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Cicero and Hellenistic Philosophy: Focusing on Hellenistic
Epistemology in Cicero’s On Academic Scepticism

Yong Min Kim | Hankuk University of Foreign Studies

The period of Hellenistic philosophy started from the death of King Alexander in 323 B.C.
and ended in around 100 B.C., when the revival of Platonism and Aristotelianism began to
arise. As Cicero was bom in 106 B.C. and died in 43 B.C., he was able to overview all the
developments of Hellenistic philosophy. His philosophical status was so peculiar that no other
scholars could compete with him. His contributions to Hellenistic philosophy can be pointed
out in two respects. First, he is a philosophical journalist who delivers the major contents of
Hellenistic philosophy, about which other original sources are almost lost. Without Cicero's
works, it is very difficult to reconstruct Hellenistic philosophy. And second, though he belongs
to the Academic sceptics, he is not constrained by New Academy's dogmas: he dares to
question all of philosophical claims by New Academy, Peripatetic, Stoics, Epicurean, and Old
Academy and defends the most probable claims after comparing each philosophical school
with another. Cicero accepts the tradition of Hellenistic philosophy that the philosophical
system is composed of three areas of logic, physics, and ethics. Exploiting the philosophical
system of logic-physics-ethics, he explains the essential aspects of the various philosophical
schools on the one hand, and he writes his own philosophical works. On the other hand On
Academic Scepticism is the dialogue from which his philosophical system of logic-physics-
ethics starts. In this dialogue, he attempts to uphold the status of epistemology and deliver the
strong message that knowledge is the deepest source for living an ethical life. Without
understanding this dialogue, we can never get into the Cicero’s own philosophical system.

Keywords: New Academy, Old Academy, Stoicism, Zeno, Antiochus, Hellenistic
philosophy, logic, epitemology, self-warranting impression, vacuous impression, scepticism,

criterion of truth, sorites, paradox, indiscriminabilty problem, inactivity argument



