ENCEPHALQOS 50, 62-74, 2013

SEXTUS EMPIRICUS AND THE SCIENTIFIC SCEPTI-

CISM

STAVROS J.BALOYANNIS*

Summary

Sextus Empiricus is the most eminent representative
of the ancient sceptisism, which is a Post-Classical, Hellenis-
tic philosophy based on the criterion of life, the experience
and the analysis of phenomena, aiming to provide a straight
and practical way of life, leading to interior peace and mental
tranquility, sharply opposed to a purely theoretical pursuit of
dogmatic philosophy. The term “sceptic” is a derivative of the
noun, skepsis (okéwig), which means thought, examination,
inquiry, consideration, meditation and investigation. The scep-
tical school was connected for a long period of time with the
Empirical school of physicians, who based the good medical
practice on the clinical experience rather than on the theoret-
ical erudition, dedicating themselves to observation, memory
and continuous clinical practice. As a matter of fact they en-
deavored to derive from experience what would be beneficial
for the patients, believing that the medical capability consists in
subjective experience. Sextus who lived in Alaxandria, Athens
and Rome was an empiricist who adopted sceptisism as philo-
sophical doctrine and way of life in view that the sceptical way
was characterized by persistent commitment to investigate the
truth, based on objective arguments and real evidence. How-
ever he was mostly known in the literature as a sceptic thinker
and not as empirical physician. Although there are many skep-
tical elements in the works of many Greek Pre-Socratic philos-
ophers, the term scepticism was mainly applied to members of
Plato’s Academy during its late period. The ancient sceptics,
avoiding dogmatism, used to search for the truth, posing many
dialectic questions about knowledge and beliefs, feeling that all
arguments could be opposed by other strong arguments of the
same persuasive force and validity, underlining the dynamics
of the philosophical investigation and dialectics. Phenomena
are the only things, which the sceptic thinkers do not deny,
since they constitute the appearance of objects. In a parallel
way, phenomena are the ordering criteria of sceptics daily life
and activity. According to Diogenes Laertius, Arcesilaus was
“the first to argue on both sides of a question”. He insisted that
for every reasoning there is an equally strong opposite rea-
soning, since the reality of things seems to be inaccessible
and definite certitude would be impossible for the human mind.
Sextus’ writings are the main source of most of our knowledge
of ancient scepticism and the other philosophical tendencies
of the Hellenistic era. He wrote some medical dissertations,
which unfortunately have been lost during the times and three
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philosophical books, which survived, but remained for long
in obscurity, been rediscovered in the late Renaissance. Two
of these works on the title, “Adversus Mathematikus”, include
large number of strong arguments against the Logicians, the
Physicists and the Ethicists. The third and most important of
the books on the title “Outlines of Pyrrhonism” provides an out-
line of Pyrrhonian scepticism, incorporating at the same time
his own philosophical doctrines. Sextus offers thoroughly a
general overview of scepticism, describing and explaining the
meaning of the sceptical investigation, the value of suspen-
sion of judgment and the importance of the sceptical dialectics.
Sextus insists that the skepticism does not accept or reject any
impression and substantially does not affirm or deny anything.
Sextus claims that appearances (paivoueva) are the practical
criteria of approaching to the truth and by the continuous inves-
tigation the thinker is prevented from mental or psychological
inactivity (avevepynaia). The only wise way of life is to suspend
Jjudgment, regarding everything, therefore never facing the risk
of being wrong in anything. The human being has the innate
capacity for perception, thinking, analysis of the phenomena,
ability to distinguish what is true and what is false and to med-
itate avoiding dogmatism. According to Sextus’ doctrines, logic
is based on phenomena and criteria. Sextus proposed several
practical criteria and ten main ways (modes, 1pdrol) that the
man could follow whenever he would decide to suspend judg-
ment on absolute truth. The main mode is the “epoché” (eroxn})
or suspension of judgment, in order to achieve the deep interior
peace and serenity of mind, since the attainment of tranquility,
psychological equilibrium or imperturbability (arapaéia) must
be the supreme target of the human life, leading to permanent
well-being (eudaiuovia), in an attempt to be raised above the
suffering, which pain and psychological distress impose. Ac-
cording to Sextus, science is considered as being the main
source of pure knowledge, underling at the same time the rel-
ativity of the scientific data. Science, therefore, could not pre-
sume to provide the authoritative truth and all its issues must
be understood from a dialectical perspective, since whatever
is debatable may concern reality. The scientific methodology
consists of investigation, as starting point, of equipollence, a
balancing estimation of all positive and negative aspects, of
suspension of judgment and of tranquility of mind and imper-
turbability. Always reality has to be investigated but appear-
ance must be accepted without any debate, since it is clearly
obvious. Every effort to approach the truth is feasible only by
assessing the phenomena, since absolute reality could never
be known. Sextus, although suspended judgment on absolute
truth, he endeavored to elaborate various sceptical formulas
for proceeding to a statement concerning the truth. He insists
that any argument requires definite proof, precisely proven,
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otherwise it might lead to an ‘infinite regression’ resulting to fall
into a vicious circle. The escape from infinite regression might
be based on a hypothesis. Encountering disagreement, when-
ever several points of view and strong arguments seems to be
of equal validity (icoo6éveia), the thinker being unable to judge
and decide properly and accurately, has to give up, for attain-
ing peace of mind (arapaéia). Sextus insists that arriving to a
definite conclusion is not merely a matter of high education,
intellectual integrity, wisdom or experience, since it is mostly a
matter of the proper nature of the problem. In the field of moral-
ity, Sextus and the other ancient sceptics deny the existence of
the absolute good, but most of them admit the potentiality for a
continuous amelioration of the life, based on the proper eval-
uation of the ongoing experiences and research. However to
the sceptics nothing is in itself either good or evil, since he who
considers anything as good or evil is always troubled and suf-
fers being not at rest. Sextus’ doctrines have exerted a strong
influence on the course of Western philosophy, from the sev-
enteenth century and onwards, inspiring Michel de Montaine,
Rene Descartes, David Hume, Hegel and many philosophers
of our Era in their theoretical orientation. The sceptical influx is
of substantial importance for the current philosophy of the sci-
ence, the neurophilosophy, the scientific research, the modern
schools of psychology, offering also an essential theoretical
background for the evidence based medicine.

