in the Sixth Meditation (The Philosophical
Writings of Descartes, trans. J. Cottingham, R. Stoothoff, and D. Murdoch, 3 vols.
(Cambridge, 1984), ii. 77). However, what Sextus is emphasizing in the present pas-
sage is not that the senses are misleading when they report a square tower as looking
round from afar, but that there is no more reason to suppose that the tower is square
on the basis that it appears to be square from nearby than to suppose that the tower
is round on the basis that it appears to be round from a distance. The equipollent
moral of the PH 1. 32 passage is discussed in greater detail in B. Morison, “The
Logical Structure of the Sceptic’s Opposition’, Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy,
40 (2011), 265—95 at 269—87 and in Sienkiewicz, Modes, 34—41.
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the one hand, and A, and A,, on the other. To return to our distinc-
tion between rebutting and undercutting defeaters, A, rebuts A,
whereas S, undercuts D,—the conclusion of S, (‘Proof does not
exist’) undermines the very premise on which D, is founded.?*
This is not the case with A, and A,—the tower’s being round is
perfectly compatible with the tower appearing to be square from
nearby (and indeed the tower’s being square is perfectly compat-
ible with the tower appearing to be round from a distance).?’

But S, does not merely undermine D,’s starting points.?® It does
not merely deny that D, gives us reason to believe that proof exists.
It also offers a positive argument for the conclusion that proof does
not exist. S, both undercuts D, and supersedes it. Has the sceptic,
therefore, emerged victorious? Not yet. For we might naturally
wonder whether, in fashioning S,, the sceptic’s reach exceeds his
grasp. For the conclusion of S, not only undermines the premises
of D,. It also has the curious property of undermining its own
premises. How this feature of S, should be understood is the ques-
tion to which I now turn.

5. The dogmatist’s objection and the sceptic’s
counterargument (M 8. 479-81)

If the preceding reconstruction of the dialectic between sceptic
and dogmatist is correct, the dogmatist has before him the follow-
ing argument of the sceptic for his consideration:

2 The kind of undercutting involved here is, therefore, different from the sort of
undercutting Pollock was concerned to capture. It turns on attacking the premise of
the argument rather than the connection between premises and conclusion. But for
all that, it is still a type of undercutting defeater, as it does not directly challenge the
truth of the conclusion in the form of a rival argument. See n. 20 above for this
distinction.

?7 T am not here concerned to give an explanation of how a square tower might
appear to be round from a distance or how a round tower might appear to be square
from nearby (though Lucretius offers an explanation of the former phenomenon
consistent with the principles of Epicureanism at DRN 4. 353-63). My purpose
here is simply to draw attention to the fact that whereas the conclusion of A, (“The
tower is round’) is at least logically consistent with the premise of A, (“T'he tower
appears to be square from nearby’), the conclusion of S, (‘Proof does not exist’) is
not logically consistent with the first premise of D, (‘AAP is a proof”).

#% The converse is not the case. The conclusion of D, (‘Proof exists’) is compat-
ible with, indeed presupposed by, the premises of S,.
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S, <1. AAPisa proof.
2. If AAP is a proof, then its conclusion (‘Proof does
not exist’) is true.
Therefore,

3. Proof does not exist.>

It is at this stage that the dogmatist argues that the sceptic has
undermined himself:

[T11] val, paciv, GAXN & cuvdywv 76 p1) elvar dmédetéy dmodewTids v éavTov
éxBdAer. (M 8. 479)
Yes, they say, but the argument concluding that proof does not
exist, being a proof, tosses itself out.

Sextus will go on to offer a two-stage response to this objection of
the dogmatist on behalf of the sceptic, but before considering these
responses, it is first important to be clear on the nature of the dog-
matist’s objection.?® In particular, we might distinguish two parts
to the objection—the content of the objection and the target of the
objection. While commentators have disagreed over the content of
the objection, there has been pretty much unanimous agreement as
to what the target of the objection is supposed to be. In this final
part of the paper I want to suggest that a different target is actually
in play, in light of our reconstruction of the course of the argument
so far.

5.1. The content of the dogmatist’s objection: Self-refutation or
self-elimination?

Regarding the issue of content, according to what might be called
the orthodox interpretation, the charge the sceptic faces in these
last sections of Against the Logicians is one of self-refutation (wept-
Tpor)).*® Recently, this received view has been criticized convincingly

2% Before offering his response to the dogmatist, Sextus sets out what the sceptic’s
own attitude towards his arguments is at M 8. 473—7 (thereby offering an answer to
the question the dogmatist initially posed in [T'3]). I pass over this passage here but
return to it in Section 5.6 below.

3 “The skeptic doctrine is indeed self-refuting, but only after it has destroyed all
the arguments of traditional philosophy’ (C. L. Stough, Greek Skepticism: A Study
in Epistemology (Berkeley, 1969), 146); ‘One of the few brands of skepticism in the
history of philosophy to...accept—and even embrace—the charge of self-refutation
is Pyrrhonism, especially as it is represented to us by our most extensive source for
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by Castagnoli, who stresses the importance of distinguishing
between the dialectical acts of self-refutation (mwepirpormi) and self-
elimination (mepiypadm). Castagnoli contends that in the present
passages the charge the sceptic is facing is that of self-elimination
rather than self-refutation, and that by accepting the consequences
of self-elimination, the sceptic actually has an effective defence
against the charge of self-refutation.®!

