
44 http://www.practical-philosophy.org.uk

Practical Philosophy Special Edition Autumn 2007

Introducing Scepticism.
My memory of past errors and perplexities, makes me
diffident for the future. The wretched condition,
weakness and disorder of the faculties, I must employ
in my enquiries, encrease [sic] my apprehensions. And
the impossibility of amending or correcting these
faculties, reduces me almost to despair, and makes me
resolve to perish on the barren rock, on which I am at
present…This sudden view of my danger strikes me
with melancholy; and as ‘tis usual for that passion,
above all others, to indulge itself; I cannot forbear
feeding my despair, with all those desponding
reflections, which the present subject furnishes me with
in such abundance. (T 264)1

When introducing students to scepticism it is often easy to
convince them that they have no good reason for believing
they are not dreaming, or are not a brain in a vat, etc.
However, what is difficult is leading a student to act
differently after they see the force of sceptical arguments.
I have yet to see a student either jump out of the window
or explain convincingly why they shouldn’t. Moreover, it
is at times difficult to prevent students from advocating
positions they obviously do not hold, for instance that they
actually are dreaming. In the late 1730’s David Hume, a
man in his early twenties, underwent a sceptical crisis the
result of which is recorded above. Hume, unlike most
students, did begin to believe and act differently after his
exposure to sceptical arguments. What is different in
Hume’s approach from that of most students? Why is it
that Hume’s response does not seem to be anticipated in
contemporary treatments of sceptical arguments? What
practical advantages can be gleaned from Hume’s response
to a sceptical crisis? This essay will attempt to answer these
questions. First it will be argued that modern epistemology
is captive to a search for knowledge insulated from
impacting upon beliefs. I will call this search the Cartesian
project and explain its alliance with a particular conception
of Reason.2  Second, I will contrast this conception to one
strand of the ancient sceptical tradition, Pyrrhonism. Third,
I will locate Hume’s approach to scepticism relative to this
ancient approach and draw out some practical advantages
of this approach especially for those teaching epistemology,
and hopefully for philosophy more generally.

I. The Cartesian Project in Contemporary
Scepticism
The definition in the Concise Routledge Encyclopedia of
Philosophy represents the kind of scepticism typical of
contemporary epistemology:

Scepticism defines one of the central problems of
epistemology, namely, the need to demonstrate how
knowledge is possible. This is done – if it can be done
– by meeting the challenge to show that sceptical
considerations do not after all defeat our best epistemic
endeavours. Implicit in this characterization are two
important claims: first, that scepticism be understood
as a challenge, not as an agniological claim that we do
or can know nothing; and secondly, that the best way
to respond to scepticism is not by attempting to refute
it on an argument-by-argument basis, but by showing
how we know. (Grayling, 2000, p.57)

Significantly, scepticism is seen as a challenge, not as a claim,
but as a methodological device a philosopher might use,
rather than a position a philosopher might hold. The
sceptic, then, is someone who tests accounts of how we
know to determine their soundness. The sceptic has
nothing positive to contribute beyond arguing that no
current theories can survive the sceptical challenge.

Although the inability of an account to survive the sceptical
challenge may generate a crisis of sorts, it is unlikely to be
of the deeply troubling kind we see in Hume, as
contemporary scepticism focuses on knowledge rather than
belief or action. Contemporary epistemology has two
responses for how this focus exclusively on knowledge is
practically tenable. First, scepticism doesn’t show that
knowledge is impossible, only that no theory has yet shown
that it is. Second, even if it were shown that knowledge is
impossible this would not make action and belief
impossible, as action does not require knowledge. This
insulation of action (and belief) has been commonplace at
least since Descartes. For instance:

In the meantime, I know that no danger or error will
result from my plan, and that I cannot possibly go too
far in my distrustful attitude. This is because the task
now at hand does not involve action but the acquisition
of knowledge. (Descartes, 1999, p.79)

It is when this knowledge/belief distinction is introduced
and used as an insulating device for a methodological
challenge to general accounts of how we know that
contemporary scepticism is born. What I term the Cartesian
project3  is specifically targeted at the defeat of this insulated
scepticism. Contemporary epistemology is almost
exclusively concerned with carrying out this Cartesian
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1 Throughout this essay I will be using the following
abbreviations: T = David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature,
PH = Sextus Empiricus, Outline of Scepticism, M = Sextus
Empiricus, Adversus Mathematicos. Numbers in references to
Sextus refer first to the book number and second to paragraph
number.

