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Abstract

Pyrrhonian skepticism is usually understood as a form of quietism, since it is supposed
to bring us back to where we were in our everyday lives before we got disturbed by
philosophical questions. Similarly, the ‘therapeutic’ and ‘resolute’ readings of Witt-
genstein claim that Wittgenstein's ‘philosophical practice’ results in the dissolution
of the corresponding philosophical problems and brings us back to our everyday life.
Accordingly, Wittgenstein is often linked to Pyrrhonism and classified as a quietist.
Against this reading, I will employ Laurie Paul’s notion of epistemically transforma-
tive experience and argue that Pyrrhonian skepticism and Wittgenstein's philosophy
can be interpreted as a philosophical practice that changes our self-understanding in
significant ways. I will argue that this practice can evoke transformative experiences
and is thereby able to yield a non-propositional insight into the finitude of the human
condition. This shows that Pyrrhonian skepticism and Wittgenstein's philosophy go
beyond quietism.
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1 Introduction

Pyrrhonian skepticism is usually understood as a form of quietism, since it is
supposed to bring us back to where we were in our everyday lives before we
got disturbed by philosophical questions. Similarly, the ‘therapeutic’ and ‘reso-
lute’ readings of Wittgenstein claim that Wittgenstein’s ‘philosophical practice’
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results in the dissolution of the corresponding philosophical problems and
brings us back to our everyday life. Accordingly, Wittgenstein is often linked to
Pyrrhonism and classified as a quietist.

Against that, I will argue that although Pyrrhonian skepticism and Witt-
genstein’s philosophy indeed share the strategy of dissolving philosophical
problems, they do not necessarily just bring us back to where we were before.
In particular, I build upon interpretations of Pyrrhonism and Wittgenstein ac-
cording to which both performatively undermine our quest for absolute ob-
jectivity and show us that the very notion of absolute objectivity is confused.
The dissolution of this confusion leads us to acquiesce in our finite and plain
everyday world without being bothered anymore about the supposed need for
objective knowledge. Against this quietist reading, I will argue that the philo-
sophical practices of both Pyrrhonism and Wittgenstein not only show that we
are confused about the quest for absolute objectivity, but reveal at the same
time an important insight about our finitude. If we accept as a result of the
skeptical practice that the notion of ‘absolute objectivity’ is confused, we have
to accept that the notion of ‘finitude’ is confused as well, since it can be under-
stood only against the background of the quest for absolute objectivity. Thus,
we do not fully understand what ‘finite’ is supposed to mean in this context.
Without a concept of absolutely objective knowledge in hand, we are in no
position to state that our knowledge is non-objective or ‘finite.” We still un-
derstand these contrasting notions to some extent, but only metaphorically
or, as Cavell puts it, as conceptual projections (1979: 180-190). In the context of
skepticism, Cavell claims that such notions are still intelligible: “If not fully, still
not fully not” (1969: 250). In the end, however, the notion of ‘finitude’ cannot be
used to express or illuminate something determinant about the nature of the
human condition, since it is not fully understandable.

My claim is that, in its appeal to human ‘finitude’, the quietist reading misses
this point. In addition, I think that there is a certain non-propositional insight
into our finitude that is linked to the experience of the failure of the quest for
absolute objectivity; this insight into our finitude, one might put it, is not so
much abstractly understood as it is concretely experienced. We metaphorically
understand the notion of ‘finitude’ to a certain extent, but I will argue that
there is an additional, very particular, and experiential understanding of ‘fini-
tude’ that is missing in the quietist acquiescence in the finite everyday world.
In particular, I will argue that the performative undermining of the quest for
absolute objectivity by Pyrrhonian skepticism and Wittgenstein's philosophy
can be interpreted as a practice that yields such non-propositional, experien-
tial insight into the finitude of the human condition and, thus, goes beyond
quietism.
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To this end, I will refer to Pierre Hadot’s thesis that ancient philosophy as
well as Wittgenstein's philosophy are directed more toward a way of life than
toward theoretical knowledge. Moreover, I will transpose Laurie Paul’s notion
of epistemically transformative experience from decision theory to the realm
of philosophical practice and argue that the performative undermining of the
quest for absolute objectivity by Pyrrhonian skepticism and Wittgenstein’s
philosophy yields an epistemically transformative experience in Paul’s sense.
I am not, however, concerned to establish that Wittgenstein or Pyrrhonians
were self-consciously aiming at such philosophical transformations. Without
addressing the question of whether they set out to evoke the sort of transfor-
mative philosophical experience I attempt to describe, I will show that their
respective philosophical practices can evoke such experiences.

2 Pyrrhonism, Wittgenstein, and Philosophy as a Transformative
Practice

Philosophy, from its ancient beginnings to the present day, is not best con-
ceived of as a purely theoretical endeavor. Rather, it has strong practical as-
pects. In contrast to most of his Presocratic predecessors, Plato, for example,
argues that ‘true’ (aléthé) philosophy aims not at theoretical solutions, but at
‘the turning of the soul’: it is a practice of psychés periagogé (Republic, Book 7,
521c¢). This turning is said to be achieved by education or paideia, which makes
use of theoretical statements, but in the end this education is best understood
not as the conclusion of pure theorizing, but rather as a product of craft, skill,
or expertise (techné) that, as such, aim at a practical end (Republic, Book 7,
518d). According to Pierre Hadot (1995), Martha Nussbaum (1994), Myles Burn-
yeat (1983), and others, this concept of a ‘turn’ (periagdgé) or similar accounts
of transformation can be found in many schools of ancient philosophy, so that
ancient philosophy can be conceived of as fundamentally a practice of per-
sonal transformation. As Hadot puts it: “Philosophy then appears in its original
aspect: not as a theoretical construct, but as a method for training people to
live and to look at the world in a new way. It is an attempt to transform man-
kind” (1995: 107).

