Chapter Seven

Skepticism

Skepticism played a major role in Greek philosophy since its beginning. PreSocratic philosophers doubted Homeric myth as well as having entertained
doubts about the validity of their respective theories. For an entire generation
the Sophists of Athens challenged received assumptions relevant to almost
every issue, and even Platonism can be explained as a byproduct of the
skepticism taught by Socrates as opposed to versions of disbelief featured by
the rest of the Sophists. Within the next century skepticism inevitably split
into competitive schools. On one hand Pyrrhonian skeptics featured orthodox
belief as a choice just as valid as any other, since no "truth" could be proven
to be absolutely valid. In effect they insisted that believers can and ought to
depend on the supposed knowledge they find the most acceptable. In
contrast, Academic skeptics led by Arcesilaus, the director of Plato's Academy almost a century after Plato, emphasized the uncompromising pursuit of
truth based on persistent inquiry. On a systematic basis this approach necessitated the pursuit of the best and most credible explanation as confirmed by
valid evidence. Academic skepticism predominated throughout the Hellenistic period until the time of Cicero, perhaps a generation before Pyrrhonian
skepticism came to the fore again. Both versions of skepticism, the Pyrrhonian and Academic schools, were later displaced by more affirmative ideological pursuits that included stoicism, the worship of populist deities, and
ultimately Christian religious conversion imposed by the Emperor Constantine. Only then was philosophical doubt entirely quashed.
The collective obsession with doubt among an assortment of ancient
Greek thinkers deserves closer examination. In its original definition, the
word skeptic simply referred to one who inquires or investigates, but both
Pyrrhonian and Academic skeptics stressed the willing "suspension of assent" (epoche) while pursuing better and more acceptable answers. Accord137
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ing to Pyrrho and his followers, peace of mind (ataraxia) is finally attained
through the tentative acceptance of received beliefs based on the assumption
that no truth is fully verifiable in the final analysis. Paradoxically, if no truth
can be entirely confirmed--perhaps with this single exception that none can
be confirmed--the qualified tolerance of all supposed truths, including received belief, is entirely justified. Academic skeptics rejected this conformist
logic by imposing more stringent demands in the pursuit of truth, first when
Arcesilaus insisted upon the necessity of rigorous common sense (eulogon),
and almost a century later when Carneades added the more definitive task of
establishing the probability of supposed truths, for example by employing
Aristotle's deductive logic as well as the use of experimentation introduced
by Strata.
Skepticism lost its appeal in later centuries. In his first book, Against the
Academics, St. Augustine sought to refute ancient Greek philosophy precisely because it put too much emphasis on skepticism, and during the Dark and
Middle Ages devout Christians across Europe learned to reject doubt when
applied to religious belief, as it became a paramount transgression that could
lead to the Inquisition. As an intellectual perspective at odds with belief,
skepticism itself came to be considered evil, in fact the worst of all sins
because it encouraged the rejection of spiritual devotion. However, the pursuit of skepticism recovered during the Renaissance through the application
of a kind of Pyrrhonian double negative. So-called fideists led by Pomponazzi, Pascal, and others promoted the assumption that religious doubt can initiate religious conversion based on renewed discovery that God does in fact
rule the universe. More specifically, Descartes used skepticism as a heuristic
strategy for this purpose through the acceptance of one seemingly irrefutable
axiom, "I think, therefore I am," followed by what seemed its inevitable
corollary, "If I exist, so therefore does God." Later fideists such as Pico della
Mirandola also exercised doubt to confirm religious faith rather than engaging in the empirical pursuit of knowledge as did such scientists and philosophers as Copernicus, Bruno, Bacon, and Gassendi, who renewed reliance on
doubt on essentially the same basis as "ancient" Greek philosophers had
done many centuries earlier. 1 Today this version of doubt is almost taken for
granted as one scientific theory supplants another almost without public notice from one decade to the next. A year or two ago the public was told that