Key words: Sextus Empiricus, sceptisism, Hellenistic philos-
ophy, imperturbability. Peace of mind, Psychotherapy, Medical
sceptisism.

Introduction

Sextus Empiricus is the most eminent representative
of the ancient sceptisism in the constellation of the Greek phi-
losophy. Although Sextus’ name is Latin he is Greek according
to his own clear statements® and as it is obviously realized by
the gentle style of the eloquent Greeks of his writings, who
remind Thucydides’ and Plutarch’s style.

Little is known about Sextus’ life and his ancestry. In
regard to the time when Sextus lived it is estimated that it may
range between the second and third century. He lived for long
time in Alexandria of Egypt, teaching philosophy and for some
time in Athens, the city where the sceptisism had its birth and
later on in Rome. Sextus was physician, a disciple of Herodo-
tus from Tarsus?, and was a member of the Empirical School?,
who believed that the good medical practice should be mainly
based on the experience*, since only by experience the physi-
cian could perform beneficially for his patients®. It is known that
Empiricists and Pyrrhonists were closely related each other in
Hellenistic Era and many physicians were members of one of
the many philosophical schools at that times®.

Sextus as philosopher was sceptic’. Sceptisism was
a Post-Classical, Hellenistic philosophical movement, which
has endeavored to avoid dogmatism in view that there are two
different and opposite aspects as a rule on the same theme,
sometimes being of equal force. The sceptic have to obtain the
ability to find the opposites both of objects of experience and
of objects of thought and whenever the opposed arguments

or conflicting reasonings have equal force (IcooBéveia) then
the philosopher has to suspend of judgment, in order to es-
cape from disturbance and retain his interior serenity of mind
(atapagia) or tranquility of soul®. The search for the truth is very
difficult and the absolute reality is always inaccessible®.
According to Sextus, scepticism is a powerful attack
on constructive philosophy insisting that all arguments can be
opposed by equally strong arguments and no argument exists
that is incontrovertible. By the intellectual power the philos-
opher may place arguments in opposition to each other and
phenomena in opposition to other phenomena. Many times
due to equipollence (icogBeveiav'®) in the opposed objects
and arguments the sceptic should come first to suspension
of judgment (emroxn)"™ adopting a neutral attitude towards the
value of both views. That attitude leads to tranquility, peace of
mind and imperturbability (atapagiav)'2'3,
There are many reasons and many modes (tropoi) for sus-
pending judgment. Tropos or mode is a way of thought, a man-
ner of reasoning, a standpoint of judgment. Among the ten prin-
cipal modes of Pyrro' for epoche the most important are those,
which are related to the thinker who judges'® as well as to the
object'®, which is judged or to both of them".

