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Abstract

Sextus responds to the Dogmatists’ criticism that the Sceptics cannot investigate Dogmatic
theses, formulating his own version of Meno’s puzzle against them. He thus forces them to
adopt voeiv amAdg — a way of thinking that does not carry any commitment to the reality of
what someone thinks — as their only solution to the puzzle and as the necessary starting point
of their investigation. Noetv &nAdg avoids Dogmatic assumptions without making use of the
Sceptical argumentation that leads to suspension of judgment. It constitutes a novel answer
to Meno’s puzzle, Dogmatism- and Scepticism-free, with important consequences both for
Dogmatism and for Scepticism.

Sextus notes that persistent criticism was directed against the Sceptics, according to which
“the Sceptics can neither investigate nor think in any way about the matters on which the
Dogmatists hold beliefs” (PH I 1). Sextus devotes the first ten paragraphs of the second
book of his Outlines of Pyrrhonism (PH 11 1-10) to his reply. He prefixes this reply as an
introduction to the Sceptical attack on the three parts of Dogmatic philosophy, the attack
which he elaborates in the last two books of the Outlines. As this criticism threatens the
very possibility of a Sceptical investigation into Dogmatic theses, Sextus’ reply seems to
be a prerequisite for what follows.

Contemporary scholars have recently shown an increasing interest in this criticism.
Nevertheless, they have either ignored* or underestimated® the part of Sextus’ reply where

3

! Earlier versions of this paper were presented at the Seminar on Ancient Philosophy at the University of Crete
(2011), at the Faculty Seminar of the Department of Philosophy and History of Sciences at the University of
Athens (2012) and at the Conference “Truth, Falsehood and Deception in Ancient Philosophy” at the Faculty
of Classics of the University of Cambridge (2012). I owe a great deal to all the participants, and especially to
Tamer Nawar for his comments. I discussed many of the views I present here with M. Frede who initially guided
and has always inspired my work on Sextus Empiricus. J. Barnes’ stimulating criticism on the thesis that the
present paper was originally a chapter of, helped me to rethink, understand better, and see aspects I was blind to.
P. Kalligas and G. Karamanolis read earlier versions and gave me valuable advice. I would also like to thank the
referee for Logical Analysis and History of Philosophy for his/her bibliographical suggestions. Finally, Katerina
Ierodiakonou supervised my thesis on Sextus and helped me turn this topic into an article; I would like to express
my gratitude to her for all her support and encouragement.

2 For the translations, 1 rely on Annas & Barnes 1994; Bett 2005; Bury 1933—49. In those cases where is no crucial
disagreement between the translators, I do not specify which I mostly rely on. When there is crucial disagreement
or when I propose a different translation, this is noted and the different translations cited.

3 Cf. Corti 2009, 185-205 and 2015, 123—145, Fine 2010 and 2014, 345-368; Vogt 2010, 176f. and 2012, 140—
157.

4 Fine in her discussion of PH II 1-11 omits the end of II 6 as well as IT 7-9. She notes this omission in Fine 2010,
p-494, fn. 3 and in Fine 2014, p. 332, fn. 7 without any explanation.

5 Vogt refers to the part of Sextus’ reply where he formulates his own version of Meno’s puzzle (Vogt 2012, 148£.),
but she concludes that the whole of PH II 1-12 “is arguably incomprehensible” (ibid., 153). Corti presents
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he formulates his own version of Meno’s puzzle against the Dogmatists. The first aim of
this paper is to analyse Sextus’ reply, focusing on his version of Meno’s puzzle and on his
attempt to force the Dogmatists to accept that their only way out is to adopt voelv &mAég —
a way of thinking that does not carry any commitment to the reality of what someone
thinks — as the starting point of their own investigation into unclear things. I intend to argue
that Sextus’ main strategy in PH II 1-10 is not to challenge the possibility of Dogmatic
investigation,® but to force the Dogmatists to recognize that vosiv &mAé¢ constitutes the
necessary condition that makes their investigation possible. Thus, according to Sextus,
voelv atAd¢ becomes the necessary starting point both for the Dogmatists’ investigation
as well as for the Sceptics’ investigation into the Dogmatists’ theses.

My second aim is to understand and evaluate the consequences that voeiv &mAég has
both for Dogmatism and for Scepticism. I shall argue that voetv &mAé¢ undermines the
Dogmatists’ realistic assumptions according to which the process of thinking always,
somehow, keeps us in touch with reality and our natural notions or preconceptions provide
us with basic truths before the philosophical investigation. At the same time, prior to and
quite independently of the results of the Sceptical attack on Dogmatic philosophy, voeiv
amAdg ensures for the Sceptics the possibility of not having to commit themselves to
the reality of the notions they are investigating. Thus I argue that voetv &mwAég is a novel
answer to Meno’s puzzle, Dogmatism- and Scepticism-free, with important consequences
both for Dogmatism and for Scepticism.

Finally, I will focus on Sextus’ argument to the effect that voeiv dmAdg is perfectly
compatible with the Sceptical disposition of suspending judgement. I will argue that in
order to understand Sextus’ text and argument here correctly, we need to distinguish the
Sceptics’ thinking when they are engaged in the activities of everyday life from the voeiv
&mAédg which the Sceptics use specifically in arguing against the Dogmatists.

L1. A version of Meno’s puzzle against the Sceptics

Sextus cites the following puzzle as the argument used by the Dogmatists to justify that
“the Sceptics can neither investigate nor think about the Dogmatists’ positive theses”:

They say that the Sceptics either apprehend or do not apprehend what is said by the Dogmatists. If
they apprehend it, how can they be puzzled about what they say they apprehend? If they do not
apprehend it, they do not even know how to talk about what they have not apprehended. (PH 1I 2)

This puzzle is a version of Meno’s puzzle on inquiry. Plato’s Socrates recasts Meno’s
objection that one cannot investigate what one does not know at all in the following puzzle:

It isn’t possible for man to search either for what he knows or for what he doesn’t know. For he
wouldn’t search for what he knows — for he knows it, and there is no need to search for something
like that; nor for what he doesn’t know, for he doesn’t even know what he is going to search for.
(Meno 80e2-5)

this part of Sextus’ reply (2009, 194£.), but he sees in it just “une valeur dialectique, au sens ou elle fournit au
dogmatique de bonnes raisons pour ne pas soulever I’ objection contre les sceptiques” (ibid., 195).

6 Contrary to Fine (2010 and 2014), who focuses just on PH Il 4-5 and claims that Sextus aims to show that the
Dogmatists cannot investigate.
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Meno’s puzzle does not specify either who is inquiring or the kinds of things that are
inquired into. The puzzle Sextus cites concerns the Sceptics’ investigation and specifies the
Dogmatists’ positive theses, or what the Dogmatists say (& doypatldueva map’ abtolg
or t& Hmd w6 doyportxdv Aeydpevar) as the subject matter of this investigation.” The use
of the notion of “apprehending” (xaxtaxAx3dverv), in place of that of “knowing” (oida)
that Plato used in the original puzzle suits the Sceptics’ denial of apprehension better and
reflects the general context of Hellenistic philosophy, where the kind of knowledge that
Socrates was after was discussed in terms of “apprehension”. Thus we have a puzzle which
is adapted to the Sceptical investigation against the Dogmatists, and which is updated
according to the epistemological terminology of Hellenistic philosophy.

Right after the formulation of the puzzle, Sextus attempts to explain the second horn
of the dilemma. In order to illustrate that if the Sceptic does not apprehend what the
Dogmatists say he does not even know how to speak about it, he presents the case of
someone who is ignorant of two highly technical terms of Stoic logic and who, for that
reason, is unable to say anything about them.® We are all accustomed to such cases: those
who are unfamiliar with philosophical or scientific theory do not understand, and therefore
cannot speak about, technical aspects of this theory. Sextus’ example implies that some
kind of semantic understanding is a prerequisite for an investigation into philosophical
theories, or even for speaking and thinking about them. But neither the Sceptics’ denial
of apprehension nor — at first sight — the above criticism concern the case we have in this
example, namely that of just not being familiar with technical philosophical terms.

However, Corti points out that the phrase xataxAauBdvey & OO TGV doyRaTLeddv
Aeydueva is ambiguous, insofar as it may mean either (i) understanding what has been
said, or (ii) knowing that what has been said is true (Corti 2009, 192). Therefore, t& 7o
6V Boypatxddv Aeydueve. in our puzzle is ambiguous: it can denote just the expressions,
the words the Dogmatists utter in formulating their theses, or it can denote the things
these words have as referents. Moreover, Corti proposes that “Sextus’ text suggests that
the Dogmatists attacked the sceptics with a semantic version of the argument we have
considered so far, in which the crucial claim is that understanding the meaning of the
word ‘y’, which denotes a non-evident object, implies knowing and believing something
about y. That is: if y is a non-evident object (say Providence), then to understand the
meaning of ‘y” implies to know and believe something about y”’ (Corti 2015, 142). Thus
it seems that the puzzle Sextus cites has a semantic aspect which we do not find in the
original puzzle in the Meno and, contrary to the original puzzle, it explicitly questions not
only the Sceptics’ ability to investigate the Dogmatists’ theses, but at the same time their
ability to think and speak about these theses.

