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Abstract  “Liberty” is a core, prior value of modern Western culture, and 
particularly of Anglo-American political and economic discourse. For more than 
a century, the US and other Western countries have been doing their utmost to 
promote the value of liberty around the world. However, different nations and 
cultures have different value priorities. Considering “liberty” as the essential, 
unassailable prior value is an Anglo-American cultural particularity without 
universal applicability. In China, “liberty” as a high value is a new idea imported 
from the West at the beginning of the modern era which never enjoyed a very 
important position in ancient China. Generally speaking, in Chinese culture, the 
value of “ping an,” with its connotations of peace, safety, equality, health, 
harmony, and tranquility, is obviously a prior value. Different value priorities 
have different impacts on culture. This paper tries to compare the American value 
priority of “liberty” with the Chinese value priority of “ping an,” while 
discussing their different historical backgrounds and cultural impacts. It argues 
that values and value priorities are neither absolute nor universal, but that they 
are rather historical, situational, and dynamic. Value priority in a society should 
be based on that society’s particular social reality and on the stage of 
development and the life requirements of its people, rather than on an outside 
imperative. In the era of globalization, different and even sometimes 
contradictory human values may actually mutually complement and 
counterbalance one another. 
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1  Promoting “Liberty” and “Liberalism” all over the World, 
and Its Consequences 

During the past century-plus—especially in the second half of the 20th century, 
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with the globalization of the free-market economy and democratic politics—the 
values and ideas of “liberty” and “liberalism” have spread all over the world. 
Despite its complicated historical background, and the many controversial and 
even conflicting theories and explanations of its connotations, the idea of 
“liberty” or “liberalism” has become almost a sacred, untouchable prior value— 
the constitutive ideology of modern Western culture, especially as represented by 
the Anglo-American tradition. With the advantages of advanced science and 
technology, unparalleled economic development, and strong military power, the 
US and other Western countries have done their utmost to push forward the 
priority of liberty and liberalism around the world.  

To the people of other parts of the world, “liberty” has gradually become a 
fashionable and splendid idea, an emblem of advanced civilization, progress, 
modernity, prosperity, and the good life, and has attracted many people to rise up 
and fight for it as a value and ideal.  

In modern China, there is a very popular and well-known poem: 
 

生命誠可貴,            Life is indeed valuable,  
爱情价更高。          Love’s price is even higher. 
若为自由故,           But for the sake of liberty, 
二者皆可抛!           Both the two can be thrown away!1 
 

Of course, this is not originally a Chinese poem; its original author is said to be 
the Hungarian poet Petőfi Sándor (1823–49). The Chinese translation of the 
poem basically conforms to the forms and rules of a traditional Chinese four-line, 
five-character short poem, which greatly promoted its spread in China. The 
primary cause of its popularity, however, is the novel and fresh idea it represents. 
In the early 20th century, the idea embodied in the poem was totally exotic to 
Chinese people, representing values quite different from those of traditional 
Chinese culture. In the ancient Chinese value system, whether one looks to 
Confucianism, Daoism, or Buddhism, “life” is obviously more valuable than that 
of “love”2 or “liberty.” This poem tells us that we should value “love” more than 
“life,” and “liberty” more than anything else; as a result, the ideas in the poem  
has played an important part in China’s modern revolution. Thousands of young 
people have been inspired to break free of the restrictions of their families and 
traditional social customs to boldly pursue romantic love. Innumerable 

                                                               
1 I have translated the Chinese version literally here.  
2 In the Chinese version of this poem, the word for “love” here is “愛情,” which is specially 
referring to the sexual love between a man and a woman. It is distinguishable from other 
general forms of love, such as Confucian benevolence or kindheartedness (ren ai 仁愛) or 
Mohist universal love (jian ai 兼愛).  
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revolutionaries, including earlier communists, have been encouraged to bravely 
devote themselves to the struggle against “feudalist autocracy,” “capitalist 
oppression,” and “imperialist invasion,” fighting for “liberty” and “freedom”3 
for the country, for the nation, for the people, and for themselves as well. “Give 
me liberty, or give me death!” This demagogic and blood-boiling slogan has 
mobilized thousands of enthusiastic people, especially young people, to pick up 
weapons in riots, battles, and wars, dedicating their lives to the fight for freedom. 

Amid the revolutions and modernizations that have occurred in China during 
the past century-plus, the objects, goals, and connotations of revolution or reform 
have changed greatly. However, the idea of “liberty” being an important value 
has gradually become a part of modern Chinese ideology. Especially from the 
implementation of reform and open-up policies, the value of liberty and freedom 
has been increasingly emphasized along with the rapid development of the 
free-market economy. The focus now, however, is concentrated more on 
individual liberty and civil rights than on the freedom of the nation or the 
independence of the country. Some intellectuals truly identify with Western 
liberals and their liberal tradition, putting the value of individual “liberty” as the 
highest consideration of their agenda for social reform; this group has been called 
the Chinese liberals, and they are said to comprise an important part of 
contemporary Chinese social-political power. Many among the masses also 
embrace the values of “liberty” and “freedom” without knowing their 
complicated connotations and long history, but simply understanding these ideas 
as permission for individuals to do whatever they want without restriction.   

Actually, the impact of the Western value of “liberty” and “liberalism” can be 
seen everywhere. This should largely be attributed to the “great role model” of 
our era, the United States of America. For nearly a century, the US has created its 
image as the largest representative of the so-called “free world” and of the value 
of “liberty.” The American people call their country “the home of the brave and 
the land of the free.” To many people around the world, the biggest selling point 
of the US, above and beyond its prosperous economy, advanced science, 
technology, education, and military power, is its advocacy for and protection of 

