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Protagoras Through Plato and Aristotle:

A Case for the Philosophical Significance of Ancient Relativism
Ugo Zilioli
In this contribution, I explore the treatment that Plato devotes to Protagoras’ relativism in the first section of the Theaetetus (151 E 1–186 E 12) where, among other things, the definition that knowledge is perception is put under scrutiny. What I aim to do is to understand the subtlety of Plato’s argument about Protagorean relativism and, at the same time, to assess its philosophical significance by revealing the inextric​ability of ontological and epistemological aspects on which it is built (for this latter aspect, I refer to contemporary discussions of relativism, mainly to Margolis’ robust relativism). I then turn to Aristotle’s treatment of Protagoras’ relativism in Metaphysics (, sections 5 and 6, in order to show that Plato and Aristotle surprisingly share the same view as regards the philosophical content of Protagoras’ relativism
 (in doing so, I take position against the standard opinion among scholars that Plato and Aristotle understand Protagoras’ relativism in different, even incompatible, ways).
 What I ultimately aim to demonstrate is that Protagoras’ relativism, as understood by both Plato and Aristotle, is a coherent, even attractive, philosophical position.

1. Relativism
Before entering into Plato’s treatment of Protagoras’ relativism, it is sound practice to see what philosophical doctrine the word ‘relativism’ stands for. If one is brave enough to scrutinize all the definitions of relativism that are discussed in contemporary debates on the theme (as well as in the history of philosophy), one will end up by being eventually convinced that relativism cannot be properly defined, but that its meaning can only be shown.
 The definitions of relativism are many, even conflicting: as Paul Feyerabend once noticed, “there is just a word — ‘relativism’ — and a (loving, or angry, but at any rate longwinded) reaction to it”.
 Remaining at a very general level of definition, relativism can be seen as “a family of views whose common theme is that some central aspect of experience, thought, evaluation, or even reality is somehow relative to something else”.
 


The expression ‘relative to’ has been recently further specified by philosophers of language, some of whom are, at the moment, most interested in the formulation of coherent forms of relativism. It has been suggested that a relativistic conception of meaning and reference is what makes good sense of those situations where two people express opposite statements of taste.
 Here I will mention just two philosophers, John McFarlane and Max Kölbel, who have ventured to defend a relativist conception of truth by differentiating the context of use of a statement from its context of assessment by a speaker.
 

The differentiation between context of use and of assessment makes good sense of relativism as a viable theory of reference, meaning and truth. In the light of such a viability, this trend of thought about relativism in analytic philosophy is valuable and well worth exploring. It risks, however, to obliterate an approach to relativism that is, on my account, more capable to shed light on the special kind of relativism that Protagoras is made to maintain in Plato’s Theaetetus (and, for that matter, in Aristotle’s Metaphysics (). The approach I am referring to is that adopted by Joseph Margolis, a leading American philosopher, who has expoundeded his views on relativism in the book The Truth About Relativism (1991).
 Margolis holds that, to be coherent, relativism needs to be a philosophical doctrine combining epistemological as well as ontological — or meta​physical — aspects. Margolis’s main point is that philosophical relativism, of the kind generally known to us as ‘cognitive relativism’, is not only a doctrine about (the conditions of) truth and knowledge, that is, an epistemological doctrine, but it is a more complex threefold thesis. Philosophical relativism is an alethic thesis (that is, a thesis that says something about the nature of truth), an epistemological thesis (which says something about the conditions of truth and knowledge) and an ontological thesis (which, by relating truth, knowledge and reality, says something about the structure of the world). He claims that, if taken in such a fashion, relativism is a much stronger philosophical position than its commonest formulations, namely those exemplified by the definition of relativism given above by Swoyer (and further developed by, e.g., MacFarlane and Kölbel). Margolis calls the kind of relativism he advocates ‘robust relativism’, where the robustness principally lies in the fact that such a type of relativism would be internally coherent in its own right and, among other things, would set relativism free from the charge of being self-refuting, the commonest charge brought against relativism since the time of Plato’s Theaetetus.
 

Here I will not dig deeper into Margolis’ robust relativism; it may suffice to note that the inescapable combination of alethic, epistemological and metaphysical aspects that is typical of Margolis’ robust relativism seems to suit well the spirit and tone of Greek philosophy,
 which is distant from the excess of specialization and professionalism that is, to some extent, typical of philosophical activity nowadays. I will accordingly use Margolis’ definition of relativism as a working hypothesis for the exploration of Protagoras’ relativism in the context of Plato’s Theaetetus and Aristotle’s Metaphysics (. 

2. Protagoras’ relativism in the Theaetetus
In the Theaetetus, Protagoras is brought into the discussion by Socrates who remarks that Theaetetus’ definition that knowledge (epistêmê) is perception (aisthêsis) is equivalent to what Protagoras means when he declares that man is the measure of all things. Since the passage in question (Tht. 152 A 1–C 7) is crucial for the reconstruction of Protagoras’ relativism, I will quote some brief parts of it. 

Protagoras’ maxim runs: “Man (anthrôpos) is the measure (metron) of all things (chrêmatôn), of the things which are, that they are, and of the things which are not, that they are not (tôn men ontôn hôs esti, tôn de mê ontôn hôs ouk estin)” (152 A 2–4).
 Socrates goes on to explain why Protagoras’ maxim and Theaetetus’ definition that knowledge is perception amount to the same thing. He says: “[Protagoras] puts it like this (houtô pôs legei), that as each thing appears to me (hôs hoia men hekasta emoi phainetai), so it is for me (toiauta men estin emoi), and as it appears to you, so it is for you (hoia de soi, toiauta de au soi) — you and I each being a man (anthrôpos)” (152 A 6–8). An example follows, to illustrate the meaning of Protagoras’ maxim further. Socrates asks whether it happens that “when the same wind is blowing (pneontos anemou tou autou), one of us feels cold and the other does not (ho men hemôn rhigôi, ho d’ou)? Or that one of us feels slightly cold and the other very cold (kai ho men êrema, ho de sphodra)?” (152 B 2–4). Theaetetus confirms this plain fact of our everyday life; Socrates replies with an ontological question by asking in return: “Are we going to say that the wind itself, by itself (auto eph’ heautou to pneuma), is cold or not cold? Or shall we listen to Protagoras, and say it is cold for the one who feels cold, and for the other, not cold?” (152 B 6–8). Theaetetus answers by saying that we must accept Protagoras’ option; Socrates then concludes the whole argument:

The appearing of things, then, is the same as perception, in what is hot and all similar things (phantasia ara kai aisthêsis tauton en te thermois kai pasi tois toioutois). So it results, apparently, that things are for the individual such as he perceives them (hoia gar aisthanetai hekastos, toiauta hekastôi kai kinduneuei einai), 152 C 1–3. 
Perception is always of what is, and unerring —as befits knowledge (aisthêsis ara tou ontos aei estin kai apseudes hôs epistêmê ousa), 152 C 5–6.
According to Socrates’ explanation, Protagoras’ maxim, if interpreted as equivalent to Theaetetus’ definition of knowledge as perception, means that “as each thing appears to me, so it is for me, and as it appears to you, so it is for you”. The example of the wind clarifies the point further. If you and I feel the same wind and you feel it as cold and I as hot, what we take to be the same wind will be cold for you and hot for me. In our everyday life it usually happens that people perceive things differently. Nobody finds this fact problematic; it might sound trivial to insist on it and to make it a philosophical position worth looking into. If we supply this fact with an ontological assumption, however, things will change. This is what Socrates does when he asks Theaetetus to follow Protagoras and say that “the wind itself, by itself (…) is cold for the one who feels cold, and for the other, not cold”.