7 Corti (2009, 203.) argues that the version of Meno’s puzzle we find in PH 1-10 was part of a family of arguments
whose archetype was the paradox of the Platonic dialogue. He refers to one more version that belongs to the
same family of arguments found in M VIII 337ff. (this version will be discussed later) and points out that these
arguments do not conclude that it is not possible for the Sceptics to investigate in general, but do conclude that
the Sceptics cannot investigate the Dogmatic theses.

8 & il eldede, el thyot, T éot 0 %o’ O mepronpovpévou ) T Bidt 3o Tpomuxiv Peddpmpat, 00BE imely T Sbvortan
mepl abtédv (PH 11 3). Cf. Annas & Barnes’ footnotes to their translation (op. cit. 67) for the identification of ©o
xa0” & meptapoupévou 1) 1o i dbo tpomixddy Bewpnua as types of arguments in Stoic logic.
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1.2.  Two different senses for “apprehending” (xotoaAoufdverv)

In his first move against those formulating this argument, Sextus poses the question “how
are they here using the word ‘apprehend’ (xatahapu3dvev)?” (PH 11 4). He is not requesting
a general definition of it; he is asking about the sense of the term in the specific context of
the Dogmatists’ argument against the Sceptics (viv [...] év 1@ Adyw, loc. cit.) and offers
them two options:

does it mean simply “think of” (voeiv &mAég), without any further affirmation of the reality of the
things we are talking about? Or does it also include a positing of the reality of the things we are
discussing? (loc. cit.)

The question is, which one of the two possible alternatives provides an appropriate meaning
for the term within this specific context?

1.3.  The Dogmatic sense of “apprehending”

Sextus explains the second of the two alternatives, citing the Stoic definition for “ap-
prehension” (xatdAndig). “Apprehension” is defined as the assent to an “apprehensive
impression” (xataAnmtian gaviacia), and “an apprehensive impression comes about
from what is (&m0 Ozmdipyovtog), and it is imprinted and stamped in exact accordance with
that which is, and is such that it could not come from anything that is not” (PH II 3). That
is to say, the Stoic definition of “apprehending” requires that one has an altogether true
impression which corresponds exactly and exclusively to a real object or fact; it requires,
almost literally, that he or she has a grasp on reality.® According to this meaning, then, for
the Sceptics to be able to apprehend the Dogmatists’ positive theses they would have to
grasp the reality that these theses are supposed to represent. It would mean for them to
see that these theses are about real objects or facts, and even more that they are in exact
accordance with them. If this kind of apprehension were a necessary condition for being
able to think about, to speak of and to investigate what the Dogmatists say, the Sceptics
clearly do not satisfy this condition. This kind of apprehension is of the type that the
Sceptics deny they have attained when they declare that they do not apprehend.

In order to show that this — let us call it “Dogmatic” sense of “apprehending” — is
not the proper sense of the word in the context of the Sceptics’ investigation into the
Dogmatists’ theses, Sextus turns his attention to two similar contexts, where we would
need to have “apprehending” in a similar sense. The first is a Dogmatist’s investigation
into the theses of an opponent Dogmatist, and the second the Dogmatists’ investigation
into unclear things (t& &dnAa). By examining the implications of adopting the Dogmatic
sense of “apprehending” in these contexts, he forms two arguments against the Dogmatists
to the effect that, in these closely similar contexts, the Dogmatists themselves would not
choose to use “apprehending” in this Dogmatic sense.

9 Here I follow Frede in his interpretation of the Stoic definition of “apprehension”. Cf. Frede 1987, 164f. and
Frede 1999a, 302f.

Heruntergeladen von Brill.com06/01/2020 06:23:09PM
via free access



192 Anna Tigani

14. A Dogmatist’s investigation into the theses of an opponent Dogmatist

Sextus first takes the case of Dogmatists who investigate other Dogmatists’ beliefs when
the latter differ from their own. If apprehending in the Dogmatic sense is the necessary
presupposition, for example, for the Stoic investigation against the Epicurean theses that
substance is divided, or that god does not show providence for things in the universe, or
that pleasure is good, then the Stoics, where they do apprehend them, are in effect rejecting
the Stoa. Where they do not apprehend them, it is not possible to conduct an investigation
into the Epicurean theses. As Sextus concludes, attributing such a sense to “apprehending”
would have the undesired consequence for the Dogmatists that they “cannot investigate
anything in opposition to one another” (PH 1I 6).

Although at first sight this argument seems to be a legitimate and powerful argument
against the Dogmatists, Sextus does not seem to appreciate it as such. This is implied in the
way he introduces his second argument. He writes: “or rather — to avoid talking nonsense —
[...] (aXXov B¢, et ypn w1 Angetv [...])” (PH 11 6).

We should not take “Anpeiv’” here literally, as a person using the phrase “et yp™ or dei
u7 Aneelv” would not be saying that he has really been talking nonsense, but just that what
he has said is not really important or is not really the case, and that he is now coming to
the point. By using this phrase Sextus expresses the view that this argument, at least in
comparison with the one that follows, is not particularly effective against the Dogmatists. '’

One could argue that the situation with the Dogmatists’ investigation of certain theses in
opposition to one another is not the same as the Sceptics’ investigation of the Dogmatists’
theses. Though the Dogmatists, like the Sceptics, cannot apprehend in the Dogmatic sense
of apprehending their opponents’ theses, nevertheless they do apprehend — or at least,
contrary to the Sceptics, claim to apprehend — the matters their opponents dogmatize,
such as, for example, what god is. Therefore, instead of having to adopt Sextus’ proposed
alternative meaning, i. e. voelv &mAdg, they may need just to show how their apprehension
of the matter is sufficient for them to prove both that their thesis is true and that their
opponents’ thesis is false.

However, in Hellenistic times it was common practice when philosophers argued against
one another to follow the tradition of the Socratic elenchus. They would make use of
dialectical arguments that were based on the opponents’ sayings in order to reveal the
contradictions that the opponents’ theses and views entailed. In this way, they aimed to
show that their opponents were not authorized to claim that they had real knowledge of the
matter. Such a practice, like Socrates’ elenchus, does not presuppose that the dialectician,
who produces the arguments against an opponent, possesses or claims to possess any
knowledge of the matter. All it presupposes is an understanding of, if not an insight into,
what the opponent maintains. It is this practice that the Academics and the Pyrrhoneans in
particular followed (cf. Frede 1997b, 129f. and 1999b, 265-267).

Vital though this aspect of the philosophical discussion may have been in practice, or
may have been considered to be, it was not an aspect essentially related to what Dogmatism

10 Fine maintains that “Sextus doesn’t have a good ad hominem point” here (Fine 2014, 335). Vogt also argues that
this first part of Sextus’ response “is quite worthless” (Vogt 2012, 149). Both consider Sextus’ argument as being
directed specifically against the Stoics, and they point out that Sextus misrepresents the Stoic epistemology and
the Stoic answer to Meno’s puzzle.
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was. Sextus’ reservations about the effectiveness of his first argument might concern the
fact that, in contrast to the Dogmatists’ investigation of certain theses in opposition to one
another, the Dogmatists’ investigation into unclear things is far more important to them, as
it is directly related to what Dogmatism is; for this is precisely the investigation through
which the Dogmatists come to adopt certain Dogmatic theses.

L5. Dogmatists’ investigation into unclear things (té &dnAa): a version of Meno’s
puzzle against the Dogmatists

Sextus explicitly expresses his conviction that his second argument, which questions the
possibility of the Dogmatists’ investigation into unclear things is decisive both against
Dogmatism as a whole and in favor of Scepticism. In his introduction he notes that: “pretty
well all of their Dogmatism will be confounded [or rescinded] and the Sceptical philosophy
will rapidly move to the fore” (PH II 6). And he concludes with: “and from this, I think,
it will directly result that the Dogmatic fabrications are destroyed and the philosophy of
suspension is introduced” (PH 11 9).

This time it is the Sceptics who make use of Meno’s puzzle. Sextus does not attempt
simply to trap the Dogmatists in the old puzzle as it was formulated in Plato’s Meno.
He does not argue, following this puzzle that the Dogmatists either, where they have
apprehended certain things, do not investigate them because there would be no point in
doing so, or, where they have not apprehended them, that they cannot even begin to get
their investigation off the ground. His primary aim here is not to argue that the Dogmatists
do not investigate.'! On the contrary, he starts from the fact that the Dogmatists declare
that they have found truth, and his first basic move is to commit them to the need for
previous investigation in forming their beliefs and assertions. For, according to Sextus’
argument, the Dogmatists cannot but claim that they have apprehended the unclear things
about which they make assertions and hold beliefs, > and this apprehension can only be
the result of some inquiry. Direct apprehension, which could be an alternative, is excluded,
as this kind of apprehension could only apply to something evident (évapyég or Tp6dnhov)
and not something unclear (&3mAov). '3 Hence, what is crucial in Sextus’ version of Meno’s
puzzle is that it specifies the subject matter of the Dogmatitsts’ investigation as what is
unclear.

Sextus presupposes that the Dogmatists are committed to an opposition of what is
unclear to what is evident in two ways. First, what is evident is apprehended directly and
through itself, while what is unclear is not apprehended in this way; second, what is evident

11" Although this is what he implies at the beginning of PH, when he argues that the Dogmatists claim that they
have discovered the truth, and have therefore stopped investigating, in contrast to the Sceptics who still continue
with their investigations. He will also adduce the same point here, at PH II 11, as an additional argument,
after challenging the sense that the Dogmatists give to “apprehension” in contexts where apprehension precedes
investigation.

