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Introduction

The main aim of my previous work on ancient scepticism has been to clarify the na-
ture of the sceptical discourse, namely to show its peculiarity in contrast with the
dogmatic discourse. My contention is that there is, at least in Sextus, a systematic
approach of sceptical discourse that involves both a theoretical definition and prac-
tical applications in his writings.¹

My purpose in this paper is to focus on the use of a very special word, that is
nonetheless very common in Greek literature: dunamis (“power,” “ability,” etc.).
The reason for focusing on this word is that, as a noun—or in its adverbial usage du-
namei (“implicitly,” “virtually,” “potentially”)—it is frequently connected, in Sextus’s
works, with the logos skeptikos, the sceptical discourse. For that reason, even though
Sextus does not use the word extensively, its instances are worth examining.

Thanks to the statistical data given by the TLG, we know that the word dunamis
is slightly under-represented in Sextus’s works.² The Greek texts of the 2nd century CE
are among those that use the word frequently (second only to texts in the 4th century
CE), probably due to Galen’s work. By comparison, Sextus’s usage seems parsimoni-
ous. This does not mean that dunamis is unimportant to Sextus’s work, but on the
contrary; he uses it cautiously, choosing it only when it is necessary or significant.

Obviously, dunamis is a very common word in Greek,which cannot be reduced to
an unequivocal meaning. Thus, not all the instances of dunamis in Sextus can be

This paper was presented at the International Conference on Scepticism, organised by E. Spinelli and
G. Veltri, 8‒11 May 2017, at the Maimonides Centre for Advanced Studies–Jewish Scepticism, Univer-
sität Hamburg. I would like to thank the organisers of this conference and the audience for the dis-
cussion, and more specially Gideon Freudenthal, Carlos Lévy, Jan Opsomer, Stephan Schmid, and
Josef Stern. I am also grateful to Diego Machuca and Jacques-Louis Lantoine for their helpful com-
ments on a previous version of this paper. I would like to thank Anthony Paletta and Yoav Meyrav
for their suggestions and comments.

 Stéphane Marchand, “Sextus Empiricus’ Style of Writing,” in New Essays on Ancient Pyrrhonism,
ed. Diego E. Machuca (Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2011), 113‒41.
 By TLG I am referring to the online database Thesaurus Linguae Graecae, directed by Maria Pan-
tella: http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu/. The TLG counts 209 instances of the word in Sextus; relatively to
the global use of the word in the TLG and the size of Sextus’s corpus, 221 instances were expected,
and if Sextus had used the term as his contemporaries, he would have used it 263 times.

OpenAccess. © 2019 Stéphane Marchand, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under
the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110591040-003



connected to a sceptical move. For instance, in grammar dunamis means the “pho-
netic value of sounds of letters,” and Sextus mainly refers to this meaning in AM 1.³

Similarly, Sextus sometimes uses the word in reference to the Aristotelian con-
ception of dunamis, in opposition to energeia (activity),⁴ although he does not en-
dorse any of the Aristotelian theses. It would be problematic if he did endorse
them, since the Aristotelian conception of dunamis is roughly dogmatic: it grants ex-
istence to something which is not self-evident and is instead the product of dogmatic
reasoning. According to this use, something is said to be dunamei (“potentially”)
when “it is capable of being actually” (δυνάμει γάρ ἐστιν ὃ οἷόν τέ ἐστιν ἐνεργείᾳ
ὑποστῆναι; PH 2.226). But as Sextus shows in the case of the genus, nothing can
exist without being actually something: the potentiality of something is anything
but evident, as long as this potentiality has not been actualised.⁵

For the sake of my demonstration, I will call this last sense of dunamis the “po-
tentiality-dunamis.” It derives from the idea that a power can exist without being cur-
rently active. It seems clear that this sense rests on the opposition between dunamis
and energeia, which is extraneous to the sceptical project to avoid the endorsement
of a philosophical theory. Prima facie, it seems coherent that Sextus avoids such a
conception, preferring a conception of dunamis as a visible and evident power. How-
ever, my aim is to question this assumption and to examine whether Sextus in fact
totally abandoned the use of a “potentiality-dunamis.” More precisely, can we find in
Sextus something like a sceptical conception of dunamis as a potentiality?

In order to answer this question, I will focus on three kinds of sceptical uses of
the word dunamis: (1) to make reference to the activity of scepticism; (2) to indicate
the “implicit” or “virtual” content of some expressions or positions; and (3) to ex-
press something like a sceptical idea of potentiality.

 See Sextus Empiricus, Adversus Mathematicos 1 (= Against the Grammarians), sections 99, 107, 110,
115, 116, 117, 125. In most cases, references to Sextus’s works appear in parentheses in the body of the
text, abbreviated, respectively, as AM (Adversus Mathematicos) and PH (Pyrrhoniae Hypotyposes).
 One of the various changes Aristotle introduced to the philosophical conception of dunamis is to
connect it clearly with energeia. Cf. Aristotle, Metaph. 5.7.1017a35: “Again, ‘to be’ means that some of
these statements can be made in virtue of a potentiality and others in virtue of an actuality. For we
say that both that which sees potentially and that which sees actually is ‘a seeing thing.’ And in the
same way we call ‘understanding’ both that which can use the understanding, and that which does;
and we call ‘tranquil’ both that in which tranquillity is already present, and that which is potentially
tranquil.” Aristotle, Metaphysics, Volume I: Books 1‒9, trans. Hugh Tredennick (Cambridge, MA: Har-
vard University Press, 1933). See, for example, Joseph Souilhé, Étude sur le terme ΔΥΝΑΜΙΣ dans les
dialogues de Platon (Paris: F. Alcan, 1919), 183; Gwenaëlle Aubry, Dieu sans la puissance: “dunamis” et
“energeia” chez Aristote et chez Plotin (Paris: J. Vrin, 2006), 92. For a comprehensive analysis of the
word, see now David Lefebvre, Dynamis: sens et genèse de la notion aristotélicienne de puissance
(Paris: J. Vrin, 2018).
 For this use in PH, see 2.27, 81 (with a distinction between ousiai, sustasei, dunamei; cf. also AM
7.38), 83.
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1 The Sceptical Ability

As is well-known, Sextus does not usually refer to scepticism as a philosophy. In-
stead, he frequently uses the word agōgē (“way of life,” “conduct”) to describe his
own stance. Since the sceptical activity mostly consists of the refutation of dogmatic
philosophy, or the “so-called philosophy,”⁶ it seems quite natural that Sextus avoids
the term “philosophy,” which carries dogmatic implications.⁷ However, we should
not expect absolute coherence from Sextus in his usage of the word “philosophy”;
such absolute coherence cannot be found in any philosopher or any natural lan-
guage. However, in the case of Sextus, this lack of coherence is also grounded phil-
osophically: the sceptic should not “fight over phrases” (PH 1.207). For Sextus, the
point is that, overall, we understand each other, even if we use words loosely or im-
properly. For that reason, sometimes Sextus uses the expression “sceptical philoso-
phy.”⁸ Be that as it may, Sextus’s use of philosophia to refer to scepticism remains
marginal, and he clearly prefers to speak of a skeptikē agōgē (“sceptical persuasion”).
Roberta Ioli has outlined the reasons why Sextus preferred the word agōgē to hairesis
(“choice,” “school”), concluding that scepticism “is a philosophical ‘choice’ not be-
cause of its doctrines or its adherence to a founder, but because of its dialectical at-
titude leading to epochē and apatheia,”⁹ that is, respectively, to suspension of judg-
ment and impassibility.

