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Relativism about "X" 
means that "X" or our 
knowledge of "X" is 

different for (i.e., relative 
to) different people. 
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Another word for 'relative' 
or 'relativism' one might 

hear is 'subjective' or 
'subjectivism'.

The opposite of subjective 
is objective.

For something to be 
objective means that it is 
the same for everyone.
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Not all relativism or 
subjectivism is bad. Some 

relativism is completely 
normal. 

Deep or shallow?
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Big or little?

Tasty or not?
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Relativism 
vs. 

Skepticism 
vs. 

Pluralism 

 Skepticism
grants that there may be 

objective truth about "X," but 
we cannot know what 

that truth is. 
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 Pluralism
usually with reference to 

religions; the recognition of 
religious diversity with the tacit 

if not explicit claim that all 
religions are valid experiences

 Relativism 
The relativism about which we 
are concerned illicitly regards 
an objective "X" as if it were 

merely a relative "X."
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Objective NOT Relative!
Does God exist?
It the Bible the Word of God?
Are there right and wrong actions?
Did Jesus die for our sins?
Is there a heaven and hell?
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"I am the way, the 
truth, and the life. No 

one comes to the 
Father except 
through Me."

"What is truth?
Pontius Pilate, John 18:38
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Finally, brethren, whatever things 
are true, whatever things are noble, 
whatever things are just, whatever 
things are pure, whatever things are 
lovely, whatever things are of good 
report, if there is any virtue and if 
there is anything praiseworthy—

meditate on these things.
Philippians 4:8

Finally, brethren, whatever things 
are , whatever things are noble, 
whatever things are just, whatever 
things are pure, whatever things are 
lovely, whatever things are of good 
report, if there is any virtue and if 
there is anything praiseworthy—

meditate on these things.
Philippians 4:8

true
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Finally, brethren, whatever things 
are true, whatever things are noble, 
whatever things are just, whatever 
things are pure, whatever things are 
lovely, whatever things are of good 
report, if there is any virtue and if 
there is anything praiseworthy—

meditate on these things.
Philippians 4:8

Distinguishing 
Absolute Truth

and 
Objective Truth
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Something can be objectively true 
but change over time.

For example, it can be 37º in the 
heat of the day and 24º in the cool 

of the night.

But if it is 37º, then it is 
objectively true that it is 37º.

Distinguishing 
Theories of Truth 

and 
Tests for Truth
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"It is raining!"

"Is that true?"

"Yes!"
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Whatever you are saying 
about the statement 

'It is raining' 
when you say that 

it is true is your 
theory of truth.

How you know whether it 
is raining is your 

test for truth.



7/4/2024

16

how one defines the 
terms 'true' and 'truth' 

when saying that a 
statement is true

how one discovers
whether a statement is 

true, regardless of 
one's theory of truth

Theory of Truth Test for Truth
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Power

Pragmatic

Functional

Coherence

Correspondence  

Correspondence  Truth is correspondence to reality.

This says that a statement is true in as 
much as it corresponds to reality.

Thus, the statement 'It is raining.'  
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'It is raining'
would be a true 

statement if it is in 
fact raining 
in reality.

'It is raining'
would be a false 

statement if it is in 
fact not raining 

in reality.
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Aristotle
(384-322 BC)

"To say of what is, 
that it is not, or of 

what is not, that it is, 
is false, while to say 
of what is, that it is 
and of what is not, 

that it is not, is true."
Metaphysics, IV, 7, 1011b26-29 Translation by W. D. Ross in Richard 
McKeon, The Basic Works of Aristotle (New York:  Random House, 
1941). τὸ μὲν γὰρ λέγειν τὸ ὂν μὴ εἶναι ἢ τὸ μὴ ὂν εἶναι ψεῦδος, τὸ δὲ τὸ 
ὂν εἶναι καὶ τὸ μὴ ὂν μὴ εἶναι ἀληθές. 

