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Abstract  This paper starts with the social and moral implications of wall in 
history and in the contemporary world, to usher in the early Confucian 
discourse on wall and gate. The Confucian discourse implies that walls—
either actual, virtual or symbolic—are there to defend and/or to separate, 
while gates enable the managed access to and opening-up the self-imposed 
insularity or moderate the self-centred exclusiveness that walls imply. By 
way of reinterpretation and reconstruction, we will extract from a variety of 
Confucian discussions the ethical awareness that however strongly built, 
walls must be associated with gates, and that the wall and the gate are 
therefore locked in mutuality to make possible the reality of 
interconnectedness between the inside and the outside and between the self 
and the other. It will be argued that by using ethical virtues as tools to 
moderate separation and exclusiveness, Confucian discourses highlight the 
dynamics of the self-other relationship, and establishes an ethics that may 
well be still applicable to contemporary situations and can be drawn upon to 
help dissolve the tension between the values of populist self-centrism and 
those of globalist interconnectedness. 
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1  Introduction 

Archaeological excavation of early civilizations reveals that their remaining 
sites often started with building walls to separate a particular group of 
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humans from nature. Along with civilizational progresses, from “hard” or 
tangible walls evolved “soft” or intangible walls, and “wall building” was 
expanded as massive and coordinated activities to separate humans from 
humans by which different tribes, states, ethnic identities, linguistic groups, 
cultural groups and political communities were formed and consolidated. 
Cultures and traditions further enriched walls as separation in different ways, 
and inscribed walls and wall-building with their own encoded, symbolic or 
metaphorical meanings that would often be used in educational, political and 
moral projects. These projects were applied to justify a variety of hierarchical 
institutions in terms of social ranks, labour divisions and cultural stereotypes. 
Therefore, apart from being an effective military means to protect the inside 
and/or to resist malicious outside forces, walls were and still are designated 
an important role in strengthening the singular identity within certain 
boundaries by drawing hard lines between “us” and “others,” that is, 
separating.1 Wall as separation can be tangible or actual, built by clays, 
stones, bricks or steel (cf. Hanauer 2011, 301–21). It can also be intangible or 
virtual as ethical, legal or political barriers, deliberately setting up in order for 
a particular end (cf. Fletcher 1992 and Sorauf 2015). 

Wall as separation has been studied widely in all fields of social sciences, 
but we will in this paper approach it from the perspective of Confucian ethics. 
Most normative ethical theories, no matter what categories they belong to, 
consequentialism, deontology, virtue ethics, communitarianism or common 
sense ethics, have to deal with, one way or another, the self-other relationship, 
to establish a kind of self-other symmetric morality and to redefine separation 
between an individual and his or her community, while trying to explain 
self-other asymmetrical situations. This is also true to Confucian moral 
discourse on walls.  

To understand the ethical implications of wall and the values of separation 
for the Chinese and to investigate how these implications continue to 
influence the Chinese way of choosing and thinking, we will come to analyze 
a metaphor of Confucius’ courtyard recorded in the Analects, and then to 
                                                               
1 For instance, the Berlin Wall that was built to separate East Berlin and West Berlin during the 
cold war but was torn down in 1990, separation walls in Gaza and West Bank regions built by 
Israelites to separate Palestine from Israel, and the more recent walls between the USA and 
Mexico to stop the flow of illegal immigrants. 
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examine the tension between the wall as separation and the gate as opening 
up for interconnection. We will argue that the emphasis on differentiation and 
separation made in early Confucian discourses facilitated a particular kind of 
ethics that is alternatively named as the role ethics, and this ethics was 
subsequently applied to justify “social differentiation” and hierarchical 
culture. However, we will also point out that it has been a systematic 
enterprise in the Confucian tradition to justify that separation based on 
hierarchy must be moderated not only by various rites as codes of conduct 
but also by such virtues as the mean, righteousness and benevolence. This 
point will help us appreciate that the Confucian ethics of separation and 
interconnection has molded a cultural tendency among the majority of the 
Chinese, on the one hand to accept or support “wall building” as an effective 
way to separate (people from people) in the name of the communal wellbeing, 
and on the other hand, to long for proper measures to limit and moderate the 
mechanism of separation and to refine it as appropriate ways leading to 
cooperation. The self-other dynamics may help explain, probably partially, 
why dramatic measures for separation such as locking down cities, villages 
and communities in the quarantine battle against the Corona Virus Disease 
2019 COVID-19 infections would in general gain collaborative support and 
moral justification among East Asian nations more than they are in other 
cultural zones.  