Though in a way importantly different from all or most other ancient
philosophical schools, the same is true of the Pyrrhonian school of ancient
skepticism. While most of the schools of ancient philosophy were seeking a
transformation towards the happiness of wisdom with the help of knowledge,
for Pyrrhonists an equivalent transformation is achieved in the very moment
of the failure of the attempt to gain philosophical knowledge. Pyrrhonian
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skepticism is a method or an ability to challenge philosophical claims or argu-
ments with equally credible (pistin) counterclaims or counterarguments with
the aim of inducing the equipollence (isostheneia) of the opposing positions.
This leads to suspension of judgment (epoché), which is then followed by a
state of tranquility (ataraxia) (PH 1 8-10).! This is, of course, a very coarse-
grained representation of Pyrrhonism, and I will neither discuss all the details
nor refer to the enormous debate surrounding them.? However, Pyrrhonian
skepticism surely is a practice of transformation in Hadot's sense, and I shortly
want to explore the scope and the status of the skeptical method. This explora-
tion is neither meant to be an explication of Pyrrhonian Skepticism in general
nor of Sextus Empiricus in particular. Instead, I want to propose a plausible
reading of Pyrrhonism and argue that it can be interpreted in such a way that
it evokes transformative experiences. I am not concerned with the question
whether Pyrrhonians actually intended to do so.

As for the scope, Sextus Empiricus distinguishes sceptics from dogmatists
by claiming that Pyrrhonians “live in accordance with everyday observances”
(pH 1 23) and that they do not make any statements that are supposed to de-
scribe things as they really are or as they are by nature as opposed to how they
appear to us to be (PH 1 4).® There are important similarities between Sextus’s
appearance—reality distinction and the distinction made by Thompson Clarke
between the ‘plain’ and the ‘philosophical; and it is indeed helpful to apply
Clarke’s distinction to Pyrrhonism.# In his influential paper “The Legacy of
Skepticism’, Clarke refers to the quest for absolute objectivity and distinguish-
es ‘philosophical’ questions from ‘plain’ questions against this background:
“The truth is, I think, that this simple quest for absolute objectivity drives us
beyond the plain, moving us to philosophize” (1972: 762). Of course, the con-
cept of ‘absolute objectivity’ cannot be found explicitly in ancient skepticism,
even though something like a notion of ‘absolute objectivity’ is implied in the
philosopher’s notion of the truth that corresponds with reality. However, [ am
following Roger Eichorn’s reading according to which Sextus’ notion of dogma-
tism is best understood as a metadoxastic attitude, namely as “the belief that
one’s beliefs enjoy objective justification, that they represent how things are ‘by
nature” (2014:130; cf. also Barnes 1982). In Clarke’s terms, the dogmatist thinks

1 In what follows, PH is used as shorthand for Sextus Empiricus's Outlines of Pyrrhonism
(Pyrrhaneioi Hupotupaseis), and M is used as shorthand for Sextus Empiricus, Against the
Logicians and Against the Ethicists (Adversus Mathematicos vi11 and X1).

2 Cf, eg, Bailey (2002), Machuca (zon), and Vogt (2015).

3 Cf also PH 1135, 223 and M X1 18-19.

4 Thisis discussed in Bett (1993), Burnyeat (1998), and Eichorn (z014).
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that he transcends the circle of the plain and knows how things really are while
the skeptic sticks to the appearances of the plain and suspends judgement on
the ‘true reality’ of things. This is, of course, a very complex interpretative issue
and there are many other interpretative options available. For the purpose of
this paper, though, it suffices to present a single plausible interpretation that
allows me to argue that Pyrrhonism can be understood as a practice that yields
a non-propositional insight into the finitude of the human condition. In this
context, Eichorn also reinterprets the famous ‘insulation’ reading according to
which philosophy and everyday life are insulated from each other in the sense
that neither has a direct bearing on the other. Since philosophy is ‘insulated’
from everyday claims in this way, skepticism can target philosophy without
impugning everyday claims (cf, e.g., Burnyeat 1998). On Eichorn’s reading, the
skeptical method can be understood as applying to every belief, but only inso-
far as the dogmatist claims to have a philosophical justification of it: “If a claim
is advanced as part of or on the basis of a dogmatic philosophical theory, Pyr-
rhonians will suspend judgment on it qua dogmatic claim; but if the very same
claim is made in the context of the observances of everyday life, Pyrrhonians
are free to assent to it qua everyday claim” (2014: 127). Accordingly, the Pyr-
rhonian skeptic assents to everyday life ‘without doxa’ (adoxastos) (PH 1 15),%
which, though it literally means ‘without belief’ or ‘opinion), is better under-
stood as meaning ‘without dogma® i.e., without knowledge that is ‘philosophi-
cal’ in Clarke’s sense.

It is important to recognize, though, that according to Sextus Empiricus,
Pyrrhonian skepticism does not entail holding the claim or position that
philosophical knowledge is impossible to attain. Sextus attributes this claim
to Academic skepticism and states that, in contrast, the Pyrrhonian skeptics
“are still investigating” (PH 1 3). Thus, the skeptical method is applied not only
to single instances of seeming philosophical knowledge, but also to the very
question of whether philosophical knowledge is possible. This seems to be at
odds with the skeptical method that is supposed to find for every position or
argument an equally credible counterargument, which somehow implies that
philosophical knowledge is ultimately impossible to attain. However, Sextus
Empiricus is well aware of the self-defeating character of such ‘theoretical’
skepticism. He uses two strategies to deal with the contradictive appeal of the
Pyrrhonian skeptical method. The first strategy is to proclaim that the skeptic
does not make any statements that are supposed to be true in the philosopher’s
sense. Instead, according to Sextus, skeptics “report descriptively on each item

5 Cf also PH 1 23, 226, 240, 11 102, 246, 254, 258, 111 2, 151.
6 Eichorn (2014:133); similarly Vogt (2015: 27-28).
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according to how it appears to us at the time” (PH 1 4). This also applies to
the skeptical method itself, which is described in such a way that it only ap-
pears to be effective. The second strategy is more sophisticated, since it directly
faces the problem that the skeptical method seems to undermine itself. Sextus
addresses this self-defeating character of his skeptical account quite directly
when he maintains that the skeptics “suppose that [...] the phrase ‘Everything
is false’ says that it too, along with everything else, is false” (PH 1 14). Obviously,
Sextus embraces the apparent incoherence of his approach by admitting that
the skeptical method just is self-defeating. It is part of the skeptical method
that the skeptics “utter their own phrases in such a way that they are implic-
itly cancelled by themselves” (pH 1 15; cf. also PH 11 188). Sextus does not even
think that this is incoherent. In contrast, he claims that “[t]his is not incongru-
ous, since the phrase ‘Nothing is true’ not only denies everything else but also
turns itself about at the same time” (P 11188). Since the skeptic does not end
with theoretical knowledge-claims, there cannot be an incoherence. However,
the skeptical method still employs theoretical statements, and it is part of the
method that these statements can indeed, as theoretical, be incoherent or con-
tradict each other. Accordingly, the Pyrrhonian skeptical method is explicitly
self-defeating, which is underlined by Sextus in three famous metaphors that
compare the method with fire that consumes the wood and thus destroys itself
as well (M v111 480), with purgative drugs that are driven out of the body after
they have achieved their effect (M vi1 480; cf. also PH 1 206, 11 188), and with a
ladder that can be thrown away after its use (M V111 481).7