The search for the truth

Many arguments, which try to trace the path of truth are op-
posing each other, been definite and indefinite, positive and
negative, been in conflict and contradiction. Therefore they are
unable to lead to the truth, since they could not be convincing
and they induce anxiousness and confusion. On the other hand
there are many intellects and it is expectable that many dis-
agreements and disputes may arise, which is going to increase
thinker’s anxiousness. Those who believe also that things are
good or evil by nature endeavor to possess the good ones and
tremble in the probability to lose them. In the contrary, if there
is no certitude for the absolute good or the absolute evil, since
absolute conditions and qualities do not exist by nature, the
person is not particularly anxious about them and therefore he
retain the peace of mind, a psychic quietude, which in fact is
the supreme target of a meaningful life'® and the real source of
happiness. Although the sceptics may live several times under
unpleasant conditions, such as cold or warm weather, thirsty,
hunger or even starvation, they do not characterize them as
evil; they do not blame them and sustain them with courage,
patience, discretion and mediocrity retaining their tranquility.
All the attitude of life and the concept of the truth and
reality put the sceptics in opposition to dogmatic philosophers'®,
who believe that the search for the truth is feasible and they
possess the truth by an exclusive and unique way?. It is rea-
sonable that the sceptics are in contradiction with Aristotelians,
Epicurians and Stoics, who used to thing and meditate dog-
matically. At the same time the sceptics are in opposition with
the Academics Cletomachos?' and Careades, who claimed in a
dogmatic way that the truth is unapproachable, whereas scep-
tics have the feeling that they might approach the truth by the
continuous search for it?2. From the point of view of the Scep-
tical School for the human being is enough to live in peace,
based on his experience and objective observations avoiding
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dogmatism?.
Sextus from his writings

The majority of Sextus voluminous philosophical works sur-
vived. Unfortunately his medical works mentioned by him,
entitled Medical memories?* and Empirical memoris?®, remain
unknown, since they may have been lost in antiquity, since
their author is the only one who mentioned them. The main
contribution by Sextus is his philosophical writings, which con-
sist of three books entitled Pyrrhonian Outlines (Sketches),.
The first book is a general overview of Pyrrhonian scepticism,
the second deals with the meaning of dogmatic logic, the third
is a critique of dogmatic physical theory and ethics. In all his
books Sextus described with a simple, gentle and evocative
style, illustrated with many examples and parabolas the prin-
ciples of the Sceptic school, as they have been exposed by
Pyrron?”2. An other philosophical contribution entitled Pros
Mathimaticous or Against the Learned or in a Latinizing title
Adversus Mathimaticos consists of six books addressed to or-
ators, geometrics, arithmetics, astrologists and musicians. One
more contribution is entitled “To Logicians” or agains logicians
is divided in two books. Sextus has written two more books
against the Physicists and one book against the Ethicists.

A Sextus’ book “On soul” has been lost during the
centuries. Sextus’ writings are precious sources of knowledge
of the ancient and Hellenistic philosophy and cultural atmo-
sphere, due to numerous citations to many other authors and
to analytical descriptions of ideas, customs and beliefs of his
Era. Sextus in his writings discussed also epistemological mat-
ters and endeavored to conclude whether there is a definite cri-
terion of truth and reality in a world plenty of contradictions and
debates, subjecting to scrutinizing the principles and doctrines
of dogmatic philosophers.

The way of life of a sceptic is an engaging in normal
activities attending to what is apparent in his everyday life.
Most of the phenomena are real since they are based on the
pragmatism of the sensations. Phenomana perceived by sen-
sations have an existence, not been derived from the world
of ideas and theoretical subjective speculations?. The ultimate
aim of the philosophical orientation is to come to a state of at-
araxia, which may be achieved whenever the thought is based
on the objective reality, not been wondered in the fields of the
contradictory and conflicting ideas.

It is wise to realize that understanding the meaning of
a claim, does not imply the approach of the absolute truth of the
claim. For that reason the sceptics have not to avoid anything
and have not to desire also anything, which is a matter either of
the physical or of the intellectual world. The right path to imper-
turbability (ataraxia) is the investigation at any subject the pro-
and against arguments, in an attempt to find the equal strength
among them (isosthenia). By the investigation of anything the
sceptic comes to the conclusion that absolute knowledge don’t
exist and the search for the truth is the real meaning of the life,
though the dogmatic acceptance of any idea, induces inequity
and worry. This is the reason that the sceptics fight against the
dogmatism of the other philosophical schools, criticizing their
principles.

Things which are obvious (phenomena) are the back-
ground of reality®’. The real knowledge should be based on real
objects. However the phenomena are perceived by sensations
and senses differ from one another, consequently it is hard to
say what is the real nature of every phenomenon and it is no
possible to make positive assertions even about thinks, which
seems to be evident?', since it is not certain whether the under-
lying object is such as it appears. For all those reasons is wise
to suspend judgment about virtually all beliefs, since we could
not affirm any belief as true. This concept by Sextus and the
other sceptics is of substantial importance, proved by neurosci-
ences and neuropsychology, which underline the marked dif-
ference in senso-sensorial perception, mental faculties, emo-
tional background®, desires and perspectives® among human
beings®.

