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This paper investigates a tension in PH 1.1-2 and 28-29. In the first
passage, the Pyrrhonian skeptic is portrayed as one who “continues”
inquiry in pursuit of truth; in the latter, however, he is said to abandon
inquiry unexpectedly upon arriving at an unforeseen endpoint: epoché
(suspension of judgment) together with its accompanying state of ataraxia
(tranquility). At first glance, these accounts seem to imply that the
Pyrrhonist both persists in endless inquiry and yet brings inquiry to a halt
once tranquility is achieved. Some scholars maintain that Pyrrhonian
inquiry is not a form of philosophical investigation in the ordinary sense:
its aim is not truth but tranquility, and the skeptic therefore abandons the
pursuit of truth once suspension of judgment seems sufficient for peace of
mind. Others, by contrast, argue that the inquiry must remain truth-
directed, since without such an orientation suspension of judgment would
lose its significance and tranquility could not be attained. We argue that
the ataraxia accompanying suspension of judgment is not identical to the
tranquility originally sought by the Pyrrhonist. The alleged tension,
therefore, stems from a conflation of two distinct senses of ataraxia.
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Extended Abstract

The aim of this paper is to resolve an apparent contradiction in Sextus Empiricus’ Outlines of
Pyrrhonism (PH 1.1-2 and 28-29). In the first passage, the Pyrrhonian skeptic is portrayed as
someone who “continues” inquiry in search for truth; in the latter, however, he is said to
abandon searching for truth unexpectedly upon arriving at an unforeseen endpoint, i.e. epoché
(suspension of judgment), together with its accompanying state of ataraxia (tranquility). At
first glance, these accounts seem to imply a contradiction according to which the Pyrrhonist
both persists in endless inquiry and yet brings inquiry to a halt once tranquility is achieved.

Scholars have proposed different ways of resolving this apparent contradiction. Some deny
that the skeptic has any genuine interest in discovering truth, while the others, dividing
skeptical inquiry into two phases (pre-skeptical and full-fledged) deny the inconsistency. The
second interpretation, however, raises a new problem. If the skeptic in his pre-skeptical phase
begins inquiry with the aim of discovering truth, why should he continue to seek truth once he
has become a full-fledged skeptic? Some have attempted to resolve this problem by arguing
that, for epoché and inquiry to retain their meaning, skeptical investigation must remain truth-
directed. Others have suggested that what prompts the skeptic to continue his search for truth
are contingent factors such as education, psychological disposition, or similar factors.

Both interpretations share a mistake: they assume that the tranquility (ataraxia) that
accompanies suspension of judgment is equivalent to the tranquility that might be attained
through the discovery of truth. We argue that these two forms of tranquility are fundamentally
different, above all in their stability. The tranquility tied to suspension of judgment is always
precarious, threatened by new arguments and evidence. This instability, in turn, motivates the
skeptic to inquire into the truth anew. Thus, even if truth is not the skeptic’s explicit goal,
tranquility cannot be securely maintained without it.

One might object that if the skeptic initially assumed that truth alone guarantees tranquility,
this very conviction would itself disturb his peace of mind. But such an assumption is
unnecessary. The skeptic does not presuppose that only truth leads to tranquility in order to
embark on inquiry. In other words, in order to search for truth, the Skeptic should not have a
rational assumption that truth alone guarantees tranquility. It can be an unconscious
psychological assumption. His initial motivation may derive from many sources—education,
psychological disposition, other philosophers’ recommendation, or any other factor. Yet once
the skeptic begins his search and fails to discover truth, he turns to suspension of judgment.
This provides a provisional peace of mind, while also perpetuating the seemingly endless cycle
of investigation. In this sense, suspension of judgment functions both as the condition for the
continuation of inquiry and as a temporary source of tranquility.

Since the skeptic does not commit himself dogmatically to one exclusive path, he remains
open to alternative routes toward tranquility. Nevertheless, in fact, suspension of judgment—
though seems to be an available route—cannot yield stable tranquility, for it remains
perpetually exposed to new challenges. When alternative paths, including suspension of
judgment, cannot prepare stable peace of mind, the skeptic continues along his original course:
the search for truth.

Given what was said and drawing on Brian C. Ribeiro’s (2021) notion of “aspirationalism,”
we propose that the Pyrrhonian skeptic, much like the Stoic sage, should be regarded as an
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ideal type rather than an actual person. Ribeiro maintains that, although Sextus did not regard
Pyrrhonian skepticism as psychologically impossible, the “skeptic” ought to be understood as
an ethical ideal-type, and Pyrrhonism as a doctrine about the good life—a eudaimonistic,
happiness-oriented conception. On this view, the skeptic desires and strives to acquire the traits
of that moral ideal-type; but failure to attain those traits does not thereby disqualify one from
being a skeptic. Likewise, to say “a Christian is one who loves his neighbor and leaves
judgment to God” does not imply that anyone who fails to live up to this standard is not a
Christian. Within such a framework it is sufficient that the Christian affirms the ideal and
aspires to it. The Stoic sage, the Christian, and the skeptic are all instances of ideal types: one
should not expect their full realization in history, although near-exemplars may be found.
(Ribeiro 2021, 55) We need not posit an actual Pyrrhonian who attained tranquility by
discovering truth about everything. Even the proposal that universal suspension of judgment
could yield tranquility runs into the same problem: such suspension is not achievable in practice
and, even if achieved, would not be immune to disruption by new arguments. The Pyrrhonian
who could suspend judgment universally is, therefore, an ideal rather than a historically actual
figure.

In conclusion, suspension of judgment plays a paradoxical double role in Pyrrhonian
skepticism: it sustains philosophical inquiry while offering only fragile tranquility. The skeptic
is thus caught in a cycle where inquiry cannot culminate in truth, yet tranquility cannot be
stably secured without it. This tension defines the Pyrrhonian philosophical life. It prevents
skepticism from collapsing into dogmatism, but also ensures that the skeptic’s pursuit of
tranquility remains perpetually unfinished.
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