The qualitative status of the perceived object is thus explicitly seen as depending upon the perceiver, it is relative to her: what we take to be (perceived as) the same object might be cold for someone and hot for someone else. We may call this position ‘perceptual relativism’: perceptions are always relative to the perceiver. According to perceptual relativism, each perceiver is unmistakably aware of the perceptual qualities that belong, for her, to the perceived object (its coldness and so on). The being or not being cold of the object is also relative to the perceiver, so that we may assume that the ontological status of the perceived object is relative to the perceiver as well (we may call this position ‘ontological relativism’). Socrates hints at this position, when he says: “things are for the individual such as he perceives them” (152 C 2–3); or when he affirms: “perception is always of what is” (152 C 5).
 Since every perception is relative to the perceiver, it follows that ‘what is (the case / there)’ too is relative to her. During the perceptual act the perceiver (privately) establishes the ontological condition of the perceived object, its perceptual essence, so that the perceived object becomes unerringly known (by her) precisely because of the way such an essence is determined. 

Taken as a theory of perceptual truth, Protagoras’ maxim is a doctrine that implies perceptual relativism, for which each perception is relative to the perceiver and is knowledge.
 But the key feature of Protagoras’ doctrine (interpreted as a theory of perceptual truth) is, I believe, ontological relativism, on the basis of which the ontological status of the perceived object is relative to the perceiver. The perceiver is the one who, during the perceptual act, defines in some way the ontological status of the object, so that the being cold or not of the object depends upon her. Plato consciously restricts the field of ontological indeterminacy to the ‘case of hot and things like that’ (152 C 1–2, see above). Nonetheless, ontological relativism (or the strict and, on Protagorean grounds, unavoidable combination of perceptual and ontological relativism) is what makes the perceptual relativism derived from Protagoras’ maxim an interesting doctrine; ontology, in fact, is where Plato and Protagoras could register their most drastic diversity in points of view. For Plato, it can be said summarily that things have a determinate and immutable essence; to have a proper knowledge of things amounts to knowing their changeless essence, the Forms, which are what is supremely real for Plato. Whatever ontology one might attribute to Plato, it must be a determinate and objective one: nothing is more distant from his position than the kind of ontological relativism he ascribes to Protagoras in the Theaetetus. 
Instead of adopting an objective ontology, and in order to give legitimacy to Protagoras’ doctrine stating that the wind is cold for me and not for you, Plato makes Socrates offer the alternative of another type of ontology for which “it [that is, the wind, but the specification ‘itself, by itself’ is not added this time] is cold for the one who feels cold, and for the other, not cold” (152 B 7). This position suggests a kind of relative ontology, for which the essence of the perceived object is relative to the single perceiver and, thus, fully depends upon her. For this type of ontology, there is no wind in itself, by itself, but there are as many kinds of wind as the number of people perceiving it. There is no universal wind to be individuated ontologically, but a plurality of them to be determined and perceived ontologically.

On my account, therefore, ontological relativism is the key-feature of Protagoras’ relativism, at least in the context of Plato’s Theaetetus. This point is too often neglected by scholars: most commentators ascribe to Protagoras a form of perceptual relativism that is either too naïve to be philosophically interesting or is self-refuting (when it is extended to judgemental belief).
 That the picture is not so depressing seems to me clear from Plato’s own treatment of Protagoras’ relativism in the Theaetetus. An unbiased analysis of the passages we have just read shows, in fact, how ontological relativism is the philosophical fulcrum of Protagoras’ relativism: this will be even more evident if Protagoras’ Secret Doctrine is taken into proper account. 

3. Protagoras’ Secret Doctrine
Immediately after his explanation of the meaning of Protagoras’ maxim, Socrates refers to a Secret Doctrine that Protagoras taught his pupils in secret.
 According to Socrates, the Secret Doctrine would reveal the hidden meaning of Protagoras’ relativism. According to Socrates, this is what the Secret Doctrine says:

[Socrates speaking] I mean the theory that there is nothing which just by itself is one thing (hen men auto kath’ hauto): nothing which you could rightly call anything or any kind of thing. If you call a thing large, it will reveal itself as small, and if you call it heavy, it is liable to appear as light, and so on with everything, because nothing is this or that or such and such (hôs mêdenos ontos henos mête tinos mête hopoiououn). What is really the case is this: the things of which we naturally say that they ‘are’, are in process of coming to be, as the result of movement and change and blending with one another (ek de dê phoras te kai kinêseôs kai kraseôs pros allêla). We are wrong when we say they ‘are’, since nothing ever is, but everything is always coming to be.

Tht. 152 D 2–E 1

As has been convincingly demonstrated, Protagoras’ Secret Doctrine is an amalgam of loosely related philosophical positions, centred on two main metaphysical theses: 1) nothing in itself is just one thing (theory of ontological indeterminacy); 2) everything is coming to be (theory of flux).
 Whichever thesis (1 or 2) one may favour as best explaining the hidden meaning of Protagoras’ relativism, there is no doubt that it is a metaphysical thesis, namely a thesis that says something about the world, something on how the world is or at least how it appears to be. Even at a first glance, Protagoras’ Secret Doctrine will confirm that Plato conceives of Protagoras’ relativism as both an epistemo​logical and ontological position. Protagoras’ relativism is an epistemological position because it says that (perceptual) knowledge is, in some sense, relative to the knower; it is also an ontological position because it explains why knowledge is relative to the knower by postulating that, on the basis of Protagoras’ Secret Doctrine, in the world of macroscopic objects the knower is daily confronted with, everything is coming to be (theory of flux) and/or nothing is just one thing (theory of ontological indeterminacy). 

Plato makes Socrates offer a further development of Protagoras’ Secret Doctrine by sketching a theory of perception, where the theory of flux and that of ontological indeterminacy are intermixed together once again. The passage runs: 

[SOC.]: In the case of eyes, first, you mustn’t think of what you call white colour as being some distinct thing outside your eyes or even in your eyes (kata ta ommata prôton, ho dê kaleis chrôma leukon, mê einai auto heteron ti exô tôn sôn ommatôn mêd’ en tois ommasi) — in fact you mustn’t assign any place to it; because in that case it would, surely, be at its assigned place and in a state of rest, rather than coming to be.

[THEAET.]: Well, how can I think of it?

[SOC.]: Let’s follow what we said just now, and lay it down that nothing is one thing just by itself (mêden auto kath’hauto hen on). On those lines, we will find that black, white, or any other colour will turn out to have come into being, from the collision of eyes with the appropriate motion. What colour we will say each thing is will be neither that which collides, nor what it collides with, but something intermediate between the two of them (ho dê hekaston einai phamen chrôma oute to prosballon oute to prosballomenon estai, alla metaxu ti hekastôi) that has come to being as peculiar to them (idion gegonos). Or would you be prepared to insist that every colour appears to a dog, or any other living thing, just the way it appears to you?

[THEAET.]: Certainly not.

[SOC.]: And what about another man? Is the way anything appears to him like the way it appears to you? Can you insist on that? Or wouldn’t you much rather say that it doesn’t appear like the same even to yourself, because you yourself are never in the same condition as yourself (ê polu mallon hoti oude soi autôi tauton dia to mêdepote homoiôs auton seautôi echein)?

[THEAET.]: Yes, I think that’s nearer the truth than the first alternative. 

(Tht. 153 D 8–154 A 9; transl. J. McDowell).
The kernel of the passage, at least as far as a theory of perception is concerned, is that a perception, namely a given colour, is something ‘peculiar’, indeed private (idion) to both the perceiver and the perceived object. This peculiar privacy is what makes relativity the philosophical fulcrum of the passage under scrutiny: the perceived object and the perceiver are necessarily correlative in the perceptual act, in so far as the former requires the presence of the latter both epistemologically and ontologically. The perceived object can be properly said to exist and to be perceptible when it is related to someone who perceives it;
 moreover, the perceiver comes to know the perceived object as it appears to her to be by establishing a private connection with the object. The theory of perception thus illustrated by Socrates is clearly centred on relativity; yet it is ambiguous on flux and indeterminacy. Does the kind of relativity Socrates develops out of Protagoras’ Secret Doctrine rest upon flux or indeterminacy? 