2 The term ‘Reason’ here refers to the faculty thereof rather
than, say, a ‘reason’ (i.e. supporting evidence) for a belief.
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project. Stroud understands this well.

Scepticism has been different things in different times
in the history of philosophy, and has been put to
different uses. In this century it has been understood
as a position – or threat – within the theory of
knowledge. It says that nobody knows anything or that
nobody has good reason to believe anything. That view
must be of central significance in epistemology, given
that the goal of the enterprise is to show how we know
the things we think we do. It would seem that any
satisfyingly positive theory of knowledge should imply
the falsity of scepticism. (Stroud, 1999, p.292)

Implicit in this approach is the idea that the application of
Reason alone will ultimately prove decisive in this search.
Further, Reason is conceived in modern epistemology as
being a universal faculty such that solutions arrived at
through its proper application are applicable to all people
at all times. Not only this, Reason is understood as an
autonomous faculty, operating independently of emotion or
any physical constraint. It is this conception of Reason which
the Pyrrhonists take as their primary target in their response
to scepticism and it is to their approach that we now turn.

II. Pyrrhonists in Crisis
Pyrrhonists take their name from the Greek philosopher
Pyrrho of Ellis (365-275 BCE), the founder of their particular
school of scepticism. The Pyrrhonist school died out some
time in the 3rd century CE but before that time contributed
in unique ways to sceptical thought.4  Interestingly the
Pyrrhonists began by assuming an essentially Cartesian-
like project with the crucial difference that their insulating
device was not as effective, thereby making failure more
problematic. Not surprisingly they found themselves in a
sceptical crisis, unable to confidently affirm various
important beliefs. Sextus Empiricus, their only significant
surviving source, explains their dilemma:

For the Sceptics began to do philosophy in order to
decide among appearances and to apprehend which
are true and which false, so as to become tranquil, but
they came upon equipollent dispute, and being unable
to decide this they suspended judgement… A story
told of Apelles the painter applies to the Sceptics. They
say he was painting a horse and wanted to represent in
his picture the lather on the horse’s mouth; but he was
so unsuccessful that he gave up, took the sponge that
he had been wiping of the colours from his brush, and
flung it at the picture. (PH 1. 26-28)

The Pyrrhonist response is unusual in that they abandon
their project in despair and out of this despair a new insight
is born. Reflecting on the Apelles story Sextus makes the
following observation:

And when it [.i.e., Apelles’ sponge] hit the picture, it
produced a representation of the horses lather. Now
the  Sceptics were hoping to acquire tranquility by
deciding the anomalies in what appears and is thought
of, and being unable to do this they suspended
judgement. But when they suspended judgement,
tranquility followed as it were fortuitously, as a shadow
follows a body. (PH 1. 28-29)

This statement is remarkable in what it does not claim for
scepticism for there is no hint of any interest in a defeat or
even mitigation of scepticism. What is claimed is that
happiness (or tranquillity) supposedly comes through
surrendering to scepticism.

In espousing the withholding of belief the Pyrrhonist is
obviously opening himself up to the argument that they
introduce an untenable position, in that without belief
action is impossible and surrendering to scepticism without
some insulating device seems to entail that we abandon all
our beliefs. The Pyrrhonists avoid this outcome by
appealing to conformity to custom to structure their life
(M 11. 166). But custom is of itself inadequate, as Annas
reminds us (Annas, 1993, pp 247-248).

