
P resident Xi Jinping’s visit 
to the United Kingdom in 
October may be less prob-
lematic than his current trip 

to the United States, if media reports 
in both countries are anything to go 
by.

True, there’s no outright hostility 
in the extensive 
coverage in, for 
example, the New 
York Times, but 
the newspaper felt 
compelled to say 
that “the luster of 
Mr Xi’s imperial 
presidency has 
dulled lately”.

By contrast, 
London’s media is 
full of optimistic 

news about UK Chancellor George 
Osborne’s carefully managed week-
long visit to China, packed with a 
huge variety of initiatives and deals, 
from nuclear power to a major fi nan-
cial boost for British schools to pro-
mote the teaching of Mandarin.

Recently, the Times and the Daily 

Telegraph, two of Britain’s heavy-
weight newspapers, carried in-depth 
reports on the UK’s soft power cul-
tural approach. We don’t send gun-
boats anymore, we rely on William 
Shakespeare in Mandarin and a huge 
collection of priceless objects from 
the British Museum. The aim behind 
that invasion is trade with a capital T.

It’s no secret that the Chinese eco-
nomic powerhouse has slowed down 
a little of late, causing the US Federal 
Reserve to hold o4  on a widely tout-
ed interest rate increase. The New 
York Times said the slowdown had 
somehow cast slight doubts on Xi’s 
formula for governing China.

That hasn’t deterred Osborne, who 
made it clear to British reporters cov-
ering his trip that he stood in solidar-
ity with China at the Shanghai Stock 
Exchange, where plummeting prices 
were a cause for concern a couple of 
weeks back.

Osborne made it clear in remarks 
carried in the Financial Times 
that Britain and China would stick 
together, and indeed were planning 
to connect the Shanghai exchange 

with the London Stock Exchange. 
The Chinese economy, he says, would 
continue to fuel global growth.

Meanwhile in the US, the media 
were  stressing the fact that Xi 
would face an uncomfortable ride 
from President Barack Obama on 
two fronts — Chinese activity in the 
South China Sea and cyber attacks, 
allegedly by China-based hackers 
on US companies and government 
institutions. That may be dealt with 
by a deal between China and the US 
not to use cyber attacks against vital 
infrastructure in peacetime.

Even if both sides want to make 
it easier to invest in each other’s 
economy, Obama is facing strong 
political and popular pressure not to 
ease the rules.

Back in the UK, David Cameron 
and Osborne are determined to make 
Britain China’s second largest trading 
partner after the US by 2025.

If Xi meets headwinds in the US, 
then in the UK he will be pushing 
against an open door, as the local say-
ing here goes.

UK government ministers have 

taken to the airwaves to woo 
Chinese investors, whether it’s 
through nuclear power, o4 ering 
to allow China to be lead builder 
at several sites, or in the proposed 
high-speed rail link, known as HS2, 
which will link London with the 
north of the country, now referred 
to in the media as the Northern 
Powerhouse.

In turn, Osborne is praising the 
Chinese vision of Belt and Road Ini-
tiative, and wants British fi rms to be 
involved in infrastructure construc-
tion along the way, according to the 
Financial Times.

US media seems to refl ect that 
country’s reserve when it comes to 
China. Britain, on the other hand, 
has been dealing with China through 
ups and downs ever since the 18th 
century.

Britain’s love a4 air with China is, it 
seems, being rekindled at all levels.

The author is managing editor 
of China Daily Europe, based in 
London. Contact the writer at 
chris@mail.chinadailyuk.com
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A new type of people-to-people diplomacy

Xi will get a bigger welcome in UK

BEYOND THE HEADLINES AND THE PHOTO OPS, A SMALL MIDWESTERN TOWN IS A SYMBOL OF XI’S VISION 

WHILE PRESIDENT FACES TERRITORIAL AND HACKING ISSUES IN WASHINGTON, LONDON IS WOOING CHINESE INVESTORS
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P resident Xi Jinping’s state 
visit to the United States 
was high powered, high 
profi le and high inten-

sity — Internet and big business 
events in Seattle; the summit in 
Washington; and then activities 
honoring the 70th anniversary of 
the United Nations in New York. 

But something 
that happened 
just earlier, far 
from the big cit-
ies and bright 
lights, could 
represent a fresh 
way of thinking 
for strengthen-
ing China-US 
relations. Signifi -
cantly, it could 
indicate how Xi, 
China’s strongest 

leader in decades, approaches 
international relations.

In Muscatine, Iowa, a ceremony 
was held to dedicate the “China-
US Friendship House”. The house 
has come to symbolize the desire 
of common people for closer 
ties between China and the US, 
because in 1985, Xi — as a young 
local oD  cial — stayed in this house 
as part of a delegation visiting 
Iowa to learn the latest agricultural 
techniques. The hospitality and 
friendship of Americans from the 
“heartland” made such an impres-
sion on Xi, even though his visit 
was brief and years ago, that he 

continues to value the experience 
to this day. 