A traditional reading of the logical linkage between Protagoras’ relativism and the Secret Doctrine is to maintain that perceptual knowledge is relative to the perceiver because everything is coming to be (theory of flux), that is, the theory of flux works as the metaphysical background of Protagoras’ relativism (call this interpretation A). To go back to Socrates’ initial example, you and I have different perceptions of the wind that is blowing. We are both infallible in our perceptions of the blowing wind; the different perceptions are both cases of perceptual knowledge because, as the Secret Doctrine theory of perception tells us, each and every perception is generated by the causal encounter of the perceived object and the perceiving subject. On this interpretation, the causal encounter between object and subject in the perceptual process is due to both of them not being ‘something’ and ‘somebody’, but becoming something for somebody (at a given moment). A further development of Protagoras’ Secret Doctrine will indeed show that changes and alterations things and people undergo could be so drastic that we would not be even allowed to speak of a perceiving subject and a perceived object.
 In this picture, therefore, there is relativity: the perceptual subject and object are peculiarly and privately interrelated in the perceptual act, and the latter presupposes the former (both epistemologically and ontologically). This kind of relativity is based on a theory of flux that makes everything and everybody changing so quickly that, so to speak, a momentary and instantaneous stability is obtained only in the perceptual act. 

Alternatively, one can maintain that the logical interrelation between Protagoras’ relativism and the Secret Doctrine is that perceptual knowledge is relative to the perceiver because nothing in itself is just one thing (theory of ontological indeterminacy; call this interpretation B). On the basis of this interpretation, macroscopic objects in the world are ontologically indeterminate and do not possess any ontological features on their own; they get some only in so far as they become perceived by a perceiver. A contemporary philosopher here would perhaps like to refer to some theory of vagueness, or to what has been called the ‘Cosmic Porridge View’ by Robert Kirk; for an ancient mind, a reference to Anaxagoras’ idea that everything is mixed in everything may be helpful.
 In this alternative picture, there is again relativity (as in interpretation A), for the perceiver and the perceived object are in that kind of peculiar and private correlation Theaetetus 153 D 8 -154 A 9 speaks of. In this interpretation, however, relativity is based upon ontological indeterminacy, not upon any theory of flux: in the perceptual act, the perceived object and the perceiver establish a peculiar and private relation because this is the only way in which the perceived object comes out from its ontological indeterminacy and becomes ontologically determinate in relation (pros ti) to someone. In this picture, the perceived object is ontologically unstable not because it is in constant flux, but because it is indeterminate by nature. In short, the object in itself does not have a determinate essence. It does acquire an essence when it comes into relation with a perceiver. To borrow an example from contemporary philosophy, Wittgenstein’s duck-rabbit head drawn on a piece of paper can be seen as a rabbit head by someone and as a duck head by someone else; both perceivers are correct and the figure ‘duck-rabbit head’ is correctly determined as a duck head in one case and, correctly again, as a rabbit head in the other case. There is no way to say what the picture ‘duck-rabbit head’ actually represents if not in the relative way just illustrated.
 

As we have seen, the relativity we ascribe to Protagoras’ relativism in the Secret Doctrine is, on one possible interpretation (A), imputed to a theory of flux; on another possible interpretation (B), the same relativity is seen as dependent upon ontological indeterminacy. A further exploration of the section of Conflicting Appear​ances and of Protagoras’ Defence in the Theaetetus would reveal how important the perceptual conditions of the perceiving subject are in the context of Plato’s treatment of Protagoras’ relativism in that dialogue. Such an additional exploration would make interpretation B more plausible than A, while strengthening the philosophical coherence of the former. In the light of this suggestion, fully developed elsewhere,
 a perceiver and the corresponding perceived object establish a peculiar and private link that is at the base of Protagoras’ relativism: the perceiver always perceives the object under certain peculiar perceptual conditions, not because there are perennial changes around.

Not only does interpretation B make Protagoras’ relativism a more viable and coherent option (for a coherent relativist is well prepared to reject any theory of flux as a sound basis of his relativism),
 but such an interpretation is also more in accord with other ancient treatments of Protagoras’ relativism. In his analysis of Protagoras’ relativism in the Theaetetus, Plato focuses the attention of the reader on the first alternative (interpretation A), because this brings with it some philosophical consequences that are hard to accept, summarily referred to earlier.
 The second alternative (interpretation B) remains in the background in that dialogue, but it is the one Plato favours in the Cratylus (where he deals with Protagoras once again).
 On his part, Sextus Empiricus offers his understanding of Protagoras’ relativism by articulating its philosophical core into ontological indeterminacy (and relativity).

Aristotle is on this same line when he deals with Protagoras’ relativism. I now turn to Aristotle and his interpretation of Protagoras’ relativism because his interpretation is rich in philosophical details and also reflects Aristotle’s own evaluation of Plato’s arguments about Protagoras’ relativism in the Theaetetus. As said above, a second reason for focusing on Aristotle is that his treatment of Protagoras’ relativism is traditionally taken to differ from Plato’s treatment in the Theaetetus. What I aim to show in the next sections is that there is no discrepancy between Aristotle’s and Plato’s treatment of Protagoras’ relativism and that this agreement rests upon the articulation of such relativism into a form of robust relativism, where relativity (based upon ontological indeterminacy) plays a key role. 

4. Aristotle, Protagoras and the Principle of Non-Contradiction
Aristotle treats Protagoras’ relativism in the context of his discussion of the Principle of Non-Contradiction (hereafter, PNC) in sections 3–6 of Metaphysics (; in particular, he focuses on Protagoras’ relativism in sections 5 and 6 (although there are strong exegetical reasons for reading sections 4 as providing the basis for the arguments he advances in sections 5 and 6 against Protagoras).
 

In Metaphysics ( Aristotle offers three versions of PNC: “For the same thing to hold good and not to hold good simultaneously of the same thing and in the same respect is impossible (to gar auto hama huparchein te kai mê huparchein adunaton tôi autôi kai kata to auto)” (1005 b 19–20 = PNC1);
 the second version is as follows: “It is impossible for anyone to suppose that the same thing is and is not (adunaton gar hontinoûn tauton hupolambanein einai kai mê einai)” (1005 b 23–24 = PNC2). The third and last version is to be found at 1011 b 13–14: “the opinion that opposite assertions are not simultaneously true is the firmest of all (bebaiotatê doxa pasôn to mê einai alêtheis hama tas antikeimenas phaseis)” (PNC3). PNC1 is a metaphysical or ontological version of PNC, for it states a principle about how things in the world are and must be; PNC2 is a psychological and epistemological version of PNC, since it states a principle about how our beliefs and judgements are or must be;
 PNC3 is a logical version of PNC, since it states a principle about how our linguistic assertions must be. 