                                                               
3 There are some semantic and syntactic differences between “liberty” and “freedom” in 
English. “Liberty” emphasizes more the substantial “rights” of individuals in reality, while 
“freedom” is often used in the sense of abstract “independence”, and is frequently associated 
with a country or nation as a whole. They are however frequently used as synonyms. For 
instance, in one of his famous essays on “liberty”, Isaiah Berlin noted that he will “use both 
the words to mean the same” (Berlin, Isaiah, Liberty: Incorporating Four Essays on Liberty, 
Oxford, OUP, 2002, 169). In modern Chinese, there is only one equivalent for both English 
“liberty” and “freedom”, i.e. “ziyou 自由.” In this paper, I use “liberty” and “freedom” 
simultaneously or alternatively according to syntactic context, with the same basic semantic 
meaning as that of “ziyou.” 
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the value of liberty and freedom. The US has done its utmost to push the values 
of freedom all over the world. Support for liberty and freedom overseas has been 
America’s official policy at least since the government of Harry S. Truman, who 
set it as one of the primary objectives of American foreign policy (Gonzalez 
2014). The American government and American politicians always try to 
legitimize their diplomatic policies and their actions abroad, including many 
military actions, by invoking the cause of liberty and freedom—either the liberty 
of the American people, or the liberty of the people in those countries in which 
they intervene. For instance, the Iraq war launched by George W. Bush’s 
administration in 2003 was termed “Operation Iraqi Freedom.” 

Since the beginning of China’s “Reform and Opening Up” in the 1980s, more 
and more Chinese people have gotten the chance to visit the US. Almost all of 
them have made a pilgrimage to the Statue of Liberty in New York Harbor, 
experiencing a very vivid and impressive baptism in American values, which 
obviously afford “liberty” the highest priority. On the other hand, the 
liberty-advocating American culture has also been brought to China by American 
politicians, teachers, scholars, missionaries, businessman, and artists. American 
presidents and other political leaders take every chance to propagandize for the 
American value of liberty whenever they are invited to give a speech at China’s 
top universities. The value of liberty and freedom is also apparent in many 
products of American culture, such as Hollywood movies, English-teaching text 
books, VOA broadcasts, pop music, and research works.  

The connotations of the concept of “liberty” in its historical and cultural 
contexts are rich and complicated, with many different and sometimes 
contradictory interpretations. However, in modern times, this concept has been 
more and more narrowed and limited to the social-political and economic realms. 
Pursuing “liberty” and “freedom” only means struggling and contending for the 
material “interests” or political “rights” that are supposed to innately belong to 
every individual. When the idea of “liberty” has been imported to non-Western 
countries with quite different historical backgrounds and cultural contexts, its 
meaning has become even more narrow and simplified. “Liberty” means going to 
the squares and participating in demonstrations, rallying on the street and 
protesting against the government, or even taking up weapons to fight the 
government or people with different views. Aroused by the spirit of individual 
“liberty,” as well as by the excessively sanctified concept of “democracy,” no one 
wants to suffer losses; no one is willing to make any compromise when one’s 
own “interests” or “rights” are involved. Human relationships in society are 
strained, frictions and conflicts are intensified, and people’s lives are no longer 
peaceful and secure. 

Actually, in many cases, the fighting, or “revolution,” for liberty, freedom, and 
democracy encouraged and aided by Western countries has often only led to 
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disorder and chaos, triggering riots and conflicts. The push for “freedom” in 
these countries has led to division and confrontation in these societies, and the 
deterioration of social development and the living environment. The current 
situations in Iraq, Libya, and other countries are just a few recent examples. 
Probably motivated by good will, and in the name of “liberty” and “democracy,” 
the United States and other Western countries sent armies to Iraq and Libya and 
overthrew the regimes of Saddam Hussein and Muammar Gaddafi, liberating the 
people from the rule of those dictators. However, afterwards, people there have 
lived in endless chaos and conflict. It is very ironic that Christopher Stevens, a 
former US ambassador to Libya and an active warrior of liberty who supported 
the Libyan people in their struggle to free themselves of Muammar Gaddafi’s 
rule, was ultimately killed during rioting by Libyans freed by the revolution. 
Now, in Iraq and Syria, the US must fight the Islamic State, which is also the 
enemy of Bashar al-Assad of Syria, even though the US has long wanted to 
undermine Bashar’s government by supporting rebellion against it.  

These situations of chaos and disorder seem to indicate that the   
“liberty”-motivated revolutions driven by external forces, regardless of local 
cultural and historical backgrounds, might not always be positive. Setting up 
“liberty” as the highest value priority may not have universal applicability. 

2  “Liberty” as a Value Priority in the Anglo-American 
Tradition Is a Cultural Particularity 

Values are important spiritual elements which compose a cultural tradition. 
Belonging to the same human species, people all over the world share many 
common values. However, there are always different values that exist 
simultaneously, whether in a particular culture, a particular society, or even a 
specific person. And there must be an order of priority for these different values, 
which is dependent upon the specific stage of development and the particular 
historical situation that a nation or society happens to encounter. In my view, the 
order of different values or value priorities reflects the objective social reality 
and life requirements of particular peoples and nations at their specific stage of 
social development. They are generated from and justified by the particular 
historical tradition of those peoples or nations. Even if a value or hierarchy of 
values has been proven justified and successful, it should still be only cautiously 
declared “universal.”  

The success of the US as a liberal democratic superpower in the 20th century is 
in fact an admirable miracle in the eyes of people in other areas. Many people 
attribute the great American achievements in science, economics, and politics to 
the tradition of liberalism, neglecting other particular, important, and maybe even 
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more crucial factors which have played a part in the unusual and inimitable 
achievements of America. To these people, it seems that if other parts of the 
world can accept the idea of liberty qua prior value, and duplicate the relevant 
Western systems based on that value, then logically they will also be able to 
achieve the same success the US has achieved. Unfortunately this is not true. The 
adoption of liberalism and liberal democracy in many undeveloped countries has 
not been as successful as expected. If we go through a brief historical 
investigation of the development of liberalism in the Anglo-American tradition, 
we may find that “liberty” has been set as prior value due to special historical 
factors. It is merely a special ideological tool, effective for certain purposes 
under particular circumstances. 