12 “For he who makes a dogmatic statement about an unclear matter will declare that he is making it either after
having apprehended it or after not having apprehended it. But if he has not apprehended it, he will not gain
credence” (PH 11 7).

13 Sextus presents two possible ways in which the Dogmatist may claim that he has apprehended the unclear:
“either directly and through itself and by its coming evidently into his notice, or else by way of some inquiry and
investigation” (PH 11 7).
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is “equally apparent to everyone and agreed upon and not disputed” (PH II 8), but there
is disagreement and dispute about what is unclear.'* By arguing that a Dogmatist makes
assertions and holds beliefs about the reality of something unclear, which means about
something that is disputed and not agreed upon, ' Sextus concludes that a Dogmatist would
not have apprehended it through itself and by its having come to his notice evidently.'®
Our Dogmatist can only claim to have apprehended it through investigation.

Sextus seems to take into account that Dogmatic philosophers of the Hellenistic era
declare that they have answered the problem of how one can search for what one does
not know. In general terms, they claim that there is some kind of direct knowledge, the
acquisition of which does not presuppose investigation, and that this knowledge is the
basis for research and for the attainment of further knowledge. 17 We know that the Stoics,
for example, provided an answer to Meno’s puzzle in terms of natural notions, and the
Epicureans in terms of preconceptions. Such answers are supported by realistic accounts
of the formation of our basic concepts, according to which our basic concepts are taken to
arise naturally and to reflect reality correctly. But Sextus’ argument is designed in such a
way that the Dogmatists’ claims that some kind of direct knowledge of what is evident is the
basis of their research into what is unclear are not relevant to and do not contradict the point
he wants to make. Whatever knowledge the Stoics, for example, may claim to have on the
basis of natural notions, insofar as it is direct knowledge of something evident, it will not be
knowledge of what is unclear; knowledge of what is unclear cannot but presuppose some
kind of investigation. Thus Sextus secures that in order for the Dogmatists to apprehend
or to claim that they have apprehended what is unclear, they need to have previously
investigated what is unclear.

The kind of investigation that the Dogmatists are committed to accepting as necessary
for their claimed apprehension of unclear matters becomes impossible if the Dogmatists
adhere to the Dogmatic understanding of apprehension that is prior to and requisite for the
investigation in question. As Sextus remarks:

The investigation requires that what is going to be investigated should first have been accurately
apprehended and then be investigated; and the apprehension of the object under investigation
in turn demands that the object has already been investigated. Thus, by the reciprocal mode of
perplexity, it becomes impossible for them [sc. the Dogmatists] to investigate and hold beliefs
about what is unclear: if any of them wish to start from apprehension, we face them with the
demand that they should have already investigated the object before apprehending it; and if they
wish to start from investigation, we face them with the demand that they should have apprehended
what is to be investigated before investigating it. (PH 11 9)

14 Sextus presents the Dogmatists in general as committed to this opposition between the concepts of the unclear (to
&dmhov) and the evident (<0 évapyég or w0 Tp6dNAov) explicitly in M VIII 141 and 322. See also for the evident
as directly apprehended: PH 11 98, PH 111 4, M VII 364; as commonly agreed and not disputed: M XI 76, M
1 185; for the unclear as not directly apprehended: PH 1I 124, 178, M VII 366; and as disputed and not agreed
upon: PHII 182 and M 1T 108.

15 Tepl EXAGTOL OE TV AdTAWY dviivutog Yéyove Tap’ abtolg dapwvia (PH 11 8).

16 o &pa. €€ EauTol xal xaT’ Evdpyeta DTOTEGOY VTR XAUTELATPG &v eln 10 &dmhov O mepl tHig LmdpEewg

abt0b drafefaroduevds te xal dmopauvduevog doyuatixds (loc. cit.).

17 Cf. M VIL 25: & pdv évapyi B xprinplov tvdg adtéey yvwpileoBon Soxel, & Bt &dnha du onpelewv xol
amodei&ewy xatd THY &m0 TGV EvapY®Y petdfacty éuyvedeabou.
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We can now understand Sextus’ remark that because of his puzzle “all of their Dogmatism
will be confounded” (PH 11 6) and that “it will directly result that the Dogmatic fabrications
are destroyed” (PH II 9). Without a solution to this puzzle the Dogmatists cannot be
Dogmatists as “it becomes impossible for them to investigate and hold beliefs about what
is unclear”, and they “can neither apprehend anything unclear nor make any firm assertion
about it” (PH 11 9).

L1.6.  Sextus’ version of Meno’s puzzle in favour of Scepticism

The question is whether we should consider the devastating effect this argument has
on Dogmatism enough to justify Sextus’ claims that this argument works in favour of
Scepticism in such a way that “Sceptical philosophy rapidly moves to the fore” (PH
II 6) and “the philosophy of suspension is introduced” (PH I1 9). Moreover, the question
could be raised whether Sextus’ version of Meno’s puzzle also renders the Sceptical
investigation impossible and therefore whether it works in the same devastating way against
Scepticism. After all, the Sceptics’ suspension of judgement is the state the Sceptics find
themselves in, in all the cases they have investigated. Therefore, as the Dogmatists for
being Dogmatists, i. e. for forming their beliefs and assertions on what is unclear, need to
have previously investigated the unclear, in the same way the Sceptics, for being Sceptics,
i. e. for suspending judgement, also need to have previously investigated the matters they
suspend judgement on.

Sextus does not discuss the original puzzle of Meno as being of any concern to Scepti-
cism. The only version of Meno’s puzzle he attempts to resolve in defending Scepticism is
the one used by the Dogmatists to show that the Sceptics cannot investigate the Dogmatists’
positive theses. And the resolution of this version, as far as it makes use of Sextus’ own
version of Meno’s puzzle against the Dogmatists, would be pointless if this later version
were endangering Scepticism and Dogmatism equally. Thus, Sextus’ view seems to be that
Sceptical investigation in general is affected neither by the original Meno’s puzzle, nor by
the version he himself uses against the Dogmatists.

The version of Meno’s puzzle that Sextus uses against the Dogmatists, like the original
puzzle itself, concerns an investigation that aims at the apprehension of a certain reality,
object, or fact. The Dogmatic philosophers’ research project to apprehend what is unclear
is the kind of investigation that can be blocked by Meno’s puzzle and by Sextus’ version
of it. But the investigation through which the Sceptics come to suspension of judgment
is of a different type. Sextus defines Scepticism, not as aiming at the apprehension of a
certain reality, but as “an ability (Sdvaig) to oppose things which appear and are thought
of in any way at all” (PH I 8). Through the modes of suspension of judgment, the Sceptics
methodically exercise their ability to oppose things and accounts, and in this way they come
to suspend judgment (cf. PH 1 31-34). The Sceptics’ declared persistence in philosophical
investigation (Emtwovt) {ntfioews), which distinguishes Scepticism from the other forms
of philosophy (PH I 1), amounts to their persistence in opposing things and accounts and
such an investigation is not threatened by the version of Meno’s puzzle Sextus uses against
the Dogmatists.

Nevertheless, another objection could be raised. If the Dogmatists’ investigation into
the unclear becomes impossible because of Sextus’ version of Meno’s puzzle, and the
Dogmatists are not able to produce any theses and theories, then the Sceptics’ investigation
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into the Dogmatists’ theses loses its subject matter and in a sense becomes impossible too.
But this situation does not jeopardize the existence of Pyrrhonism, because Pyrrhonean
investigation does not exhaust itself in attacking Dogmatic philosophy. Sextus presents
the attack on the three parts of Dogmatic philosophy as the subject matter of the specific
Sceptical account, '® but he presents this attack neither as the general nor as the only type of
Pyrrhonean investigation. The oppositions between things which appear and are thought of,
in terms of which, as we saw, he defines Scepticism, do not need to be oppositions between
philosophical theses or theories. The examples which Sextus provides about the kinds of
oppositions that the modes of suspension of judgment set out prove that the materials used
in these oppositions need not be the product of the Dogmatists’ philosophical investigation;
they can be common materials which we may all come to think about and which all
philosophical schools may use when they philosophize. Consider Sextus’ examples (in PH
1 32): “the same tower appears round from a distance but square from nearby” and the
opposition between “The orderliness of the heavenly bodies show that there is Providence”
and “Often the good do badly, while the bad do well, therefore there is no Providence”.

Now we can understand the point Sextus is making when he maintains that “Sceptical
philosophy rapidly moves to the fore” and “the philosophy of suspension is introduced”, if
the Dogmatists’ research into what is unclear becomes impossible and all the Dogmatists’
fabrications are swept away from the ground of philosophizing. What remains in this case
and comes to the fore is the Sceptics’ way of philosophizing, which persists in form-
ing unresolved oppositions like the ones which all philosophers use in the philosophical
undertaking.

1.7 The solution of voeiv amAddg

But Sextus’ aim here is not to knock out the Dogmatists with a single blow. What he wants
to argue for is the possibility of the Sceptical investigation into the Dogmatists’ theses. His
aim is to show that there is a way out of this puzzle, which not only secures the possibility
of the Sceptical investigation against the Dogmatists, but which first of all the Dogmatists
themselves need to follow. Sextus presents the Dogmatists with the solution of voetv arwiédg,
which he initially introduced as one of the two possible alternative senses for “apprehension
that precedes investigation”; he described it as meaning “simply ‘thinking of”, without
any further affirmation of the reality of the things we are talking about” (PH 11 4) . The
Dogmatists are now forced to accept this sense as the proper sense of “apprehension”
that precedes investigation into what is unclear, otherwise such investigation becomes
impossible. But in this case, as Sextus remarks: “it is no longer impossible for those who
suspend judgment to inquire about the reality of what is unclear” (PH 1I 10)."