Although he offers three versions of the same principle or different ways to apply the same principle to key areas of philosophy, it is clear from the arguments of Metaphysics ( 3-6 that Aristotle is most concerned with PNC as mainly PNC1 (that is, as a principle that shows how things are and must be) and, consequently, with PNC as PNC2 (that is, as a principle that shows how we think, and have to think, of things). Of course, how things are and how we think of them is, so to speak, reflected in how we speak of them, so the discussion of PNC1 and PNC2 involves discussing PNC3. Since according to him PNC is the firmest of all principles of reasoning and reality, Aristotle does not claim to be able to prove it, since the eventual demonstration of PNC would have to rest on something more fundamental than PNC and this is impossible.
 What Aristotle aims to do, then, is to defend PNC by first identifying the philosophical views of those philosophers who do not accept PNC and by later showing that such views are inconsistent. The main philosophical views that Aristotle identifies in this way are two: one is phenomenalism (the view that all appearances and beliefs are true), the other is relativism (the view that all appearances and beliefs are true for those who hold them). In the course of his analysis and critique of them, Aristotle treats such philosophical positions as mainly metaphysical positions and/or as epistemological positions. In short, Aristotle treats phenomenalism and relativism as mainly metaphysical and epistemological positions and, hence, his defence of PNC is mainly, although not exclusively, a defence of PNC as PNC1 and as PNC2. 

The characterization, on Aristotle’s part, of the defence of PNC as the defence of PNC1 and PNC2 not only marks a great difference with contemporary discussions of PNC (where PNC is conceived of as mainly a law of thought and language, that is, as PNC2 and PNC3), but it also signals from the very start that what is being discussed in Aristotle’s defence of PNC are views like phenomenalism and relativism, which are mainly metaphysical and, at the same time, epistemological views. Since Protagoras is the key figure against whom Aristotle builds up his defence of PNC and to whom Aristotle ascribes both phenomenalism and relativism, this shows that, like Plato in the Theaetetus, Aristotle believes that Protagoras’ doctrine is a combined metaphysical and epistemological doctrine and, hence, a robust philosophical doctrine (to go back to Margolis’ label). Whether this robust doctrine is a form of robust relativism will become clear from a brief analysis of the treatment of phenomenalism and relativism Aristotle offers in his defence of PNC.

The doctrine of Protagoras is mentioned at the beginning of section 5; Aristotle clearly identifies it with phenomenalism, namely with the view that all appearances and beliefs are true.
 He connects Protagoras’ doctrine with the negation of PNC: if all that is believed or perceived is true, “it is necessary that everything is simultaneously true and false”, that is to say, PNC is not true, since “many people have mutually contrary beliefs, and regard those whose opinions are not the same as their own as in error, so that it is necessary that the same thing should both be and not be [i.e., PNC1 is not true of things]” (1009 a 9–12). This is plainly true; Aristotle notes that the converse also holds: if everything is simultaneously true and false, then every appearance and belief is, at the same time, both true and false. By this argument Aristotle establishes the full logical equivalence between phenomenalism and the negation of PNC.
 Further, he notes that both these views come “from the same thinking” (apo tês autês ... dianoias, 1009 a 15–16)  — although he does not immediately say what this thinking amounts to. 

Aristotle’s identification of Protagoras’ doctrine as a form of phenomenalism on the basis of which all appearances and beliefs are true (with no further specification) strikes any reader of Plato’s Theaetetus who is well acquainted with the idea that Protagoras’ doctrine amounts to a form of relativism. Burnyeat observes: “after Plato (…), in Aristotle, Sextus Empiricus, and the later sources generally, Protagoras is understood rather differently: not as a relativist but as a subjectivist whose view is that every judgement is true simpliciter — true absolutely, not merely true for the person whose judgement it is.”
 Although in a footnote Burnyeat added some qualifications and restrictions,
 his view became a standard opinion as far as the characterization of Protagoras’ doctrine in antiquity is concerned. •Elsewhere in this volume• Noburu Notomi well illustrates this view by depicting two interpretations of Protagoras’ doctrine in doxography, one leading to phenomenalism and the other to relativism.
 I agree with both Burnyeat and Notomi that, on the standard interpretation, ancient sources offer two seemingly alternative accounts of Protagoras’ doctrine, that is, relativism and phenomenalism. I claim, however, that, on another kind of interpretation, these seemingly alternative accounts can be reduced to one, since phenomenalism inevitably leads to relativism. This is at least Aristotle’s strategy in Metaphysics ( 6. 

5. The Argument from Conflicting Appearances in Aristotle’s Metaphysics
As we have seen, the thesis of Protagoras that all appearances and beliefs are true is brought into discussion at the beginning of section 5, where Aristotle equates it with the negation of PNC. According to Aristotle, both views, phenomenalism and the negation of PNC, stem from the same dianoia (‘thinking’: 1009 a 16). This thinking is further linked with the observation of perceptible things at 1009 a 23 (where the negation of PNC is being discussed) and at 1009 b 1 (where phenomenalism is under scrutiny). Aristotle gives further specifications on such thinking at 1010 a 1–3: “What caused these people [i.e., the phenomenalists] to hold their opinion was that, in searching for the truth about the things-that-are, they assumed that the things-that-are are the perceptibles exclusively (ta d’ onta hupelabon einai ta aisthêta monon).” Aristotle thus believes that phenomenalists such as Protagoras come to hold their view that (a) all appearances are true because they believe that (b) all that exists is perceptible and that knowledge is perception. Following Aristotle I, in fact, interpret (b), that is the thinking behind phenomenalism, mainly as a metaphysical claim (about the nature of the things that are) with an epistemological consequence (that perception is knowledge).
 This is the first time in Metaphysics ( that a thesis openly discussed in connection with Protagoras’ doctrine in Plato’s Theaetetus (Theaetetus’ second definition of knowledge as perception) explicitly comes into Aristotle’s discussion of Protagoras. 

Like Protagoras of Plato’s Theaetetus, on whom we focused in the earlier sections, Protagoras of Aristotle’s Metaphysics seems to believe that perception is the key element on which a philosophical discussion of knowledge should be centred and that perceptual processes are processes in which actual knowledge is gained. This is just one first linkage one can find between Plato’s treatment of Protagoras’ relativism in the Theaetetus and Aristotle’s analysis of Protagoras’ view that all appearances are true in Metaphysics (. Another linkage between the two related discussions is provided by the argument from Conflicting Appearances. View (b), that all that exists is perceptible and perception is knowledge, is not enough for someone to hold (a), that is, that all appearances are true. In order to hold (a), one has in fact to supply (b) with (c), the argument from Conflicting Appearances. All appearances are true (a) if and only if all that exists is perceptible/ perception is knowledge (b) and perceptions are different, in conflict, yet all epistemologically legitimate (c). 

The argument from Conflicting Appearances appears for the first time in the history of philosophy in Plato’s Theaetetus, in support of Protagoras’ relativism;
 by borrowing it, Aristotle makes the argument a crucial step for those who aim to maintain Protagoras’ doctrine coherently. In Metaphysics (, the argument from Conflicting Appearances is introduced at 1009 a 38–b 11 and goes as follows:

So, too, from perceptible things some derive the truth of what appears. For they consider that it is inappropriate to judge truth by large and small numbers, but the same thing is thought sweet by some who taste it and bitter by others; so that if everyone were ill or everyone were out of his mind and only two or three people were healthy or sane, the latter would be thought ill and out of their minds and not the others. Again, [they say] that the same things appear in contrary ways to many of the other animals and to us, and even as perceived by each person they are not always thought the same. Which kinds of these, therefore, are true or false is unclear; for it is not the case that some are more true than others; they are equally so (outhen mallon tade ê tade alêthê, all’ homoiôs). 

On the basis of this argument, it is impossible to single out what appearance or perception is the truest among conflicting ones. Could it be philosophically plausible to say which is the most authoritative appearance on the basis of “large and small numbers” (argument from majority)? Aristotle answers it is not, since the majority of people could be ill or out of their mind (difference between states of mind and between health and illness). Moreover, how could we discriminate between what appears to animals and what appears to humans, since these appearances do differ (difference in perception between animals and humans)? Even when we speak of a single person, how can we grade, from the point of view of their truth, her appearances, since they differ so significantly (perceptual variability within a single person)? Since no criterion seems available, it is possible to conclude, Aristotle argues, that each appearance is always authoritative and correct.
 

