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Abstract
Skepticism played a major role during the
Renaissance, both before and after the
rediscovery of Sextus Empiricus’ works and
the revival of Pyrrhonism. In its various
branches, this philosophical movement
connected with various orientations, bringing
forth new combinations that, albeit somehow
eclectic, revealed its fecundity and strength of
innovation. It connected with fideism
(Gianfrancesco Pico), rhetoric and dialectic
(Talon), occultism and Neoplatonism
(H. C. Agrippa), empiricism (Montaigne), Sto-
icism (Charron), and epistemology and meta-
physics (Sanches and Campanella). Skepticism
acted as a factor of moderation in theological
debates (Erasmus, Castellion) and had an
important impact on seventeenth-century phi-
losophy, until Campanella, Descartes, and
Hobbes.

Synonyms

Scetticismo; Skepticisme; Skeptizismus

Introduction

During the sixteenth century the discovery of new
continents and new civilizations; advances in
medicine, mathematics, and mechanics; and the
rediscovery of the Hellenistic philosophies,
almost all anti-Aristotelian, raised doubts as to
the idea that the ancients and especially Aristotle,
with his Scholastic disciples, had built a model of
“perfect knowledge.” It was in this intellectual
climate that the ideas of neo-academic skepticism,
mainly transmitted by Cicero and Augustine, and
the rediscovery of Sextus Empiricus’ texts at the
end of the century gave new strength and topical-
ity to skeptical objections, questioning consoli-
dated knowledge and calling into discussion
even the possibility of achieving an adequate
and “scientific” knowledge of reality. Renaissance
skepticism was different from ancient skepticism
in many particulars: (a) in addition to the critique
of knowledge, it also contributed to the crisis of
fifteenth-century humanism and its anthropocen-
tric conception, limiting the claims of human
excellence that had been especially emphasized
by Platonists like Ficino; (b) it intertwined and
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was confronted with very strong religious needs,
typical of a dogmatic religion like Christianity,
which, unlike the ancient and mythical religions,
could interact more deeply with the issues of
theoretical skepticism; (c) it developed the episte-
mological dimension much more than the ethical
one and often interpreted the outcome of skepti-
cism as a disturbing and distressing situation
(doubt) rather than in terms of suspension of judg-
ment (epokhe) and peace of mind (ataraxia);
(d) whereas ancient skepticisms were organized
in different schools and conceived themselves as
autonomous and self-contained positions, the
Renaissance approach was quite eclectic and
instrumental, in the name of the ideal of “freedom
of philosophizing” (“libertas philosophandi”).
Therefore, it made different trends combine with
each other, as well within as outside skepticism,
interpreting this latter as a tactic or a preliminary
stage to be included and overcome in a higher
synthesis. This explains the different connections
that during the Renaissance were established with
fideism (Gianfrancesco Pico), empiricism
(Montaigne), rhetoric and dialectic (Talon),
occultism and Neoplatonism (H. C. Agrippa),
and epistemology and metaphysics (Sanches and
Campanella). The Renaissance debate on skepti-
cism was very influential also in early modern
philosophy, involving great figures such as
Bacon, Bruno, Mersenne, Gassendi, Descartes,
and Hobbes (Paganini 2003a, 2004b).

Two great classics of historiography have
divided the field of history of skepticism, focusing
respectively on Pyrrhonism and fideism (Popkin
2003), neo-academic skepticism (Schmitt 1972),
and anti-Aristotelianism (Schmitt 1967). New
research has revealed a web of connections and
uses of skepticism that go far beyond those set-
tings. For all these reasons, Renaissance and early
modern skepticism are now studied rather in the
field of philosophical controversies than in that of
separate philosophical movements (Paganini
2008; Paganini and Maia Neto 2009; Charles
and Bernier 2005; Popkin 2008; Maia Neto,
et al. 2009; Zerba 2012).

Heritage and Break with Tradition

Broadly meant, skepticism is a doctrine according
to which it is impossible to decide the truth or
falsity of any proposition. Ancient skepticism was
divided in two main branches, Academic and
Pyrrhonian. The doctrine of Pyrrho of Elis
(ca. 350–ca. 270 BCE) was transmitted especially
by Sextus Empiricus, whose texts almost
disappeared in the West during the Middle Ages,
except for a few manuscripts (Floridi 2002). Pyr-
rhonism clearly separated itself from the neo-
academic position and is presented by Sextus as
a philosophy always open to searching and ori-
ented toward an ethical goal, the tranquility of the
mind. Academic skepticism uninterruptedly
persisted in European culture, thanks to Cicero’s
works (Schmitt 1972; Moreau 2001). Deeply
marked by the debates between Stoics and Aca-
demics over “comprehensive representation,” the
skepticism passed down by Cicero revolved
around the notions of verisimilitude and probabil-
ity and arrived at an explicit conclusion, even
though a negative one, the “knowledge of not
knowing.” Thus, the Pyrrhonist notion of “phe-
nomenon” remained foreign to Cicero.

Skepticism and Humanism. The influence of
Cicero was overwhelming since the beginning of
Christianity. The ethics of radical uncertainty and
the idea that searching cannot have an end seemed
incompatible both with the Ciceronian description
of wisdom as “the knowledge of things human
and divine” and with the Christian synthesis of
philosophy and theology. Some new research has
now increased the number of Sextus’manuscripts
that were available in the West and that, thanks to
a variety of testimonies (Aulus Gellius,
Ammonius, Galenus, Lucian, and especially
Diogenes Laertius), the life and doctrines of
Pyrrho were already known enough, even before
the rediscovery of Sextus’ first manuscript works,
probably owned by Cardinal Bessarion and
Franceso Filelfo. The very first important testimo-
nies appeared in dictionaries and encyclopedic
works, already in the first half of sixteenth century
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(Naya 2000 and Naya 2009). Therefore, the first
context of the Pyrrhonian renaissance was entirely
humanistic. Florence and Rome were the centers
of the renascent interest in the Greek work of
Sextus. Other manuscripts were obtained by
Lorenzo de Medici in Florence and probably
kept in the convent of San Marco, where the
friar-prophet Girolamo Savonarola lived. The
great humanist and defender of human dignity,
Giovanni Pico used Sextus’ Adversus astrologos
for his harsh criticism of astrology, in which he
saw a threat to liberty of man (Pico 1946–1952).
His nephew Gianfrancesco, who belonged to
Savonarola’s inner circle, was the first to make
an extensive use of the whole corpus of Sextus’s
works. The massive book written by the younger
Pico, Examen vanitatis doctrinae gentium (Pico
1573), marked a break in the history of Florentine
humanism and it is significant that this break was
based on a particular reinterpretation of
Pyrrhonian skepticism. The uncle Giovanni was
looking for a great philosophical vision reconcil-
ing pagan, Jewish, and Christian wisdom under
the label of a prisca sapientia, both pagan and
biblical, culminating in the humanistic glorifica-
tion of man’s capacities to rise to the highest level.
Marsilio Ficino developed the same idea, relying
on the Platonic tradition, in which he saw the
firmest ground for a synthesis between pagan
philosophy and Christian theology. Against this
tendency, Savonarola promoted a radical reform
that was directed both against the ecclesiastical
decadence and Renaissance humanistic thought
based on pagan ideas. In this wake, he encouraged
the younger Pico to study Sextus’ works as a
weapon not only against pagan philosophy, but
also against all kind of philosophy, showing – in
the footsteps of Sextus – that it was impossible to
reach the truth by means of human reason alone.
During his enforced exile around 1510, Pico set
out to work on his Examen vanitatis. Pico used
Sextus to attack the “pagan” dogmatism of Aris-
totle and his disciples, yet for him skepticism was
closely connected to the idea that Christian reve-
lation would be better set up on the ruins of
philosophical reason, after the corrosive effect
produced by the critique of any rationalist dogma-
tism (Schmitt 1967). In reality, from a properly

philosophical standpoint, Pico seriously misun-
derstood the true nature and meaning of ancient
Pyrrhonism, in which he had only an instrumental
interest.