The Sceptics are able to investigate “the matters on which the Dogmatists hold beliefs”,
just like the Dogmatists need to do about the reality of unclear things, precisely because
they can “simply think of” them, which means that they can apprehend them without

18 “The specific account is the one in which we argue against each of the parts of what they call philosophy” (PH
16).

19 Annas & Barnes 1994 translate: “then investigation is not impossible for those who suspend judgment about
the reality of what is unclear”. The structure of the Greeks (obx Zativ &ddvatov [év] toig éméyovat Tepl Tiig
UrdpEews Tidv &dAAwy {nteiv) allows both translations.
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making about them any dogmatic assumption that would contradict the fact that as Sceptics
they suspend judgment.

IL

Two questions arise now. First: why is Sextus not following the typical Sceptical practice of
accepting ad hominem the Dogmatists’ notions and theses, i. e. why does he not answer the
Dogmatists’ criticism he presents in PH II 1 using ad hominem the Dogmatists’ solution
to Meno’s puzzle in terms of preconceptions,’” instead of proposing voeiv &mhé¢ as a new
Sceptical solution to Meno’s puzzle? And second: how much does he really gain by forcing
the Dogmatists to accept voelv &mAdg as the starting point of their own investigation into
what is unclear?

In fact, we find in Sextus’ text, in M VIII 337-336a, a Sceptical response to a similar
criticism, in which Sextus accepts some sort of preconceptions as the starting point for the
Sceptical investigation. A close reading of M VIII 337-336a will lead us to a comparative
evaluation of the two Sceptical answers, i. e. the Sceptical answer in terms of voeiv &mAédg
and the Sceptical answer in terms of preconceptions. Through this comparison I will attempt
to elucidate a) the superiority of the solution of voeiv &mAdg and b) the consequences that
this solution has both for the Dogmatists and for the Sceptics.

IL.1.  The solution in terms of preconceptions (M VIII 337-336a)

In M VIII 337-3364a, in the context of his discussion of “proof’ > 21 after he has announced
that he is about to inquire whether or not the existence of proof follows from its notion and
preconception, Sextus introduces the following objection:

Some people, however, and especially those of the Epicurean School, raise a rustic objection
saying: “Either you think of what proof is, or you do not. And if you think of it and have a notion
of it, proof exists; but if you do not think of it, how can you investigate what you do not think of
at all?” (M VIII 337)

Here the Sceptic is confronted with the following dilemma: if the Sceptic thinks of what
proof is, then he has a notion of proof, and if he has a notion of proof, then proof exists. If
he does not think of it, then he cannot investigate it.?

Sextus’ answer has certain similarities to the answer that he gives to the puzzle of PH II,
but, at the same time, it differs considerably from the latter. In line with what he does
in PH II, Sextus treats the objection that he attributes here to the Epicureans as being
related to the general problem of the possibility of investigation. But this time Sextus
accepts the Dogmatists’” answer to Meno’s puzzle. He accepts the Epicurean suggestion
that when something is being investigated, its preconception and notion must precede.

20 Vogt (2012, 152) maintains that Sextus should have followed such an ad hominem strategy using preconceptions
in his answer to the criticism of PH II 1.

21 In M VII, which corresponds to PH II, we do not find any introductory chapter, along the lines of PH II 1-10,
that deals with the general criticism that the Sceptics cannot investigate, think of and speak about the Dogmatists’
positive theses.

22 For a discussion of this criticism cf. Fine 2014, 345-368; Fine 2011; Corti 2009, 199-206; Vogt 2012, 149-152.
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Sextus presents this as a matter of common agreement, and as a point that the Sceptics
grant to their opponents.?

To have a preconception, for the Epicureans, entails commitment to the reality of
something that this preconception conceives of. According to Diogenes Laertius (X 33),
the Epicureans claimed that a “preconception is as it were apprehension”. Moreover,
Epicurus used preconceptions as a criterion of truth (cf. DL X 31) on the basis of the
optimistic assumption that before any philosophical investigation preconceptions endow
us with a grasp of basic truths about reality. Thus, when the Sceptics concede that they
have preconceptions, they risk dogmatizing in several ways, the first of which is that they
risk being committed to conceiving certain things as real and true. The Sceptics cannot
arbitrarily reject this aspect of the Dogmatists’ conception of preconceptions.

To dialectically attain the rejection of the Epicurean thesis that a “preconception is
as it were apprehension”, in his answer to the Epicurean criticism, Sextus mobilizes the
Sceptical argumentation (&vtippnotg) that reveals the conceptual disagreement (Stapwvic).
In the face of this disagreement the Sceptics are led to suspend judgment. As he remarks:

in fact so far are we from saying that we have not a notion of the whole object of inquiry that, on
the contrary, we claim to have many notions and preconceptions of it, and that it is thanks to our
inability to decide between them and to discover the one with the most authority among them that
we revert to suspension and indecision. (M VIII 332a)

Brunschwig remarks that this answer implies “that the Sceptic accepts the ontological
implication” (Brunschwig 1988, 149), i.e the Sceptic accepts that his notions and precon-
ceptions of the things he investigates commit him to the claims to reality and truth they are
supposed to involve. But, as Sextus underlines, the Sceptic does not have one preconception
of the object he investigates; on the contrary, he has many. The Sceptical &vtippnotg shows
that these notions are manifold and conflicting, though equally trustworthy, and thus the
Sceptic necessarily ends up suspending judgment about them. Therefore, in the face of the
conflict and disagreement between these notions, the Sceptic can no longer accept that his
notions entail some grasp of reality (M VIII 333a).

Sextus attempts to shift the Epicurean view about what a preconception is, to what
a preconception necessarily becomes because of the conceptual disagreement that the
Sceptical &vtipprotg reveals. From the fact that the Sceptic accepts that it is necessary
to have a preconception that precedes inquiry, it does not follow — as the Epicureans,
according to Sextus, require — that he also admits that he has apprehension. Insofar as
the multiplicity and the conflict of the notions and preconceptions are revealed through
inquiry, the notions and preconceptions that necessarily precede inquiry into things cannot
amount to the reality of these things.?* For that reason the Sceptic can say that when he

23 10 pbv mawtdg 06 {roupévou TedAndy xai Ewotaw Seiv mponyeioun dubhoyév éatwy, and 332a: Hote 0G0

uev didopev (331a:). Sextus evokes this Epicurean view explicitly in M XI 22 and in M 157.

24 Brunschwig (1988, 148-152) detects two different and incompatible answers that are developed: the first in
332a-333a, and the second in 334a—336a. According to him, in the first answer Sextus accepts the ontological
implication, whereas in the second he clearly rejects it. This interpretation overlooks that Sextus in 334a rejects the
ontological implication, as Brunschwig puts it, on the basis of what Sextus has already said (as Sextus explicitly
declares in the last phrase of 334a: “for the reasons already set forth”), which is to say, on the basis of his argument
about the conceptual disagreement which he develops in 332a-333a. Brunschwig draws attention to &AX& Ydip,
the connecting particle that introduces 334a (ibid., fn. 9). But here, it seems to me, the emphasis of &AA& yép
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has a notion of a certain thing and he thinks of it, he does not in the least apprehend it (M
VIII 334a).

In the last part of Sextus’ answer to the Epicureans (335a—336a), the Sceptics and the
Epicureans exchange roles; it is the Sceptics who now press the Epicureans by asking
the questions. Sextus takes an example of the common philosophical practice in which
philosophers develop arguments against certain philosophical theses they disagree with;
namely, the Epicureans’ arguments against the existence of the four elements. The Sceptics’
question, in this case, is “whether Epicurus has or does not have a prior notion and
conception of the four elements. And if he does not, how will he grasp the object being
investigated, and investigate this thing of which he does not even have a concept? But if
he does have it, how has he not apprehended that there are four elements?” According to
Sextus, the answer that the Epicureans would give is that Epicurus has a notion of the four
elements, but he does not in any way apprehend them. “For a notion is a bare movement
of the mind, holding to which he denies that there are four elements” (M VIII 336a). In
the same way, Sextus explains, the Sceptics have a notion of proof, on the basis of which
they inquire whether it exists or not, without admitting that they have apprehension of it
(M VIII 336a).

I1.2.  How effective are Sextus’ arguments as an answer to the objection that he
ascribes to the Epicureans?

In order to fully understand and evaluate Sextus’ answer to the Epicureans, we need to
understand what Sextus means by noting that the Epicureans almost refute themselves
when they produce this argument against the Sceptics (talta ydp Aéyovies bg’ Exvtidy
oyedov mepttpémovtan [331al). According to Burnyeat, “the noun peritropé and the verb
peritrepein from which it derives are common terms of art” (Burnyeat 1976, 48) in Sextus.
And we find a sophisticated use of the logical form of arguments called “mepttpon?”,
especially in the case in which the thesis to be refuted itself serves as a premise for its own
refutation (ibid., 47f.).