Even in the West, “liberty” has not always been a value of priority; it was not 
so, for instance, in ancient Greece, where perfect virtue and goodness, and 
wisdom and knowledge, were much more valuable than individual liberty. The 
earlier roots of the idea of “liberty” and liberalism can be tracked to 17th century 
England, where there were political and economic contests among the king, 
feudal barons, Calvinist Puritans, medieval jurists, and others concerning issues 
related to taxation, religion, and land, among others. It is only since the later 18th 
century that the word “liberty” had gradually acquired strong political and 
economic senses, and that terms such as “liberal ideas,” “liberal views,” “liberal 
principles,” and “liberal systems” began repeatedly appearing in the works of 
contemporary thinkers such as Adam Smith (Klein 2014). From then on until the 
mid-19th century—which saw the establishment of constitutional monarchy and 
the development of the industrial revolution—the idea and value of “liberty” 
along with its presumed premises including “natural law,” “individual rights,” 
and “contractualism,” has gradually been accepted as self-evidently axiomatic. It 
is understandable that the idea and theory of “liberty” served the special purposes 
of certain class of people in that particular society at that time. The booming of 
“the empire on which the sun never sets” promoted the spread of the idea of 
“liberty” to other Western countries. As a result, “liberty” is believed as the cause 
of Great Britain’s success. But for the same reason, “liberty” also played an 
important role in America’s independence, creating Great Britain’s greatest  
rival and competitor.  

It is understandable that the US has fully inherited the British heritage of 
“liberty” and “liberalism.” This is not only because the majority of its earliest  
European ancestors was from England and came to its land in order to be rid of 
religious oppression and to pursue freedom, but also for other reasons. When 
these European immigrants came to this new continent, they were facing a 
circumstance presumed by John Locke as the starting point of his theory of 
“liberty,” i.e., a state of individuals living freely under “natural law”: the land 
was endlessly wide and the population was sparsely scattered; the “uncivilized” 
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indigenous people had little concept of “rights” and “property,” and their 
“rights,” if there were any, could almost be neglected. Therefore, according to 
Locke’s theory, the European “individuals” could use their “labor” to take 
advantage of the boundless natural resources and to produce wealth which could 
be legitimately “claimed” as their own inalienable “property.” Since there was 
almost a vacuum of political authority, these individuals could exercise some of 
their “natural rights” and enter into a contractual arrangement to organize a 
government for themselves. This process occurred in the “new continent” during 
the 17th and 18th centuries. Similar processes also happened in Australia and 
some other Western colonies. The idea of “liberty” and “liberalism” turned out to 
be very useful in this kind of process. The spiritual elements related to “liberty,” 
such as bravery, freedom, courage, and risk-taking, were also very suitable and 
necessary for those colonists and pioneers seeking to settle down in this “new 
world” and begin their new lives in the virgin land. Then, during the War of 
Independence, the idea of “liberty” was definitely very useful in legitimating the 
US, helping it to slip the leash of the political and economic restrictions wielded 
by their British suzerain. The French people’s sending of the Statue of Liberty to 
the US was not flattery, but rather represented the core values and spirit which 
founded this nation.  

However, the core value or national spirit is only a kind of ideology, which is 
not always truly demonstrated in reality and practice. The essence of “liberty” is 
justifying individual rights and individual self-interests. Therefore, although the 
early white settlers in the US had the cultural heritage of “liberty,” when their 
“self-interests” conflicted with the interests of “others,” such as native American 
Indians or African slaves, the principle and idea of liberty did not necessarily 
apply to the “other” people. It is only applied to themselves, while “others” could 
be considered “property.” That is why slavery, which absolutely contradicted the 
idea and value of “liberty,” existed in the US until the mid-19th century. Of 
course, this system was finally abolished by the American people, partly due to 
industrialization’s need for more “free” workers. The more recent exaggerated 
emphasis on the values of liberty and freedom can, in fact, be considered as a 
countermeasure to slavery. Since the most brutal form of slavery existed in 
America even up to near-modern times, the fresh memory of and the strong 
hatred for this ugly unhuman system always reminds the American people of the 
preciousness of liberty and freedom, thus making it necessary to emphasize the 
value of freedom and liberty.    

The idea of “liberty” as a prior value in the Anglo-American tradition and in 
Western culture in general has a complicated theoretical system as its background, 
and has received eloquent and abundant theoretical support from such important  
philosophers as Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Rousseau, Immanuel Kant, Adam 
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Smith, John Stuart Mill, Thomas Hill Green, L.T. Hobhouse, Friedrich Hayek, 
and John Rawls—even if their views on what “liberty” is and what “liberalism” 
means are quite different. There are actually many competing and often 
contradictory notions traveling under the name of “liberty” and “liberalism.” 
Alasdair MacIntyre has remarked that contemporary political debates in the 
Western world “are almost exclusively between conservative liberals, liberal 
liberals, and radical liberals” (MacIntyre 1988, 392). Some have pointed out that 
in the course of so many years of ideological conflict, “liberalism” seems to have 
lost its identity completely and become an “all-purpose word” (Shklar 1989, 3). 
John Dewey once lamented that “liberalism has meant in practice things so 
different as to be opposed to one another” (Bell 2014, 702). However, it is just 
because of these competing divisions in the variety of the theories of “liberty” 
that a particular counterbalance exists on the level of social political practice. For 
instance, the value of “liberty” encourages individual striving and legitimates 
unlimited individual wealth, yet the concepts of economic equality and justice 
are also considered essential to the value of “liberty” by such liberal theorists as 
Rawls. The value of “liberty” emphasizes individual rights and opposes 
“totalitarianism,” yet a strong and absolutely powerful “Leviathan” is also 
considered necessary by such thinkers in the Western liberalist tradition as 
Hobbes. Individual freedom is highlighted in the value of “liberty,” yet strict and 
ubiquitous laws and enforced regulations which limit the scope of individual 
freedom are also considered necessary conditions of a liberal society. Americans 
are fond of boasting that the US is a “free country,” and thousands and thousands 
of young people around the world believe that if they were to live in America, 
they would enjoy much more freedom than they would anywhere else. But few 
of them know that more people have been jailed in the US than in any other 
country. A recent study conducted by the National Research Council of the 
National Academies indicates that “the rate of incarceration in the United States 
more than quadrupled in the past four decades… . The U.S. penal population of 
2.2 million adults is the largest in the world. In 2012, close to 25 percent of the 
world’s prisoners were held in American prisons, although the United States 
accounts for about 5 percent of the world’s population” (Travis 2014, 1–2). 
Maybe rigorous law enforcement and prison capacity is just a particular 
condition which can ensure that the US is a “free country,” flaunting “liberty” as 
its prior value. The dialectic relation between the two is just like that between yin 
and yang, i.e. mutually dependent and complementary. 

