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We first learned about Ping-Pong Diplomacy from our neighbors. After weeks of
listening to the back and forth banter between paddles and as students with a deep sense of
curiosity, we asked what had instilled them with such passion for the game, to which they briefly
shared the importance of ping-pong in their home country— China. Fascinated by their story, we
began to explore more of the game's complex history, eventually discovering information about
the 1971 World Table Tennis Championship, often noted as the birthplace of Ping-Pong
Diplomacy. After conducting extensive research, the connections between Ping-Pong Diplomacy
and this year’s theme were evident.
We developed our research by consulting a wide array of primary and secondary sources,
including newspapers, conferences, photographs, and books. It was crucial that we found
sources reflecting on the significance of the event overtime from both nations' perspectives. An
important resource utilized in the development of our project was the Nation Committee on
U.S-China Relations (NCUSCR), the host of the Chinese Table Tennis Team’s visit to the United
States in April 1972. In addition, we were able to conduct interviews with Dr. Yafeng Xia, an
expert on Cold War relations between China and the United States and Mrs. Jan Berris, the VP of
NCUSCR. Many experts and former diplomats revisited the event as a result of its 50th
anniversary this past year, allowing us to gain a modern day perspective on our topic as its values
continue to apply in current global relations.
We made the decision to construct an exhibit as we felt that it would be the most
impactful way to showcase our project's deeply rooted history. The title was designed in
reference to a banner at the 1971 World Table Tennis Championship, written in English and
Mandarin. In the center panel of our display is an enlarged image of President Nixon and Mao
Zedong shaking hands, placed to encapsulate its symbolic meaning. Below is the phrase, 友谊第
一，竞争第二 (friendship first, competition second), a phrase commonly used between the
Chinese and American Table Tennis Teams throughout the friendly exhibition matches. The
bottom of our display was converted into a ping-pong table, to play homage to the game.
Following Mao Zedong’s communist revolution in 1949, relations between the People’s
Republic of China and the United States soured. During the 1971 World Table Tennis
Championship, a rare encounter between a Chinese and American player led to a strategic
invitation to the American Table Tennis Team to tour China. The visit served as a catalyst that
led to a crucial series of diplomatic events that successfully incited a realignment between the
two superpowers. Many nations felt uneasy with the new U.S-China relations, igniting debates
and prompting headlines across the world. However, from the World Table Tennis Championship
in 1971 to the Olympics today, unifying sports continue to teach us that diplomacy shouldn't be
about competition. Instead it should be an opportunity for nations to come together for a
common purpose, forming a better world for all.
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Since China's communist revolution in 1949, relations between the People’s Republic of China and The United States of America
were characterized by trade embargos, propaganda, and decades of antagonism. During the 1971 World Table Tennis
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While the United States continued to dig themselves deeper in the long-exhausted war with Vietnam, garnering scrutiny
nationwide, there was a mounting hunger in Washington for a radical shift in foreign policy with China.
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As the Chinese ping-pong team assembled at the 1971 World Table Tennis Championships, it was clear that China sought to use
the event as a tool to reenter the international family.
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By 1971, no official American delegation had entered China in decades and diplomatic silence was strong. There weren’t
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penalties for traveling to Communist-controlled places, State
Department consular ofﬁcials crossed out “China '' for this
trip.” (National Museum of American Diplomacy)
“The U.S. Table Tennis team, Chinese players, and Chinese
ofﬁcials pose for a group photo on the tarmac in Beijing, April
1971.” (National Museum of American Diplomacy)
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“The U.S. team was at the 1971 World Table Tennis Championship in Nagoya, Japan, when an encounter between
Glenn Cowan of the U.S. team and Zhuang Zedong of the Chinese team became an international sensation. Cowan
had missed his bus following practice and boarded the Chinese team’s bus. Zhuang approached the American,
shaking his hand and offering him a depiction of the Huangshan Mountains on a piece of silk cloth.” (National
Museum of American Diplomacy)
April 4, 1971 “Despite always maintaining that the moment was spontaneous, he once admitted, "Before I left
China, I went to a warehouse to get a large silk screen portrait, for an American. I thought it had to
be a large one." The Chinese Foreign Ministry "kept a warehouse, very carefully graded," ﬁlled with
gifts for foreign dignitaries. It was always decided in advance exactly what level of gift a diplomat
would receive.” (Nicholas Grifﬁn)
“...Graham Steenhoven, the president of the United States Table Tennis Association, told the Chinese team's
president how much he and the American players admired the skill of the Chinese team. This evolved and resulted
in Chairman Mao Zedong's decision to invite the American team to visit China at the end of the tournament.” (Ruth
Eckstein)