The result seems to be paradoxical. Pico was
really one of the earliest Renaissance authors to
make an extensive use of Pyrrhoniae Hypo-
typoses and Adversus Mathematicos, yet he was
in no way influenced by Sextus’ anti-dogmatism,
as Pico’s general approach to philosophy was
fundamentally authoritarian and contrary to phil-
osophical liberty. One can observe two main
points whereby Pico’s philosophy can be qualified
as “Christian,” but not as truly “Pyrrhonist”
(despite the label “Christian Pyrrhonism” coined
for him and his followers). The first is his misun-
derstanding of the “zetetic” (investigative) nature
of skepticism; the second is his rejection of
ataraxia as a main moral goal to pursue. In
Pico’s view, the truth of revealed doctrine is
prior to every investigation and only indirectly
confirmed by the destruction of dogmatic philos-
ophies, as well as the superiority of religious end
(soul’s salvation) is much more important than
every kind of peace of mind (Cao 2007; Cao
2009). The true aim pursued by Gianfrancesco
consisted in ridding the reader’s mind of any
pagan or rational philosophy and so preparing
the ground for a ready reception of bare revela-
tion, according to Savonarola’s project of radical
Christian reformation. This does not diminish the
importance of Gianfrancesco as one of the first
thinkers of the skeptical modern tradition, even
though it seriously qualifies his aim. While dem-
onstrating a humanistic interest in his minute pre-
sentation of the skeptical modes, Gianfrancesco
attenuated or rather transformed the meaning of
epokhe. In Pico’s view, judgment is more often
interrupted than suspended; instead of showing
the equipollency (isosthenia) of different phe-
nomena and noumena, Pico demonstrates the fal-
sity of all human controversies, until revelation
will come up to disclose the real truth from above.
For all his philological skills, Pico is personally
very far from the psychological situation of uncer-
tainty because – despite the display of Sextus’
dialectical arguments – he does not doubt at all;
the source of his convictions is independent from
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philosophy. Pico criticizes “suspension of judg-
ment” severely, seeing in it “a fault more than an
achievement” (Cao 2007, p. 24). In conclusion,
the first Renaissance reader of “Pyrrhonism” was
at the same time the first to seriously misunder-
stand its true philosophical contents.

Religious and Cultural Reform. The second
and more important religious crisis in which skep-
ticism (more the “label” than the substance of it)
played a major role was the Lutheran Reforma-
tion. Just as Savonarola and Pico used skepticism
to mark the first break in the evolution of Italian
humanism, similarly, the polemic between Eras-
mus and Luther marked a similar break in north-
ern humanism. In this case, the main reference
was not Pyrrhonism, but the New Academy, yet
once again the polemic nature of the exchange
between the two figures did not help to reach a
better understanding of the philosophical contents
of skepticism.

Martin Luther in his De servo arbitrio
(1525) accused Erasmus of arriving at de facto
skepticism in theology for his doctrine of human
freedom (Erasmus 1524). The reformer not only
opposed the humanistic defense of human liberty
but also considered as skepticism any doubt
regarding his own interpretation of the doctrine
of predestination, supported by the dogmatic cer-
tainty of being right. “The Holy Spirit is not a
skeptic,” he warned Erasmus, maintaining that the
believer ought to nourish absolute certainties in
this regard. “Indeed, how will he be able to
believe in a thing he doubts?” What could have
seemed “skeptical” in Erasmus was rather a gen-
eral attitude of hostility toward an excessive theo-
logical determination to investigate intrinsically
controversial subjects. It is well known that,
according to Erasmus’ conception of human sal-
vation, prevalently moral ends ought to character-
ize Christianity over the adhesion to cold
dogmatic statements. What was polemically pre-
sented as skepticism (by Luther) was in reality a
profound hostility to investigations that are too
exclusively or unilaterally dogmatic, as well as
the emphasis put on the value of moderation
against theological rabies. In fact, Erasmus’ De
libero arbitrio (1524) was anything but skeptical.
The only mention of the “skeptics” in the treatise

is hypothetical and Erasmus is very careful to
submit any hypothetical position to the authority
of the Scripture and the Church. In fact, Erasmus
used rational and scriptural arguments to defend
the existence of a middle path between Pelagian-
ism and extreme determinism, maintaining a fun-
damentally Thomist conception of human
freedom and responsibility. At no point does Eras-
mus either suspend judgment or suggest that he
does not know about the issue of freedom or about
the overall Christian doctrine of grace. What
might appear similar to the academic approach
(the only one well known at that time) is his
method of comparing and weighing theses and
biblical passages pro and con before assessing
the one that is most valid (Backus 2009). More-
over, his humanistic and anti-dogmatic attitude
had already found clear expression in his youthful
Stultitiae laus (1511), written as a reaction to the
scholastic theology of the University of Paris.
There, he did not hesitate to evoke the Academic
approach that evaluates different theses, refusing
to take side in controversial matters, and on the
whole preferred to reason in terms not of certainty
but of greater or lesser probability: “the variety
and obscurity of human affairs is so great that
nothing can be known clearly, as was well said
by our Academics, the least reckless of all the
philosophers.” Although he translated in Latin
Galen’s opusculum De optimo genere docendi,
which was an important source for the knowledge
of ancient Pyrrhonism, it would be difficult to find
in Erasmus skeptical propositions in a technical
sense, such as the suspension of judgment or the
impossibility of determining the truth of knowing.
Popkin’s thesis, that identifies the classical and
skeptical issue of the criterion of truth with the
religious problem of the criterion of faith
(Scripture or tradition, reason or inspiration)
(Popkin 2003, pp. 3–16), is more a retrospection
of the seventeenth-century controversies than a
true description of the Erasmus-Luther debate.

This same humanistic idea of a “moderate the-
ology” was emphasized by Sébastian Castellion,
another author that can be considered relevant for
the broad history of skepticism in the sixteenth
century, starting from the very title of his major
work: De arte dubitandi et confitendi, ignorandi
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et sciendi (published only in 1937). In this work
some form of skepticism is present, which is how-
ever meant as moderation and restraining from
“defining” theological and controversial matters.
On the other hand, Castellion maintains that there
is sure knowledge of God and his basic precepts,
which is available to all mankind through reason
and perception of creation. In this, there is no
possible skepticism. His “moderation” was tied
to a firm defense of the value of tolerance in
religious disputes. Castellion had already had a
practical confirmation of the link between dogma-
tism and intolerance when he tried to defend, in
vain, Michael Servetus against Calvin. The author
of De arte dubitandi considers that it is permissi-
ble not to know things that have not been
commanded by God and that are not necessary
for knowing Him, nor for performing one’s duty.
Another polemic opposed him to Beza on the
issue of heresy and tolerance, polemic which cul-
minated in Castellion’s work De haereticis non
puniendis (published only in 1971), definitely an
apology of religious toleration and moderation in
dogmatic theology. In this work, it is the argu-
ments of academic skepticism (and not of Pyrrho-
nists) that characterize the debate. Castellion
contrasts the great philosopher Socrates, often
presented as their ancestor by the neo-academics,
with Aristotle and the Peripatetic school; more-
over, against Beza’s defamation, he defends the
principles of academic skepticism in so far as this
school, acknowledging its ignorance, admitted
also the inferiority of pagan systems to Christian-
ity (Castellio 1971, pp. 22–23; Backus 2009,
pp. 71–85).