The difference between these two sorts of reversal can be expressed
as follows: suppose I maintain that P. If I come to undergo self-
refutation, then I end up being committed to the contradictory of
my initial proposal: I come to be committed to not-P.** If Pundergoes

Pyrrhonist “doctrine”, Sextus Empiricus’ (McPherran, ‘Skeptical Homeopathy’,
290—1); ‘I will take this acceptance of self-refutation (peritrope) as a defining char-
acteristic of Pyrrhonian skepticism’ (R. ]. Fogelin, Pyrrhonian Reflections on
Knowledge and Justification (New York and Oxford, 1994), 4); ‘At all events,
they [sc. Pyrrhonian sceptics] happily embraced self-refutation’ (Hankinson,

Sceptics, 18).

! ‘Sextus never accepts, and so much the less embraces, the dogmatic charge of
self-refutation; what is interpreted by McPherran and many others as an admission
of self-refutation is best reconstructed as a refined dialectical tool that Sextus uses
against the dogmatic charges of inconsistency and self-refutation’ (Castagnoli, Self-
Refutation, 252).

32 Self-refuting argumentation is, in fact, a genus under which fall several species
(and indeed subspecies). J. L. Mackie, ‘Self-Refutation: A Formal Analysis’, Philo-
sophical Quarterly, 14 (1964), 193—203 provides an influential threefold classifica-
tion of types of self-refutation—‘absolute’, ‘operational’, and ‘pragmatic’, in terms
of which much subsequent discussion of self-refuting arguments in the secondary
literature has been couched. In outline (and according to Mackie) an absolute self-
refutation occurs when the content of some claim, P, entails its own falsity (for
example, in the case of the claim ‘Nothing is true’), an operational self-refutation
occurs when there is no way of coherently presenting P without falsifying it,
because the very act of asserting that P commits one to something which conflicts
with P (for example, in the case of the claim ‘I believe nothing’) and a pragmatic
self-refutation occurs when the way in which P is presented conflicts with P (for
example, in the case of me saying ‘I am not saying anything’). A full discussion of
the details of Mackie’s pioneering classification is beyond the scope of this paper,
and, at any rate, [ go on to argue that the final move in the exchange between sceptic
and dogmatist in our passage turns on the phenomenon of self-elimination rather
than self-refutation. Where Sextus does use the language of self-refutation in this
stretch of text—namely in his opening formulation of the second horn of the dog-
matist’s dilemma back in [ T'3]—there the kind of self-refutation envisaged seems to
be a type of pragmatic one: if the sceptic purports to produce a proof of the non-
existence of proof, then he commits himself to the existence of at least one proof
and thereby falsifies his own conclusion. I say ‘type’ of pragmatic self-refutation,
because, as Castagnoli notes (Self-Refutation, 160—1), Mackie’s formulation does
not distinguish between a case where the actual way in which a proposition is put
forward conflicts with what is presented and a case where the intended way in which
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self-elimination, on the other hand, then by the end of that argu-
mentative procedure, there is nothing to which I am committed
(not-P included).??

It is not the place here to adjudicate between the varied argu-
ments that might be made in favour of the self-refutation inter-
pretation and the self-elimination interpretation. As mentioned
before, my primary concern is to challenge what commentators
have taken the target of the dogmatist’s argument to be rather than
to take a side in the debate over what its content is. Having said that,
if we work through the sceptic’s two responses to the dogmatist’s
charge in [T11], that does provide some evidence in favour of the
self-elimination interpretation, and hence that is the interpretation
of the content of the dogmatist’s argument which I shall accept for
the remainder of this paper.

5.2. The sceptic’s first response to the dogmatist’s objection
The sceptic’s first response to the dogmatist’s argument is this:

[T12] mpos & pyréov, 671 00 mavTws éavrov éxPdlder. molAa yap kal’ dmefaipeay
7 e \ 7 \ ~ D 7 3 7 )
Ayerai, kal &s Tov Adla papév Oedv 1€ kal avlpdmwr elvar marépa kal
vmefalpecwy avrod TovTov (00 yap 01 ye kal adTos avTod G warip), ovTwW
¥ , A S > e , . -
Kal 6Tav AMywuev undepiav elvar amédetlw, kall dmefailpeoy Aéyouev 100
, , v e )
SewkvivTos Adyov, ST odk oTw dmédetéist pdvos yap odTés éoTw

amédebis. (M 8. 479)

a proposition is put forward conflicts with what is presented. As I have recon-
structed the line of thought of [T'3], the kind of pragmatic self-refutation at issue is
a refutation of the second kind. For further critical discussion and refinement of
Mackie’s taxonomy, see Castagnoli, Self-Refutation, 17-23, 160—3, 205—7.

*3 I present the distinction between mepirpom) and mepiypads) here in dialectical
terms rather than in terms of the pure falsification or elimination of the conclusion
of the argument to reflect Sextus’ dialectical framing of this exchange between the
sceptic and the dogmatist. Back at M 8. 470 we are reminded that the sceptic has
been posed a question by the dogmatist, namely ‘Is your argument against proof
itself a proof or not? (mdrepov dmddeills éorw 6 kara Tis dmodeifews Adyos 1) ovk
amdédeifis;). Whether [T11] expresses a charge of mepirpom) or mepuypady, that charge
should be understood within this dialectical context. The dogmatist is challenging
the sceptic to give an answer to his question without incurring unacceptable com-
mitments, for example committing himself to the existence of proof. Though
I would not commit myself to the claim that all instances of mepirporm) and mepirypadr
in ancient philosophical texts should be understood dialectically, when it comes to
the particular stretch of text of M 8. 463-81, I am in agreement with Castagnoli,
Self-Refutation, 282—3 about its dialectical character.



