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ABSTRACT: This article characterises how the Pyrrhonian Sceptic uses language 

to test if such use is susceptible to Dogmatic criticisms, especially from a Stoic 

perspective. It will examine two characterisations of that use. The first one, 

reported by Diogenes Laertius in his Lives of Eminent Philosophers 9.71-78, will be 

discussed as a logical use of human language broader than a philosophical one. 

The second characterisation depends on the discourse chosen by Timon of Phlius 

in his Silloi. In this work, the Epic catalogue shows itself as a powerful 

mechanism; it allows to report, to make history about philosophy itself and to 

offer an account of Pyrrho’s place in it without postulating substantive theses. 

This literary use and the previous philosophical one constitute the particular uses 

of Pyrrhonian language. 

 

Keywords: Pyrrhonism, Diogenes Laertius, Timon of Phlius, epic catalogues, 

history. 

 

La lengua de los pirrónicos 
 

RESUMEN: Este artículo caracteriza el uso del lenguaje del escéptico pirrónico 

con el ánimo de examinar si tal uso es susceptible de las críticas dogmáticas, 

especialmente de las estoicas. Se examinarán dos caracterizaciones de ese uso. La 

primera, presente en el testimonio de Diógenes Laercio en sus Vidas de filósofos 

ilustres 9.71-78, evidenciará un uso del lenguaje humano cuyas estrategias 

permiten un empleo filosófico más amplio que el asertórico. La segunda 

caracterización se deriva del registro elegido por Timón de Fliunte en sus Silloi. 

En esta obra, el catálogo épico se muestra como un poderoso mecanismo que 

permite informar, hacer historia de la filosofía y reportar el lugar de Pirrón en 

ella sin postular tesis sustantivas. Estos usos, filosófico y literario, constituyen los 

usos particulares del lenguaje pirrónico. 

 

Palabras clave: Pirronismo, Diógenes Laercio, Timón de Fliunte, catálogo épico, 

historia.
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Introduction1 

 

Language and the understanding of its functioning are unsettling aspects 

of Scepticism. Besides the apraxia objection, the aphasia challenge is a warhorse 

deployed against the Sceptics by the Dogmatists, especially by the Stoics. 

Contrary to the accusation of inactivity that occupies a significant part of 

contemporary scholarship, this challenge has not been sufficiently worked to 

characterise the discourse that the Sceptic can use without having to commit to 

philosophically robust theses.2 

Lorenzo Corti (2009) deals with apraxia objection. In short, he argues that, 

despite traditional objections, the Sextan sceptic can act, speak, and understand 

without entertaining beliefs. This interpretation is quite helpful for some scholars 

since it is compatible with a rustic reading of Sextan Pyrrhonism. Since the 

passages in Sextus do not explain this clearly, Corti uses contemporary theories 

and concepts to defend his thesis and to characterise the speech acts of a radical 

Sceptic.3 Within this conceptual framework and to complete the characterisation 

of the Sceptic’s peculiar use of language, Corti once again (2015) studies DL 9.74-

77. This passage is dedicated to the Pyrrhonian language, about which is 

understood as opposing discourse to discourse.4 This kind of use seems to be 

complementary to human language, which is malleable, full of senses and 

ambiguity; στρεπτὴ δὲ γλῶσσ’ ἐστὶ βροτῶν (DL 9.73.11). As Corti notes, there are 

few studies on the peculiarities of Diogenes Laertius’ presentation on the status 

of Sceptical discourse; most studies involve the corresponding passages in Sextus 

Empiricus (P. 1.187-208), which offer much more detail. 

 
1 This article was part of  the Scriptorium project, sponsored by Centro de Investigación y Creación and 

Vicerrectoría de Investigaciones at Universidad de los Andes in Bogotá, Colombia (2015-2017). A 

preliminary version was discussed within the framework of  the 1st Latin American Colloquium of  

Skeptical Studies (2017). I thank the audience for their comments and, above all, for encouraging this 

kind of  interdisciplinary work—less orthodox but, in my opinion, quite necessary. I also thank Carlos 

Cortissoz and Alfonso Correa, members of  the Peiras research group, and Jorge Ornelas for their 

corrections and suggestions, which significantly improved this paper. 
2 Besides the works already cited in this article, it is worth mentioning those of Caujolle-Zaslawsky 
(1982), Desbordes (1982), and Stough (1984), all of which focus on the figure of Sextus Empiricus. 
3 Turri (2012) uses the same theoretical framework but has a different motivation. Through the 
taxonomy of different speech acts (linguistic, conversational, and dialectical), his article sheds light 
upon the assertive force of Sceptical statements and explains why it depends so intrinsically on 
knowledge. 
4 As I will argue throughout this paper, it is noteworthy that, though the Sceptical and Pyrrhonian 
uses of language entail more than opposition, it is the chosen and privileged feature in the Homeric 
reference (Il. 20.248) adapted by Diogenes Laertius. Whether between philosophical opinions or 
between the characters of philosophers, opposition plays a central role in my argument. Already in 
DL 9.71, Diogenes conceives this tool as a form to trace back a Pyrrhonian ancestor to Homer’s work: 
παρ’ ὅντιν’ ἄλλοτε ἄλλως ἀποφαίνεται (“he more than anyone else declares one thing in one place 
but another in another place”). For DL passages, I use the Greek edition prepared by Tiziano Dorandi 
(2013) and Scharffenberger and Vogt’s translation (2015) with slight changes. 
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I begin by discussing Corti’s (2015) chapter because it is the most recently 

published study (to the best of my knowledge). In addition, though his well-

grounded work sheds some light on the matter, it still relies mainly on Sextus 

Empiricus.5 Sextus Empiricus resorts to procedures that are more common in 

philosophical discussions and to dialectical resources that focus on the theses 

rather than on those who hold them. It is why academic literature has mainly 

discussed Sextus,6 while the Laertian report has received scarce attention. 

However, it is perhaps worth highlighting the peculiarities of that report, 

precisely because of its differences with Sextus, since Laertius’ report focuses on 

the character of the defenders more than on the defended theses, as I will show 

in the second part of this article. 