The real knowledge is inaccessible, however Sextus
did not deny the possibility of knowledge, suspending judg-
ment about whether anything is knowable. The human being
should search for the truth continuously with peaceful mind,
serenity, mediocrity, without competition and empathy?.

The suspension of judgment (epoche) is supposed to
be brought by modes or tropoi arranged in groups of ten® , five
or two according to the sceptical period and the representa-
tive philosopher of the Sceptical School. It is important that the
eighth mode concerns the fact of relativity, a concept induced
by sceptics, been extensively evaluated by the current scienc-
es, which proved to be of revolutionary and axiomatic value.

It is reasonable that in case that men might have the
same opinions on everything and share the same emotions
they would have unanimity and they might evaluate anything
without contradictions and conflicts®’.

The accuracy of the perception of the phenomena
is also related to consciousness of the subject. If a person is
mentally bright the horizons of his sensorial perception are
transparent and enlarged.

It is also well known that there are changeable crite-
ria on the kindness and beauty in various historical periods,
among various people and civilizations, according to their aes-
thetic, moral and cultural background. Even the same person
may modify his or her own criteria according to the degree of
education, the social status, the experience, the age and the
ongoing aesthetic, moral and spiritual culture. Consequently
the dimensions of good and evil are not the same among peo-
ple. It is impressive how the range of the values is large and
sometimes different among the various schools of philosophy
in antiquity, in modern times and nowadays.

The majority of thinkers, as a rule, accept any con-
cept, which is in accordance with their personal principles and
beliefs and reject or fight against the contradictory concepts.
That attitude creates a real chain of debates and disputes®,
which are recycled constantly and infinitively, without any es-
cape from a “vicious circle”®.

The moderate attitude of the sceptics and their ten-
dency to avoid dogmatism introduced the use of many “motus”,
such as “perhaps”, “rather”, “itis probable”, “it is indefinite”, “it is
eventual”, “nothing definite”, nothing stable”, “nothing evident”,
“| determine nothing”, since all things are incomprehensible* .

It is of fundamental value, that the philosopher for
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avoiding contradiction, has to suspend judgment (epoche)*,
whenever he is unable to distinguish the truth in a field of many
arguments of equal strength, opposing each other, without any
capacity to find the criterion of truth and whenever he worries
that accepting one of the potential arguments may face the
probability to become dogatic*.

Sextus and Heracletus

Aenesidamus claimed*® that sceptic pathway leads to
Heracletian philosophy*, which supported the principle that on
every subject there are two contradictory prospectives*.

Sextus believed that the recognition of the existence
of the contradictory and opposing arguments on any matter or
any thought is the conclusive remark of any thinker and any
philosophical denomination. Sextus mentioned from Heracle-
tus that it is the opposite which is good for us*® and also that
if you do not expect the unexpected, you will not find it; for it is
hard to be sought out and difficult’’. In the contrary Sextus is
opposed to dogmatic concepts of Heracletus on the potency
and domination of fire*® and on the harmony of the conflicting
conditions*®.

The most substantial difference between Heracletus
and Sextus consists in the continuous search for the self, the
proper self by Heracletus, in association with the search for the
interior truth which is the force for the moral and spiritual ele-
vation of the human being. The psyche should be purified from
passions, vices and particularly from insolence (hybris) since
there is greatest need to extinguish insolence (hybris) than a
blazing fire®, but we must admit that it is always difficult for
humans to fight passions. An excellent man is equivalent of ten
thousand. According to Heracletus learning is not a path of wis-
dom?', but he who desires wisdom and seeks it needs sound
intelligence. The profound knowledge based on experience
and gained by enquiry in a wide spectrum of things may help in
uncovering the reality and truth, which mostly lie concealed®.
According to Heraclitus Logos-Truth-Nature-Eternity are the
crucial existential principles for the Being and the “Wise is one
thing, to be acquainted with true judgment, how all things are
steered through all”.

Sometimes Heraclitus expresses an obvious mysti-
cism stating that “nature loves to hide”® and even more that
‘immortals are mortals, mortals are immortals, living their
death, dying their life”. The entire lifetime is confined by death,
but life and death are a continuation and not an opposition.
The beginning is also the end, like any point of the circle’s cir-
cumference, where beginning and end are common®, depend-
ing on the perspectives from which it is viewed. According to
Heracletus Logos governs both the phenomena and the ideas.
All human legislations and rules have one celestial source the
Logos (the Word). Heraclitus implored that every human being
should listen the Word and know, as real wisdom, that “all is
one”, but he regrets since some men lack the skill to listen and
they don’t know how to speak

Heracletus has in common with Sextus the theory of
relativity. Heraclitus claims that relativity dominates on every
phenomenon, since everything is in flux®, like the constant flow
of a river and he insists that “nobody can step twice into the

same river”®, because different waters flow perpetually. Thinks
are whole and not whole, being brought together and been
separated. Some are consonant and some dissonant.