2  From Cultural Wall to Ethical Wall 

Wall is often seen as the way to separate, and is associated with the sense of 
not only protecting insiders against outsiders but also distinguishing “us” 
from “others.”2 Two characters are used in Chinese classics to mean “wall” 
in English. One is “qiang” 墙, the solid construction supporting a house or 
protecting a courtyard, village, town or city;3 the other is “cheng” 城, 
                                                               
2 The well-known examples in history are the Hadrian’s Wall built by the Romans in 122 CE at 
the borders between England and Scotland to differentiate the Roman (civilized) people from 
northern “barbarians,” and the Great Wall in northern China which was built and rebuilt for 
over 2000 years, not only to defend the Chinese dynasties from the attacks from the north but 
also to differentiate the Chinese (civilized) from all kinds of barbarians (yi 夷, di 狄 or rong 戎).  
3 “Barriers or shields built by earth or bricks or stones to shade or protect what is inside.” 用
土築或磚石等砌成的屏障或週邊 (Hanyu Dazidian 1993, 995). 
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referring either to the built walls surrounding the core of the capital city, or to 
the town or city that is surrounded by strong walls.4 Wall is primarily seen as 
the means of protection such as the Great Wall (changcheng 長城), which 
was taken as an effective way for a long time to defend central plain from 
northern invasions, and is still regarded as the symbol or one of the symbols 
of the Chinese civilization. Cheng or qiang, either real or virtual, formed 
particular “cultural genes” that shape or underlie Chinese thinking, behaving 
and reflecting. The idiom of “zhongzhi-chengcheng” 衆志成城 is in a wide 
use to indicate symbolically the collective will of the people able to build up 
a strongly walled city to protect the people inside (and to win over a war or to 
achieve a particular mission). All historical and contemporary evidences 
point to the fact that wall has been reconfigured as part of the Chinese way of 
life, and has shaped a particular mindset among the Chinese. It might be no 
surprise, therefore, if we say that the Chinese culture, in a sense, was and still 
is a culture of walls. 

Wall is of a multilayered and multidimensional value, with a variety of 
implications, including military, social, cultural, psychological and ethical 
ones. Wall in this context is not only to protect and to defend, but also to 
separate and to distinguish, separating the “I” (my home, my town, my 
country) from the other (strangers, other cities, or other countries), especially 
in situations of inconsistency or disharmony between one’s intention and the 
reality, between the self and others, and between different moral principles, 
ideals, social groups or nation-states. Just as wall can be actual or virtual, 
separation may also be used either in a stronger sense or in a weaker sense. 
While mostly positive in confirming the identity of a particular community, 
the culture of wall in a stronger sense could also bring about negative effects. 
Without appropriate countermeasures to offset the negative applications of 
separating, distinguishing or dividing, the culture of walls would tend to 
cultivate or develop a moral sense of dualism or dichotomy, and may 
potentially lead to ethical isolation, insulation, xenophobia or even hatred.  

                                                               
4 The inside walls fending the city 都邑四周用作防守的城垣，內稱城，外稱郭 (Hanyu Dazidian 
1993, 184). When referring to the walls that surround a city or town, cheng can be associated 
with qiang to form a phrase, “chengqiang” 城牆, referring to a city’s walls. Comparatively 
speaking, qiang is weaker, thinner, lower and with more applications than “cheng” as far as the 
sense of walls is concerned. 
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In history and today, different kinds of walls have been built and are being 
built to form social, cultural, psychological or ethical boundaries for 
individuals, communities and nation-states, to separate “us” from others—not 
only from other strangers but sometimes also from those less closely 
associated members of the same community or same country. Walls of all 
kinds are self-enclosed, equivalent to insularity and isolation. On the other 
hand, wall is by nature associated with gate or door (men 門). However 
strongly built and self-enclosed, any wall must be opened up to allow 
communication between the inside and the outside. A courtyard, a house or 
an apartment, must have at least one door; a city or a town must have gates, 
opening to the outside. With the wall to enclose and the gate to open, the 
tension between isolation and opening up or between separation and 
interconnection increases. The ontological value of the gate is to moderate 
the “autistic tendency” of the wall, and its cultural function is to reconcile 
exclusiveness and inclusiveness in a justifiable way, and to force the insider 
to be opened up to the outsider. In psychological terms this is to seek the 
symmetry of the self and the other, while teasing out possible intentions 
towards asymmetry. All these point to the ethics of self-other dynamics, to 
enable confrontation and reconciliation to be harmonized, to set up 
boundaries for separation, and to cultivate a sense of interconnectedness.  