I will divide the argument into two parts. The first one is dedicated to 

pointing out the specificities of Diogenes Laertius’ characterisation of Pyrrhonian 

language. Furthermore, this part of the argument evaluates if the Dogmatic 

criticism affects the Sceptical procedures based on the dialectical combat and its 

specific linguistic register. In the second part, I will focus on another linguistic 

register found within Pyrrhonism, which is not philosophical (at least not 

according to the narrow contemporary conception of what Philosophy is). This 

other type of register establishes Pyrrho’s attitudes as desirable, using no 

assertoric forms of discourse. 

 

1. Diogenes Laertius: from intellectualism to automaticity 

Diogenes Laertius’ passage is devoted to the Sceptical use of discourse, 

and it closely resembles Sextus’ characterisation. However, there are minor 

differences worth noting. A first peculiar feature is established through the 

comparison between Pyrrhonian language and the Homeric verses cited above 

 
5 I will also resort to these Sextan passages and the positions of the researchers mentioned, especially 
in the footnotes. These references will allow us to see the peculiarities of Diogenes Laertius’ 
reconstruction of Pyrrhonism, and the major lines of research in contemporary scholarship. 
6 Marchand (2011) devotes his article to Sextus, barely dealing with another source: Timon of Phlius. 
He insists, however, that Timon tries to escape philosophical writing by taking refuge in literary 
discourse in order not to betray Pyrrho’s legacy. From his brief suggestions I would like to highlight: 
“[...] Timon’s verses admit a plurality of interpretations”; “The Silloi launched a new literary genre –
which takes its very name from the title Silloi – that attained such preeminence that, retrospectively, 
some ancients tried to attribute its invention to Xenophanes and even to Homer; on the contrary, his 
endeavour seems to achieve the adaptation of the uncompromising position of Pyrrho to 
philosophical debates” (p. 116); “Poetry, humour and parody are for Timon among the means by 
which to disseminate Pyrrho’s original position […] without committing a parricide” (p. 117). These 
assessments of Timon’s literary work insist on the intention of maintaining Pyrrho’s non-
assertiveness as a guideline for the construction of his discourse and on elusiveness and 
interpretative plurality as the most suitable mechanism for achieving. 
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(DL 9.73.11).7 The search for a poetic, and specifically Homeric, ancestry is 

commonplace in the Laertian reconstruction of many doctrines; it is a feature that 

may even be attributed to the self-promoting discourse of the schools.8 Therefore, 

what is distinctive in this passage is the characterisation of language that this 

presentation adds: 

 
(T1) DL 9.73.11-6 
καὶ πρὶν Ὅμηρον, 
 στρεπτὴ δὲ γλῶσσ’ ἐστὶ βροτῶν, πολέες δ’ ἔνι μῦθοι· [Il. 20.248] 
καὶ 
  ἐπέων δὲ πολὺς νομὸς ἔνθα καὶ ἔνθα· [Il. 20.249] 
καὶ  
ὁπποῖόν κ’ εἴπῃσθα ἔπος, τοῖόν κ’ ἐπακούσαις· [Il. 20.250] 
τὴν ἰσοσθένειαν λέγων καὶ ἀντίθεσιν τῶν λόγων. 
 
And earlier Homer said, 
“The tongue of mortal men is pliant, and many are the tales on it.” 
(Il. 20.248) 
And, 
“The range for words is great here and there.” (Il. 20.249)9 
And, 
“Whatever sort of word you might say, such you might hear.” (Il. 
20.250) 
 

These quotations refer to the equal strength of statements and to the 

opposition of arguments.  

Although the conclusion of the quoted passage is technical and framed 

only in the philosophical presentation of Scepticism, it is useful to remember that 

the Homeric verses correspond to the conversation between Achilles and Aeneas 

on the battlefield (Il. 20.175-259). In the Trojan warrior’s words, there are two 

themes present on the analysis proposed by both of them, the Diogenes Laertius’ 

passage and the work of Timon. On the one hand, the power of words can be 

injurious or insulting (20.202: κερτομίας ἠδ’ αἴσυλα), infantile or foolish (νηπύτιοι) 

and even arrogant (20.246: ὀνείδεα μυθήσασθαι). On the other, he recognises a sort 

of human boasting. Regardless, Aeneas thinks that none of them counts; it is in a 

battle that it is revealed who is who. In this context, the above characterisation of 

human language appears. Hence, men’s language is described as ‘pliant’, ‘full of 

 
7 In DL 9.71-3, Diogenes Laertius looks for some antecedents of this hairesis. He also mentions 
Archilochus, Euripides, Xenophanes, Zeno (of Elea), Democritus, Plato, Empedocles, and Heraclitus. 
However, regarding the specific uses of language, only Homer and Hippocrates are mentioned, whose 
register is qualified as ἐνδοιαστός (doubtful). 
8 It happens mainly in Stoicism (cf. Cicero’s ND 2.63-72). 
9 Here my translation differs from Scharffenberger & Vogt, who omit ἔνθακαὶἔνθα (here and there). I 
think this phrase reinforces the opposition (ἀντίθεσις). 
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tales’, and with a ‘wide range for words here and there’. Moreover, language is 

constantly changing, even becoming contradictory, since it adapts to the purpose 

of each speaker.  

Thus, Diogenes Laertius clarifies that Pyrrhonian language is not 

declarative (DL 9.74.2: οὐδὲν ἀποφαίνονται) but utters and describes (DL 9.74.3: 

προφέρεσθαι καὶ διηγεῖσθαι). Behind the language of the dogmatist, on the 

contrary, there is boasting and belief in its univocal character. To emphasise this 

distinction, Corti introduces Searle’s concept of illocutionary force: 

 

(…) Furthermore, in uttering this phrase, the sceptic affirms 
nothing but reports a feeling of his. Sextus puts forward here a 
double characterisation of the sceptical expressions, grounded on a 
double distinction. The first is the semantic distinction between 
phrases describing the speaker’s feeling and phrases describing 
objects external to the speaker. The second distinction concerns the 
illocutionary force with which the sceptic utters his phrases: 
whether he affirms what he says or does something else. (Corti, 
2015, pp. 127-8) 
 

The illocutionary force of a speech act points to the various functions that 

a statement fulfils or can fulfil and not to the field of action in which the 

proposition should be interpreted.10 Although he mentions it, Corti merely 

distinguishes between the state of the reporter and the content of the report: 

 

We may now put forward the salient features of the Sextan 
characterisation of sceptic speech acts. The sceptic’s phrases have a 
certain meaning: they mean a proposition of the form “It appears to 
me now that P”. The sceptic utters these phrases with a particular 
illocutionary force: he does not affirm them –manifesting a 
judgement he has made– but express or confess his characteristic 
psychological state, that of having a certain appearance, when he 
has it. (Corti, 2015, p.129). 

