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1. Introduction 

The Chinese bilateral relations with the United States and Russia (the former USSR), respectively, 
have been historically important to the international order. Their significance has only grown in 
recent years as China became the world’s second largest economy and seeks to redefine its role as a 
global leader. To better understand China’s strategy and thinking on the emerging international 
order, an accurate assessment of the nature and evolution of Sino-U.S. and Sino-Russian bilateral 
relations is imperative. 

To this end, in this article, I examine China’s approach to its bilateral relations with U.S. and Russia 
from several angles. First, I look at the official diplomatic relations between each pair of countries 
and their historical trajectories. The direction and fluctuation in the bilateral relations reveals the 
overall trend and how China positions itself vis-à-vis each of these countries. Second, I examine how 
the ruling Chinese Communist Party (CCP) portrays U.S. and Russia and its bilateral relations with 
these two countries to different groups of domestic actors in the state-controlled media. The 
information CCP chooses to present to its domestic audience reflects how it wishes to influence 
subnational actors’ perception and behavior when dealing with these two countries. Last but not 
least, I compare the official diplomatic relations with their media representation. Divergence 
between the two provides an opportunity to identify the grand narrative CCP seeks to construct 
regarding China’s place on the international arena.  

 

2. Data and Methodology 

Several novel data sources are used in this article to help us understand Sino-U.S. and Sino-Russian 
relations. To track the historical development of these bilateral relations, I use the “Bilateral 
Relations between China and Major Powers” (zhongguo yu daguo guanxi) dataset compiled by Tsinghua 
University in China. It provides a monthly index that measures the status of Chinese bilateral 
relations with U.S. and Russia, respectively, based on diplomatic events and government-to-
government interactions. To document media representation of U.S. and Russia by the CCP, I 
analyze the texts of news coverage of each country in two different state-controlled media outlets 
using supervised machine-learning methods. One of the media outlets is People’s Daily (renmin ribao), 
the official newspaper of the CCP. It serves as the mouthpiece of the party and it is mandatorily 
subscribed by all levels of the government for rank-and-file cadres. The other is Network News 
Broadcast (xinwen lianbo), a 30-minute nightly TV news program produced by China Central 
Television (CCTV). Broadcast daily at 7 p.m. on CCTV and simultaneously carried by all provincial 
TV networks, Network News Broadcast is the longest-running and most-watched primetime TV 
news program in China. The editorial process at both People’s Daily and Network News Broadcast 
is closely controlled by the government, thus the news content in either is closely curated to reflect 
the policy preference of the party. These two media outlets, however, differ in their target audience 
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(i.e. government and party cadres vs. ordinary citizens); correspondingly, the messages they convey 
about U.S. and Russia may differ, as the central government tries to influence the attitude of 
different groups in different ways. Using machine-learning methods, I analyze each news article that 
had appeared in People’s Daily or Network News Broadcast about a foreign country (either U.S. or 
Russia) and determine if it conveyed an overall negative, neutral, or positive sentiment about that 
country; I subsequently generate a composite monthly index that measures the overall media 
representation of each country.  

Because of data limit, the time frame of the analysis is from 1980 to 2013 for bilateral diplomatic 
relations and news coverage in People’s Daily, and from 2003 to 2013 for Network News Broadcast. 
All three indices are standardized from -9 to 9, ranging from the most hostile/negative to the most 
friendly/positive. 

 

3. Evolving Bilateral Relations 

First we examine China’s official diplomatic bilateral relations with U.S. and Russia (USSR) between 
1980 and 2013. As evident in Figure 1 below, there is a stark divergence between the two trend lines. 

 

Figure 1. Chinese Bilateral Relations with U.S. and Russia (USSR), 1980-2013 

 

 

Since the 1980s, China’s bilateral relations with Russia (USSR) has experienced a thaw followed by a 
steadfast improvement. As shown in Figure 1, the Gorbachev visit to China in 1989 marked the 
normalization of Sino-USSR relations, where the bilateral relations index entered the positive range 
for the first time in more than two decades. Despite the disintegration of the USSR in 1991, which 
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pronounced the end of Communism in the Soviet bloc, China has maintained a friendly relationship 
with Russia, which has subsequently improved steadily. With Putin as the head of the state in Russia, 
Sino-Russian relations entered an era of close cooperation and partnership, as indicated by the high 
value of the index (i.e. consistently above 7 since 1999). In addition to the overall positive trend, we 
also see little to no fluctuation in the bilateral relations. This suggests that the two countries are in 
agreement on most issues and neither side has made unexpected unilateral decisions to jeopardize 
the bilateral relations. 

