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PlainSpeaking  
GUEST WRITERSMichael Hunt, a historian of U.S.-

China relations, wrote a book entitled 
“The Making of a Special Relationship: 
The United States and China to 1914.” 
If the bilateral relationship before 1914 
was special, the destinies of Washington 
and Beijing have been even more en-
twined in the following 99 years.

The Paris Peace Conference in 1919 
presided over by President Woodrow 

Wilson led to the May 4th Movement in China; General George 
Marshall’s mission in 1946 failed to prevent the Chinese civil war; 
Secretary of State Dean Acheson’s perimeter speech in 1950 trig-
gered the invasion of South Korea by the North, and the United 
States and China subsequently fought a war without declaring it; 
President Jimmy Carter normalized the U.S.-China relationship with 
Deng Xiaoping in 1979, and the world is still witnessing the changes 
unleashed by it.

The bilateral relationship between the United States and China is 
special, complex, and often difficult due to divergent histories, politi-
cal systems, degrees of national power, aspirations, and international 
responsibilities. It takes two to tango; it takes a village to raise a child; 
and it takes “plain speaking” to cut through the misperception and 
misinformation that have undermined the foundation of the bilateral 
relationship. “U.S.-China Perception Monitor” is designed to render 
an objective and accurate diagnosis of the strengths and weaknesses 
of the world’s most significant bilateral relationship. We also aim to 
assess ways to reduce friction and create a more enduring founda-
tion for the two nations to work together for peace, freedom, and 
prosperity for the peoples in their own countries and in the world.

Yawei Liu
Director of China Program
The Carter Center
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deputy dean of the Department 

of Diplomacy and Foreign Affairs 
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in the United States and Europe.
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CHINA PROGRAM
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The relationship between the United 
States and the People’s Republic of 
China is broadly regarded as the most 
important of the 21st century. While 

both countries recognize the benefit of a healthy 
relationship, China’s growing assertiveness in 
regional affairs and expanding global influence 
has presented policymakers in Washington and 
Beijing with unprecedented challenges, as neither 
government has experience managing such 
strategic rivalry amid deep interdependence. The 
purpose of the Carter Center’s China Program’s 
U.S.-China relations project is to mitigate 
tensions between the United States and China 
by creating innovative channels for building 
trust, facilitating collaboration between the two 
countries in critical areas around the world, and 
raising mutual awareness of common interests. 
With President Carter’s legacy as the American 
president who established full diplomatic ties 
with China, the Carter Center’s China Program 
is prepared to carry out  a new mission, as 
the United States and China face the need for 
a new type of competitive yet interdependent 
relationship.

Visit us at:

U.S.-China Perception Monitor
http://www.uscnpm.org

China in Africa
http://www.sinoafrica.org/en

China Transparency
http://www.chinatransparency.org
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BY WEN XIAN

WE all are dreamers. I re-
member last year when 
I was covering the Re-

publican National Convention in Tampa 
and Democratic National Convention in 
Charlotte, the “American Dream” is one 
of the terms that was most used. 

We all are different dreamers. Per-
sonally, one of my professional dreams is 
that in the near future, my foot will have 
stepped in every state in America. I hope 
this is not a daydream.

The motivation of this particular 
dream comes from a very old Chinese 
saying, “to see is to believe.” I believe that 
the value of a correspondent is to try your 
best to “see” through your own eyes; this 
is an approach to understand the people, 
the country, the dream so as to report 

them in a more comprehensive and ob-
jective way.

However, things are not always that 
clear-cut. The more you know, the more 
difficult it will be for you to write. One 
person’s dream can be a nightmare for 
others. While so many people are pas-
sionate about gun ownership, what hap-
pened in Sandy Hook made a lot of 
Chinese really perplexed as to why the 
gun issue in America is so complicated. 
[When a tragedy such as this one occurs, 
shouldn’t it be obvious that guns should 
be outlawed?]

When I visited the National Firearm 
Museum inside the NRA’s big blue build-
ing in Virginia, and then a gun store in 
Virginia, I began to reflect on the histo-
ry of this country and the history of gun 

“When talking about China’s 

dream, we definitely need this  

critical historical perspective.”

AMERICAN 
DREAM vs.  
CHINA DREAM
Differences in Perception,  
Values, and Norms

ownership. Now I believe my understand-
ing of the gun issue is more objective.

An historical perspective is crucial 
for understanding American people and 
their dreams. When talking about China’s 
dream, we definitely need this critical his-
torical perspective as well.

From being totally isolated from the 
West until relatively recently, U.S. - Chi-
na relations have gone through many ups 
and downs over the past 30 plus years. 
No matter how many ups and downs we 
have experienced, it is a historical prog-
ress. When the two countries were isolated 

from each other, their viewpoints about each 
other were not that complicated; they just  
regarded each other as a mystery.

Only when we began to walk closer to 
each other could we see each other more 
clearly; this was in the period of challenges 
following renormalization. I must say that 
President Carter made a great contribution to 
improving the relationship via his remarkable 
strategic vision and historical perspective.

With this historical perspective, we can 
see that Chinese people’s dreams and Ameri-
can people’s dreams have a lot in common, 
but they also have differences. Basically, we 
all need peace, prosperity, good education 
for young generations, higher living standards, 
and good healthcare. We all need respect,  
dignity, and understanding.

