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Introduction

Relativism is one of the oldest and most tenacious ideas in
all of philosophy. About 2,500 years ago, Protagoras
reportedly began his book Truth (now regrettably lost) with
the claim that “Of all things the measure is man, of the
things that are, that they are, and of things that are not,
that they are not.” Protagoras was apparently struck by the
fact that there were situations in which it looked like two
parties disagreed, and yet they were both right.
Protagoras’s idea is explained by Plato in his dialogue
Theaetetus: suppose we both have the same wind blowing in
our faces and you are cold and | am hot. You claim that it is
a cold wind and | claim that it is a hot wind. While we
disagree, it seems implausible that one of us is objectively
right and the other objectively wrong. Not only could we
argue indefinitely without resolution, but it seems quite
peculiar to suppose that there even is some absolute matter
of fact upon which we might converge. Protagoras’s solution
is that we are both right: it is a hot wind relative to me and
a cold wind relative to you. There is no further, human-
independent fact of the matter.

Protagoras’s relativism is a form of conflict resolution. You
and | dispute about whether the wind is hot or cold, and
some sort of relativizihng move is a way to make the
disagreement go away. There are other approaches to
disagreements too. Here are a few:

1 We keep arguing even though you think I'm too hard-
headed to ever to see the light of reason, and | think the
same thing about you.

2 We agree to disagree and move on to other topics.

3 We compromise and decide that we’re each partially
right. We agree that the wind is sort of hot and also sort



