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This volume collects deven papers given a the conference on ancient scepticism and the scepticd tradition
hosted by the Philosophical Society of Finland in Helsinki in 1996. Is it worth reeding? The short answer is
yes, abolutdy. The longer answer requires a brief introduction.

Philosophers like wregtling with sceptical arguments. It is an old and popular sport, that can be played
with various degrees of farness, & many leves of technicd proficiency, and for a digparate range of reasons.
Higorians, on the other hand, usudly play a deaner and more detached game, one which comes in three
vaieties, depending on the pivotal question addressed: (1) What isthe nature of sceptidam? (2) Whet isthe
interaction between sceptidsm and philosophy? (3) What is the development of scepticism? In the pad,
answers suffered from the usud bad press recaived by sceptidams of dl kindswithinany “dogmatist” culture.
Doubt is the dark sde of philasophy, but snce philosophy and scepticism enjoy anodi et amo reation, it hes
taken a long time to ascertain the differences between a negative hero like the sceptic and fdons like the
reaivig, the aheist and the immordist. Fortunatdy, historiographica research about scepticiam has become
progressively more unbiased and scientificaly rigorous. Ancient Scepticism and the Sceptical Traditionisa
very vauable and most welcome addition to this sceptiaam-friendly trend.

The fird four essays by Bett, Spindli, Brennan, and Suiter are essentid readings for the higtorian
interested in questions of type (1). The fallowing three essays by Knuuttila and Shvola, Niiniluoto, and
Nusshaum will apped to the historian keen on investigating questions of type (2). And the lagt four essays by
Thijssen, Yrjonsuuri, Alanen, and Annas will dtract the attention of the historian who purses questions of type

(3). The variety and depth of these investigations make a comprehendve summary impossble in such a short



space, but |1 hope two exampleswill give atade of the origind, if Sometimes controversid, contributions made
by the conference participants.

Bett argues that, over five hundred years, Pyrrhonism came to encompass not one but rather three
pogtions Pyrrho’'s, Aenesdemus and the one outlined by Sextus Higoricdly, this may ssem a reasoneble
condusion: no schoadl or even individud  philosophy is ever free from radicd trandformations, even if it may not
be aware of them. Theoreticaly, however, Pyrrhonism has often been congdered something like the empty set
of the higory of thought: there can be an infinite domain of philosophies but only one pure sceptica position,
even Sextus tried to argue dong these lines. Since theory can dways differ from practice, Bett's " varieties of
Pyrrhoniam” remains an intriguing hypothess: there might have been different historical postions, despite the
uniformity of the theoretica dlams. The difficult task then becomes to establish how far these positions truly
differed from each other conceptualy. After dl, the Pyrrhonian paradigm does not seem to leave much room

for genuine and subgtantid varieties that might count as more than mere semantic variances 4ill reducibleto a

sngle postion Bett ssemsto indine towards aradicd answer¥s imagine something like the digtinction between
the two Wittgensteins¥4 one which requires much detailed andysis of scarce, very indirect (as bad as fourth-

hand) and fairly informd fragments of literature (let us not forget that philosophers are not mathematicians, and
that thar gatements are often “you see what | mean”, rather than laws engraved in the marble of logic) and
some subgantiad modifications in the ordering of the Sextian corpus. It is a conggent postion, but the
objections moved by the participants (see footnotes 6, 13, 17, 29 and 31) provide strong reasons for doubt
and should be kept in mind.

Thijssen’s article concerns Nicholas of Autrecourt, one of the few medieva philosophers who shows
to have had a subgantia interest in scepticiam. Unfortunately, the artidle starts on the wrong foat, yet thisis
only a glitch Thijssen argues that the uniqueness of modern epistemology has been exaggerated, but the

“canonicd” view is nat that epigemology begins with Descartes, rather that episemology as philosophia



prima does, and this is a completdy different matter. Introduction apart, the rest of the paper defends
important and correct theses, that should become stable acquistions in the literature on sceptidam: Michadski’
interpretation of medieva soepticiam is utterly untenable; Ockham is not a potentid sceptic; and Nicholas of
Autrecourt, whether he did have sceptical sympathies or not (most of his work is lost), probably had no
knowledge of Sextus writings. The revivd of Pyrrhoniam in the late fourteenth century isa speculation that
remains so far unsubgtantiated. The andyds of the recovery and tranamission of Pyrrhonian literature confirms
these conclusons (on this, the reader isinvited to read Yrjonsuuri’s and Annas atides).

Thesxe are only two examples. As Shvola remarks in the Introduction there is dill much subgtantia
research to be done on the history of scepticiam. This collection of essays shows the right direction to be

followed.
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