In short, there are some cultural particularities that contribute to Americans 
regarding “liberty” as their highest value priority. However, when the idea of 
“liberty” has been isolated from its complicated and profound theoretical, 
historical, and practical complexity, and is recommended separately as a high  
value and as an ultimate goal in another social-cultural context, it will quite 
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likely be understood nominally and ahistorically and be applied superficially and 
one-sidedly, thus causing unexpected problems in that social-cultural context. 

3  Different Cultures Have Different Value Priorities, and 
“Ping An” Is the Prior Value in Chinese Culture 

Of course, “liberty” or “freedom” is desired by everyone; this does not mean 
however that this value should always take justifiable precedence over all other 
values everywhere, all the time. Different cultures may have different value 
priorities; in other words, people in different societies or of different cultural 
backgrounds may have different ideas about what is the most valuable thing— 
what they should above all else pursue, defend, and maintain. This most valuable 
thing represents the highest value of that culture, which may also be called the 
core value of that culture. As we have discussed above, “liberty” can be 
considered a core value of American culture, but it is not necessarily a core value 
in other cultures. Here I would like to take Chinese culture as an example to 
make a comparison with modern American culture. By “Chinese culture” here I 
mean the cultural tradition of the majority Han Chinese people since early 
ancient times, of which Confucianism, Daoism, and Chinese Buddhism comprise 
the mainstream ideology. Although Chinese culture has experienced dramatic 
changes during its long history of development, especially after it entered 
modern times and received influences from the West, it has nonetheless 
preserved its identity, featuring certain core values and internal spiritual elements 
which can be compared with those of other cultures. 

In modern Chinese, the equivalent of the English words “liberty” and 
“freedom” is the single term “ziyou 自由,” which first appeared no earlier than 
the Eastern Han Dynasty. It was not a frequently used word with important 
cultural or philosophical significance until modern times. Surely, there might be 
some other words or expressions in ancient Chinese philosophical texts which 
have similar meanings, but none of them were important enough to be selected as 
keywords for representing an important cultural value. This does not mean that 
ancient Chinese people did not have such concepts or spiritual inclinations, or 
that they never thought that “liberty” or “freedom” were values worthy of pursuit. 
It only means that compared to other more important values, this was not a 
priority and cannot be counted as the core value in Chinese culture.   

What then can be identified as the core value of ancient Chinese culture? In 
my view, if we have to use one Chinese word to represent the core or prior value 
in Chinese culture, this word should be “ping an 平安,” which roughly means 
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peace and safety.4 There are several synonymous and related words in modern 
Chinese, such as “peace and tranquility” (tai ping 太平), “harmony and peace” 
(he ping 和平), “stability” (an ding 安定), and “security” (an quan 安全). In 
ancient Chinese texts, there also appear such synonymous expressions as “kang 
ning 康宁,” which is one of the “five happinesses” mentioned in the Hong fan 
洪范 chapter of the Book of Documents or Shang Shu 尚书, one of the earliest 
Confucian classics (Kong 2000, 383). According to the exegetics of the Han 
Dynasty scholar Zheng Xuan 郑玄, “kang ning” simply means “ping an” (Sima 
1982, 1620). 

In ancient Chinese, the characters “ping 平” and “an 安” can also be used 
separately as verbs. The ultimate goal of Confucianism was actually expressed 
using these two verbs in ancient Confucian texts. In the Great Learning, the basic 
purpose of Confucianism is said to consist in the procedure of “cultivating one’s 
personality,” “regulating the family,” “governing the state,” and finally “ping tian 
xia 平天下” (Legge 1991, 357–59), with “ping tian xia” meaning “bringing peace 
and happiness to the whole world.” Confucius also uses the verb “an” to express 
the goal of his teachings, describing it as “cultivating oneself and thereby “an” 
(bringing peace and security to) the people” (Analects 14. 42; Lau 1983, 146–47). 
Confucius also thinks that realizing such a lofty goal will not be easy, and that 
even the ancient sage kings Yao and Shun would have found it taxing. The Han 
Dynasty scholar Wang Chong 王充 once cited the above sentence from Confucius 
and commented: “People live in tranquility and security (an), this is the evidence 
of great peace…. When a sage ruler governs the world, what he should expect is 
ping an” (Huang 1990, 815–16). 

Gradually “ping” and “an” were combined into a compound word that is 
frequently used by Chinese people to express in everyday terms their desire for a 
peaceful and happy life, and their best wishes for their society and country.  

In ancient China, the most valuable thing for ordinary Chinese people was 
“ping an,” namely, a peaceful and secure life with familial and social harmony 
and prosperity, as well as the eternal extension of this happiness to endless 
descendants. When a man left his family or friends and went to a new place, the 
                                                               
4 People might wonder why I choose “ping an” rather than other alternative words to represent 
the core value of Chinese culture. In recent years, there has been considerable research on the 
issue of what is the core value of Chinese culture, and several alternative terms have been 
suggested, such as “harmony,” the “unity of heaven and man,” the “great unity,” “zhong 中,” or 
“the five ethical norms” of Confucianism. In my view, “ping an” in general does not contradict 
these alternative terms, but rather shares certain connotations with them. However, these terms 
are more or less restricted to elite philosophical discourse, while “ping an” is more rooted in 
the values of the vast majority of ordinary people. At the same time, some of these alternatives, 
such as “harmony” or “zhong,” indicate a means rather than an end, whereas “ping an” has a 
wider range of connotations and can be considered as the final end these means intend to 
reach. 
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first and most important thing was to send a letter back to “report his ping an” 
(bao ping an 报平安). When two old friends met again after a long separation, 
they would ask each other “if you have been ping an or not since we last met? 
(bie lai ping an fou 别来平安否？)” As one poem written by the famous Tang 
Dynasty poet Bai Juyi says: “We are so glad that both of us are ping an and see 
each other again, while everything else are just empty and negligible” (qie xi 
ping an you xiang jian, qi yu wai shi jin kong xu 且喜平安又相见，其余外事尽空

虚)” (Bai 1999, 516). In ancient China, using a saddle as dowry upon a 
daughter’s marriage was a custom in some places because the Chinese word for 
saddle was “an 鞍,” which makes a homophonous association with “ping an,” 
thus allegorically expressing hope for a peaceful and happy life for the departing 
daughter (Liu 1975, 4817).  