 

 
10 Barnes had already used this theoretical framework for Sextus Empiricus (1990, p. 2625) and so 
had Corti himself (2009, p. 115-25). Austin’s characterisation is clear about the distinction: “[…] it 
might be perfectly possible, regarding an utterance, to say ‘It is going to charge’, to make entirely 
understandable ‘what we were saying’ in issuing the utterance, in all the senses so far distinguished, 
and yet not at all to have cleared up whether in issuing the utterance I was performing the act of 
warning or not” (Austin, 1976, p. 98). Thus, Mc Pherran (1987, p. 296, n. 18) insists that the 
distinction between statements is not grammatical but lies in the speaker's intention each time they 
are uttered: “[...] the Sceptic (unlike the Dogmatist) does not intend to affirm or deny that something 
is the case (...) when he intends to merely ‘say something’ non-assertively. It is important to realise 
that there are no ‘languages’ of assertion or non-assertion differentiated by a grammatical form; 
rather, the difference lies in the intent productive of the relevant speech act and the metaphysical 
presuppositions involved in the intention to assert something.” 
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With this distinction, Austin himself points to a rhetic act rather than to 

the illocutionary force of the uttered words. As a unit of speech, the rheme can 

be vague, void or obscure (Austin, 1962, p. 98). Corti’s reformulation of 

Pyrrhonian speech acts clarifies, in Austin’s terms, the rheme; namely, the 

references of utterance are not the state of things but the mental states of the 

individual who utters the words. As seen later, Corti does not intend to deny the 

assertiveness of Sceptic’s discourse, but only to restrict it to the phenomenal 

realm. Let us contrast the following passages: 

 

(T2) DL 9.103.1-6 
To these critics [sc. The Dogmatists], Sceptics respond: Concerning 
those things by which we as human beings are affected, we concede 
[ὁμολογοῦμεν]. As well as concerning there is day, and that we live, 
and many other things that appear to us in life, we discern 
(διαγινώσκομεν). However, concerning the things about which the 
Dogmatists make strong affirmations, claiming that they have 
grasped them — concerning these things we suspend judgment 
because they are non-evident, and we know [γινώσκομεν] only how 
we are affected.  
 
(T3) P. 1.200.1-12 
Our attitude is similar when we say ‘Everything is inapprehensible’ 
[πάντα ἐστὶν ἀκατάληπτα]: we explain ‘everything’ [πάντα] in the 
same way, and we supply ‘to me’ [ἐμοί]. Thus, what is said is this: 
‘All the unclear matters investigated in a dogmatic fashion which I 
have inspected appear to me inapprehensible.’ It is not to make an 
affirmation that the matters investigated by the Dogmatists are of 
such a nature as to be inapprehensible. Instead, it is to report our 
feeling [τὸ ἑαυτοῦ πάθος ἀπαγγέλλοντος] ‘in virtue of which’, we 
say, ‘I suppose [ὑπολαμβάνω] that up to now I have not 
apprehended any of these things because of the equipollence of 
their opposites.’11 

 

In Sextan’s presentation, however, we can also say that these propositions 

are assertoric. Such propositions are interpreted in this way by those who 

consider that Sceptical practice consists in falsifying certain statements by 

opposing others with a similar claim to truth or in producing self-refuting 

statements. This seems to be the case with McPherran (1987) and Spinelli (1991, 

p. 65), despite their warnings and precautions. In Sextus, as Corti (2015, p. 129) 

points out, the modalization of the report is extreme; hence, the repetitive 

anchoring in the subject.  

 
11 I use Annas & Barnes translation.  
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In Sextus’ text, as in other passages in Diogenes Laertius, two verbs of 

saying are used to establish the opposition — διαβεβαιόω (‘to hold firmly’, ‘to 

affirm’) and ἀπαγγέλλω (‘to report’, ‘to notify’); however, in DL 9.103.4-6 the 

second verb is no longer of this type. In this passage, γιγνώσκω (‘to know’) is 

used, which implies a different commitment. In the corresponding excerpt from 

Sextus, he used the verb ὑπολαμβάνω. Speaking of mental activity, this verb has 

several meanings showing instability, doubt, and even passivity: to interpret, to 

take, to bear, to admit, to assume, to suppose, to suspect, and to cast doubt on. 

With Corti, I want to highlight the rational activity implied in using γιγνώσκω 

in the DL passage. So, this can mean: to know by reflection, to know by 

observation, to discern, to distinguish, to recognise, to be conscious of, and 

merely to think and judge. Thus, having reference restricted by adding ἐμοι, 

would not be enough. Even if the Sceptic uses words (φωναί) to speak only of his 

mental states, the expressions chosen do not achieve that; they always end up 

making him commit to some truth.  

Furthermore, it is also possible that the charge of performative 

contradiction transcends the domain of discourse. The problem does not rest on 

a sort of Dogmatic misunderstanding of other uses of language, like the example 

about mentioning the place (DL 9.77.3-4) seems to suggest; neither on Sceptics 

not choosing their vocabulary well. Dogmatics believe that the Sceptical practice 

of comparing one discourse to another or one reasoning to another is assertoric, 

even if it is circumscribed to their mental states. Corti himself suggests this 

reading (2015, pp. 140-3), supporting it with another of the particularities in 

Diogenes Laertius’ presentation. Examine, for example: 

 
(T4) DL 7.77.7-9 
[…] however, things appear to be, they are not that way by nature, 
but they only seem to be. They said that they investigate not their 
thoughts, since what one thinks is evident to oneself [ὅ τι γὰρ 
νοεῖται δῆλον], but what they access by the senses. 

