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This paper examines whether Pyrrhonian skeptics can appeal to disagreement as a
ground for suspending judgment without thereby committing themselves to the
very dogmatism they seek to avoid. Throughout his works, Sextus Empiricus
repeatedly invokes disagreement as a basis for epoche, both at the beginning of
inquiry and at its provisional conclusion. Pyrrhonian skeptics insist that their
investigative project must remain free from all forms of dogmatism, whether
positive or negative. However, Sextus’ discussion in Outlines of Pyrrhonism I. 31—
34 seems to rely on a form of disagreement that may be characterized as merely
possible disagreement. Such an appeal threatens to foreclose the search for truth
from the outset and thus appears to presuppose a negatively dogmatic stance.
Moreover, the move from disagreement to suspension of judgment may itself
depend on substantive theoretical assumptions, thereby compromising the
methodological neutrality that Pyrrhonian skepticism claims to preserve. The
paper argues that, despite their explicit rejection of dogmatism, Pyrrhonian
skeptics risk embracing dogmatic commitments in the conclusions generated by
their appeal to disagreement . In particular, the appeal to merely possible
disagreement appears to yield a negatively dogmatic result that sits uneasily with
the Pyrrhonian ideal of suspension of judgment.
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Extended Abstract

This paper addresses the following question: Can the Pyrrhonian appeal to
disagreement undermine every attempt to attain truth and knowledge without
committing the Pyrrhonian skeptic to either positive or negative dogmatism? Sextus
Empiricus’ dialectical strategy typically begins, whenever he sets out to attack the
doctrines of the Dogmatists, with the claim that there exists disagreement concerning
the issue at hand. Such disagreement, he argues, demonstrates that the truth regarding
that issue cannot be attained. For disagreement is either decidable (€mxpttng) or
undecidable (Qvenirpttog). If it is undecidable, suspension of judgment (epocheé) follows.
If it is claimed to be decidable, however, the remaining Agrippan modes undermine or
refute that very claim.

When a Pyrrhonian inquirer undertakes an investigation, what they principally
examine are the arguments for and against proposition p, since any disagreement
concerning p must ultimately arise from the reasons advanced in its support or
opposition. Suppose Rostam maintains that p is true, whereas Tahmineh maintains that
—p is true. If neither offers any justification for their belief, both immediately fall prey
to Agrippa’s Fourth Mode, the Mode from Hypothesis, which exposes arbitrary
assumption. If one assumption is to be preferred over the other, further reasons are
required. Once Rostam and Tahmineh seek to provide arguments in favor of p or 7p,
while avoiding arbitrary assumption, they inevitably encounter either infinite regress or
circular reasoning. In either case, two competing positions remain, and since no non-
question-begging criterion is available for preferring one over the other, the Pyrrhonian
investigator once again finds no alternative but to suspend judgment.

Sextus’ writings reveal at least two distinct kinds of disagreement. The first is an
actual, unresolved disagreement; the second is merely possible disagreement. Agrippa’s
Mode “from disagreement” (nd tfic Stxpwviag), the first of the Agrippan modes,
exemplifies the former, whereas the discussion in Outlines of Pyrrhonism 1.31-34 presents
the latter. According to the notion of merely possible disagreement, even if the
Pyrrhonian investigator is unable to produce an opposing argument concerning a given
issue, or even if no actual disagreement presently exists, assent must nevertheless be
withheld, since disagreement may arise in the future. Under such circumstances, assent
would be premature, and premature assent is precisely what Sextus repeatedly attributes
to the Dogmatists.

The Pyrrhonian can, moreover, anticipate which issues will generate irresolvable
disagreement. Any matter belonging to the class of the non-evident (ddnhog), precisely
because of its obscurity, is destined to become the object of endless dispute. The fact
that undecidable disagreement arises only with respect to non-evident matters suggests
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that, in addition to presently existing disagreements, one may also predict disagreements
solely on the basis of the nature of their subject matter. Consequently, even if no actual
disagreement currently exists concerning a non-evident issue, the possibility of such
disagreement remains. This possibility transforms every apparent endpoint of inquiry
into a merely provisional one and indefinitely postpones the attainment of truth. At
precisely this point, Pyrrhonian skepticism, despite its determination to avoid negative
dogmatism, appears in practice to succumb to it.