However, Sextus has a deeper response that invokes an
alternate view of the nature of reason and the activity
towards which it ought to be directed. He argues that the
faculty of Reason is reliant for its properties upon some
natural organ, analogous to the organs of sense. As such,
its properties may well vary from individual to individual,
and hence is best thought of as being potentially
idiosyncratic. As a result there is no question-begging way
of determining whose reasoned beliefs (i.e., beliefs formed
on the basis of the exercise of reason) ought to be taken as
normative. This is precisely what the Ten Modes are
designed to show, sometimes with explicit reference being
made to the idiosyncrasies of Reason. The following argument
from the Sixth Mode is enlightening in this regard:

So because of the admixtures our senses do not grasp
what external existing objects are really like. But our
intellect does not do so either, especially since its
guides, the senses, fail it. And no doubt it too produces
some admixtures of its own to add to what is
announced by the senses; for we observe the existence
of certain humours round each of the regions in which
the dogmatists think that the ‘ruling part’ is located –
in the brain or the heart of whatever part of the animal
they want to locate it (PH 1.127-128)

In the same vein is the following statement from the Second
Mode:

Since there is so much variation among human beings
as regards the body – and it suffices to mention only a
few of the cases the  dogmatists provide – it is likely
that human beings will also differ among themselves
as regards the soul. For the body is a kind of image of

3 Descartes did not actually invent this insulation I expect and
perhaps did not even hold it consistently, especially in his
later work. However, Descartes has come to exemplify this
approach in modern sceptical thinking.

4 History records that Pyrrho obtained his sceptical
enlightenment in India, and Flintoff (1980) has argued that
Pyrrhonist thought bears striking similarities to some Indian
thought of the era. McPherran (1989) has taken up and
expanded upon this idea. If these thinkers are correct, as I
believe they are, then Pyrrhonian thought ultimately derives
from a non-Western source, perhaps explaining its lack of
concern for values central to western philosophy since its
inception, as emerges in this analysis. More recently Bett has
argued against both the connection to Indian thought and
also any real connection between later Pyrrhonism and
Pyrrho’s thought. (Bett, 2000)
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the soul, as indeed the art of Physiognomy shows. But
the greatest indication of the vast and limitless
differences in the intellect of human beings is the
inconsistency of the various statements of the
Dogmatists concerning what may be appropriately
chosen, what avoided, and so on. (PH 1.85)5

Nor are such considerations confined to the Ten Modes. In
Adversus Mathematicos book 11 Sextus appeals again to
these considerations to explain why there is such variation
in ethical judgements. Sextus says the following:

This difference [between good and bad] is grasped as
an accidental consequence either through clear sense
perception [Greek enargeia] or through the faculty of
reason [Greek logos]…And if perceived through the
faculty of reason, then, since each one of those who
belong to the different schools has an idiosyncratic
faculty of reason – Zeno one, by means of which he
thought that virtue is good…each will in turn introduce
a private good, which is not by nature good nor
common to all. (M 11.76-77, my translation.)6

McPherran, taking as his problem how to understand the
Pyrrhonian acceptance of self-refutation has come to a

similar conclusion regarding the idea of reason employed
by the Pyrrhonians.

Sextus, I think, has a rather different idea of reason
than we post-Cartesian thinkers generally employ
insofar as we understand the use of reason to include
the apprehension of truth and go on to identify those
rational faculties with our ‘selves’. The metaphors of
purgation imply a portrait of the mind as an organism
akin to other natural organs of the body, suggesting
that for Sextus the operations of reason in its ‘natural’
state may well be causally necessary and analogous to
the operations of the perceptive faculties. (McPherran,
1987, p.32)

The final piece of the Pyrrhonian view concerns why a
Pyrrhonian will be moved to adopt a belief, given the above
account of the nature and function of reason. Sextus claims
that the Pyrrhonist will be attracted to some things in virtue
of the pleasure he attains from them (M 11.83-86). However,
Sextus implies that pleasure is not just gained from, or
interactions with, physical objects but also from
entertaining beliefs (M 11.106-107).