In the turbulent yet innovative climate of Ger-
man humanism, Agrippa von Nettesheim’s work
stands relatively apart in so far as he followed a
peculiar path that led him to publish, at a distance
of few years, the most polemic attack on all sci-
ences, De incertitudine et vanitate scientiarium
(Agrippa von Nettesheim 1530), and De occulta
philosophia (Agrippa 1533), in which he justified
the epistemological status of magic on the basis of
Neoplatonic philosophy. Despite its wide circula-
tion and fortune, the former book is extremely
poor from the point of view of the epistemology
of skepticism. There, no philosophical argument

for the condemnation of sciences occurs, most of
the polemic dwells upon “the sins that all activi-
ties are heir to” (Popkin 2003, p. 28), whereas
faith is proclaimed the only genuine source of
truth, against the instability and unreliability of
human opinions. One possible key to understand
this apparent contradiction is to come back to the
opening lecture in a course on the Corpus
Hermeticum held at Pavia in 1515, where Agrippa
took on Ficino’s aversion to skepticism (Agrippa
von Nettesheim 1600, II, pp. 1099–1100). As
Perrone Compagni (2009) remarked, only one year
later Agrippa addressed the same accusation of
being vain and quarrelsome to contemporary
theologians, treated as “sophists,” and he kept
this characterization intact in De vanitate. There-
fore, Agrippa’s work should be classified neither
in the category of “fideism” nor in that of episte-
mology: rather it is a manifesto for Neoplatonic
andHermetic theology, to which the demolition of
sciences and skepticism serve only as preliminary
stages or tactical weapons for what he considered
a temporary alliance.

In this inflamed atmosphere of religious dis-
putes, a turning point in the history of Renaissance
skepticism was marked by the first printed edi-
tions (in Latin) of Sextus’ works: Pyrrhoniae
Hypotyposes, at the hands of the Calvinist Henri
Estienne (1562), and Adversus Mathematicos,
edited by the Catholic Gentian Hervet (1569),
while it was necessary to wait until 1621 for the
editio princeps of the Greek text of both works.
The comparison between the prefaces appended
by the two humanists show how theological dis-
putes affected, at the end of sixteenth century,
even the philological reception of ancient skepti-
cism. Both Estienne and Hervet highlighted the
anti-dogmatic character of Sextus’ works and
stressed also the utility of his argument from the
theological point of view, addressing the false
certainties of pagan philosophers. Nevertheless,
the great divide between Catholicism and Protes-
tantism influenced also the approach to the Helle-
nistic source. While Estienne, closer to the
Reformation, presents the skeptical teaching in
terms of moral reform and knowledge, seeing in
skepticism the power to heal melancholy (Naya
2001 and Naya 2004), Hervet, ensconced in the
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cultural atmosphere of the Counter-Reformation,
uses skepticism to stigmatize Protestant positions
as a fresh example of dogmatism and inconsider-
ate reliance on human reason for their defense of
free examination of Scripture (Floridi 2002,
pp. 74–75).

Innovative and Original Aspects

With the first publications of Sextus’ works the
philological revival ended and there began a new
phase, characterized by the actual appropriation of
skepticism. Michel de Montaigne (1533–1592)
and Francisco Sanches (1551–1623) were the
main authors that initiated new and modern inter-
pretations of it. They made substantial contribu-
tions on the Pyrrhonist and the neo-Academic
fronts, respectively.

Montaigne. Michel de Montaigne was the first
European intellectual to fully realize the strong
impact of the rebirth of ancient Pyrrhonism. He
invented also a new literary form, the essay, which
allowed him to digress into classical quotations
(many from Cicero, Sextus, and Plutarch), anec-
dotes, and personal meditations. Without being a
professional philosopher, practicing the appar-
ently loose form of the essay permitted him to
adopt an approach of free doubt and inquisition
towards any matter. The essayist à laMontaigne is
the modern incarnation of the “seeker” (zētētikos)
or the “inquirer” (skeptikos) as it was depicted by
Sextus, who practices the skeptical art of zētēsis
(free research) without being enslaved to any dog-
matic authority.

In 1571, Montaigne retired from public life to
the tower of his castle. Locked up in his library, he
had several Greek maxims (many of skeptical
intonation) sculpted on the beams of the ceiling.
There he finally began to work on the Essays. The
earliest were short and impersonal and the follow-
ing ones deeply influenced by Stoic ideals. The
subsequent chapters of 1574–1575 already
showed a stronger discontent with Stoical solu-
tions, until the essay that is the longest by far, the
Apology for Raymond Sebond, resulted in a strong
attack on Stoicism, andmore generally on any sort
of dogmatism, both philosophical and theological.

In this chapter, Montaigne heavily drew upon
Greek skepticism and especially on Pyrrhonism
as presented by Sextus and in the detailed Life of
Pyrrho contained in Diogenes Laertius.

Montaigne disseminated in the Essays
Pyrrhonian doctrines, while accurately
distinguishing them from academic contamina-
tions. He rethought and popularized technical
notions such as “phenomenon,” “criterion,”
“epokhȇ” or the suspension of judgment, equipol-
lence (isostheneia), “ataraxy” or “apathy,” vicious
circle (diallelos), and “infinite regress.” Further-
more, he translated Pyrrhonist terminology for the
first time into a modern language, French. His first
important contribution had to do with the notion
of “appearance” (Montaigne never used the term
“phenomenon,” not yet in use in modern lan-
guages), which clearly derived from Henri
Estienne’s translation and commentary of Hypo-
typoses. When he had to translate Sextus’ crucial
chapter (PH I, 19–20) about epokhȇ’s limitations
(“Whether skeptics eliminate phenomena”),
Estienne felt it necessary to interpolate the text
to explain better the sense of the Greek word
phainomena. To this aim, he used all the varia-
tions on the verb “to appear” (Paganini 2008,
pp. 38–47). In the next chapter – on the phenom-
enon as the “criterion” of skepticism (in a prag-
matic and non-dogmatic sense: PH I, 21–23) –
Sextus established an equivalence between phe-
nomena and phantasia – the “sensible representa-
tion.” Estienne followed in the footsteps, with his
Latin rendering, and these lexical choices were
taken up by Montaigne too, who gave thus a
phenomenalistic and markedly empiricist presen-
tation of Pyrrhonism. In giving a reasoned syn-
thesis of Pyrrhoniae Hypotyposes I, 72–78
(Montaigne 1999, pp. 600–601), Montaigne
explained the phenomenon by appealing to
appearances and, at the same time, tightly
connected this notion to that of fantasie, meaning
not the faculty (as in Aristotle) but the sensitive
representation. Thus, the main scene of skepti-
cism for Montaigne became the dichotomy
between appearance and reality. The first is know-
able. The second, including essences and sub-
stances, is unknowable. In fact, this avoided as
dogmatic any discourse about independent
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realities that do not reveal themselves through
phenomena.

Montaigne introduced the genuine Pyrrhonist
philosophy into early modern philosophy by giv-
ing it wide circulation. Before him it was mostly a
topic of study for philologists, or was used to give
support to apologists, or was intended to provide
weapons for theological controversies (Popkin
2003, pp. 44–63; Paganini 2008, pp. 15–60).
Montaigne rediscovered skepticism as a true phi-
losophy worth taking seriously in itself. On the
other hand, it is certainly true that his dichotomy
between appearance and reality suggested a dog-
matic residue in so far asMontaigne broke the link
between reality and appearances, confining all of
our knowledge to the latter. To illustrate this dif-
ficult epistemological limitation, the Apology
stated the famous dilemma of Socrates’ portrait:
how can we be certain that the portrait is a picture
of Socrates if we only have access to its represen-
tation, namely to appearances (phenomena and
images), and do not have access to the original
model? (Montaigne 1999, p. 601). In this sce-
nario, the search for the criterion of knowledge
is legitimate. Since appearance and reality are
split, it is necessary to appeal to a “third” (the
criterion) that should guarantee one is similar to
the other. In turn, however, this criterion requires a
new one for its legitimation, and this should go ad
infinitum, bringing forth the aporia of infinite
regress. The diallelos or vicious circle, as well as
the dogmatic pretense to stop the regress to an
alleged subjective evidence, would be based only
on dogmatic assumptions (Montaigne 1999,
p. 600).