For several weeks, in preparation 
for President Xi’s trip, I have been 
discussing China-US relations with 
leading China experts in Washing-
ton and leading US experts in Bei-
jing (for CCTV and international 
media). So when I was invited to 
speak at the Muscatine ceremony, 
I wasn’t sure I could make it. Until 
I actually arrived in Muscatine 
(traveling more hours than I care 
to remember), I could not grasp its 
signifi cance.

I now bear witness how Chinese 
entrepreneurs and Muscatine 
residents overcame initial uncer-
tainties, even misunderstandings, 
to form a strong bond of friend-
ship, respect, business and win-
win cooperation. Beyond cultural 
exchanges and investment projects, 
there is a sense that continuous 
exchanges between Muscatine and 
China have expanded horizons and 
enriched lives on both sides. Most 
important, perhaps, is the genuine 
warmth radiating between Ameri-
can and Chinese people.

If one makes a list of the most 
memorable events in China-US 
relations — “memorable” in a 
positive, productive, constructive, 
edifying sense — then Xi’s visit to 
Muscatine in 2012 — when he was 
China’s vice-president — should be 
on that list. 

Why? Why does a simple visit 
to a small town in the American 

Midwest farmlands have such sig-
nifi cance? 

There are two reasons. The fi rst 
is that Xi’s visit to Muscatine per-
sonifi es one of the core facets of his 
foreign policy — people-to-people 
communications and exchanges, a 
kind of “public diplomacy”. 

Whether Xi speaks about China-
US relations, working with the 
world’s most powerful country, 
or about nations participating in 
his (Silk) “Belt and Road” Initia-
tive, which are mostly developing 
countries in need of infrastructure 
development, people-to-people 
exchanges always play a central 
role in Xi’s overarching objectives.

The second reason that Xi’s trip 
to Muscatine in 2012 has such 
signifi cance is that it resonated 
extraordinarily well with the Amer-
ican public. To most Americans, 
Xi in Muscatine was the most 
memorable part of his entire trip. 
Even for me, though I attended Xi’s 
lunch in Los Angeles with leaders 
in entertainment, business and 
government, it was Muscatine that 
stood out.

Why? How could Muscatine 
compete with Los Angeles and 
Washington? Why do we now 
speak about the “Muscatine Spir-
it”? I suggest four reasons. 

First, Xi meeting with ordinary 
Americans, especially those not 
from sophisticated cities, shows a 
sense of common humanity, even 
humility, we like that in our leaders. 

Second, Xi is respecting his own 
historical roots — his early career 
when he was a young county oD  -
cial seeking to learn modern tech-
nologies.

Third, it honors a time during 
the early stages of China’s reform 
and opening-up, when China 
reached out to the US for advice 
and guidance, and the US was 
pleased to cooperate. 

Fourth, Xi’s Muscatine visits, in 
1985 and in 2012, though under 
very di4 erent circumstances, exem-
plifi ed people-to-people commu-
nications, the kind of public diplo-
macy that now plays a central role 
in Xi’s foreign policy philosophy.

There is something simple, pure 
and honest about people-to-people 
exchanges that I saw so wonder-
fully exemplifi ed in Muscatine.

Now, what is it about people-
to-people exchanges that enable 
them to become e4 ective public 
diplomacy? Here are four charac-
teristics. 

First, people-to-people exchanges 
are done for their own sake; they 
are not a “stepping stone” to some-
thing else and there are no ulterior 
motives. 

Second, they spring naturally 
from many small sources; they 
do not emanate artifi cially from a 
single large source. 

Third, they have diverse linkages 
or connections, such as common 
professions, like fi elds of science 
and areas of culture, or common 

interests, such as sports and chari-
ties. 

Fourth, they have diverse time-
frames, such as a single one-o4  
event like tourists traveling abroad, 
or continuing relationships like 
healthcare professionals working 
together for the common good.

Issues of contention between 
China and the US are no secret, but 
the world’s two largest economies 
must work together for mutual 
benefi t. Highest importance, cer-
tainly, is economic stability and 
growth. Prosperity will be enjoyed 
by both China and the US — or 
enjoyed by neither. With our econ-
omies so tightly intertwined, it is 
simply impossible for one country 
to succeed and the other not. 

Additional issues in common 
include stopping regional wars, 
terrorism, organized crime, pan-
demics, and climate change, while 
promoting alternative energy and 
green technologies.

And the best way to convert 
mutual opportunities and common 
needs into active cooperation and 
strong relations is through people-
to-people diplomacy. The Musca-
tine Spirit leads the way.

The author is a public intellectual, 
political/economics commentator, 
and international corporate strate-
gist. He is host and co-producer of 
Closer To China on CCTV News. 
The views do not necessarily refl ect 
those of China Daily.
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