With this historical perspective, Ameri-
can people can see an ancient country with 
the only continuous civilization in world his-
tory; they will see that to feed around 1.4 
billion people every day is not an easy task 
at all; they will see that China has made a 
great contribution to the world by reducing 
its national poverty and providing opportuni-
ties for the development of the world; they 
will see that even though China has enjoyed  

Students hold boards with Chinese characters reading 
‘’Dream“ during the School Sports of Bayi Middle School on 
April 14, 2006, in Beijing, China. | China Photos/Getty Images
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rapid development and great achieve-
ments over the last 30 years, it is still the 
largest developing country in the world. 
China is still facing a lot of challenges and 
has a long way to go.

With this historical perspective, we 
can see that the 30-year development has 
greatly improved the situation to pursue 
freedom, human rights, and democracy 
in China.

China is a country filled with 1.4 bil-
lion people, and it is a country that had 
more than 2,000 years of feudalism. Chi-
na has a very heavy population and his-
torical burden. For a developing country 
as big as China to seek more freedom, 
human rights, democracy, as well as con-
duct political reform,  it must go through 
a historical process. Otherwise, any cha-
os will not only be a big trouble for China, 
but also a severe disaster for the whole 
world. The terrible experience of the so-
called “culture revolution” in the 1960s 
and 1970s showed this vividly. One can’t 

simply copy the U.S. model to China, just 
like you can’t fit a square peg into a round 
hole.

There is no perfect country in the 
world, anyway. America is exceptional, 
it’s true, to some extent—yet by defini-
tion, every country is exceptional to some 
extent. We all need to perceive each oth-
er from different angles.

This is a small world. The most devel-
oped country and the largest developing 
country in the world are facing a defin-
ing moment for how to deal with each 
other. At this moment, we really need 
a historical perspective and vision; we 
need a more profound understanding of 
the country with a totally different back-
ground from us on the other side of the 
Pacific Ocean.

Mr. Wen Xian is  the senior editor and 
deputy director of the International 
News Department of People’s Daily. 

CHINA DREAM IN THE EYES OF CHINESE PEOPLE

Grassroot voices from China’s Twitter-like social 
media, Weibo.

“Sandstorms in Beijing blur the vision of the Chi-
nese dream; dead pigs in Shanghai obstruct the road to 
the Chinese dream. How far are we from the Chinese 
dream? I say: We are as far from the China dream as 
China is from equal income distribution! We are as far 
from the dream as we are from a just system! We are as 
far from the dream as China is from justice!”

——ZHAO XIAO

“Around 1 p.m., in the front of a store in Zheng-
zhou city that was currently undergoing renovation, 
two construction workers, who probably had just 
come from laboring at the construction site, were ly-
ing on the steps and taking a nap. They were covered 
with mud; they had strands of grey hair and were not 
even wearing socks. They didn’t care about the cold-
ness of the pavement or the cars that went past them. 
The media says sometimes the China Dream is merely 
a small bed.” 

——TOP NEWS FROM SINA.COM

A migrant worker erects scaffoldings at a con-
struction site on January 13, 2007, in Chongqing 
Municipality, China. | China Photos/Getty Images

People wait on line to buy affordable housing on December 16, 2007, in Beijing, China. 
China’s housing prices keep soaring according to statistics from a survey of 70 large and 
medium sized cities, showing housing prices rising a record 10.5 percent in November 
over the same period last year, according to state media. | China Photos/Getty Images

“The Chinese dream is about peace, 
development, cooperation, and win-

win results, and it is connected to the 
American dream and the beautiful 

dreams of people in other countries”

  ——Xi Jinping
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CHINA Dream or
CHINESE DREAM

The China Dream has two inter-
pretations, and accordingly it has two 
translations. When talking about the in-
terpretation of a strong and prosperous 
China, the current translation—“China 
dream” is correct; when talking about 
the interpretation of the happiness of 
1.3 billon people, it should be trans-
lated as “Chinese dream.”

Each translation contains different 
content. The content of “China dream” 

can be summarized into four aspects: 
1) the Chinese renaissance; 2) being 
tough on territorial disputes while shar-
ing economic dividends with neighbor-
ing countries; 3) daring to say “NO” 
to the superpower, the United States; 
and 4) sacrificing personal happiness 
for national development. The content 
of “Chinese dream” includes: 1) rule of 
law and respect for the Constitution; 2) 
freedom of the press; 3) more supervi-

sion of officials and less corruption; 4) 
protection of private assets; and 5) a 
more equal society.

The concept of the China Dream 
is controversial. The state-run newspa-
per, People’s Daily, even published a 
book on the China Dream. Academia 
has held several seminars focusing on 
this issue. It also has been widely dis-
cussed on Chinese social media. The 
Propaganda Department of the CCP 
asserted that it would seed the “China 
Dream” into everyone’s mind.

The ideas of the “China Dream” 
and the “Chinese Dream” are differ-
ent. The China Dream is interpreted 
differently by people from different 
backgrounds. However, it is always 

good to see that there are various ex-
planations. “One nation, one dream 
(the slogan of the 2008 Beijing Olym-
pic Games)” is terrifying; it is also 
dangerous [for a nation to have an] 
“inception.” More reform and spe-
cific policies, more control on ruling  
bureaucrats, and more freedom for 
the people may let the China dream 
come true.  

Wang Chong is the Chief Executive 
of Phoenix Core Project of ifeng.com. 
He was the first Chinese journalist to 
interview Barak Obama and in 2004 
was the first Chinese journalist to 
predict that Obama would be elected 
president.

BY WANG CHONG

“More reform and specific policies, 

more control on ruling bureaucrats, 

and more freedom for the people 

may let the dream come true.”

