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Foreword

Since its inception in 2013, ORF-Kolkata has taken a special interest in China studies and has 

been focusing on activities towards a better understanding of China. Indeed, more than half of 

the deliberations and discourses it has since organised have been on issues related to China. For 

instance, it has organised seminars and conferences on 'Issues in Sino-Indian Relations and the 

New Leadership in China'; 'Sixty Years After Panchsheel'; 'India-China Connectivity: Past and 

Present'; 'Conversations on Kunming'; 'Role of State-Province in India-China Relations';'China's 

Rural Development and Possible Reference for India';and 'Economic Reforms in China'. It has 

also hosted scholars, diplomats, journalists, politicians and academics, including Dr. C. Raja 

Mohan, Dr. Manoj Joshi, Prof. Sobhanlal Dutta Gupta, Prof. Geremie Barme, Dr. Tansen Sen, 

Prof. Wang Rong, Dr. Arun Shourie, Prof. Cao Jin Qing, Sri Jairam Ramesh, Prof. Huang Yuqin, 

Mr. Sunanda Dutta Ray, Prof. Yang Faxiang, Prof. Xu Yongsiang, Prof. Ye Hailin, and Mr. Ma 

Zhanwu. 

Through such interactions, ORF-Kolkata has determined that much of the Indian people's 

knowledge and understanding of China are based on literature coming from western scholars. 

There is a gap in research from an Indian perspective, and ORF-Kolkata aims to fill such void. 

We begin by seeking to know how India sees China—in other words, what is India's perception 

of China? ORF-Kolkata's scholars are of the view that it would be a good idea to examine Indian 

newspapers and see how they present China to Indian readers. This is at the root of the present 

project to analyse and map Indian media's perception of China.

We are glad that the Yunnan Academy of Social Sciences, Kunming, China under the initiative 

of Dr. Ren Jia, President of the Academy and Dr. Guo Suiyan, Associate Professor in South Asian 

Studies of the Academy became interested to collaborate with us and to take up a similar study 

on Chinese newspapers' perception of India.

Ashok Dhar
Director, ORF, Kolkata                                                                         1 December 2016
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Preface

While the idea for this research is as old as the Kolkata Chapter of ORF, it was begun only in 

2014. We felt, and many reputed scholars agreed with us, that understanding a country other 

than one's own depends on our perception of it. Therefore, the key to our understanding of 

China would be in how we perceive it. But perception by itself is an abstract concept and in 

order to capture it we needed to objectify it—even though such exercise may miss certain 

aspects of the entire concept. For our purposes we decided to define the concept in terms of 

media perception and public perception. For media perception we decided to look at the web 

versions of select national and regional print media, and for public perception, we decided to 

conduct an opinion survey of a sampled population in the states bordering China on the eastern 

sector. This report represents a part of this larger project. 

We thought it would be interesting if a similar study could be done for understanding Chinese 

perception of India so that ultimately our findings could be placed in a comparative perspective. 

Fortunately, Dr. Ren Jia and Dr. Guo Suiyan of the Yunnan Academy of Social Sciences, 

Kunming, China agreed to support the idea and decided to launch a parallel study on the 

Chinese side.

In completing this project we have been helped and inspired by many. Among them are Dr. C. 

Raja Mohan, Dr. Manoj Joshi and Dr. Tansen Sen, who have given us indispensable support and 

advice at different stages of our research. Sunjoy Joshi and Ashok Dhar have encouraged and 

stood by us throughout. Needless to say, for the content of this report, the authors alone are 

responsible.

Rakhahari Chatterji,         
Adviser, ORF-Kolkata        2 December 2016
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Introduction

This report is part of a larger study of public perception of India-China Relations. The full 

study comprises two parts: a survey of the print media, both national and local; and a survey 

of public opinion in areas bordering China in eastern India. This is the first part, and it 

presents the findings of the print media survey—it makes an analysis of the data collected 

from select national newspapers in India. It must be noted that the websites of the 

newspapers have been used to collect the data, covering a period of three years (2012 to 

2014). This three-year period was selected because it saw leadership changes in both 

countries, and these leaders—Xi Jinping and Narendra Modi—appear similarly assertive in 

strengthening the two nations' bilateral relationship. They are also making efforts to resolve 

border and trade disputes. Widely publicised visits by both leaders to their neighbour 

country, as well as their meetings on the sidelines of various regional and global forums have 

taken place during this time. At the same time, there have been border skirmishes before or 

during the high-profile visits. 

These years also marked the beginning of China's 'One Belt One Road' initiative, considered 

a major departure from Beijing's earlier foreign policy  and aimed at bringing that country 

closer to South and Southeast Asia, on the one hand, and West Asia on the other. For India, 

the years 2012 to 2014 saw a realignment of its relations with South and Southeast Asian 

countries as signposted by the transformation of the earlier 'Look East Policy' into the 'Act 

East Policy. Thus, the period chosen is likely to have kept the Indian print media heavily 

engaged with India-China relations.

The national newspapers chosen from India are the following: The Times of India, The Hindu, 

The Indian Express, The Economic Times, and The Financial Express. The first two rank first 
1and second, respectively, in national circulation  among English newspapers in India. The 

Indian Express has been selected as it is a nationally reputed paper, and the last two provide 

the perspective of economic reporting, at a time when trade relations are being prioritised 

by both countries. In each of these newspapers, the authors have looked at the editorial 

pieces relating to China—as these articles are indicative of a newspaper's overall 

perception. 

The analysis of editorials is made in two parts: quantitative and qualitative. It needs to be 

noted, however, that although this report examines editorials in a select set of five Indian 

national dailies, the unit of analysis remains the editorial pieces themselves, and not the 

1
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newspapers. To be sure, apparent differences between the positions taken by these 

newspapers will also be pointed out.
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2 Editorials in Select Indian Newspapers: 
A Quantitative Analysis 

The total number of editorials published by these five newspapers on China-related 

issues—and available on their web editions during these three years—is 167. Of these, 30 

were published in 2012 and 41 in 2013. In 2014, there was a sharp rise in the number of 

editorials, as the total number came to 96. The editorials are examined using the following 

variables: the length; the degree of attention paid to China; the number of 

themes/categories of editorial content; and the nature of their perception of China. The 

variations in the values of these variables are described, and the relations between some of 

the variables are probed through cross-tabulation.

This report argues against conventional wisdom about the Indian media's portrayal of 

China. It shows that there is neither consistent antipathy nor over-concern with a single 

issue, namely, the border dispute. Rather, the editorials dealt with a variety of subjects and 

issues of relevance to India-China relations, and while not overwhelmed by the persistence 

of the unresolved border dispute, they do not shy away from pointing out its negative 

bearing on the overall bilateral relations, either.

Length of editorials

The newspapers covered in this study tend to publish medium-length or long editorial 

pieces rather than short ones. Thus, out of 167 editorials collated for this report, 122 (or 73 

percent) contained more than 350 words and only 45 (26.9 percent) had less than 350 

words. Of course, the general newspapers contributed the lion's share, but the economic 

newspapers, even though they are only two-fifths of all sampled newspapers, contributed 

about one-third of the longer editorials (See Table 1). This validates the authors' decision to 

look at the economic newspapers, to begin with: economic issues have had increasing 

salience in India-China relations in recent years to the extent that the economic/financial 

press has taken more interest not only in strictly bilateral 'economic' issues but also in 

political ones for the latter may easily upset the economic applecart (See Figure 1).

Table 1: Editorials in Select Indian Newspapers by Length (2012-2014)

Newspaper Length Total 

 Short Medium Long 

The Indian Express 11 34 8 53 

The Times of India 5 16 3 24 

0 10 21 31 

Economic Times 27 13 0 40 

Financial Express 2 5 12 19 

Total 45 78 44 167 

The Hindu



The fact that newspapers prefer to publish long editorials rather than short ones could mean 

that the press believes that India's relations with China, despite their ups and downs, 

deserve elaborate treatment. While in 2012, 23 of 30 editorials were long ones, in 2014 the 

corresponding figures were 74 out of 96—which amounts to proportionally the same.

Attention 

To come to a better understanding of the newspapers' interest in China-related matters, a 

scale has been constructed to measure the degree of attention that the newspapers have 

been paying to the subject under discussion. Accordingly, an 'attention score' has been 

computed for each newspaper, taking the number of editorials each one has published 

every 365 days for these three years,  multiplied by one hundred to get a standardised score 

(i.e., number of editorials divided by 365 days multiplied by 100). Table 2 and Figure 2 

present the attention score.

According to this scale, a newspaper scoring 100 would have published at least one 

editorial piece on China every day of the year (i.e., 365 editorials in one year) and a score of 

zero would mean it did not carry any editorial at all in that year.

Indian Media's Perception of China: Analysis of Editorials
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Table 2: Attention Score (2012 – 2014)
 

Newspaper 2012 2013 2014 Aggregated Score Mean Score

The Indian Express 1.37 5.48 7.67 14.52 4.84 

The Times of India 1.92 1.64 3.01 6.57 2.19 

The Hindu 1.09 1.37 6.02 

 

8.48 2.83 

The Economic Times 2.19 2.46 6.3 10.95 3.65 

The Financial Express 1.64 0.27 3.28 5.19 1.73 

Figure 1: Editorials of Newspapers by Length, 2012 to 2014
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From the attention score it is 

not possible to say whether a 

newspaper gives more or less 

attention to China compared 

with other countries or issues. 

What it measures instead is 

the interest in China shown by 

e a c h  n e w s p a p e r  i n 

comparison with the other 

four.

The aggregated scores for 

three years in Table 2 do not 

show any pattern regarding 

attention to China-related 

i s sues  pa id  by  genera l 

newspapers and economic 

newspapers. While most 

attention has been paid by The Indian Express and The Economic Times, a general and a 

financial newspaper, respectively, the least attention has been paid by The Times of India and 

The Financial Express which also represent the general and the financial press, respectively.

A m o n g  t h e  g e n e r a l 

newspapers, The Indian 

Express  has  been most 

attentive to China-related 

issues, followed by The Hindu 

and The Times of India (See 

F i g u re  2 ) .  I t  i s  r a t h e r 

surprising that the largest (in 

t e r m s  o f  c i r c u l a t i o n ) 

newspaper, The Times of 

India, has taken less interest 

in expressing opinions about 

China-related issues even 

though the period covered 

was marked by a number of 

important China-related 

events. More interestingly, as contrasted with The Times of India, The Economic Times of the 

same Times group has shown remarkably greater interest in writing about China. 