Sextus is here developing a view of reason in which the
pleasure a view gives is a decisive factor in determining
which views will be held and which rejected. Reason’s
function, when used correctly, is to contribute to our
happiness and enjoyment of life, not to make sure that all
our beliefs as true. It is this same search for pleasure that
motivates their ongoing philosophical investigations (PH
1.1-4).

Pyrrhonism is also on this telling a stable position not
susceptible to generating further sceptical crises. This is
for the simple reason that failure has been redefined. The
Pyrrhonist is ultimately concerned with pleasurable
intellectual activity. Even were he to turn his attention to
finding a general account of how knowledge is possible
and fail in the attempt, there is nothing to suggest that the
search itself would not be pleasurable and hence would
still count as a fruitful use of time and effort. The Pyrrhonist
after all has nothing particularly invested in finding a
positive outcome to the Cartesian project, implying as it
does a view of the nature and function of the mind to
which they do not adhere.7

However, Pyrrhonism also has some unfortunate
consequences. While to be sure it is a way of life, one may
wonder whether it is also a lived philosophy. Using
arguments purely for their instrumental value with no

5 For further considerations of this general sort in the Ten Modes
see PH 1.76-78, 98, 101.

6 One reason why I favour this interpretation (which differs
from both Bury’s and Bett’s translation) here is that such an
interpretation is able to meet an obvious objection from the
Eclectic school. The Eclectics would argue that all the best
reasons provided by the various dogmatic schools are all really
consistent and that there will eventually be harmony on all
the matters they have discussed. Remembering that in the
Hellenistic era the Eclectic school secured considerable
plausibility and hence this is the kind of objection Sextus
would be expected to respond to. Taking logos as a process of
reasoning is unable to respond to the Eclectic attempt to
sidestep the conclusion of this argument. However, the
stronger interpretation of logos as faculty of reason is able to
meet this objection by questioning the basic premise of the
Eclectic position. How can one reasonably expect eventual
agreement to emerge if the faculties involved in generating
the material to be harmonised could potentially differ widely?
While the Pyrrhonian story at this point may not be true, the
Eclectic is not well placed to show that it is actually false. A
further reason for this reading is that it makes better sense of
a division upon which the argument rests. Immediately
preceding this excerpt Sextus distinguishes between enargeia
and logos. The LSJ glosses enargeia as clearness, distinctness,
vividness with a note to a philosophical use as clear and distinct
perception. Yet while the clearness included in the concept of
enargeia is important for Sextus’ argument it is not this which
can provide a distinction between enargeia and logos. After all,
we cannot suppose that whatever is grasped through logos is
necessarily unclear. Rather the standout feature of enargeia is
that it is gained through the senses. Bury (sensible evidence),
Bett (plain experience) in addition to Annas and Barnes
(evident impression) all catch this element, although in
different ways. This is directly stated by Sextus when he says
that enargeia are perceived by all who have their perceptions
uninterfered with. The mode of perception seems to be Sextus’
concern here, with enargeia representing the sensory mode.
To maintain the parallel then logos ought then to be understood
as representing a non-sensory mode of perception, and hence
as reason conceived of as a faculty providing non-sensory
perception rather than a process of reasoning. Against this is
may be objected that had Sextus wished to imply the sense/
reason distinction here then he could have easily made this
clearer by using the term aisthesis (sense perception), which
he does not. In normal circumstances this would be a valid 

6 cont
objection. However, these are not normal circumstances. For
his argument to go through Sextus requires that disagreement
indicates that the truth cannot be found, and for this he
requires that the notion of clarity in perception be introduced.
Aisthesis simply does not have the sense of clarity required,
and so Sextus must fall back on another term, enargeia, which
could take the sense required but would not always, risking
misinterpretation in doing so. Indeed this risk has been shown
by history to be very real.