Left: Chinese children sleep in a waiting 
room of the railway station on January 16, 
2006, in Beijing, China. Migrant workers have 
begun to return home before the Spring 
Festival travel peak arrives. | Cancan Chu/
Getty Images

Middle: Chinese labourers work on floral 
decorations for the upcoming National Day, 
on the 2008 Beijing Olympic Game slogan 
‘One World, One Dream,’ in Tiananmen 
Square on September 22, 2005, in Beijing, 
China. | Guang Niu/Getty Images

Right: Jobseekers attend a job fair at 
Hangzhou Peace International Exhibition 
and Conference Center on March 9, 2011, 
in Hangzhou, Zhejiang Province of China. | 
ChinaFotoPress/Getty Images

The China Dream should be perceived as a slogan, similar to the “three represents” in President 
Jiang Zemin’s era, or “scientific development” in President Hu Jintao’s era. It is aimed at reuniting the 
whole nation under the flags of stability, development, and rule of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP).
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Ten Common Misunderstandings 
about the “China Dream” 

No. 1: THE CHINA DREAM IS CHINA’S DREAM

Influenced by Western ideology, some—whether intentionally or not—
set Chinese people and the state against each other, believing that the Chi-
na Dream is China’s dream. Some foreign media even translated the “China 
Dream” as “China’s dream” rather than the “Chinese dream,” arguing that the 
realization of the China Dream is based on sacrificing people’s interests to the 
state. This is not only a narrow understanding of the dream, but also a narrow 
understanding of China. 

No. 2: THE CHINA DREAM WILL REPLACE THE AMERICAN DREAM

The American Dream is an important component of the United States’ soft 
power. Given that both the American and European dreams are fading out at 
this point, the idea of the China Dream has provided a perfect excuse for the 
“China Threat” theory in terms of China’s soft power. Particularly, at this special 
moment when U.S.-China relations have been mistakenly perceived as the re-
lationship between the most powerful country (the United States) and the sec-
ond most powerful country (China) in this world, some people are afraid that 
the China Dream will replace the American Dream. This is a misunderstanding 
about China’s inclusive culture. China will never hinder other countries from 
fulfilling their dreams. 

No. 3: THE CHINA DREAM IS A NEW FORM OF UTOPIA

Although in the English language the word “utopia” has positive connota-
tions, in the Chinese language it refers to a dream that can never be fulfilled. 
Some non-Chinese, considering the Buddhist origins of the dream, claim that 
the China Dream is spiritual opium that dulls Chinese people’s consciousness 
of reforms and helps to cover up social conflicts. In fact, China is a secularized 
society that believes once one has gained knowledge, he or she has the obliga-
tion to put that knowledge into practice. The China Dream contains elements 
of idealism and realism, but it is not a religious comfort.

No. 4: CHINA DREAM SHOWS THAT CHINA HAS ABANDONED COM-
MUNIST IDEALS 

Some foreign media have connected the China Dream with China’s nation-
al identity, assuming that the China Dream indicates that China only focuses on 
its own country and has abandoned its communist ideals. As a matter of fact, 
China is a socialist country led by the Communist Party; and accomplishing 
common prosperity is the basic goal of socialism. The China Dream does not 
exclude communist ideals; on the contrary, it is even more dedicated to ac-
complishing the goal of common prosperity. In other words, the China Dream 
is also a dream of common prosperity that is shared by people in China as well 
as people all over the world.

BY WANG YIWEI

A student from a migrant worker family looks at the national flag and high buildings on 
the roof of the Lingzhi Primary School, a private migrant school atop a farmer’s market, 

on March 9, 2007, in Wuhan of Hubei Province, China. | China Photos/Getty Images
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No. 5: THE CHINA DREAM ABANDONED THE IDEA OF 
“FIGURING THINGS OUT AS ONE GOES”

Some people set the dream and reality against each other, 
believing that the idea of the China Dream indicates that China 
now focuses more on “top-down design” and discarded the 
reform routine set by Deng Xiaoping, which is “to figure things 
out as one goes.” In fact, the dream exists in our hearts, and 
our feet are still firmly on the ground. The China Dream does 
not conflict with the opening-up reform; it is the advanced 
form of the reform. 

No. 6: THE CHINA DREAM IS THE DREAM OF CONSTI-
TUTIONALISM, HUMAN RIGHTS, AND DEMOCRACY 

The China Dream, to the largest possible extent, has ab-
sorbed the idea of the Beijing Consensus; it also contains vari-
ous pursuits that are lawful, reasonable, and understandable. 
Some people, however, take advantage of the China Dream, 
believing that the China Dream represents their own claims; 
or emphasize their own appeals through the China Dream, 
claiming that the China Dream is the dream of constitutional-
ism, human rights, and democracy. There is nothing wrong 
with this, but these people are taking a part for the whole, thus 
twisting the rich meanings of the China Dream.

 
No. 7:  THE CHINA DREAM IS THE DREAM OF MOD-

ERNIZATION

Modernization has been China’s national dream since its 
early modern period. However, some people hope that China 
can be completely westernized in the name of moderniza-
tion. Actually, modernization alone cannot account for the 
drastic changes taking place in China, nor can it depict the 
great changes of China’s relationship with foreign countries. 
The China Dream is more than believing in and following the 
Western path of modernization. Rather, it indicates that China 
has localized the Marxism based on China’s own situations to 

develop the socialism with Chinese 
characteristics.