When the attention scores for each of the three years are looked at separately (Table 2 cell 

frequencies), some variations from the aggregated scores are observed. For instance, while 

The Times of India and The Economic Times were the highest scorers in 2012, by 2013 the 

Figure 2(a): Attention Score by Year by Newspaper
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former has been replaced by The Indian 

Express as the newspaper most attentive 

to China while The Economic Times has 

retained the same level of attention. The 

Times of India's score in 2013 was not 

only much lower than that of The Indian 

Express; it was even lower than its own 

score in 2012. The authors find this quite unexpected, considering that 2013saw the new 

Chinese premier's maiden visit to India as well as a number of border incidents. In 2014, The 

Indian Express and The Economic Times continued to retain significant interest in China 

matters, closely followed by The Hindu. The Times of India also published more editorials on 

China in this year than in any of the earlier two years (See Table 2 and Figure 2a). Despite 

uctuations, over these three years, all the newspapers increased their attention to China-

related matters. 

Themes of Editorials

What are the themes of news constituting the content of the newspapers' editorial pieces? 

Looking at the editorials of all the five newspapers, four distinct themes were identified: 

China-Pakistan relations; India–China border issues; China as a rising power; and Chinese 

domestic issues. However, there were also some editorial pieces which did not fit any of 

these themes and, assuming their number was small, they were placed in a fifth category, 

'Others'. In Table 3 the editorials are classified under these five themes, and are followed by a 

diagrammatic representation of the same in Figure 3.

As shown in Table 3 and Figure 3, over the three years, most of the editorial pieces have 

been written on the theme of “China as a rising power”. Since the financial meltdown in the 

West and China's decision to gradually display its economic power and political ambition, 

an oft-discussed theme in international politics has been the rise of a new power or a new 

superpower in the world, i.e., China. The year 2012 marked the assumption of the Chinese 

presidency by Xi Jinping and his reassertion of China's dream, followed by his enunciation 
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Table 3: Editorials by Theme by Newspaper (2012-2014, and as %)

Newspaper China-
Pakistan

The Indian Express 2

0

0

0

0

2

The Times of India 

The Economic Times 

The Financial Express 

Total 

The Hindu

India-
China
Border

China as
Rising
Power

Others Domestic Total

7

4

6

6

0

23

8

8
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18

9

55

4

0

3

4

3

14

53

24

31

40

19

167

32

12

10

12

7

73

Over these years all the newspapers 
have increased their attention to China 
related matters and their interest in 
writing editorials on them.



of the reinvention of the 

ancient Silk Road through the 

policy of 'One Belt One Road'. 

It is apparent that, for the 

editors of the select national 

dailies in India, it was more 

important to bring to the fore 

and analyse this emergent 

phenomenon  in  g loba l 

polit ics and examine its 

implications for India and its 

foreign policy, rather than to 

dwell on the longstanding 

issue of the India-China 

border. Thus, 73 out of 167 

editorial pieces were attached to the “China as a rising power” theme, compared to only 23 

which wrote on the border issue.

Among individual newspapers (See Table 3), The Indian Express has published more 

editorials on “China as a rising power” than any of the other newspapers. It had 32 editorials 

out of a total of 73 on this theme. The Times of India devoted only 12 editorials to this theme 

over the same period, just as many as its sister publication, The Economic Times, did. 

Table 4 shows that concern about 'China as a rising power' has increased considerably. The 

number of editorials on this theme more than doubled between 2012 and 2014: from 16 to 

39. This was certainly a reection of China's increasing assertion in global politics in terms of 

acquiring more sophisticated weapons, turning  itself into a major arms exporter, building a 

blue water navy, making territorial claims in the East and South China seas, exing its 

economic muscle, initiating more Asia-based dialogues and forums, engaging in rare space 

missions and technological innovations, developing sports and cultural aspects to augment 

its global position,  and emerging as a challenger to US power. This 'rising power' theme has 

been so inuential that oftentimes it has seeped into editorials on other themes. For 

instance, editorials on the border issue have often explained China's incursions in terms of 

an abrasiveness commonly associated with great powers. Quite possibly, some of the 

editorials listed in the category of 'rising power' could also be placed in the 'India-China 

border' theme. They were counted in the former as the thrust of the editorials was on 

China's 'rising power' and the complexities of the India-China relationship in other matters, 

such as their shared border or trade, was  seen as predicated upon the fact that China was a 

rising power on the global scene.

The same points are underlined in Table 4 in terms of yearly distribution of percentages for 

the different themes. In every year, with the marginal exception of 2014, the 'China as a 

rising power' theme has captured the largest proportion of editorials. In 2014, however, the 

'Others' category emerged as slightly more important. The reasons for this warrant 

attention.
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Figure 3: Editorials by Theme by Newspaper (2012-2014 
and as %)



Figure 4 diagrammatically 

p re s e n t s  t h e  t h e m a t i c 

distribution of editorials over 

the years. It shows a clear 

pattern over the three years 

with the exception that in 

2014there is a sharp rise in 

the 'China as a rising power' 

theme and an even sharper 

one in the 'Others' theme. 

Editorial concern with the 

border issue, on the contrary, 

has uctuated according to 

variations in the number and 

extent of reported border 

incidents. Thus, if 2012 was a 

year with less reported 

incidents, in both 2013 and 2014—coinciding with the visits of Chinese Premier Li Keqiang 

and President Xi Jinping, respectively—there was a spurt in China's border incursions into 

Indian territory. Consequently, while in 2012 there were only two editorial pieces on the 

India-China border issue, in the next two years, the number of editorials jumped to 13 and 

eight, respectively (See Table 4).

It is worth pointing out that 'China-Pakistan' as an editorial theme has remained relatively 

unattractive. Given the significant negative impact on Indian interests of the growing 

cordiality of the China-Pakistan relationship and the gravity of the concern occasionally 

expressed by the Indian government about it, more editorial attention was expected. Apart 

from two editorials in The Indian Express during this three-year period, none of the other 

newspapers has published even a single editorial on the subject (See Table 3). It indicates 

perhaps that the newspapers examined do not regard China-Pakistan relations as an 

inuential issue for India. 
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Table 4 : Editorials by Theme by Year
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The length of the editorials on the theme of 'China as a Rising Power' was also considered. 

Did the editors think it necessary to dwell longer on it than on other China-related issues?   

This is examined in Table 5.

The table shows that compared to other themes, more long and medium-length editorials 

have been published on the theme of 'Çhina as a rising power'.  While this issue has bagged 

57 long and medium-length editorial pieces, the number of short editorials written on this 

issue is only 16. Thus, the newspapers have not only written more frequently on the 'rising 

power' theme compared to any other during the years 2012-2014, they have written on it 

more elaborately as well.

The size of the 'Others'  category presents a puzzle: It constitutes nearly one-third of all the 

editorials (32.9 percent). In 2014 this category had a higher number of editorials than even 

the 'rising power' category.  All editorials on apparently non-political themes that did not fit 

the other more specific categories were put under 'Others', making it a compound category 

of a number of sub-categories or sub-themes. Given the weight of this compound category, 

its components demand disaggregation.

The editorial pieces in this category relate to subjects such as India's trade relations with 

China, investment issues, monetary issues, dam building in China and its possible 

consequences, air pollution, tourism opportunities, physical connectivity issues, cultural 

exchanges, and sports.  Its components have been further sub-divided under economy 

(including trade, investment and monetary issues); ecology (including in it all editorials 

related to environment, climate, river water sharing, pollution control); and connectivity 

(putting together editorials on issues of physical connectivity, cultural exchanges, tourism 

and sports).  Such groupings are reasonable, for other than 'economy' which comprises 34 

editorials out of 55 in the 'Others' theme, the topics of 'ecology' and 'connectivity' do not 

have more than seven and 14 editorials respectively, dedicated to them over these three 

years. To disaggregate them further would not make much sense.
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Table 5: Editorials by Theme by Length (2012-2014)
 

China-
Pakistan

0

2

0

2

India-
China
Border

China as
Rising
Power

Others Domestic

Total

6

11

6

23

19

24

12

55

5

5

4

14

46

77

44

167

16

35

22

73

Length Theme

Short

Medium

Long



Table 6 shows that within the 'Others' theme, the editorial pieces are mostly on economy-

related issues, followed by connectivity issues. This is to be expected, because trade 

relations, possibilities of investment and balance of payments issues on the one hand, and 

road building, greater connectivity, tourism and people-to-people contacts on the other 

have recently become salient aspects of India-China relations. That there is increasing talk 

of India and China collaborating on environmental issues to counter pressures from the 

European countries is reected in the editorials, expectedly fewer in number, on ecology. 

From this point, economy, ecology and connectivity will be considered themes by 

themselves, replacing the 'Others'. Table 7 presents coverage of all seven themes by year. 

This is followed by a diagrammatic distribution of the themes in Figure 5.

The Table and the Figure on yearly distribution of the editorials show that between 2012 and 

2014, the number of editorials on economy, ecology and connectivity has increased 

remarkably. While 'China as Rising Power' theme still remains a big draw, editorials 

increasingly recognised  the need for more attention to issues directly touching upon the 

lives of the people and having greater potential for contributing to healthier bilateral 

relations. The year 2013, however, with its many reported border intrusions by the Chinese 

People's Liberation Army (PLA), was a dampener for these relations.

The Indian Express

The Times of India

The Hindu

The Economic Times

The Financial Express

Total

2(3.7)

0(0)

0(0)

0(0)

0(0)

2(1.1)

7(13.2)

4(16.6)

6(19.3)

6(15)

(0)

23(13.7)

32(60.3)

12(50)

10(32.2)

12(30)

7(36.8)

73(43.7)

4(7.4)

7(29.1)

8(25.8)

8(20)

7(36.8)

34(20.3)

1(1.8)

1(4.1)

3(9.6)

0(0)

2(10.5)

7(4.1)

3(5.6)

0(0)

1(3.2)

10(25)

0(0)

14(8.3)

4(7.5)

(0)

3(9.6)

4(10)

3(15.7)

14(8.3)

Total 
(as %)

Newspaper

China-
Pakistan

India-
China 
Border

China as 
a Rising 
Power

Economy Ecology Connectivity Domestic 
Issues

53(100)

24(100)

31(100)

40(100)

19(100)

167(100)

Theme

Table 7: Editorials by Theme by Year (Including Disaggregated Topics in ‘Others’) 
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Table 6: Sub-components of the Theme 'Others' (2012 - 2014 and as %)

Sub-components

Economy

Ecology

Connectivity

Total

Aggregate (2012-2014)

34 (62%)

7 (13%)

14 (25%)

55



Editorial Perception 

Through i t s  edi tor ia l  a 

newspaper expresses its 

position on an issue, or its 

perception of such issue. The 

Merriam-Webster dictionary 

defines 'perception' as "the 

way you think or understand 

someone or something…". If 

the  th ink ing or  under -

standing is  posit ive,  i ts 

editorial projection of the 

issue or the country is also 

positive or favourable; if it is 

negative, it will produce a 

negative or unfavourable 

projection. The newspaper's 

expectation is that readers will be inuenced by the way it analyses a particular event or 

situation, or the policy or behaviour of a country. Thus, every newspaper tries to inuence 

public opinion (and public policy as well) in the way it considers best. This is the most 

important function of newspapers, other than dissemination of news. 