The universe is a continuous state of dynamic equilib-
rium, whereas at the same time “all things are one”. The immo-
bility, even the stability is stagnation. In reality stability does not
exist in nature, since everything is in motion, the universe, the
cell, the atom. Motion, transformation, alteration and energy
exchange are all under an universal low which dominates on
everything, in relativity®”’. Energy is always regenerated since
the sun is new again all the days®. and oversees everything.
The transformations of fire means that everything may go over
into everything in a steered movement®. The fire or light con-
verts like an original element over other elements in a precise
order. The fire, the light and the truth are always unchanged,
since they are original and genuine in their existence.

The brightness of the sun light, like the truth, sur-
rounds everything. Seeing is a grasping in light and spiritual
seeing is a grasping in truth®. Spiritual or celestial light never
extinguishes®'. Eyes are more accurate witness of the reality
than are the ears, however both of them are poor witnesses for
men who possess uncomprehending souls. Human being is
the one who can kindle fire, who understands the power of light
and who is able to touch the truth and be illuminated by divine
light®2.

Sceptic philosophy and Academy

Sextus distinguish Academy into three periods (a) in
the ancient period or the Platonic one®?, (B) in the middle period
or the period of Arcesilaos and (y) in the new period or the pe-
riod of Carneades and Cletomachus. Plato the main founder of
the ancient Academy is characterized as being dogmatic con-
cerning the existence of the absolute truth and of Providence.
Certainly, Plato was not a sceptic philosopher, since he strong-
ly believed in the world of ideas and he had many theoretical
elevations®. Platonic idealism and moral theory have nothing
in common with the sceptisism. However, the scholars of new
Academy were in obvious proximity with the sceptics, since
they claimed that all are invisible and incomprehensive. The
influence of Pyrrhonian sceptisism was mostly obvious in Arc-
esilaus, however the sceptical orientation of Academy was not
identical with that of the sceptics. The difference consists in the
dogmatic concepts on good and evil by Academy®®. In addition
Academian philosophy declare that some ideas are probable
and some improbable (Tw TBavw TpocxpwvTal), whereas
sceptics claim that ideas are equal as regards worthiness and
unworthiness, without any dogmatism (adog&oTwg)®e.

Sceptics in spite the difference with the Academy ex-
erted a strong influence upon the neoplatonics, particularly the
philosophy of Plotinus, Olympiodoros, Ammonios, Syrianos
and Philoponos®’.

Sceptic philosophy and Aristotle
Sextus mentioned Aristotle the Peripatetic and his fol-

lowers quite often and noticed that Aristotelian philosophy was
quite different from that of the Stoics. Sextus also mentioned
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several definitions of rhetoric by Aristotle. He claimed that
rhetoric is an artificial method for convincing people and parts
of rhetoric must succeed with speeches that are either con-
sistent, inconsistent, or indifferent regarding their respective
ends. However, Sextus’ texts give the impression sometimes
he could not make a sharp distinction between Aristotelian doc-
trines and theoretical concepts from that of Stoics®®, accepting
both of them as dogmatist. He considered Aristotle® as well
as Zenon and Epicurus as dogmatists and he endeavored to
counteract them with the proper arguments.

Aristotle claimed that the soul is the form of the living
body, the ordering principle of the sum of its functions, faculties
and activities’™. Every action performed by the human being
is an expression of its soul, a manifestation of the orders that
the soul dictates to the body. All the things are in some way
coordinated, but not in the same way’'. Soul is the source of
the mental and spiritual power of the man. Aristotle claimed that
the supreme good is health’, but Zeno and Stoics considered
the virtue as being the most important of the goods™ whereas
Epicurus claimed that the pleasure is the main good of the hu-
man life. Aristotle emphasizes the value of three sorts of lives,
underlining the worth of the lives, which are devoted to grati-
fication, politics, and philosophical contemplation”.According
to Aristotle self-sufficiency is invoked as a substantial criteri-
on for the human well-being’®, (eudaimonia)’®.Sextus empha-
sizes the difference and the contradictions between Aristotle
and the other philosophers concerning the good and the soul
proving therefore the weakness of the dogmatism”. In many
arguments against peripatetics. Sextus uses frequently Helle-
nistic doxographies’ instant of the original Aristotelian texts’,
in which Aristotelian philosophy is interpreted within the spirit of
the broad Hellenistic philosophical atmospheres.

On the Aristotelian epistemology Sextus highlights
the importance of criteria®. He poses a large number of ar-
guments against Aristotelian criteria in the hope to counteract
and annihilate them. The main criteria according Sextus are
either perception or thinking (noesis) and mostly both of them.
Sometimes it is important to use also imagination (phantasy),
which enlarges the horizons of the scientific thought and its
perspectives®'.