No. 8: THE CHINA DREAM IS A 
DREAM OF GREAT RENAISSANCE 

Some neighboring countries be-
lieve that the China Dream indicates 
that China wants to revive the pros-
perous Han and Tang dynasties and 
even rebuild the tributary system 
to ask less powerful countries to 
pay  tribute [to it]. Misunderstand-
ings like this may cause unneces-
sary suspicions, giving some people 
the opportunity to claim that the 
China Dream is another form of the 
“China Threat.” However, China is 
an ancient civilization, and the core 

of the China Dream is the revival of 
civilization; through the revival and 
evolution of the civilization, China 
would contribute to the evolution of 
the human civilization for the sake 
of a sustainable development. The 
China Dream is also a dream shared 
by people who enjoy Chinese cul-
ture. This is the cultural responsibil-
ity that the China Dream is taking.

No. 9: THE CHINA DREAM IS A 
DREAM OF A RISING CHINA

Some people believe that the 
China Dream indicates that the 
“Chinese Century” is coming. Es-
sentially, the China Dream goes 
beyond the rise of China, focusing 

Above: A migrant worker col-
lects garbage near a new high 
rise developement in August 29, 
2004, in Beijing, China. | Getty 
Images

Right: Paramilitary policemen do 
a national flag rising ceremony 
to mark the New Year before 
thousands of people climb the 
Great Wall on January 1, 2009, 
in Beijing, China. | Guang Niu/
Getty Images
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more on figuring out China’s pursuits, 
identification, and affections after the 
rise. The China Dream shows that, inter-
nally, we need to change the current situ-
ation that is solely focused on economic 
development and be more determined to 
follow the path of socialism with Chinese 
characteristics under the flag of practical 
idealism. We will also work on facilitat-
ing the democratization of international 
relations in order to maintain balanced 
relationships in the world, and realize the 
whole world’s dream of a harmonious 
world.

No. 10: THE CHINA DREAM REPRE-
SENTS THE CHINESE NATIONAL LIB-
ERALISM

Some foreign media interpret the 
China Dream as a narrow national dream 
and a new form of nationalism. As a mat-
ter of fact, the China Dream does not 

conflict with other countries’ dreams; in-
stead, it will help other countries, espe-
cially developing countries, to fulfill their 
own dreams. 

Overall, the main content of the Chi-
na Dream is that it is the combination 
of the Chinese people’s dream, China’s 
dream, and the dream of all those who 
share Chinese culture. The goal is to 
achieve modernization as a developing 
country, to accomplish common prosper-
ity as a socialist country, and to pursue 
the democratization of international rela-
tions as a revived country. All these are 
defined by China’s multiple identities and 
the multiple meanings behind its devel-
opment.

Dr. Wang Yiwei is a visiting professor of 
Renmin University in China and a senior 
researcher of the Charhar Institute.

President Carter’s  
REMARKS on  
U.S.-China Relations
Former U.S. President Jimmy Carter shared his views on U.S.-China  
relations during an interview with China Central Television (CCTV) on 
June 13, 2013, at The Carter Center. Following are some excerpts.

Left: Deng Xiaoping and Jimmy Carter at the arrival ceremony for the Vice 
Premier of China on Jan. 29,1979. | White House Staff Photographers/National 
Archives

Right: Deng Xiaoping and Jimmy Carter shaking hands, 1979. | National Archives

Two migrant worker sleep in front of a shop window on April 11, 2006, in 
Wuhan of Hubei Province, China. | China Photos/Getty Images
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missionaries.” He kept his promise. So we had, 
as you can see, a very good relationship.

I consider Deng Xiaoping to be one of the 
best friends I have had. I think the decision that 
he made very courageously was very good to 
my country. I think it was one of the best things 
that I was able to do when I was President.

I expect U.S.-China relations to continue to 
be sound and friendly and peaceful… I think 
most U.S. presidents, when they’ve been in of-
fice for several years, begin to realize that our re-
lations with China should be flexible as much as 
possible, mutually respectful as if dealing with 
equals, and not as one powerful country trying 
to interfere with the internal affairs of the other 
country.

“Our relations with China should be flexible as much as 

possible, and mutually respectful, dealing with equals, 

and not as one powerful country trying to interfere 

with the internal affairs of the other country.” 

We had a seven-year intermis-
sion before the normalization of 
U.S.-China relations. There was 

a lot of pressure on Nixon and Ford to 
stay with Taiwan, and there was a strong 
lobby in our country that protected the 
interests of Taiwan. It was politically very 
difficult for them to shift to the mainland 
and to recognize the P.R.C. as China. But I 
have had a long-time interest in China. As 
soon as I became President, the normal-
ization of U.S.-China relations was one of 
my major goals.

The normalization with the United 
States and Deng Xiaoping’s announce-
ment of reform and opening up in China 

were together, and they were closely re-
lated.

 We were both concerned that the 
United States and China friendship would 
be looked upon by the Soviet Union as 
antagonistic, as lining-up against the So-
viet Union. Deng Xiaoping agreed with 
that.