In Sextus as in Montaigne, the weak version of
phantasia, translated by fantasie and equated to
phainomenon, is very different from the Stoic
phantasia kataleptike; unlike the latter, the former
is unable to provide a sure criterion of truth. This
acknowledgment, on the other hand, opens the
way for the study of the subjective states of the
mind in relation to organic equipment of the
senses, circumstances, conditions, locations, fre-
quency or rarity, habits, etc. In this way, Mon-
taigne follows the famous ten tropes of
Enesidemus’ catalogue. Nevertheless, unlike the
relativistic readings of these tropes, Montaigne

rediscovers their original spirit. When he com-
pares dreaming and being awake, being sober
and being drunk, youth and old age, icteric and
correct perception, and health and illness, the
author of the Essays hints at calling into question
the Aristotelian paradigm of “normality” that
counted as a pattern of justification of our knowl-
edge: what a “normal” subject, placed in a “nor-
mal” situation, with senses and intellect
functioning according to nature, “normally” per-
ceives of reality. One must read Montaigne’s par-
adoxical claim: “We are always with some
sickness” (Montaigne 1999, p. 569), as a subver-
sion of this paradigm. In the Apology, to perceive
an object always means to be in a subjective state
that reflects the quality of the subject rather than
the nature of reality itself. To be more exact, any
state of the mind reflects a peculiar mixture of
both subject and object. When perceiving a
thing, Montaigne says, we accommodate our-
selves to it, with the result of transforming the
thing according to ourselves. This process of
assimilation is at the same time a process of falsi-
fication that prevents us from judging what the
thing is in itself: “Now, because our state accom-
modates things and turns them according to itself,
we do not know what the actual things are any-
more; as nothing comes to us but falsified and
altered by our senses” (Montaigne 1999, p. 600;
cf. 562, 587, 592, 599, 603).

In reality, the person “who judges by appear-
ances judges on the basis of something different
from the thing itself” (Montaigne 1999, p. 601),
relying on phenomena belonging to the subject
and its states and not strictly to the object. As a
consequence, for a Pyrrhonist such as Montaigne
is especially in layer (B) of the Apology, percep-
tions and any sort of mental representations are
not warranted either epistemologically or ontolog-
ically. Besides these epistemological consider-
ations, Montaigne helped transform skepticism
into a modern way of living, suited to the different
intellectual situation presented by modern
European Christianity at the time of religious
divisions and wars. Accordingly, Montaigne elab-
orated a new concept of belief, emphasizing its
emotional character and giving prominence – in
the field of religion – to that particular instinct
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from above that is divine grace. In spite of these
overtures to fideism, the Essays presented a dis-
enchanted view of the all-too-human form that
religions take when they are transformed into
superstition and intolerant fanaticism. His skepti-
cal approach was hostile to the Inquisition and
religious violence, criticizing war and especially
the colonization of the New World. Reflecting on
the oppressive and ferocious conduct of the con-
quistadores, he claimed that contemporary
Europeans were much more “barbarians” than
the so-called savages.

Another important innovation of Montaigne
(Paganini 2008, pp. 52–60; Eva 2009) is the ubiq-
uitous synonymy between skepticism and doubt,
whereas ancient skepticism was much more
focused on epokhe and consequently on ataraxia.
Benson Mates (1996, p. 30) showed how unsatis-
factory it is to translate simply as “to doubt” the
verb used by Sextus, aporein. In fact, although
Montaigne correctly retrieved the main phonai
(voices) of ancient skepticism and showed how
they converged into the suspension of judgment
(Montaigne 1999, p. 505), nonetheless, when he
had to briefly summarize the doctrine and defend
it from the accusation of being self-contradictory,
he drastically reduced the whole bunch of these
keywords to only two; the former was the formula
of Socratic ignorance (“J’ignore”), the latter the
profession of doubting (“Je doubte”) (Montaigne
1999, p. 527). In fact, both formulas are more a
betrayal than a transmission of the genuine mean-
ing of the epokhé, substituting a balanced neutral-
ity with either a dogmatic denial (“I do not know”)
or a statement of wavering perplexity (“I doubt”).
This is not without consequences for the overall
meaning of skepticism, because doubt is for Mon-
taigne a state of restlessness and discomfort rather
than of calm and liberation from emotion, as
skeptical ataraxia should be. Through this shift,
one can see how the author of the Essays was
influential on our modern view, whereby skepti-
cism and doubt has become co-extensional and
synonymous.

Neo-Academics. Pyrrhonism became available
to philosophers in its entirety only in the late
Renaissance, whereas Cicero’s Academica was
known much earlier, starting from Petrarca and

Valla; it was printed in 1471 with Cicero’s other
works. One of Petrus Ramus’ friends, Omer
Talon, wrote in 1547 a work with nearly the
same title, aiming at supporting Ramus’ attacks
on Aristotle and Aristotelianism, in the wake of
the “freedom of philophizing” (Talon 1547;
Schmitt 1972, pp. 78–108). Another work, still
with the title of Academica, was published by
Pedro de Valencia in 1596 and was considered
as a proof that the Academic position was cer-
tainly much better known at the end of sixteenth
century than at the beginning (Schmitt 1972,
p. 75). In fact, as Laursen has convincingly
shown, Pedro’s use of academic skepticism did
not implicate a full allegiance to this trend, but
rather involved a humanistic approach, skeptical
only in the wider sense of historical and critical
exploration (Laursen 2009).

Sanches. The current of thought deriving from
the New Academy was still alive and Francisco
Sanches was much influenced by this kind of
philosophy, as one can tell from the very title of
his work (Quod nihil scitur, 1581) that reflects the
classical formula of akatalepsia. In this work the
distinction between Academics and Pyrrhonians
seems to be erased in favor of the more general
and indifferent category of “skeptics” and there
are no traces in it of the Pyrrhonian notion of
phenomenon (Paganini 2004). Sanches starts his
work with the sentence: “I do not even know this,
that I know nothing.” It is not by chance that
Sanches’ work is clearly indebted to Augustine’s
method of refuting the Academics, as can be seen
from his “motto proposition” that clearly is a
radicalization of knowledge of not knowing. He
goes on to show the advantages of this argumen-
tative strategy. If he is able to prove the initial
premise, then he is right to infer that “nothing is
known” (“nil sciri”); if on the contrary he does not
prove the initial premise, so much the better, even
from the standpoint of total skepticism (Sanches
1955, p. 4). Actually, the initial assertion will be
confirmed (Lupoli 2009).

Quod nihil scitur is also a piece of dramatic
rhetoric in the history of skepticism as Sanches
does not scrimp on tragic tones. The idea of
doubting as a result of despairing (“Despero”)
that follows a passionate yet vain research lies at
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the base of the Portuguese doctor’s work. His
research does not surrender to authorities, keeps
investigating nature (“I keep on [asking]),” fol-
lows only rational investigation, and ignores the
deceptive suggestions of rhetoric and dialectic. In
the “Republic of Truth” it is better to doubt, to
follow experience and reason than “swear on
authorities.” Aristotle, with his dogmatic pre-
tentions, is the worst enemy of the skeptic. In
fact, Aristotle was “a human being like us,”
warns Sanches, and although he presented himself
as “one of the sharpest scrutinizers of nature,” he
was often mistaken and unaware of many things
(Sanches 1955, p. 28, 33–37).

