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Trump: The view from China 

What do Chinese media and commentators make of Trump? This ACRI survey goes beyond 

the English-language Global Times to look at a range of Chinese sources. The overwhelming 

impression: restraint. 

 

‘One China’ policy 

 

Chinese state media has welcomed US 
President Donald Trump’s phone call with 
President Xi Jinping on February 9, in which he 
agreed to honour the One China policy, 
reversing his previous position that ‘everything 
is under negotiation including One China’.
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For the People’s Daily (人民日报) the Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP) official newspaper, 

China Institute of International Studies (中国国

际问题研究院，CIIS) Distinguished Research 

Fellow Jia Xiudong wrote that Trump’s 
February 8 letter to President Xi ‘reinforced the 
importance of US-China relations’. However, 
Jia cautioned that actions speak louder than 
words, and words can be ambiguous. Both 
sides need to work on specific bilateral, 
regional and global issues. Jia concluded 
‘there is a Chinese saying, ‘good food is worth 
waiting for’. I hope that this interaction will be 
the start of a ‘breaking in’ period of benign US-
China relations’.
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A February 11 People’s Daily editorial also 
highlighted what it called the ‘three key words’ 
of the Trump-Xi call: One China, partnership 
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and cooperation. ‘At the highest level of 
interaction between China and the US, Trump 
personally emphasised the US Government’s 
commitment to the One China policy, and this 
should be praised’. 

 

It also said, ‘If from now on Trump looks at 
China and the US-China relationship from the 
perspective of partnership, the direction of 
bilateral relations will be positive’.
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The Nanfang Daily (南方日报) the official paper 

of the Guangdong Provincial Committee of the 
CCP, wrote on February 11 that ‘Trump’s 
return to American government support for 
implementing the One China policy will 
inevitably play a positive role in stabilising US-
China relations’.
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Current affairs commentator He Liangliang 
remarked on his weekly Phoenix Television 

show ‘Viewpoint’ (时事亮亮点) on February 13 

that Trump’s reaffirmation of the One China 
policy shows that he ‘has set upon a realist 
path; if US-China relations are handled with a 
realist attitude, even if there is some friction or 
differences between the two countries, in the 
end, the relationship will remain stable and 
won’t break down because of a few fights.’
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The Hong Kong-based satellite television 
station has coverage across China and 
internationally, with an audience reach of over 
300 million. 

 

South China Sea 

 

The Paper ( 澎 湃 ) a state-funded online 

newspaper established in 2014, noted 
conflicting messages coming from Washington. 
On the one hand, Secretary of State Rex 
Tillerson stated at his confirmation hearing that 
the US could attempt to block China’s access 
to islands and reefs. However, Secretary of 
Defense James Mattis said during his visit to 
Japan that the South China Sea issue requires 
a diplomatic solution.  

 

Interestingly, The Paper also quoted Angus 
Houston, former Australian defence force chief 
and now visiting fellow of the Australian 
National University’s National Security College, 
saying ‘it is too late to stop the China program 
in the South China Sea’. The report 
emphasised that China does not want conflict 
with the US.
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The national Chinese-language China Daily (中

国日报) online edition on February 13 repeated 

statements by China’s Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs spokesman Geng Shuang: ‘We urge the 
US not to take any actions that challenge 
China's sovereignty and security’.
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The People’s Liberation Army’s online news 

portal, China Military Net (中国军网) reported 

on February 16 that the South China Sea Fleet 
conducted long-distance supply replenishment 
training in unspecified waters in the South 
China Sea. It did not indicate this was a 
response to talk of potential US freedom of 
navigation operations.8 

 

Regional diplomacy 

 

Commentators in China acknowledge that 
Trump’s presidency marks a significant change 
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to previously accepted diplomatic traditions 
and norms. 

 

In an article in the Financial Times Chinese 

(FT 中文 ) on February 14, Zhang Feng, a 

lecturer at the National Institute for South 
China Sea Studies wrote, ‘In the American 
historical context, Trump diplomacy is 
revolutionary, an overturning of diplomatic 
traditions upheld by both the Republican and 
Democratic parties since the Second World 
War’. 

