
AN ALTERNATIVE TO
EDUCATIONAL PARTNERSHIPS
WITH CHINA

BY WEI LIU
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1Many Americans and Chinese assume that

the increasing flow of exchanges between
America and China will help transform China
into a democratic country in the long term.
Other kinds of exchanges, however, may pro-
duce more impressive results.

Thousands of Americans enter or leave China daily, but their
purpose is tourism or business, not spreading democracy to
the Chinese people. Call it theWalgreen phenomenon:
although everyWalgreen store contains a pharmacy, we cannot
assume that anyone entering aWalgreen will be buying medi-
cine; he or she could just as easily be buying a box of ice
cream. In a similar way,America’s educational partnerships
with China may in many cases raise misleading expectations.
Before going any further, I need to clarify the concept of

China.American media commonly employ the term “China”
when what they are actually referring to is China’s Communist
government. Ideally, “China” should include both the current
government and the people under it, but it is well known that
the Chinese Communist government has long oppressed its
people, and that the interests of the two are often mutually
incompatible. For example, it is inaccurate to say that “China”
blocks the foreign media: it is the Communist government that
blocks the foreign media, while many Chinese people want
very much to access these same foreign media.Thus, we
should direct our criticism not at China, but at its Communist
government, and in this way make Chinese people aware that
we are trying to protect their human rights.
Since the 1980s, there have been major exchanges or part-

nerships between Chinese schools andAmerican schools. In
one type of exchange, Chinese instructors from schools run by
the Communist government are sent toAmerican schools as
visiting scholars, either studying or teaching. Many people,
including theAmerican schools involved, hope this arrange-
ment can contribute to the democratization of China, but the
reality offers little encouragement on that front.
As a student of English at various colleges in China in the

1990s, I was taught by six Chinese instructors who had stud-
ied at American universities in places such as Ohio and New

York, three at the undergraduate level and another three at the
graduate level. On the few occasions that they mentioned
America, it was only to talk about things like strippers and the
way that subway passengers avoid looking at each other by
burying their faces in newspapers.They said nothing about the
fact that theAmerican president is elected by universal suf-
frage, or that companies are run by private individuals rather
than bureaucrats.As a graduate student in China, I don’t think I
was any more ignorant than the average Chinese individual,
but it was only after I came to the United States that I learned
that every registered voter inAmerica is entitled to vote for the
U.S. president.
I should add that I met dozens ofAmericans while in China,

some of them college instructors and some tourists, and like
the Chinese instructors, none of them ever talked with me
about democracy.The college instructors just talked about Eng-
lish grammar, and the tourists said howmuch they enjoyed
their Chinese food, while snapping photographs of the rolling
Chinese countryside. Even in the U.S., where there are no wor-
ries of being overheard by Communist functionaries,Ameri-
cans talk to me about their families, travel and food, and almost
every time, I am the one who brings up the issue of democracy,
and of ordinary Chinese people being oppressed by the Com-
munist regime.ThenAmericans tell me that they hope China
will become a democratic country, but the conversation goes no
further.
This strikes me as a regrettably wasted opportunity.What is

the purpose of education, after all (in particular the scholarly
canon imposed onAmerican students), but to cultivate good
citizenship, including a sense of justice and human rights?
Lacking the context of human rights, technology and eco-
nomic development are of little benefit, as the Chinese govern-
ment demonstrated back in 1977, shortly after the Cultural
Revolution, when it attempted to promote the “Four Modern-
izations” (industrial, agricultural, technological and military)
while rejecting dissidentWei Jingsheng’s “Fifth Moderniza-
tion,” democracy. In the ensuing 30 years, China’s technology
and economy have made rapid progress, but the main benefici-
aries have been Communist officials and their families, while
ordinary people fuel China’s economic boom with their hard
labor on depressed wages as the cost of living soars.
Without democracy, a totalitarian regime decides wages



and commodity prices, and can easily keep its people in
poverty. Human rights and democracy give people more say on
these crucial economic factors, and on economic development
generally.There are arguments on both sides of the question of
whether a government or the free market should have the
greatest influence in economic development, but ordinary
people cannot effectively weigh these options without educa-
tion and the empowerment of democracy.
An educational exchange between China andAmerica that

fails to cultivate people’s sense of democracy is fruitless, and
also a waste of the tax dollars of American and Chinese people.
As an ordinary Chinese citizen, I do not in the least appreciate
the fact that American schools are providing China’s Commu-
nist government with more technology to monitor us, or
more military know-how to turn against its own people or dis-
rupt international stability. I would much rather see theAmeri-
can educational system devoted to cultivating Chinese people’s
sense of human rights as it does withAmerican people.
Why haveAmerican schools seen such poor returns on

their accommodation of visiting scholars from China?The
main reason is the personal predisposition of the scholars. Chi-
nese visiting scholars are typically selected by Communist-run
schools, on the basis of their willingness and ability to cooper-
ate with the Communist government.Their academic titles are
bestowed by Communist officials.A great number of them
come toAmerica mainly for sightseeing and shopping and for
the professional kudos they gain from studying inAmerica,
rather than from a desire to experience a free system. Sitting
around a dinner table withAmerican academics, they may

boast of their influence back home, and disparage the Chinese
leadership in order to curry favor withAmericans and perhaps
encourage future funding fromAmerican educational institu-
tions, but once they return to China, they will do little or noth-
ing to cultivate Chinese students’ sense of human rights or the
virtues of a democratic system.
Now more and more Chinese people are recognizing the

need to protect their human rights, but that is not the result of
educational exchanges with theWest, but rather of the steady
deterioration of ordinary people’s living conditions. If educa-
tional exchanges with theWest are to have any real effect, they
must cultivate the right people, those who are dedicated to the
cause of improving human rights in China.The criteria for
participation should be a matter of heart and disposition, not
of an official or academic title.
There is no reason for educational exchanges to be con-

fined to people chosen by China’s Communist establishment,
given the equalizing factor of the Internet and other modern
communications tools. China has an estimated 100 million
netizens, and while the Communist government continues to
block the language of democracy onWeb sites and in e-mail,
the essence of the Internet is open rather than closed.This sys-
tem, originally developed by scientists to facilitate the sharing
of detailed ideas and reports, has become part of the daily life
of ordinary people. In theory, any two people in the world
with access to the Internet can figure out a way to communi-
cate with each other, regardless of the blocking technology of
the Communist government, especially with the development
of psiphon and other software aimed at subverting official cen-