 

In both passages (T2 and T4), I have highlighted those verbs that would 

not be expected in Sceptic discourse, because of their cognitive load and their 

ontological commitments. Corti justifies the use of these verbs by insisting on the 

distinction between non-evident external objects and the individual’s feelings or 

psychological states. Besides, he clarifies that for talking about external objects; it 

is necessary to have concepts and beliefs about them, i.e. a robust cognitive 

apparatus also committed to truth. Corti argues that these assumptions are 

unnecessary for knowledge that is based on impressions without inferences or 

other mediated mental states. 
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Corti’s interpretation is strongly speculative and could even be considered 

contrary to the spirit of Scepticism, insofar as it attributes knowledge to the 

subject, even if it is non-inferential.12 However, Corti’s deflationism makes 

knowledge possible. This knowledge lets the Sceptic affirm that he agrees 

(ὁμολογεῖν) with a statement that describes his experience at a specific moment. 

The domain of discourse and the domain of perception are circumscribed in such 

a way that the knowledge obtained is nothing more than a form of passivity 

similar in substance to any other type of perception. Corti supports his 

conclusion with Vendler’s analysis of language. Vendler (1967, chapters 1 and 4), 

following Austin’s analysis of ordinary language, posits a difference between 

propositional attitudes and factive stative attitudes. The latter are necessary and 

automatically true since they do not imply cognitive processes to which error or 

falsity can apply. Neither are they attitudes towards a judgment, expressed in the 

subordinate clause that is characteristic of propositional contexts. One of the 

essential characteristics of these factive stative attitudes is that they are not 

semantically analysable in terms of other more basic mental states such as 

perceptions. This feature allows Corti to impute passivity of the Pyrrhonian 

states including the state of knowledge. In that sense, knowledge is a state, not a 

process, such as Vendler seeks to defend based on his semantic analysis. 

In this sense, it can be possible to attribute automaticity to these states. The 

report of this specific cognitive state happens almost as a reflex action. This kind 

of behaviour is innate and passive and can be part of a more complex reaction to 

the environment. Being innate, this behaviour can be attributed to all member of 

a species as part of their natural baggage, without learning, processes or prior 

experiences. So it is predictable and still involuntary. Sometimes, on unusual 

occasions, these reactions are out of place. They could be motivated by a confused 

perception or even an inexistent one13.  

With all these restrictions in mind, this specific sceptical language would 

not be an intellectual but rather an everyday language, free of metaphysical 

speculation and judgment; the kind of discourse that allows the Sceptic, without 

 
12 However, he is not the only interpreter who attempts to describe the mental life of the Sceptic, to 
which our philosophically (and dogmatically) construed assumptions cannot be attributed. To 
explain Sextus, Vogt (1998), for example, opts for a less anachronistic framework, closer to ancient 
Scepticism. She tends to attribute to Sceptic a weak assent, as it is understood by the Stoics. Here 
‘weak’ likely means: automatic, not very reflective, not granting security, and motivated exclusively 
by the imminence of perceptions. Both interpreters suppose that the most dogmatic feature of 
knowledge is systematicity, on which its inferential operation is based. Hence, they can attribute some 
form of cognitive apprehension to Scepticism, as long as it does not imply inferences. 
13 Among biologists, it is well known the case of egg retrieval by water birds. Many of them push their 
eggs into the nest in a complex set of movements aimed at preserving their offspring. According to 
the researchers, these birds repeat the movements sometimes even if the egg removed from the nest 
is gone or in front of some egg-shaped objects. (PREVETT, 1973, 202).  
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philosophical arrogance, to act day by day.14 However, this use of language does 

not allow him to carry out his philosophical work. Pyrrho and his disciples 

renounce the sort of arrogance that makes it possible to trust reason, but they do 

not abandon reason or philosophy. They recognise that only reason can be 

opposed to reason, so it is an operation of the reason that can lead the Sceptic to 

imperturbability. 

Consequently, Pyrrhonian language must be able to fulfil both tasks: on 

the one hand, it must dismantle the ambitions of reason and, on the other, it must 

promote Sceptical choice. Corti adequately explains this first task in his 

reconstruction of Sextus’ passages (2009) and Diogenes Laertius’ (2015). Corti 

states that the adverbial expressions συγκριτικῶς, θετικῶς and ἀναιρετικῶς in the 

οὐδὲν μᾶλλον phrases (DL 9.75 5, 6, and 7) elude asseveration through asserting 

one phrase simultaneously, comparatively or negatively with its opposite. 

According to Corti’s analysis, Sceptical expressions have the logical property of 

self-refutation (συμπεριγραφή), so that, by attesting as judgements, they provoke 

the disengagement they seek.15 

So Pyrrhonian language, like that of mortals, is pliant and has a broad 

spectrum of application to judgments and mental processes but also feelings and 

perception. We still have to determine other functions beyond those that the 

philosophical range offers. In what follows, I want to explore how a particular 

lifestyle can be promoted without using assertoric discourse and without 

boasting of excessive confidence in the power of reasoning16. 

 
14 Spinelli (1991) also attempts to examine the legitimacy of Sceptical expressions and offers a general 
outline of the discourse that seems to be behind the vagueness of the adverbs used by Sextus (P. 
191.3-4: ἀδιαφόρως καὶ καταχρηστικῶς). Although not the language of philosophers, this is a 
technical language, not ordinary, whose purpose is to aim at the speaker’s mental states, i.e. at the 
phenomenal, and not at objects or events. It gains meaning conventionally and is diachronically and 
diatopically changed (M. 1.82) depending on the linguistic framework in which they express 
themselves. All expressions in it have the same value so that Sceptical voices can be overridden by 
other expressions. Despite its precision, this language is inaccurate, not dogmatic, without claims to 
truth and therefore, according to Spinelli, pre-philosophical (p. 63); although perhaps we should 
rather say “post-philosophical” since it reaches this characterisation after a deep understanding and 
awareness of its operation. 
15 Castagnoli’s (2010, pp. 249-307) interpretation of συμπεριγραφή is different. He considers that to 
utter comparatively, positively or negatively, should not be understood as self-refutation, because –
far from accepting the dogmatic position, as McPherran (1987, p. 294) believes – the Sceptic intends 
to answer with a much more refined dialectical tool that protects him from that accusation (p. 252). 
For this reason, Castagnoli proposes to understand συμπεριγραφή as ‘cancellation’ (p. 254). It means 
that the opinions in dispute are not falsified, and its assertive weight does not cancel them 
simultaneously. Consequently, Castagnoli denies the dogmatic interpretation (assertive as Corti’s) 
and favours a report of the subject’s affections that merely puts in parentheses (p. 268) the opinions 
to which the expression οὐδὲν μᾶλλον applies (e.g. p. 255). Castagnoli (pp. 265-7) attempts—like 
Corti, Spinelli, and Vogt—to provide the Sceptic with logical mechanisms that, without relying on the 
assertion, could lead to the suspension of judgment and tranquillity.  
16 It is symptomatic of a reading of Scepticism always to demand a justification of the ethical 
implications that derive from their methods of metaphysical or epistemic questioning. It is so because 
in later philosophy, the epistemic interpretation of Scepticism has prevailed. Except for the Academics 
– who are precisely the primary source of modern and contemporary scepticism –, all ancient Sceptics 
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2. Poetic resources: the catalogue as report and history 