Aristotle claims that rhetoric is the art of orator as med-
icine is the art of physicians. Sextus contradicting claims the
rhetoric is not an art, since it is mostly based on false argu-
ments8283,

Sextus and Epicurean philosophy

Sextus believed that Epicurus did not develop his own
philosophical doctrines but was exclusively based on Homer®,
in his ideas on death®, particularly. He thought also that Epi-
curus could not prove the validity of his doctrines. Many Stoics
also, like Posidonius and Sotion claimed that Epicurus incorpo-
rated most of Democritean doctrines® in his philosophy.

According to Epicurus’ atomic theory of the soul,
sense-perception is the result of the action of bodies. It is
therefore a passive procedure of senso-sensorial analysis of
the environmental stimuli and the aesthetic experiences?®. Al-
though sceptics believed in the value of the phenomena, they

endeavored to realize the phenomena from every possible per-
spective, since they have the feeling that the subjective factor
intervenes in the objective perception and interpretation of phe-
nomena.

Epicureans believed that nature has her own hierarchi-
cal system, been distinguished in classes, each one of which is
subdivided in smaller classes, which retain their interior unity.
The sceptics did not share that type of classification,, accepting
a flexible and plastic system in nature, which is changeable and
evolutionary.

Sextus and stoic philosophy

Attacking dogmatism Sextus wrote against stoics, who
claimed that they have had the objective knowledge and the
path to reality and truth. He mentioned Stoa ninety times in his
writings, Zeno and Chrysippus twenty times and Cleanthes nine
times®. It is known that the Logos or word is a crucial principle
in stoic philosophy and reasonable thinking is a fundamental
doctrine. The providence, the spiritual power and luck (eimar-
mene) dominate on the world®. Sextus accused stoics for cir-
cular reasoning. Actually, all the reasonable system of values
in stoic philosophy was continuously criticized by Sextus. It is
known that both of the schools, sceptics and stoics targeted
on the peace of mind. However stoics tended to achieve it by
reasoning, living according to Logos® as well as by self-control
and self-domination, whereas sceptics use to practice epoche,
suspending of judgment and achieving a state of quietude of
mind, imperturbability (ataraxia).

The impressive care and selectivity of stoics concern-
ing their social behavior®', was in contrast with the simplicity
and the lack of discrimination in the social behavior by the
sceptics. Acommon place in stoic and sceptic philosophy is the
detachment of the epistemology from the metaphysics. Scep-
tics agree with Stoics that logic is neutral regarding metaphys-
ics and that it is self-sufficient, not needing any further justifica-
tion. Nevertheless the rigid dogmatism of stoic philosophers®
was the target of a continuous criticism, since the causality of
everything is frequently invisible, incomprehensible and many
times is impossible to detect the principal cause of every phe-
nomenon or event, due to the subjectivity in searching for the
truth and in interpreting the phenomena®®. Generally speaking,
Sextus criticized all those who maintained that objective knowl-
edge of any cause of the phenomena is possible. Sextus would
accept only the existence of the phenomena®:.

The Sceptics strongly believed that the search for
the truth is very difficult, so they could agree that stoics were
in close proximity with the truth or they possessed the truth.
Sextus insisted that there are many points of view of the truth
and many pathways leading to the truth. Sceptics rejected the
imagination of the understanding (kataAnTTIKAV @avTtaciav)®
of the Stoics as a way to the trut®, since imagination (phanta-
sia) has always a subjective character and might be confus-
ing, whereas truth as a demonstration of every sign or every
proposition has an objective and concrete character. On the
other hand, there is no true phantasia, which may not become
false and incorrect®”. The Stoics by the “imagination of the un-
derstanding” tried to fill up the gap between subjectivity and
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objectivity, approaching therefor the truth par excellence. Sex-
tus acknowledges the existence of the objects and the exis-
tence of phenomena, whenever they appear and are recog-
nized by the perception of the mind. But the perception of the
objects is different from the knowledge of their essence, their
true nature. In addition, it is reasonable that not everything
conceived has always a share in existence®. Man is incon-
ceivable and consequently he is inapprehensible®. In addition,
man by nature is incapable of discovering the truth'®. Sceptics
recognizing, that is impossible to approach the truth, suspend
judgment and try to lead a tranquil, simple and peaceful life'®'.

Sceptic psychotherapy

Sceptic philosophers proposed to accept the suspend-
ing of judgment (epoche), in cases of isosthenia, as a principal
way of life, in order to protect their interior peace and tranquility.
They believed that since the external reality is unknowable the
criteria of truth are practically inconceivable. Only the reality of
experience is indisputable. They insisted that the main aim of
the life should be the imperturbability (ataraxia) and the estab-
lishment of the peace of mind being beyond the contradictions,
the dispute, the futile competitions, the worry, the anxiety and
the persistence on dogmatic doctrines.