290 Stefan Sienkiewicz

T'o which it should be replied that it does not in all cases toss itself
out. For many things are said that allow for an exception, and just
as we say that Zeus is the father of gods and men with the exception
of himself (for, of course, he is not his own father), so too when we
say that proof does not exist, we say this with the exception of the
argument showing that proof does not exist; for this alone is a proof.

The thought being entertained here is as follows: suppose we have
some argument which has as its conclusion that proof does not
exist. Call this argument ‘A’. The suggestion being made in [T'12]
is that A is exempt from its own conclusion. Proof indeed does
not exist—but with one exception, namely argument A, which s
a proof.

Given that this is Sextus’ response to the dogmatist’s claim that
the argument against proof ‘tosses itself out’, that would suggest
that the dogmatist’s objection in [T'r1] assumes that the conclu-
sion of A should be understood without any exceptions (and there-
fore should apply to itself). The dogmatist is claiming that the
conclusion of the sceptic’s argument A applies to itself, thereby
stripping it of its demonstrative power. He is not claiming that,
given that A is a proof, then there is at least one proof, contrary to
A’s conclusion. As Castagnoli puts it, the dogmatist’s objection in
[T11]is not:

1. If A is a proof, then there is at least one proof (i.e. A itself),
contrary to the conclusion of A.

But rather:

2. If A is a proof, then it has a true conclusion (i.e. it is true
that proof does not exist), and if it is true that proof does
not exist, then A itself is not a proof.**

Whereas in the case of (1) the assumption that A is a proof contra-
dicts the conclusion that there is no proof, in the case of (2) the
inference made to the conclusion that there is no proof, contradicts
the initial assumption that A is a proof.

** See Castagnoli, Self-Refutation, 289. The logical difference between these two
claims can be brought out by translating them into first-order predicate logic.
Letting ‘P’ stand for ‘...is a proof” and ‘A’ stand for the argument which has as its
conclusion that proof does not exist, the two claims read as follows:

1. P(A) - (x)P(x)

2. (P(A) » 7 (x)P(x)) A (7 (Fx)P(x) - 7 P(A)).
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So the sceptic’s first response to the dogmatist seems to suggest
that the charge the dogmatist lays at the door of the sceptic in
[Tr1] is one of self-elimination, rather than self-refutation. The
dogmatist is suggesting in (2) that A’s conclusion includes A in its
own scope, not that A, qua proof, falsifies its own conclusion. The
sceptic urges in response that it does no such thing. A’s conclusion
does not apply to A itself. A—and A alone—is the only proof in
existence and, happily, concludes that there are no other proofs.**

5.3. The sceptic’s second response to the dogmatist’s objection

The sceptic’s second response to the dogmatist also supports the
idea that the dogmatist’s charge is one of self-elimination rather
than one of self-refutation. Having canvassed the possibility that
A—and A alone—is a legitimate proof, the sceptic’s final move is to
accept that A does ‘toss itself out’ in precisely the way that that
previous response of the sceptic tried to avoid. But even if A tosses
itself out in the sense that its conclusion equally applies to itself,
that does not vindicate the dogmatist. As Sextus writes:

[T13] kv adrov Se éxPdAdn, od dia TolTo KupolTar 76 €lvar amédeiéw. moAla

ydp éoTw dmep 6 dAda motel, TovTo Kal éavta SwaTifnow. olov Ws To Tip
Samavioay v VA kal éavto cvudlelper, kai 6v Tpémov Ta KabapTikd,
éfeNdoavTa TOV cwpudTwy TA Uypd, Kal avTd cuvekTnow, ovTw SvvaTal
Kal 6 katd THs dmodeifews Ayos uera 70 maoav dmédeil dvedelv kol
éavTov ovumeprypddey.
And even if it does toss itself out, that does not confirm that proof
exists. For there are many things which put themselves in the same
condition as they put other things. For example, just as fire after
consuming wood destroys itself as well, and just as purgatives after
driving the fluids out of bodies eliminate themselves as well, so too
the argument against proof, having eliminated every proof, can
cancel itself as well. (M 8. 480).

5 Of course, the sceptic’s strategy of exempting A from the scope of its own
conclusion also serves as a response to the charge of self-refutation, were that the
charge being made. If the conclusion of A is not ‘Proof does not exist’ but rather
‘Proof does not exist, with the exception of A’, then, were the dogmatist to claim A’s
being a proof falsifies its own conclusion, the sceptic would have a swift retort. No
such falsification occurs if the conclusion is understood to be ‘Proof does not exist,
with the exception of A’.