 His visit to America in 1979 was, I’d 
say, 100 percent successful. We had … a 
lot of trade relationships we wanted to es-
tablish. We did that without any problems 
or arguments. He said, “We’ll authorize 
distribution of Bibles; we’ll try to guaran-
tee freedom of worship; but no foreign 

Communist Party leader Xi Jinping (R) 
shakes hands with former US President 

Jimmy Carter (L) in room 202 of the 
Zhongnanhai leadership compound on 

December 13, 2012, in Beijing, China. 
Carter congratulated Xi on his new po-

sition before the pair sat down for talks. 
| Ed Jones-Pool/Getty Images

     

President Carter attends 
the opening ceremony of 
a prosthetics factory built 
through the assistance 
of The Carter Center. | 
Jimmy Carter Library
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Since the normalization of Sino-American relations 30 
years ago, the China-U.S. relationship has become more 
and more important, as well as more and more complex, 
for both the two countries and the world. I once pointed 
out that the China-U.S. relationship is undergoing “con-
stant transformation” and said that it will need to be care-
fully managed in the future. By “transformation,” I mean 
that both its substance and structure are always changing.

The Sino-U.S. relationship has been an extremely spe-
cial bilateral relationship for the past 30 years. This is be-
cause the two countries find little in common with each 
other besides the fact that they are both large, powerful 
states. For example, the two countries are at different stag-
es of social development, have sharply contrasting cultural 
backgrounds, work under different systems that are diffi-
cult to adapt to, possess greatly disparate levels of national 
strength, follow different ideologies, and more.

The second reason is that the two countries’ relations 

Managing the Transforming
U.S.-China Relationship

30 Years in Retrospect

have undergone a unique process of development 
since 1972. There have been three stages of transfor-
mation so far:

The first transformation spans from 1972 to the 
end of the Cold War. It was most important that the 
two countries reached normalization despite a diffi-
cult past. Two issues were overlooked that later would 
prove to have great, long-lasting impacts. One was the 
role and limits of strategic security relations. The other 
was that when China and the United States were mov-
ing towards reconciliation, the supporting forces within 
each society were too fragile.

The second transformation lasted from the end 
of the Cold War until the early 21st century. The big-
gest shock to Sino-U.S. relations brought by the end of 

the Cold War was the smashing of the strategic basis that 
supported them. Normal development of Sino-U.S. rela-
tions depended on whether the two sides would be able 
to resolve differences that were newly exposed and forge a 
new basis for Sino-U.S. relations at the same time.

In the autumn of 1997, leaders of both countries jointly 
proposed building a “constructive strategic partnership,” 
signaling that Sino-U.S. relations had finally picked up. 
It is worth pointing out that progress made in Sino-U.S. 
relations during this stage had its special conditions. First 
of these was that the decision-making bodies of both coun-
tries showed desire to develop relations. Such desire arose 
from major domestic policies of both China and the United 
States. The second condition was that China’s reform and 
opening up, as well as its foreign policies, would never 

President Barack Obama presents 
President Xi Jinping of the People’s 

Republic of China with a gift of an 
inscribed redwood park bench at the 
Annenberg Retreat at Sunnylands in 

Rancho Mirage, Calif., June 8, 2013. | 
Pete Souza/ The White House

BY NIU JUN
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constitute a fundamental reversal of previous policy 
and that the United States would not challenge China’s 
core interests. These two basic conditions do, in fact, 
provide a starting point for an understanding of present 
and near-future changes in Sino-U.S. relations.  

The third transformation happened from the start 
of this century to now. Through this transformation, the 
China-U.S. relationship has morphed into so-called 
“mutual competition with constantly increasing inter-
dependency.”

It means that interdependency between China and 
the United States has increased and will continue in-
creasing rapidly in the future. Meanwhile, mutual com-
petition in some fields is increasing and intensifying. 
In particular, the position of China in East Asia and 
the western Pacific Ocean has risen and will continue 
to rise. Conditions in the region are becoming more 
and more favorable to China, even though the United 
States retains supremacy for now.

China and the United States are two “superpowers” 
currently. On global and regional issues, cooperation is 
unavoidable, and one may also say that the two sides 
cooperate in the major aspects of these areas (though 
significant differences exist on some specific issues). 
Overall, however, Sino-U.S. relations will continue to 
change, and this situation won’t stay the same.

Looking back, the main lesson is that the Sino-
American relationship is a special one that needs to 
be managed continually. Our ties have created a body 
of interests with ever-widening scope. Interests at dif-
ferent levels are becoming more complicated. There 
are advantages and disadvantages, conflict and com-
promise, competition and cooperation. Concepts like 
“enemies” or “friends,” “competitive adversaries” or 
“cooperative partners” are not sufficient to concisely 
summarize the status quo of Sino-U.S. relations. Also, 
Sino-U.S. relations have seeped into the social life of 
both countries and created impacts that cannot be ig-
nored domestically. It is hard to say how much effect 
the opinions of people in one country will have in the 
other country, or whether a momentary clamor will 
spread quickly. 

I would point out here that China’s political en-
vironment is changing. The increasing diversity of 
thought and expression amongst the public and in the 
media (especially the Internet, which the government 

has a hard time controlling) will help dif-
ferent kinds of people join the ranks of 
those studying Sino-U.S. relations, which 
may become an important factor that in-
fluences China’s policies toward the Unit-
ed States. 

What’s more, the cognitive split in 
Chinese society makes the public more 
willing and able to evaluate the United 
States according to their own values and 
make their opinions heard online. For ex-
ample, the report of Vice President Biden 
having a cheap lunch in a small restaurant 
in China prompted outcries of dissatisfac-
tion regarding government corruption, 
which in turn made the official Chinese 
media accuse Biden and the U.S. ambas-
sador of putting on a political show. They 
are worried it may affect China’s stability. 
In fact, President Clinton ate outside dur-
ing his visit to China more than 10 years 
ago. At that time, Chinese media was se-

verely restricted, and ordinary people had 
no access to this information.  