Now, the study about the way Sextus describes his own stance should be com-
pleted by his definition of scepticism as a dunamis: a “faculty,” a “capacity,” or an
“ability.” Compared to Sextus’s widespread use of agōgē, dunamis is not frequent,
but it appears at two key moments linked to the “general account” of scepticism,
where a definition of scepticism and its method is being carried out, without giving
attention to the particular theses of the dogmatic philosophy. At AM 7.1, Sextus
makes distinguishes between the account of “the general character of the skeptical
ability” (Bett’s translation of ὁ μὲν καθόλου τῆς σκεπτικῆς δυνάμεως χαρακτὴρ),¹⁰
and its particular application in the specific part of dogmatic philosophy. In PH

 hē kaloumenē philosophia (PH 1.6; 2.1, 12, 205; 3.278); see also the expression hē legomenē philos-
ophia (“what they call philosophy”; PH 1.18; 3.1)
 For the discussion of the relation between philosophy and scepticism with an interpretation of Pyr-
rhonian scepticism as an anti-rationalism, see primarily Gisela Striker, “Scepticism as a Kind of Phi-
losophy,” Archiv für Geschichte der Philosophie 83, no. 2 (August 2001): 113‒29.
 Scepticism is presented in PH 1.4 as one of the “most fundamental kinds of philosophy” (hai
anōtatō philosophiai), and Sextus can refer to it as hē skeptikē philosophia (PH 1.5, 236; 2.6) or ephek-
tikē philosophia (i.e., the philosophy of suspension, PH 2.9).
 Roberta Ioli, “Agōgē and Related Concepts in Sextus Empiricus,” Siculorum Gymnasium N.S. 56,
no. 2 (July‒December 2003): 422. See also John Glucker, Antiochus and the Late Academy (Göttingen:
Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1978), 165‒66 and 180‒82.
 Richard Bett, trans., Sextus Empiricus: Against the Logicians (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2005), 3.
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1.11, as well, Sextus defines the Pyrrhonian philosopher as “someone who possesses
this ability” (ἔστι γὰρ ὁ μετέχων ταύτης τῆς δυνάμεως). The ability in question is de-
scribed a few lines earlier as “an ability to set out oppositions among things which
appear and are thought of in any way at all” (δύναμις ἀντιθετικὴ φαινομένων τε καὶ
νοουμένων καθ’ οἱονδήποτε τρόπον; PH 1.8, in Annas and Barnes’s translation).¹¹

This definition of scepticism describes the real activity of a sceptical philosopher:
to set out an opposition of impressions or theses in order to produce the equipollence
that leads to the suspension of judgment. This is the work of scepticism, the main
activity of Sextus when he engages in philosophy: to show the “opposition of things”
(τῆς ἀντιθέσεως τῶν πραγμάτων; PH 1.31).¹²

Why should we understand this activity as a dunamis? In PH 1.9, Sextus explains
that “we call it an ability not in any fancy sense, but simply in the sense of ‘to be able
to’” (῾δύναμιν᾽ μὲν οὖν αὐτὴν καλοῦμεν οὐ κατὰ τὸ περίεργον ἀλλ’ ἁπλῶς κατὰ τὸ
δύνασθαι). What exactly is a “fancy sense” of dunamis? When describing language
or style, periergos means “sophisticated” or “elaborate.”¹³ Here, by kata to periergon,
Sextus refers to a sense of dunamis which is tricky or complicated to understand, be-
cause it seems to entail a theory of what a capacity is.¹⁴ Hence, for Sextus the scep-
tical ability does not entail such a dogmatic conception of dunamis; it only means
that the sceptic is able to have this kind of activity, namely to show the opposition
among things and appearances.

Let us turn our attention to the question of my introduction: does this capacity
have something to do with the potentiality-dunamis? It may be tempting to bridge
this use with the idea of potentiality (because a faculty is a kind of potentiality
which is not necessarily at work at all times, in the same way as the grammarian
is not a grammarian in action at every moment of his life). Nevertheless, we should
resist this temptation, considering that the sceptical dunamis is more obvious or evi-
dent; it merely refers to the fact that someone can do something, just because he has
already done it once, without any further claim about the nature or epistemological
status of this capacity. In the potentiality-dunamis there is, indeed, the idea that a
thing has a plurality of possible effects which can be realised under certain condi-
tions, and it does not seem that Sextus implies such an idea with his sceptical duna-
mis.

 Julia Annas and Jonathan Barnes, trans., Sextus Empiricus: Outlines of Scepticism (Cambridge/
New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994).
 The main activity and not the unique one, because this description does not fit with what Sextus
is doing when he is writing the general account of the scepticism, that is, when he gives an account of
his own method.
 Cf. LSJ, s.v. περίεργος.
 As has been noted by Fabricius, for Sextus dunamis does not carry any distinction with technēn,
hikanotēta, hexin…not even with energeia. Johann Albert Fabricius, ed., Sexti Empirici opera: graece et
latine (Leipzig: sumptu librariae Kuehnianae, 1840), 1:9, note r.
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This interpretation is confirmed by PH 1.240, where Sextus draws a parallel be-
tween the sceptic’s use of certain expressions “without holding opinions” (adoxas-
tōs) and the Methodics’ use of aperiergōs (translated by Annas and Barnes as “in
a straightforward way”).¹⁵ For Sextus, saying something adoxastōs means saying
something without attaching dogmatic certainty to it; one is not asserting something
with assent, but is merely stating what appears to him to be the case (cf., for exam-
ple, PH 1.15). Hence, in the case of the sceptical ability, we should not understand
Sextus as saying that the sceptic possesses something like a “faculty” which
would imply a knowledge of hidden things (for example, the nature of the soul, or
of the intellect); he is rather stating that we can observe that the sceptic is able to
set out oppositions, just because we saw that he has already done such things.