maybe a few billion stars occupy our galaxy, this year that it seems more than
a billion galaxies occupy the universe in its entirety, and still later that it
seems likely enormous ice clouds in outer space might have furnished at least
half the world's water supply. 2
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I. PYRRHO (cA. 360-270 BC)
The first major skeptic later than the Sophist movement was Pyrrho (or
Pyrrhon) of Elis, who was perhaps a generation younger than Aristotle. Pyrrho introduced to Greek philosophy his version of skepticism based on his
personal knowledge of the moral teachings of India's Magi and Gymnosophists he encountered as a foot soldier during Alexander the Great's invasion
of Asia. Pyrrho apparently combined his ethical vision acquired in India with
the assumptions of Protagoras, which he had learned from his mentor, Anaxarchus, a follower of Democritus who was also associated with Metrodorus
of Chios. 3 If knowledge is unavoidably indeterminate, Pyrrho argued, we
must cultivate a suspension of judgment (epoche) that lets us emphasize
ataraxia by living in full harmony with the world that surrounds us. Once
epoche is achieved, ataraxia supposedly follows "like its shadow," or, with
more poetic flair, "even as a shadow follows its substance." 4
According to Diogenes Laertius, Pyrrho first acquired a skeptical viewpoint when he became fascinated with the Gymnosophists' suspension of
judgment through quietude (ataraxia), and detachment from worldly matters
(apragmosyne)--principles he later cultivated to guarantee freedom from
anxiety resulting from the effort to arrive at a viable choice between contradictory theoretical assumptions. There is no truth whatsoever that cannot be
refuted by other truths, he claimed, so their equal likelihood lets us abandon
the fruitless pursuit of clear-cut final answers. In light of Gymnosophist
principles, he argued as an abstract principle, "no single thing is in itself any
more this than that." Moreover, he said that nothing truly predominates in the
final analysis except the custom and conventions of society.
Pyrrho listed ten so-called aporia, or perplexities, that hinder accurate
comparisons in a balanced judgment of experience. These can be summarized as follows: (1) the inevitable confusion of pleasure and pain; (2) variant
human idiosyncrasies; (3) sensory differences; (4) the impact of aging; (5)
different customs, variable laws, myths, and dogmatic assumptions; (6)
mixed environmental influences; (7) differences in visual perspective; (8)
variation in quantity; (9) the comparative rarity of events; and (10) paired
comparisons (right and left, up and down, etc.). Obviously these categories
overlap, but whatever their combination, he suggested, they help to identify
numerous distractive effects on one's supposedly objective judgment. The
later Pyrrhonian skeptic Agrippa proposed further aporia that augment Pyrrho 's list: (1) excessive contentiousness based on disagreement; (2) incessant
elaboration; (3) unnecessary contextual references; (4) the rushed acceptance
of hypotheses; and (5) the dependence on related events that supposedly
prove each other.
Pyrrho was the first skeptic to give the term epoche a central role as the
suspension of judgment in philosophical discourse, but it seems he did so for
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the purpose of activating ataraxia, effectively the comfortable abandonment
of further inquiry. In philosophical debate epoche might now and again be
divisive, but its use was preliminary to the final achievement of ataraxia akin
to the Zen Buddhist concept of satori wherein a full "sense of beyond"
supplants analytic thought. 5 Pyrrho suggested that an uncompromising commitment to doubt by means of epoche discloses the fallibility of all supposed
truths, so one is free to assent to any belief one wants since each is just as
valid as another. On this basis religion is fully as credible as any other belief
system. The syllogistic implication at the root of this certitude was simple. If
everything is potentially false, nothing can be proven true, and one's choice
in what to believe finally depends on ataraxia, the felt comfort level in
accepting its validity. One can therefore be relieved of any sense of shame or
hypocrisy in accepting received doctrine. No matter how misguided a religion or belief system might seem, it is no more vulnerable to refutation than
another, so it is entirely acceptable to go along with shared assumptions that
are acceptable to friends, relatives, and fellow citizens.