To help us appreciate the moral implications of the wall as separation, we 
come to the Confucian doctrine that enhances the sense of appropriate 
“distinction,” and to its theories on the rites (li 禮) that are primarily used to 
implement differentiation, separation or division (fen 分 ) in political, 
educational, familial and personal activities. On the one hand separation was 
justified by the needs of social division, communal cohesion and effective 
governance. On the other hand, Confucian masters did not simply accept 
separation as it was; they placed an emphasis on the necessity of rites and 
appropriateness to moderate separation or confine it within certain boundaries. 
In Confucian discourses, moderate separation and appropriate distinction 
were seen as ethical standards for social and political orders,5 and as the 
                                                               
5 For example, in the Analects, we read that “Duke Ai asked, ‘what must be done so as to 
cause the people to submit?’ The Master replied, ‘Raise up the upright; put them over the 
crooked; the people will submit. Raise up the crooked; put them over the upright; the people 
will not submit’” (de Bary 1999, 47). 
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means to encourage individuals to cultivate their own moral character.6 
Admitting difference, moderating separation, and encouraging people to lead 
a virtuous life were the three steps early Confucian masters took in 
establishing harmony in cultural differentiation, justice in social stratification 
and appropriateness in political hierarchy. The balance between separation 
and interconnection can be defined as the true Confucian wisdom which may 
well be still applicable and valuable today when we come to examine and 
solve a good number of moral dilemmas that puzzle us, and to implement 
adequate measures to make appropriate separation and distinction among the 
people in particular situations.  

3  Metaphor of Confucius’ Palace 

Distinction or division was taken as necessary in traditional China, not only 
in the sense of social stratification but also in the sense of ontological 
security, and the early Confucians considered separation and differentiation 
both natural and moral (tianjing-diyi 天經地義). Confucius once advised the 
head of a state or family that the problems of “uneven distribution” must be 
taken care of as a priority over the problems of “poverty” to be solved.7 

However, it is central to the Confucian ethics that the political and moral 
orders cannot be established on equality but on the properly managed social 
divisions and differentiated treatments.8 Xunzi made it clear that “for human 
ways, none is without distinctions. Of distinctions, none are greater than 
social divisions, and of social divisions, none are greater than rituals, and of 

                                                               
6 It is recorded that “The Master said, ‘When you meet someone better than yourself, turn your 
thoughts to becoming his equal. When you meet someone not as good as you are, look within 
and examine your own self’” (Lau 1979, 74). 
7 In talking about how to establish the political order, Confucius said that “the head of a state 
or noble family worries not about poverty but about uneven distribution, not about 
underpopulation but about disharmony, not about overturning but about instability” (Lau 1979, 
138, fn. 1).  
8 Confucius did not assume that “even distribution” must lead to equality among the people. 
Mencius made it very clear that differentiated treatments must be applied to one’s family, 
common people and creatures: “In regard to [inferior] creatures, the superior man loves them 
but is not humane to them (that is, showing them the feeling due human beings). In regard to 
people generally, he is humane to them but not affectionate. He is affectionate to his parents 
and humane to all people. He is humane to all people and feels love for all creatures” (Chan 
1963, 80–81).  
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rituals none are greater than those of the sage kings” (Hutton 2016, 35).9 The 
Confucian emphasis on distinctions was not simply out of considerations of 
social necessity but was supported by their beliefs in the universal structure 
and metaphysical unity between human beings and their cosmic origins. It is 
declared in the first sentences of the Appended Remarks (Xici 系辭) of the 
Book of Changes as that “Heaven is high, the earth is low, and thus ch’ien 
(Heaven) and k’un (Earth) are fixed. As high and low are thus made clear, the 
honorable and the humble have their places accordingly” (Chan 1963, 265).10 

An emphasis on distinction and division is seen in all social and political 
spheres, but moral differentiation is the hallmark of Confucian discourses on 
wall and gate. Of the six uses of qiang in the Analects, three are found in a 
conversation that makes use of wall to distinguish the people of a lower 
moral achievement from such a moral exemplary as Confucius. When being 
confronted by an unfriendly negating of Confucius’ superiority over his 
students, Zigong 子貢, one of the closest disciples, took the outer wall of a 
palace as an analogy and made up a parable of the wall and gate: “My walls 
are shoulder high so that it is possible to peer over them and see the beauty of 
the house. But the Master’s walls are twenty or thirty feet high so that, unless 
one gains admittance through the gate, one cannot see the magnificence of 
the ancestral temples or the sumptuousness of the official buildings” (Lau 
1979, 156).  