Finally, this meaning seems to be confirmed by the following sentences of PH 1.9,
where Sextus explains the meaning of the definition of the sceptical ability (“an abil-
ity to set out oppositions among things which appear and are thought of in any way
at all”). Sextus notes that the final part of this definition, namely “in any way at all”
(kath’ oiondēpote tropon), “can be taken either with ‘an ability’ (to show that we are
to understand the word ‘ability’ in its straightforward sense, as we said), or else with
‘to set out oppositions etc…’.”¹⁶ I will say something later about that subtle strategy;
for now, it is sufficient to note that there is no accurate or defined realisation of the
sceptical capacity—there is no clear definition of what might be a right way or a
wrong way to oppose things. Thus, there is also no distinction between what could
be a real or an accidental capacity of doing so. This sceptical ability can be realised
“in any way at all,” and that means that we should consider this term in his loose
and non-technical sense, without narrowly defining what a capacity is. Once
again, the fact that one has provided oppositions of things in order to provoke ep-
ochē is the only criterion to decide that one has the capacity to do so.

This first use of dunamis shows two important aspects of the scepticism of Sex-
tus Empiricus:
1. The peculiar nature of scepticism as a philosophical stance. Scepticism is a phil-

osophical position, but this position is shaped against more or less all the clas-
sical definitions of the philosophy, or at least the theoretical aspects of philoso-
phy. By choosing the word dunamis to refer to the sceptical activity, Sextus
expresses this very special relationship with philosophy.

2. The concepts used by Sextus are neutral, and he refers to them in a deflationist
way. Here the point of interest is not that he uses concepts merely in order to be
understood (in a pragmatic way, which is also for Sextus one of the main rules of
the sceptical use of language), but that he uses concepts to denote something

 A̓δοξάστως is not in the manuscript but comes from the traditio latina; the insertion is justified by
the previous sentence, πρὸς τῷ καὶ τὸ ἀδόξαστόν τε καὶ ἀδιάφορον τῆς χρήσεως τῶν ὀνομάτων κοι-
νὸν εἶναι τῶν ἀγωγῶν, and by the next sentence as well.
 τὸ δὲ ῾καθ’ οἱονδήποτε τρόπον᾽ δύναται προσαρμόζεσθαι καὶ τῇ δυνάμει, ἵνα ἁπλῶς τὸ τῆς δυνά-
μεως ὄνομα, ὡς εἰρήκαμεν, παραλαμβάνωμεν, καὶ τῷ ῾ἀντιθετικὴ φαινομένων τε καὶ νοουμένων᾽.
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evident, facts or phainomena, without making dogmatic assertions about things
that are not evident.

As we have seen, this use of the word dunamis shows that the idea of a sceptical abil-
ity is shaped by a rejection of the dogmatic idea of a faculty that could possess some
potentialities. Contrary to the dogmatic conception of faculty, the sceptical dunamis
seems to be the result of a more economic method, based on fact, without any com-
mitment to the structure or the nature of the mind.

2 From implicit to virtual: dunamis and the
sceptical use of language

We can now switch to another use of dunamis by Sextus, which appears mainly in a
linguistic context, under the form dunamei + saying verbs (phēmi, kaleō, legō,
phaskō, apophainō).¹⁷ This use appears when Sextus aims to explain, clarify, or refor-
mulate an expression A by a new formulation B, claiming that “by Awe say dunamei
—i.e., implicitly or virtually—B.” Regarding this use, translators hesitated between
“implicitly” and “virtually,” and we should wonder if this hesitation points towards
a more complex interpretation of Sextus’s dunamis.¹⁸ As I said, the main occurrences
of this use of the word is in linguistic contexts with saying verbs. However, we will
see that it can be expanded to verbs expressing all kinds of reasoning.¹⁹ It concerns
either dogmatic statements or sceptical expressions.

2.1 To explain or refute a statement

2.1.1 The implicit-dunamis

The “implicit-dunamis” refers to cases where Sextus shows that an expression A can
be replaced by an expression B. This use is not necessarily negative or critical. In AM
11.8‒10, for instance, Sextus uses dunamei or kata dunamin also to express semantic
equivalences: in that case it is the contention that for the Stoics the definition is the

 There are 14 instances of this construction with saying verbs (of the 209 occurrences of dunamis in
Sextus).
 Annas and Barnes choose to render it systematically by “implicitly”; Pellegrin and Bury seem to
hesitate between both. See Pierre Pellegrin, trans., Sextus Empiricus. Esquisses pyrrhoniennes (Paris:
Éditions du Seuil, 1997); R.G. Bury, trans., Sextus Empiricus. Outlines of Pyrrhonism (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1933).
 Cf. all the instances where Sextus uses verbs like logizomai (PH 1.69), antilegō (PH 2.155, 193),
tithēmi (PH 1.195, AM 7.399, 8.40), etc.
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same thing as a universal proposition: there is a difference between both solely in the
syntax (psilēi tēi suntaxei), or in the words (tēi phōnēi).²⁰

This kind of usage does not entail the idea of any potentiality. A potential mean-
ing implies that a word can have an additional meaning beyond that which is being
used. However, Sextus is not arguing that the dogmatic expression in question can
have another meaning, nor even that it does have a plurality of meanings; he is mere-
ly saying that the new formulation is only a reformulation of a dogmatic thesis. This
move does not even necessarily entail a critical purpose, as it can be a simple refor-
mulation of a thesis, as for example in the case of Protagoras (PH 1.216), when Sextus
explains that saying that man is the measure of things is implicitly saying (that is, is
equivalent to saying) that man is a criterion of all things, which can be seen (falsely)
as a common feature with the sceptics.²¹

2.1.2 The virtual-dunamis

The second case, which I will call “virtual-dunamis,” is used to show the logical con-
sequence of a position. Sextus points out the virtual consequence of an assumption,
mainly in order to show a problem or a contradiction in the thesis discussed. In the
previous case, the dunamis was semantic, whereas in this case, it is a logical conse-
quence, or an argumentative consequence. There is no big difference between those
two cases, and we can say that the meaning of dunamis is the same in both, but that
Sextus uses the word in two different contexts.

The virtual-dunamis is linked to logical context: this use is a kind of tool which
allows to show the implication of a position, mainly in order to show a problem or a
contradiction in the thesis discussed. That is the case, for instance, concerning the
notion of place in AM 10.13 when Sextus shows that the person who says that a
part of place exists implicitly means (δυνάμει ὁ λέγων…τοῦτό φησιν) that the
place exists.²² In that case, the expression with dunamei is a polemical tool to display
the theoretical implications of formulations which could appear unproblematic. It is
mainly used in order to realise the sceptic economical strategy which does not aim to
expose detailed arguments or to be exhaustive in argumentation, but to settle for ar-
guments sufficient to provoke suspension of judgment, which is part of a strategy of
providing an outline. Thus, Sextus frequently shows that an argument or a definition
can be used to attain several aims, because it refutes dunamei a given argument. For

 See also AM 8.236, where kata men tēn dunamin is opposed to kata de tēn prophoran (“regarding
the explicit statement”).
 See also, again on Protagoras, AM 8.393.
 See also AM 2.81, where Sextus shows the circular definition of the telos of the rhetoric.
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instance, the arguments against the difference between conclusive and inconclusive
arguments “implicitly argued” against deficient arguments (PH 2.155).²³

In a similar fashion, Sextus reports the fact that, for Chrysippus, the dog “is vir-
tually reasoning” by using the “fifth unprovable.” Although in those passages Annas
and Barnes translate dunamis by “implicitly,” we can understand why certain trans-
lators choose “virtually.” Here, dunamis seems to be a little more complex than in
pure semantic cases because the problem is not only establishing a semantic equiv-
alence, but also determining if the positions taken involve certain consequences or
effects that are not clearly involved in the explicit position. In those cases, “virtual-
ity” is involved in so far as the subject is not really conscious that he is doing what he
is really doing or saying. That is clearly the case for Chrysippus’s dog—which is rea-
soning, even though it is not conscious that it is reasoning—or for Carneades, who is
using dunamei as a criterion because he is seeking happiness (AM 7.166).