As explained by Diogenes Laertius, Pyrrho also argued, "there is nothing
really existent, but custom and convention govern human action; for no
single thing is in itself any more this than that." 6 Therefore, what predominates must be the full and uncompromising acceptance of conventional assumptions. If everybody who matters in one's life worships Zeus, let it be
Zeus who supposedly rules--and the same with Osiris, Mithra, Cybele, or any
of the other gods. On this basis it is entirely appropriate to be a Buddhist
among Buddhists, and so on. The truth effectively consists of whatever
shared concept helps to minimize intellectual discomfort. The most important task in life is the cultivation of intellectual repose through compliance
with received opinion without any sense of obligation to justify its assumptions.
Pyrrho did not concern himself with the contradiction that received values
are too often dogmatic as defined by earlier skeptics. Nor does he seem to
have been bothered that one's full commitment to ataraxia makes possible
the nominal observance of any number of ideologies including atheism, if
they are inoffensive to one's neighbors and fellow citizens. Once the use of
skepticism confirms that no proof exists one way or the other about God's
existence or any other such consideration, one is free to pursue any belief
system that seems even remotely credible as long as it is comfortable.
Pyrrho had only one major pupil, Timon, whose version of skepticism
placed an emphasis on the rejection of hypotheses in general. A successful
author who apparently wrote satires, Timon was loyal to Pyrrho's version of
skepticism, if with little to add to Pyrrho' s relatively simple argument. Timon spoke favorably of both Democritus and Protagoras as earlier skeptics, but
he despised Arcesilaus, the arrogant and excessively argumentative young
leader of the competitive school of Academic skeptics, at least partly because
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of Academic skepticism's emphasis on sustained uncompromising analysis.
Unfortunately, Timon seems to have lacked any productive disciples, so
Pyrrhonian skepticism fell into decline soon after his death in 230 B.C. and
remained dormant throughout the rest of the Hellenistic period. Only once,
for example, did Cicero bother to mention Pyrrho by name. Nevertheless,
Pyrrho's version of skepticism regained its popularity during Augustus' reign
as Rome's first emperor. Just as Academic skepticism had completely supplanted Pyrrhonian skepticism in the second century BC, the Pyrrhonian
approach completely reversed this preference, very likely because it was an
ideological stance more compatible with the acquiescence to imperial authority. A young skeptic from Alexandria, Aenesidemus (ca. 90-80 BC), once
again codified Pyrrho's arguments, and Sextus Empiricus took them into
account in his thorough summary of skeptical theory (ca. 200 AD). Diogenes
Laertius also offered a relatively balanced assessment of Pyrrho 's influence,
though he conceded the ethical difficulties implicit in Pyrrho's approach:
"He [Pyrrho] denied that anything was honourable or dishonourable, just or
unjust. ... Universally, there is nothing really existent, but custom and
convention govern human action." 7
Possibly a reflection of the revival of Pyrrhonian skepticism, the poet
Virgil wrote The Aeneid as requested by Augustus in order to provide Rome
with an artificial mythology of its own comparable to Homer's heroic vision
of the origins of Greece. Significantly, Virgil asked on his deathbed that the
text be destroyed, and of course his request was ignored. Like Lucretius, he
wrote consummate poetry, but in obvious contrast with Lucretius he also
seems to have become dissatisfied with its propagandistic implications along
Homeric lines. In effect he had spent too much of his productive career
promoting a misguided imperial destiny as later described by Gibbon and
many others. His task had been effectively Pyrrhonian in complying with
Augustus' request, but by the end of his life he seems to have recognized that
there were better and more useful truths to take into account.