Even in contemporary China, “ping an” is the most precious value in the eyes 
of ordinary Chinese people. “Wish you ping an!” is one of the most frequently 
used greetings in China. A song entitled “Wish You Ping An!” is one of the most 
welcomed Chinese popular songs, and has become an enduring classic of 
contemporary Chinese music since it was first released in the 1990s. Christmas 
Eve in China is called “the night of ping an,” and people regularly say: “Ping an 
is good fortune!” “Ping an is a blessing!” “A good person will be ping an all 
her/his life!” “Ping an” is also the word that most frequently appears on the 
amulets that Chinese drivers like to hang in their vehicles. In a recent TV music 
program, a singer named “Ping An” was voted as the most popular singer by a 
China-wide audience, even though he was seemly treated unfairly in the course 
of the program and lost the competition in its final stage. Afterwards he became a 
pitchman for Ping An Insurance, one of the top insurance companies in China. 
All of these indicate a collective Chinese subconscious that emphasizes the value 
of “ping an.” 

As mentioned earlier, the American prioritization of “liberty” qua value has a 
profoundly historical and philosophical origin. Similarly, the Chinese 
prioritization of “ping an” qua value has deep roots in its long and rich historical 
and cultural background.  

Whereas the majority of Americans are descended from early colonists and 
immigrants who came to a fresh land from other continents, Chinese people are 
native residents in a homeland where their ancestors have been living for 
countless generations. Moreover, the Chinese way of life, connected with 
intensive agriculture, has nurtured their compassion for their homeland and an 
unwillingness to leave home. Rather than confronting undeveloped, alien Indians, 
the traditional Chinese people usually lived among their fellow-countrymen, who 
could almost be considered their own sisters, brothers, or close relatives. As a 
result, there was little free space left for brave and free adventurers to compete 
for and lay claim to. To the traditional Chinese people, this land could not be 
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considered a virgin land for “the brave and the free”; rather, it was “my father 
and mother’s country,” and all the lands under the heaven were territory 
nominally belonging to the Emperor. On the other hand, in the thousands of years 
of Chinese history, there has never been a system of slavery like that which once 
existed in America; no groups of people have ever been as enslaved African 
Americans once were. Consequently, there was no need to emphasize the 
importance of the value of freedom to such an exaggerated degree. China was a 
civilized and courteous realm in which people should obey the Emperor’s laws 
and regulations. There were hierarchical social strata, but they were dynamic and 
mutable. There were mechanisms such as the imperial examination system that 
provided the possibility that talented and hardworking young men from the 
bottom of society might ascend to the ruling elite class. China’s relatively stable 
social orders, systems, and customs were the construct and accumulation of 
thousand years of history, and while they might not be absolutely reasonable and 
perfect from the perspective of some outsiders, they functioned here for 
generations, were generally accepted by most people, and helped in maintaining 
the overall peace and harmony of society. Thus, the general peace and stability of 
the country, harmony among neighbors, normal social order, and security became 
the common will and the prior value of the majority of Chinese people.  

This does not mean that there was never chaos, conflict, or war in ancient 
China; on the contrary, it is precisely the occasional eruption of turmoil, 
separatism, and warfare that has repeatedly reminded Chinese people how 
valuable “ping an” is. The making of the Chinese nation is a long and 
complicated story, and it is difficult to date exactly when this nation was formed. 
However, the unification of the Qin Dynasty (221 B.C.E.–207 B.C.E.) and the 
rise of the Han Dynasty (202 B.C.E.–220 C.E.) can be counted as early 
milestones. Afterwards, the Chinese nation experienced repeated cycles of 
“unification after prolonged division and division after prolonged unification.” 
However, whether one looks to the unification of the Qin and Han dynasties after 
the turmoil and federal lord partition of the Spring and Autumn and Warring 
States periods, or the reunification and prosperity of the Sui (581 C.E.–618 C.E.) 
and Tang (618 C.E.–907 C.E.) dynasties after the division of the Three Kingdoms 
and the turmoil and constant war during the period of the Northern and Southern 
Dynasties up to the “five barbarian invasions and the sixteen states,” all these 
examples indicate that the general foundation of Chinese national identity has 
been unification and stability after war and turbulence. Even during the Yuan and 
Qing dynasties, when China was ruled by the alien Mongolian and Manchurian 
ethnic groups, Chinese society could maintain an essentially peaceful order and 
stability for centuries. The Mongolian rulers had ruled a part of northern China 
for more than a century before they subjugated the Southern Song Dynasty; 
afterwards, they continued their rule of the whole of China for another 98 years. 
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The Manchurian rule of China lasted 267 years. After entering central China, 
these pastoral nomadic ethnic groups were gradually assimilated into the culture 
of Chinese agricultural civilization, and accepted the value priority of peace and 
stability. If only the general peace and stability of society is maintained, people 
belonging to different ethnic groups can coexist peacefully without severe 
conflicts. To the majority of ordinary Chinese people, the ethnic origin and 
background of their emperors seems much less important than the general peace 
and harmony of the society. 

