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Abstract 

Skepticism, as a central theme in epistemology, examines the possibility and limitations of 

human knowledge, questioning whether certainty is attainable or if doubt inevitably shapes our 

understanding of reality. Rooted in ancient Greek philosophy with figures such as Pyrrho and 

Sextus Empiricus, skepticism developed through modern thinkers like Descartes, who introduced 

methodological doubt, and Hume, who exposed the uncertainties of induction and causality. 

These debates reveal the cognitive and linguistic boundaries that constrain human inquiry, while 

also highlighting the enduring tension between radical doubt and the practical need for belief. 

Contemporary challenges, including the Gettier problem, simulation arguments, and postmodern 

critiques of truth, further underscore the fragility of epistemic claims. Yet, pragmatic, contextual, 

and virtue-based responses show that skepticism need not lead to nihilism, but rather to 

intellectual humility. This study explores skepticism as a lens for understanding the limits of 

human knowledge in today’s uncertain, post-truth era. 
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Introduction 

Skepticism, one of the oldest and most persistent traditions in philosophy, raises fundamental 

questions about the nature, scope, and certainty of human knowledge. From its Greek origins in 

the thought of Pyrrho and Sextus Empiricus, skepticism has challenged human beings to suspend 

judgment, question appearances, and acknowledge the fallibility of perception and reason. Later, 

in the modern era, René Descartes employed methodological doubt, considering even the 

possibility of an evil demon deceiving the senses, in order to establish a foundation for 

knowledge, while David Hume exposed the fragility of causal reasoning and the problem of 

induction, highlighting how empirical claims rest on habit rather than rational certainty. Such 

philosophical doubts reveal the limits of human cognition, where perceptual illusions, memory 

errors, and cultural-linguistic frameworks restrict what can be truly known. The history of 

skepticism also reveals an ongoing tension: while radical skepticism denies the possibility of 

knowledge altogether, moderate forms point toward the boundaries of certainty, urging humility 

in our epistemic claims. In contemporary debates, the challenge resurfaces through the Gettier 

problem, simulation hypotheses, and questions about the reliability of scientific realism, 
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especially in light of postmodernist critiques that deny universal truths. At the same time, 

responses to skepticism—from pragmatism, which emphasizes usefulness over certainty, to 

contextualism, which frames knowledge claims relative to situations, to virtue epistemology, 

which grounds knowledge in intellectual character—demonstrate the resilience of human inquiry 

in the face of doubt. Skepticism does not merely paralyze thought but compels us to recognize 

the limitations of reason, the vulnerability of our assumptions, and the need for critical awareness 

in the pursuit of truth. In the twenty-first century, with the rise of misinformation, artificial 

intelligence, and epistemic uncertainty in a “post-truth” world, skepticism remains profoundly 

relevant, not as a call to abandon knowledge, but as an invitation to redefine it within the 

constraints of human finitude. Thus, the philosophical problem of skepticism continues to 

illuminate the limits of human knowledge, reminding us that to know is not only to affirm but 

also to question. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study on Skepticism and the Limits of Human Knowledge is to critically 

examine how doubt, uncertainty, and epistemic limitations shape the human quest for truth and 

understanding. By exploring the historical evolution of skepticism from its classical roots in 

Pyrrhonism, through medieval debates on the relationship between reason and faith, to modern 

and contemporary challenges posed by Descartes, Hume, Kant, Wittgenstein, and postmodern 

thinkers, the study aims to identify both the boundaries and possibilities of human knowledge. It 

seeks to demonstrate that skepticism is not merely a doctrine of denial but a constructive 

philosophical method that reveals the fragility of certainty while encouraging intellectual 

humility, critical reflection, and openness to revision. In an era marked by technological 

complexity, misinformation, and epistemic uncertainty, the study underscores the relevance of 

skepticism as a tool for navigating knowledge responsibly and meaningfully within the 

constraints of human cognition. 