7 While I have not argued for such here, the Pyrrhonians do
not adhere to their own ‘naturalistic’ view either, if adherence
entails reasoned justification. Explaining why requires an
examination of the Pyrrhonian acceptance of self-refutation
and is beyond the scope of this essay.



47http://www.practical-philosophy.org.uk

reference to their truth smacks of philosophic
irresponsibility.8  In their drive to create something they
could live by the Pyrrhonists have driven a wedge between
truth and well being rather than attempting to see them in
a symbiotic relationship. Even so, in its concern for well
being Pyrrhonism shows a key hallmark of Hellenistic
philosophy in general, as Hadot has also shown us.
Interestingly Hume’s scepticism shows remarkable
similarities to the Pyrrhonian approach, yet without some
of its more extreme features. It is best to come to Hume
with Pyrrhonism firmly in mind.

III. Hume and Pyrrhonism
Like the Pyrrhonists, Hume initially sets out to discover
the truth and falsity of things, but comes to intractable
problems. Hume’s most significant problem is whether he
can trust the veracity of Reason itself. For instance he is
unable to ground conclusions regarding causation in
Reason, instead only being able to ground such conclusions
in the imagination (T 84-86). However, the imagination is
also responsible for belief in existence external to the mind
(T 214-215). This creates enormous problems when Hume
concludes that causal reasoning is itself contrary to belief
in existence external to the mind. Not only is Reason not
the source of some closely held beliefs, but the principles
that do operate lead to contradiction. Such considerations
tempt Hume to abandon all beliefs based in the
imagination. He is, however, unable to take this path either
since Reason of itself is incapable of generating any beliefs.9
He concludes:

If we embrace this principle, and condemn all refin’d
reasoning, we run into the most manifest absurdities.
If we reject it in favour of these reasonings [i.e.
reasonings supporting the use of the imagination], we
entirely subvert the human understanding. We have,
therefore, no choice left but betwix a false reason and
none at all. (T 268)

Familiarity with scepticism must not blind us to the
radicalness of what Hume suggests, for this amounts to
saying that we are doomed to live in falsehood by the very
nature of our intellectual capabilities. It is hard to imagine
a more sceptical position than this.

Why then does Hume not abandon the philosophical
enterprise? Surely there is little point in continuing with
the Cartesian project if the very faculties Hume must use in
his search cannot be trusted. Initially, abandoning the
project is precisely what Hume seems to do.

Under what obligation do I lie of making such an abuse
of time? And to what end can it serve for the either for
the service of mankind, or for my own private interests?
No: If I must be a fool, as all those who reason or believe
in anything certainly are, my follies shall at least be
natural and agreeable. Where I strive against my

inclination, I shall have a good reason for my resistance;
and will no more be led a wandering into such dreary
solitudes, and rough passages as I have hitherto met
with. (T 270, italics original)

Yet this is not where Hume concludes his Treatise, as some
350 pages follow this statement. At this point Hume
appeals to the pleasure inquiry brings:

At the time, therefore, that I am tir’d with amusement
and company, and have indulg’d a reverie in my
chamber, or in a solitary walk by a riverside, I feel my
mind all collected within itself, and am naturally inclin’d
to carry my view into all those subjects about which I
have met with so many disputes in the course of my
reading and conversation…These sentiments spring up
naturally in my present disposition; and shou’d I
endeavour to banish them, by attaching myself to any
other business or diversion, I feel I shou’d be a loser in
point of pleasure; and this is the origin of my
philosophy. (T 270-271, italics original)

Hume will continue to engage in philosophical reasoning
for the pleasure of philosophical engagement itself.
However, unlike the Pyrrhonists Hume is not willing to
completely give up on argument itself. Rather Hume hopes to

...establish a system or set or opinions, which is not true
(for that, perhaps, is too much to be hop’d for) might at
least be satisfactory to the human mind, and might stand
the test of the most critical examination. (T 272)

That a belief is satisfactory to the mind is extremely
important, and is the original motivation for adopting a
belief. However, this belief must also stand up to critical
examination. Yet this does not seem to be Hume’s own
examination, and is better understood as an appeal to
acceptance of the part of the broader philosophical
community. Here Hume anticipates a social theory of
justification and this is where Hume’s position diverges
sharply from that of the Pyrrhonists. Hume’s philanthropy
expresses itself in a desire to contribute to the education of
mankind (T 271, 273), and not exclusively to making people
happy.10  Hence his surrender to scepticism contains a more
obviously positive theoretical element with a more reliable
control than we find in Pyrrhonism.