Timon (325-235 BC)17 lived and wrote before all these criticisms. For this 

reason, his sort of writing cannot be interpreted as a response to Dogmatic 

criticism or an alternative to the challenge proposed. However, we know that 

Pyrrho himself did not write. Far from being a pupil with a doctrine of his own,18 

Timon only wants to present Pyrrho’s position without betraying him. In the 

light of Brunschwig’s analysis (1994a, pp. 195-6) of Aristocles’ passage, for 

example, one can refute this claim and consider that many of the theses 

traditionally attributed to Pyrrho are Timon’s. It is even possible to maintain that 

Timon’s purpose is to respect the Sceptical choice.19 Hence, I would like to argue 

he favours a literary register rather than a dialectical or purgative one in the line 

attributed to the new Pyrrhonians. 

From Diogenes Laertius, we also know that Timon was a prolific writer, 

of both philosophical treatises – On nature and On the senses (9.105) – and literary 

works. Despite minimal remains of the former, ancient and current 

commentators insist on attributing to him an understanding of the different kinds 

of propositions and their operation in scientific demonstrations and discoveries. 

Based on the testimony of Sextus’ that alludes to the roles of hypotheses in 

mathematical investigations (M. 3.1), the discourse of Timon is likened to the 

Aristotelian argumentation in Metaphysics Γ and the Analytics. Therefore, it does 

not seem possible to suppose that Timon’s forms of expression are clumsy 

attempts at a discourse like the sextan language discussed previously. These 

treaties could belong to the time when he was Stilpo’s pupil. Therefore, perhaps 

not even to his time as a Pyrrhonian (LONG, 2006, p. 94). Once Timon chooses 

Pyrrhonian Scepticism, his rhetic register changes, and he adopts a literary style. 

However, before specifying Timon’s preferred style and its peculiar features as 

 
considered their attitude as a set of ideas answering the question about the best life we can live (e.g. 
SE P. 1.12 and Cic. Fin. 4.43). 
17 Timon is recognized as almost contemporary with Pyrrho and in the strict sense the only one who 
is undoubtedly his disciple. According to Diogenes Laertius’ lists, he wrote over sixty works, which 
are classified into at least three groups: poetic works—comedies, tragedies and some κί ναίδοί or 
obscene poems; philosophical works—On the senses and perhaps On nature; and finally the works 
dedicated to praise Pyrrho’s way of life. It links him to Stilpo the Megarian (DL 9.109), from whom he 
adopted a favourable attitude towards Eleatism (cf. fragment 45D). About his life, we know that he 
was a dancer before he became a philosopher and that he suspended his training with Stilpo to return 
to Phlius and marry. After his time with Pyrrho, he lived in Athens, earning a living by teaching 
philosophy. 
18 It is common in secondary literature (cf. Marchand, 2011, p. 115) to relate Timon to Plato, since 
Socrates, like Pyrrho, did not write. However, perhaps we should rather link him to Xenophon, whose 
literary accounts addresses in the form of expository and advertising writing that, while defending 
some philosophical choice, does not intend to present or defend a substantive position. 
19 Concerning the Indalmoi (1994b, p. 219), Brunschwig attributes to Timon this purpose. 
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opposed to other equally philosophical poetic genres, it is necessary to clarify the 

motives of his choice. 

What is Timon’s purpose exactly? According to Decleva Caizzi (1986, 

p.176), it is to introduce Pyrrho’s lifestyle to the disputes between Hellenistic 

philosophical schools. Chiesara (2007) expands this claim, placing Timon’s 

attempt in the context of Athens, in the fourth and third centuries B.C. It was a 

city full of philosophical schools and disputes about alternative models of life. 

Chiesara understands Timon’s need to position himself among his 

contemporaries as a sign of philosophy’s professionalisation, a challenge that 

Timon assumes in his Silloi, his most representative work. He constructs a history 

of philosophy20 and a presentation of the controversy among past and present 

philosophical schools in a non-combative and non-argumentative style. 

Clayman has already pointed out that there are two epic procedures used 

by Timon: the catalogue21 (2009, p. 79) and the scenes about troop reviews, i.e. 

the famous teichoscopia. However, despite Clayman’s detailed description, he 

does not attempt an interpretation. He and others have pointed out that in 

Hellenistic contexts, the reference to Homer as an ideological or literary 

predecessor is inescapable. The mention of the stoic Cleanthes has the same 

purpose. Homer, Hesiod and Heraclitus are illustrious authors whom every 

school wants to claim as predecessors. 

From the literary point of view, in Timon’s style, there is evidence of one 

type of Homerism, similar to Pseudo-Apollodorus’ Bibliotheca (2nd century BC) 

and the Batrachomyomachia (2nd-1st century BC).  

Although both poems are posterior, they paradigmatically represent a 

literary construction incipient in Timon. The latter, for example, is a mixture of 

genres of a parodic sort, precisely because it uses themes or plots of a poetic 

model in the linguistic register of another model. Using the theme and message 

of Aesop’s fable of the frog and the mouse, the Alexandrian author narrates a 

conflict and its development in the style of the heroic battles in Homeric verse 

and with the same use of scenes. Likewise, the Bibliotheca is a compendium of 

mythological and heroic stories, presented in an encyclopaedic format which did 

not belong to any of the previous philosophical genres; because of these features, 

this work became a reference for later authors.  