The world awaited anxiously as the United States rushed to secure details as there was no precedent set for such a trip.
Steenhoven ﬁrst had to insure that it wouldn’t be against State Department policy to travel to China.
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Source Credit Text:
“A Chinese dance troupe performs for U.S. Table
Tennis players, April 1971.” (National Museum of
American Diplomacy)
“The National Committee on US-China Relations'
board delegation on the streets of Beijing” (National
Committee on U.S.- China Relations)
"American ping pong players pose for a picture
during a tour through China." (TIME)
“Glenn Cowan visiting Tsinghua University while in
China.” (TIME)
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April 10, 1971 - April 17, 1971
“[The] American public followed the daily progress of the visit in newspapers and on television, as the Americans
played--and lost-- exhibition matches with their hosts, toured the Great Wall and Summer Palace, chatted with
Chinese students and factory workers, and attended the Canton Ballet.” (PBS)
“At ﬁrst, the Chinese players had no idea of the impact the US team's arrival was having. Xu Shaofa, one of the
country's top players, crept into ofﬁcials' ofﬁces once a week to steal the newspapers. It was from him that the
team learned of the inﬂuence Ping-Pong diplomacy was having on relations with their "American enemy.”
(Nicholas Grifﬁn Interview with Xu Shaofa)
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Source Credit Text:
“American Ping Pong team practicing with Chinese
players in Peking's Capital Stadium.” (TIME)
“Chinese pedestrians stare at U.S Players Errol Resek
and Western newsmen (center) in Peking's
Tienanmen Square”. (TIME)
“U.S. Table Tennis player Connie Sweeris shakes
hands with Premier Zhou Enlai.” (National Museum of
American Diplomacy)
“Before a portrait of Mao, Old Glory unfurls in China
for the ﬁrst time in over two decades. 1972.” (TIME)
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“Their trip was the start of what became known as “ping pong diplomacy” and helped lay the groundwork for
establishing ofﬁcial diplomatic relations between the United States and the People’s Republic of China.” (National
Museum of American Diplomacy)
“On April 14, the same day that the American players met with Zhou Enlai, President Nixon had announced that
the United States was easing its travel bans and trade embargos against China.” (HISTORY)
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“Even two weeks ago, the prospect would have
seemed incredible. After years of xenophobia
and anti-American fulminations, after an era in
which China seemed as tightly closed to
Americans as the Forbidden City ever was to
outsiders—here was the Chinese Premier being
amiable to Americans. Here, after years of
hearing that Americans were foreign devils,
were masses of schoolchildren smiling and
waving to the U.S. visitors.”

Source Credit Text:
“Feb. 21, 1972.
Chinese communist
party leader Mao
Zedong (right) and
U.S. President Richard
Nixon (left) shake
hands as they meet in
Beijing, China.” (The
Associated Press)

B

“The Ping Heard
Round the World.”
(TIME)

A

B

Media Link: The Game That
Changed the World Media Link
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友谊第一，竞争第二
friendship ﬁrst, competition second
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Source Credit Text:
"The President, Premier Chou Enlai and
Mrs. Nixon dine in the Great Hall of the
People. Then Nixon and Chou exchange
toasts, drinking mao-tai, a clear Chinese
liqueur." (TIME)
“The premier and the president confer
across a narrow table in the Great Hall of
the people." (TIME)
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Nixon’s Trip to China:
July 15, 1971
“President Nixon — broadcasting live from studios in Los Angeles — sent a tremor through the Cold War world,
announcing that he’d be visiting the People’s Republic of China early the following year.” (Richard Nixon
Foundation)
"Currently, pursuing normalization of Sino-American relationships and easing the tense situation have become the
Chinese and American people's strong desire. People, only the people, are the driving force creating world history.
We believe, this common desire from two nation's people will be achieved one day."-Zhou Enlai
“In the years ahead, we will build a bridge across 16,000 miles and twenty-two years of hostility which have
divided us in the past. We have been here for a week. This was the week that changed the world.”- Richard Nixon