Thus, Pyrrhonian skepticism does not assert a theoretical position concern-
ing the possibility of philosophical knowledge. Instead, the skeptical method
can be understood as a practice that performatively undermines the seeming
philosophical knowledge that Sextus attributes to dogmatists. More precisely,
the Pyrrhonian’s performative undermining of seeming philosophical knowl-
edge can be understood as the subversion of the belief of knowing how things
really are as opposed to how they appear to us to be, which in turn can be re-
phrased in modern terms and with reference to Clarke as the performative un-
dermining of the quest for absolute objectivity. In addition, Sextus’ remarks on
the skeptical method are not to be understood as a theoretical statement about
this practice, but rather as its description. Aside from the above-quoted open-
ing remarks, his Outlines of Pyrrhonism can be conceived of as a handbook that
first describes different skeptical methods (Book 1) and then applies them as
a philosophical practice (Books 11 and 111). Also, he is not claiming to know

7 These metaphors resemble the famous Buddhist parable of the raft that can be used for
crossing the water and is not needed anymore afterwards.
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that these skeptical methods will work as they are supposed to work or as they
seemed to work for Sextus himself. In contrast, he proposes only methodologi-
cal recipes that might work in a performative way. Sextus was also a physician,
and at the very end of his Outlines he relates his account of skepticism to a
medical cure or therapy (PH 111 280-281). In particular, he claims that the skep-
tics wish to cure “the conceit and the rashness of the Dogmatists” (PH 111 280)%
and that there are different therapies or treatments for different strengths of
the dogmatist’s illness, which also indicates that, for Sextus, no single therapy
or treatment is guaranteed to work in any particular case.

To sum up, the philosophical practice of Pyrrhonism can be interpreted as
a performative therapy that is supposed to cure us of the erroneous dogmatic
assumption that our beliefs are objectively justified. The performative skepti-
cal practice explicitly makes use of incoherent or paradoxical arguments that
are cancelled out by themselves. It does not result in a theoretical claim about
philosophical knowledge, but rather gives rise to a transformation of the self to-
wards the ataraxia of the life adoxastos. This self-understanding of Pyrrhonian
skepticism—the idea of philosophy not as aiming at theoretical statements,
but as a therapeutic, transformative practice—is a commonplace throughout
the history of philosophy. As quoted above, according to Plato, philosophical
reasoning does not aim to establish theories, but has to be understood as a
practice that changes the human who is dealing with philosophical questions.
Socrates’ way of doing philosophy is a paradigm example of this. Of course, the
philosophical practice includes making and evaluating theoretical statements,
since otherwise it would not be a philosophical practice. But although it makes
use of theoretical statements, philosophy does not have to give rise in the end
to a theoretical position. Instead, it can be conceived of as a practice that leads
to a transformation of the self. This approach to philosophy can be attribut-
ed not only to Plato, Socrates, and ancient philosophy in general, but also to
the works of, for example, Montaigne, Rousseau, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche,
and—albeit implicitly—even those of Descartes, Spinoza, and Kant. In more
recent times, versions of the demand of ‘turning the soul’ and of philosophy as
a transformative practice can be found in the works of such diverse thinkers
as Dewey, Wittgenstein, Heidegger, Derrida, and Rorty, and the corresponding
performative aspects of philosophy are highlighted in the accounts of, among
others, Deleuze, Guattari, Foucault, and Kristeva. Not least, Stanley Cavell ex-
plicitly states that his philosophy is aiming at the “education of grown-ups,”
which is associated with a transformation or even conversion. This strongly re-
sembles the abovementioned concepts of periagdgé and paideia in Plato: “And

8 Cf also PH 1 20,177, 205, 212, 237, 11, 21, I11, 2.
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for grown-ups this is not natural growth, but change. Conversion is a turning of
our natural reactions” (1979: 125).

In the context of skepticism, the most important twentieth-century account
of philosophy as a transformative practice can be found in the works of Witt-
genstein. Already in 1959, Pierre Hadot elucidated the practical and transfor-
mative aspects of Wittgenstein’s philosophy that fit well into Hadot’s overall
understanding of ancient philosophy.? Recently, a transformative understand-
ing of Wittgenstein’s philosophy has been established in its various therapeu-
tic readings (cf. Crary 2o00). Moreover, Wittgenstein's philosophy has also been
explicitly related to Pyrrhonism.!® As I have argued above, Sextus is not aiming
ultimately at philosophical theories, not even at a theoretical position. Simi-
larly, the therapeutic readings of Wittgenstein propose, as Alice Crary puts it,
an “understanding of Wittgenstein as aspiring, not to advance metaphysical
theories, but rather to help us work ourselves out of confusions we become en-
tangled in when philosophizing” (2000: 1). This aspect of Wittgenstein's philos-
ophy is highlighted not only in its therapeutic readings, but more thoroughly
in the ‘resolute reading’ that is most prominently advocated by Cora Diamond
and James Conant. According to them, the Tractatus does not establish any
theory or position, but seeks to free the reader from philosophical illusions
by way of first entering them and then letting them explode from within (cf,,
e.g., Conant 2000: 197-198). The starting point of the ‘resolute reading’ is sen-
tence 6.54 of the Tractatus, where Wittgenstein claims that the sentences of
the Tractatus are nonsensical and where he reuses the famous metaphor of the
ladder that he most probably got, though indirectly, from Sextus."! The strat-
egy that the ‘resolute reading’ ascribes to Wittgenstein resembles very much
the Pyrrhonian strategy of performatively undermining seeming philosophi-
cal knowledge. While Sextus proposes different cures to this end, depending
on the degree of the philosophical malady in question (pH 111 280-281), Witt-
genstein also proposes to use different therapies: “There is not a single philo-
sophical method, though there are indeed methods, different therapies, as it
were” (2009: §133d). Not least, as the arguments of the Pyrrhonian skeptics are
implicitly cancelled by themselves, Wittgenstein insists that his way of doing
philosophy is just a way and not a position, not even a position about this way:

9 Hadot (1959); cf. also Hadot (2004). Similarly, Wallgren (2006) establishes a transforma-
tive understanding of ancient philosophy and relates it to Wittgenstein.