In the Chinese Confucian and Daoist classics, we can hardly find any appeals 
for individual liberty in terms of personal economic interests or political rights. 
The only idea relevant to the spirit of individual freedom is the individual’s inner 
freedom, based on personal integrity and free will; examples include Zhuangzi’s 
spiritual “care-free wandering” and “going alone with the spirit of the Heaven 
and the Earth,” or Confucian “learning for oneself,” “practicing ren depending on 
one’s self alone,” and “perfecting one’s own person.”5 To most traditional 
Chinese intellectuals, the greatest freedom is a spiritual state of being together 
with the Dao and feeling at easy in one’s own heart. It is a state without a feeling 
of shame, arising after a self-examination which reveals that the individual has  
not done anything wrong under Heaven and in front of others. To the majority of 
people, freedom is a comfortable state, as expressed in a common Chinese saying: 
“I will never be frightened when hearing a knock on the door at midnight, since I 
haven’t done anything wrong to others.” In general, freedom, if there is any in 
the context of traditional Chinese culture, is mainly an internal, peaceful, and 
comfortable mental status regardless of a person’s outside situation. This freedom  
is truly free because it does not depend on any concrete or tangible “rights,” or 
physical “property” in the material world. The modern (Western) concept of 
freedom or “liberty” in its sociological, political, and economic senses is seldom 
found in ancient China, to say nothing of being a prior value in the culture. 

By contrast, “ping an”—whether understood in terms of the peace and safety 
of the individual’s life, the peace and harmony of families or community, or the 
peace, security, and good order of the country—is the supreme value of Chinese 
culture. Confucius thinks that a state “should worry not about under-population 
but about uneven distribution, not about poverty but about instability. For where 
there is even distribution there is no such thing as poverty, where there is 
harmony there is no such thing as under-population, and where there is stability 
there is no such thing as overturning” (Analects 16:1; Lau 1983, 160–61). To 
individuals, the most valuable thing is a peaceful and healthy life free from 
disasters and calamity, not a fight for “liberty” and “rights.” To the society and 
                                                               
5 For more on the Confucian and Daoist tradition of individualism and liberalism in ancient 
China, one can reference such works as de Bary (1983). 
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the country, the ultimate ideal is “unification under the Heaven,” and “the peace 
and tranquility of the whole world” without war and fighting. The goal is to build 
a society in which everyone is an equal member of a harmonious community, in 
which “doors are not bolted at night, and on the street no one would pick up 
things dropped by others.”  

From a Confucian point of view, “there is no blessing so long lasting as being 
without misfortune” (Knoblock 1994, 136); in other words, the most durable 
happiness is that you are never involved in trouble. The most valuable utilization 
of Confucian rites is increasing harmony among people of different social 
statuses. As one of Confucius’s disciples said: “Of the things brought by the rites, 
harmony is the most valuable” (Analects 1.12; Lau 1983, 7−8). The ultimate goal 
of Confucian philosophy, as expressed in the first chapter of the Zhong yong (The 
Doctrine of the Mean), is to “let the state of equilibrium and harmony exist in 
perfection, and a happy order will prevail throughout heaven and earth, and all 
things will be nourished and flourish” (Legge 1991, vol.1, 385). In order to reach 
this goal, Confucianism teaches individuals to cultivate their own moral 
personality and to carry out self-discipline, in order to stabilize others, to 
stabilize society, and to realize the peace and order of the world under Heaven. 

The Daoists advocate the virtue of non-contention (bu zheng zhi de 不争之德) 
(Waley 1999, Ch. 22, 66, 68; 45,135,139). According to Laozi, people should 
always be content with what they have, and never want more (Waley 1999, Ch. 
44; 95); a government should be clean and tranquil, and govern by “doing 
nothing” (wuwei 无为), thus letting everyone live and work in peace, and enjoy a 
secure and prosperous life. In the later Daoist writings, a healthy life, longevity, 
and even immortality are the highest values. It would be ridiculous to call on a 
Daoist monk to sacrifice his life fighting for something called “liberty.” In the 
Daoist sutra Tai Ping Jing 太平经, “ping an” has been considered the penultimate 
goal of Daoism, next only to immortality. The sutra says: “if real immortality 
cannot be realized, ping an is what we can expect” (Wang 1979, 163); “I want to 
let the Heaven and the Earth be ping an, and the yin and yang be in their right 
order, always running smoothly” (Wang 1979, 168). “The completed and perfect 
situation is that all the people and the myriad things are all healthy and ping an” 
(Wang 1979, 238).  

In general, pursuing and maintaining a state of “ping an,” which includes the 
peace and tranquility of the individual’s mind and body, the safety and security of 
people’s lives, the harmony and concord of family and society, and the prosperity 
and stability of the country and the world, is the core or prior value of Chinese 
culture. In other words, Chinese people are generally inclined to put “ping an”  
on the top of their hierarchy of values. This core or prior value is a driving factor 
that provides a logic for actions in Chinese culture. It can be used to explain 
many phenomena and collective behaviors in Chinese society. Therefore, we can 
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say that pursuing “ping an,” namely peace and security, is the leading motive of 
Chinese culture. 

4  The Different Impacts of the Prioritization of “Liberty” and 
Prioritization of “Ping An” on Cultures 

By comparing the value priority of “liberty” as represented by American culture, 
and the value priority of “ping an” as represented by Chinese culture, I am not 
intending to make a value judgment. Nor do I mean that American culture only 
values “liberty” and never values peace and safety, or that Chinese culture only 
values “ping an” and never values liberty or freedom. What I want to point out 
here is that, in the comparison between the two different values—especially 
when the two conflict with one another in particular situations, and when taking 
account of both is impossible—people in different cultures may prefer or be 
inclined to assign priority to different values.  

For instance, American people would likely not accept peace and security 
without “liberty” and “freedom.” One typical example is that despite many cases 
of school shootings, mainstream Americans do not want to give up their “right” 
to civic gun ownership. Compared to traditional Chinese people, Americans are 
more likely to risk their lives in order to try some very dangerous games, 
pursuing stimulation in order to get a sense of freedom. In this society, peace and 
security are only means for realizing the ultimate goal of “liberty.” When a 
conflict occurs between the demands of public security and the individual’s 
“liberty,” or, if in order to maintain the general peace and security of society the 
freedom of individuals has to be restricted, there will be an immediate, strong 
response and resistance from the people, who will protest against any possible 
reduction of individual liberty and freedom. 