292 Stefan Sienkiewicz

The metaphors of fire and purgative drugs Sextus invokes in this
passage seem to support the idea that it is self-elimination rather
than self-refutation which is at issue here.*® The sceptic’s argu-
ment ultimately ‘does away with itself’ (dveletv), just as a fire
quenches itself having burnt through its fuel source and just as
purgatives eliminate themselves having driven out the humours
from a body. Just as we are left with no physical residue at the end
of these processes, so at the end of the sceptic’s argumentative pro-
cedure there is no dogmatic residue.?” The sceptic ends up being
committed not to the negation of his conclusion but to nothing at
all. His argument has eliminated, not refuted, itself.**

3¢ Sextus deploys a third image in this context, that of a ladder being kicked aside
once climbed. The ladder image follows on immediately from the images of the fire
and the purgatives, but I deal with it separately in Section 5.7 as it has some import-
ant differences from either of these other metaphors.

7 Some commentators emphasize the fact that the fire consuming the wood is
temporally prior to the fire consuming itself and the purgatives driving out the
fluids from the body are temporally prior to the purgatives driving out themselves.
For this view, see McPherran, ‘Skeptical Homeopathy,” 315—16. McPherran stresses
this because, on his interpretation, it is crucial that the sceptic is persuaded by AAP
at ¢, and then subsequently at 7,,, comes to realize that AAP is self-refuting, so that
the sceptic avoids violating the psychological principle of non-contradiction by
assenting to two inconsistent propositions (‘AAP is a sound proof’; ‘AAP is not a
sound proof’) at the same time. Others argue that the metaphors do not suggest the
kind of temporal priority McPherran finds in them. Rather, it is more accurate to
say that the process of the fire burning through its fuel source—which no doubt is
a process that unfolds through time—coincides with the process of the fire burning
itself out. The more the fire burns through its fuel source, the more the fire itself
burns out, until, at the end of the process, both the fuel source and the fire are extin-
guished at the same instant. So, by analogy, though reasoning through AAP takes
time, it is not that the sceptic first endorses AAP and then later comes to reject it;
rather the more the sceptic works through the argument of AAP, the more his com-
mitment to proof, including AAP itself, is loosened until at the end of the process,
the sceptic frees himself of any commitment both to proof and to AAP itself. For
this view, see M. Nussbaum, ‘Skeptic Purgatives: Therapeutic Arguments in Ancient
Skepticism’, Journal of the History of Philosophy, 29 (1991), 521—57 at 550—1 and
Castagnoli, Self-Refutation, 293—5. However, on either account, the point to
emphasize is that, at the end of the process we are left with no dogmatic residue.

*¥ One might wonder whether embracing self-elimination is any better for the
sceptic, dialectically speaking, than embracing self-refutation. R. Zieminska,
‘Sextan Skepticism and Self-Refutation’, Polish Journal of Philosophy, 6 (2012), 89—
99 at 94—9 argues that it is no better, claiming that accepting self-elimination
amounts to a ‘dialectical evasion’ on the part of the sceptic that is ‘the end of
rational discussion’. In response to this worry, one might emphasize the fact that the
self-elimination involved—at least in the passage we are considering—is not the
self-elimination of AAP simpliciter but the self-elimination of AAP qua demonstra-
tive proof. From the fact that the sceptic accepts that no proofs exist, AAP included,
it does not follow that the sceptic has put an end to rational discussion. The sceptic



Proof against Proof 293
5.4. The target of the dogmatist’s objection: AAP or S,?

Irrespective of whether the dogmatist’s objection in [T11] turns
on self-elimination or self-refutation, there is still the further ques-
tion of what the target of the objection is supposed to be.

Let us return to the dogmatist’s objection in [T11]:

[T11] val, paciv, GAXN & cuvdywv 76 p1) elvar dmédetéy dmodewrTirds v éavTov

éxfdAe. (M 8. 479)

Yes, they say, but the argument concluding that proof does not
exist, being a proof, tosses itself out.

The consensus among commentators is that the expression ‘argu-
ment concluding that proof does not exist’ (6 ocuvdywv 70 un eva
amédetéw)—which 1 labelled, neutrally, in Section 5.2 argument
‘A'—refers to what I have labelled elsewhere ‘AAP’. This is the
sceptic’s initial argument against proof which he casts in oppos-
ition to the dogmatist’s argument in favour of the existence of
proof, namely:

AAP <p’, ¢/, 7', therefore proof does not exist>

According to this line of thinking, in [T11] the dogmatist is claim-
ing that AAP eliminates itself.*®

still can offer (non-demonstrative) reasons for his position. It is just that—qua good
sceptic—he will realize that there are equally good reasons that might be adduced in
opposition to these and, subsequently, that suspension of judgement is in order.

* For the view that it is AAP which eliminates itself, see e.g. M. F. Burnyeat
(‘Protagoras and Self-Refutation in Later Greek Philosophy’, Philosophical Review,
85 (1976), 44—69 at 49 n. 9): ‘There is argument about it [sc. the non-existence of
proof] which Sextus in the immediate sequel terms Adyos, and later he considers
whether to admit that this argument does away with itself (M 8. 479—80; cf. PH 2.
188)’; McPherran (‘Skeptical Homeopathy’, 326—7): ‘And just as the intended effect
of a purgative is the return of the body to its natural state of healthful equilibrium
minus the purgative (which—if retained—would prove a source of illness), so the
intended effect of the PAP [sc. AAP] and the admission of its self-refutation is the
return of the philosophically disturbed mind to a state of natural mental equilib-
rium, untroubled by even a single assertion or commitment to proof (which—if
retained—would prove a toxic source of negative Dogmatism and its attendant
mental anxieties)’; and Castagnoli (Self-Refutation, 291): ‘the self-bracketing of
AAP that Sextus accepts and embraces has as its result the expunction of AAP from
the set of the alleged proofs in which it has been assumed ex hypothesi ... Not only
does AAP not incur reversal, but it is not even self-bracketing tout court. Only when
coupled with the distinct assumption that it is a proof does AAP inscribe itself
within its scope, “rejecting” itself in the plain sense that it concludes of itself too
that it is not a proof.’
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Now, it is certainly possible to take the expression ‘argument
concluding that proof does not exist’ to refer to AAP in this way.
But there is also another possibility—taking it to refer not to AAP,
but the argument I have labelled S,, namely the sceptic’s initial
argument against the second horn of the dogmatist’s dilemma:

