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Building U.S. and China Relations Through Educational Exchange
By Huang Jinxin
The future of U.S.-China relations lies in individuals.
Former U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright’s visit to North Korea two years ago, if anything, reminded people of 1972 China. The slogans, the well-orchestrated crowd, and the awkwardness of both parties all resembled Nixon’s ground-breaking visit to China. Thirty years later, when we look at U.S.-China relations again, the ease of communication at all levels makes all policy differences pale in comparison. 
Diplomatic communications matured and became part of the daily routine. The hotline between the presidents of these two countries now provides a channel for crisis management. Regular diplomatic meetings minimize the possibilities of policy blunders resulting from misunderstandings. More importantly, personal-level contacts are now flourishing. In the mid-70s, it was almost impossible to make a phone call from Beijing. Today, phone calls from China to the United States can be as inexpensive as 2.4 RMB ($0.4) a minute, while wholesale phone cards in the United States cost only $0.10 a minute. Major airlines, such as Northwestern Airlines, United Airlines, and Air China, all have regular flights between the United States and China. Despite the Chinese government’s repeated efforts to block it, the Internet is flourishing in China. It creates numerous invisible connections between the United States and China in cyber space, resulting in some real "constructive engagement" untenable by governments.
Various groups are active in this process. Among all the powerful groups of individuals who are shaping U.S.-China relations, one often neglected group is the thousands of Americans studying in China, and thousands more Chinese students in the United States. Their international experience expands their education and makes them more connected to U.S.-China relations than ever before. 
My personal experience tells the story. I had two college roommates; one is now working for the government in Beijing, the other studying in New York. Right after the 9/11 attacks on the United States, my roommate in Beijing was callous, and even gloated over such attacks on a "superpower." The other roommate, in New York, signed up to donate her blood. I would never say that the one in New York is morally superior, or the one in Beijing is more patriotic. They are both Chinese, coming from similar family background. Personal experience—what they hear, see, and speak of everyday—makes the difference. Certainly, the international educational experience makes the one in New York better prepared for an increasingly globalized world, which is the key challenge in U.S.-China relations.
It is hard to say whether these returning Chinese students will be like the "Chicago boys" or the "Berkeley mafia" in Latin American countries, or the returning Americans end up being "Sinophiles." Their future impact certainly should not be underestimated, especially when options for conventional diplomatic efforts are limited in both countries, as they always are.
In China, when economic reform encountered obstacles in recent years, leaders of the Chinese Communist Party, especially President Jiang Zemin, have looked to popular sentiment to garner support. In the United States, nationalism facilitated by the view that China is a threat has mounted over the years. Constrained by the zeal of the moment, leaders from both countries become less flexible and are more swayed by public opinion, hampering both parties’ ability to seriously engage their counterparts. Students in both countries are more flexible and better equipped with their first-hand knowledge. They now serve as informal diplomats without rank while at school, and will be leaders with a new vision in the future. Thus, the contributions of the Chinese students in America and American students in China are two-fold: achieving mutual understanding at the societal level in the short term, and preventing isolation in the long run. This vision is widely shared at colleges and universities in both countries. 
According to recent statistics published by the Institute of International Education, "Last year alone, enrollment of students from China has risen by 7 percent, topping 50,000, and the number of American students in China has risen by 30 percent to nearly 3,000." Chinese students in the United States participated in numerous online conversations and engaged in serious debates with their peers in China on issues from human rights to terrorism in the United States. They are also very active in local communities. Student organizations, such as chapters of China Economic Forum, launched across U.S. campuses, actively campaigned for China’s entrance to the World Trade Organization. Those Chinese who have completed their studies in the United States and have returned to China occupy important academic and administrative positions at China’s key institutions. 
It is difficult to evaluate the influence of Americans who have studied in China due to the fact that there are far less American students in China than Chinese students in America. First-hand experience in China by these Americans certainly clears popular misunderstandings on both sides. Increasing numbers of American students are participating in research tours, sharing their findings with their Chinese counterparts and making policy recommendations for the Chinese government. It is obvious that diplomatic progress through Chinese and American students’ efforts is a very slow process. Without simultaneous government efforts, the achievements so far would not have been possible. 
What the governments can do is to provide more funding for educational exchange, and to facilitate student-initiated cultural and economic programs. Based on the experience of Taiwan, it is reasonable to believe that 20 years from now, there will be as many returning Chinese as there are entering ones, and they will be the backbone for China’s economic development and democratization. In the same way, American citizens with personal experiences in China will be helpful in U.S. policy-making. Educational exchanges should be continued and expanded to students beyond the college and graduate level. Though the payoffs of these efforts are gradual, they will eventually provide a solid foundation for the future of U.S.-China relations. 
Although the Cold War has been over for more than a decade, U.S.-China relations are still undergoing a transition after losing a common enemy—the U.S.S.R. The attacks of 9/11 may provide an opportunity for cooperation on the U.S. "war against terrorism." However; it is hardly imaginable that China will support a U.S. anti-terrorism front ranging from the Atlantic to the Pacific, or that the United States will treat China as a trustworthy ally without a wary eye. Experience has taught us that a common threat makes a quick alliance, but not a lasting one. Therefore, a stable relationship between the United States and China resides in common interests upheld not only by leaders at the top level but also by individual citizens of both countries. This can only be guaranteed with a new generation of elite citizens who share an appreciation of both countries’ values. 
Uncertainties are abundant. On the China side, unemployment, labor unrest, and ideological decay will provide fertile ground for chauvinism. On the American side, China serves as an easy target to cater to the increasing popularity of protectionism in American politics. No matter what lies ahead for the United States and China, as long as there is continuing support for educational exchange, more Chinese and Americans will understand their counterparts not just through books but also through their own eyes. With this in mind, it is hard to believe that the future will roll back to the past. 
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