By the principle of the equal forces (isosthenia) or
equal potentiality Sextus treats the thinker from the ambition
of the domination and preponderance and from the passion of
arrogance and authority, suggesting that the best way for re-
taining the interior clarity, the peace, the tranquility, the serenity
and the self-respect is the suspension of judgment. Man has
to rely his affections in order to understand himself and to know
the exterior world.

In the philosophy of the ancient sceptisism the con-
tradiction, the debate and the opposition were limited only in
the exterior world, whereas the spiritual values were faced with
great respect and unanimity by all the thinkers. For the inner
culture it is always important the peace of mind and the seren-
ity of the soul. Ataraxia is the precious fruit of the inner harmo-
ny and the homeostatic equilibrium of the human being, who
avoids empathy and dogmatism'%.

In the modern sceptisism the philosophical orientation
is turned towards the external world, the world of the senses
which must be proved by the scientific investigation, which is
continuously upgraded by the ongoing technology.

However, the continuous controversy in everything
by the sceptics may induce the unsettledness and the inner
instability. The peace of mind and the imperturbability (atarax-
ia) have only an exterior and provisional character, protecting
the soul from anxiety and fear, without being able to fulfill the
human expectations for existential harmony and truthful life,
which is offered by the genuine, constant, unalterable eternal
values'®,

We could hypothesize that some persons may have
a “sceptic personality” either by nature or by the relevant edu-
cation and the environmental factors. That personality is most-
ly characterized by uncertainty, criticism, debate and dispute
without any conclusion. Jaspers'® underlined the type of that
specific personality and described its profile, which might be

quite pessimistic and unstable existentially.

The continuous dispute and the lack of a definite de-
cision and of a stable orientation may relieve the thinker from
the burden and the worry of an eventual false option and of the
consequent criticism. We might think that modern sceptisism
may be an excuse for escaping from the anxiety of the modern
western society .

Sextus and the Objectivity in Science

Although Sextus wrote a substantial number of books,
he remained almost unknown for many years. During the medi-
eval era his philosophical doctrines exerted minimal influence
on the thinkers. The Latin translation of Pyrrhonian Hypotypos-
es (Outlines of Pyrrhonism) by Niccolo da Reggio, remained in
silence. Later on the translations by Henri Estienne (Henricus
Stephanus) published in Geneva in 1562 and the Latin transla-
tion of “Pros Mathematicus” (Against the Professors) by Gen-
tian Hervet (Gentianus Hervetus'®) in 1569, started gradually
to exert an influence on the rising European Philosophy, which
endeavored to search for the truth, avoiding inflexible dogma-
tism'%”. However, we would say that sceptisism and Academian
sceptisism particularly. became known in the Latin Bibliogra-
phy, rather by Saint Augustin’s works “Contra Academicos”'%®
than by Sextus’ early Latin translations. Although St. Augustin
was not in favor of the principles of scepticism'®, nevertheless
he was influenced by them, as it is revealed in his Confessions
by the expressions, “sub specie dubitationis”, “Eo ipso tempo-
re dubitationis meae'®” and by his thoughts on death™, which
induce the idea of an Augustinian sceptisism.

In the Greek world, who enjoyed the knowledge of
Greek language and had access to the original works of Greek
authors, Photios, the Patriarch of Constantinople included Sex-
tus’ writings in his “Library”™? claiming that sceptics become
basically dogmatics, insisting that “nothing could be an object
of knowledge'"®”. Theodoros Metochitis'* in his «Outlines» cit-
ed sceptics, calling them “Efektikoii, Ephectics, Suspensive”
writing that «’OTI o0k £€w Adyou TravTamact S6Eeielv Gv ival T
TV EQEKTIKWV £VavTIOUPEVWY TTPOG TTAoav KaTaAnyiv, kai 6T
MAGTWY Kai ZwKpaTng Apxag €ig To0T’ £€dwkav» 'S Metochitis
and his pupil Gregoras condemned Sextus arguments, fearing
that they might infiltrate the Church.

The Greek text of Sextus writings was transferred from
Constantinople to Venice in 1427 by Francesco Filelfo, who
was acknowledged as the first Italian scholar with serious in-
terest in Sextus. The Greek text was published for the first time
in 1621 by Petrus Jacobus Chouet. From that time Sextus
started receiving an increasing attention from humanists, been
studied in Italy by Savonarola'® and other scholars in Flor-
ence, especially Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola (1469-
1533), who read Sextus in Greek, contributing greatly in the
creation of the philosophical atmosphere of Renascence'” free
from dogmatism and respectful fixation on Aristotle of scholas-
tic philosophers.