S, <i1. AAP s aproof.
2. If AAP is a proof, then its conclusion (‘Proof does
not exist’) is true.
Therefore,

3. Proof does not exist.>

The relation between AAP and S, is an interesting one. There are
clear similarities between these two arguments. For one, they share
the same conclusion—both are ‘Arguments Against Proof’ in that
sense. But there is also an important difference between them.
These two arguments operate at different levels.

AAP is not, in fact, a single argument, but instead is meant to
encompass that whole spectrum of arguments Sextus assembles
against the existence of proof during the course of M 8. 300—462.
Those arguments undermine dogmatic proof by mounting argu-
ments against the terms in which it is defined. If we take the Stoic
conception of proof, for example, which defines proof as ‘an argu-
ment [Adyos] which is conclusive [ovvaxTicds], true [dAnbis], and
has an unclear conclusion [d&dndov ovumépaocpa] which is revealed by
the power of the premises’ (ékxalvmréuevor vmo Tis Svvduews TV
Mupdrwv, PH 2. 143), the sceptic’s attack will turn on what it is for
an argument to be conclusive, or what it is for its premises to be
revelatory of the conclusion, and so forth.*® All of these arguments
against proof, therefore, have a first-order character about them.
They argue against proof by arguing that the concepts in which
proof is couched are unsatisfactory or confused or lead to incon-
sistencies. And it is these sorts of first-order arguments which fall
under the banner of AAP.

S,, on the other hand, has a rather different character. S,—like
AAP—is an argument against the existence of proof and, in this
sense, is a particular type of AAP, but one which has a distinctively

* For further details on the content of these arguments against proof, see
J. Barnes, ‘Proof Destroyed’, in M. Schofield, M. F. Burnyeat, and J. Barnes (eds.),
Doubt and Dogmatism: Essays in Hellenistic Epistemology (Oxford, 1980), 161-81
and Hankinson, Sceptics, 209—12.
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second-order character. It is a type of AAP which turns on the very
status of AAPs themselves.

So, when the dogmatist claims in [T'11] that the sceptic’s argu-
ment ‘concluding that proof does not exist, being a proof, tosses itself
out’, he might be referring either to the first-order AAP or the
second-order S,. And there are two corresponding ways of inter-
preting the sceptic’s counterargument to the dogmatist depending
on whether we take the sceptic and the dogmatist to be discussing
the self-elimination of AAP or the self-elimination of S,.

5.5. Two interpretations of the sceptic’s counterargument

Suppose that we take the ‘argument’ in question here to be AAP
rather than S,. In that case, the closing exchange between the
sceptic and dogmatist turns on whether AAP applies to itself
and—if so—whether that is problematic for the sceptic. The dog-
matist issues his criticism in [T'11], namely that qua proof AAP
eliminates itself, to which the sceptic replies, first, that the
elimination would not occur in the case where AAP was under-
stood not as

AAP <p’, q, v, therefore proof does not exist>
but rather as

AAP* <p’, ¢/, v/, therefore proof does not exist with the
exception of AAP*>,

and, second, that even 7f we took AAP to be a proof, it would con-
clude of itself that it is not in fact a proof, a consequence which the
sceptic is perfectly happy to accept. Call this the First-Order
Interpretation.

This is a perfectly coherent interpretation of the final exchange
between sceptic and dogmatist and one which has at its centre the
status of AAP. But alternatively, we could interpret this final
exchange to be not about the status of AAP but about the status of
S,. The dogmatist’s challenge in [Tr11] would, therefore, amount
to saying that the sceptic’s response to the second horn of the
dilemma—i.e. S,—eliminates itself, to which the sceptic would
issue replies parallel to the replies issued in the First-Order Inter-
pretation. The sceptic would argue that self-elimination would
not occur if we understood S, to exempt itself from its own
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conclusion, and furthermore, even if we did not do this and instead
took S, to be a proof which eliminates itself along with every other
proof, that is a consequence the sceptic is perfectly happy to wel-
come. Let us call this the Second-Order Interpretation.*!

Which of them is the correct reading? It may seem, at first, that
not very much hangs on whether we opt for the First-Order
Interpretation or the Second-Order Interpretation—both, after
all, end up with the sceptic embracing the self-eliminating prop-
erty of his arguments. However, on closer inspection, there are at
least two differences between the two interpretations, and it is these
two differences, ceteris paribus, that give us reason to depart from
the consensus and prefer the Second-Order Interpretation to the
First-Order Interpretation.