Defining Skepticism 

Skepticism, derived from the Greek word skeptikos meaning “to inquire” or “to reflect,” refers to 

a philosophical attitude that emphasizes critical questioning, doubt, and the suspension of 

judgment in the pursuit of truth. In its classical roots, skepticism emerged with figures like 

Pyrrho of Elis and Sextus Empiricus, who argued that human beings, limited by subjective 

perception and fallible reasoning, can never achieve absolute certainty about reality, and that 

tranquility (ataraxia) arises from withholding judgment rather than dogmatically asserting 

claims. While this philosophical tradition seeks to investigate the very foundations of knowledge, 

it is important to distinguish it from everyday skepticism, which refers to ordinary doubt or 

mistrust in particular situations, such as questioning the reliability of news reports or the honesty 

of individuals. Everyday skepticism operates pragmatically, often resolved through evidence or 
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reassurance, whereas philosophical skepticism is far more radical, calling into question the very 

possibility of knowledge itself. Within this broader framework, two primary types of skepticism 

are often discussed: global and local skepticism. Global skepticism represents the most extreme 

form, claiming that certain knowledge is impossible in any domain, thereby challenging all 

human beliefs and leaving us with nothing more than provisional assumptions. This view is 

associated with skeptical scenarios such as Descartes’s “evil demon” hypothesis or the modern 

“brain in a vat” thought experiment, where no amount of evidence could prove the external 

world’s reality with certainty. In contrast, local skepticism takes a more restricted approach, 

denying knowledge only in specific areas while accepting the possibility of knowledge in others. 

For instance, skepticism about the external world questions whether our sensory experiences 

truly correspond to an independent reality, while moral skepticism doubts the existence of 

objective ethical truths, and metaphysical skepticism challenges claims about ultimate reality 

beyond empirical observation. These distinctions clarify how skepticism can function both as a 

totalizing philosophical stance and as a targeted critique of particular domains of inquiry. By 

tracing skepticism from its classical origins to its modern categorizations, it becomes evident that 

skepticism is not merely a doctrine of denial but an intellectual practice aimed at testing the 

limits of human cognition, exposing the fragility of certainty, and reminding us that the pursuit 

of truth requires humility, caution, and a willingness to confront doubt at the core of our 

philosophical and everyday lives. 

Ancient Skepticism 

• Pyrrho of Elis and Sextus Empiricus 

Ancient skepticism, one of the earliest schools of philosophical thought, traces its foundation to 

Pyrrho of Elis, a Greek thinker of the 4th century BCE, whose teachings shaped the intellectual 

tradition later known as Pyrrhonism. Pyrrho argued that human beings are incapable of attaining 

certain knowledge because our senses, reasoning, and judgments are inevitably fallible and 

contradictory. As a response to this condition, he proposed the suspension of judgment, or 

epoché, which involves withholding assent to claims about the nature of reality, since every 

argument can be countered by an equally persuasive opposing argument. For Pyrrho, the 

recognition of this epistemic limitation was not a cause for despair but a path toward liberation, 

as it allowed individuals to avoid dogmatism and embrace a state of openness and inquiry. His 

radical form of doubt, however, was not purely theoretical; it carried practical significance, 

offering a way to navigate life with intellectual humility and psychological balance. Several 

centuries later, Sextus Empiricus, a physician and philosopher of the 2nd century CE, 

systematized Pyrrho’s insights and became the most influential source of ancient skepticism 

through his surviving works, Outlines of Pyrrhonism and Against the Professors. Sextus 

developed skepticism not only as a critique of dogmatic schools of thought but also as a 
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therapeutic practice aimed at achieving tranquility, or ataraxia. He argued that since every 

philosophical or scientific claim can be met with equally strong counterarguments, the wise 

course is to suspend judgment, thereby freeing oneself from the anxiety that arises from the 

struggle to establish certainty. Unlike the dogmatists, who claimed to have discovered truth, or 

the academicians, who asserted the impossibility of knowledge, Sextus maintained that 

skepticism is a method, not a doctrine, emphasizing continual inquiry rather than fixed 

conclusions. This approach fostered a way of life that balanced intellectual caution with practical 

engagement, as skeptics could still rely on appearances, customs, and everyday experiences to 

guide their actions without committing to ultimate truths about the world. In this way, Sextus 

demonstrated that skepticism did not lead to nihilism but to a form of intellectual therapy, 

offering peace of mind by dissolving the conflict between competing claims to knowledge. 