At first sight, it is not clear how Sextus’ argument could form a self-refutation for the
Epicureans. Sextus himself, with the use of oxed6v which means “approximately, more
or less, roughly speaking, almost”, indicates that what we have here is not a clear case of
an argument with the technical characteristics of mepitpon?. But, in any case it must be
the thesis that “when something is being investigated, a preconception and a notion must
precede” that leads the Epicureans to self-refutation, when at the same time they maintain
that this preconception commits to the reality of something conceived by this conception.

The Epicureans’ view that a “preconception is as it were apprehension” depends heavily
on their account of perception as well as on their ontology. But Sextus does not bring all this

is not that Sextus at this point moves on to a new argument incompatible with the one he has been developing.
In effect, in the first phrase of 334a “4AA& yap mpoAfjderg Exopev TGV TpaYUETWY XoTd TOV UTOdEdELYUEvOY
tpémov” Sextus refers back to 332a, where he accepts that the Sceptic has notions and preconceptions of the thing
under investigation, and to the situation of having manifold and conflicting notions, which he has just described
in 333a. Thus &AA& ydp emphasizes a certain irregularity. Contrary to what we would expect, the fact that the
Sceptic has notions does not mean that he has apprehension (as he concludes in 334a: viv &’ émel 7 TpéAndrg
xai 1) Ewora 100 Tpdypatog ovy UmapEic EaTiy, EMvoely Wi abTd auey, xataAouBaveaor Bt undauids S
g Tpoexxeyuévag aitiog).
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into the discussion. On the contrary, in order to form an argument with the characteristics
of mepitpony), he needs to keep all this out of the discussion, and to focus on the formal
necessity that links the conditions of having preconceptions of certain objects and inquiring
into them. Based on the Epicurean view that it is necessary that a preconception of the
object of inquiry should precede the inquiry, he goes on to show that the inquiry itself
dictates that these preconceptions cannot be tantamount to apprehension. The inquiry
itself leads the Sceptics to suspend judgment about the preconceptions of the object being
inquired into, and therefore leads them to reject the view that the preconception needed
for inquiry is apprehension. At the same time the inquiry itself, at least a special kind
of inquiry, namely the inquiry in opposition to certain philosophical theses, forces the
Epicureans to accept that the notion they need as a basis for their investigation cannot be
apprehension.

The problem is that the two kinds of investigation that Sextus presents as refuting
the Epicurean view, namely the Sceptical inquiry and the Epicurean inquiry into the
theses of an opponent Dogmatist, could be taken as essentially different from the kind of
philosophical investigation the Epicureans suggested that preconceptions are a necessary
basis for. For the Epicureans suggested preconceptions as the presupposition and the
yardstick of philosophical investigation that leads successfully to knowledge of the nature
of things, and not as the presupposition of an investigation against certain theses. Therefore,
it is problematic to speak about self-refutation here, as it is not the investigation for which
the Epicureans primarily suggested preconceptions as being necessary, which demands
that preconceptions are not tantamount to apprehension.

Thus, Sextus’ first argument based on the conceptual disagreement leaves it open for
the Epicureans to deny the status of preconceptions to the conflicting notions that the
Sceptic has, instead of rejecting that “preconception is apprehension”, as Sextus does in
334a. The Epicureans could argue that all of these conflicting notions, or some of them,
are “empty utterances” and not real preconceptions. Now, the Sceptics are still able to
reject the objection of M VIII 337 by maintaining that the Sceptics use as a model for their
investigation the Epicureans’ investigation into certain philosophical theses they disagree
with. Sextus’ second argument shows that the Epicureans themselves need to base their
investigation on notions that are just “bare movements of the mind” in order to be able to
develop arguments against certain philosophical theses they disagree with; and the Sceptics
can do the same.

Sextus concludes his reply to the Epicureans with the following comment: “But we will
address these people again at some point” (337a). Sextus implies here that he is going to
give another answer to, or at least to present arguments relevant to, the Epicurean criticism
he has been discussing up to this point. However, we do not find anything like that in
Against the Dogmatists. Still, Sextus’ promise that he is going to return to this matter could
be an indication that he was aware that his answer here is not satisfactory.

11.3.  Comparison of the two Sceptical answers: the superiority of the solution of
VOELY ATTAGE
In the objection ascribed to the Epicureans in M VIII, the possession of a notion is taken to

amount directly to its reality and the notion of “apprehending” (xatxAauBdvelv) does not
appear in its formulation. In the version of Meno’s puzzle against the Sceptics, in PH 11, it
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is apprehension in the dogmatic sense that is considered to be required for the Sceptics’
investigation into the Dogmatists’ theses and commits the Sceptics to the reality of what
they apprehend.

In both cases — more explicitly in M VIII — the Dogmatists’ objections to the possi-
bility of the Sceptical investigation are based on what Burnyeat called “the Parmenidean
principle” (Burnyeat 1982): thought requires an object distinct from itself, and that object
must actually exist. Burnyeat detected in ancient philosophy, “an unquestioned, unques-
tioning assumption of realism” — not “an explicit philosophical thesis” (ibid., 33), as he
underlines — according to which the process of thinking and speaking means we are always
in touch with reality.? If all ancient philosophers (the Sceptics included, according to
Burnyeat)? took for granted such an assumption, then the Sceptics’ investigation of the
Dogmatists’ theses, even their very process of thinking and speaking, contradicts their
Scepticism.

Sextus’ answer in both cases focuses on the notion of “apprehension”. In PH II he
uses voelv amAg as an alternative sense for “apprehending”, while in M VIII 334a he
understands “apprehending” only in the Dogmatic sense. In M VIII 334a, Sextus adopts the
Dogmatic terminology of “preconceptions” and “notions”, but ends up with preconceptions
and notions which do not involve apprehension; thus, he ends up with a state of thinking
about the objects of inquiry that is similar to the state of voeiv &nAdg in PH II 1-10,
insofar as they both reject the involvement of apprehension in the Dogmatic sense.

But the answer that Sextus gives to the Dogmatists in PH II 1-10 is clearly superior to
the answer he gives to the Epicureans in M VIII. In M VIII Sextus’ answer presupposes the
Sceptical arguments that reveal the conflict and the disagreement between the notions that
precede investigation in order to contradict the Dogmatic belief that these notions represent
some kind of grasp of reality. On the contrary, in PH II Sextus treats the problem of the
kind of thinking that necessarily precedes investigation into the unclear as an autonomous
problem that can be examined with no reference to any Dogmatic beliefs and without
the need for any Sceptical attack on them. Thus he establishes the necessity of not being
committed to the reality and the truth of the notions he is investigating, quite independently
of and prior to the results of the Sceptical &vtippnatg.

Noeiv amAdg in PH 11 is not a matter of suspending judgment after the development
of the Sceptical dvtippnotg, but it is the necessary starting point for the investigation into
unclear matters; both for the Dogmatists’ investigation into them and for the Sceptics’
investigation into the Dogmatists’ theses. The necessity that invalidates the Dogmatists’

25 Fine, while analysing the Epicurean objection in M VIIL, refers to a similar view, namely that thought is object-
dependent, and cites Long and Sedley who speak of “Epicurus’ lingering Platonist assumption that any object of
thought must somehow objectively exist in order to be thought of”’. She rejects this view in passing and claims
that “it is controversial; we seem able to think about centaurs and Santa Claus, even though they don’t exist”;
and she continues: “Be that as it may, I favor a different interpretation”. (Fine 2014, 354). I cannot see here any
decisive argument against Long and Sedley; on the contrary, Burnyeat’s thesis about ancient philosophy seems to
me to confute Fine’s view (cf. Burnyeat 1982).

2

=)

Burnyeat claims that both the Dogmatists and the Sceptics took for granted what he calls the “Parmenidean
principle”. As he writes, “recalling Parmenides, one might put it this way: the skeptic’s thinking and speaking,
no less than that of his dogmatic opponents, is of something, and something that is” (ibid., 29). I am going to
maintain that Sextus’ voetv &mAédg proves this claim to be wrong when it comes to the Pyrrhonean Sceptics’
thinking about what the Dogmatists say.
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answers in terms of preconceptions and natural notions to Meno’s puzzle, and commits
the Dogmatists to start their investigation into what is unclear from “simply thinking of”
is a formal necessity. If the Dogmatists choose apprehension that involves some kind of
a grasp on reality as the starting point for investigation into what is unclear, they make
such an investigation impossible. According to Sextus’ argument, the only way to have a
consistent answer to the version of Meno’s puzzle he presents the Dogmatists with is to
start investigation from voetv &mAé¢.

Hence, PH 1I provides a purely formal answer to Meno’s puzzle. On the one hand,
this answer avoids Dogmatic assumptions about the ontological implications of the use of
certain notions, while on the other it does not presuppose the Sceptical &vtippnatg.

Moreover the solution of voeiv &mAé&g can sufficiently support the possibility of the
Sceptics’ investigation against the Dogmatists without modeling the Sceptics’ investigation
after the Dogmatists’ investigation of certain theses in opposition to one another. Sextus’
first argument in PH 11, as we have seen, is based on the Dogmatists’ investigation into the
theses of opponent Dogmatists, but this is just an extra argument, not an argument strictly
necessary for voelv &mAag. The necessity of voeiv amiég is forced upon the Dogmatists
through Sextus’ version of Meno’s puzzle, which concerns their prime philosophical
investigation, i.e. their investigation into what is unclear. For the Dogmatists, rejecting
voely &mAdg jeopardizes the very investigation that makes them philosophers. Accepting
voelv &mtAédg forces them to accept that their investigation into the nature of things and the
Sceptics’ investigation against them are both possible from the same starting point, i.e. a
state of “simply thinking of” without any further affirmation of the reality of what they are
thinking about.