10 Cf, e.g., Watson (1969), Fogelin (1987), Plant (2004), Sluga (2004), and Pritchard (zonb).

11 Hans Sluga points out that Ernst Mach borrowed the metaphor from Sextus and that Fritz
Mauthner in turn borrowed it from Mach. Mauthner, finally, was an important influence
on Wittgenstein's philosophy, so that Wittgenstein may have borrowed the metaphor
from him. Cf. Sluga (2004: 103).
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“All that philosophy can do is to destroy idols. And that means not creating a
new one—say in the ‘absence of an idol” (2005: 305€).

In addition to these analogies concerning the status of the transforma-
tive therapies of Sextus and Wittgenstein, there is also a strong analogy with
respect to their aim. In particular, I think that Clarke’s notion of philosophy
as the quest for absolute objectivity is helpful to understand Wittgenstein’s
practice too. According to the therapeutic readings, Wittgenstein wants to
free us from philosophical confusions, one of which is the quest for absolute
objectivity, which can also be understood as the quest for an external stand-
point. With respect to the concept of an external viewpoint on language, Crary
summarizes the therapeutic readings of Wittgenstein by claiming that ac-
cording to these readings, Wittgenstein’s “fundamental aim is to get us to see
that the point of view on language we aspire to or think we need to assume
when philosophizing—a point of view on language as if outside from which
we imagine we can get a clear view of the relation between language and the
world—is no more than the ilusion of a point of view” (2000: 6). Of course,
Wittgenstein strives against all kinds of philosophical confusions. It is safe to
say, though, that he is particularly concerned to undermine the quest for an
absolute foundation of our knowledge, most notably in On Certainty (cf., e.g,,
Gutschmidt 2016). Wittgenstein's philosophical practice can thus be interpret-
ed in a way that is very close to the interpretation of Pyrrhonism that I outlined
above. According to this reading, both cases represent a philosophical practice
that performatively undermines our quest for absolute objectivity and shows
us that this quest is confused.

3 The Quietist Objection

Now, it can seem that, after the dissolution of our confusion, we understand
ourselves just the same as we did before, only now we no longer concern our-
selves with philosophical puzzles that we recognize as illusory. This is the main
claim of the quietist reading of Sextus and Wittgenstein. In this context, quiet-
ism refers to the idea that we first live in our everyday practices and then get
puzzled by philosophy. We can be cured of these puzzlements only by another
philosophical practice that dissolves the initial philosophical problems in such
a way that we finally understand that we have been simply confused. Then ev-
erything returns to the way it was before: we are back in our everyday practices
without philosophical confusions.!? This kind of quietism is often ascribed to
Pyrrhonism (cf,, e.g., Gabriel 2008: 86—92). In twentieth-century philosophy,

12 Cf, e.g, Virvidakis (2008) for a more detailed discussion of quietist positions.
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quietist positions can be found in the ordinary-language philosophy of, for
example, ].L. Austin, and, as a refutation of skepticism, in contextualism and
in related attempts to dissolve the skeptical threat.!® Both ordinary-language
philosophy and contextualism are usually traced back to Wittgenstein. Indeed,
Wittgenstein claims in his Philosophical Investigations that he aims at a dis-
solution of philosophical confusions in such a way that “philosophical prob-
lems should completely disappear” (2009: §133). As Duncan Pritchard reads
this statement, for Wittgenstein, “philosophy is both the malaise and the cure”
(20mb: 201). For Pritchard, Wittgenstein is thus a quietist in the abovemen-
tioned sense and can be related to Pyrrhonism in this respect, since, in the
words of Pritchard, as the result of Wittgenstein’s philosophical practice “we are
returned to where we began; we cannot make progress with philosophy. But of
course in a very real sense Pyrrhonians are also quietists” (2o11b: 201). There is
an important difference, though, between Wittgenstein and Pyrrhonism, since
Pyrrhonism wants to cure the dogmatist, who actually judges that things really
are the way they appear, while Wittgenstein wants to cure us of the aspiration
to gain absolute justification. Against this background, Wittgenstein would in-
deed have us “return to where we began” before we confusedly thought that we
should long for absolute justification, while the Pyrrhonians really change the
dogmatist’s state of mind and transform him into a being that lives on the basis
of everyday appearances. But either way, the performative undermining of the
quest for absolute objectivity leads to the dissolution of our confusion, no mat-
ter if the confusion is that we are or should be objectively justified.

According to the quietist reading, then, we acknowledge the finitude of the
human condition through the dissolution of this confusion and, correspond-
ingly, acquiesce in everyday life. However, I think that this acknowledgment
also implies a new, albeit non-propositional, understanding of what it means
to be finite. As I argued in the introduction, since the notion of ‘absolute ob-
jectivity’ is confused, the notion of ‘finitude’ is confused either. We still un-
derstand this notion metaphorically, but I will argue in the next section that
there is an additional, experiential understanding of our finitude that we can
achieve through the transformative experience of failing to transcend it. Ac-
cordingly, the ‘result’ of the philosophical practice of Pyrrhonian skepticism
and Wittgenstein's philosophy would not just be the quietist acquiescence in
common life, but also a new, albeit non-propositional, understanding of the
finitude of the human condition. In particular, I think that the personal trans-
formation that is evoked by the Pyrrhonian or Wittgensteinian philosophical
practice includes philosophical progress of its own and is not just the result of

13 Cf, e.g, McGinn (1989) and Williams (1991). As a recent attempt to explicitly dissolve
skepticism, see also Schénbaumsfeld (2016).
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the theoretical dissolution of our confused philosophical preconception. This
also applies to the notion of philosophy as a practice of self-transformation
in more general terms. One might argue that the transformative dimension
of philosophy simply means that it transforms life as a result of certain philo-
sophical insights that have previously been made at the theoretical level. One
example would be that skepticism demonstrates at the theoretical level the
fallacies of dogmatism, what at the personal level results in the acquiescence
in common life and in the corresponding peace of mind of ataraxia. Against
that, I will show by reference to the example of skepticism that philosophy as
a practice of self-transformation can evoke epistemically transformative expe-
riences and can thus lead to a transformation of our self-understanding that
is philosophically significant in the sense that it goes beyond what had been
revealed by previous theoretical results. I argued in the first section that Pyr-
rhonism does not at all provide theoretical statements that could then lead to
a transformation. Instead, it is a performative practice that leads to a personal
transformation in the first place. What is more, I think that the transformative
experience of skepticism yields an experiential understanding of our finitude
that cannot be reached at the theoretical level. We have no theoretical grasp on
the notion of ‘epistemic finitude’ by dint of us having no theoretical grasp
on the notion of ‘epistemic infinitude. However, we can still have the experi-
ence of failing to be epistemically infinite, and I think that we can thereby gain
an experiential understanding of what it means to be finite.