Together, Pyrrho’s advocacy of epoché and Sextus Empiricus’s emphasis on ataraxia established 

the core of ancient skepticism, portraying it not as a denial of reality but as a disciplined practice 

of questioning, one that highlights the inherent limits of human cognition while offering a 

philosophical path to intellectual freedom and inner tranquility. 

Modern Skepticism 

• Descartes and Hume 

Modern skepticism gained prominence in the 17th and 18th centuries through the works of René 

Descartes and David Hume, both of whom profoundly reshaped epistemological inquiry by 

exposing the fragility of human knowledge. René Descartes, often called the father of modern 

philosophy, developed the method of methodological doubt, a systematic process of questioning 

all beliefs that could be subject to even the slightest uncertainty. In his Meditations on First 

Philosophy, Descartes introduced the famous “evil demon” hypothesis, imagining a powerful 

deceiver who manipulates our senses and thoughts, making us believe in an external world that 

may not exist. By doubting everything—sense perceptions, mathematical truths, and even the 

existence of the physical world—Descartes sought to find an indubitable foundation for 

knowledge. He ultimately arrived at the famous cogito, “Cogito, ergo sum” (“I think, therefore I 

am”), asserting that the very act of doubting proves the existence of the doubting subject. Thus, 

Descartes used skepticism not as an end but as a methodological tool to establish certainty. In 

contrast, David Hume, an 18th-century empiricist, took skepticism further by directly 

challenging the assumptions underlying human reasoning and scientific inquiry. Hume’s central 

concern was the problem of induction, the idea that our belief in the uniformity of nature—that 

the future will resemble the past—is not rationally justifiable. For example, the fact that the sun 

has risen every day in the past does not logically guarantee that it will rise tomorrow; instead, 

such expectations rest merely on habit or custom rather than on demonstrable reasoning. Hume 

also scrutinized the concept of causality, arguing that what we perceive as cause-and-effect is not 
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an observable necessity but only a psychological expectation formed by repeated experiences. 

This undermined the rational certainty of scientific laws, which rely heavily on causal 

connections. Moreover, Hume highlighted the limits of empirical reasoning, showing that while 

sense experience informs our beliefs, it cannot provide ultimate justification for metaphysical 

claims about reality, the self, or God. His radical skepticism forced philosophy to confront the 

boundaries of human understanding, leaving only probability and practical belief rather than 

absolute certainty. Together, Descartes and Hume illustrate two contrasting yet complementary 

strands of modern skepticism: Descartes sought to defeat doubt by grounding knowledge in 

certainty, while Hume revealed that even our strongest beliefs about the world rest on fragile 

foundations of habit and perception. Their contributions shaped the trajectory of modern 

philosophy, influencing subsequent debates on reason, science, and the very possibility of 

knowledge. 

The Limits of Human Knowledge 

• Cognitive Limits 

The first and perhaps most evident boundary to human knowledge lies in our cognitive 

limitations, as the human mind, though extraordinarily advanced compared to other species, is 

nonetheless finite and fallible. The concept of bounded rationality, introduced by Herbert Simon, 

captures this reality by showing that humans make decisions not by exhaustively analyzing all 

available information but by using heuristics and simplified models of reality. This is because 

our memory, attention, and processing capacities are limited, preventing us from grasping the 

full complexity of the world. Furthermore, our senses—our primary means of contact with 

reality—are prone to perceptual errors and illusions that reveal how fragile our grasp of the 

external world can be. Optical illusions, mirages, and auditory distortions demonstrate that 

perception does not always map neatly onto reality, while psychological studies of memory and 

cognition reveal how easily recollections can be altered or even fabricated. Cognitive biases such 

as confirmation bias, availability heuristic, or anchoring effect show that reasoning itself is often 

skewed, shaping beliefs in ways that deviate from rational standards. These flaws collectively 

suggest that while human cognition allows for impressive achievements in science, art, and 

philosophy, it is inherently constrained and cannot provide the omniscient or flawless 

understanding once dreamed of by dogmatic philosophies. 