On the contrary, the possibility of the Sceptics’ investigation into the Dogmatists’
theses on the basis of having preconceptions without apprehension needs to be supported
by the model of “empty utterances”, which the Epicureans accept precede their own
attack on philosophical theses they disagree with. For the Epicureans, in order for the
philosophical investigation into the nature of things to be successful, it needs to be based
on real preconceptions that involve some kind of apprehension, whereas the Sceptics’
investigation into the Dogmatists’ theses turns out to have a different starting point, i. e.
“empty utterances” or “bare movements of the mind”. Thus, there is plenty of room
to accuse the Sceptics that their investigation is not the sort of serious philosophical
investigation that starts off with real preconceptions and aims at the apprehension of truth
about the world, but is only an investigation which starts off with “empty utterances” and
aims at winning the dialectical game. In this case — the Epicureans could maintain — “empty
utterances” and not real preconceptions are enough for the Sceptics to proceed along the
barren road that they share with the Sophists more than they do with serious philosophers.

Thus, in M VIII Sextus advocates the possibility of the Sceptical investigation into
the Dogmatists’ theses only at the cost of leaving it vulnerable to attacks on its status.
Such attacks could invalidate Sextus’ endeavor, in the first book of his Outlines, to present
Scepticism as one of the three major forms of philosophy — the other two being Dogmatic
philosophy and Academic philosophy (cf. PH I 1-4) —, in particular the only one that
shows the appropriate devotion to philosophical investigation?’ and at the same time the

27 In PH 1 1-4, Sextus implies that the Dogmatists and the Academics gave up philosophical investigation, even
though their investigations had not, as they claimed, brought them either to the truth that they were looking for, or
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one that attains the aim of tranquility (4topa§ia) and answers in the best available way the
philosophical concern about living a good life (cf. PH I25-30). Therefore Sextus’ answer
to the Epicureans in M VIII could hardly serve his purposes in PH.

I1.4. Consequences of voetv &g for Dogmatism and Scepticism

However, the acceptance of voelv &mAédq¢ as the starting point for the Dogmatists’ and
for the Sceptics’ investigations is not without consequences for both Dogmatism and
Scepticism.

As Sextus remarks, voelv &mAég is a way of thinking that the Dogmatists themselves
accepted as possible: “for we can think, as they say, not only of real things but also of
unreal things (&vbnapxta)” (PH 11 10).

The standard example that the Dogmatists give of unreal things, as Sextus himself
tells us in a different context (PH I 162), is the centaur (immoxévtavpog). The goat-
stag (tpayéAagog) is another common example that was Aristotle’s favorite. Apart from
mythical animals like these, there were certain philosophical “entities”, or even things,
which we commonly accept as real, and which the Dogmatists used to prove as unreal.
For example, idéaw were unreal for the Stoics (SVF I 63). The same happens with the
“uncaused” (&vaitiov) and the “accident” (abtépatov) (SVF I1 973). But also, joy at one’s
neighbour’s misfortune and ungratefulness are unreal for them (SVF III 672). Both in the
case of the mythical animals and in the case of the Dogmatists’ notions that turned out to be
unreal, the Dogmatists cannot deny that we can understand semantically what these terms
mean. We can say, for example, what “goat-stag” means, although there is no goat-stag to
refer to, and thus meaning in these cases turns out to have a semantic and not a referential
status. Whatever accounts the Dogmatists may give about the operations through which
mind composes these concepts, and in whatever way they attempt to fit them in with their
realistic accounts about the formation of our basic concepts, accepting that we have such
concepts of unreal things makes Sextus’ suggestion of “simply thinking of”” the unclear
matters a possibility that the Dogmatists cannot deny.

Nevertheless, for the Dogmatists, cases like that of goat-stag and centaur are rare, excep-
tionally problematic cases (cf. Burnyeat 1982, 19). According to their view, what happens
normally is that our process of thinking and our concepts somehow connect us with reality.
As we have seen, the Dogmatists took for granted the realistic assumption that before any
philosophical investigation, some concepts, for example the Stoic common notions or the
Epicurean preconceptions, can provide us with basic knowledge of the nature of things, on
which we can step in order to go further. But this is not without consequences for the kind
of investigations they develop in order to answer our philosophical worries. Finding truth
becomes for them, to a considerable extent, a matter of working hard on our concepts,
starting from our preconceptions, elaborating their definitions and their interconnections.
This is how Sextus understands the Dogmatists’ project of research, as it becomes clear
from the fact that an essential part of his own strategy against the Dogmatists is to develop
lines of argument showing that the Dogmatists fail to properly define in their interconnec-

to the inapprehensibility of such truth. On the contrary, the Pyrrhoneans chose the name “Sceptics” for themselves
and “Scepsis” for their school, in order to imply that they are the only philosophers who are consistent with an
ideal of philosophizing which demands persistence and commitment to philosophy.
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tions, notions such as “criterion of truth, truth, indicative sign, proposition, proof, body,
time, place, soul, the relatives, god and cause”, and therefore these notions are unreal.

By making voelv &mAég (i. e. “simply thinking of something” while leaving open the
question whether there is something real which we think of) the necessary starting point
for the investigation into what is unclear, Sextus brings to the surface and undermines
the Dogmatists’ implicit realistic assumptions on which they based their philosophical
investigation. Noeiv &mAé¢ transforms mere semantic understanding of concepts, which
for the Dogmatists concerned rare and exceptional cases, to the necessary norm when
they come to investigate what is unclear. But such an alteration to the starting point of
the Dogmatists’ investigation renders their optimistic assumption that the answers to our
philosophical concerns are to be found along with their project of research in concepts
unjustified.

It has been pointed out that whereas the Dogmatists pursue their inquiries in the hope
of discovering the truth regarding the matters into which they inquire, this is not so in the
case of the Sceptics. This lack of hope — among other things — has been interpreted as
an indication of negative Dogmatism, i. e. of the belief that truth cannot be reached (cf.
Palmer 2000, 3671.). I believe it is right to think that the Sceptics are not dedicated to the
Dogmatists’ project of research and they do not share with them their hope of discovery
and their optimism about the results of this project. But it seems that a good explanation
can be illustrated in the following anecdote:

A drunken man is looking for his keys under the light of a public lamp in the middle of a road
during a dark night. Another man comes and offers his help so both try to find the keys there.
After a few hours with no results, the man asks: “But where did you drop these keys? Are you
sure you dropped them here?” “Oh no, not at all”, answers the drunken man, “but I search here
because I thought that here we have at least enough light”.

The same applies to the Dogmatists: they search along the path of the elaboration of our
concepts, producing more and more technicalities, because they think that there is enough
“light” to find out the truth. But if the Dogmatists need to start their investigation into
what is unclear from voeiv &nAég, then we have no reason to believe that this kind of
investigation is particularly promising. And when the Sceptics come to search along the
same path, they do not have to believe that truth is there to be found. The Sceptics do not
have the Dogmatists’ hope of discovery, but the lack of this hope, instead of being the
result of negative Dogmatism, comes from a consistent anti-Dogmatism which counters
not only the dogmatic results of the Dogmatists’ project of research but also the implicit
assumptions by which this project was marked as dogmatic from the very beginning.

Sextus forces the Dogmatists to accept voeiv &mAdg, protecting Scepticism from attacks
on the status of the Sceptical investigation and at the same time he strikes a decisive blow
against Dogmatism even before he gets the Sceptical &vtippnotg off the ground.
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III. How do the Sceptics come to voeiv &mAég
without contradicting their Scepticism?

As we have seen, Sextus’ aim was to show that if the Dogmatists accept voely &mAddg
as the proper sense of the apprehension that precedes investigation into what is unclear,
then when the Sceptics investigate the Dogmatists’ theses, they do not need to apprehend
the subject matter of their investigation in a way that contradicts their Scepticism. Both
Dogmatists and Sceptics enter the field of this investigation simply thinking of the unclear
things without affirming their reality. However, in order to give a complete answer to the
criticism that the Sceptics cannot think of, speak about, or investigate what the Dogmatists
say, Sextus needs to argue not only for the necessity of voeiv &mAdg, but also for the
Sceptics’ actual ability to achieve, without contradicting their Scepticism, such a way of
understanding and thinking.

To that end, Sextus presents his view that the Sceptic is not barred from having thoughts
(vofioewg Y& obx &melpyetan O axemuxde, oipon [PH 11 10]), and then, using two par-
ticiples (ywouévng and wi) mdvtwg etsayodang) which modify the process of thinking he
is referring to (i. e. vofioews), first he gives an account of the process through which these
thoughts arise (476 te tév TabnTiede DTOTLTTOVTWY (xal) xat’ EVAEYELRV POLVOUEVLDY
bt Adywv Yyouévne) and second he underlines that having these thoughts does not in
any way at all imply the reality of what he’s thinking of (xai p# mévtwg eicayobong iy
OTap&Ly TV VOOUEVWV).

Sextus refers again to the Sceptic’ s having thoughts in PH I 24 in the context of his
reply to the Apraxia challenge. According to this reply, the Sceptics “live in accordance
with the ordinary ways of life” (Biwtx? thpnatg). One of the four constituent parts of
these ordinary ways of life is “guidance by nature”, and “by nature’s guidance the Sceptics
are naturally capable of perceiving and thinking”. But this kind of thinking, which the
Sceptics rely on in everyday life, cannot be identical to the kind of thinking Sextus has
argued that is necessary for the investigation against the Dogmatists.

