How is Protagoras’ Relativism Self-refuting?

Yasuhiro WAKIJO

ABSTRACT: Validity of Plato’s argument against Protagoras’ relativism at Theaetetus
171a-c has been called into question by many scholars, largely because the argument,
notoriously, omits the qualifying phrase “for x”, the phrase of vital importance to
relativism. Recently Luca Castagnoli offered a valuable interpretation of the passage,
according to which Plato’s argument does not aim at proving the absolute falsehood
of relativism, but successfully shows that it turns out to be untenable for Protagoras
himself in dialectical contexts. Castagnoli is right in understanding that the crucial
point of the argument is that Protagoras’ opponents do not admit that relativism is
“false for themselves”, but insist that it is “false simpliciter”. This, however, opens
several possibilities of “proving” Protagoras’ relativism to be self-refuting, possibilities
of something more than a mere dialectical refutation such as Castagnoli sees in the
argument. Protagoras has to admit either that p for x if and only if p for x for everyone
(“the everyone principle”), or that p for x if and only if p for x, for x (“the self
principle”) . Coupled with either of the two principles, relativism can be shown to lead
to a contradiction. It might not be logically impossible for Protagoras to find a way to

avoid this consequence, but he would have to pay too high a price for doing so.
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