• Language and Conceptual Schemes 

Beyond the cognitive level, the limitations of language and conceptual frameworks further 

restrict human access to knowledge. Immanuel Kant’s philosophy established that the human 

mind actively structures experience through innate categories of understanding such as time, 

space, and causality. According to Kant, what we know are not “things-in-themselves” 

(noumena) but only their appearances (phenomena) as filtered through these categories. Thus, 
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our knowledge is always mediated and shaped by conceptual structures that are themselves not 

derived from experience but imposed upon it. Later, Ludwig Wittgenstein extended this insight 

by arguing that the limits of our language are the limits of our world, emphasizing that what can 

be said meaningfully is determined by the linguistic frameworks we inherit. Experiences that 

cannot be articulated within a language game remain outside the realm of shareable or even 

conceivable knowledge. For example, cultures with no linguistic concept of a particular 

phenomenon may lack the capacity to conceptualize it clearly, suggesting that language does not 

merely describe but shapes thought itself. This raises a profound epistemic issue: human 

knowledge may never transcend the linguistic and conceptual boundaries in which it is 

embedded, leaving vast dimensions of reality potentially beyond our comprehension. 

• Scientific Realism vs. Anti-Realism 

A third dimension of the limits of knowledge emerges in the realm of science, the modern 

discipline most closely associated with human progress and truth-seeking. Here, the tension 

between scientific realism and anti-realism highlights the uncertain epistemic status of scientific 

theories. Scientific realists argue that well-established theories—such as Newtonian mechanics, 

relativity, or molecular biology—provide approximately true descriptions of an independent 

reality and that scientific progress moves us closer to ultimate truth. Yet, history complicates this 

optimism: the replacement of Newton’s deterministic universe with Einstein’s relativistic one, or 

the ongoing paradigm shifts in quantum mechanics, demonstrate that theories once considered 

true are later revised or discarded. This history of theory change suggests that science may never 

capture the ultimate nature of reality but only provide increasingly effective models for 

prediction and control. Anti-realists, or instrumentalists, argue precisely this point, claiming that 

scientific theories are best understood as instruments for organizing experience and making 

predictions rather than as accurate mirrors of reality. Moreover, the underdetermination of theory 

by evidence means that multiple, incompatible theories can often explain the same set of data, 

raising doubts about whether empirical success equates to truth. Thus, while science provides 

humanity with extraordinary practical knowledge and technological power, its ability to disclose 

metaphysical or ultimate truth remains limited and contested. 

• Postmodernist Skepticism 

Finally, the postmodernist critique challenges not only classical and modern claims to knowledge 

but also the Enlightenment ideal of universal truth. Jean-François Lyotard famously described 

the postmodern condition as characterized by incredulity toward “grand narratives,” those 

overarching stories of progress, reason, and science that claim to provide universal explanations 

of history and reality. For postmodern thinkers, such narratives are not neutral truths but 

instruments of power that marginalize alternative perspectives and enforce conformity. Similarly, 

Jacques Derrida’s method of deconstruction revealed the instability of language itself, showing 
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that meaning is never fixed but always deferred, undermining any claim to absolute clarity or 

truth. From this standpoint, knowledge is fragmented, situated, and contingent, dependent on 

cultural, historical, and linguistic contexts rather than reflecting any universal or timeless order. 

Postmodern skepticism thus radicalizes the recognition of limits, not only affirming that human 

cognition and language impose boundaries but also insisting that the very pursuit of universal 

knowledge may be illusory or ideological. This perspective, while controversial, forces a 

reconsideration of how truth-claims operate within structures of power and discourse. 