Both countries used this face-to-face opportunity to candidly discuss their views on an assortment of issues that had
remained unresolved for decades. However the visit didn’t strictly result in diplomatic successes. Despite Nixon’s strong
efforts, the United States failed to persuade China to help negotiate a peace settlement with Vietnam and both nations were
unable to form a consensus on the political status of Taiwan.
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Source Credit Text:
“The Chinese Table Tennis Delegation to
the United States, 1972” (Rockefeller
Archive Center)
“Member of the Chinese ping-pong team
coaches a Maryland high-school student.”
(National Committee on U.S.- China
Relations)
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April 12, 1972 - April 30, 1972
“The National Committee made history by co-hosting the Chinese Table Tennis Team in round two of what became
widely known as Ping Pong Diplomacy. The Chinese team arrived in Detroit by chartered plane and left from San
Francisco, with Ann Arbor, Williamsburg, Washington, New York, Memphis, Los Angeles, and the Bay Area in between.”
(National Committee on U.S.- China Relations)
“The Chinese delegation, led by Zhuang Zedong, China's most famous table tennis player of the day, consisted of 13
players, 8 newsmen and photographers, interpreters, and 7 senior ofﬁcials— testimony to the importance the Chinese
attached to the visit.” (National Committee on U.S.- China Relations)
“This was certainly matched by the U.S. side, as evidenced, among other things, by a planeload of journalists who
covered the event, sell-out crowds at six large arenas, and a reception on the White House lawn by President Nixon.”
(National Committee on U.S.- China Relations)
“The team was en route from Virginia to Washington to meet President Richard M. Nixon, who had ordered a heavy air
assault on the port of Haiphong in North Vietnam, China’s ally. One purpose of Ping-Pong diplomacy, as it came to be
known, was its way of spreading good will and distracting both nations from such things.” (New York Times)
“If I had to come up with one phrase that would describe that period, it would be 友谊第一，比赛第二 (friendship ﬁrst,
competition second)... Gradually even our security detail, who spoke no Chinese whatsoever, or the American ping pong
players, everybody learned that phrase: 友谊第一，比赛第二.”(National Committee on U.S.- China Relations)
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“President Nixon attending a table tennis exhibition in
Beijing, 23 February 1972.” (Richard Nixon Foundation)
“U.S. and Chinese exhibition teams pose for a photo at
the exhibition, April 1971.” (National Museum of
American Diplomacy)
“Applauding Chinese stand behind sign proclaiming:
"Welcome warmly the U.S. Ping Pong Delegation."
(TIME)
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Though ping-pong diplomacy resulted in the historic opening of friendly relations between the United States and China, there were
many who were upset that the U.S., a country presumably high in anti-communist sentiment, was hosting people from a communist
country. Equally, there was opposition by Chinese citizens who had been inﬂuenced by the anti-American propaganda put out by the
government. Flourishing ties inﬂuenced those opposed to speak out.
“As the match began, from one of the upper balconies, a right-wing group of about ten dropped white paper parachutes with
dead mice on the audience and the playing site…The police also took down signs the group had posted: "Give us back our
POWS" and "Keep your Ping Pong Players." (Ruth Eckstein)
“In Australia, the Soviet ambassador warned that the US did not understand what kind of people it was dealing with in
China." The Soviet ambassador to Uganda, Kurdyukov, advised that the Americans "must be very, very careful with the PRC."
(Nicholas Grifﬁn)

The End of the Game?:
Despite ﬂuctuations in U.S.-China relations, one thing has remained consistent; while Washington and Beijing connect the United States
and the People’s Republic of China politically, it is because of these uncommon diplomats— the ping-pong players — that enabled us to
deepen relationships between the Chinese and American people through social and cultural exchanges. In a changing world, the
clairvoyance of an ordinary man remains a powerful tool in connecting our two nations, reminding us that placing friendship ﬁrst, and
competition second throughout our diplomatic endeavors can shape signiﬁcant political and social affairs alike.