More, please. Chinese visitors cast their votes in a mock election hosted by the U.S. Embassy in Beijing in November 2004. Photo: Associated Press



sorship. Likewise,American educational institutions can find
ways of joining forces with Chinese rights defenders to pro-
mote democracy and human rights in China.
So why shouldAmerican schools promote human rights

through Chinese rights defenders instead of dealing directly
with the Chinese public at large? One factor, of course, is the
ability of Chinese rights defenders to communicate effectively
with their fellow citizens; but more importantly, these rights
defenders are already troubled by the Communist regime’s
human rights violations, and are therefore more motivated to
fight for human rights thanWesterners who have had less
direct experience with such violations.
Information would be an optimal component of coopera-

tion betweenAmerican educational institutions and Chinese
rights defenders for promoting human rights and democracy
in China. For example, it would be helpful to have articles
fromAmerican newspapers such as TheWashington Post translated
into Chinese and posted on the Internet.There are also many
foreign-language books describing China’s history and current
affairs, but at present, on the Internet, if a Chinese person types
the Chinese characters for the KoreanWar into Google, all that
comes up are books and articles published by the Chinese gov-
ernment.Translation of foreign-language resources into Chi-
nese would give Chinese people access to a wider range of
information and viewpoints.Also, many articles and books by
Chinese rights defenders and independent intellectuals should
be translated into English soAmericans can gain a better
understanding of the situation in China.We should never
underestimate the influence of the written word on people’s
thinking.
This kind of partnership betweenAmerican schools and

Chinese rights defenders would avoid many of the ideological
roadblocks that plague exchanges involving hand-picked aca-
demics and officials. It would also provide clearly observable
and measurable results in the form of posted or published arti-
cles,Web site hits, reader comments and other interactive
methods.These projects would cost money, of course, but at
least it would be money well spent. By entering China through
the Internet,American educational institutions could more
effectively and directly reach the people in China to cultivate a
sense of justice, democracy and human rights.
Such efforts do not have to be confined to educational insti-

tutions. Getting back to ordinaryAmericans who seem reluc-
tant to engage me in conversations about democracy, I realize
this may be because some people think that no matter how
much we talk about democracy, the Communist regime in
China will stay the same. But this is not true, because a country
is just the people living there. If a majority of people clearly do
not want to be led by a government, that government cannot
stay in power. Right nowmany people in China are unhappy
with the government, but they don’t see anything they can do
about their situation.That is why information is so important.
And information doesn’t have to come from an institution—it
can be passed along by each and every one of us, in the class-
room, over the Internet and in person. I hope everyAmerican
will make an effort to contribute in his or her own way to the
democratization of China.

What Have We Learned from France?

BY DENG LIN

If we were to select the one majorWestern nation that has
the most harmonious relations with the People’s Republic
of China, France would be the first choice.As Chinese
officials tell us, after the founding of the PRC in 1949,
France went out of its way to become the firstWestern
power to establish diplomatic relations with the newborn
political power. Since then, relations between these two
nations have grown increasingly warm and close.This
gradual strengthening of relations has brought frequent
exchanges of visits between top leaders of both nations,
an abundance of commercial activity, and joint sponsor-
ship of the high-profile LesAnnées Chine-France (The
Year of China and France) in 2004.Yet despite all this
goodwill and enthusiasm in official interactions,we have
not learned from France that which is most needed and
would be of greatest value.
The idea for China’s much-criticized toll highways

was borrowed from France.The same is true of the elec-
tromagnetic maglev train, an advanced technology that,
ironically, is not viewed favorably in France. Moreover,
the influence of France on Chinese intellectuals has a
long history, and easily rivals official influence.
The French Revolution of more than 200 years ago,

where national martyrs called for “liberty, equality, fra-
ternity,” roused intellectuals in the May Fourth Move-
ment of 1919 to issue their own pleas to save the nation
and people from a looming threat.This influence carried
through to another student protest 70 years later—June
Fourth—and continues to embolden some Chinese
intellectuals to fervently advance their cause, even as
Western intellectuals more critically reconsider the
achievements of the French Revolution.
According to a recentAssociated Press report, the

French government gave an order to its tourism office
discouraging restaurateurs from discussing with Chinese
guests certain topics Beijing typically dislikes, such as
Tibet,Taiwan and human rights (although soy sauce can
still be provided).That a modernWestern democracy such
as France would exhibit such obsequious behavior
toward a totalitarian regime is surprising and dismaying.
With the lure of commercial opportunity in this day and
age, countries willing to let the Chinese Communist Party
choose which stops to pull are no doubt numerous, but
France is the most unabashed.
France is not a worthy model for the Chinese.

Translated by KeithWright

The original Chinese article was posted on theWeb site of Democ-

racy Forum, http://www.asiademo.org/read.php?id=8301.
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