Against my claim that there is such non-propositional insight involved, the
therapeutic and particularly the resolute readings of Wittgenstein also pro-
pose that his philosophical practice leads to a new understanding, but to an
understanding that sees in a quietist way that the original philosophical prob-
lems were just nonsensical. According to Alice Crary, the different therapeu-
tic readings agree that Wittgenstein's philosophical methods are “bringing us
to the recognition that certain words we are tempted to utter in philosophy
are nonsense, that they fail to say anything we want to say” (2000: 7). What is
more, according to the resolute reading, Wittgenstein dissolves philosophical
problems so completely that there is not even something that they can mean
beyond our capability of expressing things in language. In fact, this is one of
the main points of the resolute reading. For James Conant, the goal of the phil-
osophical practice of the Tractatus just is to show that there are no ineffable
truths whatsoever beyond language. According to Conant (2000: 198), this is
the very confusion that Wittgenstein wants to cure us of. This is a strong claim,
particularly since Wittgenstein explicitly states in the Tractatus that there is
something important beyond language. In his critique of the resolute reading,
Peter Hacker (2000: 368), for example, points to sentence 6.522 of the Trac-
tatus, which states: “There are, indeed, things that cannot be put into words.
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They make themselves manifest. They are what is mystical.” But, of course, the
resolute reading can respond that this sentence is part of the performative
strategy of the Tractatus and, thus, can be cancelled out.

However, I do not make claims here about the actual goals of Pyrrhonism
and Wittgenstein. With respect to the problem of ineffable truths, I want only
to indicate very briefly that Pyrrhonian skepticism and Wittgenstein share a
religious dimension. In his critique of the resolute reading, Hacker did not
quote all of 6.522 of the Tractatus: He skipped Wittgenstein’s reference to the
mystical. Against that, I think that the mystical is an important aspect of Witt-
genstein’s philosophy.'* There are also strong similarities between Pyrrho’s ac-
count of skepticism and Indian Buddhism.’> It is thus not incidental, on my
reading, that Hadot refers to all of 6.522 of the Tractatus when he elucidates
the existential aspect of philosophical practice in ancient philosophy (1995:
285). But I leave the problem of the actual goals of Pyrrhonism and Wittgen-
stein to the respective scholarship. All I want to show in this paper is that the
philosophical practice of Pyrrhonism and Wittgenstein can be understood in
such a way that although it performatively undermines the quest for absolute
objectivity and indeed shows that we are confused about that, it nonetheless
yields an important, albeit non-propositional, insight into the finitude of the
human condition. Hence, I will now turn to my proposal regarding epistemi-
cally transformative experience in Pyrrhonism and Wittgenstein.

4 Beyond Quietism: Transformative Experience

To begin with, Pierre Hadot has argued not only that for Wittgenstein true
philosophy consists of curing itself of philosophy (1959: 973), but also that
Wittgenstein's philosophy generally fits into his reading of ancient philosophy
(2004). On this reading, philosophy is a practice, but not a quietist one. On the
contrary, there explicitly is a kind of progress that is achieved through philoso-
phy, albeit ‘spiritual progress. As Hadot puts it: “Philosophy was a method of
spiritual progress which demanded a radical conversion and transformation
of the individual’s way of being” (1995: 265). What is more, this transformation
not only leads to a new way of being, but also includes a new way of seeing or

14  Cf Gutschmidt (zo014). There is a vast literature on Wittgenstein and religion, cf. e.g. Mal-
colm (1994) and Pritchard (2ona).

15  Cf. Flintoff (1980), McEvilley (1982), Kuzminski (2010) and Schmiedl-Neuburg (2014).
Against that, Spinelli (2016) argues that although this might apply to Pyrrho, there is no

corresponding religious dimension in Sextus.
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understanding: “Each school had its own therapeutic method, but all of them
linked their therapeutics to a profound transformation of the individual’s
mode of seeing and being” (1995: 83). Against the quietist objection that the
Pyrrhonian transformation returns us to where we began, Hadot points out
that the skeptical method changes the philosopher’s way of being profoundly
and thus includes spiritual progress: “The Skeptics, for instance, refused out-
right to live philosophically, deliberately choosing to ‘live like everybody else
although not until after having made a philosophical detour so intense that it
is hard to believe that their ‘everyday life’ was quite so ‘everyday’ as they seem
to have pretended” (1995: 104).!6 Similarly, Eichorn argues that for Sextus and
Clarke the skeptical transformation affects the conduct of everyday life: “It is
crucial both to Sextus’s and to Clarke’s conception of the relationship between
philosophy and everyday life that skepticism at the philosophical level does
not leave the claims of everyday life untouched” (2014: 132—133). However, nei-
ther Hadot nor Eichorn explicate the manner in which the skeptical transfor-
mation changes our self-understanding. In what follows, I will argue that the
performative undermining of the quest for absolute objectivity can be inter-
preted as yielding a new, albeit non-propositional, insight into the finitude of
the human condition. To this end, I make use of the notion of ‘epistemically
transformative experience’ that was introduced by Laurie Paul in her recent
book on decision theory.