Although both uses of the of dunamis (the linguistic “implicitly” and the logical
“virtually”) are very close, we still need to differentiate between them, because in
the virtual-dunamis Sextus seems to be aware that the expression A is not strictly
equivalent to B, but that the fact of claiming A has also the effect of claiming B.
In any case, neither of these uses implies the potentiality-dunamis, because the po-
tentiality-dunamis entails the fact that under certain conditions A can be B, whereas
in the implicit-dunamis or the virtual-dunamis, one who admits A necessarily admits
B.

2.2 In Sceptical Contexts

2.2.1 To Explain Sceptical Expressions

Most of the instances of dunamis appear in sceptical contexts, in which Sextus pres-
ents the meaning of the sceptical stance in PH 1, and especially in the part devoted to
the sceptical expressions (PH 1.188–thrice; 195, 199, 203, 208). In such a usage, Sex-
tus explains the meaning of a sceptical expression (phōnē) which is “elliptical” (el-
lipēs; 1.188), and therefore requires an explanation in order to ensure the reader’s
nuanced and non-dogmatic understanding. Since the sceptical use of language
has renounced to the myth of a perfect akribeia, namely to say things exactly as
they are, and promotes a pragmatic use of language where mutual comprehension
or understanding is the only rule, the sceptic can use expressions which can be
seen as incomplete and even ambiguous, provided that the reader understands his

 Also PH 2.112, 193; 3.37; AM 7.91, 399; AM 1.96. See also, in a sceptical context, PH 1.11, where Sex-
tus says that the concept of sceptical persuasion virtually defines “the Pyrrhonian philosopher.”
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intention. All the sceptical utterances can be seen as a form of katachrēsis, a loose
form of expression with an implicit content that can be elucidated.²⁴

In those cases, the formula dunamei + saying verbs is used to explicate what was
implicit in the expression. For example, in PH 1.188 Sextus affirms that “when we say
ou mallon (‘no more’), we implicitly say ‘no more this than that’.”²⁵ Regarding the ex-
pression ou mallon, one can perfectly see how incomplete it is, since it introduces a
comparison which is not explicit in the expression. In order to avoid a dogmatic in-
terpretation of ou mallonwhich could denote an absolute indetermination of things—
as is (maybe?) the case in Pyrrho’s thinking—Sextus’s explanation gives sense to the
expression in the context of isostheneia where two propositions or theses are op-
posed and have the same power of persuasion, which leads to epochē.²⁶

In the same fashion, Sextus presents sceptical assertions under the seal of rela-
tivisation or subjectivisation: if one can believe that the sceptic is making objective
assertions, we need to assume that he is saying implicitly “relatively to me,” as in PH
1.199 or PH 1.135.²⁷ Besides, one can wonder if all the sceptical discourse, not merely
the sceptical expressions, are to be interpreted as a katachrēsis, that is an approxi-
mation, carrying that kind of dunamis which is not systematically expressed for
the reason that, once again, the main aim of the sceptical discourse is not to be ac-
curate or precise but to be understood. Now, if Sextus had written his work trying to
express exactly all his positions without leaving any room for approximation, aside
from the fact that this project would have been impossible, it would have been un-
readable, or at least more difficult to read.We have an example of an effort to com-
pletely express the dunamis of the expression panti logōi logos isos antikeitai (“op-
posed to every account there is an equal account”) in PH 1.203, and it includes a
pretty weighty sentence: “to every account I have scrutinised which purports to es-
tablish something in dogmatic fashion, there appears to me to be opposed another
account, purporting to establish something in dogmatic fashion, equal to it in con-
vincingness or lack of convincingness.”²⁸ One can say that all the procedure of ren-

 See PH 1.135.
 ὅταν εἴπωμεν ‘οὐ μᾶλλον,’ δυνάμει φαμὲν ‘οὐ μᾶλλον τόδε ἢ τόδε’.
 In AM 1.315 Sextus mentions several senses (dunamis) of the ou mallon: “How will they [sc. the
sceptic] understand what force the phrase ‘no more’ has among sceptics, whether it is interrogative or
declaratory, and for what it is used, for the external object or the feeling we have?” (ἢ ποῦ συνήσουσι
τίνα δύναμιν ἔχει παρὰ σκεπτικοῖς ἡ ῾οὐδὲν μᾶλλον᾽ φωνή, πότερον πυσματική ἐστιν ἢ ἀξιωματική,
καὶ ἐπὶ τίνος τάσσεται, ἆρά γε τοῦ ἐκτὸς ὑποκειμένου ἢ τοῦ περὶ ἡμᾶς πάθους;). English in D.L.
Blank, trans., Sextus Empiricus, Against the Grammarians (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1998), 65.
 PH 1.199: “someone who says ‘every thing is undetermined’ also signifies according to us ‘rela-
tively to me’ or ‘as it appears to me’” (οὕτως ὁ λέγων ‘πάντα ἐστὶν ἀόριστα’ συσσημαίνει ‘καθ’
ἡμᾶς’ ἢ ‘ὡς πρὸς ἐμὲ’ ἢ ‘ὡς ἐμοὶ φαίνεται’); PH 1.135: “we use ‘is’ loosely, in the sense of ‘appears’,
implicitly saying ‘everything appears relative’” (τῷ ‘ἔστι’ καταχρώμεθα ἀντὶ τοῦ ‘φαίνεται’, δυνάμει
τοῦτο λέγοντες ‘πρός τι πάντα φαίνεται’).
 δυνάμει τοῦτό φημι ῾παντὶ τῷ ὑπ’ ἐμοῦ <ἐξητασμένῳ> λόγῳ, ὃς κατασκευάζει τι δογματικῶς, ἕτε-
ρος λόγος κατασκευάζων τι δογματικῶς, ἴσος αὐτῷ κατὰ πίστιν καὶ ἀπιστίαν, ἀντικεῖσθαι φαίνεταί
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dering the sceptical discourse explicit is in reality a process of relativisation: for the
expression panti logōi logos isos antikeitai, the relativisation consists of reminding
that:
1. This principle—which is the “chief constitutive of scepticism” (cf. PH 1.12)—

should not be interpreted as an assertion about all possible logoi—that would
be a dogmatic assertion comparable with the position of Protagoras—but as
an experimental principle grounded on the observation that for now the logoi ex-
amined are equal in convincingness.²⁹

2. Furthermore, this principle is not relevant for all logoi, but only for the dogmatic
logoi, and in this case the logos hos kataskeuazei ti dogmatikōs, that is the logos
which establishes something dogmatically. Hence, not all logoi are dogmatic, or
as Sextus says, “posit as real the things they hold beliefs about”; the sceptical
expression, and more generally the sceptical logos is just an avowal, or a subjec-
tive expression of what is apparent to the sceptic (cf. PH 1.15).

