2003-3004

Honorable Mention – American

Mutual Understanding, Its Relevance and A Means to Achieve It

By Mark Jacobs
Mutual understanding is critical to the existence of cooperative relations between nations.  Often, however, conditions exist which make such understanding difficult to achieve.  Given this, it is imperative for a nation’s leaders to take action and enact measures that give rise to an improved level of reciprocal appreciation.
Changing power differentials at the state level often lead to disagreements between countries.  Nations with established influence generally feel threatened by change, while states in the process of attaining new power demand recognition.  Idealism and subjective issues of legitimacy operate to guide action, and differences in perspective give rise to misunderstandings.  It is within such a scenario that the possibility for conflict increases.  George Bush and the United States represent established power; Hu Jintao and China symbolize new power.  The Bush administration seeks to maintain the United States’ status, while the Hu government hopes to achieve self-validation and increased respect for China.  Given this situation, the possibility for misunderstanding between the two nations is substantial.  A resulting question, then, is what can be done to mitigate the possibility for conflict?  A resolution to this question is key to the enhancement of Sino-American cooperation.

Inaction is not a possibility.  Left alone, the present situation will only lead to a greater likelihood of hostility.  Even now, the foundations of such tendencies are evident.  Ten years ago the mention of China at a gathering of Americans would most often elicit curiosity and positive feelings.  Now, however, references to China more often than not result in some remark like, “China is stealing jobs away from us,” or “How can we compete?”   There is a perception that China represents a threat to the American way of life and that something should be done to deal with this threat.
On the Chinese side, an illustration of the worsening state of United States-China relations may be found by signing onto any one of a number of Chinese student association message boards here in the U.S.  One finds, particularly during periods of increased interaction between the U.S. and China, a range of comments supporting a more aggressive posture by China, as well as attitudes that are often almost belligerent with regard to the United States and her China-related policies.  Many participants in these online forums assert that China should stand up for herself and reject what they perceive of as the demands of the United States.  

Obviously, the present situation is not ideal.  The possibility for confrontation appears to be rising, and relations between the United States and China must improve.  While economic development is China’s right, both China and the U.S. need to accept that such development must occur in a patterned sort of way, bounded within a specified set of rules and constraints, a set that is mutually recognized and that applies equally to all parties involved.  Such recognition requires improved mutual understanding, and this will require a concerted effort by both China and the U.S.  
Some might think that increased understanding between China and the U.S. is a forgone conclusion.  Interaction between Chinese and Americans is at an all-time high.  China and the U.S. are involved in countless economic and intellectual exchanges. All of this, by itself, would seem to be leading to the desired outcome of improved mutual awareness.  Unfortunately, however, such is not the case.
To realize this, all one needs to do is spend time in the major cities of China or on the college campuses of the U.S. to see that the closer proximity and increased interaction between Americans and Chinese is not at the same time leading to more interpersonal relationships between the two groups.  Apart from contacts at work and school, there is not a great deal of organic intermingling.  Generally, the Chinese stay to themselves, and the Americans do the same.  Given these conditions, increased mutual understanding, if happening at all, is progressing much too slowly to resolve the existing potential for conflict.

Presidents Bush and Hu must take this situation into account.  The leaders must act to implement various means by which mutual understanding can arise more rapidly.  Creating forums for free expression where Chinese and Americans may exhibit their views, while perhaps a valuable first step, is simply not enough.  Participation in such forums simply results in Americans and Chinese verbalizing their own accepted dogmas, as in the example of the message boards mentioned above.  Though each group is made aware of differences in the opinions and positions of the other group, little understanding results.  What is needed is a more fully integrated, mutually agreed upon plan with the specific goal of increasing understanding between Americans and Chinese.
My recommendation is that a program be inaugurated in which Chinese and Americans are intentionally brought together in small group settings, working together in concert to achieve socially beneficial goals.  Although such an undertaking has not been attempted in the past, it would not be a program without existing foundations.  Here in the U.S., lessons might be drawn from such ventures as the Civilian Conservation Corps and AmeriCorps.
The program that I propose would take place in the summer and would operate, both in the U.S. and in China, in conjunction with a particular university in each country.  The Chinese and American participants would be university students, at the undergraduate and graduate level, selected from a pool of applicants from their respective countries through a specific application process.  The eighty participants in each country (for a total of one hundred and sixty participants, broken down into groups of forty Americans and forty Chinese in each country) would be split into teams of seven to nine members, who would live together and be assigned a project or set of projects aimed at a socially beneficial goal such as the setting up and/or maintenance of parks, the construction of public housing, and the beautification of public lands.  A limited amount of funding and guidance for the programs would be allocated by the U.S. and Chinese governments, particularly in the form of cultural education such as sponsored visits to museums or arranged lectures, but the principle share of resources would be derived from corporate sources and managed in conjunction with various non-governmental organizations (NGOs), for example the Asia Foundation acting in conjunction perhaps with Habitat for Humanity or a similar organization here in the U.S.  The language used for communication in the programs would be English or Chinese depending on the location of the program:  English here in the U.S. and Chinese in China.  Participants, in addition to having their food and living expenses covered, would receive limited compensation, perhaps in the form of educational rebates.  
While such a program might seem overly idealistic, there are a number of incentives that would contribute to its likelihood of success.  For the U.S. and Chinese governments, the program would provide the opportunity to show that attempts toward improving the two countries’ bilateral relations were taking place.  Furthermore, the similar undertakings in each of the nations would represent a kind of bridge linking the two countries.  From this, additional benefits would likely materialize.  Also, because understanding and cooperation most readily emerges in small group settings, particularly in contexts where a group is tasked with a specific responsibility, one could argue that the end goals of improved Sino-U.S. understanding and cooperation would be achieved through the teamwork required for a project of this type.  Though such gains, given the numbers of participants involved, might seem miniscule, media coverage and alumni networks would ensure that the derived benefits would be greater than might be assumed.  Lastly, the work performed by participants would have socially beneficial effects in both countries.
For the participants themselves, in addition to the benefits of compensation in the form of educational subsidies and resume building experiences, they would achieve an enhanced cultural awareness, improved language ability, and understanding of the challenges implicit in bicultural work environments.  The expanding contact between China and the U.S. would guarantee that the value of past participation would only continue to increase in the future.

There would be a number of benefits for the managers and sponsors of the program as well.  The program would enhance the standing of NGOs working on the project by broadening contacts and exposure for them, and also improving their capabilities for carrying out multi-faceted, creative endeavors.   Sponsors would also derive the advantages of both culturally aware and bilingual employee resources to draw on in the future.  Furthermore, they would have the opportunity to use their sponsorship for promotional benefits through advertising and they would improve their reputations among government officials by positioning themselves as firms that are concerned with the improvement of U.S.-China relations.  In sum, for a modest contribution of resources and effort, all parties involved in this program would reap meaningful rewards.
Hu Jintao and George Bush are in the midst of deciding how best to lead their nations.  Change is inherent in this situation.  As such, the potential for mutual misunderstanding is quite high, impacting the ability of the two nations to act cooperatively.  Understanding between the two nations must be improved.  This essay introduces one means by which such enhanced understanding might be achieved.  It is a method strengthened by existing incentives, and feasible in its approach, and is my suggestion for improving cooperation between the United States and China.

