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Résumé

My paper identifies a previously unnoticed problem for the application of Pyrrhonian
scepticism to scientific principles, in particular geometrical definitions. In the Outlines of
Scepticism (book I, sections 8–10), Sextus Empiricus defines his sceptical method as an
ability to suspend belief about any given proposition by constructing pairs of opposing and
equally convincing arguments. In adversus Mathematicos (= M ) I–VI, Sextus nonetheless
presents a series of straightforward refutations of scientific doctrines rather than oppositions
of arguments and counterarguments, even though Sextus programmatically announces at
the beginning of M that he is going to argue by way of sceptical oppositions. That’s why
commentators have thought that the method deployed in M I–VI is not Pyrrhonian scepti-
cism, but is rather negative dogmatism (Pappenheim, 1874: 16–17; Apelt, 1891: 258–259;
Zeller, 1923: 51n2; Janáček, 1972; Russo, 1972: viii n2; Pellegrin et. al., 2002: 23–24;
cf. Barnes, 1988: 76–77; Desbordes, 1990: 169). Recently, however, it has become widely
accepted among scholars that the apparent lapse from Pyrrhonian scepticism into negative
dogmatism, which we find in M I–VI, can be rectified by supplementing additional argu-
ments opposing Sextus’ refutational arguments (Blank, 1998, I–IV; Desbordes, 1998: 168;
cf. Barnes, 1988: 72–77; Morison, 2004: section 5).
Against this I present a counterexample. While the aforementioned strategy accounts for
scientific theorems, which are usually accompanied by a proof, it fails in the case of defini-
tions, for which there is no proof or justification of some other sort. The arguments in M
I–VI against particular scientific definitions cannot, therefore, be instances of Pyrrhonian
scepticism. Neither the standard (Annas and Barnes, 1985: 24; 39; 82–83; 98; 102; 121–122;
cf. Striker, 1983: 100; Hankinson, 1995: 159) nor the most recent (Morison, 2011) interpre-
tations of Pyrrhonian scepticism give a satisfying interpretation of Sextus’ arguments against
particular definitions. Hence, although Pyrrhonian scepticism is supposed to be applicable
to all kinds of proposition or belief, there turns out to exist one type of proposition or belief
to which it does not apply, namely scientific definitions.
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