3. This opposition constitutes the third point of explicitation: the expression of the
equipollence of the logoi does not claim that in reality, or objectively, the logoi
are equal, but just that they seem or appear to be equal, which is sufficient
for the suspension of judgment.

4. Finally, to elucidate the expression, we must recall that the equality in question
has a scope; it is not an absolute equality, but an equality in persuasion, which is
necessary and sufficient to the suspension of assent, because the assent is given
relative to the convincingness of one’s logos or proposition.

Once again, let us turn now to the question of the potentiality-dunamis: are those
instances cases of potentiality? Admittedly, one could say that this use is very com-
mon and that we encounter instances of it in non-philosophical contexts which have
nothing to do with the Aristotelian conception of dunamis. But this answer would be
a lazy one; we can imagine that—even in non-philosophical contexts—one can use
both a sophisticated conception of dunamis and of the idea of potentiality. The essen-
tial argument is that, if any potentiality were involved, it would mean that a sceptical
expression would not necessarily have a sceptical meaning. However, that is not
what Sextus says. Rather, he claims that those expressions have a constant meaning
for a sceptic, even if it is possible that those expressions have several sceptical mean-
ings. It seems, then, that in this case the dunamis has nothing to do with potentiality,

μοι᾽, ὡς εἶναι τὴν τοῦ λόγου προφορὰν οὐ δογματικὴν ἀλλ’ ἀνθρωπείου πάθους ἀπαγγελίαν, ὅ ἐστι
φαινόμενον τῷ πάσχοντι.
 Following the reading of Annas and Barnes, who print ἐξητασμένῳ instead of the ζητουμένῳ in
Mutschmann and Mau’s 1958 Teubner edition.
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and is rather to be connected to the previous linguistic meaning of dunamis as “a
meaning” of word, that is the “implicit-dunamis.”³⁰

Thus, this usage of dunamis remains neutral, and does not carry anything like a
potentiality. It is just a way to express two facts: the fact that the expression or the
sentence does not express explicitly or verbatim something which it implicitly con-
tains, and the fact that the implicit formulation is equivalent to the explicit one.

However, it retains two problematic elements.

2.2.2 Two Apparently Problematic Instances

2.2.2.1 PH 1.22
We say, then, that the standard of the Sceptical persuasion (tēs skeptikēs agōgēs) is what is ap-
parent (to phainomenon), implicitly (dunamei) meaning by this the appearances; because, since
the phantasia depends on passive and unwilled feelings, it is not an object of investigation.³¹

Annas and Barnes’s translation, quoted here (slightly modified), has “implicitly.”
Pellegrin’s French translation reads “virtuellement,” and Rachel Barney in her
paper on Sextean appearances likewise translates “virtually.”³²

Formally speaking, the expression is the same as in the previous instances. How-
ever, its meaning is not exactly the same: Sextus does not say that to phainomenon is
an elliptical expression whose complete meaning should be tēn phantasian; neither
does he explain (like in the dogmatic contexts above) a theoretical implication of
phainomenon. If we want to connect it to some of the previous instances, it is nearer
to the passage where Sextus uses dunamis to provide a reformulation semantically
equivalent to the expression, without any polemic intention.

Yet it seems to me that this use is quite different: Sextus offers a reformulation of
a crucial term in the sceptical vocabulary, using a term that is very common in dog-
matic philosophy: phantasia. Thus, to explain the sceptical concept of phainomenon,
he translates it using a dogmatic term. For that reason, he has to clarify his own po-
sition by specifying what he has in mind with this comparison. Hence, we should un-
derstand the end of the sentence ἐν πείσει γὰρ καὶ ἀβουλήτῳ πάθει κειμένη ἀζήτητός
ἐστιν, as a reformulation: “because, since the phantasia depends on passive and un-
willed feelings, it is not an object of investigation.”

 See LSJ, s.v. δύναμις (III): “force or meaning of a word”; or Diccionario Griego-Español (http://dge.
cchs.csic.es/xdge/), s.v. δύναμις (III): “c. sent. de valor y equivalencia. 1. ref. conceptos y palabras:
valor, significado, sentido; τὴν δύναμιν ἔχειν tener el valor de, equivaler, significar Th. 5.20.”
 κριτήριον τοίνυν φαμὲν εἶναι τῆς σκεπτικῆς ἀγωγῆς τὸ φαινόμενον, δυνάμει τὴν φαντασίαν οὕτω
καλοῦντες· ἐν πείσει γὰρ καὶ ἀβουλήτῳ πάθει κειμένη ἀζήτητός ἐστιν.
 Cf. Rachel Barney, “Appearances and Impressions,” Phronesis 37, no. 3 (January 1992): 301n25,
303. See also Bury’s translation: “giving this name to what is virtually the sense-presentation.”

Sextus Εmpiricus’s use of dunamis 33



What about dunamei in this case? Sextus does not say that the word phainome-
non can have this meaning under certain conditions. Rather, he claims that phaino-
menon does contain the sense of phantasia, if we agree to conceive the phantasia as a
pure passive process. For Barney, this dunamei means “virtually”: that phainomenon
would not be identical to phantasia, but would signify a restriction “to the assent-
compelling content of phantasia.” Thus, Barney believes that dunamei implies in
this context that not every phantasia is identical to phainomenon, but only some
kind of phantasia. By contrast, I think that dunamei here is the expression of the
fact that for Sextus we can establish a relation between the sceptic phainomenon
and the dogmatic phantasia, yet with the proviso that we should understand the
phantasia without embedding any kind of activity.

Thus, despite the apparent peculiarity of this instance, PH 1.22 is a case of “im-
plicit-dunamis.”

