Partnerswith China?

Ask the average American what they know about China, and theresponsewill likely bethat it isthe
most populousnationintheworld, or that it isone of last communist countries, or, given recent events,
something about the downed American spy plane.

What few of usknow, however, isthat, for centuries, Chinesecivilization led theworld inthearts
and sciences. That, today, it hastheworld's second-largest grossdomestic product, that the U.S. isits
largest trading partner, that, whilepolitical controlsremaintight, Chinese studentsaremaking afar greater
effort to understand usthan our studentsare to understand them.

Our failureto better understand Chinamay work to our disadvantage.

On arecent two-week lecture tour of China, | had the opportunity to meet faculty and studentsat
three prestigious national universitieslocated in different partsof the country. These peoplearethediteand
futurediteof China. They arefriendly, sophisticated peoplewho regularly raised aset of challenging ques-
tions: Why don’t Americanslike China? Why do so few Americansknow much about China? Why do
Americansnot want to learn more about Chinaor think that they do not need to learn more?

Itisclear that Chinese undergraduates at the universitieswith themost competitive admissions
policiesknow much moreabout the United Statesand our system of governement than their American
counterpartsknow about China. In an advanced course on American politicsat Beijing University, an
undergraduate art major gave apresentationonthe U.S. judicial system and itsrelationship to thepalitica
systemthat any American political science major would have been proud of. The hour-long presentation
analyzed racerelationsfrom 1790 to the present asthe primary casefor understanding the U.S. judicia
systeminapolitical context. | wasstruck by the depth of the student’sknowledge.

So, why arewe, asAmericans, not placing ahigher value on devel oping strong and effective part-
nershipswith China? American corporations(e.g., Peps Cola, General Motors) seemtoredlizethatitisin
the economicinterest of the United Statesto devel op these partnerships. But, thisisclearly not astrueinthe
cultura, educationa, and governmenta aress.

There needsto be amagjor attitude adjustment inthe United Statestoward Chinaand the Chinese
people. We should be promoting understanding, respect, and greater exchangeat al levels. We should be
thinking systematically about what can belearned from China. Communicationisnot heavily constrained by
language barriersbecause Englishisbeing taught asthe primary second languagein Chinese schools.

| asked Chinese students: why do you think that Americansdo not know more about China? They
replied that Americansdo not believethat itisimportant to know morethan they currently do. The Chinese
were pretty accuratein their perception of Americans.



How canwe continueto beleadersinaglobal society if wedo not include Chinaasafull partner?

Thisisnot just amessagefor President Bush, who the Chinese believe epitomizesthe negative
attitudesthey described to me, but amessagefor our elementary, secondary, and university studentswho
can be* highly educated” and yet know almost nothing about China.

Chinahasput itschildren at thetop of itsnational agenda. Wewould servethe children of the 21
century well by fundamentally changing our attitudetoward Chinaand building meaningful partnershipsthat
will promote understanding and exchange.
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