This section examines editorial perception of China at first through the binary mode: 

positive or negative. If an editorial gives the impression that China is cooperative and 

trustworthy, it is considered as positive, and if the impression it conveys is the reverse, it is 

taken as negative. 

Table 8 gives the picture of how positive or negative the editorials of the five newspapers 

have been. It shows that out of a total 167 editorials over three years, 42.5 percent were 

positively disposed towards China, while 57.4 percent perceived China negatively.  Among 

the five newspapers, The Indian Express published the most negative editorials (37), 

followed by The Economic Times (21). But looked at in percentages, all the newspapers 

except The Hindu have written more than 50 percent of their editorials projecting China 

negatively. The Hindu stands out as an exception: 61.2 percent of its editorial articles give an 

impression of China as trustworthy and cooperative. Barring The Hindu, the overall pattern 

of perception of the newspapers is negative.

It is noteworthy that the variation between positive and negative is much less in the 

economic newspapers than in the general ones. The authors theorise that it is because the 

economic/financial newspapers publish more on economic and financial issues which are 

less emotive or less value-laden, and thus they tend to be less critical of China than their 

counterparts writing for the political newspapers and dealing with issues such as those of the 

border. Figure 6 is a diagrammatic representation of the newspapers according to their 

perception of China.
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Since perception is usually 

multi-graded rather than 

binary, it is necessary to look 

a t  h o w  i n t e n s e l y  t h e 

perception about China is 

expressed by the newspapers 

over this period. How many 

of the positive and negative 

editorials were strongly so, 

how many of them weakly or 

moderately so? The authors 

find (Table 9) that out of 71 

positive editorials 28 percent 

(20) could be qualified as 

'strongly positive', while out of 

the 96 negative editorials only 25 percent (24) could be labelled 'strongly negative'. Thus the 

newspapers published proportionally nearly the same number of editorials which could be 

labelled 'strongly positive' or 'strongly negative'. At the same time, while a greater number of 

editorials portrayed China in a negative light, in three-fourths of them the point was 

moderately or weakly made.
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Table 9: Editorial Perception by Intensity (2012-2014 and as%)

Strong

Moderate

Weak

Positive Negative  

20 (28.1%) 24 (25%)   44 (26.3) 

29 (40.1%) 50 (52%)   79 (47.3) 

22 (30.9%) 22 (22.9%) 44 (26.3) 

Total  71 (100%) 96 (100 %) 167 (100) 

Perception Total (as %)Intensity
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Figure 6: Perception By Newspaper (2012-2014

Newspapers

The Indian 
Express 

The 
Hindu 

The Times 
of 

India 

The 
Economic 

Times

The 
Financial 
Express 

Table 8: Editorial Perception by Newspaper (2012-2014, and as %)

Positive Negative  

The Indian Express 16 (30.1%) 37 (69.8%) 53 (100) 

The Hindu 19 (61.2%) 12 (38.7%) 31 (100) 

The Times of India 8 (33.3%) 16 (66.6%) 24 (100) 

The Economic Times 19 (47.5%) 21 (52.5%) 40 (100) 

The Financial Express 9 (47.3%) 10 (52.6%) 19 (100) 

Total  71 (42.5%) 96 (57.4 %) 167 (100) 

Newspaper Perception Total



Table 9 shows that strong editorials were marginally negative and moderate ones 

overwhelmingly so, while weak ones were evenly distributed between positive and 

negative categories (See Figure 7). That is to say, even though most of the negative 

editorials were moderate or weak, more of the strong editorials were negative. 

It would be interesting to 

observe if the distribution in 

the number of positive and 

negative editorials changed 

over the years, whether 

between 2012 and 2014 the 

n u m b e r  o f  e d i t o r i a l s 

e x p r e s s i n g  p o s i t i v e 

perception increased or 

decreased. Table 11 presents 

positive/negative distribution 

of the editorials by year. It 

shows that the numbers of 

both positive and negative 

editorials are significantly higher in 2014 than in the other two years, but the difference 

between them is minor for 2012,while in 2013 the number of editorials expressing a 

negative perception and viewing China unfavourably has risen sharply compared to 

positive ones. Also, of all the years, in 2013, the number of positive editorials registered a fall, 

though a small one.

Figure 8 plots the same data differently: the years have been shown on the horizontal axis to 

bring greater focus on the differences between them. While the number of editorials with a 

negative perception of China increases every year, in 2013 the gap between negative and 

positive perceptions is the largest. In 2014, the gap becomes narrowest.

Indian Media's Perception of China: Analysis of Editorials

21

Table 10: Editorial Perception by Year

2012
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2014

Total

Positive Negative  

Perception TotalYear
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Figure 7: Editorial Perception by Intensity (2012-2014)
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As noted earlier (Table 4 and 

Figure 4) the number of 

editorials on the theme of 

'China as a rising power' 

increased considerably in 

2014 compared to the earlier 

years and so did those under 

the 'others' ' theme, now 

disaggregated  into issues 

relating to economy, ecology 

and connectivity. It may be 

argued that if, on the one 

hand, China's rising power 

status appears threatening to 

India, it also offers India an 

opportunity.  China's developmental track record can act as an example for India to follow. 

Similarly, on issues like trade or river water sharing or the environment, the newspapers 

perhaps felt that taking an overwhelmingly adverse view of China might not be helpful 

either in rebalancing trade (by persuading China to open up to Indian goods) or in ensuring 

the ow of rivers sourced in China into India (the lower riparian state). On environmental 

issues, too, where both India and China have been the subject of much criticism and 

pressure from the western countries, it could make better sense to make common cause, 

especially in international forums. Was this the case? To test this theory, it is necessary to 

examine how the positive and negative editorials are distributed over the five most 

important themes, including the now disaggregated themes of economy, ecology, and 

connectivity. Table 10 shows the distribution of positive and negative editorial pieces for 

each theme for the three-year period. This is followed by a diagrammatic presentation of the 

major themes  for each year (Figure 9).
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Table 11: Editorial Themes by Perception (2012 -2014)

Positive Negative  

Total (as %)Theme

27(36.4)

6(25)

1(50)

6(46.1)

22(64.7)

6(85.7)

7(50)

70(41.9)

46(63.5)

18(75)

1(50)

7(53.8)

12(35.2)

1(14.2)

7(50)

97(58)

73(100)

24(100)

2(100)

13(100)

34(100)

7(100)

14(100)

167(100)

Perception

China as Rising Power

India-China Border

China-Pakistan

Domestic

Economy

Ecology

Connectivity

Total



Table 11 shows that 'ecology', 

'economy' and 'connectivity' 

are the three themes having 

the  h ighes t  number  o f 

'positive' editorials  while 

'India-China border' and 

'rising power' have the largest 

n u m b e r  o f  ' n e g a t i v e ' 

editorials. Figure 9 shows that 

in 2013 negative projections 

of China dominated all the 

t h e m e s  ( i n c l u d i n g  t h e 

economy) but there was 

considerable change in the 

fo l lowing  year.  Wi th  a 

relatively quieter border 

s i t u a t i o n  i n  2 0 1 4 ,  t h e 

editorials appeared to have 

projected a more cooperative and trustworthy view of China.

Indian Media on China: Lessons Learnt

Some important dimensions of newspaper editorials on China have been presented in the 

earlier sections. The relationship between some of these dimensions has also been explored 

through cross-tabulation. As quantification of material in textual format into numerical data 

is difficult and sometimes controversial, the material was coded separately as well as jointly 

by the four researchers of this study to achieve some degree of inter-subjectivity. The 

quantitative analysis will shortly be supplemented by a qualitative one as well.
 
The following are some of the lessons that can be drawn from the quantitative content 

analysis.

1. The selected section of the Indian print media showed a consistent interest in China 

to the extent that for the entire period covered by this study it devoted slightly more 

than 15 percent of editorial pieces to China. Further, editorial attention is increasing. 

Interest in China is no longer confined to what it does on the India-China border; it 

covers many other aspects, including China's domestic developments.

2. While the print media's perception of China is still dominantly negative, there is an 

increasing tendency to be more discerning about issues and more forthright in 

pointing out areas where cooperation is possible and achievable.

3. The editorial pieces suggest that bilateral interactions on economic, ecological and 

connectivity issues have greater promise for building relations based on 
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Figure 9: Editorial Themes by Perception by Year
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cooperation and mutual trust. At the same time, it is also evident that positivity in 

India-China relationship is ultimately predicated upon the border issue.

4.  Finally and most importantly, the border issue may yet be the biggest obstacle to 

better bilateral relations between India and China and unless it is sorted out soon, 

both countries will have to pass up on numerous opportunities for developing 

healthier relations.
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3 Editorials in Select Indian Newspapers: 
A Qualitative Analysis 

A Montage of India's Media Projection of China 

The following sections analyse the contents of the same editorial pieces to understand 

dominating trends in the Indian print media's perception of China. It will also identify 

transformations (if any) in the nature of the editorials between 2012 and 2014.

For the sake of a qualitative analysis of the selected editorials, a typology of framework has 

been outlined based on the themes about and the perception of China. Four major types of 

framework have been identified to interpret the editorials: a) competitive, b) emulative, c) 

conicting and d) cooperative. However, these frameworks are not exclusive in nature as 

often one framework has an overlapping impact on another. For example, China's 

economic growth was interpreted as a warning sign for India to muster its own economic 

clout, thus indicating a relationship of conict and competition. But China's economic and 

development model was also admired and considered worthy of being emulated.

Competitive framework

• China as a rising power: The most dominant theme

The most dominant theme in the editorials for the years 2012, 2013 and 2014 in terms of the 

frequency of references was the rise of China as a powerful global actor, cutting across a 

variety of areas such as economy, climate change, sports, politics in the Asia-Pacific region, 

bilateral relations with other countries (the Koreas, Japan-India), and lunar missions. A few 

editorial pieces took a positive view of China's global image, deeming it worthy of 

admiration and emulation. Yet most of them were apprehensive and called for prudent 

negotiations with other nations in dealing with China, or pondered ways to put India on an 

equal footing with China in a variety of spheres like the economy or sports.