2.2.2.2 PH 1.195
Let us turn to PH 1.195:

Now it is, I think, clear that these phrases (sc. “perhaps,” “maybe,” and “possibly”) are indica-
tive of non-assertion (aphasias). For instance, someone who says “perhaps it is” implicitly (du-
namei) posits what is thought to conflict with it, namely “perhaps it is not,” insofar as he does
not make an affirmation about its being so.³³

Annas and Barnes, in their choice of one single translation of dunamei, use “implic-
itly.” It is true that Sextus explained at the beginning of the chapter that “we take
‘perhaps’ and ‘perhaps not’ in the sense of ‘perhaps it is and perhaps it is not’”
(PH 1.194), in order to indicate the state of non-assertion (aphasia) of the sceptic.
But, at present, it seems that we are not facing a simple case of semantic equiva-
lence. As a matter of fact, if this instance of dunamis meant “implicitly,” it would sig-
nify that the meaning of “perhaps” for a sceptic is equivalent to “perhaps not.” Yet,
this is in no way what Sextus is saying. Rather, his purpose is to explain that by say-
ing “perhaps” he is also saying at the same time “perhaps not,” in the very fact that
by writing “perhaps” he is not making any dogmatic claim about the nature of real-
ity. Thus, in this case to posit dunamei B is to posit B at the same time as saying A.
The last sentence cannot replace the former sentence: to properly understand Sextus,
we have to understand at the same time A and B, since the sceptic neither posits nor
rejects any dogmatic thesis (cf. PH 1.193). This seems to be a case of virtuality, in a
certain manner similar to the logical implication. But once again, the difference be-
tween those two uses of dunamei, “virtually” and “implicitly,” is thin, and we must

 ὅτι μέντοι αὗται αἱ φωναὶ ἀφασίας εἰσὶ δηλωτικαί, πρόδηλον, οἶμαι. ὁ γοῦν λέγων ‘τάχα ἔστιν’
δυνάμει τίθησι καὶ τὸ μάχεσθαι δοκοῦν αὐτῷ, τὸ ‘τάχα μὴ εἶναι’, τῷ μὴ διαβεβαιοῦσθαι περὶ τοῦ
εἶναι αὐτό.

34 Stéphane Marchand



acknowledge that it does not entail the idea of potentiality, because the potentiality
entails the idea of a power which can be inefficient at least at a given time.

3 Toward a Sceptical-Potentiality?

3.1 The potentiality of the sceptical expressions

So far, it seems that dunamis is never used by Sextus in order to express some scep-
tical potentiality. Yet, my contention is that in the idea of potentiality within the no-
tion of δύναμις there is something that can be worthwhile for a sceptical approach.

To introduce this use, we can return for a while to PH 1.9, where Sextus explains
that the expression “in any way at all” (kath’ oiondēpote tropon) “can be taken” (du-
natai prosarmozesthai) either with one word or with another. Sextus points out that
such an expression has the potential to be interpreted or understood under both con-
structions,without mentioning which one is wrong or true; they are both true, or bet-
ter, both are efficient depending on the argumentative situation.

Admittedly, here Sextus does not use dunamis or dunamei but the verb dunatai
(to be able). Nevertheless, this meaning of dunamis is precisely connected to the
verb, in order to express the idea of possibility or potentiality carried by such a
verb. Thus, in that case, we are faced with a potentiality-dunamis. Sextus contends
that both constructions are possible but not necessary: “in any way at all” (kath’
oiondēpote tropon) can be constructed either with “an ability” (tēi dunamei), or
with “to set out oppositions among things which appear and are thought of” (τῷ ῾ἀν-
τιθετικὴ φαινομένων τε καὶ νοουμένων᾽). There is no primacy of one construction
over the other; both are right. Moreover, proposing one construction does not prevent
him from proposing the other construction. Thanks to the potentiality-dunamis, the
sceptic has a very efficient and economical tool that allows him to state phrases
with a plurality of effects, granting that a given interpretation of a phrase does not
necessarily exclude another interpretation. Thus, a phrase or an object Awhich is po-
tentially B can be both A and B at the same time, or can have only the effect of A or B
under certain conditions.

This sense of dunamis appears at the key passage PH 1.15:

But then, if someone who holds beliefs posits what he believes as being the case,while the Scep-
tic utters his own expressions in such a way that potentially (dunamei) they are bracketed by
themselves, then he cannot be said to hold beliefs in uttering them.³⁴

 πλὴν ἀλλ’ εἰ ὁ δογματίζων τίθησιν ὡς ὑπάρχον τοῦτο ὃ δογματίζει, ὁ δὲ σκεπτικὸς τὰς φωνὰς
αὑτοῦ προφέρεται ὡς δυνάμει ὑφ’ ἑαυτῶν περιγράφεσθαι, οὐκ ἂν ἐν τῇ προφορᾷ τούτων δογματίζειν
λεχθείη. English translation in Luca Castagnoli, Ancient Self-Refutation: The Logic and History of the
Self-Refutation Argument from Democritus to Augustine (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2010), T98 (p. 271).
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I have deliberately switched to Luca Castagnoli’s translation because Annas and
Barnes rendered the term once again with “implicitly.” But, Castagnoli’s subtle inter-
pretation shows that here dunamei has a different sense from the other passages. By
dunamei Sextus is not saying that the sceptical expressions are always self-referential
(that would be the case if dunamis meant “implicitly” or “virtually”), but that they
can be self-referential, if they are interpreted dogmatically, that is as “absolutely
true.”³⁵ This interpretation is central to Castagnoli’s position, since his aim is to
show that Sextus does not promote the virtue of self-reversal or self-consumption
of the sceptical arguments; so the so-called self-reversal function of the sceptical ar-
guments is only a potentiality of the sceptical expressions, when they are interpreted
in a dogmatic way. It is thus a potentiality of those expressions, but not a stable vir-
tue, a quality, or a capacity of those expressions.

Besides, Castagnoli emphasises that there are, in the same context, two uses of
dunamai in PH 2.188 and AM 8.480 that share the same idea of potentiality regarding
the idea that some logoi can cancel themselves in certain conditions.³⁶ In both cases,
as Castagnoli rightly emphasises,³⁷ Sextus uses the verb dunamai to express a poten-
tiality or a possibility, whereas he does not use it concerning the simile of the fire or
the purgative drugs: the fact that they operate against themselves is not a mere pos-
sibility, but a stable or constant capacity. This is also the case in PH 1.206, where Sex-
tus says that sceptical expressions can be cancelled by themselves (ὅπου γε καὶ ὑφ’
ἑαυτῶν αὐτὰς ἀναιρεῖσθαι λέγομεν δύνασθαι).