The analogy in this conversion serves as a metaphor to illustrate what 
Zigong tried to convey to his audience. At the first glance, it seems that it 
was simply presented as a defense of Confucius, to launch the 
counterargument against an attempt to defame Confucius, and to praise the 
intellectual and moral excellence of Confucius as the master which was 
believed to be far beyond an ordinary person’s appreciation. A similar kind of 
defence continued in the next two paragraphs of this chapter. In these two 
paragraphs, Zigong was quoted again for his fierce fight against hostile 
scholars in defending Confucius and rebuffing criticisms. Zigong dismissed 
the ill-intended criticizer that “He is simply wasting his time. The Master 
cannot be defamed. In other cases, men of excellence are like hills which one 
can climb over. The Master is like the sun and the moon which one has no 
                                                               
9 They read in Chinese as: “故人道莫不有辨。辨莫大於分，分莫大於禮，禮莫大於聖王.” 
10 They read in Chinese as: “天尊地卑，乾坤定矣。卑高以陳，貴賤位矣.” 
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way of climbing over” and “The Master cannot be equaled just as the sky 
cannot be scaled” (Lau 1979, 156–57).11   

The metaphor of Confucius’ wall and gate has more than a defense to offer, 
however. The wall is used here metaphorically as differentiation between the 
inside and the outside. It implies that although as separation, walls may be 
quantified as lower and higher, and different levels would set up different 
“barriers” to stop or prevent unqualified people from seeing or entering. High 
walls not only block the sight of other people, but also demonstrate high 
achievements that are beyond the apprehension by a less cultivated person. 
An ordinary person cannot see the inside, not because the inside is not there 
or it is not beautiful but because the quality or ability of the seer is not high 
enough.  

Taking into account the teachings by Confucius, Mencius and Xunzi, we 
might be able to detect other ethical implications from this metaphor. Firstly, 
people are differentiated into different levels in terms of intelligence and 
morality, and this is not only natural but also necessary. This metaphor 
proves that not all the people could have the same or similar ability or would 
be of the same level of moral cultivation at any given time. When certain 
people were unable to appreciate Confucius’ moral and intellectual 
excellence, their failure further strengthened the Confucian belief in the gaps 
between the people. Accepting differentiation was of importance for 
Confucian teachings and paved the way for their understanding of the 
importance for moral cultivation. Although Confucius admitted that humans 
were born with a similar nature, he insisted that practices would definitely 
make them apart from each other.12  The difference sets up limits to which we 
are confined in our daily and moral life. 

Secondly, the Confucian differentiation or separation of the people was 
primarily focused on the difference of moral qualities they demonstrated. 
Those who were unable to see the beauty of Confucius’ palace or to find the 
gate to enter it might have been branded as morally underdeveloped. The 
                                                               
11 We do not know why these three paragraphs were inserted here by the final editor(s) of the 
extant version of the Analects. One suggestion is that they might have been only one 
conversation but were recorded and passed down through three different transmission lines, 
which were then placed together by the late compilers. This suggestion explains well the 
difference in words and tones between the three paragraphs. 
12 On another occasion Confucius was quoted as saying that there were the most intelligent 
and the most stupid and the difference was fixed innately, and was not subject to change (Lau 
1979, 141). 
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moral differentiation could be no better illustrated than the contrast between a 
gentleman (junzi 君子) and a morally deficient person (xiaoren 小人) in the 
Analects where the contrast appears in at least 18 contexts. 13  The 
differentiation of junzi from xiaoren was sometimes even hardened with a 
meaning close to the separating wall without a gate. For example, Confucius 
compared the virtue of the gentleman as wind, and the virtue of the small 
man as the grass that would be surely bent under the blowing of the former 
(Analects 12.19). On a different occasion Confucius called the people of the 
same level to gather together, while keeping at distance those who did not 
share the same moral pursuits. It seemed apparent to him that the only criteria 
for where to “build walls” to separate people was the Way (dao 道): only 
those who followed the same Way should be regarded as part of “us.”14   

Thirdly, despite the contrast between junzi and xiaoren, Confucian masters 
in general would allow difference in moral characters to be reducible or be 
dissolved. For them, by engaging in self-cultivation, one’s moral character 
would be improved or enhanced to the same level as the most advanced. In 
other words, there was always a gate left open to all the people as long as 
they wanted to make efforts (“to gain admittance through the gate”). One way 
for this to happen is through the transforming power of learning which is 
believed to be the only path of the lower quality people going up to the 
higher. Confucius held a conviction that “learning below” would enable one 
to go up to “what is above” (Analects 14.35). Early Confucian masters were 
therefore ethical optimists, and strongly believed that humans could fulfil 
their potentials as moral beings or could become “a complete human,” were 
they committed to learning, abiding by the rites, acting rightly, thinking in 
sincerity, and receiving proper guidance.15 
                                                               