 

Zhang went on to argue that Trump’s anti-
globalisation presents China with a unique 
opportunity to improve its relationships in the 
Asia-Pacific region. ‘As soon as neighbouring 
countries believe China is a principled, more 
reliable partner, they will not be able to support 
Trump’s transactional and tough stance toward 
China.’ In a frank admission of the limits of 
China’s ambitions, Zhang added that improved 
Chinese engagement with the region does not 
mean replacing the US or ‘forcing regional 
countries to make a choice between China and 
the US’, but rather working together with other 
stakeholders to achieve a better future for the 
Asia-Pacific as a whole. It is worth noting that 
China’s Minster of Foreign Affairs Wang Yi 
expressed this policy in his joint press 
conference with Australian Foreign Minister 
Julie Bishop at Parliament House on February 
7. Wang said Australia’s Comprehensive 
Strategic Partnership with China could ‘enable 
the two countries to make greater contribution 
to share the benefits and the common 
prosperity of the Asia-Pacific region’.
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In a candid reflection on the combustibility of 
the North Korean nuclear issue, Zhang 
remarked, ‘Of the four issues Trump has used 
to threaten China [trade war, South China Sea 
blockade, One China policy and North Korea], 
North Korea is the real challenge. If the North 
Korean nuclear issue is not handled correctly, 
it could cause another outbreak of war on the 
Korean Peninsula, or lead to Japan and South 
Korea’s development of nuclear weapons… 
[which would] not be in China’s interest’.
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On February 14 the People’s Daily covered a 
lecture presented by Nanjing University’s 
Professor Zhu Feng at Renmin University in 
Beijing, a university initially established to train 
Communist Party bureaucrats. Zhu, a 
renowned scholar of international relations and 
Chinese foreign policy said, ‘Don’t forget, 
Trump’s Secretary of Defense James Mattis 
chose Japan and South Korea for his first 
official overseas visit. The first calls Secretary 
of State Tillerson made were to Japan and 
South Korea...the core of the Trump 
administration’s global strategy is still the Asia-
Pacific’.
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Trade 

 

Analysing the US withdrawal from the Trans-
Pacific Partnership (TPP) Su Xiaohui, an 
academic at the China Institute of International 
Studies wrote, ‘Observing the tension between 
the US and Japan over the TPP, China is even 
more committed to participating and promoting 
the process of economic integration of the Asia 
Pacific region.’
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The Centre for China and Globalisation (中国

与全球化智库，CCG), which ranks in the top 

10 Chinese think tanks,
 13

 published a report 
on January 20 entitled ‘Trump's Coming Era: 
Challenges, Opportunities and Policy 
Responses’. The report recognised the 
potential challenges posed by Trump’s 
‘America First’ approach, but identified eight 
possible areas of enhanced cooperation 
between the US and China. For example, 
‘China has a unique competitiveness in 
building infrastructure. Trump’s infrastructure 
construction plan might become the new 
highlight of U.S.-China cooperation’. The report 
also proposes 10 policy recommendations.
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The Global Times (环球时报) Chinese edition, 

a subsidiary of the People’s Daily, quoted CCG 
researcher He Ning saying that ‘the continuing 
rise of trade [between the US and China] is a 
result of both countries’ mutual interests, not 
China’s unilateral good work or the US’ 
unilateral good work’.
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Following the meeting between Rex Tillerson 
and Chinese Minister of Foreign Affairs Wang 
Yi on the sidelines of the G20 summit in Bonn 
on February 17, the Global Times wrote, 
‘Tillerson indicated that only friendship could 
define the US-China relationship’ and quoted 
Associate Dean of Renmin University’s School 
of International Studies Jin Canrong, ‘There 
are still many uncertainties in the US-China 
relationship, but this meeting brought some 
certainty, which is a good thing.’
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The English-language Global Times also ran 
an editorial about the meeting on February 18, 
stating ‘[t]he meeting sends a positive signal 
about Sino-US relations, consolidating ties 
following [the] earlier phone call’ between 
Trump and Xi. Furthermore, ‘the alarm set off 
by the phone call between Trump and Taiwan 
leader Tsai Ing-wen seems to have subsided 
by now’. However, at the same time Trump’s 
‘war with mainstream media makes it difficult 
for [him] to ally with the media on an 
ideological front against China.’
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Bellicose Global Times headlines have tended 
to attract foreign media attention, but even this 
publication known for its nationalist 
commentary has emphasised restraint. 
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