The authoritativeness of each perception is the point also stressed by Socrates when he finishes to illustrate the meaning of Protagoras’ maxim at Theaetetus 152 C 5–6: “Perception, then, is always of what is, and unerring —as befits knowledge.” The argument from Conflicting Appearances that Aristotle reports in the Metaphysics reflects quite closely the one Plato offers in the Theaetetus, where much is said about the impossibility of finding a criterion for discriminating between the truthfulness of the perceptions of those who are mad and sane, or healthy and ill (difference between states of mind and between health and illness). In these sections of the Theaetetus, Plato makes Socrates also expound the Dream argument, questioning what criterion we can offer to discern dreams from real life (158 A 9–D 7). None, according to Socrates; this is why the perceptions of those who are asleep and those who are awake are, again, equally authoritative. In his version of the argument of Conflicting Appearances, Aristotle does not directly highlight the asleep/awake dichotomy, but this surfaces in two other places in the discussion of Protagoras’ doctrine in sections 5 and 6 of Metaphysics ( (at 1010 b 8–9 and 1011 a 6–7 respectively), where in both cases such a dichotomy is placed in the context of an argument in support of phenomenalism, namely the doctrine that Aristotle initially attributes to Protagoras.
 

Other sub-arguments that form the backbone of Aristotle’s version of the argument from Conflicting Appearances can be traced back to the Theaetetus. The perceptual variability within the perceptions of a single person is, in fact, invoked at Theaetetus 154 A 6–7 as an argument in favour of Protagoras’ Secret Doctrine; the perceptual difference between animals and humans is polemically brought into discussion by Socrates in the Theaetetus, when he glosses on Protagoras’ maxim that man is the measure.
 The only sub-argument Aristotle employs in his version of the argument of Conflicting Appearances that is employed rather differently by Plato, is the argument from majority: Plato refers to it in the Theaetetus, but to argue against Protagoras, not in favour of him.
 

Both Plato and Aristotle thus employ the argument from Conflicting Appearances in support of Protagoras’ doctrine. What is striking is that in his elaboration of the argument, Aristotle relies heavily on Plato’s original version of the argument, as the cross-references supplied clearly show. Once again, this demonstrates how well acquainted with Plato’s treatment of Protagoras’ doctrine Aristotle is. It is highly improbable that, on the basis of the same cluster of arguments, Aristotle depicts Protagoras quite differently from Plato. In short, it seems implausible that on the basis of the very same series of arguments, the one (Plato) understands Protagoras as a relativist, the other (Aristotle) as a phenomenalist. In the light of the awareness of how much Aristotle borrowed from Plato,
 a closer look at one argument in Metaphysics ( 6 will show that, for Aristotle too, Protagoras is a relativist, for, according to Aristotle, the view underlying phenomenalism is relativism.

6. The root of phenomenalism and relativism: relativism
Metaphysics ( 6 begins with Aristotle’s objection to the Dream argument, and soon we find Aristotle providing the connection between phenomenalism and relativism. Aristotle says: 

But if it is not the case that all things are relative (pros ti), but there are also some things that are themselves by themselves (auta kath’ hauta), then it will not be the case that all appearance is true (ouk an eiê pan to phainomenon alêthes). For an appearance is an appearance for someone (to gar phainomenon tini esti phainomenon). So those who claim that all appearances are true make all being relative (hôste ho legôn hapanta ta phainomena einai alêthê hapanta poiei ta onta pros ti). For this reason, too, those who want to trace the force of the argument, and who at the same time are prepared to submit to argument, must take care to assert not that appearance is true [i.e., phenomenalism], but rather that appearance is true to the one to whom it appears, and at the time when it appears, and in the respect in which it appears, and in the way in which it appears (hoti ou to phainomenon estin alla to phainomenon hôi phainetai kai hote phainetai kai hêi kai hôs) [i.e., relativism] (1011 a 17–24).

Before attempting to understand the reasons why Aristotle believes that relativism is the source of phenomenalism, it is worth stressing that the first half of the passage just quoted provides us with a metaphysical argument: Aristotle speaks of things and beings that are relative (1011 a 17 and 20), contrasted with things that are themselves by themselves, namely things that are what they are in virtue of themselves and not in virtue of the relation they have with other things (1011 a 17–18). The contrast here is between what I have earlier referred to as ontological relativism (with regard to Protagoras’ ontology) and ontological objectivism (with regard to Plato’s ontology).
 In light of this ontological distinction, the second half of the passage offers an epistemological argument: here Aristotle suggests to the phenomenalist some specifications she had better adopt to avoid trouble when she declares that every appearance is true. Those specifications (person, time, respect, way), initially referred to when Aristotle first formulates PNC (1005 b 18–21), are such as to make the phenomenalist a full relativist. On the basis of this passage, it is clear that Aristotle shows again that phenomenalism and relativism are both ontological and, at the same time, epistemological positions. But why does phenomenalism lead to relativism?

Later in section 6, Aristotle goes back to these specifications a phenomenalist has to add to her pronouncements in order not to get caught in contradictions (1011 b 3). He adds: “Indeed, as was said before [1011 a 21–24, the passage just quoted], it is necessary [for the phenomenalist] to make everything relative to something, i.e., to opinion and perception, so that nothing either has come to be or will be without someone first having that opinion; and if things have come to be or will be, it is plain that not everything can be relative to opinion” (1011 b 4–7). A comment of Alexander on this passage helps us to understand the point of the whole matter:

For this [i.e., the idea that all things are relative] follows for one who refers the essence (ousia) of beings to the opinion of the one opining and to the sense-perception of the one perceiving by sense, and who says that that which appears to each person is true. But if the essence of all beings is relative, and if their existence is consequent upon the opinions of those who opine and on their appearances and sense-perceptions, then neither does anything exist for someone unless someone opines that it exists, nor will anything exist unless someone first opines anything concerning it. For for things whose being consists in appearing and in being opined, their coming to pass (ginesthai) also consists in being opined. But if coming to pass consists in being opined, then so does having come to pass (gegonenai). Hence for someone who does not opine that something is coming to pass, it does not come to pass either. But nothing could come to pass at all, unless it is opined as coming to pass; and each thing would exist so long as it was opined. For it is opinion and appearance that make the things that appear and that are opined, things which previously did not exist (In Arist. Met. 322.20–29 Hayduck).

As Alexander’s comment makes indubitably clear, at 1011 b 4–7 Aristotle conceives of relativism as an idealist or antirealist doctrine: the existence of things depends on their being perceived (or opined) by a perceiver (ontological claim) and the perception (broadly understood so as to include opinions) of this perceiver is also knowledge of the things in question (epistemological claim).
 Curiously enough, Aristotle too makes phenomenalism an idealist or antirealist doctrine. When at 1010 b 2–1011 a 2 he gives his counterarguments to phenomenalism, he ends by saying the following:

In general, if in fact only the perceptible exists [the thinking that lies behind the negation of PNC and phenomenalism], nothing would exist unless living things existed; for there would be no perception. Now it is doubtlessly true that neither perceptible things nor sense-impressions (which are an affection of a perceiver) would exist; but that the subjects which produce perception would not exist, even in the absence of perception, is impossible. For perception is not of itself, but there is some other thing too apart from perception, which is necessarily prior to perception; for what changes something is prior in nature to the thing changed, and this is so no less even if they are called these things with reference to one another. (1010 b 30–1011 a 2)

Aristotle here criticizes phenomenalism by adopting a causal theory of perception that makes the objects of perception prior (as regards their existence) to the perception of the perceiver who perceives them. He does so because he believes that phenomenalism is a form of idealism that takes the world to be as not existent prior to our own perception of it. This makes the existence of the objects of perceptions be dependant upon the presence of perceiver (ontological claim), as well as making the perception of the perceiver, qua itself, knowledge of the perceived object.