In this book, Paul points out that there are certain experiences in life that
transform our self-understanding in ways that we cannot anticipate before hav-
ing had them, as, for example, becoming a parent, fighting as a soldier in a war,
or starting a career as a doctor (2004: ch. 3). This initiated a debate in decision
theory regarding the problem of making a rational decision in cases in which
we cannot evaluate the potential results of a decision without having had the
experience that follows from having already made the decision (cf., e.g., Arvan
2015, Pettigrew 2015). For the purpose of my paper, however, it suffices to focus
on the very notion of ‘transformative experience. Paul argues that there are
two kinds of transformative experience: “They can be epistemically transfor-
mative, giving you new information in virtue of your experience. And they can
be personally transformative, changing how you experience being who you are”

16 A particular difference to the usual everyday life is also indicated by Sextus: Although the
Skeptics indeed live their everyday lives as everybody else according to the appearances
(PH 123—24), they do not think that the “things which are forced upon them” are by nature
bad, as ordinary people do (PH 1.29-30). However, this is not yet the transformation that I
am talking about here. The transformation that I am aiming at cannot be found explicitly
in Sextus. Even so, I think that his philosophy can be interpreted in that way.
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(2014:17). She then says that she is focusing in her book on experiences that are
both epistemically and personally transformative and that she uses the no-
tion of ‘transformative experience’ as referring to those experiences: “Having
a transformative experience teaches you something new, something that you
could not have known before having the experience, while also changing you
as a person” (2014:17). However, when she talks of information and knowledge
here, she is not thinking of ordinary theoretical knowledge, but rather of some
kind of experiential knowledge. More precisely, she illustrates the idea of epis-
temic transformation with reference to the thought-experiments of Thomas
Nagel and Frank Jackson (2014: 5-6, 8—15). In this context, she employs the
notion of knowing what it is like to be in certain experiential states (2014: 11)
and is thus alluding to a form of non-propositional knowledge. Even though
a transformative experience does not necessarily include new propositional
knowledge, it can still be epistemically significant, since we perceive ourselves
and the world differently through a personal transformation and we then
know, albeit non-propositionally, what it is like to be in this experiential state.

Beyond that, I think that the notion of ‘epistemically transformative expe-
rience’ can be applied to other forms of non-propositional understanding as
well. In particular, a philosophical transformation implies not only knowledge
of what it is like to have a certain philosophical experience, but also, as a con-
sequence, a new way of seeing the corresponding philosophical problem. It is
Paul’s conjunction of epistemic and personal transformation that is crucial in
this respect. I think that this conjunction allows for an understanding of how
philosophical experiences are linked to new, albeit non-propositional, philo-
sophical insights. In a way, the interdependence of experience and understand-
ing can already be found in ancient philosophy. In his introduction to Hadot’s
Philosophy as a Way of Life, Arnold Davidson, for example, refers to Hadot's
concept of spiritual exercises and quotes Hadot as saying, “These exercises are
certainly exercises of meditation, but they do not only concern reason; in order
to be efficacious, they must link the imagination and affectivity to the work of
reason, and therefore all the psychagogical means of rhetoric” (1995: 23)."7 This
can be understood as an example of the conjunction of personal and epistemic
transformation, and I thus think that it is fruitful to transpose the notion of
‘epistemically transformative experience’ from decision theory to experiences
that are evoked by philosophical practice. In particular, I want to argue that

17  Hadot generally claims that ancient philosophy “even if it is apparently theoretical and
systematic, is written not so much to inform the reader of a doctrinal content but to form
him” (1995: 64). He elucidates this, for example, with respect to “the works of Plotinus
and Augustine, in which all the detours, starts and stops, and digressions of the work are
formative elements” (1995: 64).
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the philosophical practice of Pyrrhonism and Wittgenstein also affects reason,
imagination, and affectivity simultaneously, and thereby can evoke epistemi-
cally transformative experiences in Laurie Paul’s sense.

To show this, my point basically is that although the philosophical practice
of Pyrrhonism and Wittgenstein shows that the quest for absolute objectivity
is nonsensical at the theoretical level, we still climbed up a ladder while strug-
gling with it, which represents a philosophical transformation. As in the trans-
formative experiences of life in more general terms, we perceive ourselves and
the world differently on the top of that ladder, particularly with respect to our
finitude. However, I am not claiming that Pyrrhonism or Wittgenstein actually
wanted to provoke transformative experiences of this kind. There is, of course,
a strong existential aspect in Pyrrhonism, since it is supposed to yield the new
attitude of ataraxia. But although Hadot suggests that this includes a kind of
spiritual progress, there is no clear-cut evidence that, for example, Sextus Em-
piricus intended such progress. Similarly, Wittgenstein’s philosophy definitely
is a kind of philosophical practice, but we do not know for sure whether he in-
tended to provoke epistemically transformative experiences. Be that as it may,
my point is that their respective philosophical practice can evoke such experi-
ences and that hence Pyrrhonian skepticism and Wittgenstein's philosophy are
not necessarily forms of quietism.

To elaborate this point more thoroughly, I will now briefly discuss Leibniz’s
question, “Why is there anything at all and not rather nothing?” This question
is not discussed in Pyrrhonism, but, albeit shortly, by Wittgenstein. Stanley
Cavell, who is regarded as a Neo-Pyrrhonist (Gabriel 2008: 141-148), also refers
to this question. With the help of this question, I want to show that a philo-
sophical problem that is confused or nonsensical at the theoretical level can
still evoke philosophical experiences that transform our self-understanding.
Carl Gustav Hempel, for example, argues that Leibniz's question does not
make sense because we cannot even think of an answer (1973: 200).1® But Hem-
pel concedes that although the question is a ‘logical impossibility), it nonethe-
less leads to the experience of wonder about the fact of existence (1973: 201~
202).19 Of course, in a way, there is no reason to wonder at the fact of existence,
since the question is nonsensical in the end. But in terms of our philosophical
self-understanding as finite beings, the unexplainable fact of existence is of
the utmost importance, even though the corresponding question is a ‘logi-
cal impossibility. In asking this question, we indeed are confused, because