13 Although Confucius still used junzi from time to time for the people who were in power (the 
son of a ruler), he gradually shifted from the old reference to the new meaning of junzi as a 
morally conscientious agent. A similar shift can also be seen in the uses of xiaoren from a 
small man due to his lower social occupation to a morally deficient person. 
14 “There is no point in people taking counsel together who follow different ways” (Lau 1979, 
137). 
15 In Analects 14.12, Confucius provides a definition of the complete human who must be wise, 
free from desires, courageous, accomplished, and refined by the rites and music. Knowing that 
such an ideal is not be achievable by the people, however, Confucius commented that “But to 
be a complete man nowadays one need not be all these things. If a man remembers what is 
right at the sight of profit, is ready to lay down his life in the face of danger, and does not 
forget sentiments he has repeated all his life even when he has been in straightened 
circumstances for a long time, he may be said to be a complete man” (Lau 1979, 125–26).  
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There is a tension between the wall and the gate. The Confucian way to 
dissolve the tension was not to demolish the wall or to level it, but to 
encourage the people to enhance themselves to transcend separation or to find 
the right gate to go into the moral palace that Confucians devoted their whole 
life to build in this world. Mencius went even further in this direction than 
Confucius. For Mencius, there is no reason to build an unreachable wall 
between the sage and an ordinary person; rather we must see the fundamental 
sameness of all human beings. His claim that “The sage and I are of the same 
kind” (Mencius 6A:7) was intended to explain the difference between the 
morally righteous and the ethically underdeveloped is merely a matter of how 
much they had made their moral efforts in cultivation. For him, “If you wish 
to understand the difference between Shun and Chih, you need look no 
further than the gap separating the good and the profitable” (Mencius 7A:25). 
In other words, the gate to excellence is always there. What we need to do is 
simply to enable us to find it by engaging moral practices. 

4  Separation, Differentiation and Integration 

In all Confucian discourses, separation is a necessary start and the wall is 
therefore existentially and hermeneutically prerequisite of the gate. Wall as 
separation is applied differently by different masters. Confucius and Mencius 
employed the metaphoric meaning of the wall as separation from an ethical 
perspective, making use of the wall as separation in a weaker sense. In most 
of their conversations, as we have presented above, points are made to 
illustrate how people were differentiated in their efforts in self-cultivation, to 
call for them to conscientiously work on the self in order to be equal to the 
good, benevolent or sagely character, namely to find the gate to the morally 
superior. Xunzi came to this issue from a very different philosophical 
perspective, and placed more emphasis on the necessity of social and political 
divisions by which he made use of the wall as separation in a stronger sense 
to justify the hierarchy of political and social orders.   

Confucianism is often defined as the philosophy of harmony. Many people 
have argued that the essence of traditional Confucian ethics is oneness (yi 
一), or unification (he 合) or harmony (he 和), for example, between nature 
and humans (tianren-heyi 天人合一), among all states (hexie wanbang 和諧
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萬邦), and between different religions (sanjiao heyi 三教合一). However, 
defining Confucian ethics this way is opposite to what Confucius said that 
harmony is not the foundation, but the result of properly functioning li 禮
(rites) and can be brought about only by the rites.16 In other words, to be 
harmonious the rites are necessary. Rites in a Confucian context has a variety 
of references, from sacrificial utensils and religious ritual to all kinds of 
regulations, ceremonies, proprieties and moral codes in social, educational, 
political and ethical fields. Confucius and Mencius placed an emphasis on the 
moral sense of the rites and highlighted its effectiveness in cultivating human 
hearts and guiding human behaviours, while Xunzi regarded them 
instrumental for humans to be differentiated and divided into different ranks, 
groups and communities. The fact that all Confucians gave priority to rites 
indicates unambiguously that Confucian ethics is an ethics of appropriate 
separation and differentiation, not that of harmony.  

Separation in an ethical context implies two meanings, differentiation and 
division, represented by two Chinese characters in early Confucian texts. The 
first of them is “bie” 別, to differentiate or distinguish one from the other. In 
the Analects we can see only two cases of this character as differentiation 
(Analects 2.7, 19.12). 17  In Mencius, it appears also twice, but with a 
particular leaning on the differentiation of social statuses: distinguishing 
among the common people (Mencius 3A:3) or between husband and wife 
(Mencius 3A:4).18 However, this character appears 35 times and is endowed 
with a much more profound value in the text of Xunzi. In Chapter 19 entitled 
                                                               