In the editorials of 2012, China's rise is palpable in the expressions used such as 'China is an 

emerging economy', 'China is an economic superpower', '… (China) has shifted the global 

Typology of framework

Competitive Emulative

Conicting Cooperative



axis of power eastwards' or 'the inexorable march of China'. Sometimes this rise has been 

interpreted as a threat or at least, a source of apprehension for India. The use of words like 

'China's rise as a challenge for India', 'India's fear of offending China…',  'a Chinese threat 

should never be taken lightly…', 'betting against China has always been a bad idea'  indicate 

that China is viewed as a formidable force. Therefore, China's rise, by and large, was an 

alarming development for the Indian media in 2012.

In 2013, the rise of China as a powerful state was largely interpreted in terms of China's 

growing economic clout, especially in connection with its powerful presence in BRICS 

(Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa), its formidable military presence in the South 

China Sea (SCS) and its global image that many analysts say has become comparable to that 

of the US. Two major incidents inuenced the editorial pieces: a) border intrusions by the 

Chinese; and b) the visit of Chinese Premier Li Keqiang to India in May, 2013. The term 

'aggressive' was used very frequently in the editorials and mostly in association with Chinese 

security or military approach to India. Other related terms often used were 'coercive tactics', 

'sparked concern', 'increasing assertion', 'PLA's new aggressiveness', 'anti-India policy', 

'growing military aggressiveness', 'provocative acts', 'costs of hostility', and 'growing 

anxieties about China's military rise'.

In 2014, China continued to be portrayed as an evolving 'Asian giant.' As in the previous 

years, all the five national dailies were critical and also apprehensive of the rise of China and 

its implications for India. However, the tone of the editorials was more pragmatic than 

before and looked at positive ways to enhance trade and economic relations between the 

two countries. Editorials with a favourable view of China rose by nearly 62 percent from 

2013. Terms like, 'pragmatic engagement', 'pragmatic approach', 'realistic plan' were used 

repeatedly.

It has already been indicated that compared to 2012, the number of editorials around the 

theme of 'China as a rising power' increased in 2013 (See Table 4). The pattern of 

representation of China was much the same as it had been in 2012. China's military might 

remained as much a concern for India as its economic clout. Yet the fact that China was a 

rising power comparable in strength to the US was acknowledged.  Some examples will 

now be shown from the editorials of each of the frameworks.

• China's economic development and its global image

China's global image was accepted as an undisputed fact.  It was, for instance, considered 

evident in China's aspiration to see the Renminbi (Chinese currency) as an international 

reserve currency and as 'a possible alternative to the US dollar.' ('China readies itself for its 

currency's global role via full convertibility', The Times of India, 27 February 2012). 

Elsewhere, China's contracting exports and subsequent economic slowdown was believed 

“…mistrust between the people of the two countries is often a product of 
mistrust between the states involved.”

– The Hindu, 7 January 2016
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to have an impact on the global economic order. ('Containing China', The Indian Express, 19 

April 2012).

Even in acknowledging the economic prowess of China, the Indian media walked on 

cautious ground. While China's mighty presence in BRICS was recognised, it was also 

iterated that, “India should play its cards well by not giving everything to the Chinese on a 

platter even as it supports China's call for a bigger voice in the new global order.” ('BRICS 

and mortar' The Indian Express, 29 March 2012) In another editorial published in the Times 

of India (29 March 2013) it was opined that while India and China, along with the other three 

BRICS nations, should commit themselves to building a new economic order in Asia, India 

should be wary of China's growing economic clout ('Brick by BRICS', Times of India, 29 

March 2013). The Indian media also voiced its fear of being overshadowed by China at 

World Trade Organization (WTO) meetings ('Out on a Limb', The Times of India, 5 

December 2013)

Moreover, the mistrust between India and China was an acknowledged fact in the 

editorials; the mistrust was shown to affect business between the two countries. For 

instance, an editorial in The Hindu, titled, 'Lessons from Yiwu' (7 January 2012), referring to 

the a specific incident of an Indian businessmen being accused of debt in Yiwu, China, 

which led to local tensions stated that, “…trade has done precious little to remove the 

mistrust that pervades the relationship between India and China at the popular level.” and 

“…mistrust between the people of the two countries is often a product of mistrust between 

the states involved.” 

• China's rise and geo-political implications in Asia

At the same time, the fact that China's growing economic and military might could pose a 

threat to India's geo-political designs in Asia was also not lost sight of. An editorial in The 

Indian Express at the very beginning of 2012 sought to drive home this point: “China is likely 

to be around still and, in all likelihood, stronger than India economically and militarily…” 

More interesting was the statement comparing China with the US:  “What China and the US 

do- or don't do - affects Asia's balance of power.” '('China 2014' The Indian Express, 12 

January 2012). 

Of all the national dailies, The Times of India was particularly critical about the rise of China 

as a rising power and its geo-political implications for India. The implication of a rising China 

was also explained in terms of the threat posed by China's telecom equipment ('Trust but 

Verify' The Financial Express, 10 October 2012). Chinese telecom companies such as 

Huawei were shown to have links with the PLA. The opening sentence of an editorial in The 

Hindu stated, “The Chinese ghost is back to haunt the telecom sector.” The Indian 

government was reportedly haunted by the fear that, “foreign agencies could take control 
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Of all the national dailies, The Times of India was particularly critical about 
the rise of China as a rising power and its geo-political implications for India.



of the communication network during a hostile situation through embedded software, or 

use it to snoop on India.” ('Security on the Wire', The Hindu, 12 April 2012)

Of all the national dailies, The Times of India was particularly vocal about the rise of China 

and its geo-political implications for India. China's gigantic presence in Asia was 

acknowledged in underscoring India's bilateral relationships with the ASEAN countries, 

stating, for instance, that, “ASEAN countries and India both have intricate bilateral ties with 

their giant neighbour (China)...” ('Growing Strong', The Times of India, 24 December 2012).
Despite the then Minister for External Affairs Salman Khurshid's visit to China to promote 

'pragmatic' and 'productive' dialogue between the two neighbours, it was not forgotten that 

there was “considerable jostling between the two Asian giants, as exemplified by Chinese 

calls for India to stay off the South China Sea.” Moreover, it was pointed out that, “Whether 

it is in dramatically overcoming poverty or evolving into the world's manufacturing centre 

in a generation, China has benefited from a focused and visionary leadership that Khurshid 

and his peers must also deliver.” ('Salman Khurshid says China is a major concern for India' 

The Times of India, 20 December 2012).

The Indian Express in 2014 persisted in its portrayal of China as a formidable threat to the 

security of Asia in general and to the territorial integrity of India in particular. India's 

'complex nuclear relations' with China were portrayed as an additional source of threat 

('Arms and Abstinence', The Indian Express, 4 April 2014). China's clash with Vietnam in the 

SCS was interpreted as an instance of China's 'brazen use of force' that could be detrimental 

to India's security. ('End of Delusion', The Indian Express, 15 May 2014).

The editorials under scored two points: first, the security threat that China could presumably 

pose to all its neighbours by its violation of international borders. Secondly, by citing the 

presumed eagerness of the Asian nations in seeing 'Delhi as a balancer against Beijing', it 

called for a deeper involvement of India as mediator between China and her Asian 

neighbours in resolving boundary disputes. A similar theme was explored in 'Pivotal 

Concerns' (The Indian Express, 27 April 2014).

Chinese President Xi Jinping's visit to the Maldives and Sri Lanka and his subsequent 

decision to strengthen defence and maritime co-operation with these two countries were 

perceived as Chinese ploys to marginalise e India and limit its “freedom of action in the 

subcontinent and the Indian Ocean.” It was felt that “Delhi must now prepare to deal with 

China's emergence as the most powerful extra-regional actor in the Maldives and Sri 

Lanka.”  Not only that, the Maldives and Sri Lanka were accused of 'playing the China card 

against India” ('Quest for Inuence', The Indian Express, 18 September 2014).

• Checking China: Alliance with other countries

To keep China's ambitions in check, strategic partnerships with other nations was advocated 

as a viable option. For instance, Shinzo Abe's re-election as the Prime Minister of Japan and 

his well-known pro-India stance was seen to usher in opportunities for India to strike a 

meaningful strategic and economic partnership with Japan. One editorial underscored the 
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benefits India could reap from an economic partnership with Japan by highlighting China's 

growing territorial ambitions and economic might. ('Opportunity Beckons: Shinzo Abe's 

likely ascent to Japanese premiership would be good for India' The Times of India, 18 

December 2012). Japan, which has been China's adversary for long, was proclaimed to be 

'at the heart of India's look east policy' ('Shinzo Abe's visit: Indo-Japanese ties in the fast lane' 

The Economic Times, 28 January 2014; 'A Strengthening Relationship', The Hindu, 29 

January 2014). Abe's victory was greeted with joy. It was hoped that a strong Japan could 

balance a powerful China in Asia ('A Stronger Mandate', The Indian Express, 16 December 

2014).

The overwhelming presence of China as a rising power could not be ignored even in 

editorials where India's relationships with other countries were seen independent of the 

China factor. For instance, an editorial about the bilateral relationship between India and 

Japan mentioned China even while dismissing it. It stated, “India-Japan relations is best 

seen in its own terms rather than as a result of a shared wariness of China...It would be 

absurd to construe Emperor Akihito's 

India visit, planned many months ago, as 

a move to counter China against the 

backdrop of new tensions in the East 

China Sea”. The very mention of China 

shows up the latent fear of an aggressive 

China ('Transforming bilateral ties' The 

Hindu, 4 December 2013).

It was also feared that the 'formidable' Chinese presence in the SAARC region would 

dismantle the very foundation of regional co-operation in South Asia.  Pakistan was blamed 

for deploying China as a counter-weight to India in the SAARC region. ('Seriously SAARC', 

The Indian Express, 28 November 2014). Similarly, the expansion of China's economic and 

strategic inuence and its initiative to forge greater connectivity with the SAARC countries 

such as Sri Lanka and Bangladesh were considered to be 'inimical to India's interests' and 

also to the interests of the SAARC region. As one editorial stated, “China is too important to 

be ignored, and it is unwise to believe it can be kept at bay.” ('Living with China', The Indian 

Express, 26 November 2014; also see 'The Fading SAARC Initiative', The Hindu, 29 

November 2014). 