II. ARCESILAUS (cA. 316-241 BC)
The origin of the Academic School of skeptics is usually identified with
Arcesilaus, who was roughly a generation younger than Pyrrho. After Plato
he was the fifth director of what came to be described as the Old Academy,
which had been led in sequence by Speusippus, Xenocrates, Polemon, and
Crates during the four decades that followed Plato's death. The influence of
the Academy had steadily declined until Arcesilaus assumed its leadership in
247, and under his direction the school recovered its popularity as the Second
(or Middle) Academy, effectively the successor to Plato's initial Academy
but with an ideological stance that emphasized Socrates' assumption that he
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knew he didn't know. Like Socrates, Arcesilaus transcribed none of his ideas, so there is no record of his attitude toward Plato's transcendental idealism
beyond his effort to renew Socrates' original intentions of the pursuit of truth
through sustained analysis. Whereas Plato's version of skepticism had discouraged natural philosophy, Arcesilaus restored its original emphasis on
empirical inquiry. He rejected Pyrrho's stress on intellectual comfort as well
as the theory of Stoicism recently founded by Zeno of Citium, which also
featured ethics dependent on the acceptance of received truths. As opposed to
unsubstantiated collective belief, he instead advocated sustained inquiry to
ascertain valid truth with the full expectation that such a task could never be
fully achieved.
Arcesilaus' principal achievement seems to have been in having detached
Pyrrho's concept of epoche from his emphasis on the pursuit of ataraxia. The
function of epoche was no longer as an effective agent of ataraxia and
instead became an uncompromising intellectual commitment whose source
of satisfaction was nothing more than the sense of achievement in having
clarified the issue(s) at least to a certain extent. One did not exercise doubt in
order to believe, but in order to have a better idea of the topic. Like Socrates,
Arcesilaus remained aware that he might stumble on valid assumptions now
and again, but always with the realization that he could only be confident of
its validity on a tentative basis.
The difference between Pyrrho and Arcesilaus' respective uses of the
term epoche was of fundamental importance. Whereas Pyrrho featured
epoche as a means to the acceptance of ideas and theories that help to produce the experience of ataraxia, the Academic version of skepticism promoted by Arcesilaus was more or less in accord with Aristotle's natural
philosophy as well as Strato's reliance on experimentation. Taken to its
extreme, Pyrrho's skepticism was an anti-intellectual stance that supported
quietude and the status quo, while Academic skepticism encouraged the pursuit of science without the imminent prospect of final answers. 8
But there were also epistemological issues. If no "truth" is totally verifiable, Arcesilaus suggested, it becomes necessary and appropriate to challenge Stoicism's emphasis on ideas that are supposedly "cataleptic" (or apodictic) in the sense that they seem to bear a clear and distinct resemblance to
reality. Indeed, too many of such truths turn out to be false. Instead, he
argued, knowledge (episteme) and received opinion (doxa) can only be integrated when knowledge is accepted on a tentative basis. In the words of
Cicero, it was Arcesilaus' opinion that "nothing is more disgraceful than for
assent and approval to outstrip knowledge and perception." 9 Since all knowledge is susceptible to error, true wisdom benefits from Socrates' example by
granting one's relative ignorance: "And if all things are non-apprehensible, it
will follow, even according to the Stoics, that the wise man suspends judg-
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ment [epichein ton sophon] , for sustained inquiry is essential to wisdom
based on attainable knowledge. " 10
Arcesilaus emphasized the value of obvious ideas toward this presumably
more substantial objective. Essential to his argument was the provisional
acceptance of common sense (eulogon), however risky and beset with mistakes, as the best and most pragmatic initial step, if without confirming any
kind of final truth. On the other hand, the uncompromising avoidance of
empty suppositions is also likely to justify serious inquiry. Does the concept
of Zeus seated on a throne, for example, befit common sense? If not, its
likelihood can be doubted at least as a temporary supposition.
Arcesilus apparently felt that common sense is in accord with scientific
hypotheses that oblige confirmation as first suggested by Plato ' s surprisingly
advanced use of the word: "I don ' t know yet whether it fulfills the conditions, but I can propose a hypothesis "--in other words a tentative explanation
that can be submitted to further examination. 11 For Arcesilaus' friend Strato,
the task was one in which a theoretical possibility was framed as a hypothesi~
followed by one or more experiments to determine its validity. As Strato
discovered, every experiment sets the stage for others as well, and as often as
not the tentative "truths" they confirm can be accepted or rejected on an
enlarged interactive basis. Such freedom in the speculative stages of scientific inquiry gives little role to ataraxia beyond Archimedes' "eureka" response
that can itself lead to further questions.
