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Lots of problems can lead to a conflict between China and the United States. But the problem of image is often neglected. It will be a pure repetition of facts to state that the United States does not have a favorable image of China. It may raise a few eyebrows to say also that China does not have a pleasant image of the United States. This antipathy of images may prove to be critical at future crossroads in U.S.-China relations. It needs to be tackled with progressive measures on both sides.

Much is reported on China’s image in the United States. A recent poll shows that China is one of Americans’ least favorite foreign countries. I went to a concert of traditional Chinese music last month with my American friend Alex. Alex started working right after graduation from high school, so his opinion may be representative of average working Americans. He said that when he thought of China, he would think of tanks and automaton-like soldiers. In other words, China looked cold and threatening in his eyes.

Less is written about America’s image in China. I do not have the luxury to survey China on that topic. I can only draw on my own observations and personal experiences. And, being an urban middle-class kid and a Beijing college student before coming to the United States, I understand that my observation is possibly biased. But I hope that it is at least revealing.

An average group of Chinese on the mainland is likely to agree that America is the richest and the strongest country in the world. They may have just seen an exciting American movie (such as True Lies, or Die Hard III), and may remark that American women seem very loose according to what they see in the movies. Those who pay more attention to the news may observe that the American military is very powerful and can bomb whoever it wants to bomb, citing Iraq, Sudan and Serbia. Finally, they may add that they hear that America’s crime rate is very high. To summarize, an average group of Chinese probably views America as being rich, strong, extremely liberal, a little unscrupulous, and unsafe. This looks like a rich but spoilt kid in the neighborhood, doesn’t it? My observation may be inaccurate. But it is what I get from talking to my family, friends, teachers and neighbors.

What is conspicuously missing in that image is democracy. After all, Americans are proud of having the world’s oldest and finest democratic system. But I am not so sure if the average Chinese people are very clear about how American democracy works. They may even cautiously contend: "I know Americans can elect their president, but isn’t the election just a game of money?" Indeed, a news report in the 25 January 2000 edition of Beijing Youth Daily is entitled "American election is like an auction!"

Given the censorship of the media by the Chinese government, it is not a surprise that the average Chinese people have a less than comprehensive view of America. But the problem is not only what the Chinese people are allowed to see, but also what they actually get to see. Many Chinese get to see American movies through pirated video compact discs (VCDs). My best friend once watched Scream I on such VCDs, and he told me that he thought Americans were sick. Of course, the American people should not be responsible for the pirated VCDs. But, that movie’s categorization of America reached my friend and, in the absence of balancing images, left a stain on his impression of America.

Imagine what will happen between two people if A does not like B and thinks B is cold and threatening, whereas B admires A’s wealth and power but thinks A is haughty and "hegemonic." They will probably keep a distance from each other. But distance does not necessarily mean peace. In times of dispute, their distance may actually exacerbate their mutual distrust and misunderstanding and turn the dispute into an open conflict.

The problem of image between China and the United States is even more significant if we realize that the U.S.-China government-to-government relationship is inherently fragile. The two governments’ political-strategic differences are natural and can be benign if managed with a little skill. But their ideological differences are unmitigated and can permanently keep the two countries apart. An authoritarian government of China and a democratic government of the United States will never quite like each other, because one more skirmish between them will break out when China suppresses yet another dissident movement or America welcomes yet another Tibetan or Taiwanese "separatist." To fundamentally improve the two governments’ relationship, China must have a peaceful change inside while America avoids doing anything reckless that may disrupt that change. But, the change of China, though not without positive signs, is surely slow. Before the change takes effect, is there anything else that we can do to improve the U.S.-China relationship?

One thing we can do is to improve the images the two peoples have of each other, because the U.S.-China relationship is not just about the government-to-government relationship but, perhaps more importantly, the relationship of people to people. If the two peoples’ mutual perceptions are at odds, it will not help dissipate hostility if hostility were provoked. It may even fan hostility. Conversely, if the American and Chinese people can build understanding and trust between themselves, their mutual positive images may 1) prevent conflict or mitigate its force if conflict happened and 2) contribute to China’s change from within. Is that too idealistic? I don’t think so. Doesn’t Mencius say "the one who wins people’s heart rules?"

The images that Chinese and Americans have of each other are twisted now. Therefore, each side needs to be given a more thorough view of the other. As far as the Americans’ perception of China is concerned, it should not stop at the media’s coverage of those preposterous things done by the Chinese government. More information about China needs to be accessible to the American public: more films need to be introduced; more exhibits need to be opened; and more ordinary Chinese people, not just government officials and scholars, need to be invited to America to tell people about their life. In addition, the Chinese community in America, either immigrants or students, should not confine themselves to being expatriates. They need to venture out to the American people and mingle with them, so that misunderstanding can be clarified and good will nurtured.

Here I want to report what my friend Alex told me after he listened to that concert of Chinese traditional music. He said that the concert had changed his image of China and let him see its warm side. That was a positive sign. Unfortunately, that concert was sponsored by the Chinese government and, somehow, the audience was "by invitation only." If the tickets had been sold openly, more Americans could have listened to the wonderful Chinese music that Alex listened to and modified their image of China.

It will be difficult to change the Chinese’s image of America so long as the Chinese media is still subject to government censorship. However, I believe that there is still room for change. First, shouldn’t the American people be more conscious of promoting their public relations overseas? For example, the American people need to be aware of what their products are telling the Chinese what America is like. A couple of years ago, I bought a volume of an audio magazine that was published by a Guangzhou-based university. The magazine was supposed to strengthen Chinese college students’ English listening skills. But the material I happened to listen to gave me more than a listening skill. I heard for the first time in my life, in the volume that I bought, the original "I Have A Dream" speech by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. The speech left a lasting impact on my understanding of what America is all about. The magazine is not even an American product. Nevertheless, shouldn’t products like that be at least as accessible to the Chinese people as one Hollywood scary movie? Secondly, America should continue and strengthen its various exchange programs with China to bring more Chinese people to see America themselves – not just members of government delegations, but more private citizens such as tourists, educators, and artists. Last but not least, Chinese who have visited America, particularly students who are able to stay in America for a longer while, should help clarify misunderstandings about America that people back in China may have. They need not make big posters that say America is beautiful. But, at least when their family members or friends say something biased about America, they should point it out.

The antipathy of images between China and the United States is going to persist if people on each side continue to be given an incomplete view of the other. Thus, we need to broaden their view so that their images of each other can be more balanced. To broaden the view is not to cultivate superficial friendship, as both governments seem to be doing sometimes. To broaden the view is to foster understanding and trust that sustains friendship and stops potential conflict. A conflict between the United States and China, if it ever happened, may lose its momentum if people on both sides realize that they are all complex but sensible and lovely human beings.
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