Importantly, Hume need not invoke the insulation of belief
characteristic of the Cartesian project even while conceding
the core claims of his sceptical arguments, since Hume’s
scepticism is also unlikely to generate a sceptical crisis.
Remember that the process of generating theories in a
collegial atmosphere is itself a pleasurable activity,
independently of the acceptance of one’s own theories.
Hence Hume’s educative endeavours, linked as they are
with his search for pleasurable activity, are bound to be
successful. So Hume’s scepticism should also be quite
stable, and ultimately this stability derives from Hume’s
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8 See PH 3.280-281.
9 Hume has already shown that the understanding is

insufficient to establish belief as well as being self-destructive
in 1. IV. I. Here Hume uses the possibility of an infinite regress
to argue that reason cannot properly ground the positions it
discovers. T 181-184.

10 Arguably one reason why this element does not feature in
Pyrrhonism is that the Hellenistic context was considerably
more fractured than that of Hume’s time, making an appeal
to broad agreement among the educated community more
plausible in Hume’s time than in the Hellenistic era.
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new perspective on the proper function of reason. Were
this perspective abandoned, however, sceptical doubts
would reassert themselves, as Hume experienced before
coming to this new perspective.

This sceptical doubt, both with respect to reason and
the senses, is a malady, which can never be radically
cur’d, but must return upon us every moment, however
we may chace it away, and sometimes may seem
entirely free from it. (T 218)

That the fear of a return of debilitating doubt has itself
been overcome is a great advantage of his system, and is
useful for someone teaching scepticism also. If when
introducing students to scepticism a teacher can bring their
students to take a Humean perspective to the arguments
presented by Cartesian scepticism the task of living
philosophy becomes easier. For now a student need not
fear genuinely engaging with sceptical thinking, and once
they begin to do so they will benefit by the engagement.
First, a student must become humble in their opinions and
generous towards others of differing positions, else the
social and collegial element of Hume’s thought will be
missed. However, lest one fear that philosophy will become
little more than a game, it must be recognised that, as with
Pyrrhonism, philosophy will retain its integrity under
Hume’s approach, as it opposes hypocrisy. Remember that
Hume ultimately pursues beliefs because he enjoys the
pursuit, and adopts beliefs because they appeal to him,
provided he respects the opinions of the broader
philosophical community. Students of this approach
should thus be discouraged from advocating positions they
do not genuinely believe. In some cases this will make no
difference. Students will probably not find the idea that
they may be a brain in a vat particularly appealing, even if
it is defensible. Yet even here a Humean perspective will
provide a student with an explanation for why they are
led to react the way they do. More importantly, a Humean
perspective will discourage overly enthusiastic students
from advocating positions they do not genuinely hold. For
someone adopting Hume’s perspective there can be no
hypocrisy, and there can be no matters of a purely
‘academic’ nature.

It is my hope that a greater familiarity with the richness of
the Hellenistic tradition, and particularly Pyrrhonism, will
allow the way of  scepticism to become something more
than just a way of testing accounts of how knowledge is
possible, something which can be lived. In fact I hope that
Pyrrhonism will prove to be a catalyst for the reform of
philosophy in general and epistemology in particular along
Hellenistic lines as paradigmatically explained by Hadot.
Hume provides an enlightening instance of how this can
be achieved, and must be allowed to impact more deeply
on how scepticism is taught. This will lead, I hope, to some
humility and integrity at least being brought into
epistemology.
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