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By Allison Kaufman

While there are  a number of areas of disagreement between the United States and China, one fundamental and ongoing issue in the bilateral relationship is the perception, and misperception, of one another’s major concerns.  The seriousness of this issue cannot be overlooked:  existing tensions are exacerbated or calmed by the rhetoric and perceptions on each side.  As an example, consider the 1999 U.S. bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade.  While the United States explained that the disaster was an accident and issued a public apology, many Chinese people viewed it as a deliberate attempt to violate the PRC’s “sovereignty and dignity.”
  Such varied interpretations reflect long-standing misunderstandings and grievances about the intentions of the other side.  These intentions remain especially clouded by the entanglement on both sides of material interests, such as trade and arms control, and value-based interests, such as human rights and national sovereignty. 

Publicly, both countries often approach their concerns in terms of values – the United States emphasizing human rights and freedoms, the Chinese side pushing for national sovereignty and the ability of states to handle domestic affairs without outside interference – while remaining convinced that the other side is merely using such talk to mask its “true” material interests.  Hence the Chinese government and popular media depict the United States as a nation seeking to maintain global hegemony and “contain” China, while one American perception is that China has expansionist aspirations.  Both sides scoff at the other’s value-based rhetoric.  Policies that have directly tied value-oriented language to material interests have increased these tensions:  consider the annual review of China’s Most Favored Nation (MFN) status, tied until 2000 to China’s human rights record.  Although Congressional reports often showed little progress on the issues, MFN status was nonetheless renewed year after year, increasing suspicions on the Chinese side that the Congress’s main aim was to publicly humiliate China without harming U.S. trade interests.  Similarly, many American observers are convinced that the Chinese government manipulates nationalistic language on issues such as the Belgrade bombing and territorial disputes with Japan, rather than understanding that these expressions of nationalism may reflect genuine concerns on the part of the Chinese government and people.   The fact that such value-based discussions are muted when pressing national interests come to the fore – as with the war on terror – further heightens both sides’ sense that the other is insincere.  

Yet eliminating values as a topic of discussion in U.S.-China relations will not do.  These are real, substantial differences, highlighting distinct beliefs and aspirations.  China indeed has a long-standing, historical grievance against other countries’ attempts to infringe on its national borders.  Conversely, many American citizens and members of Congress fervently believe that it is America’s mission and duty to promote human rights around the world.  To say that these beliefs are off the mark, or that they reflect unrealistic assumptions, is beside the point.  Beliefs are a real factor in international relations, and must be carefully considered in negotiating a way forward.  Of course there are some areas of disagreement that are likely to remain intractable.  Nonetheless, the ability of the two sides to compromise on difficult issues is hampered by misperceptions that are to a considerable extent within the power of the two sides to correct.

To begin to ameliorate these misperceptions, the United States and China need to do two things:  first, they must show that their beliefs are sincere rather than a hedge for material interests; and second, they must separate discussion of the two so that issues which require different solutions are not conflated.  This means devising a plan that is, as one recent report put it, “long-range” and “consistent”
, rather than coming up with solutions in one sphere – trade sanctions, for instance – to solve problems in the other.  By maintaining a consistently strong message on value-based issues even in times of crisis, the stage is set for longer-term negotiations.  

The approach of John Kamm, director of the Duihua (“Dialogue”) Foundation, is instructive in this regard.  Kamm works for the release, or at least improved treatment, of persons who are viewed in the United States as Chinese political prisoners, and who represent an important element of American value-based discussions.  His strategy revolves around uncovering the names of Chinese non-violent criminals from publicly available sources, inquiring after them using the names of the crimes under which they were incarcerated (e.g. endangering state security) rather than the generic and inflammatory term political prisoner,and following up with appropriate Chinese officials.  By limiting his demands to specific people, by depoliticizing his concerns by focusing on improved conditions for all prisoners of non-violent crimes rather than for a specific group of people (e.g. Christians or democracy activists), and by using the language of the Chinese government rather than of American-based human rights groups, Kamm believes that he is able to convey both his respect for Chinese concerns, and the seriousness of his commitment to human rights.  By pursuing the same issue for an extended period of time, and building relationships with the Chinese government officials in charge of such affairs, he shows that he can be considered a long-term partner in these efforts.