5.6. The seriousness of the dogmatist’s challenge

The first difference between the two interpretations concerns the
seriousness of the dogmatist’s challenge in [T11]. According to the
First-Order Interpretation, there is a sense in which the dogma-
tist’s challenge is not problematic for the sceptic at all. The sceptic
need not be troubled by the dogmatist’s claim that AAP, being a
proof, ‘tosses itself out’ for the simple reason that the sceptic does
not put forward AAP as a proof in the first place. The sceptic only
concedes for the sake of argument that AAP is a proof, thereby ris-
ing to the challenge of the second horn of the dogmatist’s dilemma.
A less concessive sceptic might just as easily refuse to grant the
dogmatist’s starting point—that is, refuse to grant the dogmatist’s
premise that AAP is a proof.

Furthermore, the sceptic would be able to provide a principled
reason for this refusal. As Sextus says at M 8. 473 when he expounds
what the sceptic’s attitude is towards AAP:

4 \ \ \ ~ 3 7, 7’ \ ol ’ \ \
[T14] $ricovor yap Tov kara s dmodeilews Aéyov mibavdv elvar uévov kal mpos
70 mapov melfew adTovs kal émdyecbar cvykardbeawv, dyvoeiv 8¢, €l kal adbis

éoTat TolodTos 81 76 ToAITpoTov THs dvlpwmivys duavolas. (M 8. 473)

*' In labelling these two interpretations ‘First-Order’ and ‘Second-Order’
respectively, I do not mean to imply anything over and above the fact that the first
turns on the status of the sceptic’s arguments against proof and the second turns on
the status of the sceptic’s arguments about his arguments against proof.
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For they [i.e. sceptics] will say that the argument against proof is
merely persuasive, and that for the moment it persuades them and
induces assent, but that they do not know whether it will also be like
this in the future, given the fickle character of human thought.

The sceptic is stressing that he is not claiming that AAP is demon-
strative of its conclusion, but merely persuasive (mfavév). In fact,
AAP does not even have to reach some particular objective thresh-
old of plausibility. All that is required for the sceptic’s argument is
that AAP has the relational property of being as plausible as AFP.
Far from harming the sceptic’s position, the dogmatist’s argu-
ments in favour of proof are, therefore, welcomed by the sceptic:

[T15] € yap of puév kara s amodelews xoutabévres Adyor pepevikaoy dvav-

TilppnToL, ol 8¢ eis 70 elvar amddeéw mapalndlévres Adyor mdAw elaly
loxvpol, uiiTe éxelvois uijte TovTols wpooléuevor Ty émoxny Spoloydiuey.
(M 8. 477)
For if the arguments produced against proof have remained unre-
futed, and the arguments taken up in favour of there being proof
are also strong, let us attach ourselves neither to one set nor to the
other, but agree to suspend judgement.

An argument against proof which is equally persuasive as an argu-
ment in favour of it is precisely what the sceptic is aiming at—an
equipollence between opposed theses which leads to suspension of
judgement over whether or not proof exists.

The picture, however, is rather different on the Second-Order
Interpretation. For, according to that interpretation what the dog-
matist is putting pressure on in [T'11] is not the demonstrative sta-
tus of AAP, but the demonstrative status of claims and arguments
that the sceptic makes about AAP, for example the argument S,.

Now the sceptic can—indeed does—have a response to this
objection, but the sceptic would not be entitled to simply sidestep
the dogmatist’s objection—as he can do in the case of the First-
Order Interpretation—by merely denying that S, is a demonstra-
tive proof and maintaining that it is simply one of pair of
equipollent arguments which is only as persuasive as the opposing
dogmatic argument against which it is pitted. For if my account of
the sceptic’s response to the second horn of the dogmatist’s
dilemma in Section 4.2 is correct, then S, is not an argument that
merely opposes D,, but is a stand-alone argument which supersedes
D,. The sceptic seems to be presenting S, as a stand-alone piece of
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reasoning in its own right, and, consequently, it seems a perfectly
reasonable request of the dogmatist to ask, of that bit of reasoning,
whether it is demonstrative of its conclusion or not, and if it is,
whether or not that is a problematic self-elimination of the scep-
tic’s argument.

So, on the First-Order Interpretation the sceptic’s final two argu-
ments against the dogmatist at M 8. 479—81 are in a sense a sceptical
extravagance. Strictly speaking, the sceptic does not need to offer
these arguments, because they take as their starting point the
dogmatist’s assumption that the AAP is a proof, which the sceptic
does not share. On the Second-Order Interpretation, on the other
hand, the final two replies of the sceptic take on real import. They
are the sceptic’s response to the dogmatist’s concern that the scep-
tic’s arguments about AAP (rather than AAP itself) have a prob-
lematic demonstrative status. As a stand-alone argument, the
sceptic is presumably putting forward S, as an argument that is
demonstrative of its conclusion (or so the dogmatist might sup-
pose). But if so, then its conclusion (‘Proof does not exist’) applies
to and destroys the very demonstrative status of S, in the first
place. According to the Second-Order Interpretation, it is to this
objection of the dogmatist that the sceptic’s final two counterargu-
ments are addressed.