However, Quod nihil scitur also contains doc-
trines that attempt to go beyond doubt. Besides
professing ignorance, Sanches develops another
theme that constantly accompanies doubt: the
return to oneself after the disappointment of not
knowing. “I am going to return to myself, calling
everything into question,” This is the second
advice, with akatalepsia, that Sanches inherits
from Socrates: the Delphic demand to know one-
self. This topic takes on a more technical meaning
in Sanches, being tightly connected to his classi-
fication of human knowledge. Knowledge is orga-
nized in accordance with the diversity of things
that “the mind knows in different ways.” The
Portuguese doctor distinguishes between
external – therefore sensible – and internal – there-
fore only intellectual – knowledge. Above all, he
reconceives the status of “internal” knowledge
that, according to him, the mind acquires by itself
without the mediation of species. Being immedi-
ate and intuitive, this internal knowledge enjoys a
special status and is absolutely certain. In this
way, Sanches succeeds in giving an affirmative
answer to the question that is at the heart of his
research, namely whether one can say “something
which would not be suspected of falsity.” In his
attempt to positively answer this question, the
author starts with the “maker’s knowledge” prin-
ciple, according to which one only knows things
that he is able to bring about (Sanches 1955,
p. 30). Obviously, this principle applies to what-
ever is made by or happens in our intellect, in
accordance with a criterion of self-transparency
of the soul. Accordingly, the certainty about our

own thinking, willing, and desiring is more per-
fect than any possible certainty regarding what
comes from outside: “For I am more sure that
I possess both inclination and will, and that I am
at one moment contemplating this idea, at another
moment shunning or abominating that idea, than
that I see a temple, or Socrates. I have said that we
are certain about the real existence of those things
that either exist, or else originate, within our-
selves” (Sanches 1955, pp. 32–33).

Nevertheless, what keeps making “our condi-
tion unhappy” is that there is some sort of
inverse proportion between the “understanding”
(or comprehension) and the “certainty” of knowl-
edge. The more the mind is certain of a thing, the
less it is able to understand the same and vice
versa. It follows that we are absolutely certain
that “we think, we want to write,” etc., but “we
do not know what this thought, this will, this
desire is.” As regards comprehension or under-
standing, on the contrary, “the knowledge of
external things through the senses is greater than
the knowledge of internal things without the
senses.” The opposite happens as regards cer-
tainty. In this case, knowledge “of things that are
either in us or made by us” is of indubitable
certainty. The knowledge we get through “dis-
course and reasoning” is much less reliable as it
is not immediate and intuitive (Sanches 1955,
p. 33).

It was therefore a result of great importance
when the skeptic of the Renaissance harmonized
the Delphic precept of knowing oneself with the
activity of doubt (Yrjökonsuuri 2000). In this way
they not only considered Socrates as an ancestor
of skepticism, but they went also much beyond the
Augustinian thesis (“si fallor sum. . .”), which was
too straightforward in refuting skepticism on the
basis of the knowledge of the self. By
distinguishing between internal and external
states and explaining how it is possible to acquire
much knowledge without going outside of one-
self, Sanches enriched the tradition of early skep-
ticism with an aspect that was absent from the
Pyrrhonist tradition and was not that developed
in the neo-academic trend (Paganini 2008,
pp. 322–344; Paganini 2016).
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Charron. At the beginning of the seventeenth
century another influential figure was Pierre
Charron (1541–1603) who, in his treatise La
sagesse (1601, 1604 second edition modified),
succeeded in systematizing Montaigne’s thought.
Charron’s work was such a success that it became
a milestone for the whole culture of the honnête
homme, both in skeptical-libertine versions and in
the Cartesian one. Charron uncovered a new face
of skepticism, which had deep impact on the com-
mon image of this movement during the seven-
teenth century and later. In his work, the skeptical
sage is not only an active and important character,
but he also breaks away from the classical Pyrrho-
nist pattern as well as from its more recent
reenacting in Montaigne’s Essays. As regards the
ancient pattern of Pyrrhonism, most scholars
agree on its quite passive approach and conse-
quently on its lack of strong subjectivity.
According to Myles Burnyeat (1983, p. 133), the
attainment of epokhe was basically the result of a
process of “detachment from the self,” the fruit of
an “accentuated passivity” of sensations and
thoughts, something like “a paralysis of reason
by itself.” Jonathan Barnes has written that in
ancient Pyrrhonists epokhe was a pathos, some
sort of passivity or passion, that happened to the
inquirers (skeptikoi) right at the end of their inves-
tigations. In other words, for the ancient Pyrrho-
nists, even the apex of their intellectual activity,
namely suspension of judgment, was less a vol-
untary effort than the product of a causal sequence
impacting on them (Barnes 1983, p. 7). Nearly the
same can be said of Montaigne, with the aggra-
vating circumstance that this latter added a sense
of pessimism and human frailty unknown to the
ancient sources. When one reads the Essays, it
appears that skepticism inflicts a heavy blow not
only to human arrogance but also to the value of
the intellect. Not by chance, reason is defined as
“an instrument of lead and wax, which one can
lengthen, bend, and adapt to any direction and
extent” (Montaigne 1999, p. 565).

From this point of view, Charron’s skepticism
is quite different, as it depends on Stoic sources
(especially for the autonomy of the sage) and
relies more on neo-academic skepticism than on
Pyrrhonism (Paganini 2009; Maia Neto 2016,

pp. 11–39). First, the author of La Sagesse stresses
the strength of reason, even though it does not
have “jurisdiction” on all matters: for example, he
proclaims that skepticism makes no metaphysical
claims and that relies on revelation in theological
issues. Nevertheless, in his own field, the sage
shows full “universality of spirit”; he is not
restricted by the “municipal law” (Charron 1986,
p. 406) that rules closed systems of beliefs,
whether these beliefs be the elementary, sociolog-
ical beliefs of the village or the more sophisticated
beliefs of nations, philosophical schools, religions
(i.e., actual religious rites and behaviors), and
churches. In the mundane domain of “human
wisdom,” reason preserves its complete right “to
judge about everything” and to “restrain assent”
when faced with inadequate reasons (Charron
1986, p. 399).

Therefore, we can claim that Charron’s philos-
ophy is one of the places where a philosophical
theory of the modern subject was born. This is the
main Charronian achievement: epokhe or suspen-
sion of judgment becomes with him a vigorous
and voluntary liberating move from a system of
beliefs rather than an imponderable point of bal-
ance between different opinions, as it was before
in the ancient idea of equipollence. For the first
time in the modern age, the skeptic is someone
who fights against an entire corpus of beliefs,
someone who decides to doubt and seeks for argu-
ments to this effect. Far from being the passive
effect produced by the unresolved diaphōnia of
appearances simply registered by the observer,
Charron’s art of doubting requires a conscious
and voluntary decision from the subject. Skepti-
cism demands a whole set of epistemic virtues that
preserve the wise from precipitancy, prejudices,
and mistakes. After Charron, the modern skeptic
is someone who wants to cast into doubt almost
everything whereas the ancient Pyrrhonist was
cast in doubt by the discordance of different phe-
nomena. With La Sagesse, one can see the author
initiate the typical modern attitude of negative
suspicion against any belief whose sole justifica-
tion is habit, authority, or tradition. From passive,
skepticism becomes active; it is no longer the
position of an impartial observer but the pose of
a conscious protagonist that does not want to be
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enslaved to prejudices or opinions devoid of any
rational justification (Popkin 1954; Popkin 2003,
pp. 57–63, 68–70, 100–107).

Impact and Legacy

Reappraisal of Skepticism: Campanella. Histories
of skepticism are now much wider in scope and
include not only the effects of this philosophical
movement but also reactions to it. However, there
was until recently a huge gap, as the work of
Tommaso Campanella in this field was ignored
or neglected (only a few lines in Popkin 2003,
p. 126), although the Italian philosopher dedicated
the whole of the first book of his Metaphysica or
Universalis philosophia to a detailed analysis and
confutation of skeptical doubts. Now this gap is
filled by an in-depth analysis (Paganini 2009,
pp. 101–170). In the Inquisition’s prison
Campanella wrote and rewrote the work many
times, first in 1602, then in 1611 and 1624, and
only in 1638 was the work finally published in its
entirety in Paris. It is without question one of the
seventeenth century’s largest studies of the prob-
lem of skepticism, even though neither the publi-
cation of Sextus Empiricus’ works nor the
renaissance of Pyrrhonism seems to have
influenced it (Paganini 2006; Paganini 2009,
pp. 275–304). Basically, Campanella’s text is a
critical analysis of Aristotelian epistemology and
the demonstration that this theory leads to a skep-
tical impasse as it is based on an idea of scientific
knowledge completely unattainable by human
beings. The central topic in fact is “the question
of whether science exists and how limited and
partial it is to an extent realized only by those
who know that they do not know anything per-
fectly and completely” (Campanella 1994, p. 42).
Campanella spends a large part of the beginning
of the first book of Metaphysica reviewing the
14 dubitationes of the skeptics. This may be the
first and the largest sylloge written in the seven-
teenth century on this topic as it was composed
prior to Gassendi’s and Mersenne’s analogous
writings and earlier than Descartes’ Discourse
on method.