Timon uses epic as the realm of deeds, of actions rather than words. That 

agonistic spirit allows him to portray Pyrrho as a hero who prevails because of 

 
20 Based on what remains of his Silloi, Timon dealt with a vast repertoire of philosophers, and he was 
interested in presenting their “doctrines” in the same narrative style that biographers will adopt now, 
among these Diogenes Laertius. 
21 The catalogue is an artefact of composition very usual in Ancient Epic that is mainly used to provide 
information about the past, trace lineages and origins, and/or preserve the memory of events and 
heroes with no written record. 
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his deeds and not because of his theories. Aeneas anticipated this attitude in the 

Iliad passage on the indeterminacy of human language. Whatever human 

purposes are, words pass, and men can only judge from their deeds; dogmas 

pass, but forms of life remain. In the same parodic tone, Timon takes up the 

subject and purpose of the agonistic works of contemporary philosophers and 

pours them into the Homeric cast of champion battles, in which heroes are 

presented very briefly using an epithet. He either identifies them within a lineage 

or attributes to them a quality that distinguishes them from others. Thus, he 

offers a comprehensive and encyclopaedic view of the history of philosophy up 

to its time.22 

Concretely, the mentioned scenes are instrumental in virtue of their 

scheme and purposes. They constitute a presentation of characters or objects and 

circumstances, both the teichoscopia and the epipoleseis can be considered 

catalogues. I am interested in reducing these narrative forms to the catalogue 

because I hope to defend that this rhetorical instrument offers Timon a way of 

reporting and making history, which is very close to the aspirations of the 

Sceptical discourse. 

 

2.1. Epic catalogues and philosophical historiography 

Interpreters of the Silloi understand the work as a catalogue in the style of 

those we find Homeric epic. Clayman’s interpretation is supported by the 

coincidences between the Homeric verses23 and those used by Timon to 

introduce his list of philosophers: 

 

(T5) DL 9.112.4  
ἔσπετε νῦν μοι ὅσοι πολυπράγμονές ἐστε σοφισταί. 
Tell me now, all of you who are sophists, curious and prying. 
(T6) Il. 2.484 
ἔσπετε νῦν μοι Μοῦσαι Ὀλύμπια δώματ' ἔχουσαι […]. 
Tell me now, Muses who have Olympian dwellings […].  
 

Besides the formula that topically introduces this kind of scene, it is worth 

highlighting the changes introduced there: the Sophists replaces the Muses, and 

they are qualified as πολυπράγμονες, i.e. ‘busy about many things’ or ‘curious’ 

 
22 This awareness of the power of epic rhetorical instruments is even attributed to the Homeric poets 
themselves in the most recent studies (SAMMONS, 2010, p. 3). Given the parodic character of Timon’s 
text, it is even more natural to assume it. 
23 Besides the reference to Book II of the Iliad quoted in T5, the same beginning of verse occurs in Il. 
11.218 and 14. 508; 16.112. 
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and ‘prying’, as Scharffenberger and Vogt translate. The adjective is interesting 

because Diogenes attributes the opposite quality to Pyrrho: 

 
(T7) DL 9.64.11-65.5 
What is more, there were many who admired the way Pyrrho kept 
to himself (καὶ δὴ καὶ πολλοὺς εἶχε ζηλωτὰς τῆς ἀπραγμοσύνης). It 
is why Timon said the following about him in the Pytho <… > and 
in his Silloi: “O old man, o Pyrrho! How, or from what inspiration, 
did you discover the means of casting off the servitude imposed by 
the empty-headed fancies of sophists? How did you loosen the 
bond of every deception and every effort to persuade? You had no 
interest in asking after these things: in pursuing what distractions 
possess Hellas, or in inquiring after the cause (πόθεν) and effect (εἰς 
ὅ τι) of every single thing.” 
 

The term ἀπραγμοσύνη is undoubtedly hard to translate. For example, 

Correa and Sánchez (2013, p. 220, n. 7) choose ‘tranquilidad’, since they think this 

term positively encompasses the qualities formerly attributed to Pyrrho: 

indifference, detachment, etcetera. It is, in fact, the other sense of the word in the 

LSJ: ‘love a quiet life’. For example, in Isoc. 15.151; τὴν ... ἡσυχίαν καὶ τὴν ἀ. 

ἀγαπῶν (‘cherishing the calm and tranquillity’). I agree with them that the term 

aims to characterise Pyrrho positively, and therefore I discard such meanings as 

‘carelessness’, ‘indolence’, or ‘laziness’24. However, Pyrrho’s mental states are not 

the main topic here, but his social and political (or, more precisely, apolitical) 

attitudes. Therefore, I prefer Hicks’ election (vol. 2, p. 479) ‘abstention from 

affairs’25. I believe that the political context of the passage should be maintained 

(i.e. the consequences of his behaviour for the polis) in the translation. So in this 

way, it is clear the opposition that Timon himself is making between Pyrrho and 

the other philosophers, who are busy about many things (πολυπράγμονες). Thus, 

I believe that this is an instance of the first meaning in the LSJ, ‘freedom from 

politics’, of which Xenophon’s Memorabilia 3.11.16 is an example: ὁ Σωκράτης 

ἐπισκώπτων τὴν αὑτοῦ ἀπραγμοσύνην. The broader context of this passage is: 

“And Socrates, joking about his own lack of busyness, said: ‘But, Theodote, it is 

not very easy for me to find leisure for in fact many affairs both private and public 

deprive me of leisure.’”26  

Let us return to Diogenes Laertius’ passage (T7). There this trait of 

character is connected with an epistemic and judicial attitude, i.e. the inquiry and 

the absence of opinions. That trait is also connected with a lack of concern about 

 
24 The negative senses in the LSJ are: ‘love of ease’, ‘easiness of temper’, and ‘inexperience.’ 
25 This interpretation is shared by Bredlow (2010, p. 350), ‘retraimiento’ (i.e. ‘withdrawing’) and 
Scharffenberger & Vogt (2015, p. 19), ‘a keeping to oneself’. Garcí a Gual (2013, p. 235), in contrast, 
chooses a negative translation: ‘negligencia de las cosas’ (i.e. ‘negligence of things’).  
26 Translated by Bonnette (1994).  
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knowledge and about questions on the meaning—the direction and perhaps the 

end—of everything. Also as in the Silloi being a σοφιστής is joined to the opposite 

attitude (πολυπραγμοσύνη).27 Hence, the language that positions Pyrrho to other 

philosophers must also dispense with judgments, conceptualisations and 

inferences. It cannot attempt to set objectives or concrete paths.  