Bertrand Russell 
(1872-1970)
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Wittgenstein
(1889-1951)

Russell
(1872-1970)

Kant
(1724-1804)

Hume
(1711-1776)

Locke
(1632-1704)

Descartes
(1596-1660)

Aquinas
(1225-1274)

Anselm
(1033-1109)

Augustine
(354-430 BC)

Plato
(428-248 BC)

Other Philosophers Who Hold to the 
Correspondence Theory of Truth 

Mortimer J. Adler
(1902-2001)
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Mortimer J. Adler
(1902-2001)

"To avoid a confusion 
that runs through 

philosophical 
controversies about truth 

it must be remembered 
that the correspondence 

theory of truth is not itself 
a test of truth. It merely 
states the definition of 
truth—what it is. This 
underlies all empirical 
and pragmatic tests of 

truth. … 

Mortimer J. Adler
(1902-2001)

"The logical test of truth, 
such as coherence or the 

absence of intrinsic 
contradiction in a theory, 

do not presuppose the 
realist's definition of truth 

as agreement or 
conformity of our thinking 

with the way things, in 
fact, are. That is why 

idealists tend to define 
truth entirely in terms of 

coherence."
[Mortimer J. Adler, The Four Dimensions of 
Philosophy: Metaphysical Moral Objective 
Categorical (New York: MacMillan, 1993), 28]
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What does it mean to 
correspond to reality? 
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Relativism and 
Knowledge, Pt. 1:

Modernism and 
Postmodernism 

Classical
I call it 

the way it is.
Classical
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Modernism
I call it 

the way I see it. 
Modernism

"Positivism"
"Scientism" 

Postmodernism
It isn't anything 

until I call it.
Post-

Modernism
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To be sure, scientism is not a 
form of relativism.

I bring it up here in 
anticipation of what we could 

say on another occasion 
regarding the classical view of 

knowledge.



7/4/2024

27

Seeing the bankruptcy of 
modernism might help explain 

(at least in part) why 
postmodernism arose in the 

first place. 

Postmodernism arose as the 
wrong reaction to 

Modernism's failed view of 
human knowledge.
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J. P. Moreland

"Scientism ... puts 
Christian claims outside of 
the 'plausibility structure' 

(what people generally 
consider reasonable and 

rational), which has led to a 
number of shifts in how our 

culture processes reality. 
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"One of the effects of 
scientism, then, is making 

the ridicule of Christianity's 
truth claims more common 
and acceptable (which is 

one of scientism's goals)." 
[J. P. Moreland, Scientism and Secularism: Learning to Respond to a Dangerous Ideology 
(Wheaton: Crossway, 2018), 31] 
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Postmodernism
It isn't anything 

until I call it.
Post-

Modernism

Michel Foucault
(1926-1984)

"There is a battle 'for truth,' or 
at least 'around truth'—it 
being understood once 

again that by truth I do not 
mean 'the ensemble of 

truths which are to be 
discovered and 

accepted,' but rather 'the 
ensemble of rules according 
to which the true and the 

false are separated and 
specific effects of power 

attached to the true,'
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Michel Foucault
(1926-1984)

"it being understood also that it's 
a matter not of a battle 'on 
behalf' of the truth, but of a 

battle about the status of 
truth and the economic 
and political role it plays."
[Michel Foucault, Foucault Reader: An Introduction to 
Foucault's Thought with Major New Unpublished 
Material, ed. Paul Rabinow (New York: Pantheon 
Books, 1984), 74]
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In many instances, the test 
for truth will differ according 

to the kind of thing about 
which the statement is made. 

Different aspects of reality 
require different methods of 
inquiry and tools of analysis.  
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Questions of mathematics 
require methods of inquiry 

and tools of analysis 
appropriate to the  

mathematical aspects of 
reality. 

Questions of natural science 
require methods of inquiry and 
tools of analysis appropriate to 
the physical aspects of reality. 
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Questions of history require 
methods of inquiry and tools 
of analysis appropriate to the 
historical aspects of reality. 

Classical Empiricism 
vs. 

Modern & Contemporary 
Empiricism
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Classical 
Empiricism

Aristotle 
(384-322 BC)

Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274)
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Galileo Galilei

1564 - 1642
Thomas Aquinas

(1225-1274)

"Our knowledge, taking 
its start from things, 

proceeds in this order. 
First, it begins in 

sense; second, it is 
completed in the 

intellect." 
[Thomas Aquinas, Truth, I, 11, trans. Mulligan, 48, in Truth (3 vols), vol. 1 
trans. Robert W. Mulligan (Chicago: Henry Regnery, 1952); vol. 2 trans. 
James V. McGlynn (Chicago: Henry Regnery, 1953); vol. 3. trans. 
Robert W. Schmidt (Chicago: Henry Regnery, 1954). The three volumes 
were reprinted as Truth (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994)]

Galileo Galilei

1564 - 1642
Thomas Aquinas

(1225-1274)

"Truth is defined 
by the conformity 

of intellect and 
thing; and hence 

to know this 
conformity is to 

know truth."
Summa Theologiae I, Q. 16, art. 2.