Frequently overlooked by classical scholars was Arcesilaus' friendship
with Strato, which is indicated by Strato's generous final will that Diogenes
Laertius quotes in its entirety. A large number of Strato's possessions were
bequeathed to Arcesilaus, so it may be assumed that their personal friendship
was matched by their theoretical rapport. It requires no ingenuity, for example, to link Arcesilaus' concept of epoche with the Stratonician Presumption
that the burden of proof is upon both philosophers and scientists. There is no
written evidence of this possibility, but Strato's dependence on testing scientific hypotheses bore a strong affinity to Arcesilaus ' concept of epoche relevant to philosophical discourse. The suspension of judgment Arcesilaus advocated on an intellectual basis was fully in accord with the use of hypotheses in empirical investigations, and his version of epoche can be understood
as having been intrinsic to Strato ' s scientific perspective. In reverse, Strato's
effort as a scientist confirmed the value of epoche relevant to scientific
inquiry. As for the issue of religious belief, their shared doubts reinforce the
likelihood that Arcesilaus' radical version of skepticism was compatible with
Strato' s outspoken atheism. In effect one of them did not believe in God,
whereas the other believed that God does not exist. In the same fashion they
shared comparable versions of disbelief in the sense that Strato 's belief that
tentative scientific evidence was nothing more than probable truth until prov-
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en otherwise was much the same as Arcesilaus' rigorous suspension of doubt
about all topics, both scientific and non-scientific, until proven otherwise.
Arcesilaus' version of epoche devoid of ataraxia was rejected by Aenisidemus and others during the Emperor Augustus' rule, but the concept again
came into vogue much later during the Renaissance. Montaigne himself
wrote the word epoche on the ceiling above his desk as a reminder of its
relevance every time he ventured to look upwards. Also, Montaigne's locus
classicus, "Apology for Raimond Sebond," featured Arcesilaus' sense of the
term throughout its text. He was more inspired by Arcesilaus' concept of
doubt rather than Pyrrho' thesis. In effect, his persistent inquiry confirmed
his basic discomfort with received assumptions.
Arcesilaus' concept of epoche also anticipated various theories of uncertainty that have been proposed since the late nineteenth century by scientists
and secular philosophers. The first and perhaps most obvious example would
be Charles Sanders Peirce's theory of "abduction" in the sense that "hopeful
suggestions" can be entertained in pursuit of ideas that do not immediately or
fully present themselves. Also in the same vein was John Dewey's thesis of
"warranted assertibility." 12 In the same light Husserl's concept of "bracketing" can be identified as a temporary use of epoche to disconnect presumably
self-evident ideas from fixed assumptions in order to explore their implications in a new and better light. 13 In effect Arcesilaus' version of skepticism
continues to thrive one way or another. Having played a dominant role for
many decades during the mid-Hellenistic period, his perspective was later
recovered by both science and natural philosophy and remains useful even
today.
III. CARNEADES (214-128 BC)
Born at Cyrene in Libya, Cameades traveled to Athens early in life and
briefly pursued Stoic philosophy before turning to skepticism. As the head of
the Third (or New) Academy, he became the dominant skeptic of the second
century BC as well as the fourth director of the Academy in succession after
Arcesilaus. Cameades was even more famous than Arcesilaus as a brilliant
teacher and consummate polemicist able and willing to debate the merits of
any issue. Probably inspired by Strato's example, his outspoken atheistic
viewpoint featured the necessary role of probability (pithanon) in drawing
such a conclusion, a stance that influenced three generations of disciples that
included Clitomachus, Philo of Larissa, and finally even Cicero. On his
single visit to Rome, Cameades achieved notoriety as a skeptic by giving a
public lecture in which he maintained with persuasiveness that those who
inflict injustice suffer more than their victims. On the very next day, however, he gave a second lecture in which he argued exactly the opposite position
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with equal conviction. His purpose was to demonstrate that credible truths
can too often be asserted to support contradictory arguments, and more important, he sought to demonstrate the ultimate uncertainty of all such arguments. He continued to emphasize this principle throughout his career, but it
was counterproductive at the time, at least in this instance. Shocked by his
audacity, Cato the Elder ordered his permanent expulsion from Rome to
prevent him from contaminating the morals of its youth. Apparently Carneades never returned.