In virtue of these aims, it is necessary to rethink the use of the catalogue. 

Strictly speaking, catalogues are a discrete list of items of any type organised 

sequentially, without an explicit relationship between them through connectors 

or anaphoric elements (cf. SAMMONS, 2010, pp. 7-8). This feature is present in 

Timon’s fragments. Thus, οἷος and ἴδον and its variants – the usual anaphoric 

elements in the women’s catalogue in Hesiod and Odysseu’s νέκυια, for example 

– appear several times (οἷ ος: 9, 23, 26, 27, 46). Not only I do want to insist on the 

formal continuity pointed out by Clayman; but I would also like to show that the 

aim of this list is the same. Far from parodying its procedure, it wants to use it. 

This kind of anaphoric connector does not have a restrictive interpretation and, 

rather than establishing a conceptual link between the items in the list, it 

introduces them. Other scenes, as I said before, can be considered a more complex 

catalogue, slightly more elaborated: the teichoscopia and the epipoleseis. Unlike 

pure catalogues, these connect the listed items among themselves, establishing 

links of other types: lineage, geopolitics, and social position. The first type of 

scene allows to visualise the combatants and to present the cast of the characters 

that will be in the narrative. The second one lets us harangue and review the 

troops and link them to certain ideals. So Clayman thinks that we must 

understand the scenes in the fashion of the marketplace of philosophers. 

However, I would like to limit the poetic elaboration to the minimum to 

preserve the simplicity of the list. Not only because, as Long points out (2006, pp. 

82-3), given the fragmentary state of this work, it would be very speculative to 

assimilate Timon’s piece with other more complex narratives such as the νέκυια, 

but because any different narrative model would involve categorisation, the 

establishment of successions, chronologies and organisations.28  

Barney (1982, pp. 191-2) maintains that, in the Homeric and other later 

catalogues, including the Hellenistic and Medieval ones, the order of the lists is 

reversible because of metrical, not conceptual, requirements. Therefore, there is 

no chronological, logical, or causal subordination (i.e. the links we find in usual 

 
27 There are no senses reported for πολυπραγμοσυ νη that can be opposed to the meaning chosen by 
Correa & Sa nchez. Nevertheless, there are some ‘psychological’ senses—to label them—besides those 
mentioned: ‘intrigue,’ ‘zeal,’ ‘indiscretion.’ The most common are: ‘passion for business,’ ‘eagerness 
for novelty,’ etc. 
28 It is not surprising that Diogenes, from whom most of Timon’s extant fragments come, uses it to 
characterize individuals with epithets and does not refer to generalizations or robust 
conceptualizations. 
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narratives). In Barney’s words, the catalogue is “the most actively constructing 

and passively recording of representations” (1982, p. 191-2). Suppose all 

connections are suspended, and there is no way to establish hierarchies between 

the elements listed. In that case, it is possible to eliminate, as Spufford (1989, pp. 

5-7) does, any authority, position or dominant perspective in the text, making the 

readers or the audience the only ones responsible for the interpretation. Precisely, 

this is what happens in Book II of the Iliad, the famous catalogue of the ships, the 

inter-text with which Timon expressly wants to affiliate his Silloi. 

We well know that this Book II is one of the most recurrent sources for the 

history and archaeology of the Mycenaean and Trojan world. The Schliemann 

arrival at Hisarlik, following the geographical route described in Book II, is 

famous. It is also frequently used to characterise the geopolitical organisation of 

that pre-Hellenic world, as well as the sources of economic wealth and global 

predominance. That happens thanks to the fact that the audience grasps the 

poet’s intention with complete clarity. In Book II, the poetic voice is present and 

pretends to be as faithful as possible to the facts, to present the historical truth, 

passively, with no unnecessary interventions to transmit the message of the 

Muses, privileged witnesses of events: 

 
(T8) Il. 2. 485-86  
ὑμεῖς γὰρ θεαί ἐστε πάρεστέ τε ἴστέ τε πάντα, 
ἡμεῖς δὲ κλέος οἶον ἀκούομεν οὐδέ τι ἴδμεν […]. 
 
For you are goddesses and are present and you know everything, 
while we hear only a rumour and know nothing […]. 
 

This characterisation should undoubtedly be familiar. There is an 

opposition between direct or immediate knowledge and that which comes from 

rumour; i.e. an opposition between supposition and reporting or writing a story, 

which is precisely what the Sceptics claim according to both DL 9.74.3 and Sextus 

Empiricus (P. 1.15). It is also familiar to both the attempt to put aside the 

mediation of reason and logical processes, especially inferences, in their daily 

operation and to reflect what is immediately presented to their senses. 

The catalogue of philosophers—vaguely related to each other and barely 

characterised using epithets—makes it possible for Timon to create a history of 

philosophy from the pre-Socratics to the disputes of his time without establishing 

logical or conceptual relations that commit them to a specific position. It is not a 

minor advantage.  

If Timon received philosophical training at Stilpo’s Megarian school and 

he was familiar with Metaphysics Γ, he might have been acquainted with book Α 

of the Metaphysics and other Aristotelian treatises. For example, according to 

Sánchez (2016, p. 77, my translation from Spanish and my italics): 
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“[D]ialectics [i.e. discussing the opinions of predecessors] can be a 
tool of scientific research. […] [T]he evidence that survives in the 
written works of Aristotle seems to point out that its function is 
necessary (though not sufficient) in the investigations to establish 
principles. Its work lies, above all, in the production of definitions 
that serve as starting points through the filtering of ancient opinions 
(De Anima 403a26). Dialectics manifests itself as responsible for this 
methodological step in the De Anima, as a provider of the elements 
with which divisions operate, as inferred from the systematic use 
of classifications that lead to the production of definitions, i.e. 
propositions that will work as premises and aporias.” 
 

