Mutual reassurance core of stable Sino-US relations 
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US President Barack Obama's recent visit to China has produced perhaps one of the most comprehensive joint statements even seen in any bilateral relations, signifying the breadth and depth of current Sino-US cooperation and interdependence.

Although Obama did not give presidential endorsement to the catchphrase "strategic reassurance," which was first unveiled by US Deputy Secretary of State James Steinberg in September, while he was in China, the president's China voyage is essentially about how to deal with the problem of reciprocal mistrust and build confidence and strategic trust between the two great countries.

It is therefore heartening to read in the Sino-US Joint Statement that both countries pledge to "nurture and deepen" bilateral strategic trust, which is recognized by leaders in both countries as "essential to Sino- US relations in the new era."

For many Chinese analysts, Washington's insistence on "strategic reassurance" from China is just a nicer way of demanding China's clarification (not only in words, but also in deeds) on its strategic intentions as well as improvement in military transparency.

There seems to be an implicit assumption among US policymakers and analysts that it is China, not the US, that bears the "burden of proof," that needs to "reassure" the rest of the world that its intention is not "revisionist" and indeed "peaceful." Such an assumption, of course, is partly generated and sustained by self-righteousness and misperception. While inherently believing that US primacy or hegemony is benign, US policymakers and analysts tend to view the rise in China's military capability with great suspicion and anxiety.

To be sure, misperception and self-righteousness also apply to China. Being the weaker party in the power relationship, China has more reasons to feel vulnerable and insecure. With a deeply-rooted victim mentality, originating from the historical memories of "centuries of humiliation," many Chinese analysts and the public at large tend to perceive the outside world through the lens of conspiracy theory, thus comprehending US moves (supporting the Dalai Lama, arms sales to Taiwan, and so on) as a plot to "pin China down."

Nevertheless, it should be pointed out that Steinberg's "strategic reassurance" is just another innovative intellectual and policy idea searching for an answer to the century-old puzzle in history and international relations: Whether it is possible for humanity to escape the seemingly destiny of conflicts between rising powers and dominant powers. The solution to the equation, arguably, takes two. We need to know whether or not China is determined to challenge US predominance in the international system, but also whether the US is willing to accommodate the rise of China and accept China's role as a leading power. One might argue it is exactly the uncertainties surrounding these two variables that give rise to the strategic mistrust across the Pacific region.

And in this regard, one might suggest the Sino-US Joint Statement probably is a less-than-exciting answer.

While the US "reiterated" that Washington "welcomes a strong, prosperous and successful" China that "plays a greater role" in global a¦ airs, China merely indicated that it "welcomes the United States as an Asia-Pacific nation that contributes to peace, stability and prosperity in the region."

If the joint statement is any indication of what the leaders said during their closed-door meetings, then considerable amount of uncertainties discussed there seem to remain.

More than two weeks into Obama's visit to China, people now seem to be more wary in arriving at an optimistic assessment of the prospects of Sino- US relations. There is clearly frustration and anxiety among US strategic analysts that China might be reluctant to reciprocate to "core interests" of the United States, such as Afghanistan and Iran, while continuing to take a minimalist approach toward the provision of global public goods.

The joint statement that signifies Obama's visit to China is certainly a step in the right direction. However, in the long run, building mutual strategic trust might be the most difficult and challenging task. For the management of the Sino-US relationship, one that might very well determine the peace and stability of the 21st century, it is of crucial importance to not allow us to fall prey to the self-fulfilling logic of hardcore realism, or to fear, prejudice, misperception, and self-righteousness.
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