This example suggests that trust is a vital component of improving perceptions.  This trust must be built both on an individual basis – hence the importance of filling national advisory and diplomatic positions with people who have deep experience in the other country – and on an institutional level.  This suggests several interrelated strategies: 

1. Value-based and material interests need to be decoupled in bilateral diplomacy.  The problem is not just that the United States seeks an expansion of specifically-defined human rights in China, or that China seeks sanction for its protection of sovereignty in various spheres – goals that the other side might not support – but that both countries are suspicious of the motives of the other in pursuing these goals.  One might argue that decoupling value-based from material concerns may decrease the incentives to focus on values at all, but there is little evidence to suggest that combining them has positive long-term effects.  Indeed, given the tendency of both sides to tone down value-based concerns in times of crisis, separating the two sets of issues may be the only way to ensure that value-based issues remain a consistent point of discussion.

2. Leaders appealing to domestic constituencies in both countries – as they inevitably must do – need to consider alternate and possibly narrower language that will satisfy these constituencies while not unnecessarily raising hackles in the bilateral relationship.  Kamm’s example is useful here:  by using the Chinese terms to refer to specific crimes, he acknowledges that the Chinese perspective differs from the American perspective, without softening his actual demands for information.  Excessively generalized language can also backfire:  China, for instance, has recently released its own highly publicized human rights report castigating the United States for its offenses.  With a narrower focus on particular elements that concern each side, rather than a generalized (and insoluble) language of human rights or sovereignty, more actual progress may be made without risking unnecessary tensions over language that could easily be modified.

3. Leaders and policy-makers should learn to apply their labels more sparingly.  Not every issue in China is a human rights violation, and not every decision against the PRC in the international arena exemplifies an attempt to infringe on China’s internal affairs.  This means downplaying inflammatory language where it does not apply.  There are, of course, other reasons to use such language, particularly to fan the flames of domestic nationalism or other sources of regime legitimacy, which applies to both countries, but, ultimately, stimulating reactions from citizens and officials can curtail the government’s ability to modify its policies at a later time, thus decreasing the possibility for substantive diplomatic progress.

4. Areas where progress has been made on value-based issues should be recognized.  Censures by Congress of China’s human rights violations, or China’s continued insistence that the United States does not respect other nations’ sovereignty, lose their power if they do not acknowledge that each side is aware of what the other has actually been doing.  By pointing to positive models of desirable outcomes and giving praise for areas in which progress has been made, the two countries show a mutual respect and attention that is necessary for them to treat one another like equal partners in a crucial relationship.  

Thus both sides must learn to take each other’s beliefs seriously, and to promote their own beliefs in such a way that they deserve to be taken seriously.  Will decoupling values and material concerns, and narrowing the language used to discuss value-based issues, solve all the problems existing in U.S.-China relations?  Of course not.  There remain many substantive difficulties that require serious and continuous reflection.  And, if the two countries are indeed both seeking a larger part in international affairs, some conflict over this power balance remains inevitable.  Nonetheless, beginning to repair the largely damaged perceptual relationship between the United States and the People’s Republic of China is a crucial step toward productive and long-term dialogue.

� Quoted in Peter Hays Gries, “Tears of Rage: Chinese Nationalist Reactions to the Belgrade Embassy Bombing,” The China Journal 46 (July 2001), p. 32.  


� “Formulating U.S. Strategies toward the ‘China Challenge,’” U.S. Institute of Peace, http://www.usip.org/pubs/peaceworks/chen21/chap4_21.html





1