Adopting the Second-Order Interpretation, then, makes the
sceptic’s final two counterarguments a necessary response to a
legitimate dogmatic worry, rather than making them an unneces-
sary exercise in sceptical virtuosity, responding to a dogmatic
objection the basic assumption of which the sceptic has a prin-
cipled reason to reject. That is the first point in favour of the
Second-Order Interpretation. And this first point leads on to a sec-
ond. The First-Order Interpretation ends up leaving a dialectical
loose end between the sceptic and the dogmatist at the end of their
exchange, which the Second-Order Interpretation does not.
Consequently, the sceptic’s response to the dogmatist becomes
more complete if we adopt the Second-Order Interpretation.

5.7. The completeness of the sceptic’s response

This point about completeness can best be brought out by consid-
ering the third metaphor Sextus introduces to illustrate the kind of
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self-elimination of his own arguments which the sceptic is happy
to countenance:

[T16] ral maAw ws odx advvardy éoTi Tov Sud Twos kAijaros éd’ ynAov dva-
. , N s , - , o
Bdvra Témov pera Ty dvdfacw dvatpépar T modl TV KA{paka, oUTws
s, \ (e . y ps ~ , ,
OUK QTTEOLKE TOV OKETTLKOV, WS 8“1 TLVOS eﬂtﬁaepas‘ TOUV 8€LKVUVTOS AO'}/OU
70 un €lvar amédetw ywprioavTa €ml TV TOD TPOKELUEVOU KATATKEVV,
T67€ KOl adTov ToDTOV TOV ASyov dveletv. (M 8. 481)
And again, just as it is not impossible for someone who has climbed
to a high place by a ladder to overturn the ladder with his foot after
the ascent, so it is not unlikely that the sceptic, having arrived at the
accomplishment of his task by means of the argument showing that
proof does not exist, as it were by a ladder, should then do away
with this very argument.

This celebrated image of the ladder follows immediately on the
heels of the images of the fire and the purgatives in [T'13] and so
is clearly meant by Sextus to illustrate the same kind of self-
elimination which the fire and the purgatives illustrate.

However, there is a further level of complexity to Sextus’ image
of the ladder which is missing from the earlier two images. In the
case of the fire that extinguishes itself and the purgatives which
drive themselves out of the body there is one item involved in the
self-elimination, fire in one case and purgatives in the other. In the
case of the ladder image there are at least two further elements of
metaphorical significance: there is the person who scales the ladder
(rov avaBdrra) and then kicks it away after his climb is finished, and
there is the ‘high place’ (v¢mAov 7émov) to which he ascends. Now, it
is clear from [T'16] that the climber of the ladder is supposed to
represent the sceptic (7ov okemtikdv), and this is the case whether
one adopts the First-Order or the Second-Order Interpretation.*?
However, when we consider the significance of the other elements
of the metaphor (the ladder and the high place to which it leads),

*2 Castagnoli notes that although Sextus is explicit in his metaphor that it is the
sceptic who climbs the ladder, it is also a ladder the dogmatist can climb to escape
the ‘wretched lowlands of dogmatism’. Castagnoli continues: ‘if they cannot be
defused AAPs can become for the dogmatist a ladder, safe enough to scale the walls
of dogmatism and climb to a better place, where persuasion of the non-existence of
proof will finally counterbalance the opposite belief in its existence, producing
émox?’ (Castagnoli, Self-Refutation, 306—7).
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the First-Order and the Second-Order Interpretations yield rather
different pictures.*?

To repeat the point again, according to the First-Order Inter-
pretation, the final discussion between the sceptic and dogmatist
concerns the status—demonstrative or otherwise—of AAP, and the
last move in the exchange is for the sceptic to embrace the self-
elimination of AAP. The sceptic assumes, for the sake of argu-
ment, that AAP is a proof and then teases out the implications of
this in the second-order piece of reasoning which I have labelled S,
and which concludes that there is no proof, AAP included.** AAP,
therefore, expunges itself qua demonstrative proof. In terms of the
metaphor, AAP is the ladder which ends up being kicked over after
the sceptic has reasoned his way to the conclusion of S,, that proof
does not exist, AAP included.

So on the First-Order Interpretation the ladder of AAP ends up
falling down, but what, we might ask, is the status of the reasoning
about AAP that I have just described the sceptic engaging in and
which I have schematized in S,? For that chain of reasoning—that
is to say, the very reasoning that concludes that AAP expunges
itself qua demonstrative proof—is by definition beyond the scope
of AAP. It is a piece of reasoning about AAP.

To extend Sextus’ metaphor, the First-Order Interpretation
risks leaving at least one dogmatic ladder standing, one residual

** The image of the ladder recurs, perhaps most famously, as the penultimate
proposition of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus: ‘My propositions are
elucidatory in this way: he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless,
when he has climbed out through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak
throw away the ladder, after he has climbed up on it.) He must surmount these
propositions; then he sees the world rightly’ (L.. Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-
Philosophicus (LLondon, 1922), 6.54). Though the image is the same, the moral is
different. Sextus would not—indeed, does not—go as far as to say that upon climb-
ing the ladder and reaching the ‘high place’, the sceptic ‘sees the world rightly’, for
that would be an unacceptably dogmatic stance to take. Rather, it is reasonable to
suppose that Sextus would say that upon climbing and kicking away the ladder, the
sceptic will gain that cognitive tranquillity (drapaéia) which comes from appreciat-
ing that the (non-demonstrative) arguments for and against proof are equipollent to
one another.