These characteristics of trend line reveals something important about Sino-Russian relations. 
Although there is no longer any ideological bond between these two countries after 1991, China 
regards Russia as a reliable partner in international affairs. This friendly relationship is driven less by 
ideological commonality but rather by each country’s geopolitical calculation.  

The trend line for Sino-U.S. relations tells a very different story. For the most part of the 1980s, 
China and U.S. had enjoyed what is now widely considered a honeymoon period in their bilateral 
relations. This is clearly reflected by the positive index value all the way up to 1989. The CCP 
crackdown of the pro-democracy movement in June 1989 drastically changed the state of the affairs; 
Sino-U.S. relations worsened drastically after the event and remained so for a prolonged period. The 
continued tension in bilateral relations in the 1990s and the early 2000s is a manifestation of the 
fundamental disagreements between China and U.S. on many issues, such as human rights, territorial 
disputes, and region security. In particular, contentious episodes include the Taiwan Strait Crisis in 
1996, the American bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade in 1999, and the Hainan Island 
Incident in 2001.  

The bilateral relations improved slowly in the 2000s, as economic relations between China and U.S. 
deepened and the two economies became more interdependent on each other. The improvement of 
Sino-U.S. relations also reflects the fact that China has become more integrated in the global order, 
where U.S. is the sole hegemon, and that it is gradually becoming a stake-holder who has an interest 
in maintaining a good relationship with U.S. The continued improvement also indicates continuity 
of Chinese foreign policy towards U.S., even with leadership change from Hu to Xi. However, even 
with such improvements, Sino-U.S. relations are only moderately positive, with an average index 
value around 2 in 2013. In comparison to Sino-Russian relations that consistently score above 7 or 
8, Sino-U.S. relations are far from one of reliable or steady partnership.   

In short, Sino-Russian and Sino-U.S. relations exhibit significantly divergent trends since 1989, 
which marked (the beginning of) the end of the Cold War. Whereas China has developed a steady 
partnership with Russia, its relationship with U.S. is driven by economic contingencies, fundamental 
value disagreements, as well as conflict of interests. Although China officially upholds the principle 
of non-alliance in its foreign policies, it exhibits clear preference in how to handle its bilateral 
relations with different major powers. 

 

4. Media Portrayal of U.S. and Russia 

The bilateral relations, as plotted in Figure 1 above, illustrate how China interacts with Russia and 
U.S., respectively, in its official and diplomacy capacity. Since state actions are often costly and carry 
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consequences, the way the Chinese government handles its bilateral relations with each of these two 
countries should reflect its true intention and approach to foreign policies. 

However, although the central government is often considered as the unitary actor representing 
China in its handling of international affairs, many sub-national actors can also play a part, such as 
local cadres, who deal with foreign firms and government delegations, and ordinary citizens, who 
express agreement or otherwise with the central government’s handling of international conflicts. 
Their attitude and behavior towards U.S. and Russia can either have a direct impact on the bilateral 
relations or influence central government’s decision-making on related issues. As a result, it is in the 
interest of the central government to shape their perception of U.S. and Russia in order to guide 
their actions to the direction desirable for the central government. One way to achieve this is by 
managing the information these sub-national actors receive on foreign countries. Therefore, it is 
useful to analyze the media narratives constructed by the CCP on U.S. and Russia, as they indicate 
how the central government wants domestic actors to approach these two major powers. 

Figure 2 presents the two trend lines of the sentiment index for Russia and U.S., respectively, based 
on news coverage of these two countries by People’s Daily between 1980 and 2013. In contrast to 
the divergence in trend for bilateral relations, as seen in Figure 1, there is significantly less divergence 
in trend for media representation.  

 

Figure 2. Media Representation of U.S. and Russia (USSR), 1980-2013 

 

 

In fact, as shown in Figure 2, the line for U.S. and the line for Russia trend closely together: not only 
do they exhibit similar overall directions, they also take on similar value ranges for the index. Two 
discernable episodes of divergence happened in the periods of 1989-1991 and 2002-2004: in the first 
one, U.S. received much less favorable news coverage after it condemned CCP for its crackdown in 
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Tiananmen and imposed sanctions on China; in the second one, U.S. was cast in an unfavorable 
light for its invasion of Iraq. Overall, however, People’s Daily is rather even-handed in tone when 
covering U.S. and Russia, although they have very different relations with China.  

 

5. The Grand Narrative  

In addition to juxtaposing the trend lines of media representation for U.S. and Russia, it is also 
informative to compare the bilateral relations with media representation for each country. Figure 3 
presents these juxtapositions for Russia and U.S., respectively.  