I have emphasised the elements that make the theoretical load in 

Aristotle’s history of his predecessors in De Anima clear, not only because 

Aristotle’s report uses his concepts and logical operations (definition, aporias, 

and division), but also because that same procedure intends to be philosophically 

productive, i.e. it attempts to produce new knowledge. Aristotle himself says so 

at the beginning of the treatise, after saying that he will examine what his 

predecessors have said about the soul: 

 

(T9) De Anima 403b20-2 
For our study of the soul, it is necessary, while formulating the 
problems (διαποροῦντας) of which in our further advance we are to 
find the solutions, to call into council the views (δόξας 
συμπαραλαμβάνειν) of those of our predecessors who have declared 
any opinion on this subject, in order that we may profit (λάβωμεν) 
by whatever is sound in their suggestions and avoid their errors.29  

 

Interpreting this Aristotelian procedure as collecting and sieving is 

famous: one gathers previous opinions in order to take from them what passes 

the test and discard what does not. Aristotle has no purgative purpose, but a 

manifest and genuine interest in theories for the sake of themselves. His 

predecessors are conceptually, progressively and almost teleologically 

presented. He offers information about former philosophers, though he is not 

interested in them but in their opinions, which are ordered in a progressive 

sequence leading to his discoveries. Occasionally, Aristotle even presents them 

as an organic and teleological development, as a natural unfolding. 

Timon depicts philosophers focusing on their attitudes in ordinary life 

rather than their theses. Thales appears as an opportunist (23D); Pythagoras, as a 

trickster (5, 47D); Heraclitus, as presumptuous and enigmatic (43D); Empedocles 

 
29 Translated by J.A. Smith.  
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and Anaxagoras, as incongruent (24, 42 D); Protagoras, as cunning (5, 47 D); 

Prodicus, as a seller of horoscopes (18D); Socrates, as charming and a buffoon (25, 

62D); Plato, as a cicada, a seducer of minds (19, 30D); the Stoics, as obtuse and 

corrupting, but, above all, presumptuous, the worst of philosophical defects. We 

should also note that what Timon praises from Parmenides, Zeno, Anaxarchus, 

and Democritus is their attitudes, not their philosophical theses: “Parmenides’ 

strength, magnanimous for his few opinions” (44D); “The great indomitable 

strength of Zeno because of his twofold language, a censor of all, and Melissus, 

above many vain representations and of not a few succubi” (45D); “Among the 

first ones I recognised Democritus, a shepherd of myths, a talker of twofold 

thinking” (46D); “There was known the audacious –and steadfastness wherever 

to strive after– fierceness canine of Anaxarchus” (58D).30 

It is not that Timon does not know their theses, since we know he was 

acquainted with the Eleatic ideas (M. 9.197), or that his interest is not 

philosophical. Instead, what is at stake is not the doctrines but how they manifest 

themselves in life. Hence, the qualifications used are personal or ad hominem. 

Many other strategies would be traceable in what survives from Timon’s 

attempt. For example, contrary to what Clayman (2009, p. 103) Marchand (2011, 

p. 116) and Bett (2014) think, I consider the parallels with Lucian’s Fisherman are 

clear. The marketplace of philosophers in the style of a fish market contributes 

precisely to show that philosophical schools offer themselves as food for the soul. 

Also, the satirical wink can be interpreted in the direction already showed, as a 

mechanism to position Scepticism in front of the other schools without using 

theses and refutation instruments. 

Despite Pyrrho’s withdrawing (ἀπραγμοσύνη) and the Pyrrhonian speech 

that Timon tries to build, there is something to promote. Just as Corti (2015, pp. 

133-4) interprets the logical strategy as a chiasmus, I believe that the same 

resource is implemented in the Silloi. As a poetic strategy, it is widespread in the 

epic. It is about building the image of a character in opposition to the 

characteristics attributed to another. We should remember that catalogues are not 

only composed by the poet but sometimes also by the characters of the piece. It 

is precisely the case in the Silloi since Timon is a character in his work. In these 

cases, that actual intention, with the pretence of objectivity, supports a less 

unprepared purpose; for example, the catalogue of women offered by Ulysses in 

his trip to the netherworld. He is undoubtedly interested in contrasting two 

characteristics: one that gathers all women named, who are the wives of some 

hero; another, which distinguishes each from the others. His list reflects what 

worries him about his wife. Like some women mentioned above, he hopes that 

she will remain faithful to his memory, fearing that, like the others, she has been 

 
30 These translations are mine.  
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unfaithful and renounced waiting for him. The readers of the Odyssey know this 

structure of chiasmus dominates the epic, always contrasting the house of 

Agamemnon with the house of Ulysses. Timon exploits the same mechanism. 

Its procedures attempt rather to distinguish Pyrrho from a particular 

philosophical tradition, and hence Timon describes the other philosophers with 

characteristics contrary to those attributed to Pyrrho. He uses, for example, the 

established opposition between the ἀπραγμοσύνη and the πολυπράγμουνη. 

Thus, philosophers are blamed as pretentious and vain, while Pyrrho is ἀτυφός 

(9D). This characterisation is intentional; in the first place, we assume that his 

writing is there to promote the choice of his teacher. Besides, his intention is 

evident by the vast number of neologisms preserved in the scant evidence we 

have, including that characterisation of Xenophanes as ὑποτυφός. 

I have used the word “language”, i.e. γλῶσσα, widely to refer to the 

spectrum of linguistic uses that the Pyrrhonian Sceptic uses. This word 

encompasses much broader uses than those of philosophical discourse. The 

Pyrrhonian language not only talks about theories, positions, debates, and 

arguments; it also serves to move intuitively and tentatively in the world. This 

kind of language could be a vehicle for less orderly and systematic stories than 

historiographical ones, more enunciative than declarative, descriptive rather 

than categorical. In that spectrum of use and meaning, literary writings have a 

refreshing and therapeutic role that is worth taking advantage of. 
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