In Campanella’s book I one can find many of
the “commonplaces” of ancient and modern skep-
ticism, renewed by Sanches and Montaigne, even
if the author does not seem to know their works.
Sense only grasps the “surface,” the “accidents”
or “effects” of things, whereas the “inner parts”
(“interiora”), the “substance,” and the essence
(“quidditas”) remain unknown to us
(Campanella 1994, pp. 46–48). Each person
knows things differently depending on how it is
affected (“alius aliter afficitur”). What we do
know, we only know “according to our measure
and not according the measure of being and truth”
(Campanella 1994, p. 50). Campanella further
developed these arguments, which were particu-
larly challenging for an author who had made
sense the principle and verification of every type
of knowledge, in a sort of crescendo during the
third dubitatio, where he shows that the skeptics
do not even believe that partial and superficial
knowledge is really possible, because “no sense
perceives things as they are, but in the way in
which that sense is affected” (Campanella 1994,
pp. 74–75) and, since sensations lie at the base of
the entire edifice of knowledge, each person ends
up by having “his or her own philosophy that
depends on the perception of his or her senses”
(Campanella 1994, p. 86). It is a short step from
there to confronting the sensory endowment of
one man with others, but also men with animals.
The obvious consequence is that beasts must be
superior to us and, even if man is better-tempered,
this is again relatively true, only for us and not for
Nature (Campanella 1994, p. 88, 90–92). The
author of Metaphysica pays particular attention
to Plato’s Theaetetus in which the problematic
and uncertain character of sensible knowledge is
emphasized (Campanella 1994, pp. 100–102).
From this dialogue Campanella only takes the
pars destruens, namely the demolition of the
value of sensible knowledge, whereas he rejects
Socrates’ attempt to subtract those unalterable and
ideal aspects, which alone would have enabled us
to construct a certain science, from the universal
change that affects sensible knowledge. Even
though it differed from Platonism, Aristotelian
epistemology, too, was grounded on permanent
aspects, as “the species and the whole, rather
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than on matter and the single parts.” The obvious
consequence for the Stagirite was that “science is
about species” rather than individual entities. To
this abstractionist point of view, Campanella
reacts together with the skeptics, as Sanches
already did. He confirms the need for a kind of
knowledge that must attain concrete and individ-
ual things and denounces the Aristotelian science
of the universal: “it is not wisdom but a confused,
common and external one, which does not attain
the inside of the thing” (Campanella 1994,
p. 108). To the model of knowledge by abstrac-
tion, the second dubitatio opposes – to declare it
unattainable – a kind of “total” knowledge that
cannot be reduced to “the common things, without
peculiarities,” on the example of God’s knowl-
edge that reaches all the “peculiarities.”
Campanella thinks in conformity with the theses
of radical nominalism according to which “uni-
versals exist only in particulars.” But precisely for
this reason the reevaluation of the particular
would lead to the skeptical heavy blow since in
that hypothesis “in order to know something,
which is impossible, we would need to know
infinite things and the perishable ones too, which
nobody can know” (Campanella 1994, p. 52).

The pre-Pyrrhonian character, in all senses, of
Campanella’s discourse is striking. Several
decades after the publication of Sextus Empiricus’
works, he appears not to be familiar with the
peculiarities of this kind of skepticism. He speaks
generically of “skeptics,” without differentiating
between Pyrrhonists and Academics (Campanella
1994, p. 108), and throughout the first book he
never names Pyrrho and only once mentions
Sextus Empiricus, correctly distinguishing his
position from the negative dogmatism of Socrates
and Arcesilaus. Although Metaphysica contains
an echo of the leit-motiv of the diaphonia among
philosophical opinions, other more technical
arguments, typical of Sextus, are missing, such
as the aporia of the “criterion,” the figures of
“dialleles,” and “regression to infinity.” There is
only one passage in this Book I in which
Campanella appears to evoke the argument of
regression to the infinite; however, it is clear that
Sextus is not the source of the argument as

Campanella refers it to the typically Scholastic
notion of “species” (Campanella 1994, p. 120).

In some interesting pages, Campanella looks at
a number of arguments that, though already pre-
sent in Cicero, were to enjoy new and better
fortune after Descartes returned to them in
Discours de la méthode. He examines the doubt
between dreaming and waking and the compari-
son between wisdom and madness, to which he
adds the more dramatic doubt on life and death,
taken from Euripides (Campanella 1994, p. 126,
132). These themes, however, are amplified to the
maximum in Metaphysica and thus take on a
particular significance deriving from the principle
(entirely due to Campanella) that knowledge is
“passio” since in it a true transmutation takes
place: “the knower is transformed into what is
known; therefore to know is tantamount to an
alienation.” It is not by chance that the theme of
human “delirium” was to return again in
dubitationes XI, XII, and XIII: “the fact that we
sleep, that we rave, that we are in the shadow of
death” can be deduced from many signs, first and
foremost from the recognition of philosophical
“ravings” (Campanella 1994, p. 138, 146), but
also from the equally foolish contrasts surround-
ing the doctrine of “principles” including the
foundations of morality and religion. The pages
that Campanella dedicates to this latter, particu-
larly treacherous theme provide a nice summary
of the arguments produced by ethical skepticism
(including ideas from Carneades already men-
tioned in Grotius’s Prolegomena), whereas his
lively notes on the disparity among religions and
on their strange beliefs appear to echo the famous
darts shot by the libertines and the early deists,
who had taken a lesson of disenchanted skepti-
cism from theological conflicts, as he had
described them in his Atheismus triumphatus
(Campanella 2004, pp. 18, 33, 77–84, 92).

Skepticism, philosophy of mind, and reform of
metaphysics. Other important metaphors flow
from Platonic readings. The soul imprisoned in
the body, locked up “like a craftsman in a dark
cave” (Campanella 1994, p. 134), recalls the
famous myth of Plato’s Republic (“as if we were
placed in a cave so that we might see only the
shadows of the things that flow”). The reference to
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“Platonists and Augustine” teaches that “all things
we see are images of other real things that exist in
the angelic world and in God” (Campanella 1994,
p. 104). All these themes are spread across
Campanella’s pages and clearly reveal something
of the metaphysical background that underlies the
skeptical dubitationes. The frequent references to
the Socratic model, with its wisdom of “knowing
that one knows nothing,” serve to strengthen his
much more Platonic than Pyrrhonian plot. How-
ever, Campanella does not seem inclined to take
up the antiskeptical strategy that Socrates adopted
in the Theaetetus. Rather, the author of the Meta-
physica opposes to the Platonic pretense of
attaining the “stable and intelligible kind,” using
the “reason” that has “science” as its aim, the
primordial character of sense which even reason
cannot ignore or give up: “No sane person will say
that science begins from intellect. Science begins
from sense; therefore one needs to philosophize
from sense as the Creator of things established.”
While skepticism has good arguments to stress the
boundaries and uncertainties of sense, Platonism
is wrong in going further and denying that sensi-
ble knowledge is necessary, since there is no
doubt that “the intellect does not know anything
if not starting from sense” (Campanella 1994,
pp. 122–124).