First of all Sextus argues for the necessity and the possibility of voelv &rAdg only in the
specific context of the apprehension that precedes the philosophical inquiry into unclear
matters. He does not present voeiv amwiég as the general way we or the Sceptics need to
think about everything. Besides, voeiv &mAd¢, which is defined as not involving in any way
the reality or the existence of what the Sceptics are thinking about, could hardly represent
the way the Sceptis think about things in everyday life. It would be absurd to maintain that
the Sceptic comes by nature’s guidance to think naturally, for example, that the food that
he is tasting is delicious, in a way that would not even imply that there is any food in his
mouth, or that in general there is no such a thing as food.

Therefore, when Sextus provides in PH II 10 an account of the process through which
the Sceptics’ thoughts arise, he is referring to the process through which the Sceptics come
to understand and think specifically of what the Dogmatists say and he does not give an
account of the process through which the Sceptics think in general. Unless we take it that
Sextus’ point here is that the Sceptics have the capacity to think and, just because of that,
they are able to think of what the Dogmatists say. If this were the case, we could say that
he gives an account of the general process through which the Sceptics think. But such a
point would leave open the possibility that the Sceptics are not able to think about what
the Dogmatists say, because they may lack knowledge of the special meaning that the
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Dogmatists’ technical terms have. As we have seen, Sextus brought this possibility into the
discussion at PH II 2-3, right before the introduction of voeiv &mAd¢, when he presented
the case of being ignorant of highly technical terms.?® Hence, the context of PH II 1-10
demands an explanation of the way the Sceptics come to understand and simply think of
specifically what the Dogmatists say.

Now we need to understand Sextus’ formulation:

[vofioewg Yap obx dmelpyeton 6 oxemnxds, olpat] &né e tédv Tabnuxdg dTOTLTTEVTWY (Xal)
x0T EVEpYELaY PavoUévwy adTd AGYwv Yvorévng (PH 11 10).

The structure, the translation and the interpretation of this phrase are problematic. The prob-
lems are partly due to the two different versions of the text that we find in the manuscripts.
The version of the text above reads Aéycwv,? following the main manuscripts, but Aéye
can also be found in some manuscripts. Bury adopts A6y and translates: “from mental
conception which arises through the reason itself [reading a0té Aéyw] as a result of
passive impressions and clear appearances”.3!

I doubt that Adye is the right word here and that the right way to read xbté is to take it
with Adyw, translating with Bury as “reason itself”. Sextus uses the phrase «btog Aéyog
usually to refer to the same argument, or to the argument itself, and some times to refer
to the same definition or the same analogy.*> We have no other case of Sextus speaking
about “reason itself”.>*

On the other hand, it seems to me right to read abt@ with the phrase tév Tabntxddg
OToTLTTOVTWY (xarl) xat” évdpyetaw patvopévey, as referring to the Sceptic who has
these passive observations and evident appearances®* (following Annas & Barnes*). The
word abte qualifies the phrase tév Tabnuxde dmomimtéviwy (xai) xat’ Evdpysiav

28 The examples Sextus uses there refer to types of arguments in the Stoic logic, cf. above fn. 8.

29 1t is the version that Mutschmann adopts in his Teubner edition (Mutschmann 1958).

30 In the Loeb edition, following 1. Bekker’s 1842 Berlin edition.

31 Burnyeat proposes an interpretation along similar lines when he writes: “For Sextus insists that the sceptic is not
prohibited from noesis, the forming of conceptions. He can form his own conceptions just so long as the basis
for this is that things he experiences appear clearly to reason itself and he is not led into any commitment to the
reality of the things conceived (PH II 10)” (Burnyeat 1997, 40).

Cf. PH150, 99,219, 11 63, 68, 161, 181, 248, TI1 52, 84, 166, M VII 41, 104, 144, 189, 292, 305, 366, 368, 392,
410, VIII 153, 163, 210, 467, 481, IX 107, 264, 273, 284, 320, X 5, 59, 79, 158, 211, 214, 243, 266, 272, 290,
323,342, X144,90, 117, 128, 1113, 11 112, V 10.

Burnyeat supports his reading, i.e. “appear clearly to reason itself” by the claim that “sometimes he [Sextus]
goes so far as to speak of things appearing to reason (Aéyo¢) or thought (dtévora) (ambiguously so PH 1I 10,
M VIII 70, unambiguously M VII 25, M VIII 141)” (Burnyeat 1997, 39). But apart from the passage that we
are discussing now, i.e. PH II 10, none of the passages Burnyeat mentions refers, ambiguously or not, to things
appearing to reason (A6y0g), but just to thought (duévora).

3

R

3

@

3

r

Mates reads adte> A6y when he translates: “from a conception that arises during the discussion itself from clear
appearances affecting him passively” but he does not understand A6y as reason. He also translates “affecting
him passively” and thus he takes another a9t to go with the phrase tév mofnixidg dmommtéviwy (xal) xot’
évdipyerav gowvopévwy (Mates 1996). Although the interpretation implied in Mates’ translation seems to me to be
right, his understanding of the passage’s structure and the acceptance of Aéy«w instead of Aéywv seems to me to
be wrong.

3

S

Annas & Barnes omit the word Aéyog altogether and translate: “from having thoughts, if they arise from things
which give him a passive impression and appear evidently to him”. I follow them just as far as their reading of
DT goes.
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pawvopévewy in a way that makes it clear that Sextus is not speaking about eawvépeva that
appear evidently in themselves, irrespective of who has them, but about appearances that
appear evidently to someone, in particular here the Sceptic. This is a qualification that
Sextus uses in a standard way when he speaks about the appearances that the Sceptic
follows (cf. for example PH 1 4, 15, 20, 78).

Thus, I propose to accept Aéywv instead of A6y, and to take it as the grammatical
subject of the phrase tév mabntxég dmommtévtwy (xal) xot’ Evépysiav Patvouévey.
Therefore what comes to the Sceptic’s notice passively and appears to him clearly are
A6yo, i.e. the arguments, the definitions, the terms that the Dogmatists use to refer to
unclear things; they are not “things” as Annas & Barnes suppose when they translate:
“from having thoughts, if they arise from things which give him a passive impression and
appear evidently to him”. The unclear things the Dogmatists are speaking about could
not come to Sceptics’ notice passively and appear evidently to them, because as far as
these things were doing that they would not be unclear, but would instead be evident.
Additionally, whatever evident appearances derived from things the Sceptics might have,
these could not be enough for them in order to understand the Dogmatists’ assertions and
doctrines. For example, how could such evident appearance be enough for the Sceptics
to understand the Aristotelian or the Diodorian notion of “place”? Therefore, no direct
impressions or clear appearances of any real objects are needed for the kind of thinking
that Sextus describes here. Especially since one could have a clear impression not only of
a thing, but also of certain Adyor, without having any direct impression of whatever real
things were supposed to correspond to them. Even for the Stoics, a thought could come to
mind not by the direct causal agency of an external object, but through a discussion about
something.3® Thus, I propose the translation:

[The Sceptic is not barred from having thoughts,] which are derived from statements and arguments
that affect him passively and appear to him clearly.

Now what is necessary for the Sceptic in order to be able to investigate the Dogmatists’
theses is to be familiar with and have an understanding of the Aéyot, of the Dogmatists’
Aeyépeva,’ their words and the technical meaning that these words have in the special
context of Dogmatic philosophy. This kind of understanding or apprehending of what
is said by the Dogmatists amounts, according to Sextus, to a kind of thinking that not
only does not affirm the reality of the things the Sceptics are thinking and arguing about,
but it does not even imply in any way the reality or the existence of what the thought is
about. For example, when a Sceptic, in his investigation against the Dogmatists, says (as
he might well say) “I am now thinking of and investigating ‘place’ as Aristotle defines it,
or more generally as the Dogmatists attempt to define it”, he understands the Aristotelian
conception of place but he is not confirming that place really is as Aristotle defines it —

36 As Frede remarks, according to the Stoics, “thoughts may present themselves to the mind in all sorts of ways.
They may come to mind when one considers the evidence concerning a question in doubt. But many of them
are brought about by the causal agency of an external object which, through the sense organs, gives rise to an
impression in us” (Frede1987, 153).

37 Sextus’ argument here is still formulated in the context of his answer to the objection raised against the Sceptics
in PH 11 2. In section 1.1 of the present paper I pointed out (following Corti 2009 and 2015) the ambiguity of the
phrase t& 070 TV Soypatin@v Aeydueve in this objection and the semantic aspect of the same objection. My
interpretation of Sextus’ text here is consistent with the context of this objection.
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as the Dogmatic sense of apprehending demands —, he is not even implying in any way
that there is something to which Aristotle’s “place” refers and which is the object of the
Sceptic’s thought.

IV. Noeilv amié, assent and Sceptical beliefs

Now Sextus needs to explain the compatibility of this procedure of understanding and
thinking with the Sceptical disposition of suspending judgment. He writes:

Hence someone who suspends judgment maintains his Sceptical condition while investigating and
thinking; for it has been made clear (ded7Awown) that the Sceptic assents to (suyxatatifetan) what
falls under his notice by a passive impression (xatd pavtasiav Tadnuxnyv), insofar as it appears
to him (xab0 @aivetan adtd) (PH 11 10).

