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Distinction / Relativity 

 

 One of the four primary arguments employed by Chuang Tzu in his struggle against the 

impractical abstract conceptualization of popular Confucianism is (as it was explained to us in 

class) the precept “Distinction is relative.”  This was employed along with three others (the 

second of which, “Opposites are complementary” is somewhat bound up in the usage of the first) 

to illustrate the inherent limits imposed upon thinking and problem solving when one approaches 

everything in a strictly conceptual way. Eventual Chinese totalitarianism and mass murder (as the 

Duke of Qin twisted Han Fei Tzu’s interpretations of the words of Confucius to his own ends – 

but still unify China) would perhaps make this point more forcefully than Chuang Tzu, but the 

arguments are useful and contain a wisdom that makes them extremely pragmatic. In this short 

essay, I shall attempt to define this idea (without belaboring the point) and ask some questions 

about the process of employing it. 

 In class, we discussed the idea that “…distinctions are only relevant from the perspective 

of the person making them (an observer or someone interacting with whatever is being 

distinguished); the distinction does not have to do with the thing itself.” This is almost certainly 
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true, and easily observable. Whether a thing is “light” or “hot” or “heavy” or “green,” some 

comparison is needed to assert that. A thing is “light,” compared to heavier things the lifter once 

lifted, or simply relative to a theoretical. “Hot” is the same, implying coolness by its very use, 

and “heavy” is the antithesis, without which “light” does not work, evoking by accident the 

second precept.  

“Green” is perhaps a little more difficult, since if one cannot perceive green, this has no 

meaning. The distinction is wider, too – “green” here is being separated from all that which is not 

green. It’s not simply not its opposite – red – it is also not yellow (not entirely) and not black, 

white, purple or brown. It is also, as a color a the low end of the visible human spectrum, one of 

the first to drop out in low light, so a tree which is “green” all day is not “green” at sunset. Or is 

it? Does our perception of the tree really affect the overall state of the tree itself? Does the tree 

even have an inherent state? So what does “green” even mean, anyway? Finally, with the 

limitations of some viewers (the color- or totally blind) taken into account, one could make the 

argument that “green” is simply a conceptualization that we’ve agreed to accept as wide-ranging. 

It works until it stops working. Are all distinctions like this? 

What about “is” and “is not?” Does a thing which “is” really have no inherent “is-ness,” 

unless is it distinguished from that which is not? I’m not certain that the precept holds up here, 

unless Chuang Tzu would have it that existence and non-existence are opposites. I would say that 

this is not so. If a thing exists, it is. If it once existed, it still does, inasmuch as the atomic 

structure of everything is part of the life cycle and gets reincorporated reused – conserved. Non-

existence is not the opposite of this – it simply is not a state at all. To my mind, the precept could 
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be re-written to say “All distinctions made of things that exist are relative.” 

I suppose this could be seen as nitpicky or an unnecessary distinction, but I feel therein 

lies the rub; even this distinction within the definition is not inherently intuitive; it must be 

grasped and teased apart. The use of the word “all” sets off all kinds of alarm bells with me as it 

tends to invite generalization that leads to mischaracterization and misapprehension, hence my 

minor issue of clarification with Chuang Tzu. 

About which I may be off-base, but examination is good exercise, I think. 

  

 