The author of the Metaphysica, on the other
hand, finds his way out of this condition of uncer-
tainty through his metaphysical and psychological
program. He supplements sensationalism with the
idea that any entity, and in particular the soul-
spiritus, sapit, that is it has “taste” and “knowl-
edge” of itself. As the tendency to self-
preservation is innate in any being, so there must
exist in us a latent faculty (“notitia indita et abdita”:
“innate and hidden notice”) through which we can
grasp ourselves in the interior: “The being of the
soul, as of any other subject that knows, is self-
knowledge” (Campanella 1638, II, p. 64).

If we examine the final part of Book I, which
contains detailed replies to all the dubitationes, it
is clear that, in each reply, Campanella takes hold
of various aspects of skepticism, correcting and
integrating them into a positive and constructive
view of human knowledge: a limited view of
course, but it is one that is effective and adequate

within its own framework. Right from his first
reply, Campanella stresses both the partiality and
the operative nature of knowledge: human science
is “nothing compared to what has been said about
it, but it is something in itself providing enough
for human life.” Even when it is limited to sensi-
ble things, we still may go a little further and say
that knowledge at least grasps the essence
(“quidditas”) “for those things that of themselves
move sense, such as heat, cold, light”
(Campanella 1994, pp. 406–408).

Doubt III encapsulates another important truth:
everyone suffers in different ways, but we may be
equally certain that the interaction between
objects and sentient being is a reality. Whereas
the skeptic stubbornly insists on an impossible
objectivity or neutrality, the metaphysician, on
the contrary, comes to terms with reality: “it is
useless to blame the senses for the fact that they do
not perceive except thus. Nor can the nature of
things be blamed for the fact that they are not
capable of presenting themselves only thus to
those senses” (Campanella 1994, p. 424). This
“science suited to us” (“scientia secundum nos”)
will certainly be “slight and weak” (“modica et
exilis”), as the author repeatedly stresses. Never-
theless, it will make available a precise confirma-
tion of reality. If we determine the factors that
cause appearance to vary, even that variation will
lend itself to verification and correction, following
the principle that “although the senses err in many
things, they nevertheless correct themselves
through other sensations” (Campanella 1994,
p. 422).

The discourse on the “delirium of philoso-
phers” (the subject of doubt XI) places positive
stress on the ideal of “libertas philosophandi,” the
capability, that is, to philosophize “with an alto-
gether free mind,” fixing our gaze on the “divine
code” and not on the “human schools”
(Campanella 1994, p. 466). The reply to the
doubt XII (that concerning the “deliriums about
the principles of things”) not only stresses the
need for an examination that is not prejudiced by
Aristotle’s authority or by that of any other phi-
losopher (Campanella 1994, p. 470), but also
states Campanella’s intention to rebuild the edifice
of knowledge completely. He adds a defense of
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the different branches into which it is subdivided:
metaphysics, logic, mathematics (which also
includes astronomy and astrology), physiology,
morality, politics, and religion (Campanella
1994, pp. 474–518).

Ernst Cassirer, who recognized in
Campanella’s work “a complete theory of skepti-
cism,” believed skepticism to be the result of the
“conflict” between sensualist Telesian gnoseology
and Platonic-Augustinian metaphysics, centered
around the doctrine of ideas and of primalities of
being, which integrates and corrects the former
without ever achieving a true fusion with it
(Cassirer 1922, pp. 240–257). The fact that the
“innate notion” (“notitia indita”) is never thrown
into doubt, not even in the most radical
dubitationes, tends to confirm this evaluation.
A contemporary of Gassendi and Mersenne,
Campanella is not a “mitigated or constructive
skeptic,” in the scientific meaning that Popkin
gave this qualification (Popkin 2003, p. 112 ff.),
despite his appeal to be satisfied with a “slight and
weak science.” In fact, the author of Universalis
philosophia wants to go far beyond the horizons
of physics and natural phenomena to include into
knowledge the area of metaphysics. The “meta-
physical” skeptic of his dubitationes does indeed
correct Platonism with sensualism, but at the same
time he opens the door to a new kind of research
that heads in another more ambitious direction: he
moves from sensible data to derive judgments,
and then reaches “reason” (“ratio”) that, as he
warns, “is not an abstract being” (“non est ens
rationis”) (Campanella 1638, I, p. 344).

The necessity of doubt. This new perspective
paves the way to the properly metaphysical parts
of Universalis philosophia, with its theory of the
three primalities of being. Although Campanella
assimilated skeptical instances in his gnoseology,
he thought they could be overcome turning to a
platonico-augustinian theory of reason and ideas.
Nevertheless, skepticism still plays a major role
for him and cannot be simply dismissed. With his
doubts, the skeptic brings to light truths that the
simple empiricist ignores: he questions sensible
knowledge and so helps reach a higher level of
certainty, which is provided by metaphysical rea-
son. Furthermore, as he always aims at realizing a

synthesis of sensualism and intellectualism, meta-
physics and empiricism can correct each other.
This explains all his disdain for Aristotle’s
abstractionist epistemology or for the pure ideal-
ism of Plato, which are in the end rejected, like the
objections of the skeptic. In fact, skepticism is for
Campanella only a preliminary, but necessary,
stage to be overcome in his reform of metaphysics
that would include also sciences, which are still in
need of a deeper philosophical foundation than
that could be afforded by simple “mitigated
skepticism.”

Unfortunately, Descartes refused to read
Campanella’s Universalis philosophia, which
Mersenne proposed to send him right after its
publication in 1638. He already knew De sensu
rerum et magia and was negatively struck by the
sensualism contained in this work. However, if he
had read Metaphysica, he would probably have
changed his negative opinion about the philoso-
phy of the Italian author and possibly he would
have appreciated both the foundational role
assigned to skepticism and the attempt to over-
come it by a new kind of metaphysics, even if
Descartes’was to be more scientific and definitely
dualistic (Paganini 2017). On the other hand,
Campanella’s major work had a hidden posterity
even in France, in the Cartesian inner circle. In
fact, Mersenne readMetaphysica when it was still
in manuscript; what is worse, he plagiarized some
significant portions of the first book on skepti-
cism, in order to build the character of the
“Pyrrhonian” in his La Vérité des sciences
(Mersenne 1625; see Paganini 2005; Paganini
2008, pp. 129–170).

Interconnections

Descartes and the Renaissance skeptics. To what
extent could Descartes’s doubt and its solution
(Popkin 2003, pp. 143–173; Paganini 2008,
pp. 229–348) be influenced by the Renaissance
revival of skepticism with all its innovations? To
understand Cartesian doubt and its developments,
it is essential to make two fundamental moves:
(a) first, to shift the focus from the ancient sources,
which mostly monopolized scholars’ attention,
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and to consider instead Renaissance philosophers
and seventeenth-century free-thinkers, which not
only were closer to him but also transformed
skeptical issues in-depth (Paganini 2008b);
(b) secondly, to extend the range of the sources
from the Pyrrhonian ones, basically Montaigne
(Brunschvicg 1945; Panichi and Spallanzani
2013) to authors that were more eclectic, like
Charron, or more involved with the new Acad-
emy, like Sanches. Today it is no longer possible
to share Gilson’s negative judgment on “philoso-
phers of the Renaissance that were engaged in
doubting,” who failed because of their basic
empiricism (Gilson 1967, p. 288). In fact, as we
already saw, the skeptical positions of these phi-
losophers brought forth new themes that went far
beyond their original empiricist or sensualist cul-
ture. While Stoicism supported the autonomy of
the sage in Charron and developed into a new
skeptical theory of the active subject, contributing
to provide Descartes with “a skeptical base” for
his cogito (Popkin 1954; Maia Neto 2003; Maia
Neto 2016, pp. 97–123), the debate about cer-
tainty of the internal states of the mind deeply
influenced Sanches and was taken up again by
Descartes. On both of these sides, late Renais-
sance skepticism recovered a strong theory of
subjectivity that was lacking in ancient Pyrrho-
nism and was put in practice, but not theorized in a
due philosophical form, by Montaigne. In this
way, modern and especially Renaissance skeptical
themes were conveyed into Descartes’s
re-discovery of the self and its certainties.