Sextus accepts that the kind of understanding and thinking required for the Sceptics’
investigation into the Dogmatists’ theses involves a kind of assent. But, as he claims, this
kind of assent does not contradict Scepticism. With the phrase “it has been made clear”
he refers back to PH 1 13, where he speaks of a kind of assent involved in a special kind
of belief that he allows the Sceptics to have. This back reference to PH I 13 leads us to
consider voelv &mAdg as involving beliefs of the special type Sextus allows to the Sceptic
in PH I 13. Thus, given Sextus’ previous description of the process through which the
Sceptics arrive at voeiv &mAd¢, we can say that the Sceptics study what the Dogmatists say,
they study their texts, they attend lectures and courses, they participate in philosophical
discussions, and so they gain the necessary understanding of the Dogmatists’ theses and
doctrines; an understanding which amounts to certain beliefs about what the Dogmatists
say. The more the Sceptic has studied a certain topic, the firmer his understanding becomes;
but the possibility of changing his mind and coming to a somewhat different understanding
of a certain topic is always open to him. In PH II 10 Sextus qualifies the assent he allows
to the Sceptic by adding the restriction xx00 gaivetar adtéd. The Sceptic assents for the
extent of time that Dogmatists’ sayings appear to him to be so, and in correspondence with
how they appear to him to be. Thus the assent that the Sceptic gives, his understanding
of the Dogmatists’ sayings, and the corresponding beliefs can be subject to change. In
any case, according to these beliefs, items such as, for example, “proof” or “criterion”
are such and such as far as what the Dogmatists say about them is concerned; but the
question whether they really are as the Dogmatists say they are or whether they exist at all
is a further question, and is exactly what the Sceptics investigate, and in the end suspend
judgment about.

Both in PH 1 13 and in IT 10 Sextus uses ad hominem the same Dogmatic terminology

CLINNT3

when he speaks about “impressions”, “affections” and “assents”.3® In T 13, the Sceptic

38 Frede (1997a, 15) raised the question: “does Sextus Empiricus speak this way because this is how he sees the
problem of knowledge or because he needs to tailor his argument to his dogmatic opponents’ way of regarding
matters”? For Frede, “this much at least is clear: it is the dogmatists, especially the Stoics, who assume that
certain impressions arise in us, impressions which we voluntarily either do or do not assent to” (ibid.); and as he
concludes, “It is hardly possible that Sextus, when he speaks this way, means to commit himself to the view that
there are mental acts of assenting which, together with the appropriate impressions, constitute having beliefs and
forming judgments” (ibid., 16).
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gives his assent to “the affections that are forced upon him by an impression” (totg xot&
paviasiov xatnvayxacuévolg Tébeat), whereas in II 10 the Sceptic is said to assent
to what comes to his notice by a passive impression (toig xatx gaviasiav TadnTixny
vroTimtovaty adt®). In the latter passage, Sextus does not explicitly say that it is affections
that the Sceptic assents to, although he does again underline that what the Sceptic assents
to is brought to him through a passive impression or a passive state of appearing. In
I 13, Sextus uses an example that is taken from sensation (“for example, when heated or
chilled”) in order to illustrate the affections that are forced upon the Sceptic, whereas in
II 10 the passive impressions to which the Sceptic assents are not sense impressions, but
rather thought impressions. The Stoics developed the whole language of “giving assent
to impressions” primarily with reference to sensation, and the Academics’ criticism of
the Stoic “apprehensive impression” also focused on sense impressions. Nevertheless, the
Stoics clearly accepted that there are thought impressions as well* and it seems to me to
be clear that Sextus’ use of a perceptual affection in the example that he gives in I 13 does
not imply that all the Sceptic’s affections are perceptual affections. What we have in I 13
is not specifically an account of the beliefs that the Sceptic gets through sensation nor is
it an account that purports to present all the Sceptical beliefs as ones that the Sceptic gets
from sensation.

In I 13, Sextus provides a general model, in the Dogmatists’ terms, for all the beliefs
that he needs to present as possible to the Sceptics and as compatible with their Scepticism.
Apart from the beliefs of voeiv &mAdd, i.e. the beliefs that are presupposed and involved
in the Sceptic’s argumentative practice against the Dogmatists, there are at least three
more types of such beliefs: the beliefs involved in everyday life, the beliefs involved in
the utterance of the Sceptical phrases (¢wvat), and the beliefs involved in the general
account of Scepticism given by a Sceptic; none of these could be beliefs the Sceptics
get exclusively from sensation. Thus, having an affection, as a state within the process
of sensation, simply represents an exemplar that Sextus uses in order to illustrate this ad
hominem — constructed in Dogmatic terminology — model. The Sceptical beliefs do not
need to be what the exemplar is; what they need is simply to resemble the exemplar in
certain aspects, and to fit within the model. Besides, the very idea of having a model is to
keep it general enough so that a broad range of things can be modelled accordingly.

It has been argued that thinking could hardly fit into such a model. Burnyeat has argued
that in the case of sensation it is easy to distinguish “a genuine experience — in Greek
terms, a wéHog, a pavtasio, which awaits my assent. And it is important here that assent
and impression are logically independent” (Burnyeat 1997, 56f.). But, as Burnyeat argues,
in the case of philosophy, and more generally in the case of thought, things are not like
that. He argues that the outcome of philosophical reasoning, but also more generally the
impressions of thought, are in fact states of belief which presuppose assent, and you cannot
have them independently of assent.*’ Thinking and speaking philosophically, which means

39 Cf. DL VII 51: Tév 8 gavioow@dy xot’ abtodg ol pév elow odobnuxad, ob 8 of odabnuueal wiv of 8
atabninplov 7} aicbnnpiwy AapuBaviuevar, obx aicbnteal 8 ol Sk tiig dravolag xabdmep v dowudtwy
%ol TV EAAV 1@V AoYw AopBavopévev.

40° As he writes, “if, beneath its disguise as a mere passive affection, the philosophical impression includes assent, it
ought to make no sense for the sceptic to insist that he does not assent to it as true. That would be to contemplate
a further act of assent to the assent already given. If the sceptic does insist, if he refuses to identify with his assent,
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using the articulated technical philosophical notions that more than any other notions claim
to grasp reality and following the standards of logic that claim to guarantee the truth, was
unthinkable as a process which could carry no commitment to the reality of what we are
thinking about and to the truth of the inferences we come to.

But Sextus does not ignore this difficulty; it is precisely, as we have seen, what he seeks
to undermine through the whole argument about the necessity and the possibility of voeiv
amAdg both for the Dogmatists and the Sceptics. With voelv amAég Sextus succeeds in
gaining the independence of the thought impressions involved in the Sceptic’s philosophical
thinking in arguing against the Dogmatists, from any assent to the truth of these thought
impressions. For the Sceptic — and Sextus’ attempt is to commit the Dogmatists to accepting
that — just having these thought impressions does not involve the further strong assent that
these thought impressions are true in the sense that they present how things are in their real
nature.

Moreover, Sextus gains that in the case of the beliefs that are involved in voetv &TAddg
he can speak of “apprehension” (xatéAndtis). Although apprehension was for the Sceptics’
opponents a central notion in their concept of knowledge and involved commitment to the
truth in the strong sense, and although the Sceptics denied that they had apprehension in
this sense, it turns out that Sextus can say that the Sceptics apprehend the Dogmatists’
sayings according to a sense of apprehension that Sextus attempts to commit the Dogmatists
themselves to accepting in certain contexts. Therefore, at least in the case of the beliefs of
1T 10, not only is Sextus not obliged to speak about them only in terms of a non-epistemic
appearing, but he can even speak about them in terms of some sort of apprehension and
therefore in terms of some sort of knowledge. Sextus succeeds in fitting the beliefs that
are involved in the Sceptics’ understanding of what the Dogmatists say within the model
of I 13, although this initially appeared very problematic and was not just provided along
with that model.*!

Thus if we ask about voeiv A& — as modern scholars do about the beliefs of I 13 —
“does the Sceptic assent to the beliefs of voelv dmAdg¢ as being true?”, or “do these beliefs
represent knowledge or just non-epistemic appearances?” it turns out that what Frede
claimed when examining specific sense impressions is equally right in the case of the
beliefs that are involved in voelv &nAédg: “the contrast between how things really are and
how they appear nonepistemically is insufficient” (Frede1997a, 13). It may appear to the
Sceptic that such and such is the right semantic meaning of what the Dogmatists say. This
can have an epistemic status, and the Sceptic can believe that his understanding is correct.
But at the same time the Sceptic certainly does not believe that things in reality are as the
Dogmatists claim that they are. This is exactly what the Sceptic seeks to find out by his
investigation into them, and about which, in the end, he suspends judgment.

he is as it were detaching himself from the person (namely, himself) who was convinced by the argument, and
he is treating his own thought as if it were the thought of someone else, someone thinking thoughts within him”
(Burnyeat 1997, 57).

41 What we learn, then, is that before we conclude that the Sceptical beliefs, or a certain kind of Sceptical beliefs,
cannot fit into the model of I 13, or that to fit them into this model would have disastrous results or implications
for the Sceptics, we need to consider the extra notions that Sextus marshals or the extra work that he performs in
order to fit each specific kind of Sceptical d6ypata. into the model of T 13.
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