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never caLlthemselves 'Platonists'or 'metaphysicians'or 'foundationalists'. 

Introduction: 
Relativism: Finding and Making 

Thr cpithrt 'relativist' is applied to philosophers who agree with 
Nirtzsche that '"'Truth" is the will to be master of the multiplicity of 
sensations'. It is also applied to those who agree with William James 
that 'thr "truc" is simply the expedient in the way of believing' and 
t o  those who aqree with Thomas Kuhn that science should not be 
thor~ght of as moving towards an accurate representation of the way 
thc. \\-orlcl is in itscll: hlorc generally, philosophers are called 'relativists' 
xvhc-n thry do not acccpt thr (heck distinction between the way thing 
arc. in thr.msc~lvc-s ant1 the rrlations which they have to other  thin,^, 
;~ntl in particular to hunian nretls and interests. 

Philo.;ol~hrrs who. likc niysclf, eschew this distinction must abandon 
thr tri~ditional philosophical project of finding something stable which 
will s r r ~ ~  as a criterion for jud@ng the transitory products of our 
transito~y nccds and interests. This means, for cxample, that we cannot 
employ [lie Kantian distinction between morality and prudence. We 
have ro give up on the iclea that there are unconditional, transcultural 
moral obligations, obligations rooted in an unchanging, ahistorical 
human nature. This attempt to put aside both Plato and Kant is 
the bond which links the post-Nietzschean tradition in European 
philosophy with the pra<gmatic tradition in American philosophy. 

'Thc philosopher whom I most admire, and of whom I should most 
likr to think of mysrlf as a disciple, is John Dewey. Dewey was one of 
the founders ofAmerican pra<gmatism. He was a thinker who spent Go 
years trying to get usout from underthe thrall ofPlato and Kant. Dewey 
was oftrn denounced as a relativist, and so am I. But of course we 
pragmatists never call ourselves relativists. Usually, we define ourselves 
in negative terms. We call ourselves 'anti-Platonists' or 'antimeta- 
physicians' or 'antifoundationalists'. Equally, our opponents almost 

They usually call themselves defenders of common sense, or of reason. 
Predictably, each side in this quarrel tries to define the terms of the 

quarrel in a way favourable to itself. Nobody wants to be called a 
Platonist, just as nobody wants to be called a relativist or an irrationalist. 
Wc so-called 'relativists' refuse, predictably, to admit that we are 
enemies of reason and common sense. We say that we are only 
criticizing some antiquated, specifically philosophical, dogmas. But, 
of course, what we call dogmas are exactly what our opponents call 
common sense. Adherence to these do,qmas is what they call being 
rational. So discussion between us and our opponents tends to get 
bogged down in, for example, the question of whether the slogan 
'truth is correspondence to the intrinsic nature of rcality' expresses 
common sense, or is just a bit of outdated Platonist jargon. 

In other words, one of the things we disagree about is whether this 
slogan embodies an obvious truth which philosophy must respect and 
protect, or instead simply puts forward one philosophical view amonq 
others. Our opponents say that the correspondence theory of truth is 
so obvious, so self-evident, that it is merely pervrrse to question it. We 
say that this theory is barely intelligible, and ofno particular importance 
- that it is not so much a theory as a slogan which we have been 
mindlessly chanting for centuries. We pragmatists think that we might 
stop chanting it without any harmful consequences. 

One way to describe this impasse is to say that we so-called 'relativists' 
claim that many of the things which common sense thinks are found or 
discovered are really made or invented. Scientific and moral truths, for 
example, are described by our opponcnts as 'objective'. meaning that 
they are in some sense out there waiting to be recognized by us human 
beings. So when our Platonist or Kantian opponents are tired ofcalling 
us 'relativists' they call us 'subjectivists' or 'social constructionists'. In 
their picture of the situation, we are claiming to have discovered that 
something which was supposed to come from outside us really comes 
from inside us. They think of us as saying that what was previously 
thought to be objective has turned out to be merely subjective. 

But we anti-Platonists must not accept this way of formulating the 
issue. For if we do. we shall be in serious trouble. If we take the 
distinction bctween making and finding at face value, our opponents 
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\\.ill I)(. nhlc to ask 11s an a\r.k\v;trd qllrstion, viz., Have we discovered 
t l ~ e  sIlqwixi~~x fan ilnt \rhiit rras thouxht to be objective is acmally 
rIlllirctLr. or lla\,c. wc in i rn td  it? Ifwc cl;iim to have discovered it, if . . 
\\.tt S;IV tlinc I I  IS n r l  ohjcctivr bct that truth is subjective, we are in . .  . 

d;lnger n l  contrilrlicting oursel~~es. If we say that we invented it, we 
sc%c.tn to hc bcin,q merely whimsical. Why should anybody take our 
i ~ , \ ~ ~ ~ t i r ~ n  sc:riously? If truths are merely convenient fictions, what 
;Ibollt the truth of the claim that that is what they are? Is that too a 
convcnicnt fiction:' CIonvcnient for what? For whom? 