** See McPherran, ‘Skeptical Homeopathy’, 301—2, who translates [T'16] as ‘And
again, just as it is not impossible for the man who has ascended to a high place by a
ladder to overturn the ladder with his foot after the ascent, so also it is not unlikely
that the Skeptic after he has arrived at demonstration of his thesis by means
of ...[the PAP, i.e. AAP]...as it were by a step ladder, should then abolish this very
argument’ and Castagnoli, Self-Refutation, 306, who writes, ‘It is the Pyrrhonist
who uses AAP as a ladder to ascend to a “high place”, and then overturns it.’
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piece of reasoning whose demonstrative status is open to question,
the very reasoning about the demonstrative status of AAP that
concludes that AAP expunges itself qua demonstrative proof. It is
this ladder which, according to the Second-Order Interpretation, is
kicked down. For according to the Second-Order Interpretation,
this second-order piece of reasoning is precisely the piece of
reasoning with which the sceptic is concerned. The second-order
argument of S, reaches its conclusion that there are no proofs,
including AAP and itself. Sextus’ reference to the sceptic climbing
the ladder ‘to a high place’ has, on the Second-Order Interpretation,
an extra resonance, for the argument which ends up eliminating its
own demonstrative power is quite literally a higher-order argu-
ment, an argument about the status of AAP itself. The Second-
Order Interpretation, therefore, makes the sceptic’s response to
this objection of the dogmatist’s more complete: it leaves one fewer
dogmatic ladder standing than the First-Order Interpretation
does. On the First-Order Interpretation, AAP falls but S, remains
standing. On the Second-Order Interpretation, both fall.

At this stage, however, a natural cluster of questions arise. Even
if it is true that the Second-Order Interpretation leaves one fewer
dogmatic ladder standing than the First-Order Interpretation,
does it succeed in leaving no ladders standing? Is it not the case that
the same sort of reasoning that moved us from the first-order AAP
to the second-order S, could not be applied in precisely the same
way to S,? If, according to the First-Order Interpretation, the
sceptic kicks away the ladder of AAP but leaves standing the
second-order ladder of S, which spells out the reasoning by which
AAP is able to reach the conclusion that proof does not exist (itself
included), then is it not the case that the dogmatist might point to
the reasoning about S, which spells out how S, is able to conclude
that proof does not exist (itself included) and ask of that piece of
reasoning whether the sceptic supposes it to have the status of a
demonstration? In principle, is it not possible to iterate this
exchange between the sceptic and dogmatist ad infinitum? For any
iterated version of the reasoning spelled out in S,, can’t the dogma-
tist ask of that piece of reasoning what its status is?

The answer to these questions must be yes. There certainly
seems to be no principled reason for thinking that the sceptic and
the dogmatist will be restricted to a second-order discussion of
AAP. If they can engage in second-order discussion of AAP, then
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they can engage in third-order discussion of S,. In terms of Sextus’
metaphor, there is always a further ladder to which the dogmatist
can point and whose demonstrative status he can question. All of
this is, of course, true but equally—and to conclude the metaphor—
there is always a higher place to which the sceptic can climb and
kick over said ladder. As long as the dogmatist keeps putting lad-
ders in front of the sceptic, the sceptic will be content to keep
climbing and knocking them down.

6. Conclusion

In this paper I have offered a reappraisal of how the sceptic’s
response to the dogmatist’s dilemma at the end of Against the
Logicians should be understood. In particular I have offered a
reading of this stretch of text which departs from two aspects of
orthodoxy: the first, that in this final exchange between sceptic and
dogmatist we see the application of the sceptic’s standard method
of equipollence, and the second, that the final move of the exchange
involves the sceptic embracing the dogmatist’s charge that the
sceptic’s argument against proof eliminates itself. I have argued
that both of these tenets of orthodoxy—as they stand—fail to cap-
ture the intricacies of Sextus’ argument.

Regarding the first departure from orthodoxy, I have argued that
there is not a straightforward application of the sceptic’s method
of equipollence in the sceptic’s response to either the first or the
second horn of the dogmatist’s dilemma. With respect to the scep-
tic’s response to the first horn, I distinguished between One-Sided
and T'wo-Sided suspension of judgement and argued that the kind
of suspension of judgement the sceptic’s argument issued in was
the One-Sided kind rather than the standard T'wo-Sided suspen-
sion of judgement. And with respect to the sceptic’s response to
the second horn, I argued that the sceptic’s counterargument to the
dogmatist does not merely oppose the argument in question but
supersedes it.

Regarding the second departure, I have argued that the charge
the dogmatist lays at the sceptic’s door is not that his argument
against proof eliminates itself but rather that his argument about
his argument against proof eliminates itself. And it is this higher-
order argument which the sceptic is content to say eliminates itself.
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By interpreting the concluding passage of Against the Logicians
in this way, I submit that we can both make better sense of the
closing exchange between the sceptic and the dogmatist and at the
same time render a service to them both: the sceptic’s response to
the first horn of the dogmatist’s dilemma no longer turns out to be
flawed, and the dogmatist’s second challenge to the sceptic is no
longer trivial but substantive, demanding a considered response from
the sceptic. At the very least I hope to have shown that when think-
ing through the implications of the closing chapters of Against the
Logicians, there are still interpretative depths to be plumbed—or at
least argumentative ladders to be scaled to see where they lead.

The Queen’s College, Oxford
Lady Margaret Hall, Oxford
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