Aristotle therefore seems to believe that phenomenalism leads to relativism because they both have the same root, that is, idealism or antirealism; in particular, if one thinks deeply about phenomenalism, one will soon be persuaded that relativism best represents the philosophical features that are typical of phenomenalism. As seen at 1010 b 31–1011 a 2, when he criticizes it by offering a causal theory of perception, Aristotle characterizes phenomenalism as an idealist doctrine, where the object of perception and the perceiver “are called these things with reference to one another (pros allêla)” (1011 a 1–2). The object of perception and the perceiver are, in the context of phenomenalism, correlative in so far as the former presupposes the latter. (This correlativeness is the kernel of phenomenalism as a form of idealism.) But if this is the case, Aristotle observes, the best doctrine that puts correlativeness at its core is relativism, where each thing is supposed to be conceived and understood only in relation to another. As Aristotle initially put it (1011 a 17–18), if things are not themselves by themselves but are relative, this will make every appearance true, for an appearance is always an appearance for someone.

7. Plato and Aristotle sharing the same view on Protagoras’ doctrine
On the account I have just expounded, Aristotle treats phenomenalism as a position inevitably leading to relativism; he also views these two philosophical positions as involving both metaphysical and epistemological commitments. For Aristotle too, then, Protagoras is best represented as a relativist; in particular, the correlativeness that Aristotle makes so central in his account of Protagoras’ (perceptual) doctrine strictly resembles the kind of perceptual and ontological relativism that Plato, in my view, ascribes to Protagoras in the Theaetetus. As we have seen, in that dialogue Protagoras is depicted as embracing a form of perceptual relativism, for which each perception is knowledge and is relative to the perceiver who has it (perceptual relativism). The key-feature of such relativism is ontological, on the basis of which the ontological status of the perceived object is relative to the perceiver (ontological relativism). Moreover, in my interpretation of Protagoras’ Secret Doctrine in the context of Plato’s Theateteus, I have offered reasons for further specifying ontological relativism as ontological indeterminacy, on the basis of which nothing in itself is any one thing. By adopting such an interpretation, I have rejected the traditional reading of the Secret Doctrine as exclusively centred on a Heraclitean theory of flux and change.

In his treatment of Protagoras, Aristotle refers to all the philosophical features Plato himself attributes to the sophist in the Theaetetus. Firstly, Aristotle understands Protagoras as maintaining a theory about perception, indeed as holding the position that knowledge is perception, that is, the view that Socrates equates with Protagoras’ doctrine at Theaetetus 151 E 6–8. Secondly, the correlativeness that Aristotle makes so central in the doctrine of Protagoras is what makes each perception, or appearance, relative to the individual perceiver (perceptual relativism). The idealist or antirealist connotation of such correlativeness is what makes clear that, in the context of Protagoras’ doctrine, the existence of the objects of perception is not ontologically prior to the act of perception. This being the case, the perceiver establishes the ontological status of the perceived object during the perceptual act by, for instance, ascribing a particular accident or property to it (ontological relativism). Thirdly, Aristotle is well aware that Protagoras’ doctrine supports ontological indeterminacy: the idealist connotation he attaches to the doctrine of Protagoras throughout sections 5 and 6 of Metaphysics ( is a clear sign of this. He also often refers openly to the doctrine of Protagoras as implying that things are ontologically indeterminate (aorista); indeed, the only way to deny coherently PNC for Protagoras and every phenomenalist who adopts his views is to hold that things are ontologically indeterminate.
 

Moreover, Aristotle considers the theory of flux, of a Heraclitean kind, as one of those views that spring from the idea that all that exists is perceptible/ that knowledge is perception (1010 a 7–1010 b 1). After he diagnoses the defects of the view, he ends by saying: “Yet the consequence of maintaining simultaneously that things are and are not [i.e., phenomenalism, the view initially ascribed to Protagoras by Aristotle] is really to assert that all are at rest, rather than changing; for there is nothing for things to alter into, for everything exists in everything (apanta gar huparchei pasin)” (1010 a 35–1010 b 1: Kirwan’s translation modified in the last line). On Aristotle’ account, the theory of flux is incompatible with phenomenalism (hence with relativism, to which phenomenalism ultimately leads). This is so because, on the basis of those doctrines, everything exists in everything, which is the view of Anaxagoras, the closest analogue in antiquity of ontological indeterminacy. In this way Aristotle adds to the strength of interpretation B of Protagoras’ doctrine (in the context of Plato’s Theaetetus) as sketched earlier: for Aristotle, ontological indeterminacy is in full accord with relativism and phenomenalism, while the theory of flux is extraneous to, indeed incompatible with, those doctrines.

In Metaphysics ( Aristotle, therefore, does interpret Protagoras as a relativist; he also attributes to Protagoras’ doctrine the same basic features that Plato attributes to it in the Theaetetus. A further inquiry into the possible parallelism between the arguments of Theaetetus 151 E 1–186 E 12 and those of Metaphysics (, sections 4 to 6, would reveal the close kinship between the two treatments of Protagoras’ doctrine presented by Plato and Aristotle respectively. In particular, it could be argued that, in dealing with Protagoras’ doctrine, Aristotle reverses the order of Plato’s arguments by beginning where Plato ends.
 Plato starts off his treatment of Protagoras’ doctrine in the Theaetetus by identifying it with perceptual and ontological relativism and ends up by showing that the theory of flux — implied by such a doctrine — leads to the negation of PNC, as well as making language impossible. Aristotle, on the other hand, can be understood to begin his treatment of Protagoras’ doctrine at Metaphysics ( 4 by showing that those who deny PNC make language impossible; he ends up by making Protagoras fully committed to perceptual and ontological relativism. This reversion in the order of arguments between Plato and Aristotle in their interconnected treatments of Protagoras’ doctrine would also help us to understand why Aristotle first identifies Protagoras as a phenomenalist, that is, someone maintaining that every appearance is true.

If the understanding of Protagorean relativism (in the context of Plato’s Theaetetus and Aristotle’s Metaphysics () I have offered is plausible, the kind of relativism the sophist is made to defend in both places is an ancient version of Margolis’ robust relativism. As we have seen, what is typical of Protagoras’ relativism is the same combination of epistemological and ontological concerns that is so central to Margolis’ conception of relativism. I wish to stress such a linkage between Protagoras’ relativism and Margolis’ for two reasons. The first is mainly exegetical: if one adopts Margolis’s robust relativism as the philosophical framework through which one reads Plato’s and Aristotle’s connected treatments of Protagoras in the Theaetetus and Metaphysics (, one will get both a convincing account of Plato’s moves and countermoves in that dialogue and of the logic of Aristotle’s arguments in Metaphysics ( 4-6, together with a plausible understanding of what, in philosophical terms, Protagoras’ relativism amounts to. The second reason is, instead, purely philosophical. If Protagoras’ relativism is an ancient version of Margolis’ robust relativism, this will make it free from various theoretical weaknesses that most forms of relativism are saddled with. 
The major philosophical risk that, on my account, any form of robust relativism is able to escape is that of being refuted by invoking an objective, neutral criterion of measurement. If one takes relativism as merely a theory of knowledge, or of truth or even meaning, one should, in fact, be prepared to deal with the following objection. Knowledge can be seen as relative, one might argue, but it will stop seeming to be so if what it is knowledge of is not relatively given, but is objectively determinable, out there waiting to be known independently of someone’s point of view, or of cultural attitudes, and so on. If the world of macroscopic objects we perceive, together with the state of affairs somehow related to these objects, is ontologically determinate (hence objectively given), there cannot be any relativist knowledge of such a world because there will be one unique, correct apprehension of these objects (i.e., that corresponding to the truth, to the real essence of the perceived objects), all others being mistaken for various reasons.
 