1 think ic is important that we who are accused of relativism stop 
Llsiila rl lc distinctions between finding and making, discoveri and 
invc*ntiorl, r,l,jerti\-~ and subjective. We should not let ourselves be 
clcyc:l-il>ccl as sul?jcc~tivists, ztntl pcrhaps calling ourselves 'social con- 
s l r , ~ ( . ~ i o ~ ~ i s t ~ '  ic loo mislc.ading. For cve cannot formrllate our point in 
tc.rrn< 01. n discinctiot, betwren what is outside us and what is inside 
[is. \\.c n>\lsc rc-piidiatv rlic voci\bular). our opponents use, and not let 
cllcm itnpn.;c it  I I ~ ~ I I  11s. 'To say tlxit WP must rcpudiate this vocabulary 
ir to \;I\. OIIW ; i~ain.   hat \vr n ~ l s t  ;iroid Platonism and metaphysics, 
i t )  t l l ; ~ t  \ \ . i t lc  S ~ I ~ S C  oI"n~rt;il~hysi(-s in  which Hcideggcr said that meta- 
l > l ~ l r i l s  ir PI;ltonirln, (M.hitrllr;~d was making the same point when he 
siliti thilt all ol. \l7rstc>rn philosophy is a series of footnotes to Plato. 
\ l 'h i~~hrad 's  ~>oirit was th;lt we do not call an inquiry 'philosophical' 
rrrllrss i, rcvolvr:s ;imunrl some of the distinctions which Plato drew.) 

l'hc- distinction bctwccn the found and the made is a version of 
that hrtween the ilbsolu~e and the relative, between something which 
is what i t  is apart from its relations to other things, and something 
whosr naturc tlepcncls upon those relations. In the course of the 
centuries, this distinction has become central to what Derrida calls 
'the metaphysics of presence' - the search for a 'full presence 1)eyond 
the reach ol. play', an absolute beyond the reach of relationalip. So 
if'wc. wish to ahandon that metaphysics we must stop distinguishing 
bctwren the absolute and the relative. We anti-Platonists cannot permit 
ourselves to \,e c:~lled 'relativists'? since that description begs the central 
qurstion. That central question is about the utiliv of thc vocabulary 
whic-h wc inherited from Plato and Aristotle. 

Our opponents likr to suggest that to abandon that vocabulary is 

to abandon rationality - that to be rational consists precisely in 
respecting the distinctions between the absolute and the relative, the 
found and the made, object and subject, nature and convention, reality 
and appearance. We pragmatists reply that ifthat were what rationality 
was, then no doubt we are, indeed, irrationalists. But of course we go 
on to add that being an irrationalist in t h d  sense is not to be incapable 
of ar,gument. We irrationalists do not foam at the mouth and behave 
like animals. We simply refuse to talk in a certain way, the Platonic 
way. The views we hope to persuade people to accept cannot be stated 
in Platonic terrninolo,gy. So our efforts at  persuasion must take the 
form of gradual inculcation of neu ways of speaking, rather than of 
straightforward argument within old ways of speaking. 

T o  sum up what I have said so far: We prapat is ts  shrug offcharper 
that we are 'relativists' or 'irrationalists' by saying that these charge. 
presuppose precisely the distinctions we reject. If we have to describr 
oursclvcs, perhaps it would be best for us to call ourselves anti-dualists. 
This does not, of course, mean that we are against what Derrida call3 
'binary oppositions': dividing the world u p  into the good Xs and the 
bad non-Xs will always be an indispensable tool of inquiry. But we 
are against a certain spe~$c set of distinctions, the Platonic distinctions. 
We have to admit that these distinctions have become part of Western 
common sense, but we do not regard this as a suficient arcvment for 
retaining. them. 

So far I have been speaking of 'we so-called relativists' and of 'we 
anti-Platonists'. But now I need to become more specific and name 
names. As I said at the outset, the .group ofphilosophers I have in mind 
includes a tradition ofpost-Nietzschean European philosophy and also 
a tradition of post-Darwinian American philosophy, the tradition of 
pragmatism. The great names of the first tradition include Heidegger, 
Sartre, Gadamer, Derrida and Foucault. The great names ofthe second 
tradition includeJames, Dewey, Kuhn, Quine, Putnam and Davidson. 
All ofthese philosophers have been fiercely attacked as relativists. 

Both traditions have attempted to cast doubt on the Kantian and 
Hegelian distinction between subject and object, on the Cartesian 
distinctions which Kant and Hegel used to formulate their problematic, 