16 Although Confucius believed that harmony was the most valuable of all things brought 
about by the rites, he insisted that aiming at harmony and knowing its value did not mean it 
would come true if without regulating it by the rites (Lau 1979, 61). 
17 In Analects 2.7, Confucius talked about filial piety and differentiated false filial piety as 
providing parents with food and the true filial piety as treating parents with reverence. In 19.12, 
Zixia talked that grasses were distinguishable from trees, as an illustration of how a gentleman 
should proceed with learning. 
18 In 3A:3, Mencius discussed the separation or distinction between the men in authority and 
the ordinary people: “without the former, there would be none to ruler over the latter; without 
the latter, there would be none to support the former”; according to the jingtian system, the 
ordinary people would do the public plot of land first and then came to look after their own 
affairs. “This is what sets the common people apart.” In 3A:4, Mencius talked about the 
ancient sage king was concerned that the common people “would degenerate to the level of 
animals if they are allowed to lead idle lives, without education and disciplines,” and therefore 
taught “the people human relationships: love between father and son, duty between ruler and 
subject, distinction between husband and wife, preference of the old over the young, and faith 
between friends” (Lau 1970, 100, 102). 
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“Discourse on Ritual,” Xunzi associates the rites with differentiation, 
claiming that “ritual is a means of nurture. The gentleman not only obtains its 
nurturing, but also loves its differentiation [bie]. What is meant by 
‘differentiation’? I say: It is for noble and lowly to have their ranking, for 
elder and youth to have their proper distance, and for poor and rich, humble 
and eminent each to have their proper weights” (Hutton 2016, 201).  

The second character used for the sense of separation is “fen” 分, referring 
to political, social and moral division or distinction. While Confucius and 
Mencius hardly talked about “fen” in a moral and social sense,19   “fen” 
became central to Xunzi’s politics and ethics, and was considered the key to 
enable the social order to come into existence and for social integration to be 
established. The character appears 117 times in the text, and is used in a wide 
range of applications in education, labour, culture, community and 
governance. The appreciation of fen led Xunzi to the confirmation of social 
divisions as the underlying reasons for ritual (li). Based his ethics on ritual 
Xunzi came to explore the cause of disorder and its solutions. For him, the 
reason why humans can make use of animals for their advance is that humans 
are able to form communities while animals cannot, and the reasons why 
humans are able to form communities is because of social divisions (fen). At 
the beginning of human civilization, Xunzi claimed, the former kings had 
“established ritual and yi in order to divide up mankind, so as to cause 
ranking of poor and rich and noble and base, so that they might take charge 
of them” (Hutton 2016, 76, 70). 

Through bie and fen, the Confucian world was constructed into different 
layers of social identities and groups in the vertical perspective, for example, 
those who work by mind and those who work by labour (laoxin-laoli 勞心勞

力); gentlemen and small men (junzi xiaoren 君子小人); the ruler and the 
ministers (junchen 君臣), etc. In the horizontal perspective, the world is 
constituted by different dimensions of social and political professions, for 
example, the benevolent ruler (renjun 仁君) governing the state, farmers 
working in fields (nong 農), merchants making money in markets (gu 賈), 
craftsmen producing articles (gongjiang 工匠), and officers taking care of 
administration (shi 士) (Hutton 2016, 30). When the people of different 
                                                               
19 In the Analects we find fen is used in three contexts, while in Mencius it appears eight times. 
Most of these usages, however, are not in the sense of moral and social separation.  
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social ranks, different professions and the people at different levels of moral 
qualities working in their own positions and fulfilling their own roles, the 
state or country would be integrated into the harmonious world.  

5  Ethical Dynamics of Wall and Gate 

The Confucian culture was earmarked by properly managed differentiation 
and divisions. The long tradition of social separations has cultivated the 
culture of differentiating one group from other groups, separating one kind of 
people from other kinds, which helped to form the acquaintance society 
(shuren shehui 熟人社會 ) in which personal connections were more 
important than civil memberships. This kind of culture was not simply 
something that existed in the past but continues to underlie today’s social and 
ethical divisions. The call a few years ago for dismantling walls to open up 
university campuses and governmental compounds, for example, was 
strongly resisted by many who work or live within the campuses or 
compounds. Justifiable reasons that were often listed include the necessity of 
walls for “safety” and “security,” although a kind of “superiority” within 
walls or particular privileges enjoyed with protection by walls would not be 
too difficult to be detected. In the net-connected world, people are also 
formed into “walled” virtual groups through Wechat and Weibo. Recently 
many Wechat groups have each been divided into sub-groups according to 
different views on certain facts, values and beliefs they hold dear and to 
different attitudes they have towards an event or prediction. A cyberword 
“fen zhong” 分衆 which originally refers to a new media strategy has turned 
out to become the symbol of the new age (fenzhong shidai 分衆時代) and has 
then become one of the main features for the “new normal” of the people 
who are divided by their interests, preferences, moral senses and values. 
Division is not just a one-way traffic—the one side looking down upon the 
other side. It also creates the reaction or counteraction of the other towards 
the oneself. This can be seen in cases of hatred or jealousy towards the 
so-called “upper,” “rich,” and “foreign” which has unfortunately led, 
especially in an environment full of cultural, moral and political rips, to 
social disorder and divided population. 