Like both Socrates and Arcesilaus, Carneades did not transcribe his ideas.
Instead, he depended on a scribe--Clitomachus, a disciple from Carthage--to
record his dialogues so that he could declare his arguments with relative
freedom. It was later estimated that Clitomachus used more than 400 scrolls
to contain Carneades' lectures, and according to Diogenes Laertius, without
exception he was more productive than all ancient authors. As perhaps to be
expected, Clitomachus succeeded Carneades upon his death as the director
and principal theoretician of the Third Academy. Unfortunately, however,
none of Clitomachus' transcriptions survived, so there is little evidence to
document Carneades' pivotal role in the history of skeptical philosophy beyond the historic assessment of Diogenes Laertius, Cicero, and Sextus Empmcus.
Cicero's perspective is particularly useful in the analysis of Carneades,
since two of Clitomachus' disciples, Philo and Antiochus, later the directors
of the so-called Fourth and Fifth Academies, served as Cicero's teachers at
different stages of his youth. Also, Cicero seems to have been familiar with
Clitomachus' transcriptions when he wrote De Natura Deorum andAcademica. However, it seems the only portions deleted from Cicero's two remarkable books were those pertaining to Carneades' views. Very likely these
passages were eliminated by later scribes in order to preserve Cicero's texts
from total destruction. For the most part, today's readers reassemble Carneades' assumptions as well as possible from the fourth portion of Academica, in which Cicero seems to have used the persona of Cotta to declare
Carneades' ideas without specifically identifying him as their original
source.
More useful, however, in reconstructing Carneades' perspective is the
summary description by Sextus Empiricus, a Greek philosophical historian
who lived two centuries after Cicero. ln Against the Logicians, Sextus explained with thoroughness Carneades' pursuit of credible truth based on
"tested presentations," or accurate "perceived objects" in light of one's ability to grasp their manifestation. Of course any number of suppositions can be
recognized as possible truths, but these should be fully conceded if and to
what extent they fall short of the whole truth. 14
At the core of Cameades' skeptical position was an implied epistemology
that there is no fully reliable "criterion" (or principle of confirmation) to
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determine any supposed truth, since each and every mental "presentation"
manifests both what it perceives and its own intrinsic limitations as an act of
mental perception. Truths do exist, Carneades conceded, but unavoidable
mental limitations diminish accuracy except when judged as a matter of
probability. The validity of any particular idea turns out to be nothing more
than its probable truth (pithanon), for we lack the means to achieve any kind
of finality in our thinking. Carneades agreed with Protagoras' original assumption that each and every presumed truth can and should be debated on
both sides (in utramque partem) in order to determine its relative likelihood.
Supportive evidence was essential, but the effective rejection of contrary
evidence was also needed toward the tentative acceptance as a credible answer. Carneades was also willing to accept Arceilaus' loose concept of reasonableness (eulogon) at a preliminary level of inquiry, but he advocated the
need for further substantiation at more advanced levels based on painstaking
investigation, especially regarding such controversial topics as the existence
of one or more gods.