Descartes and Sanches. Let us start with
Sanches’ case that is still less known. We shall
focus on what one can find both in Sanches and in
Descartes, and only in both of them, to determine
which was the influence of the former on the latter.
First, we can find in Sanches’work the feeling of a
very personal experience, as later in Descartes’s
Discours de la méthode, an experience that
reveals right from the start a strong need to return
from words to things, from verba to res, even
though in both thinkers, it ends up yielding a
deep disappointment regarding the state of knowl-
edge of their time.

If we leave aside the tragic tones adopted by
Sanches, for example when he evokes the

dramatic experience of the labyrinth and com-
pares the skeptical checkmate with the encounter
with the Minotaur, on the whole we can see that
his considerations concerning the variety of
things, the multitude and confusion of opinions,
stand directly against the background of the
Discours, where Descartes describes his despair-
ing itinerary through “la diversité de nos opin-
ions.” Similarly, the sense of fallibility that
strikes perceptions and extends to the mind, bring-
ing about a condition of total uncertainty in the
form of a true deception, cannot but evoke
Descartes’s suspicious approach adopted in the
Discours, where he attempts to liberate the mind
from all its prejudices “faisant particulèrement
réflexion, en chaque matiere, sur ce qui la pouvait
rendre suspecte, et nous donner occasion de nous
méprendre” (Descartes 1964 ff., AT VI, p. 28).
Reading Quod nihil scitur, Descartes realised the
need of freeing his intellectual power from any
kind of authority, but at the same time he saw the
failure of empiricism as it ended in scepticism. In
the related passages, Sanches’ procedure is in fact
the proof e contrario of the value of an anti-
empiricist prospective. While for Sanches it is
true that we cannot usually do without knowledge
of senses, it is actually no less true, for him, that
just for this reason, the most complete uncertainty
falls on knowledge of the whole (“Nil certius
sensu: nil eodem fallacius”), until it precipitates
into complete doubt. Many of the formulae
adopted in Quod nihil scitur (for instance,
“Nulla conclusio. Perpetua dubitatio. Omnia
dubia esse”) are particularly close, both in sub-
stance and in expression, to analogous consider-
ations in Descartes’ Discours, and that is even
truer for the Recherche de la vérité, in particular
for the statement of “universal doubt.”

One might extend the comparison of Descartes
with Sanches (Paganini 2009b) into more details,
in particular to the need for the method of doubt,
to the difficulty of using it, and to the fact that few
are able to practice it. The differences between the
achievements of different men mainly derive from
the same causes for both authors. Analogously, on
another front, Sanches, like Descartes, holds that
one should reject authorities to follow only rea-
son. In the first place, this is because it is difficult
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to choose one among those on the market, but,
more than that, because in relying on others’ opin-
ions, the disciple becomes “a slave rather than a
learned man.” Descartes will say the same in a
famous passage about the impossibility of stick-
ing to one opinion once one starts meeting differ-
ent teachers and becomes acquainted with
different opinions and customs without thinking
them barbaric. This passage is not only a repeti-
tion of Enesidemus’ tenth trope; it flows from a
well-defined literary model already established by
Sanches when he describes the loneliness of the
disciple who cannot appeal to the judgment of
others when searching for the truth.

Telling the story of doubt. In fact, apart from
the contents, Descartes appears to have taken the
very form of the story told in the Discours from
Sanches. Although Quod nihil scitur is not orga-
nized as an autobiography like the first parts of
Discours, it is nevertheless built in such a way as
to describe the personal experience of an intellec-
tual journey through the false certainties of an
entire culture until its failures are unmasked.
Most of Quod nihil scitur is written in the first
person singular, and even when the author debates
fiercely with a second person, it is more an inter-
nal discourse, a dramatic monologue with him-
self, than a true dialogue with another character.
The account of a knowledge crisis is on the whole
the same idea that governs the first four parts of
the Discours, and reference to a literary model
such as Sanches’ work might solve the big prob-
lem that Cartesian scholars dwell upon when
interpreting the Discours. All its commentators
have stressed the highly personal nature of what
Descartes describes as “l’histoire de ma vie”; but
they have also been divided on the question of
whether the story faithfully relates the opinions
the young Descartes really harbored at that time. It
does indeed seem highly improbable that, when
attending the Collège de La Flèche (1606–1614,
and so between the ages of 10 and 18) the young
student would have been able to judge the pillars
of his own learning so severely as related in
Discours. It is much more likely that, when writ-
ing this works, Descartes reorganized and rebuilt
his own autobiographical recollections, shaping
them into a scheme that could have more easily

been provided by a work like Quod nihil scitur
than byMontaigne’s Apologie or Le Vayer’s skep-
tical dialogues. Indeed, the former was not written
as a recollection of a personal experience and the
latter, due to their explicit dialogic form, are very
distant from an account told in the first person, as
in Descartes. It was most probably Sanches’
booklet that suggested Descartes the format to
tell an epistemological crisis as a personal experi-
ence, even though the Discours is more sober and
drier than his antecedent.

Beyond doubt: the internal states of the mind.
Similarly, the constructive aspect of Sanches’
work, namely his theory of the certainty of the
internal states of the mind, can be related to the
similar doctrine in Descartes. To appreciate the
tight connection, one should note that Sanches’
description of the epistemological certainty of
internal states (“quae in nobis aut sunt, aut a
nobis fiunt,” see above) will reappear almost lit-
erally the same in a passage of Descartes, where
he defines the “cogitations” as “everything that
happens / is made in us” (“omnia quae in nobis
fiunt”), adding the claim that thoughts “taken in
themselves and not referring to something else,
cannot be considered false, if one speaks prop-
erly” (Descartes, Principia philosophiae I, 9 AT
VIII A, p. 7; cf. Meditationes II AT VII, p. 33; Iae

Responsiones AT VII, p. 107; IVae Responsiones
AT VII, p. 246). There is therefore quite a strong
reason to see in this doctrine of the internal states
of the mind a skeptical “antecedent” of Descartes’
thesis that the mind is transparent and that ideas
are evident when considered in themselves.
Distinguishing between internal and external
states and explaining how it is possible to acquire
much knowledge without going outside of one-
self, Sanches’ discourse actually opened the path
to an investigation in the direction Descartes will
look for in the Meditations and Recherche de la
vérité. To use Poliandre’s words in the last reply of
this unfinished dialogue: “There are so many
things in the idea of a thinking being that to
develop them all we would need whole days”
(Descartes, Recherche de la vérité AT X, p. 527).
Obviously, Descartes’ different metaphysical atti-
tude allows him to assign a foundational value to
certainties that for Sanches were very strong in
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certainty but, on the opposite, very poor in com-
prehension. Whereas the inverse proportion
between these two factors prevents the skeptic
from proceeding further in the achievement of
metaphysical knowledge, so that his distinction
between things “inside” and “outside” stops at a
dead end, Descartes could profit instead of
Sanches’ discovery of interiority to overthrow
skepticism, as it were, from inside, digging into
this sphere of internal and autonomous knowl-
edge. In so doing, he exactly obtained what the
skeptical crisis required in order not to be accused
of preconceived dogmatism. Moreover, while
Montaigne had no philosophical theory of the
self but rather an experienced and literary practice
of it (Paganini 2013), while self-awareness has in
Charron mainly a moral import, Sanches goes
straight to the issue of the metaphysical certainty:
this is his constructive aspect that was often
neglected by readers and is yet crucial for his
connection with Descartes. More than Montaigne,
Charron, and Campanella, it is Sanches the real
link between Descartes’ experience of doubt and
the skeptical Renaissance thinkers. What is even
more important, looking at Sanches, this connec-
tion regarded not only the destruction of false
certainties but also the discovery of the true ones
by the French philosopher.
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