Another example is the public criti-
cism of Ezra Vogel’s book on the Deng 
Xiaoping era. The book was discussed 
in official seminars and promoted com-
mercially, but it also aroused criticism 
from the Chinese academic arena. Chi-
nese scholars criticized some of Ezra Vo-
gel’s judgments of Deng, such as Vogel’s 
charge that Deng left behind huge politi-
cal difficulties and never totally refuted 
the Cultural Revolution. To summarize, 
China is undergoing profound changes. 
This has increased the unpredictability of 
Sino-U.S. relations. 

Part two of my speech is an overview 
of Chinese research on U.S.-China rela-
tions in recent years. Sino-U.S. relations 
can be divided into strategic relations, 
political relations, economic relations, 
and military relations. Comprehensively 

Above: At the White House, 
President Carter and then 
Chinese Vice Premier Deng 
Xiaoping sign an Agreement 
on Cooperation in Science 
and Technology, a Cultural 
Agreement , and an Agree-
ment on Consular Relations, 
Jan. 31, 1979. | Jimmy 
Carter Library

Left: U.S. Secretary of State 
John Kerry delivers remarks 
at the U.S.-China Strategic 
and Economic Dialogue 
Joint Opening Session in the 
Dean Acheson Auditorium at 
the U.S. Department of State 
in Washington, D.C., on July 
10, 2013. | U.S. Department 
of State
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speaking, Chinese academia’s research 
has touched upon every field in Sino-U.S. 
relations, and its scope is still expanding 
to cover multilateral issues, such as global 
governance. The research method is con-
stantly improving. Generally speaking, in 
China, no field of study is as diverse and 
inclusive as the study of Sino-U.S. rela-
tions. 

Next, I’d like to introduce two is-
sues—the United States’ global status and 
the Sino-U.S. relationship.  

1. The United States’ global status—
the study of the United States’ global sta-
tus correlates with the Chinese mentality. 
The Chinese believe in the decisive na-
ture of power politics and power relation-
ships. The status of the United States in 
the world power structure determines its 
global status, thus determining the how 
China prioritizes Sino-U.S. affairs within 
its foreign policy.

Basically, it is widely held by Chinese 
academics that after 9/11, the United 
States’ world status underwent three great 

changes. The first of these was brought 
on by the early successes in Afghanistan, 
the quick overthrow of Saddam and the 
occupation of Iraq, which rapidly im-
proved the United States’ world status. 
These events reflected the United States’ 
economic achievements, the prestige it 
enjoys among its allies and its strong mili-
tary power.  

The second was due to the side effects 
of the failed occupation of Iraq, George 
W. Bush’s unilateralism, and a series of 
problems in the Iraq war. During the sec-
ond half of Bush Jr.’s administration, the 
United States was obviously going down-
hill, especially due to the withdrawal from 
Iraq, which marked the failure of U.S. pol-
icy and signified the need for a reassess-
ment of the U.S.’s wavering global status. 

 The third resulted from the huge 
negative impact caused by the financial 
crisis in 2008 on the U.S. economy and 
world economy at large. In the meantime, 
the Chinese economy continued to grow 
rapidly. In 2010, China’s GDP surpassed 

Former U.S. President George W. Bush and then Chinese President 
Jiang Zemin shake hands following a joint news conference on Oct. 
25, 2002, at the Bush ranch in Crawford, Texas. Bush and Jiang 
discussed disarming Iraq and North Korea during their 90-minute 
meeting, after which Jiang wrapped up his trip to the U.S. | Rod 
Aydelotte-Pool / Getty Images

Japan’s, becoming the second largest in the world. Fac-
tors in these two areas have aroused heated discus-
sions about the United States’ world status in China. 
Almost all scholars believe that the United States’ posi-
tion in the world is going down. Some even say that 
compared to China’s rising status, the United States is 
weakening. The discussion of the United States’ sta-
tus in the world may have long-term influence over 
China’s diplomatic policy. The effects should be further 
observed. 

Some people in China believe that the United 
States’ position is falling in absolute terms. The so-
called “absolute downfall” of the United States’ posi-
tion means compared with the past, the United States’ 
political, economic, military, and cultural influence are 
all decreasing. Chinese scholars who believe this are 
not too numerous but quite influential. Particularly in 
light of the 2008 financial crisis, from which the Unit-
ed States continues to have difficulty recovering, some 
Chinese researchers think that this trend of decline will 
continue. 

More radical views may be derived out of this “ab-
solute downfall” school of thought, such as the belief 
that the United States’ position in the world is not only 
falling absolutely, but “declining” in a long-term and 
irreversible manner. Part of the reason can be found 
in the analysis of the present situation of the United 
States, but it is mostly based on faith in the so-called 
historical rule that all hegemonies will decline.  

Another viewpoint holds that United States’ world 
position is going down in relative terms, meaning that 
compared with the rise of other countries and power 
centers, the United States’ influence is going down. 
Most representative of this belief is an American stud-
ies research report by the Chinese Academy of Social 
Sciences. The report systematically analyzes the Unit-
ed States’ economic, military, and culture influences; 
ability to attract talented people; and science and 
technology statistics. It draws the conclusion that since 
the Cold War, the United States itself has not changed 
much. The main reason is the rapid rise of other ma-

President Barack Obama, then Chinese President 
Hu Jintao, and First Lady Michelle Obama descend 
the Grand Staircase of the White House, Jan. 19, 
2011. | Pete Souza / The White House 
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jor powers, thus causing the relative power of the 
United States to go down.  