18 He discusses this, of course, from the perspective of his deductive-nomological model of
explanation.

19 In this context, Hempel refers to sentence 6.52 of the Tractatus, which is closely related to
sentence 6.522 that I mentioned in the second section of this paper.
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we cannot even think of an answer. But this is an important confusion that is
not simply resolved when we unmask the nonsensical character of the ques-
tion that evoked the confusion. Instead, we understand ourselves differently
after having struggled with it; we see the world in a new way, albeit in a non-
propositional mode: We now wonder at the fact of its existence, As a matter of
fact, this is one of the examples of Wittgenstein's notorious notion of running
up against the limits of language: “Man has the urge to thrust against the limits
of language. Think for instance about one’s astonishment that anything exists.
This astonishment cannot be expressed in the form of a question and there is
no answer to it. Anything we can say must, a priori, be only nonsense. Never-
theless we thrust against the limits of language.”?® For Wittgenstein, too, the
fact of existence leads to the experience of wonder, even though the problem
is nonsensical at the theoretical level: “And I will now describe the experience
of wondering at the existence of the world by saying: it is the experience of
seeing the world as a miracle” (1965: 11). This definitely is a new way of see-
ing the world, which not only includes the non-propositional knowledge of
what it is like to have this experience, but, as a consequence, also yields a non-
propositional understanding of the fact of existence. I thus think that this is an
example of an epistemically transformative experience that is philosophically
significant. Stanley Cavell explicitly admits that he has had the experience
that Wittgenstein talks about (1979: 241), and he also claims that it was part of
Wittgenstein's teaching to evoke such experiences (1979: 15). In Cavell’s terms,
Leibniz’s question reveals the mystery of the existence of the world (1979: 15).
What is more, he relates this mystery not only to Wittgenstein and Heidegger,
but also to his concept of a ‘truth of skepticism”:

An admission of some question as to the mystery of the existence, or the
being, of the world is a serious bond between the teaching of Wittgen-
stein and that of Heidegger. The bond is one, in particular, that implies a
shared view of what I have called the truth of skepticism, or what I might
call the moral of skepticism, namely, that the human creature’s basis in
the world as a whole, its relation to the world as such, is not that of know-
ing, anyway not what we think of as knowing.
1979: 15

Hence, for Cavell, the experience of the mystery of existence leads to a new

“basis in the world as a whole” for the human creature. For Wittgenstein, this
means seeing the world as a miracle; for Cavell, this means that the relation of

20  Oral statement, documented in Waismann (1965: 12—-13).
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the human creature to the world is not a relation of knowledge. Either way, the
crucial point is that it is the philosophical practice of dealing with a seemingly
nonsensical problem that yields a new basis in the world. Similarly, Pyrrhonian
skepticism uses paradoxical arguments, and its skeptical method is explicitly
self-defeating. But instead of just being nonsense, the Pyrrhonian philosophi-
cal practice also aims at the transformation of the self. While we do not know
whether this transformation was intended to be epistemically transformative,
I think that it certainly can be. In Cavell’s terms, the skeptical experience leads
to a new basic relation to the world and to others that he also describes as the
attitude of acceptance or acknowledgment (1988: 109). Out of this transforma-
tion towards a new attitude, we understand something new about the finite-
ness of our knowledge and our dependence on acknowledgment. However,
this is a non-propositional form of understanding that is linked to the corre-
sponding experience, since the original philosophical problem is nonsensical
in the end and since, correspondingly, the notion of finitude is confused. The
status of this understanding is, thus, best understood if one interprets Cavell’s
attitude of acknowledgment as the result of a philosophical experience that
is epistemically transformative in Laurie Paul’s sense. The knowledge of what
it is like to have the attitude of acknowledgment implies a non-propositional
understanding of the finiteness of our knowledge. That being said, I think it is
quite obvious that the philosophical practice of Pyrrhonism and Wittgenstein
can evoke such epistemically transformative experiences as well. Both under-
mine performatively our quest for absolute objectivity, which can yield a non-
propositional understanding of the finitude of the human condition.

5 Transformative Experience in Modern Skepticism

As I have argued in the first section of this paper, the notion of philosophy
as a transformative practice has a long tradition. Accordingly, transformative
experiences that are evoked by philosophical problems can be found not only
in Pyrrhonism and Wittgenstein, but throughout the history of philosophy. The
ancient experience of ataraxia and the philosophical experience of wonder
that I just referred to seem to be rather positive sentiments. However, in Plato
and Aristotle, the moment of wonder (thaumazein) was decidedly a troubling
experience. Since there is no reliable evidence concerning the experiential as-
pect in ancient skepticism, I will now briefly turn to modern skepticism, which
seems to evoke rather negative experiences as well. David Hume, for example,
describes the existential dimension of skepticism in his Treatise of Human Na-
ture, where he concedes that all his skeptical enquiries lead him to “philosoph-
ical melancholy and delirium” (2o07a: 175). In his book on Wittgenstein, Saul
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Kripke reports, albeit very briefly, that he had “something of an eerie feeling”
when he contemplated the skeptical paradox that he found in the Philosophical
Investigations (1982: 21). Similarly, Cavell claims that the insight into the finite-
ness of our knowledge makes the world uncanny to us. It belongs to Cavell’s
aforementioned concept of the ‘truth of skepticism’ that we have to find a new
way of trusting to the world and others as a result of skeptical disturbances. As
Cavell puts it in his lecture on the Uncanniness of the Ordinary: “The return of
what we accept as the world will then present itself as a return of the familiar,
which is to say, exactly under the concept of what Freud names the uncanny.
That the familiar is a product of a sense of the unfamiliar and of the sense of a
return means that what returns after skepticism is never (just) the same” (1988:
100). As I have argued in the previous section, I think this is best understood
as a transformative experience that results in a new attitude that is linked to a
new self-understanding with respect to the finiteness of our knowledge. Simi-
larly, when Hume leaves his study and returns to the everyday world, he is even
able to laugh about the skeptical threat (2007b: 117), but he also argues that
skepticism demonstrates “the whimsical condition of mankind, who must act
and reason and believe; though they are not able, by their most diligent en-
quiry, to satisfy themselves concerning the foundation of these operations, or
to remove the objections, which may be raised against them” (2007b: 7). This,
too, is best understood as a transformative experience that leads to a new at-
titude in which we acknowledge the whimsical human condition.

The corresponding philosophical experiences can be very strong and pow-
erful. To begin with, Cavell claims that the skeptical insight into the ground-
lessness of our everyday practices is terrifying:

That on the whole we do [“make, and understand, the same projections”
of “words ... into further contexts”] is a matter of our sharing routes of in-
terest and feeling, senses of humor and of significance and of fulfillment,
of what is outrageous, of what is similar to what else, what a rebuke, what
forgiveness, of when an utterance is an assertion, when an appeal, when
an explanation—all the whirl of organism Wittgenstein calls “forms of
life.” Human speech and activity, sanity and community, rest upon noth-
ing more, but nothing less, than this. It is a vision as simple as it is diffi-
cult, and as difficult as it is (and because it is) terrifying.