Even if one does not agree with Castagnoli’s powerful and sophisticated inter-
pretation, we can notice that this interpretation of the sense of dunamei is also
shared by McPherran—with a totally different aim—but with the same idea that
here dunamei has a peculiar meaning.³⁸ This meaning cannot be reduced to the im-
plicit-dunamis or the virtual-dunamis because the self-cancellation of the sceptical
utterance is linked to the interpretation of this utterance. If someone takes a sceptical

 Castagnoli, 274.
 AM 8.480 explains how the argument against demonstration can cancel itself: “so too the argu-
ment against demonstration, after doing away with all demonstration, can cancel itself as well”
(οὕτω δύναται καὶ ὁ κατὰ τῆς ἀπόδειξιν λόγος μετὰ τὸ πᾶσαν ἀπόδειξιν ἀνελεῖν καὶ ἑαυτὸν συμπερι-
γράφειν); PH 2.188 gives the same idea: “Arguments, like purgative drugs which evacuate themselves
along with the matters present in the body, can actually cancel themselves along with the other argu-
ments which are said to be probative” (δύνανται δὲ οἱ λόγοι, καθάπερ καὶ τὰ καθαρτικὰ φάρμακα ταῖς
ἐν τῷ σώματι ὑποκειμέναις ὕλαις ἑαυτὰ συνεξάγει, οὕτω καὶ αὐτοὶ τοῖς ἄλλοις λόγοις τοῖς ἀποδεικτι-
κοῖς εἶναι λεγομένοις καὶ ἑαυτοὺς συμπεριγράφειν).
 Castagnoli, Ancient Self-Refutation, 291n129.
 Mark L. McPherran, “Skeptical Homeopathy and Self-Refutation,” Phronesis 32, no. 3 (1987):
295n14: “By hōs dunamei Sextus simply means that—unlike the Dogmatist—he utters his maxim in
full awareness and acceptance of the fact that if his claims should happen to represent true propo-
sitions they would be capable of entailing their own falsehood.” Pierre Pellegrin translates in the
same fashion by “elles portent en elles-mêmes en puissance leur propre limitation.”
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utterance as it should be, that is as a subjective avowal, there is no need of a self-
cancellation for the very reason that such an avowal does not entail any belief.

These interpretations reveal the sense in which a dunamis-potentiality can be
worthwhile to the sceptical stance. Scepticism is not a philosophical system—even
if it can appear as somewhat systematic; it has no dogmatic principle, nor any
fixed criterion to determine what is true or false. Moreover, scepticism is shaped
against all kinds of dogmatism, not only the kind of dogmatism that prevailed in Sex-
tus’s time. Thus, this kind of dunamis-potentiality seems to be an interesting adapt-
able tool, a means to show what an argument or an interpretation can do without
asserting that it always has such a power.

3.2 The dunamis of the logos

So far, it might seem that this sense of dunamis remains scarce and exotic. However,
my purpose is now to show that one can connect this sense with another use of du-
namis, which shares the same sense and the same link with dunamis and the verb
dunamai in order to express the polymorphic power of the sceptical argumentation.

This use can be seen in the well-known text of PH 3.280‒81, which is a crucial
text since it describes precisely the sceptical use of the logos:

Sceptics are philanthropic and wish to cure by argument, as far as they can (kata dunamin), the
conceit and rashness of the Dogmatists. Just as doctors for bodily afflictions have remedies
which differ in potency, and apply severe remedies to patients who are severely afflicted and
milder remedies to those mildly afflicted, so Sceptics propound arguments which differ in
strength (kata ischun logous). They employ weighty arguments, capable of vigorously rebutting
(kai eutonōs anaskeuazein dunamenois) the dogmatic affliction of conceit, against those who are
distressed by a severe rashness, and they employ milder arguments against those who are af-
flicted by a conceit which is superficial and easily cured and which can be rebutted by a milder
degree of plausibility. This is why those with a Sceptical impulse do not hesitate sometimes to
propound arguments which are sometimes weighty in their plausibility, and sometimes appa-
rently rather weak. They do this deliberately, since often a weaker argument is sufficient for
them to achieve their purpose.³⁹

 Ὁ σκεπτικὸς διὰ τὸ φιλάνθρωπος εἶναι τὴν τῶν δογματικῶν οἴησίν τε καὶ προπέτειαν κατὰ δύνα-
μιν ἰᾶσθαι λόγῳ βούλεται. καθάπερ οὖν οἱ τῶν σωματικῶν παθῶν ἰατροὶ διάφορα κατὰ μέγεθος ἔχουσι
βοηθήματα, καὶ τοῖς μὲν σφοδρῶς πεπονθόσι τὰ σφοδρὰ τούτων προσάγουσι, τοῖς δὲ κούφως τὰ κου-
φότερα, καὶ ὁ σκεπτικὸς οὕτως διαφόρους ἐρωτᾷ [καὶ] κατὰ ἰσχὺν λόγους, καὶ τοῖς μὲν ἐμβριθέσι καὶ
εὐτόνως ἀνασκευάζειν δυναμένοις τὸ τῆς οἰήσεως τῶν δογματικῶν πάθος ἐπὶ τῶν σφοδρᾷ τῇ προπε-
τείᾳ κεκακωμένων χρῆται, τοῖς δὲ κουφοτέροις ἐπὶ τῶν ἐπιπόλαιον καὶ εὐίατον ἐχόντων τὸ τῆς οἰή-
σεως πάθος καὶ ὑπὸ κουφοτέρων πιθανοτήτων ἀνασκευάζεσθαι δυναμένων. διόπερ ὁτὲ μὲν ἐμβριθεῖς
ταῖς πιθανότησιν, ὁτὲ δὲ καὶ ἀμαυροτέρους φαινομένους οὐκ ὀκνεῖ λόγους συνερωτᾶν ὁ ἀπὸ τῆς σκέ-
ψεως ὁρμώμενος, ἐπίτηδες, ὡς ἀρκοῦντας αὐτῷ πολλάκις πρὸς τὸ ἀνύειν τὸ προκείμενον.
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The crucial expression here is kata dunamin, translated by Annas and Barnes as “as
far as they can.” This translation understands this expression as a caveat, a manner
to express a “cautious attitude towards his therapeutic arguments”.⁴⁰ My contention
is that another understanding of this expression is possible, where dunamis is linked
with the sceptic potentiality.⁴¹

To tell the truth, this expression is rather complex. At first sight, it seems obvious
to me that it establishes a relation between the dunamis and the idea of the power of
argumentation, in the same way than Sextus, in this text, speaks of “remedies which
differ in potency” (kata megethos echousi boēthēmata) or arguments “which differ in
strength” (kata ischun logous). We may find this meaning of dunamis in Sextus’s
works, in particular passages about power of argumentation as in PH 1.35 and 39.
This interpretation prevails in Pellegrin’s translation “le sceptique… veut guérir par
la puissance de l’argumentation.”⁴² On such interpretation, the meaning of the pas-
sage is that the sceptic wishes to cure by argument according to its power. Such an
interpretation assumes that λογοῦ (“of the argument”) is implied with κατὰ δύναμιν,
in order to express a measure of the power of the argument, which is certainly one of
the purposes of this passage. If so, it should be a quite different use from what we
call the potentiality-dunamis.