If one denies, as Protagoras seems to do in the Theaetetus (on one of the two available interpretations) and in Metaphysics (, that there is a common, objective, ontologically determinate world of macroscopic objects out there, to which we turn to get a realistic account of how things actually are, the picture will change. If one assumes that we are confronted with a world of vague objects that are ontologically indeterminate, there will be no unique, correct apprehension available because each object will display some ontological features, not on its own but only in relation to the person who is about to perceive it. On this view, objects are relative both epistemologically and ontologically; we are thus confronted with a picture of a self-contained world, where both reality and knowledge are relative. (One may think of those incommensurable worlds Thomas Kuhn speaks of in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions to get an idea of what I am referring to here.) 

Any form of robust relativism is thus free from the most pervasive charge ever brought against relativism: that is why it is a robust relativism. There are, of course, other important objections one can raise against (Protagoras’) robust relativism. Just to mention some of the questions Plato and Aristotle asked: what does it exactly mean to maintain that reality is ontologically indeterminate? Is this a coherent view to hold? As seen throughout this article, Protagoras’ doctrine is mainly about perceptions. Is it still consistent when it is applied to judgemental beliefs? Does perceptual activity in itself involve a sort of judgemental counterpart?
 In this contribution I have tried to make Protagoras’ relativism, as depicted uniformly by both Plato and Aristotle, a plausible, intelligible and internally coherent philosophical position. I have done so because I have aimed at uncovering Protagoras from the shadows that ancient sources may cast on him and his doctrine, in order to get a serious grasp of his importance as a philosopher in the history of ancient thought. Elsewhere, I will deal with the objections against Protagoras’ relativism I have just hinted at, which themselves bear witness to the philosophical impact that his relativism had on Plato, Aristotle and, hence, on later Greek philosophy.

Ugo Zilioli

Department of Philosophy, University of Pisa

REFERENCES
Annas, J. & Barnes, J. The Modes of Scepticism: Ancient Texts and Modern Interpretations. Cambridge 1985

Baghramian, M. Relativism. London 2004

Bury, R. G.  Sextus Empiricus. Works. 4 vols. Cambridge, MA 1933–1935

Burnyeat, M. ‘Protagoras and Self-Refutation in Later Greek Philosophy’, Philosophical Review 85 (1976) 44​–69

---, The Theaetetus of Plato. With a Translation by M. J. Levett. Indianapolis 1990

Diamond, C. ‘Throwing Away the Ladder’, Philosophy 63 (1988) 5–27

Feyerabend, P. Farewell to Reason. London 1987

Gottlieb, P. ‘The Principle of Non-Contradiction and Protagoras: The Strategy of Aristotle’s Metaphysics IV 4.’, Proceedings of the Boston Area Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy 8 (1994) 183–209

---,  ‘Aristotle on Non-Contradiction’, The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (Spring 2003 Edition), E. N. Zalta (ed.)

URL=
plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2007/entries/aristotle-noncontradiction/.

Kirk, R. Relativism and Reality: A Contemporary Introduction. London 1999 

Kirwan, C. Aristotle. Metaphysics. Books (, (, and (. Oxford 21993 

Kölbel, M. Truth Without Objectivity. London 2002 

Kölbel, M. & M. Garcia-Carpintero (edd.) Relative Truth. Oxford 2008

Lee, M. K. Epistemology after Protagoras. Responses to Relativism in Plato, Aristotle and Democritus. Oxford 2005 

McDowell, J. Plato. Theaetetus. Oxford 1973

MacFarlane, J. ‘Making Sense of Relative Truth’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 105 (2005) 321–39

---, ‘Relativism and Disagreement’, Philosophical Studies 132 (2007) 19–31

Madigan, A. Alexander of Aphrodisias On Aristotle Metaphysics 4, London 1993 

Margolis, J.  The Truth about Relativism. Oxford 1991

---, Pragmatism without Foundations. Philadelphia 2007  (= 2007a)

--- ‘Motivazioni del Relativismo’, Discipline Filosofiche 17 (2007) 31–50 (= 2007b)

Nordmann, A. Wittgenstein’s Tractatus: An Introduction. Cambridge 2005

Politis, V.  Aristotle and the Metaphysics. London 2004

Priest, G. ‘To Be and not to Be—That is the Answer. On Aristotle on the Law of Non-Contradiction’, Philosophiegeschichte und Logische Analyse 1, 1998, 91–130 

---, ‘What’s so Bad about Contradictions?’, in G. Priest, J. C. Beall, B. Armour-Garb (edd.) The Law of Non-Contradiction. New Philosophical Essays. Oxford 2003, 23–38

Ross, W. D. The Works of Aristotle Translated into English, vol. 8: Metaphysica. Oxford 1928

Sedley, D. ‘The Collapse of Language? Theaetetus 179c-183e’, in Plato. Online Journal of Philosophy (2002) (http://www.nd.edu/˜plato/), issue 3

Swoyer, C. ‘Relativism’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2003 Edition), E. N. Zalta (ed.) 

URL= http://plato.Stanford.edu/archives/spr2003/entries/relativism/.

Wittgenstein, L. Philosophische Untersuchungen/Philosophical Investigations, transl. G. E. M. Anscombe. Oxford 1953

---, Tractatus logico-philosophicus. Logisch-philosophische Abhandlung. Frankfurt am Main 91973
Zilioli, U. Protagoras and the Challenge of Relativism. Plato’s Subtlest Enemy. Aldershot 2007 

� Plato’s Theaetetus offers the most detailed analysis of Protagoras’ relativism to be found in ancient texts; whether Plato’s treatment is also historically accurate is hard to tell. I have argued elsewhere (Zilioli 2007, chapter 1) that it is possible to find a weak historical plausibility in Plato’s treatment of Protagoras’ relativism. As far as Aristotle’s treatment of Protagoras’ relativism in Metaphysics ( is concerned, Aristotle comments on--and develops further--some ideas of Plato’s Theaetetus; on this point, see Lee, 2005, chapter 6. 


� A view like this was formulated some thirty years ago by Myles Burnyeat; see Burnyeat 1976. On the basis of this view and by using Burnyeat’s labels, Protagoras is for Plato a ‘relativist’ (to whom every judgement is true for the person whose judgment it is), while for Aristotle he is a ‘subjectivist’ (to whom every judgement is true, with no further restriction); on this, see p. •16• below. 


� I make use here of Wittgenstein’s distinction between ‘to say’ (‘sagen’) and ‘to show’ (’zeigen’) in the Tractatus logico-philosophicus (4.022: 91973, 35). On this distinction, see Diamond 1988 and Nordmann 2005.


� Feyerabend 1987, 20. 


� Swoyer 2003. For a good general introduction to relativism, see also Baghramian 2004.


� See MacFarlane 2007, 19–31. 


� See MacFarlane 2005, Kölbel 2002, and Kölbel & Garcia-Carpintero 2008. 


� See also Margolis 2007a and 2007b. 


� See pp. •27–28• below.


�  This point is clearly noted by Jan van Ophuijsen in his Introduction to the present volume, p. •• .  


� For a very informative as well as philosophically sensitive account of the meaning of ‘metron’ in Greek language and culture, see •the contribution of Van Berkel in this collection: • reference•. As for the translation of Plato’s Theaetetus, I mainly follow that of M. J. Levett in Burnyeat 1990, 251–351, with one exception. 