From a global perspective, contrary to the general belief that globalizing 
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trends in economy, science and technology, the media and transportation 
would lead to generally similar preferences in value and would unite the 
peoples and nations, our age has become trapped deeper and deeper in 
division, separation and differentiation not only in the form of patriotism 
versus globalism, but also between particularity and universality in terms of 
moral norms, values, beliefs and ideals. Entrenched divisions between 
nations, cultures and ethical systems tend to jeopardize the whole of human 
interests, especially when matters of a global importance require the 
collaborative work of all nations to complete, such as environmental disasters, 
climate changes and more recently the COVID-19 pandemic.  

From separation to interconnection is the responsibility of all nations, 
cultures and ethical systems. We are in an urgent need of solutions for global 
problems and this need can be met adequately only through international 
interaction, world cooperation and ethical convergence. Instead of accusing 
or blaming others for the failure in peace and harmony, we must also look at 
our own traditions to find ethical resources to facilitate the transition from the 
culture of division, opposition and isolation to the civilization of unity, 
collaboration and globality. In other words, it has become imperative for us 
to find an ethical gate or gates to moderate the negative effect of the 
entrenched walls as separation. As discussed above, the Confucian preference 
to fen by the rites cultivated the culture of separation and created a tension 
between the wall as separation and the gate as opening up. The tension not 
only prevailed in political history but also existed in all kinds of social 
relations. How should we evaluate Confucian discourses in a contemporary 
context? Can we find useful resources in Confucian ethics that would help us 
understand the moral dilemma of wall and gate and overcome the tension 
between them?   

Firstly, it would perhaps not be fair at all if we simply attributed to 
Confucian teachings the contemporary discrimination against those outside of 
“our” walls. On the one hand, the Confucians advocated differentiation and 
social divisions as the necessary means to sustain the world order but this did 
not mean that they would permit any kind of measures against those less 
qualified, nor that the noble, rich and strong should always stay above the 
humble, poor, and weak. On the other hand, the world has changed, and 
equality rather than differentiation has increasingly become the core value of 
social ethics. Any attempt to fix up political divisions or justify separations 
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by quoting certain paragraphs in Confucian texts would be too conservative 
to be of any value to today’s life.  

Secondly, we must pay sufficient attention to the fact that there is the other 
side of the Confucian discourse on the wall as separation, that is, the 
openness and admissions to access represented by the image of the gate. 
Separation or division must not be taken absolutely; there is always a door or 
gate that should be highly valued and could be applied to offset the 
exclusiveness of self-contained walls. With the gate it also means that the 
Confucian wall is subject to adjustment according to the change of situations. 
What Confucians called on was to ask the people to find the gate to enter the 
Confucian mansion and to see the beautiful inside. At the same time, this 
moralized image of gate symbolizes that both the insider and the outsider 
must converge their visions so that the interconnection between them could 
be enlarged and the “enclosed compounds” be opened up.  

Thirdly and more importantly, we have noted that Confucian masters were 
not simply content with whatever separations that existed naturally or 
socially. They would intervene, moderate and adjust separation by instituting 
relevant moral principles and virtues to prevent necessary separation from 
escalating to confrontation or isolation. Functioning as ethical gates, these 
principles or virtues are structured on the rites that would help set up bottom 
lines for social and moral divisions. Most important of these ethical gates are 
three. The first is the middle way (zhongyong 中庸) that is applied to 
moderate any attempt for separation to go extreme. It requires that in setting 
up fences or building walls, we must take great care not to go extreme, not to 
alienate people to oppose one another but to leave sufficient space for 
reconciliation. In other words, a proper balance between the wall and the gate 
must be central to ethical discourses. The second gate is yi 義 that ensures 
all separation and differentiation to be just or justifiable. Yi is often translated 
as “righteousness” or justice, which in a Confucian context is derived from 
its original reference to appropriateness (yi zhe yi ye 義者宜也). To follow the 
principle of appropriateness we must consider our measures to separate not 
only to meet the needs of particular situations but also appropriate to 
particular areas, communities and occasions. One single policy applied 
sweepingly to all areas and at all times cannot be appropriate and just. The 
third gate that Confucians have constructed is ren 仁  (benevolence, 
compassion, love, humaneness). Ren is the principal virtue in Confucius and 
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Mencius, and is the core of moral qualities in all Confucian traditions. 
Separation or unification, divisions or reconciliation, insularity or solidarity 
all must be taken or pursued in compassion and love, so that they are not 
against humanity but are taken as ways to cultivate humanity within and 
humaneness between the people. Separating the healthy from the sick, or the 
people of one zone from those of other zones can only be carried out when 
the principle of humaneness and love is applied. Inhumane treatment of the 
people, whoever they are, can never be justified by Confucian ethics, 
whatever situations we are in. 