Some modern scholars have sought to minimize the importance of Carneades' theory of probability by treating it as nothing more than a matter of
credibility (or pithanon) as already explained by Plato and Aristotle, both of
whom at least mentioned the need for confirmation based on relevant information. Plato suggested the need for probability in his dialogues Theatetus
and Timaeus , in which he seems to have anticipated Carneades' perspective
by remarking, "We may venture to assert that what has been said by us is
probable, and will be rendered more probable by investigation." 15 Aristotle
also anticipated Carneades' effort by granting probability full status on a
scientific basis, but he sought to limit science to a relatively simple determination of "that which is always or ... that which is for the most part." In
Prior Analytics, he went so far as to define probability as a "reputable proposition" based on acceptable (or "reputable") knowledge of some event by
observers: "What men know to happen or not to happen, to be or not to be,
for the most part thus and thus, is a probability." 16 Otherwise Aristotle limited his analysis to "hard" evidence and seems to have restricted the question
of probability to what might have seemed relatively soft issues such as he
addressed in Rhetoric and Poetics. Both Plato and Aristotle granted probability a role in their analysis, but with a relatively limited function-almost as
an afterthought. In contrast, Carneades emphasized its central importance
deserving of methodological confirmation at every stage of analysis. Doubt
was no longer an afterthought but in fact a primary feature integral to serious
inquiry. Cameades agreed with Arcesilaus in accepting the importance of
common sense pertaining to most information, but he also insisted truths be
ascertained at three levels of determination: (1) probable in the broadest
sense of the word; (2) "irreversible" in the sense that they cannot be disprov-
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en by contrary evidence; and (3) confinnation "from all sides," by implication including both logical analysis and scientific verification. 17
The primary advantage of Cameades' threefold hierarchy was that it necessitated the full confinnation of ideas that might otherwise seem dubious
or even wrong. For just as seemingly wrong ideas often may tum out to be
valid, numerous "right" ideas are just as likely to be wrong.
This possibility had been implicit in Arcesilaus' notion of common sense
(eulogon), but Cameades even further liberated speculative inquiry from
orthodox assumptions by upgrading what seemed nothing more than argumentative rigor to systematic application. No longer was the sage (or "wise
man") fettered by received truisms. Cameades addressed this necessity with
unusual vigor, most notably pertaining to religious belief, which he felt
lacked sufficient confinnation to justify it. In retrospect it was this issue that
established his notoriety in the record of ancient conceptual history available
to modem readers. Such figures as Democritus and Aristotle had tested limits, but Cameades actually declared his atheism.
Effectively buried in three of his four published volumes, Sextus Empiricus both summarizes and illustrates Cameades' defense of atheism through
his use of logic to stretch the concepts underlying religious belief to total
absurdity. In Outlines of Pyrrhonism, he devotes four pages to a brief explanation of Cameades' version of atheism, which is dependent on the assumption that "the existence of God is not pre-evident." He expresses his agreement with Arcesilaus on what might seem a tentative basis, "we cannot
apprehend whether God exists," but the implication is clear that such a possibility is not likely. 18 He maintains, for example, that a truly omniscient and
omnipotent God able to anticipate the future inclusive of human behavior
should have no difficulty in preventing evil and/or misfortune. If such a
presumably sympathetic deity cannot perfonn this simple task, Cameades
insists, he necessarily lacks (a) omnipotence, (b) omniscience, or (c) both,
thus justifying doubts about his benevolence as well as his supreme authority. As summarized by Sextus Empiricus:
But ifhe [God] had forethought for all, there would have been nothing bad and
no badness in the world; yet all things, they say, are full of badness; hence it
shall not be said that God forethinks all things .... And if, again, he has the
power but not the will to have forethought for all, he will be held to be
malignant; while ifhe has neither the will nor the power, he is both malignant
and weak-an impious thing to say about God .. .. Therefore God has no
forethought for the things in the universe .... So for these reasons we cannot
apprehend whether God exists. 19

In other words, God can be either omniscient or omnipotent, but can't play
both roles at the same time if bad things happen, but if bad things do happen,
as seems to be true, God necessarily violates his own rules. Moreover, "If he
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[God] has the will but not the power, he is less strong than the cause which
renders him unable to forethink." Those who persist in affirming God's
positive influence despite this simple logic become themselves guilty of
impiety one way or another. Sextus Empiricus does not bother to identify the
author of this obvious paradox; its obvious antithetical emphasis suggests the
likelihood of Cameades' authorship, especially in light of his several longer
definitions of God elsewhere in Sextus Empiricus' text.