Let us dig deeper into the power in question. One can wonder from which point
of view this power is determined: is Sextus thinking about an objective measure of
the argument, namely the fact that an argument is sound or unsound, valid or inva-
lid? If that is the case, it means that Sextus does accept the fact that certain argu-
ments are objectively good and others bad, which seems incompatible with the scep-
tical stance. For that reason, it seems preferable to consider that here Sextus is not
speaking about the logical validity of the argument he uses in order to produce equi-
pollence, but rather about the psychological effect an argument can have on the dog-
matist to whom he is speaking.⁴³ This interpretation is confirmed by the very fact that

 Diego E. Machuca, “Argumentative Persuasiveness in Ancient Pyrrhonism,” Méthexis 22 (2009):
107.
 Indeed, this expression is an old one: it can be tracked back to Hesiod (Works and Days 336) with
this sense; for the history of this expression, see Lefebvre, Dynamis, 37‒176. However, the other in-
stances of the expression in Sextus (AM 10.340 and 342) do not have this sense, and are opposed
to kat’ entelecheian in an Aristotelian fashion. Obviously, this is not an impediment that the expres-
sion has in PH 3.280 the sense “as far as he can,” it just underlines that, if it does, it should be a
hapax. There is also another instance in AM 11.10, cf. above, sec. 2.1.1.
 See the similar construction in Rafael Sartorio Maulini: “el escéptico, porque es filántropo, desea
curar por medio del discurso la arrogancia y precipitación de los dogmáticos con arreglo a su inten-
sidad.” Rafael Sartorio Maulini, trans., Sexto Empírico: Hipotiposis Pirrónicas (Madrid: Akal, 1996).
 For this position, see the central paper of Machuca, “Argumentative Persuasiveness.” See also
Svavar Hrafn Svavarsson, “Sextus Empiricus on Persuasiveness and Equipollence,” in Strategies of
Argument: Essays in Ancient Ethics, Epistemology, and Logic, ed. Mi-Kyoung Lee (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2014), 356‒73; Diego E. Machuca, “Again on Sextus on Persuasiveness and Equipol-
lence,” Archiv für Geschichte der Philosophie 99, no. 2 (June 2017): 212‒28.
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Sextus is primarily interested by the definition of the power of an argument in terms
of plausibility (pithanotēs), since the equipollence or istostheneia is expressed in
terms of “equality with regard to being convincing or unconvincing” (PH 1.10).⁴⁴ It
seems, then, that an argument does not have any objective and stable power, but
a variety of powers.

If I return to my distinction, I should say that these powers are not implicit (they
are not the same power), nor are they virtual (they cannot be effective at the same
time); they are potentialities which depend greatly on the context of the argumenta-
tion and the beliefs of the person to whom such argument is given. Thus, it seems
that the fact that a weighty argument can vigorously rebut (eutonēs anaskeuazein du-
namenois) the dogmatic affliction of conceit can be understood as a potentiality of
this argument. And the kata dunamin can express the fact that the sceptic use of
logos is an attempt to use the argument according to those potentialities.

Perhaps this interpretation is grounded in a fundamental equivocality of the
word dunamis and its cognates. It is true that we can also find in Sextus instances
of dunamis which express the objective power of something, like the power of the
syllogism (PH 2.235; see also 2.143, concerning the power of the assumptions), of
nourishment (1.53; also 1.131), the power of changing external objects (1.103), the me-
dicinal powers (1.133), and so on.⁴⁵ But it seems that in those cases, Sextus is refer-
ring to dogmatic theory, and often to a medical theory of power. However, when he
speaks about the dunamis of the sceptical arguments,we are dealing with—according
to my interpretation—a different appreciation of power, where potentiality is in-
volved.

To conclude, I would like to consider briefly two passages where Sextus speaks
about the dunamis of the sceptical arguments, and more precisely of the ten modes of
Aenesidemus.While introducing them, he expresses doubts about their number (peri
tou plēthous) and power (peri tou dunameōs): “they may be unsound (sathrous), and
there may be more than those I shall describe” (PH 1.35). Admittedly, the word sa-
thros seems to refer to a kind of objective appreciation of the validity of the argu-
ment. Yet, the exposition of the tropes does not actually contain any objective eval-
uation of this kind. Rather, Sextus introduces the whole exposition of the ten tropes
as a description of their dunamis (peri de tēs dunameōs tade). By the way, Sextus is
often ambiguous regarding the position of Aenesidemus from whom he borrows
many arguments, underlining that they should be abbreviated or completed and
criticising his Heraclitean affiliation.⁴⁶ As far as the dunamis of the tropes is con-
cerned, one can consider that he is offering an overview of the potentiality of this

 ῾ἰσοσθένειαν᾽ δὲ λέγομεν τὴν κατὰ πίστιν καὶ ἀπιστίαν ἰσότητα, ὡς μηδένα μηδενὸς προκεῖσθαι
τῶν μαχομένων λόγων ὡς πιστότερον.
 See also PH 3.15, 60.
 Carlos Lévy, “Pyrrhon, Énésidème et Sextus Empiricus: La question de la légitimation historique
dans le scepticisme,” in Antichi et Moderni Nella Filosofia Di Età Imperiale, ed. A. Brancacci (Naples:
Bibliopolis, 2001), 299‒329.
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stock of arguments, without considering that they are always sufficient. Once again,
the power of an argument is relative to a context or a situation of argumentation; it is
a potentiality that might lead to equipollence rather than an effective way to certainly
produce it.

Conclusion

Two remarks to conclude.
1. Firstly, this study of Sextus’s dunamis points out that there is no sceptical theory

of dunamis, but a plurality of usages which are connected to the common (phil-
osophical) use of this polysemic term. This fact is coherent with Sextus’s own
theory of the norms of language, since in Against the Grammarians he underlines
the fact that a sceptic should follow the usage of the people he is talking to;
then, in philosophy he follows the “usage of the philosophers, and in medicine
the medical usage” (AM 1.233‒34). Even if it could be deceptive, there is nothing
like a sceptical theory of dunamis.

2. However, in his use of the term, some interesting features have emerged. To sum
up, I should say that we are facing three sceptical functions of the dunamis, even
if they are not consciously connected by Sextus.
a. To denote the sceptical activity, that is the ability to set out oppositions (the

capacity-dunamis).
b. To express an equivalence of a term. This is what I called the “implicit-duna-

mis” in the linguistic field, in order to express a semantic clarification of an
expression—where the term A has to be substituted by B, every time and
under no condition: B is the real or true sense of A. And it is the same mean-
ing which prevails in the logical field to express a logical consequence of a
proposition (the virtual-dunamis)—where the proposition A entails a propo-
sition B as an implication. In this relationship, both A and B are effective at
the same time, even though only A is uttered.

c. In the meta-argumentative field: to express the potentialities of an argument
(the potentiality-dunamis) where B is a possibility or a potentiality of A. In
this relationship, an argument A has a wide-range of potentialities depend-
ing on the situation of enunciation or the beliefs of the interlocutors.

These functions show that even in a sceptical or empiricist context, one can talk and
make reference to “events” or “effects” (to tell the truth, I am not really sure that
there is a word which can express the object of that reference without providing
the false impression that the sceptical have a belief on the nature of that object)
that are not currently in action.
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