� See also Tht. 160 C 7–9, Socrates speaking: “My perception is true for me — because it is always a perception of that being which is peculiarly mine; and I am judge, as Protagoras said, of things that are, that they are, for me; and of things that are not, that they are not”; see also 161 D 6–7: “Only the individual himself can judge of his own world, and what he judges is always true and correct”.


� From perceptual cases, Protagoras’ relativism can be widened so as to include cases concerning other kinds of judgements, such as judgemental belief, judgements about states of affairs, or ethical judgements. In this article, I mainly confine myself to the treatment of perceptual cases.


� On the contrast between these two types of ontology, see Margolis 1991, 88–118 (“Protagoreanism and Incommensurabilism”). The drastic contrast between Plato and Protagoras in ontology can be extended to their opposite conceptions of language, knowledge and ethics. I explore such a contrast at more fully in Zilioli 2007. 


� See, e.g., Burnyeat 1990, 10–14. 


� •Ref. Van Eck in this volume.•


� See Lee 2005, Chapter 5, especially 5.3.


� This point will become more evident once we are faced with Aristotle’s treatment of Protagoras’ relativism; see below, section 6.


� See Tht. 156 A 7–C 3, where the self is seen as dissolved into the series of its momentary perceptions and the object into perceived ideas. On this radicalization, •see the contribution of Van Eck in this volume•.


� Kirk describes the ‘Cosmic Porridge View’ as follows: “All that really exists (…) is an indeterminate something, and — the key component of the idea — this something has no features of its own: the porridge is undifferentiated. Instead, we somehow impose features on it (…). On the one hand, something really exists ‘out there’, but on the other hand nothing else can be said about it which is objectively true (…). Sticks and stones, atoms and electrons, stars and clouds are our constructions in the strong sense that there is no more to their existence than the fact that we have imposed those particular concepts on the otherwise indeterminate stuff, the cosmic porridge itself” (Kirk 1999, 52). On Anaxagoras, see DK 59 B 1 and below, •p. 26•.


� On the ‘duck-rabbit’ head, see Wittgenstein 1953, IIxi, 194/194e. 


� See Zilioli 2007, 44–54.


� As ancient and more recent discussions have convincingly shown, there is no philosophical necessity for relativism to adopt any theory of movement and ontological change to defend its own plausibility; indeed, such theories work against this plausibility: see Lee 2005, Chapter II and Aristotle, Metaphysics ( 5.1010 a 34–b 1 (pp. •30–31• below). 


� See pp. •11-12• above. On the impossibility of language as one of such consequences, see Tht. 179 E 3– –183 C 3 and Sedley 2002. 


� See Crat. 385 E 4–386 A 4 and 386 D 8–E 4.


� See Pyrrhoniae Hypotyposes 1.216–219. In particular, Sextus offers further evidence for the importance and role of perceptual conditions in the context of Protagoras’ relativism: see 1.217–218 and Adversus Mathematicos 7.62–63. 


� See Gottlieb 1994. 


� After enunciating PNC1, Aristotle adds the following specifications: “given any further specifications which might be added against the dialectical difficulties”, which he further specifies at 1011 a 22–24. See also De int. 17 a 33–37 and Soph. El. 167 a 23–27; and compare Plato, Resp. 436 D 4- E 7. As for the translation of Metaphysics (, I mainly follow Kirwan 21993.


� It is not clear whether PNC2 is to be viewed as a descriptive claim about human psychology or as a normative one, that is, about what it is rational to believe; on the point, see Gottlieb 1994, 2–3. For a powerful critique of Aristotle’s discussion of PNC in the Metaphysics, see Priest 1998 and 2003.  


� See 1005 b 8–b 34; 1005 b 35–1006 a 27. 


� 1009 a 6–8: according to Aristotle, the view of Protagoras is the view that “all things believed (ta dokounta panta) and all appearances (ta phainomena) are true”. See also 1011 a 18 and 19–20, where Aristotle prefers the shorter “all appearances are true” as the characterization of phenomenalism. 


� Alexander (In Arist. Met. 1009 a 6, 301.31- 302.29 Hayduck) offers further arguments in support of Aristotle’s identification between the two views; for a possible weakness in Aristotle’s argument, see Kirwan 21993, 106. 


� Burnyeat 1976, 46. 


� Burnyeat 1976, 46 n. 3.


� •See [section 3 of his oral contribution] ••• above•. 


� On the double (epistemological and metaphysical) nature of the philosophical view Aristotle believes to be the source of phenomenalism, see Lee 2005, 177–79, and Politis 2004, 163. 


� See Tht. 154 A 6–9 (•p. 9 above•) and 157 E 1–159 A 9. 


� The argument from Conflicting Appearances is what allows some scholars to interpret Protagoras’ relativism as a philosophical ancestor of ancient scepticism: see the last lines of Aristotle’s passage (1009 b 10–11), where the ‘ou mallon’ formula, later codified by scepticism, is openly introduced. On the history of the argument from Conflicting Appearances in ancient scepticism, see Annas & Barnes 1985. 


� It is worth noting that, differently from Plato who offers no criterion for discriminating between dream and real life, Aristotle offers one: those who ask on what ground we discriminate dream from real life show through their own behaviours and actions that they do believe that there is a difference between these two conditions (see 1010 b 9–11; 1011 a 8–11).


� See Tht. 161 C 4–6: [Socrates speaking]: “I was astonished that he [Protagoras] did not state at the beginning of the Truth that “Pig is the measure of all things” or “Baboon” or some yet more out-of-the-way creature with the power of perception.”


� See Tht. 170 C 2–171 A 5, where Plato begins his self-refutation argument against Protagoras. 


� There are traces of Platonic borrowings also in the critique of the argument from Conflicting Appearances Aristotle puts forward at 1010 b 2–1011 a 2. Of course, in Aristotle’s critique there is something else (the causal theory of perception, 1010 b 31–1011 a 2) that is not to be found in Plato. 


� See • pp. 6–7• above.


� As for Alexander’s Commentary on book ( of the Metaphysics, I follow Madigan’s translation (1993), with some adaptations.


� I will not here go further into distinguishing idealism and antirealism. If I would do so, I would be faced with a tricky issue. For my purposes here, it is enough to note that Aristotle (and Plato) treat relativism (and phenomenalism) as two views opposing realism. 


� Again Alexander is of some help when he comments on this passage: “What he says could also be said in reply to the view of Protagoras, who, thinking that only things perceived by sense exist, said that things perceived by sense were produced in some sort of relation of sense-perception to external things; this is why Protagoras said that a thing is for each person such as it appears to him (In Arist. Met. 316.11–15 Hayduck)”. Alexander explicitly connects Aristotle’s passage to Protagoras’ doctrine and qualifies it, on the basis of what Aristotle says, as a form of idealist phenomenalism (both metaphysical and epistemological) ultimately leading to relativism.


� See • pp. 9–10 • above.


� For such passages, see 1007 b 17–28; 1009 a 25–27; 1010 a 2–4. On ontological indeterminacy as a fundamental view to adopt for those who reject PNC, see Politis 2004, 156–87.


� On this reversion, see Gottlieb 1994.


� This is another way of putting forward the charge of self-refutation that is raised against relativism since the time of Plato’s Theaetetus; see Zilioli 2007, 170–71. 


� See Theaetetus 179 C 2–4 and, more generally, 184 B 3–186 E 12, where, by the use of the metaphor of the Wooden Horse (184 D 1–2), it is argued that perception does indeed involve a sort of judgement. 


� I thank Marlein Van Raalte and Jan Van Ophuijsen for comments on earlier drafts of the paper and for their care in preparing the volume. I am glad to thank the Irish Research Council for the Humanities and Social Sciences (IRCHSS) for allowing me to conduct the research that has made this paper, among other things, possible. 
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