Theoretically, different analyses of the United 
States’ world position can lead to different attitudes 
and policies in the handling of the Sino-U.S. rela-
tionship. This is also true in reality. In fact, the eval-
uation of the United States’ world status is greatly 
influenced by the extent to which Chinese scholars 
feel that their own country is rising up. The assess-
ment of the U.S. position is inherently connected to 
their judgment of Chinese influence. 

2. The Sino-U.S. relationship—research in this 
field only covers a few areas.

First, the changes and characteristics of Ameri-
can strategy in East Asia-Pacific: in the last two 
years, analysis has been mainly focused on the two 
concepts of “strategic rebalancing” and “return to 
the Asia-Pacific.” Almost all of the evaluations of 
these two strategic concepts are negative. The dif-
ference is that different scholars have very different 
assessments of the real effect of the two strategies. 
One school thinks that the United States is seriously 
considering containing the rise of China. The dete-
riorating situation regarding Chinese borders is the 
result of U.S. containment. Another school thinks 
that the United States may not be serious [enough in 

its goal to contain China] or that the United States’ 
strength is not sufficient to fulfill its purpose. There 
is no need to over exaggerate the real effect of the 
United States’ strategies. 

Second, U.S. policies toward China: relatively 
speaking, the analysis of U.S. policies toward Chi-
na in Chinese academic circles is relatively stable. 
There are no substantial changes among mainstream 
thinkers. In the long run, though, negative opinions 
in the areas of strategy and security have increased. 

Third, “issues-orientation” factor to Sino-U.S. 
relations: with the comprehensive and deepen-
ing development of Sino-U.S. relationship, the two 
countries must jointly face problems and concrete 
issues of all types, such as bilateral trade clashes, 
human rights, Taiwan, Tibet, military affairs, the In-
ternet, law, media, education, science and technol-
ogy, etc. The global issues include the World Trade 
Organization, environment, energy, outer space, 
anti-terrorism, anti-proliferation, etc. These are in 
addition to numerous regional issues.

Fourth, prospects of the Sino-U.S. relations: 
generally speaking, the Chinese academic circle 
has cautious optimism toward the future of the 
Sino-U.S. relationship. However, compared to the 
past 10 years, the number of people with pessimis-

tic views has increased substantially. 
Some even believe that China may 
have conflicts with the United States 
in the future. For example, Wang Jisi 
and Ken Lieberthal published “Ad-
dressing Sino-U.S. Strategic Distrust.” 

The report insightfully analyzed 
the ailments existing between China 
and the United States. The most strik-
ing point is that the report, partly writ-
ten by an influential Chinese scholar, 
looked at the situation from the Chi-
nese side and considered domes-
tic politics a factor that could bring 
about Sino-U.S. conflicts. Almost all 
preceding research took U.S. policy 
toward China as the only factor lead-
ing to conflicts. 

Over the past 10 years, Sino-U.S. 
trade figures have shown an explo-
sive upward curve. China is becom-
ing one of the most important export 
markets of the United States. But it 
is uncertain whether this can be a 
solid foundation for stronger ties. For 
example, the United Kingdom and 
Australia both trade with the United 
States on a much smaller scale than 
China does. They are still the closest 
regional allies of the United States. 
People have reason to worry that 

small incidents such as cyber-attacks 
may have devastating effects; the 
squabble between China and Japan 
over neighboring islands may also 
draw the United States in. Both  Chi-
na and the United States have funda-
mental differences over too many is-
sues: on the issue of North Korea, the 
United States is worried, while China 
is laidback and idle; on the issue of 
Japan, China is full of anger and anxi-
ety, whereas the United States treats 
Japan like a normal country and an 
important ally; on the issue of the 
South China Sea, China is again trying 
to reclaim sovereignty, but the United 
States emphasizes the freedom of the 
seas. Of course, there still exist ideo-
logical differences. What will a new 
type of relationship between these 
big powers look like? Certainly the 
new relationship between the United 
States and China will involve the abil-
ity to cooperate on managing such 
issues.

Dr. Niu Jun is a professor and the 
deputy dean of the Department of 
Diplomacy and Foreign Affairs Man-
agement at Peking University. 

Left: U.S. President Barack Obama 
meets with then Chinese Prime 
Minister Wen Jiabao for a bilateral 
meeting during the East Asia Summit 
at the Peace Palace in Phnom Penh, 
Cambodia, November 20, 2012. | Wil-
liam Ng / U.S. Department of State

Upper Left: Then Chinese Vice 
Premier Wang Qishan, center, holds 
the autographed basketball given 
to him by President Barack Obama 
following their Oval Office meeting 
Tuesday, July 28, 2009, to discuss 
the outcomes of the first U.S.-China 
Strategic and Economic Dialogue. 
Looking on at left is then Chinese 
State Councilor Dai Bingguo. | Pete 
Souza /The White House

Upper Right: U.S. Secretary of State 
John Kerry high fives a young girl at 
the Embassy Meet and Greet in Bei-
jing, China, on April 14, 2013. | Alison 
Anzalone / U.S. Department of State
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WorkshopHighlights
A U.S.- China Relations project design workshop was hosted by the China 
Program of The Carter Center in Atlanta, Georgia, on May 13-14, 2013.

China has three economic objectives in Africa: im-
porting natural resources, selling manufactured prod-
ucts, and expanding China’s presence in Africa.