The Times of India made statements such as “it is clear that Beijing wishes to keep New Delhi 

unsettled. It is not at all in a hurry to play dentist and relieve New Delhi's toothache”. The 

editorial further commented, “The China relationship is undoubtedly one of India's most 

important ones, not least because of the possibility of using $20 billion of Chinese 

investment on offer to build India's infrastructure. Nevertheless, New Delhi needs to 

cultivate its own leverage too. While it is boosting ties with Japan, Vietnam and Australia, 

the big one will be ties with the US.”('Healing Toothache: India must cultivate ties with US 

and others to improve ties with China' The Times of India, 22 September 2014.) While the 

importance of bilateral ties with China was recognised as a necessity in building India's 

infrastructure, the undertone of hostility towards China that runs through the editorial 

“China is too important to be ignored, 
and it is unwise to believe it can be 
kept at bay.” 

– The Hindu, 29 November 2014
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cannot be missed. So great was the fear of a rising China that ties with other countries such 

as Japan, Vietnam and most significantly, the US, were considered the most effective way to 

balance if not weaken China's position in Asia.

Despite such misgivings about China, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi's diplomatic 

engagement with China and Russia at the BRICS summit in July 2014 was hailed as a 

welcome step. At the same time, Modi was praised for trying to ensure that the proposed 

BRICS Development Bank would not fall into the clutches of China which was touted as the 

most powerful member of BRICS ('Fortaleza Debut', The Indian Express, 17 July 2014). 

Suggestions for greater economic co-operation between India and China were 

interspersed with warnings about China's “assertiveness on the disputed border and in the 

emerging contest for inuence in South Asia” ('On China, a New Turn', The Indian Express, 

20 September 2014).

• China as competitor

In other editorials, China was looked upon as a competitor; India had to work its way up the 

ladder of development in order to put itself at par with China. For instance, an editorial 

entitled 'China Syndrome' urged India to follow closely the development of Taiwan -referred 

to as an 'Asian Tiger'-by stating that “there are many synergies between Indian and 

Taiwanese economies waiting to be exploited.” The editorial resented the fact that China 

had been deriving benefit from increasing linkages with Taiwan while India abstained from 

such linkages out of fear of Chinese retaliation. India was therefore encouraged to consider 

Taiwan as a prospective development partner on the ground that “Beijing…can't possibly 

take umbrage at New Delhi for adopting the same course on which it has sprinted 

ahead”('China Syndrome', The Times of India, 18 January 2012). Similarly another editorial 

in The Financial Times stated how China's increasing wage rates could be exploited by India 

“to grab the space China is vacating” ('The China Opportunity',The Financial Express, 19 

December 2012).

The novel feature of the 2013 editorials was China's comparison with US in terms of its 

growing global presence Possibilities of India competing with China in the domain of sports 

were also spelt out. Consider the Economic Times, for instance. Two of the three editorials 

that appeared in the newspaper around the theme of 'China as a rising power' perceived 

China's global rise in terms of its accomplishments in sports.('Olympian Graft', The Economic 

Times, 22 August 2012; ('Olympic Medals', The Economic Times, 9 August 2012)

• China and the USA in the  same bracket

A novel feature of the 2013 editorials was comparing China with the US in terms of their 

global presence. For instance, an editorial entitled, 'Enter the  Dragon' about the impending 

California summit of US President Barack Obama and Xi stated, “...With China threatening 

to overtake the US as the world's largest economy, Beijing has been pushing for a new world 

order...” (The Times of India, 11 June, 2013). Also, the hostile nature of the relationship 
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between the US and China was hinted at in the following sentence: “...China is hitting at the 

heart of US power...” (through cyber theft). 

Xi Jinping's participation in the California Summit was considered shining proof of his global 

ambitions; it demonstrated that Xi was “attentive to the world beyond his borders, even as 

repression continues inside China.” China was projected as a power as responsible as the US 

in containing North Korea's nuclear ambition. China was portrayed as “a major economic 

patron of the Pyongyang regime.” Relief was expressed at the fact that the leaders of the US 

and China had “found quite a bit of alignment on the Korean issue…It remains to be seen 

how China will react over the long term to Obama's push for establishing norms and 

confidence-building measures in cyberspace. Certainly, it is good news that both countries 

are talking about it” ('China in a new world', The Indian Express, 12 June 2013). Elsewhere, 

discussing global warming, China and 

the US were clubbed together as the 

two 'biggest emitters' with no 'binding 

targets at all.'('IPCC takes note of geo-

engineering's potential to tackle 

climate change' The Times of India, 24 

October 2013)

• China and maritime issues

China's claim over the SCS was a familiar theme in 2012 editorial pieces. It was perceived as 

fall out of China's gigantic rise. The theme acquired further salience in the editorials of 2013. 

China's formidable presence in the SCS was apparently a reason for India to take every step 

with caution. An editorial entitled, 'Look East Plus', for instance, discussed India's initial 

reluctance to purchase oil blocks offered by Vietnam. At the end the editorial suggested that 

Delhi ought to look beyond bilateral partnerships with states and integrate itself into the 

strategic network of Southeast and East Asia. (The Indian Express, 22 November 2013). The 

editorials espoused the view that China's expansionist tendencies had to be contained by 

forging ties with countries that were in conict with it over the SCS. China was criticised for 

its repeated display of aggressiveness in maritime territorial disputes with the Philippines 

and Vietnam. Beijing was also criticised for providing an 'unwanted' naval escort for an 

Indian naval contingents despite the Indian vessels being in international waters. It was felt 

that while New Delhi “must not be drawn into the Beijing-Hanoi or Beijing-Manila crossfire, 

it must not scale down its operations in the SCS just because Beijing objects to Indian naval 

presence and resource exploration...To secure its interests, India should augment its 

strategic partnerships with the SCS countries and answer their call for its role”. ('Lines in the 

Sea', The Indian Express, 31 July 2012) 

Other ambitious moves by China in 2013 were viewed with equal apprehension and 

accepted as signs of China's growing global image. For instance, China's decision to 

implement an Air Defence Identification Zone in the East China Sea was seen as a cause of 

alarm for China's eastern neighbours and the US. It was labelled the '...most dramatic act of 

The novel feature of the 2013 editorials 
was China's comparison with US in terms 
of its growing global presence
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military escalation.' ('Escalation Games',The Indian Express, 30 November 2013). It was felt 

that China should 'assuage the legitimate concerns of its Asian neighbours.'('Posturing over 

Air Space',The Hindu 6 December 2013). 

Emulative Framework

• China as a benchmark 

A rising China was not necessarily viewed as a threat. An economically powerful China 

could set the parameters for a growing India in charting its own course of development. Co-

existence with an economically and militarily powerful China underscored two conditions: 

India had to strengthen itself militarily and diplomatically against possible Chinese 

aggression. Secondly, and on a more 

positive note, India could aspire for its 

own global position by emulating 

China, since China and India were 

often both spoken of as 'emerging 

economies'. Hence, India could soon 

be at par with China. Some editorials 

identified under the themes of 'China 

as a rising superpower' and 'economy' 

may be cited as examples.

• China's economic rise and lessons for India

An extract from an editorial in 2012 will partly clarify the point: “One major reason for the 

vulnerability of Indian manufacturing is its relatively small size, with its share in the overall 

economy stuck at less than half the level of other major emerging economies such as China” 

('Wages of Populism', The Times of India, 2 March 2012). Another editorial advocated India's 

transition to a cashless economy by citing the example of emerging economies like China 

along with other countries such as South Africa and Mexico ('Checkmate', The Economic 

Times, 12 January 2012). Despite being mentioned briey along with other emerging 

economies, China is nevertheless viewed in a positive light, as a good example for India to 

follow. Elsewhere India's deplorable state of research was compared to that of China's. 

China's large scale investments in research and development were, according to the 

editorial, no less impressive than that of the US'. ('Revive Research', The Times of India, 10 

January 2012).

In 2013, the five major national dailies did not bring out editorials that upheld China as a 

model worth emulating. The authors theorise that one reason could be the tension spurred 

“…to secure its interests, India should augment its strategic partnerships with 
the SCS countries and answer their call for its role”

– The Indian Express, 22 November, 2013

“One major reason for the vulnerability 
of Indian manufacturing is its relatively 
small size, with its share in the overall 
economy stuck at less than half the 
levels of other major emerging economies 
such as China”

– The Times of India, 2 March 2014
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by border incursions. However, in 2014, the trend changed and the editorial pieces focused 

more on economic engagement and diplomatic relations between these two countries.

In 2013, the five major national dailies did not bring out editorials that upheld  China as a 

model worth emulating. The tension spurred by border incursions was probably one 

reason. The coming of the Modi Government in 2014 ushered in possibilities of greater 

economic engagement and diplomatic ties with China. In this changed political context, the 

Chinese economy was depicted as a model worth emulating. This was especially true in the 

domain of e-commerce. The suggestion that Chinese e-commerce giants like Alibaba could 

serve as an exemplary model for India, was put forward. However, there were conicting 

views on this. While one editorial endorsed the idea of linking domestic operations with 

foreign capital as was apparently done by the Chinese ('Policy should focus on making 

broadband ubiquitous', The Economic Times, 22 September 2014), another cited Chinese 

policy of limiting the entry of global 

players in the domestic digital business 

as the best way of encouraging 

domestic digital entrepreneurs (“Take 

China's cue: Modi has a golden 

opportunity to launch a 'Make in India' 

digital economy”, The Economic 

Times, 29 October 2014). 

Despite such conicting versions of China's success in digital economy, the country 

remained a model for India to follow. Even the higher digital literacy of the Chinese in terms 

of using the internet and smartphones constituted a clarion call to Indian politicians and 

party workers to emulate the Chinese example and take to the internet as a means to 

connect with voters. ('The Case for Digital Literacy of Politicians', The Economic Times, 2 

July 2014) Thus, even with regard to India's domestic policies, China continued to figure as 

an important reference point.

China's 'production facilities and infrastructure' were praised and considered worthy of 

being emulated. ('Rupee Solutions' The Financial Express, 24 December 2014). China could 

be used as an example by India in creating more jobs, expanding tourism and labour-

intensive manufacturing and also in promoting urbanisation. ('India can match China if 

Modi government acts on its big ideas', The Times of India, 10 June 2014). 