 

Figure 3. Bilateral Relations and Media Representation in People’s Daily, 1980-2013 
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The top plot in Figure 3 shows that, although Sino-Russian (USSR) relations improved quickly after 
the normalization in 1989, news coverage on Russia (USSR) by People’s Daily did not closely reflect 
it. Instead, the image of Russia (USSR) in the official newspaper was only moderately positive for 
the most part of the 1990s. One reason is because of the domestic conditions in Russia as well as the 
armed conflicts it was engaged in (e.g. in Chechnya and Georgia). The gap between bilateral relations 
and media representation closed slightly after Putin took office in 2000, as news coverage of Russia 
improved; however, there remains a significant distance between the two trend lines even to this 
date.  
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This persistent gap reveals an important component in the grand narrative the CCP tries to 
construct for its domestic audience, which is that it is unwise – or wrong, even – to abandon 
socialism and transition into a western-style democracy. Despite the close strategic partnership with 
Russia, the Chinese government does not hesitate to report negative news on Russia and create a 
perception that the country is not doing as well as it should.  

The bottom plot in Figure 3 shows the two trend lines for U.S., which exhibit a different pattern 
than those for Russia. Despite frequent fluctuation in both lines, it is clear that, for the most part in 
the 1990s and 2000s, news coverage of U.S. by People’s Daily has been moderately positive, and it 
has been discernibly more so than the Sino-U.S. bilateral relations. The favorable news coverage of 
U.S. can be attributed to several factors. First, as an economic and technological superpower, U.S. 
naturally received more positive coverage for its advancement and achievements. The second – and 
arguably more important – factor has to do with the target audience of the newspaper. Since 
People’s Daily is a channel for the central government to disseminate information to its local rank-
and-file cadres, favorable news coverage of U.S. served to create a positive perception of U.S. for 
local cadres. This was particularly instrumental in the 1990s and 2000s, as the central government 
encouraged local governments to attract foreign investment and establish economic relations with 
developed countries in the West. Despite fundamental disagreements between the two countries, the 
Chinese government sought to improve the bilateral relations in areas where it had the most to gain, 
i.e. economic and commercial relations at the sub-national level. 

In addition to analyzing news coverage in People’s Daily, I conduct similar text analysis on news 
coverage of the two countries in Network News Broadcast, which has a much wider viewership and 
plays an important role in shaping ordinary citizens’ perception of the world beyond China. Due to 
data limit, here we only look at how U.S. and Russia were portrayed in in the TV news broadcast 
between 2003 and 2013. Figure 4 presents the plot for each country.  
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Figure 4. Bilateral Relations and Media Representation in Different Media Outlets, 2003-2013 

 

 

The two plots have one important similarity, which is that news coverage of foreign countries on 
TV news broadcast is overall unfavorable; regardless of which foreign country, it is decidedly more 
negative than both the bilateral relations and news coverage in People’s Daily. This suggests once 
again that CCP seeks to promote its political narrative of the superiority of socialism (or, to be more 
precise, “socialism with Chinese characteristics”); it does so more aggressively when the target 
audience is the masses, and it does so with little regard to China’s bilateral relations with each 
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country. The negative news coverage of foreign countries creates a perception for ordinary citizens 
that China is doing better than most other countries. Since people form their opinion of the 
government of their own country in comparison with other countries, negative perception of major 
world powers such as U.S. and Russia actually enhances their view and satisfaction with the current 
regime. It is particularly revealing that, for U.S., news coverage by People’s Daily is consistently 
better than the bilateral relations, whereas coverage by TV broadcast is consistently worse. It 
suggests that CCP carefully differentiate its messages for different groups of domestic actors.  

 

6. Conclusion 

China’s handling of its bilateral relations with U.S. and Russia, respectively, has profound 
implications beyond the three countries. In this article, we examine Sino-U.S. and Sino-Russian 
relations and how the two countries are portrayed for domestic audience. The comparison of 
bilateral relations with media presentation of U.S. and Russia reveals two seemingly contradictory 
considerations in China’s approach to its foreign policy. First, it is ideological in its grand political 
narrative, especially when the target audience is the general population. Foreign countries that do 
not adopt a socialist system are cast in a more negative light, regardless of whether they have friendly 
bilateral relations with China. In the meantime, China is also pragmatic in promoting mutually 
beneficial relations, especially by encouraging sub-national actors to engage in non-political exchange 
and interaction. These characteristics provides important information for other countries when they 
deal with China, and they should be studied more closely in the future.  
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