Contrastingly, traditional Chinese people would be reluctant to accept 
unsecured and risky “liberty” or “freedom” without a sense of peace and safety. 
From the viewpoint of traditional Chinese culture, individuals’ liberty or freedom 
must be limited under the big roof of the general peace and stability of the family, 
the society, and the nation. A suitable degree of individual freedom will be 
considered meaningful and valuable only when it is helpful in promoting the 
general harmony, stability, and welfare of society. Therefore, individual “liberty” 
is not something sacred and untouchable. If a particular “liberty” or “freedom” 
has the tendency to lead to an action which may undermine the big roof of peace 
and stability, it will be denounced and restricted.  

These differing prioritizations of value may have different influences and 
consequences in each culture. Many aspects of a culture may be affected, such as 
an individual’s behavioral choices, collective consciousness, and government 
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political strategies. To pursue or to realize the core value usually constitutes the 
fundamental motive in a culture. In other words, many cultural phenomena and 
collective behaviors can be explained explicitly or implicitly as an attempt to 
pursue and maintain the core value of the culture.   

In general, a society which takes “liberty” as its ultimate value will emphasize 
the importance of individual rights and freedom. People care more about 
establishing their own individual independent status in social reality, and want to 
assert and confirm the properties, rights, and responsibilities they hold. People 
are usually suspicious of their government, and often protest that it does too 
much, and interferes with their freedom. In social contact people pay more 
attention to individuals’ personal attributes, and less to their family backgrounds 
and social relations. The interpersonal ties in such a society, even those ties 
between family members, are comparatively loose: married couples find it easier 
to divorce. Contention and competition are encouraged, and people tend to have 
a positive view of conflict. People are comparatively arrogant and aggressive, 
more offensive and assertive, more inclined to political expansion, more likely to 
use military power to settle disputes, more apt to lash out violently (probably this 
is a reason of why this sort of society needs more law enforcement). This society 
is more open, and there are fewer restraining conventions in social 
communication; people behave casually and express themselves frankly and 
directly. Regulation and discipline is comparatively disfavored in education; 
students are given more space for choice and for free development, and are 
encouraged to produce novel and original innovations. People in this society 
usually do not care what others do or say, but sometimes appreciate others’ 
extraordinary or eccentric behaviors. Yet, it is not easy for them to change their 
own ways of thinking or living. They are more stubborn concerning their own 
ideas, more self-confident, and more apt to take an extreme stance.       

In contrast, a society which takes “ping an” as its highest value will emphasize 
the importance of general welfare, social stability, harmony, and solidarity. 
People will care more about their social affiliations and their positions in a 
well-organized, sometimes hierarchical network of social order, and will be eager 
to secure a sense of belonging. People generally put more trust in their 
government and sometimes complain that their government does not do enough. 
In social contact, people pay more attention to other people’s family backgrounds 
and social connections. The interpersonal ties, especially those ties between 
family members and relatives, are closer, and divorce is not easy. Contention 
with others is not encouraged, and people usually have a negative view of 
conflicts, and are inclined to avoid head-on confrontations. A traditional Chinese 
gentleman may feel it shameful to enter into open conflict with others for the 
sake of his individual “rights” or “property,” even if he might have these 
concepts in mind. This culture merely encourages a kind of unremitting 
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self-improvement, or competition with oneself rather than with others. This 
society emphasizes introspection and self-discipline, admiring a sort of 
introverted, modest, and humble personality. It has a tendency to reject the use of 
military power to settle disputes, emphasizes conventions and established 
customs, and observes regularities and rules in social communication. People 
care more about courtesy and etiquette, and express their ideas more 
euphemistically in order to protect the “faces” of both themselves and others. The 
education of children is highly emphasized and students are usually more 
disciplined, with teachers usually leaving little space for children’s creative 
freedom. People usually care about what others are doing, saying, and even 
thinking, and worry about strange, unusual, or deviant conduct, considering it 
destabilizing. Their way of thinking is, however, comparatively flexible, 
moderate, tolerant, and inclusive. They are apt to accept different ideas and to 
have an easier time adapting to new situations. They do not like going to 
extremes. 

Some of the above comparisons can be confirmed by the online data analysis 
of the “World Value Survey,” as shown in Table 1 (World Values Survey 
Association 2014): 
 
Table 1  Value Survey between China and the US 

Survey questions China United States 

No choice at all 1.2 0.5 

2 1.5 0.6 

3 2.7 1.1 

4 4.1 2.2 

5 9.1 9 

6 11.8 8.5 

7 18.1 15.6 

8 24.9 25.1 

9 10 17.7 

A great deal of choice 11.6 18.4 

How much freedom of 
choice and control over 
own life 

No answer 3 1.5 

Never justifiable 31.5 5.1 

2 8.6 2.8 

3 7.9 4.7 

4 6.1 4.7 

5 8.1 28.5 

Justifiable: Divorce 

6 7.1 9.4 

(To be continued) 
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(Continued) 

Survey questions China United States 

7 4.5 10.1 

8 3.8 11.2 

9 2.2 6.7 

Always justifiable 3.1 14.2 

No answer 14.1 2.7 

Justifiable: Divorce 

Don’t know 3.1 0 

A great deal 37.7 3.7 

Quite a lot 46.9 28.9 

Not very much 6.2 51.2 

None at all 1 14.1 

No answer 5.3 2.1 

Confidence: The 
government (in your 
nation’s capital) 

Don’t know 3 0 

Have done 1.7 13.7 

Might do 28.7 54.8 

Would never do 65.1 30 

No answer 4 1.4 

Political action: Attending 
peaceful demonstrations 

Don’t know 0.5 0 

Have done 2.6 15.5 

Might do 33.7 51.1 

Would never do 59.2 32 

No answer 4 1.4 

Political action:  
Joining in boycotts 

Don’t know 0.5 0 

Agree 36.1 71.8 

Disagree 31.9 26.5 

No answer 13.2 1.7 

Under some conditions, 
war is necessary to 
obtain justice 

Don’t know 18.8 0 

Very much like me 3.6 4.7 

Like me 10.8 11.1 

Somewhat like me 13.1 20.2 

A little like me 17.9 23.8 

Not like me 38.5 26.9 

Adventure and taking risks 
are important to this 
person; to have an 
exciting life 

Not at all like me 11.1 11.5 

 
We can actually say that both “liberty” and “ping an” are important human 
values. The difference lies only in which one should be placed on top of the 
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hierarchy of priority, especially in cases where there is a conflict between the two 
values. The placement of a certain value in the position of priority may be due to 
some particular historical circumstance, but in turn will also impact the society in 
question. This difference in value priorities may provide a special and important 
perspective on various aspects of cultural differences in different societies. 