• China's  governance priorities

China served as a benchmark in other areas as well. China's accomplishments in the Asian 

Games were put forward as reason for India to shed its complacency and strive for 

improvement. China's success was a reminder to India that it was time to prioritise sports 

discipline as a key area of governance ('Some Memorable Moments', The Hindu, 7 October 

2014; 'Inche on Slide: India's performance at the Asian Games was nothing to write home 

about', The Indian Express, 6 October 2014). Similarly, the Chinese leadership's initiative in 
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bringing down levels of air and water pollution was expected to motivate India to do the 

same. ('Clearing the Air: China has declared war on air pollution. India needs to resume a 

long-derailed discussion on air quality', The Indian Express, 6 March 2014) Not only that, 

China's road transport system was considered worthy of being emulated. ('India must make 

its roads safe for citizens', The Economic Times, 5 June 2014)

Conicting Framework

• India-China border issues: Fewer number of editorials on border issues in 

2012

There is no denying that the Sino-Indian border dispute dominated India-China reportage 

for more than half a century. Any 

event of incursion along the Line of 

Actual Control (LAC) tends to 

provoke a new spurt of writings on 

border issues. However, the number 

of editorials on border issues in the 

year 2012 was remarkably lower 

than before (see Table 4) thereby 

indicating relative calm on the 

borders. 

In 2012 there were just two editorials focusing on India-China border issues, one in The 

Economic Times and the other in The Times of India. The first entitled 'India - China ties better 

than ever, time now to settle the border issue' began on a hopeful note: “It is possible to look 

beyond blame, shame and other shackles of history, to what lies ahead in the relations 

between the two nations” and went on to suggest that, “It will need a very mild dose of 

realism for policymakers on both sides to negotiate a proper, post-colonial drawing of our 

borders, so that the issue is settled for all time” (The Economic Times, 23 October 2012). The 

second editorial however, negated much of the positive thoughts of the first, casting China's 

intentions in a negative light. The title 'Poisoned chalice' itself indicated a negative estimate 

of the India-China relationship. Stating that, “the distrust generated by that war still 

lingers...New Delhi must work to lower distrust between both sides…' the editorial warned 

India to 'hedge against Chinese nationalist assertiveness…” and considered India to be “far 

more willing to settle along the Line of Actual Control  (LAC) than the Chinese”(, The Times 

of India, 2 November 2012).

Thus, while the first editorial harped on a peaceful settlement of the boundary dispute, the 

second analysed the dispute through the prism of the 1962 war, thereby leaving little room 

for understanding the shift, if any, in the Indian media's perception of China on border 

issues.

While the response of the Indian media 
shows to an extent its propensity to 
highlight the border tensions between 
the two countries it also demonstrates an 
innate sense of fear and vulnerability 
that grips Indian psyche vis-à-vis Chinese 
military presence on the border.
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• Focus back on border in 2013

Except for The Economics Times, the other four national dailies were unfavourably disposed 

towards China in the light of the border incidents. The year 2013 took the spotlight away 

from India's interest in China as a rising power and put it back on the highly sensitive theme 

of border tensions. The reasons were twofold: a) consecutive border incidents in April-May; 

and b) the visit of Chinese Prime Minister Li Keqiang to India in May 2013. With the 

exception of The Economic Times, the other four national dailies were unfavourably 

disposed towards China in the light of the border incidents. 

The Times of India had merely one editorial on the theme which projected China 

unfavourably. China was accused of not only displaying disproportionate power but also of 

creating tensions on the border to suit its own ends. It said: “The Chinese deny intruding, 

using lack of clarity about the LAC as a fig leaf ” and followed up with the suggestion that 

“...we should no longer let ill-demarcated boundaries justify provocative acts...” 

('Messaging China', The Times of India, 2 May 2013).

The Indian Express published six 

editorials on border tensions in 

2013, the maximum number among 

the newspapers surveyed, most of 

which held a negative view of China 

in the light of the incursions in 

Ladakh. Le Keqiang's visit to India 

would have probably generated a favourable response from the Indian media had not the 

Daulat Beg Oldi incident and Depsang intrusion in Ladakh happened in April and May of 

2013. While the response of the media shows to an extent its propensity to highlight border 

tensions between the two countries, it also demonstrates the innate sense of fear and 

vulnerability that grips the Indian psyche vis-à-vis Chinese military presence on the border. 

An editorial entitled 'Borderlines' brings out this point very well. “India and China don't 

agree on where exactly the LAC is. Their security forces undertake patrols to their respective 

claim lines, which don't match and generate incursions by one side or the other. These 

incursions end when patrolling units withdraw after moving up to the claim line.” (The 

Indian Express, 24 April 2013). Yet it ended  blaming China for the incursions, by accusing 

Chinese commanders on the ground as well as senior officials in Beijing of being 

'unresponsive' to India's concerns. 

It was viewed that despite burgeoning trade ties and efforts to engage in strategic and 

security related issues, border incidents could undo much of the good work done to 

promote meaningful bilateral ties between Indian and China. ('Restraint is the Key', The 

Hindu, 25 April 2013) They also elicited extreme responses such as, “Beijing must realise that 

Border dispute coverage in the Indian media was less in 2012 while the focus 
was back on the border in 2013.
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It is clear that most of the editorials written in the aftermath of the border 
incidents fed into the long-standing fear of  Indians about Chinese intentions.

its attempts to resolve long-standing 

disputes with countries across Asia 

through coercive tactics will only 

rebound on itself….As in Japan and 

South East Asia, in India too, such 

methods are bound to strengthen 

those who advocate joining hands with 

the United States in its efforts to 

counter Beijing's inuence in this 

region.” ('Work in Progress', The Hindu, 

3 May 2013). It was therefore a hint that 

India could strengthen its position in 

Asia by seeking alliances with China's opponents.

Similarly, the Depsang incident provoked responses such as “(Manmohan) Singh was 

leaving Li in no doubt that the PLA's new aggressiveness would inevitably undermine the 

prospects for a cooperative relationship with China….the Depsang interlude has opened 

the door for the construction of a new equilibrium in Sino-Indian relations based on 

realism” ('Welcome Candour', The Indian Express, 21 May 2013). The tone of admonition is 

hard to miss. Moreover, the editorial strongly suggested that in the event of a border 

incursion in which China was the habitual wrong-doer, India would, without hesitation, shift 

its priority from co-operation to conict. ('Not Just Sweet Talks', The Indian Express, 13 May 

2013)

Thus it is clear that most of the 

editorial pieces written in the 

aftermath of the border incidents 

fed into the long-standing fear of 

Indians about Chinese intentions. 

There was an editorial, for instance, 

on the Indian government's decision 

to raise mountain strike corps to deal 

with the Chinese threat on the 

northern border, which appropriately fed into India's apprehensions ('Corp Concerns' The 

Indian Express, 1 August 2013).

So deep-rooted was the fear of an 'aggressive' China threatening India's territorial integrity 

that the Border Defence Co-operation Agreement (BDCA) that had been signed during 

former Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh's visit to China was viewed as “a response to 

the fact that the previous agreements on managing the border did not work.” BDCA was not 

“India and China don't agree on where 
exactly the LAC is. Their security forces 
undertake patrols to their respective 
claim lines, which don't match and 
generate incursions by one side or the 
other. These incursions end when 
patrolling units withdraw after moving 
up to the claim line.”…

The Indian Express, 24 April 2013

While most of the national dailies were 
wary of China's aggressive posture along 
the border, The Economic Times abstained 
from being explicitly critical and chose 
to propose a more rational solution to 
the border problem.
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deemed as “a substitute for an early resolution of the boundary dispute. Nor does it in any 

way lessen the urgency of modernising India's own military capabilities and general 

infrastructure on the northern borders.” ('Managing the Borders', The Indian Express, 24 

October 2013). In a similar tone another editorial in The Hindu felt that “the BDCA itself is 

not a game changer” ('Beyond the  Border', The Hindu, 25 October 2013). 

While most of the national dailies were wary of China's aggressive posture along the border, 

The Economic Times abstained from being explicitly critical and chose to propose instead a 

more rational solution to the border problem. An editorial entitled, 'A Big Enough World for 

India and China' published on the eve of the Depsang incident in Ladakh did not engage in 

outright condemnation of China. It made an assessment of India-China relations in recent 

times and in doing so covered a wide range of issues, from the economy to river sharing. No 

mention was made of the Ladakh incursions as China was viewed in a positive light. This is 

evident in the following extract: “History shows that China has been willing and able to 

resolve several border disputes amicably” (21 May 2013). This was in sharp contrast to 

previous editorials which criticised Chinese inertia in settling the border problem. In yet 

another editorial published shortly 

after the Depsang incident, cool 

headed diplomacy was preferred to 

'hot-headed posturing.' ('India, 

China should fix their border', The 

Economic Times, 8 May 2013; also 

'India, China should demarcate their 

borders amicably, The Economic 

Times, 26 April 2016).

Thus, barring two editorials, most of those written in the aftermath of the two border 

incidents in April and May, respectively, were unfavourably disposed towards China. There 

was however, one that spelt out possibilities of closer economic ties despite simmering 

border tensions ('Deepening trade ties with China is best way to manage a bilateral 

relationship marked by paradox', The Times of India, 17 October 2013).

· Border tension no longer key theme in 2014

The editorials in 2014 reveal a perceptible shift in focus from border issues to other positive 

aspects of the India-China relationship that were now dwelt upon at length and framed in a 

new context. The new context was the coming of the Narendra Modi government to power. 

This is not to say that the suspicion and ill-feeling that had characterised most of the analyses 

in the past faded away completely. The highlight of the 2014 editorials was a pragmatic 

resolution of the India-China border dispute by the newly elected Modi Government. A few 

editorials were initially mired in webs of suspicion and contempt over China's allegedly 

'aggressive' behaviour. The familiar picture was that of an aggressive China refusing to abide 

by the LAC. (See '1963, still', The Indian Express, 18 March 2014).Here, the 'periodic 

assertions' by China are juxtaposed against the 'vulnerability of India' that served to reinforce 

The highlight of the 2014 editorials was 
a pragmatic resolution of the India-China 
border dispute by the newly elected 
Modi Government.
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“…minus the passion that television anchors bring to bear on barren wasteland, 
the border is the least of our problems”…

– The Economic Times, 20 September 2014

the image of a vulnerable and weak India lacking sufficient military strength to challenge a 

mighty China.

Yet in 2014, the number of editorial pieces pertaining to border tensions was strikingly fewer 

(eight altogether; see Table 4) than in previous years. Moreover, the nature of portrayal of 

border tension also changed.