During the first half of the sixteenth century, Sextus
doctrines enjoyed a very favorable reception in France, deeply
affecting French philosophy. Michel de Montaigne", a real hu-
manist, who studied Stephanus’ translation of Pyrronian Hypo-
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typoses and the Latin translation of Diogenes Laertius “Life
of Pyrrho”, tried to interpret the sceptisism in an ethical and
Christian manner'®. Montaigne writings induced a strong scep-
tic movement in France, represented mainly by Gabriel Naude,
Guy Patin, Francois de la Mothe Le Vayer and Pierre Gassen-
di. Sextus sceptisism was propagated from Italy and France
to northern Europe exercising remarkable influence on David
Hume'? and Hegel.

During the seventeenth century Rene Descartes',
in France, wrote his “Meditations” deeply impressed by scep-
tisism. He claimed from a purely epistemological perspective,
that the thinker may approach the real meaning of the science
only defeating dogmatism and searching for new theories and
their objective verification. According to Descartes, the mental
brightness, and the detailed observation are the main ways to
the scientific knowledge. The deep and focused thought, the
right perception, the detailed and critic analysis of the phenom-
ena and the proving procedures compose the pattern of the
scientific methodology'?.

The statement “Cogito, ergo sum”. (“I think therefore
| am) by” Rene Descartes became the symbol of the modern
philosophy. According Descartes thinking means doubting, de-
nying, affirming and refusing. The mind is distinct from the body
and it exists independently of the body. In the field of Metaphys-
ics Descartes believes in an omnipotent, infinite, omniscient, all
good God and he insists that truth is only in God. All the ideas,
which are related with truth are derived from God. He states,
“| clearly understand that there is more reality in an infinite
substance than there is in a finite one”'?®. However the role of
reason in Descartes’ philosophy is essential.

The human being must have the capacity to accept the
eternal truth and incorporate it in his thoughts, since God offers
the potentiality to human nature to understand all the worth and
values, which are determined for the man. Descartes admit-
ted that the belief that there is a God who is all powerful, and
who created him, such as he is, has, for a long time, obtained
steady possession of his mind'?*.

The ideas according Descartes have a etiological
background and a point of reference, that gives them their sub-
stantiality. Between the various dilemmas that the thinker fre-
quently faces he must accept those ideas, which have a meta-
physical value, in order to avoid a dogmatism based only on
experience. Descartes’ scepticism has frequently an existential
character'?®. Thinking is an attribute of the soul and here he
discovered what properly belongs to himself. Thinking alone is
inseparable from him'?®,

Although both Sextus and Descartes are against dog-
matism and they endeavor to find the truth, the main difference
of their doctrine is that Descartes accepts the metaphysical
certitude, strongly believing that the truth is only in God'?’. In
addition, sceptisism in Descartes has mostly an epistemologi-
cal and not a methodological character.

The modern philosophy of education under the influ-
ence of scepticism and particularly of Sextus’ concepts endeav-
ored to enlarge the dimensions of education and learning and
to prove any theory by the objective data of the basic research.
At the same time scepticism contributed in deliberating educa-
tion from dogmatic standards and introduced the enthusiasm of

discovering new horizons in thinking.
Sceptisism and Science

The contribution of sceptisism in the scientific thought
is considerable. The detachment of the epistemological think-
ing from dogmatic fixations and the orientation towards re-
search and scientific investigation induced a remarkable prag-
matism arguing that there are objective ways of approaching
the scientific truth. Scientific scepticism criticizes the veracity
of assertions, which are not based on empirical evidence or
experimental data. It is reasonable that the acceptance of a
theory as a standard scientific knowledge requires a ‘critical or
experimental verification’, that must be capable of providing
evidence that the theory is based on objective data.

The high fever of the research in the last centuries
was enforced by the anxiety and enthusiasm for approaching
the scientific reality. In addition, the scientific achievements
opened the mind of the scientist further showing that the real
knowledge is not inaccessible.

However, the scientist of our times, whereas retains
always his sceptisism, is not in accordance with suspending of
judgment for the sake of tranquility in cases of equipollence of
the opposed theories (isosthenia), realizing that the happiness
from research is more important than tranquility of mind or im-
perturbability (ataraxia). Therefore, to suspend judgment on
the validity of opposed theories is replaced by the proceeding
to an accurate and critical experimentation, in order to reveal
the validity of the right theory, based on evidence. On the other
hand Skeptics achieve tranquility, not by finding the truth, but
by suspending judgment about whether the truth can be found.

Many modern scientific theories are based on Sextus
scepticism. Sextus’ theory of relativity, which revitalized and
proved, many centuries later, by physics and mathematics'?,
was the supreme concept, which opened new immense hori-
zons in science and philosophy. Sextus’ scepticism exerted
also a strong influence on the evidence based Medicine'?® and
the current Psychology'°.
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