When these perspectives are combined—cognitive constraints, linguistic frameworks, scientific 

debates, and postmodern critiques—the limits of human knowledge appear not as peripheral 

challenges but as central features of the human condition. Human beings, though capable of 

remarkable feats of inquiry, are bound by finite cognition, shaped by linguistic and conceptual 

schemes, reliant on scientific models that are provisional and revisable, and enmeshed in cultural 

discourses that resist universal certainty. To acknowledge these limits is not to surrender to 

nihilism or despair but to cultivate intellectual humility and openness, recognizing that 

knowledge is always provisional, revisable, and situated. In fact, skepticism about the limits of 

human knowledge serves not to paralyze inquiry but to sharpen it, reminding us that truth is not a 

possession but a pursuit, endlessly unfolding within the boundaries of human finitude. 

Medieval Thought 

• Limits of Reason vs. Faith (Augustine and Aquinas) 

In the medieval period, the debate on the limits of human knowledge took a distinctly theological 

turn, as Christian philosophers such as Augustine and Thomas Aquinas grappled with the 

relationship between reason and faith. St. Augustine (354–430 CE), one of the earliest and most 

influential Church Fathers, emphasized the limitations of human reason in comprehending divine 

truths, arguing that fallen human nature, marked by sin and error, could not rely solely on 

intellectual inquiry to grasp ultimate reality. For Augustine, while reason was a valuable tool, it 

remained subordinate to faith, for divine revelation offered access to truths that reason alone 

could never attain. His famous dictum, “Credo ut intelligam” (“I believe in order to 

understand”), captured this orientation, suggesting that faith is the necessary starting point for 

genuine understanding, and that knowledge finds its fulfillment in spiritual illumination granted 

by God. In contrast, St. Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274), though deeply committed to Christian 

doctrine, developed a more optimistic account of reason’s capabilities, integrating Aristotelian 

philosophy into Christian theology. Aquinas argued that natural reason, through observation and 

logical analysis, could attain significant truths about the world and even about God’s existence, 

as seen in his “Five Ways” proofs for God. However, he too acknowledged the limits of reason, 

affirming that certain mysteries—such as the Trinity, Incarnation, and salvation—transcend 

rational comprehension and can only be known through divine revelation. Thus, while Augustine 
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stressed the priority of faith over reason, Aquinas sought a harmony where reason and faith 

complemented one another, each operating within its proper sphere. Collectively, medieval 

thought underscores the recognition that human knowledge, while capable of reaching far 

through logic and experience, ultimately encounters boundaries when confronting divine or 

metaphysical realities, necessitating reliance on faith as a means to transcend those limits. This 

synthesis of reason and faith became a hallmark of medieval philosophy, shaping centuries of 

discourse on the scope and boundaries of human understanding. 

Conclusion 

Skepticism and the limits of human knowledge together highlight the enduring tension between 

humanity’s quest for certainty and the undeniable boundaries of our cognitive, linguistic, and 

cultural capacities. From its origins in ancient skepticism, where Pyrrho and Sextus Empiricus 

promoted suspension of judgment and tranquility, through medieval debates in which Augustine 

and Aquinas weighed the reach of reason against the necessity of faith, and into modern 

philosophy where Descartes and Hume redefined doubt in terms of methodological inquiry and 

the problem of induction, skepticism has consistently revealed that knowledge is neither absolute 

nor unshakable. Contemporary discussions on bounded rationality, perceptual errors, Kantian 

categories, Wittgenstein’s language limits, the provisional nature of scientific theories, and the 

postmodern critique of grand narratives further demonstrate that human knowledge is always 

finite, mediated, and open to revision. Yet, these limits should not be seen as intellectual defeat; 

rather, they encourage humility, critical awareness, and a recognition of the provisional nature of 

truth. Skepticism, far from leading to nihilism, functions as a necessary reminder that knowledge 

is a process rather than a possession, a pursuit rather than a final achievement. In an age shaped 

by misinformation, technological simulation, and the instability of truth claims in a post-truth 

world, the skeptical attitude remains vital. It safeguards against dogmatism, compels us to 

question the foundations of belief, and fosters intellectual resilience in confronting uncertainty. 

Thus, the enduring value of skepticism lies in its ability to illuminate the boundaries of human 

cognition while preserving the possibility of meaningful inquiry, reminding us that to understand 

the limits of knowledge is itself a profound form of wisdom. 
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