5  Different Cultures’ Values Might Be mutually 
Complementary in the Era of Globalization 

In the era of globalization, the collision of different cultural traditions’ values is 
unavoidable. To human beings and to human society, both “liberty” and “ping 
an” are important values. Neither “liberty” or “freedom” without the guarantee of 
peace and security, nor “ping an” without liberty and freedom, can be considered 
ideal. However, in particular situations in certain social and cultural contexts, 
these two values sometimes conflict with one another, making it very difficult to 
give full and equal consideration to both at the same time. Therefore, it is 
legitimate for the people living in such a society to make a trade-off between 
different values, and choose one value as their own value priority based on their 
cultural tradition and current social requirements. At the same time, choosing one 
value as the prioritized value does not mean totally excluding other values. 
Actually, according to the Chinese philosophy of yin-yang complementarity, a 
society can borrow different values as supplementary parameters while still 
persisting with its own value priority.  

During China’s modernization, traditional Chinese values have been severely 
challenged by Western values in many respects. In a sense, we can say that 
modern Chinese history has witnessed a conflict between “liberty”-oriented 
Western culture and “ping an”-oriented traditional Chinese culture. In certain 
periods such as the Cultural Revolution from 1966–1976, the traditional value of 
“ping an” was almost totally replaced by the philosophy of “class struggle,” 
causing widespread chaos and disorder. Fortunately, the root of traditional 
Chinese values had not been eliminated, and, after the ending of the Cultural 
Revolution, a gradual restoration of traditional values has occurred in China on 
both official and grassroots levels. China has again put the general well-being 
and prosperity of all people, and the social stability and development of the 
nation, at the top of its list of priorities. The Chinese government has repeatedly 
emphasized its policy of peaceful development and diplomacy, viewing peace as 
the highest value and hoping that all nations can live in peace and coexist in 
harmony. I think this is the inheritance of the traditional value priority of “ping 
an.”  

At the same time, the Western values of “liberty” and “freedom” have also 
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been integrated into the current Chinese value system. Contemporary Chinese 
society has actually benefitted from adopting the Western values of liberty and 
freedom, as well as other values such as individual rights, democracy, and 
scientific rationality, as well as the process of modernization itself. Many 
Chinese people, especially young people, are much more independent, 
risk-taking, innovative, and liberty-oriented than their ancestors. Recently, 
“liberty” (freedom) and “democracy” have been included in the so-called 
“socialist core values” espoused by the Chinese government. However, due to the 
particular historical background and social situation, all of these should be 
legitimately subordinated to the ultimate value of “ping an.” In other words, the 
development of liberty, freedom, and democracy in China should not break the 
general peacefulness and stability of the Chinese social structure and cultural 
order. China must be vigilant and control excessive liberalism and extreme 
individualism in order to avoid jeopardizing the general peace and stability of 
society. 

In fact, even in America, where “liberty” and “freedom” has always nominally 
been the highest value, some methods that clearly contradict the principle of 
individual freedom have also been adopted in times of trouble. For instance, after 
the “9/11” terror attack, Americans had no choice but to implement more 
restrictions on individual freedom (including more strict security checking, the 
surveillance of individuals, etc.) in order to insure the general peace and security 
of society. Some Americans have to tolerate and even legitimate the torturing of 
prisoners (terrorist suspects) in Guantanamo and other places around the world 
by US military agencies (Lukes 2005), which obviously contradicts the basic 
value of “liberty.”  

Actually, this kind of dilemma is very common in human societies. Especially 
in the era of globalization, how can we find a balanced and appropriate “zhong”6 
point between the value of “liberty” and the value of “ping an”? This is a very 
important problem faced by many nations and societies. From a global 
perspective based on a Confucian Zhongtaological view (Xu 2013), the 
American prioritization of the value of “liberty” and the Chinese prioritization of 
the value of “ping an” can complement one another, mutually rectifying each 
other’s possible deviations to the extremes. For instance, in today’s world, partly 
due to the excessive emphasis of the value of “liberty” and “freedom,” conflicts, 
frictions, and even wars between groups of people with different interests, 
religious beliefs, and cultural backgrounds arise one after another. Advocating 
and emphasizing the value of “ping an” or peace and stability may help to 
counterbalance the ill effects caused by the overflow of the spirit of extreme 
                                                               
6 “Zhong,” the Chinese character “中,” is a very important concept in Confucian philosophy; 
for a detailed discussion of its meaning see Xu (2012). 
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liberalism, to relax international tensions, to maintain world peace, and to 
promote the establishment of a harmonious human society. Of course, on the 
other hand, the value of “liberty” may also be used to rectify or remedy defects 
and maladies in societies where the value of social stability or national security is 
exaggerated; namely, the over-restriction of individual freedom, the deterioration 
of human rights, the loss of the spirit of adventure, and the lack of the courage of 
innovation. 

In any event, values are not absolute universal truths. They are “zhongs” 
happening in history and time. The order of value priority is historical- and 
social-contextual, as well as timely and dynamic. This is what the Confucian 
term “timely zhong (shi zhong 时中)” means. Value priorities should be selected 
and adjusted by people in particular societies in specific situations, based on their 
particular social reality, stage of development, and life requirements; they should 
not be directed or commanded by outsiders. Meanwhile, any particular value, 
even a widely accepted one, has its advantages and disadvantages. Conflicting 
extreme values may not necessarily be opponents, but rather mutually dependent 
yin and yang factors, mutually supplementing one another. According to the 
Confucian “Zhongtaological” way of thinking, the right thing to do is to suspend 
the two extremes and find the balancing “zhong” point based on the coincidence 
of inner consciousness and objective practice under particular situations. 
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