1969: 52

John McDowell refers to this passage and claims that the terrifying insight into
the finitude of all the mentioned human practices leads to vertigo: “The terror
of which Cavell writes at the end of this marvelous passage is a sort of vertigo,
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induced by the thought that there is nothing that keeps our practices in line ex-
cept the reactions and responses we learn in learning them. The ground seems
to have been removed from under our feet” (1998: 207). A similar vertiginous
experience can already be found in Descartes, who refers at the beginning of
his Second Meditation to the ground-shaking effect of his skeptical enquiry:

So serious are the doubts into which I have been thrown as a result of
yesterday’s meditation that I can neither put them out of my mind nor
see any way of resolving them. It feels as if I have fallen unexpectedly into
a deep whirlpool which tumbles me around so that I can neither stand on
the bottom nor swim up to the top.

1996: 16

Not least, in his recent book, Duncan Pritchard discusses this existential di-
mension of skepticism. Although he attempts to refute skepticism with refer-
ence to Wittgenstein's hinge propositions, which he takes to provide a sufficient
foundation of our knowledge from within our practices, he also concedes that
the insight into the finitude of our epistemic practices, as opposed to the aspi-
ration to achieve an external foundation of our knowledge, induces vertigo: “I
call this psychological state epistemic vertigo [...] in order to capture the idea
that it is essentially a kind of phobic reaction to one’s epistemic predicament”
(2016: 6). In a way, even the Pyrrhonian transformation towards a life without
dogma can be a vertiginous experience, as Eichorn indicates: “He [Sextus] has
seen all his beliefs and preconceptions thrown into question by philosophy. He
has felt the whirlpool pull of epistemic nihilism. But he has also seen philoso-
phy overthrow itself and has come out the other side with a peculiar attitude
toward his own beliefs, an attitude shorn of dogmatism” (2014:133).

All'in all, T think that these examples are best understood with the help of
the notion of ‘epistemically transformative experience. With respect to this
notion, I have argued that the attitude of a life without dogma or of acknowl-
edging the finiteness of our knowledge includes a form of non-propositional
understanding. The original philosophical problem is nonsensical at the theo-
retical level and can be undermined performatively, but this performance still
reveals a non-propositional insight into the finitude of the human condition.
In particular, this insight cannot be reached at the theoretical level, since the
theoretical notion of ‘finitude’ is confused. Finally, even though this kind of
transformative understanding is not explicitly mentioned in Pyrrhonism or
Wittgenstein, it can be argued, with the help of Paul’s notion, that their re-
spective philosophical practice can evoke such epistemically transformative
experiences and is thus not necessarily a quietist practice.
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6 Open Conclusion: the Finitude of the Human Condition

To sum up, [ have argued that the philosophical practice of Pyrrhonism and
Wittgenstein can be interpreted in such a way that it performatively under-
mines our quest for absolute objectivity and thereby reveals experientially the
finitude of the human condition. Similarly, Hume's skeptical experiences point
to the “whimsical condition of mankind” that we have to accept and, with refer-
ence not only to Wittgenstein, but also to Kant and Heidegger, Neo-Pyrrhonist
Cavell argues that the limits of knowledge belong to the human condition:
“Both Wittgenstein and Heidegger continue [to develop], by reinterpreting
[it], Kant's insight that the limitations of knowledge are not failures of it” (1979:
241). Now, the reference to Paul’s notion of ‘epistemically transformative expe-
rience’ is crucial for an adequate understanding of the status of this insight. In
Pyrrhonism, there is no theoretical statement about the limits of reason, and,
following the therapeutic and resolute readings of Wittgenstein, the quest for
absolute objectivity is confused and the idea of an external standpoint is an
illusion, so that the ‘insight’ into the finitude of the human condition seems
to be confused as well. However, with the help of Paul’s notion, this insight
can be understood as a form of non-propositional knowledge that is linked to
philosophical experiences. In particular, the non-propositional insight into our
finitude is linked to the experience of the failure of the quest for absolute ob-
jectivity. In a way, the notion of a non-propositional insight through the experi-
ence of a failure resembles the phenomenological notion that we understand
something new about our everyday practices in the very moment of a disrup-
tion of these practices. Cavell relates this notion to skepticism:

Something very similar is what I want to say in formulating my abiding
interest in material object skepticism—that what skepticism questions
or denies my knowledge of is the world of objects I inhabit, is the world.
As elsewhere, the abnormal provides our access to the normal. I recog-
nize from the failure of what skepticism regards as my knowledge of ob-
jects what it is my everyday life with objects consists in.

1979: 448

I want to suggest here that the status of this recognition can be conceived of as
the result of epistemically transformative experiences that are evoked by the
philosophical practice of skepticism. In compliance with Paul’s conjunction of
personal and epistemic transformation, this practice leads to a new attitude
that accepts the limits of reason and at the same time yields a non-propositional
understanding of these limits. The corresponding experiences can be troubling,
since the world might become uncanny and we might feel vertiginous; but as
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Cavell also points out, this must not lead to despair (1979: 237). It is, after all, an
important part of the skeptical tradition from Pyrrhonism via Hume to Witt-
genstein and Cavell that we get back to our everyday life, transformed but not
desperate or despairing. What is more, this kind of transformative understand-
ing does not come to an end. We do not undergo a skeptical transition once
and for all. Instead, this form of understanding is bound to the performance
of the skeptical practice and cannot be separated from it. As I quoted above,
Sextus claims that skeptics do not know that knowledge is impossible, but that
they are “still investigating” in this matter. Similarly, Wittgenstein struggled
with philosophical problems until his death; he did not come to a quietist rest.
Accordingly, the epistemically transformative experiences that are evoked by
the practice of philosophy do not conclusively resolve our puzzlements about
the human condition. Although I think that certain transformative experi-
ences in philosophy reveal the finitude of the human condition, this does not
provide a stable, permanent state of peace of mind. Instead, the philosophical
struggle with this finitude is an ongoing, potentially endless, task.

This also applies to this paper. It does not provide a theoretical solution of
the problem of our finitude, since the very notion of ‘finitude’ is fully under-
standable only when it is conceived of as an example of the ongoing practice
of skepticism. Moreover, since the notion of ‘finitude’ is the crucial point of
this paper, it is itself fully understandable only by those who have had the sort
of transformative experience it seeks to describe; thus, it is itself part of an on-
going philosophical practice that aims at personal transformation.?!
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