One may nevertheless ask why disagreement should constitute an obstacle to truth
in the first place. Disagreement by itself motivates inquiry only if one presupposes a
metaphysical principle according to which contradictory predicates cannot
simultaneously belong to the same object in the same respect and at the same time. The
object of inquiry must therefore possess determinate characteristics. Hence, if
incompatible claims are made concerning the same object, inquiry must continue until
the conflict is resolved. Were the skeptic to reject this assumption and deny that
disagreement obstructs the discovery of truth, the result would be a position akin to
Protagoras’ doctrine of the criterion, in which inquiry loses its purpose. The skeptic
would no longer regard anomalia and diaphonia as evidence that the truth has not yet
been reached. Instead, disagreement would receive an entirely different interpretation:
there is no requirement that all true statements concerning an object converge upon a
single account. Contradictory, contrary, or mutually inconsistent descriptions of one
and the same object could each express different aspects of reality or reflect differences
in the cognitive situation of the knowing subject. Yet such a position merely replaces
one metaphysical commitment with another. If contradictory descriptions of the same
object are equally true, the underlying metaphysical assumption becomes unmistakably
Heraclitean. Indeed, every inquiry directed toward discovering the truth appears already
to presuppose the unity of truth. Itis precisely this presupposition, and the commitment
it entails, that threatens to draw the Pyrrhonian skeptic into positive dogmatism.

This paper argues, however, that although the Pyrrhonian necessarily begins inquiry
from certain assumptions, those assumptions are neither affirmed nor endorsed. Their
adoption does not represent a rational preference but merely serves as a methodological
point of departure. The aim of the investigation is ultimately to demonstrate that such
assumptions fail to secure the attainment of truth. Accordingly, the Pyrrhonian avoids
positive dogmatism because assumptions such as metaphysical realism, the Principle of
Non-Contradiction, and similar theses function only methodologically; they are
dialectical instruments employed against the Dogmatists rather than doctrines to which
the skeptic is committed. Nevertheless, the outcome of this methodological procedure
closely approximates negative dogmatism. The Agrippan modes of argument, together
with the appeal to merely possible disagreement in its various formulations, render the
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attainment of truth impossible by any route whatsoever. Although the Pyrrhonian
continues to acknowledge that truth remains logically possible, this possibility survives
only in the weakest conceivable logical sense. Thus, even while attempting to escape
negative dogmatism, the Pyrrhonian effectively falls back into it.

The resulting position is a form of radical skepticism from which no claim to truth
escapes. Despite Sextus Empiricus’ persistent efforts—especially in the Owtlines—to
portray Pyrrhonian argumentation otherwise, its camulative effect is nothing less than
the impossibility of attaining truth. This impossibility is not inductive or empirical, as
Sextus himself suggests, but methodological and intrinsic. The epistemic subject is
characterized by structural deficiencies—depicted most vividly in Aenesidemus’ Ten
Modes—that render the attainment of truth unattainable, even if Pyrrhonian caution
prevents the skeptic from explicitly asserting this conclusion.

According to Sextus (Outlines of Pyrrhonism 1.12), the motivating cause of Pyrrhonian
inquiry is the hope of attaining afaraxia. In the initial stages of inquiry, tranquility is
pursued through the search for truth. Yet as inquiry progresses, the hope of achieving
tranquility gradually becomes inseparable from despair regarding the attainment of
truth. It is precisely this despair that ultimately leads the Pyrrhonian investigator to a
suspension of judgment that is, in practice, permanent, even though it remains, in
principle, formally open to the possibility of discovering the truth. Pyrrhonian inquiry
therefore culminates in nothing less than a radical skepticism concerning the possibility
of attaining truth—whether that radical skepticism is ultimately regarded as its greatest
virtue or its deepest defect.
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