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….Toleration gives us the dictum attributed to Voltaire: that I disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it. Relativism, by contrast, chips away at our right to disapprove of what anybody says. Relativism names a loose cluster of attitudes, but the

central message is that there are no asymmetries of reason and knowledge, objectivity and

truth. There are two relativistic mantras: ‘Who is to say?’ (who is to say which opinion is

better?) and ‘That’s just your opinion’ (your opinion is on all fours with any other). There are

only different views, each true “for” those who hold them. Relativism in this sense goes

beyond counselling that we must try to understand those whose opinions are different. It is not

only that we must try to understand them, but also that we must recognize a symmetry of

standing. Their opinions “deserve the same respect ”as our own. So, at the limit, we may have

western values, but they have others; we have a western view of the universe, they have

theirs; we have western science, they have traditional science; and so on.

There have been many philosophical attempts to refute relativism, beginning perhaps with

Plato’s encounter with sophists such as Gorgias or opponents such as Theodorus in the

Theaetetus. Theodorus defends Protagoras’s doctrine that “Man is the Measure of All Things”,

which Socrates takes to imply relativism. The central tactic Socrates uses is to query whether

the relativistic doctrine applies to itself. If it does not, then it seems that there is at least one

non-relative, absolute truth. If it does, then indeed relativism may be true for Protagoras, but

remains untrue for Socrates and the rest of us who agree with him. Here is Socrates:

”…there is a second consequence, which is exquisite. In saying that everyonebelieves what is

the case, he is conceding the truth of beliefs which oppose his own; in other words, he is

conceding the truth of the opinion that he is wrong.”

Socrates implies that this is a problem, indeed an “exquisite” problem for Protagoras. However, it is not very clear what kind of problem it is. A determined Protagoras seems well

able to bite the bullet, since Protagoras is only conceding that it is true for Socrates that he,

Protagoras, is wrong, and by Protagoras’s own account that can coexist perfectly happily with

whatever he believed in the first place. William James says as much two millennia later:

”But can there be self-stultification in urging any account whatever of truth? Can the definition

Ever contradict the deed? ‘Truth is what I feel like saying’ – suppose that to be the definition.

‘Well, I feel like saying that, and I want you to feel like saying it, and shall continue to say it

until I get you to agree.’ Whatever truth may be said to be, that is the kind of truth which the

saying can be held to carry. The temper which a saying may comport in an extra logical

matter.”

By the temper James means the force or zeal or conviction that the relativist brings to his

position. Plato, together with modern followers such as Thomas Nagel, holds that force and

zeal can only coexist with belief that what you say is true, meaning absolutely true, true for

everybody here and elsewhere, now and forever…
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