When he arrived in Delhi in September 2014, Jinping was Chinese president to visit India 

after Hu Jintao's visit in 2006. Despite reports of a Chinese 'incursion' into the Indian side of 

the border in the Ladakh region at the time of Jinping's visit, the border problem was 

viewed with more optimism and less animosity than before, notably during Li's visit the 

previous year. An editorial in The Economic Times candidly stated that the borders were 

drawn hurriedly by the colonial rulers and hence were not sacrosanct. It went on to admit 

that, “minus the passion that television anchors bring to bear on barren wasteland, the 

border is the least of our problems.” It considered the disputes about the India China border 

'to be 'fundamentally meaningless' and expressed hopes that friendship with China could 

attract Chinese investments in railways and roads, including a new road to Mansarovar 

through the Nathu La Pass in Sikkim. ('Xi Jinping's India Visit Time to settle our borders with 

China', The Economic Times, 20 September 2014) 

The highlight of the 2014 editorials was on the need for a pragmatic resolution of the India-

China border dispute by the newly elected Modi Government. ('Great Leap Forward: As 

India's special representative, Doval should now resolve the boundary dispute with China, 

The Times of India, 26 November 2014). On the eve of the visit, the Modi government, and 

Foreign Minister Sushma Swaraj's, were praised for adopting a “hardnosed-yet-exible 

approach” that could balance India's hard stance on the border issue with a more exible 

approach towards enhancing trade ties with China and enlisting Chinese support in 

adopting counter-terrorism measures in the region.”('No Full Stops: Sushma Swaraj has 

enunciated an important foreign policy principle, now apply it to China' The Times of India, 

10 September 2014). Similarly The Hindu praised the Modi government for continuing to 

assert the importance of settling the borders with China while also warmly welcoming the 

Chinese President to India and negotiating business deals with him. 

Such editorials are therefore seen to have softened their stance on border tensions in view 

of the greater economic advantage that India could reap from closer engagement with 

China. Yet China continued to be portrayed as a potent threat to India's strategic interests, 

albeit subtly. To cite an example, one of the considerations behind enhancing connectivity 

in the eastern region and especially with Myanmar was to ensure that neither China nor 

Pakistan would use these countries for their own strategic interests. ('Fruits of pragmatism: 

Border pact marks progress in ties with Myanmar, sends signals to the region Delhi must 

follow up on' (The Indian Express, 11 May 2014). It was also perceived as an opportunity for 
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India to enlist China's support in strengthening counter-terrorism measures in the region. 

Co-operation with China was premised upon keeping apart India's strategic and other 

interests. In an editorial entitled ' Combining  Candour with Warmth' in The Hindu, the Modi 

Government was cheered for keeping India's strategic interests separate from the 

expanding economic and trade ties with China. 20 September 2014)

· China's tilt towards Pakistan 

China's closeness to Pakistan has usually been a source of unease for India, although it is 

certainly not the most crucial point made in editorials analysing India's relations with China. 

This is borne out by the fact that in 2012 there were no editorials on China's relationship with 

Pakistan (see Table 4). In 2013, however, The Indian Express published two editorial pieces 

which may be categorised  under the head of 'China-Pakistan relations'. The first in this 

category, 'Get Real', was on China supplying nuclear reactors to Pakistan. The fact that China 

acted in contravention of international law or that it extended out of the way concessions to 

its ally was evident in the following extract: “ Two additional nuclear reactors to Pakistan in 

violation of its international commitments,...should not come as a surprise…” The use of the 

phrase 'should not come as a surprise' indicates China's disrepute for habitual defiance of 

international norms. Also recalling China's historical role in supplying nuclear arms to 

Pakistan, the editorial felt that,  ”...China's nuclear approach to Pakistan has not altered...”  

China was therefore, viewed as having a threatening presence for India (The Indian Express, 

16 October 2013). 

Another editorial entitled 'Talking of Interests' (The Indian Express, 22 April 2013) pondered  

the India-China dialogue on Afghanistan and India's possible role in it. China quite 

predictably was projected as the main player in deciding the policy towards Afghanistan 

amidst speculation over whether India or Pakistan would be a closer ally of China in 

building consensus on Afghanistan. The editorial clearly saw Pakistan as much ahead of 

India in this partnership. 

It is noteworthy that words like 'aggression', 'illusion', 'priority partner', and 'not come as a 

surprise', were used in these two editorials to explain the 'all weather' relationship between 

China and Pakistan. Though there are not many editorials in this category, at a qualitative 

level, both editorials seem to issue a cautionary note for India with regard to China-Pakistan 

cordiality.

One of the predominant reasons  why the Indian media downplayed border 
tensions in 2014 was the hope that a closer Sino-Indian engagement in areas 
of trade, infrastructure development and connectivity would benefit both the 
nations.
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Cooperative framework

•  Closer Sino-Indian Engagement: The most important feature of editorials 

in 2014

One of the predominant reasons why the Indian media downplayed the border tensions in 

2014 was the hope that a closer Sino-Indian engagement in areas of trade, infrastructure 

development and connectivity would benefit both the nations in buttressing their own 

spheres of geo-political dominance in Asia. The year began with an editorial in The Hindu 

suggesting ways to attract Chinese investments in oil and gas blocks without jeopardising 

India's defence and security. It tried to dispel the fear of the 'Chinese ghost' by stating that, “ 

The bogey of threat from Chinese companies needs to be busted. For all its exertions in 

recent years, the government has not provided concrete evidence of any wrongdoing by 

Chinese companies in the telecom and IT sectors.” ('Oil Exploration and Security', The 

Hindu, 23 January 2014). 

Although the border issue remained  a factor in determining the contours of Sino-Indian 

engagement, it came to be perceived as the 'least of the problems' ('India and China can rise 

together', The Times of India, 18 September 2014). The media iterated that India and China 

should view each other through the “prism of 1979 and 1991 rather than 1962, transforming 

India-China ties into a win-win from a zero-sum game.” ('Xi by Sabarmati: PM Modi must use 

Chinese prez visit to kick-start a new India-China dynamic', The Times of India, 17 

September 2014)

The prioritisation of economic engagement with China stemmed from a tacit recognition of 

China's growing economic prowess. China was compared with the US and Japan in driving 

global economy ('As good as it gets?',The Financial Express, 28 November 2014; 'Can't 

export those blues', The Financial Express, 19 November 2014). China's economic 

slowdown was considered to have an impact on the global economy ('Containing China', 

The Indian Express, 19 April 2014; also 'In the  Dark', The Indian Express, 11 March 2014). 

Closer economic ties with China, as speculated in the editorials, could 'jumpstart an Asian 

revolution.' The other major consideration was addressing India's trade deficit with China. 

The Times of India was particularly vocal about this although the greater need for a 

pragmatic resolution of the border dispute continued to be reiterated as the first step 

towards enhancing economic co-operation with China ('Modi's China Puzzle: A pragmatic 

approach to bilateral relations can jumpstart an Asian revolution', The Times of India, 23 

May 2014).

As stated earlier, the Chinese President's visit to India raised the possibility of a meaningful 

Sino-Indian engagement. The media ruminated on the various ways India could profit from 

a stronger bilateral engagement with China. For instance, an editorial in The Times of India 

pointed out that India should engage with Japan and China with a view to establishing 

independent and fruitful relationships with the two nations. India could not only attract 
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greater Chinese FDI but also address its major trade deficit with China by forging economic 

ties with the country.('Sushi with noodles: Following Modi's successful engagement with 

Tokyo, time to boost tie with Beijing, 4 September 2014). 

As a result of the prioritisation of economic engagement with China, the editorials ceased to 

portray the boundary dispute as a major irritant, although the strategic aspect of the Sino-

Indian relationship was kept in sight. As noted by one editorial in The Times of India in the 

wake of Xi Jinping's visit to India, “…Beijing may want to retain the border's unresolved 

status as a lever to exert pressure on India. While that would be disappointing, it's 

nevertheless welcome that both sides didn't allow such irritants to dampen enhanced 

economic cooperation.” ('Dragon tango: Border incursions alongside warmth of Xi visit 

indicate China's good cop, bad cop routine', 19 September 2014)

Grey areas between conicting and competitive frameworks

Conicting and competitive frameworks are two sides of the same coin as reected in 

editorial projections of China. 

• China and building of dams

Resentment against China was expressed in matters of water sharing as well. China's 

building of the Zangmu dam on the Brahmaputra River was criticised by the Indian media 

as an instance of insensitivity, of ignoring the impact of ecological imbalance that could arise 

from the exploitation of river resources.  Greater transparency in setting up a transnational 

body with involvement of Bangladesh and Bhutan was called for ('By the Brahmaputra: A 

Transnational river authority is needed to prevent conict and develop the river basin', The 

Indian Express, 1 December 2014).

• China and climate change

China's attitude towards mitigating carbon emissions was also cast in a negative light. China 

was accused of being a 'major emitter' with little regard for the environment and ecological 

well-being. It was hoped that the 'bad' example of China would help  India reframe its own 

responsibilities with regard to the reduction of carbon emissions and thereby give India 

more salience as a dominant global player. ('Doing more on climate' The Hindu, 15 August 

2014)

It was further pointed out that 'Incidentally, India, which developed countries often club 

with China as a major emitter of CO2, shows a much lesser concentration, even over its 

industrialised  southern and western states' ('Carbon Prints: with Nasa's OCO-2 mission, it 

gets easier to monitor CO2 emission and gauge heat sinks' capacities', The Financial Express, 

23 December 2014). India being the 'lowest per capita emitter among major economies' 

would allow the Modi government enough leverage to strike a balance between industrial 

development and protection of the environment ('Climate breakthrough: US-China deal 

should prompt Delhi to pursue emission targets', The Times of India, 14 November 2014).
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In the aftermath of the 20th Conference of the Parties of the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change held in Lima in December 2014, China's decision to block 

the European Union's proposal to ensure transparency in the working of the Common but 

Differentiated Responsibilities (CDR) principle became a point of criticism in an editorial 

entitled 'A weak agreement saves the day' (The Hindu, 16 December 2014).Thus, the image 

of China as the 'largest emitter' coupled with its supposed indifference towards 

implementing the CDR principle was a reminder of India's advantage as a low emitter in 

pursuing industrialisation  and development without putting the environment at risk.

China's domestic issues: Implications of internal transformations

The persistent presence of China in the Indian psyche is not confined to India's bilateral 

relations with China. China also figures in the editorials in its own domestic context. There 

were five editorials in this category in the year 2012 that appeared in The Hindu, The 

Economic Times and The Financial Express.. For instance, an editorial entitled 'Instead of 

protesting foreign words, Chinese should claim them as their own'(The Economic Times, 10 

September 2012) pointed out with palpable sarcasm: 'The Chinese should consider going 

by the logic of numbers: if enough of their compatriots use those so-called foreign words for 

an adequate length of time, in a few decades, they would be able to assert, by sheer dint of 

numbers and usage, that they are actually Chinese anyway.' 