6  Looking Forward to the Future 

While noting the importance Confucian masters placed on the dynamics of 
the self-other relationship through the images of wall and gate, we have also 
stressed the fundamentals of Confucian ethics that separation should be 
supplemented by moderation just as the wall must be accompanied by the 
gate. We have presented the Confucian discourse that separation and division 
must be constantly adjusted and moderated by moral principles or virtues, 
and argued that the true Confucian ethics not merely lies in its insights 
concerning separation either in a stronger or in a weaker sense, but also in its 
admitting separation but moderating it by moral virtues. Interpreted as such, 
this ethics is still useful and necessary in contemporary times for us to 
understand the cause of, and to find solution for, social disharmony, political 
paradoxes and international crises. In ethical terms, all these disparities may 
be said to have been rooted in the self-other asymmetry. By probably 
handling the self-other dynamics, we are encouraged to make joint efforts to 
harmonize social life and to bridge different parts of the world, in the same 
way as to balance the wall as separation and the gate as interconnection.  

We are faced with great challenges today, and traditionally cherished 
values are constantly tested in new moral dilemmas and ethical conflicts. 
Opposition, hostility, insularity and xenophobia are being caused or nurtured 
by extreme nationalism, biased patriotism, blind isolationism and desperate 
populism in national and international arenas, while globalization, 
deglobalization and anti-globalization are competing with one another to 
determine where human civilization will go next. In a sense, all these 
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competitions involve the issues of how to see and balance between wall and 
gate and how to move from separation to interconnection, from exclusiveness 
to inclusiveness.  

This can be seen clearly in the case of the COVID-19 pandemic, for which 
many countries have adopted such dramatic measures as “building walls” to 
shut down or totally lock down residential communities, villages, cities and 
countries in order to stop the contagions. While the pandemic in China and 
other East Asian countries have been more or less brought under control, 
there is no sign yet of its ending in other parts of the world where the 
numbers of infections and deaths rocked up day by day. A pandemic of such 
a scale would no doubt have serious consequences to the world economy, 
politics, international relations, and would certainly bring about fundamental 
changes to the world order, just as Yuval Noah Harari (2020) put it that “This 
storm will pass. But the choice we make now could change our lives for years 
to come.”20 Many leading scholars and strategists point at its devastated 
effects on globalization that has moderated various kinds of walls and opened 
the gates of nation-states to one another since the 1980s. Some suggest that 
the pandemic would lead to a “less open, prosperous and free world,” or even 
to “the end of globalization as we know it,” while others propose that after 
the pandemic the world would come to “a dramatic new stage in global 
capitalism” (Walt et al. 2020). 

The challenge of the COVID-19 pandemic has already caused great anxiety 
that countries might go back to isolation of their own and to confrontation 
between them. In light of this, Nathan Gardels, Editor in Chief of the 
WorldPost, asserts that “The spread of COVID-19 has revealed both the 
depth of interdependence and the paucity of global institutions to cope with 
all its manifold connections” and calls for new platforms that are “needed to 
cope with a connected world.” In building up new platforms to deal with such 
urgent issues as pandemics and taking up dramatic measures to manage 
events of a global importance, we need both separation and interconnection. 
Just as the wall and the gate are locked together, the priorities of individual 
nation-states and the universal interests of the world as the whole must be 

                                                               
20 In his view, “In this time of crisis, we face two particularly important choices. The first is 
between totalitarian surveillance and citizen empowerment. The second is between nationalist 
isolation and global solidarity.” 
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properly balanced. Instead of simply building walls and closing up gates 
between nations and countries in the name of protecting “us” from “others,” 
it seems to be the only option justifiable that global problems must be solved 
through collaboration rather than confrontation. The more desperate a 
situation we are in, the more urgent for us to have the courage and wisdom to 
find and enlarge ethical gates in walls, namely not only to avoid returning to 
seclusion and isolation but also to transcend separation and opposition by 
working together as the human race. 

The challenge that we are faced with is philosophical. Debate between 
Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben (Il Manefesto, 25/02/2020) and French 
philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy (Antonomie, 27/02/2020) on the necessity of 
locking down cities is not merely concerned with the technological measures 
but more about how to defend human existence, freedom, dignity and 
interconnection. A morally justified balance of the self (one’s family, 
community or the country) and the other (other persons, other communities, 
other nations or humanity as a whole) must be stricken before we can move 
forward by which not only personal freedom but also warm human relations 
can be valued and ensured. 21   By fully engaging in cross-civilizational 
discussions, we hope that Eastern and Western wisdoms may join their forces 
to shed light on the crucial question of what kind of the world in the 
post-COVID-19 era is both most desirable and most ethical.  
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