In his long segment, "Do Gods Exist," in the third volume, Against the
Physicists, Sextus Empiricus offers several more elaborate syllogistic arguments to the same effect and once again the unidentified author could only
have been Cameades, who seems to have frequently exercised his skill in
formulating elongated syllogistic deductions called sorites: the demonstration of X, therefore Y, therefore Z, etc. Relevant to the identification of
God(s), his argument began with the absurdity of X followed by the worse
absurdity of Y, the bizarre absurdity of Z, etc. The first of these elongated
atheistic deductions recorded in its entirety by Sextus Empiricus is quoted as
follows:
Again, if the Divine exists, it is either a body or incorporeal. But it will not be
incorporeal for the reasons we have already stated [since the incorporeal is
inanimate and insensitive and incapable of any action]. And if it is a body, it is
either a compound of the simple elements or a simple and elemental body. And
if it is a compound, it is perishable; for everything which is constructed by the
union of things must necessarily dissolve and perish. And if it is a simple
body, it is either fire or air or water or earth. But whichever of these it is, it is
without soul or reason, which is absurd. lf, then, God is neither a compound
nor a simple body, and besides these there is no other alternative, one must
declare that God is nothing. 20

As an enlargement of sorites that can be quoted in this context (roughly
half his longest example), Cameades is again quoted by Sextus Empiricus
with a seemingly endless variety of extravagant comparisons to the effect
that the usual traits attributed to God possess sufficient human resemblance
not to be immortal, but that the elimination of such traits reduces God's
identity to virtual non-existence. The second half of another of Cameades'
elongated logical definitions of God can also be quoted here to confirm his
unusual logical capabilities:
But if God has not art, he will not have the art of living; and if so, neither will
he have virtue. But if God has not virtue, he is non-existent-And again: God
being rational, ifhe does not possess virtue, he certainly possesses its opposite,
vice: but he does not possess its opposite, vice: therefore God possesses art,
and there is something non-evident to God. From which it follows that he is
perishable, as we argued before. But he is not perishable; therefore he does not
exist. 21
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In summary, a perfect God can neither be speechless nor gifted with
speech, artistic nor lacking in art, virtuous but not virtuous, etc. and therefore
such a being is impossible. As explained by Cameades at the simplest level,
"If, then, God is neither a compound nor a simple body, and besides these
there is no other alternative, one must declare that God is nothing." Moreover, Cameades argues almost as an afterthought, there are too many gods to
choose from. If Zeus is a god, so is Poseidon, but also countless minor deities
can be added such as a sun God, a god for each month, for dawn, for the
evening, and even worthless Phobos, "the god who shares in beauty least of
all." Perhaps the better and more credible choice is no god at all.
In retrospect Cameades' theoretical dependence on the concept of probability seems to have had more influence on modem scientific methodology
than the issue of atheism. Even in its earliest stage, well before its modem
statistical application, its application seems to have been implicit Strato's
empirical investigation as well as Arcesilaus' generalized principle of inductive thoroughness. Moreover, their shared perspective very likely afforded in
combination what might be described as an overlooked but essential missing
link between Aristotelian science and the inception of modem science as
explained by Francis Bacon in his famous Preface to Novum Organum. Today they remain the most notorious atheists in ancient history-too aggressive in their commitment to disbelief to be identified by name or simply
mentioned to be otherwise ignored. As perhaps to be expected, the memory
of all three- Strato and Cameades as well as Arcesilaus-has continued to
remain "untouched" well beyond the lifetime of Bacon. Yet they played a
najor role in the invention of inductive research.

