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Abstract 

Sino-American relations are regarded as one of the most significant bilateral 

relationships in the world. Yet in reality this relationship has often been 

perplexed by various issues or incidents weakening the prospect of a cooperative 

tie between the two countries. Among other causes for the instability in the 

relationship, many scholars impute the problems to the lack of mutual trust 

between the two countries. 

Starting in the 1920s, the study of trust among nations became popular in 

Europe with the establishment of international organizations such as the League 

of Nations after the World War I. It aimed to ease conflict and enhance 

cooperation and friendship between states by taking measures to build confidence 

in international relations. The post-war European experiences somehow proved 

the useful effect of building trust on improving relations between former rivalries. 

More recently, in the study of Sino-American relations, the trust issue also began 

to draw more attention by scholars and policy makers alike. It is well recognized 

that compared to European countries, building trust between China and the United 

States is even more difficult as these two countries have much more differences in 

many aspects. Yet relative little has been done to study the issue of mutual trust in 

Sino-American relations. 

Therefore, in this study, I will try to highlight the significance and 

complexity of the issue of “strategic trust” in Sino-American relations, and try to 

do some exploratory works, both theoretically and empirically, on the issue of 

“strategic trust” by defining the concept, developing a conceptual framework and 

a typology to measure and analyze mutual strategic trust and to delineate critical 

factors contributing to mutual mistrust, and applying the theoretical and 

conceptual constructs to reality of Sino-American relations. Case study is the 

main method for the empirical analysis of this study. Two typical cases, the 1999 
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U.S. bombing of Chinese embassy in Belgrade and the maritime dispute between 

the two countries in recent years, are selected for the purpose of testing theoretical 

propositions of this study. In each case, I will ascertain the degree of mutual 

strategic trust and its causes by applying three categories of factors (structural, 

psychological/perceptual, and behavioral factors combined with three main IR 

theories. And finally, I will draw the conclusion of case studies and offer some 

policy recommendations.  

 

Key Words: Sino-American relation, trust, strategic trust, crisis, core-interest 

issue, three main IR theories. 
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