Summary of China-Africa Trade Patterns: trade is 
growing rapidly; for China, its trade with Africa is a 
small part of its overall trading habits, but for Africa, 
its trade with China is large compared to other trade 
relationships, and it is growing. Africa’s imports from 
China are diversified, while China’s imports from  
Africa are specialized.

Reasons that China is willing to work with the Unit-
ed States in Africa: 1) China is facing opposition from 
African countries; 2) China wants to improve its image; 
3) China wants to provide public goods to Africa. Last-
ly, the two countries can work together in the fields of 
green technology and climate change, corporate social 
responsibility, building NGO capacity, and fair trade.

Joshua Eisenman
Senior fellow in China Studies at the American For-
eign Policy Council

We all need to differentiate the ap-
proaches of conducting projects among 
different African countries.

What is the role of the American 
NGO? Chinese NGOs are a bit fearful 
of actually working on the ground, but 
foreign (non-Chinese) NGOs are very 
active. Right now  there is a great op-
portunity for foreign NGOs to work in 
China because Chinese NGOs are very 
willing to learn from foreign NGOs.

Liu Haifang
Associate professor at the School of 
International Studies and the general 
secretary of the Centre for African 
Studies, Peking University

Both the United States and China’s 
viewpoints on Asian alliances are critical. 
Right now, China’s military development is 
as impressive as its economic power.

Regarding the North Korea issue, the 
two countries should cooperate based on 
common interest. 

China’s so-called ‘reason’ for not co-
operating on the North Korea issue: China 
does not want North Korean refugees or 
American troops to cross over the Yalu 
River. However, the United States has no 
intention of maintaining troops in North 
Korea. The real reason that China does 
not cooperate on  the North Korean issue 
is because China wants to gain power on 
the Korean Peninsula. However, if China 
and the United States can cooperate on the 
North Korean issue, they can also cooper-
ate in other areas (such as in Afghanistan).

John Garver
Professor in the Sam Nunn School of In-
ternational Affairs at the Georgia Institute 
of Technology

China-U.S. relations have moved into a 
new stage. The two countries won’t [move to 
intimidate each other] nor will they have good 
relations. We should be realistic about this is-
sue: the more interconnected the two coun-
tries are, the more tension there will be.

Conceptions of each other as well as inten-
tions of either side are disputed.

China will become a leading country in 
East Asia, and the United States wants to main-
tain its influence in East Asia.

To establish shared values, the two coun-
tries still have a long way to go; it’s better to 
start cooperating in less sensitive areas.

Liu Ming
Director of the Institute of International 
Relations at the Shanghai Academy of Social 
Sciences
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PROGRAM UPDATES

May 1-2: Consul General Xu Erwen from 
the Chinese Consulate General in Hous-
ton had meetings with Dr. John Hardman, 
president and CEO of The Carter Center; 
Yawei Liu, director of the China Program; 
and Sean Ding, senior program associate 
of the China Program during her visit to 
Atlanta.

May 13-14: The China Program hosted 
a U.S.-China Relations Project Design 
workshop. Over a dozen American and 
Chinese experts in academia, media, and 
business attended the workshop. Key 
participants included Bob Kapp, former 
chairman of the U.S.-China Business 
Council; Joseph Fewsmith, professor of 
political science at Boston University; Dr. 
Liu Ming, director of the Institute of Inter-
national Relations, Shanghai Academy of 
Social Science; and Mr. Wen Xian, bu-
reau chief of the People’s Daily in Wash-
ington, DC.

May 28: Dr. Yu Hongjun, vice minister of 
the International Department of the Cen-
tral Committee of Communist Party of 
China (IDCPC), visited The Carter Center 
to discuss a potential partnership with 
the Center. Dr. Yu is also the president 
of the China Center on Contemporary 
World Studies, a think tank associated 
with IDCPC.

June 13: President Jimmy Carter was in-
terviewed by the China Central Television 

(CCTV). During the interview, President 
Carter shared his personal experience 
with Deng Xiaoping and commented on 
U.S.-China relations.

June 19: Duan Jun and Shen Tao of the 
Chinese People’s Association for Friend-
ship with Foreign Countries (CPAFFC) 
visited The Carter Center and held dis-
cussions with Center staff on co-sponsor-
ing a conference on US-China relations.

June 27: Yawei Liu, director of the China 
Program, met with Mr. Alan Wong, secre-
tary general of the U.S.-China Exchange 
Fund established by the former chief ex-
ecutive of Hong Kong, Tung Chee Hwa.

July 13: China’s new ambassador to the 
United States Cui Tingkai will meet with 
President Carter in Plains, Georgia.

  UPCOMING

November 11-12: The China Program 
will host a conference on U.S.-China 
relations. This is the inaugural event of 
our U.S.-China project. This conference 
seeks to identify and clarify the roots of 
misperceptions and misunderstandings 
between peoples of the two countries, 
especially among opinion leaders and 
media professionals. We also will ad-
dress issues in which the two countries 
have shared interests. 

  



中
美

印 
象

CHINA PROGRAM

The Carter Center
One Copenhill

453 Freedom Parkway
Atlanta, GA 30307

Tel: (404) 420-5100
Email: carterweb@emory.edu

U.S.-China Perception Monitor is designed to render an objective and accurate diagnosis of 

the strengths and weaknesses of the world’s most significant bilateral relationship

www.uscnpm.org

U.S.-CHINA
PERCEPTION MONITOR