Most of these editorials also reect the persistent interest of the Indian media in the internal 

transformations of China, primarily in political and economic terms. Thus, while one 

editorial commenting on China's falling import and export growth rates asked the 'big 

question'- 'whether China will have a soft landing or a hard one' ('How will China land' The 

Financial Express, 11 July 2012), the other commented on the way China could sustain a 

high growth rate by initiating reforms and creating ecological awareness (Hu's Challenge” 

The Financial Express 15 November 2012). 

Similarly, the regime change in China enthused The Economic Times into speculating about 

the political outcome of such a change and its impact on bilateral relations between India 

and China including trade ties and resolution of the border dispute ('As China's new 

leadership settles in, India should seek better relations', The Economic Times,16 November 

2012). The editorial was wary of China's past leadership and doubted the ability of the new 

leadership to usher in effective changes. Another editorial in The Hindu discussed the 

implications of Xi Jinping's appointment as  President for the overall political and economic 

development of China, adding that “it is clear that the leadership under Mr. Xi will have to be 

far bolder than the previous generation of leaders, both in thought and in action.” ('Change  

in China', The Hindu, 6 November 2012). 

As in 2012, in 2013 there were three editorials that dealt exclusively with China's domestic 

issues (see Table 4). The Economic Times and The Hindu did not publish anything on the 

subject. .  It was chiey the Express group that took an interest in China's domestic issues. 

Similarly, the lack of transparency in Chinese governance and press was condemned as is 

Indian Media's Perception of China: Analysis of Editorials

42



evident in the use of terms such as 'policing', 'censorship' and 'censored'('Remade in China', 

The Indian Express, 22 October 2013). Elsewhere, in criticising China's 'protocols of secrecy', 

the point of reference shifted from the press to the party structure of the Communist Party. 

While it was viewed that, “Communist Party's deliberate uncommunicativeness has 

historically created a fog of conjecture and speculation” a pertinent question was raised as 

to “ how long can China sustain this culture of opacity?” ('Great Wall', The Indian Express, 13 

September 2013). The only editorial that adopted a somewhat favourable approach was 

the one that outlined various ways in which China could attract greater FDI ('Down to 

Business', The Indian Express, 6 July 2013) 

In 2014, there were altogether six editorials focusing on China's domestic policy (see  Table 

4). The contents of two may be cited here. In the first entitled 'For Clarity on Hong Kong' 

China was criticised for its lack of commitment to poverty alleviation and development in 

Hong Kong, a fact reported to have enraged students in Hong Kong. ('For Clarity on Hong 

Kong', The Hindu, 6 October 2014). In yet another editorial entitled 'Yellow Skin, White 

Heart Chinese Racial Slur at American Envoy' (The Indian Express, 1 March 2014) China is 

considered to be aggressively nationalist in dismissing foreign nationals of ethnic Chinese 

origin. Here, China and India are clubbed together as the Indians and Chinese were 

portrayed as having similar attitudes towards their diaspora. 

New perspective in editorial perception?

An in-depth analysis of the editorial contents for the years 2012, 2013 and 2014 reveals that 

the Indian media was most sensitive to the rise of China as an 'Asian' giant and as a global 

economic power. Every single accomplishment of China that could be interpreted as a 

projection of its global aspiration was noted with concern. A rising China was interpreted in 

both unfavourable and favourable terms, though the tilt was usually towards the former. 

While China's military presence in the South China Sea was projected as a warning sign for 

India to muster its strength and strike strategic partnership with countries that were in 

conict with China, its economic clout was both to be envied and admired. China emerged 

both as a competitor and a role model. Thus, the rise of China was interpreted within a 

framework of competition as well as emulation.

While border issues had been the staple theme of editorials on China for a considerable 

period following the 1962 border war, the last three years' editorials clearly demonstrate 

that border issues grabbed more attention only in the event of incursions. In recent times 

therefore, the border has ceased to be the sole reference point in explaining the contours of 

Sino-Indian relationship. Thus, the year 2012 had a fewer number of editorials on the 

border dispute than 2013 since there were no overt acts of aggression by China on the 

border during that year. In 2013 however, the number of editorials rose due to two 

incursions near Ladakh. In these  editorials, however, the Indian media continued to cling 

to its old habit of putting the entire blame on China. Barring one or two that sought to assess 

the problem more rationally by blaming the British for hurriedly drawing the borders and 

plunging the two nations into confusion, most of the editorials persisted in condemning 
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China for its 'aggressive' behaviour. Yet in 2014, a major discursive shift was noted when the 

border began to be viewed as the 'least of the problems.' It was considered as a less 

significant factor in comparison to other major factors such as trade and economic ties that 

could determine the contours of a more meaningful economic and diplomatic relationship 

with China.

As a result of the discursive shift, the spotlight shifted to a new paradigm of Sino-Indian 

engagement based on meaningful bilateral trade ties. Thus, a new cooperation framework 

emerged and was given precedence over the conict and competition frameworks that had 

dominated the Indian media's discourse on China till then.
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4 Concluding Observations

P. N. Haksar, Principal Secretary to Prime Minister Indira Gandhi from 1967 to 1973, once 

remarked, “It is true that we Indians have looked at China through Western eyes…We have 

inherited stereotyped images of China…the same is true of the Chinese looking at India as 

well. The time has come when it is imperative for us to try and understand each other 
2

directly.”  This project is an effort to do just that—to find out how the two countries directly 

perceive each other. This report, which is part of a larger study, makes an attempt to present 

how the national Indian print media has looked at China during the years 2012-14. Though 

the  study is necessarily limited both in terms of the number of newspapers examined and 

the number of years covered, it represents none the less a serious attempt to analyse the 

different dimensions of editorial expressions of Indian newspapers on China.

There is no doubt that the print media in India, even now and despite the strong presence of 

the electronic media, enjoys enormous reach and has great impact on the minds of its 

readers enriching their information, shaping their perceptions and providing them with 

choices. Because of this, the media has an important role as well as a responsibility in 

creating proper understanding between neighbouring countries. Pranab Mukherjee, now  

of President India, while serving as India's External Affairs Minister, emphasised this point 

when, addressing the media, he said, “In many ways, the media is the torch-bearer of better 

people-to-people contacts…One sentence from any of you has the potential to reach 

millions. It can correct a wrong; it can create an image; it can plant a seed of 
3understanding.”

The following points have been made in this report:

First, the national print media has devoted considerable time and space to China-related 

matters even though its concern with China is not overwhelming. Together, these five 

newspapers during the three years under study  have published nearly 16 percent  of their 

editorials on China and India-China issues—which means they found many other issues, 

both domestic and international, to devote 84 percent of their attention to. Yet, devoting 

close to 16 percent of editorials to this subject is far from being negligible.

Second, this report has shown that the newspapers devote more and more attention to 

China's status as a rising power or to emerging issues like river water sharing, environment 

protection and climate change or trade between the two countries and have moved away 

from a single-minded concern with the border issue. While the border remains a sensitive 

issue, the newspapers are of the view that there are multiple areas in which India can move 

forward in its relations with China. 



Third, the print media's interest in China is expanding to cover its domestic issues as well. 

Thus in 2012, the year of China's decadal change of leadership, a number of editorial pieces 

were written on China's domestic developments. The Indian media's expanding interest will 

surely contribute to greater dissemination of information about China among Indian 

readers.

Finally, despite this, it is apparent that the media's sensitivity to the border issue determines 

its perception about, and projection of, China. The fact that  of all the years, the number of 

editorials on India-China border increased most in 2013 is due to the fact that the borders 

were most volatile in that particular year among  all these three years. Not that in other years 

(2012 and 2014) there were no reported incidents on the border. But in 2013 newspapers 

reported major Chinese intrusions into Indian territory extending from Ladakh in Jammu 

and Kashmir through Himachal Pradesh to Sikkim and Arunachal Pradesh for half the year 

from March to August, prompting the media to editorialise  on the issue more frequently 

and emphatically. Also, these incidents enhanced the negative perception of China and 

projection of an unfavourable image of the country by the national media. Even editorials 

on economy-related issues, which were largely positive in other years, projected an entirely 

negative image of China in 2013 (see Figure 10).

Debasish Roy Chowdhury, analysing the news reports (not editorials) of two major national 

English dailies of India on China related news, namely, The Times of India and The Hindustan 

Times, for the first six months of 2012 found “shrill jingoism” in reporting China. He says, “If 

one went only by the Indian media depiction of China, one could easily be forgiven for 
4

thinking war is imminent…”

However, a perusal of the editorials of five national English language dailies including  one 

of the two that Roy Chowdhury also studied, for a longer period of three years including 

2012,does not convey any such impression. Rather, the media is increasingly giving the 

impression that India and China can positively and productively engage with each other, 

while at the same time holding out the possibility that if the border issue is resolved 

satisfactorily and soon, mutual trust and cooperation would have a multiplier effect. On the 

basis of the editorials it appears that the media on the whole is both more mature and 

responsible in its attitude to China. Far from crying wolf where there is none, the media does 

not hesitate to point out both the need and the opportunities for cooperation. 

Trends of Indian national dailies' editorials- 

• The national print media has devoted considerable time and space in writing about 
China related matters even though its concern with China is not overwhelming.

• While border still remains a very sensitive issue for India in particular, the 
newspapers do not allow it to hijack all other issues.

• The print media's interest in China is expanding to cover its domestic issues as 
well. 
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What does this study suggest in terms of future policy direction for India vis-a-vis China? 

Based on a quantitative and qualitative reading of the editorials, these are some 

recommendations:

• A more focused, nuanced and visionary approach to deal with China's inroads into 

South Asia is warranted. While resentment will be unproductive, an 'either or' 

approach is too restrictive, and may even turn out to be confrontational. 

• Globally, cozying up to Japan and the US is necessary but may not be sufficient. In 

the re-emerging confrontationist international environment, India has a role in 

promoting cooperation like it did in the past among all the great powers.

• While a positive-sum approach to the broader issue of India-China relations is 

warranted, the border dispute remains a major issue and it is imperative that both 

governments look beyond the burdens of the past to the opportunities of the present 

and the promises of the future. 

• India should learn fast from China's production facilities and infrastructure; the 

relative advantage in labour cost needs to be utilised quickly on the ground rather 

than merely theorised about, so that the trade gap is reduced. 

• More knowledge of the Chinese social and political systems and the way these work 

is necessary for a well-considered policy.
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