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This course aims to give students an overview of the scepticism of the 2nd Century AD Pyrrhonist 

philosopher, Sextus Empiricus, after which we will read in detail parts of his treatise Against the 

Ethicists (also known as Adversus Mathematicos (M) XI). In the first half of semester, we will be 

looking at extracts from Sextus’ ‘manifesto’ of Pyrrhonism, Outlines of Pyrrhonism (PH) book I, 

in order to get a good idea of the basics of his distinctive brand of scepticism. We will be reading 

Against the Ethicists in the light of that manifesto; recent scholars have argued that the scepticism 

at work in Against the Ethicists is different from the ‘official’ scepticism of PH I. 

 

Provisional list of topics/texts to be discussed: 

 

4th September Introduction to Sextus Empiricus, his works, book I of the Outlines of 

Pyrrhonism overview, and §§1-7; Against the Ethicists 

 Bibliography (5), (6) 

11th September The scepticism of Sextus Empiricus (1): PH I §§8-12 (Scepticism as an 

ability) 

18th September The scepticism of Sextus Empiricus (2): PH I §§13-20 (The beliefs of the 

sceptic) 

 Bibliography (7), (8) 

25th September The scepticism of Sextus Empiricus (3): PH I §§21-30 (The life and aims 

of the sceptic) 

 Bibliography (12), (13) 

2nd October The scepticism of Sextus Empiricus (4): PH I §§31-186, esp. §§31-35 (The 

modes of scepticism) 

 Bibliography (9), (10) 

9th October The scepticism of Sextus Empiricus (5): PH I §§187-209, esp. §§187-191, 

§§202-205 (The sceptical phrases) 



 Bibliography (11) 

 

16th October Against the Ethicists §§1-41: the division of things into good, bad, and 

indifferent 

23rd October  Against the Ethicists §§42-109: is there good and bad by nature? 

30th October Against the Ethicists §§110-140: is it possible to live happily if one 

postulates things good and bad by nature? 

6th November Against the Ethicists §§141-167: is the person who suspends judgment over 

the nature of the good and the bad happy? 

13th November  Against the Ethicists §§168-215: is there some sort of skill of living? 

20th November  Against the Ethicists §§216-257: is the skill of living teachable? 

 

The seminar will be held over Zoom. It will not presuppose knowledge of Greek; good English 

translations exist of both the main works we are discussing. (Some discussion of Greek translation 

and language is inevitable.) Some of the class time will involve students discussing the text 

together in smaller sections as preparation for group discussions in the seminar. 
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