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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

China has a rich Central Asia studies literature and in recent years, it Received 20 July 2023

has seen an expansion in the number of research institutions with a Accepted 23 January 2024

regional focus. We apply a Structural Topic Model, a quantitative

method that estimates thematic prevalence through machine China: Chi .
R L L2, X ina; Chinese academia;

learning, to analyse publications on Central Asia in Chinese Central Asia; knowledge

academic and specialist journals to show how the field has production; area studies;

evolved over time. Aside from the methodological contribution structural topic model

we offer an original dataset of 10,563 publications scraped from

China’s CNKI database. We test our strategy on two assumptions

in Western literature on Chinese academics’ understanding of

Central Asia: (1) China’s research institutes are primarily

concerned with economics and (2) China’s thinking on strategic

regions is lacking in local context, unique cultural concepts and

insights. We argue that while China’s scholarship on the region is

often Sinocentric, some research shows diversity and nuance,

with more analytical depth that has been traditionally understood.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

Central Asia has long served as a testing ground for China’s international concepts and
political communication strategies. In the early 2000s, China pioneered security concepts
such as the ‘Three Evil Forces’ (terrorism, separatism, extremism) in Tashkent through the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), a multilateral entity set up by China, Russia
and the governments of the Central Asian republics. On September 7, 2013, Chinese
President Xi Jinping, on a visit to Kazakhstan, announced the launch of the Silk Road
Economic Belt, the land component of what would become the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI). Central Asia then, is often something of a ‘laboratory’ where China tests its
foreign policy positions before implementing them in other parts of the world (Cooley
and Nexon 2020).

In Western academia there has been growing interest in recent years in the role China
plays in Central Asia’s development. For some, the region is a strategic lynchpin in
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Beijing’s grand strategy to construct Sino-centric trade networks connecting Europe and
Asia and undermine U.S. hegemony (Frankopan 2019; Hillman 2020; Markey 2021). This
body of work tends to be focused on economic relations, with scholars noting that
since the mid-1990s, China’s trade with Central Asia has jumped from under $1 billion
to over $45.8 billion in 2021." Other studies have looked at the region as a source of
energy security for China and at the role debt plays in the accumulation of political lever-
age (Dadabaev 2020; Karrar 2016; Laruelle and Peyrouse 2012; Wang 2015). Scholars work
on the analytical assumption that Beijing is an economic rather than security actor in the
region, resulting in the common perception of a division of labour in the region with
Russia as the ‘sheriff and China in the role of the ‘bank’ (Larson 2020). Yet, other
studies have focused on security and explored China’s growing arms sales and military
exercises in Central Asia, revealing the degree to which internal dynamics inside
China’s bordering Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR) are driving its security
interests in the surrounding region (Jardine and Lemon 2020a; Jardine and Lemon
2021; Kerr and Swinton 2008). These works rest on another common assumption,
namely that China’s Central Asia policy is inherently Sinocentric and connected with its
own internal dynamics mostly directed to regime survival or protection of the primacy
of the Chinese Communist Party.?

In the broader context of understanding knowledge production in Chinese Inter-
national Relations, Central Asia emerges as a significant focal point for China’s inter-
national concepts and political communication strategies (Kavalski 2010; Seiwert 2023).
While Mandarin language publications have extensively covered China’s role in the
region, little attention has been given to how Chinese scholars and experts perceive
and contribute to the understanding of the region. This article aims to bridge this gap
by delving into the evolution of China’s thinking on Central Asia amongst its community
of regional experts in academia and beyond. Starting from the two assumptions above
from international (Western) literature, (1) that China views Central Asia through an econ-
omic lens and (2) that China’s Central Asia-focused academic and policy communities are
Sinocentric, this research explores the Chinese vision of Central Asia through a thematic
analysis of Chinese publications on the region.

Employing a Structural Topic Model (STM), the article quantitatively analyses Chinese-
language specialist journals to unveil key themes and the evolving research agenda in
China’s area studies literature on Central Asia. This comprehensive approach contributes
a longitudinal understanding to the literature on China’s knowledge production in the
context of Central Asian studies, which in turn contributes to the literature on Chinese
IR and its imagination of regions. We argue that China’s scholarship is often Sinocentric,
particularly in the humanities, and that social research is often focused on economic
aspects. Yet, some threads of research are richer than normally assumed and informed
by local perspectives, and the mix of research includes a strong security focus. We also
introduce a new dataset on studies on Central Asia in the Chinese language that we
hope can be explored through further qualitative and quantitative research.

The article begins by reviewing common narratives in Western literature on China’s
role in Central Asia, before setting out to assess prior studies on China’s knowledge-pro-
duction system in Central Asian studies. The paper then uses a Structural Topic Model, a
method for quantitative document analysis based on machine learning, to analyse
research on Central Asia in Chinese-language academic journals to show key themes in
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China’s area studies literature and how its research agenda in Eurasia has evolved over
time.

A review of studies on China’s knowledge-production in Central Asian
studies

Many studies, mostly in the tradition of constructivist International Relations, have looked
at China’s own imagination of Central Asia to provide a nuanced understanding of the
effect of local images of the region in China’s decision making. However, while much
work has been done to understand China’s policy-making and the complex constellation
of actors involved in regional engagement (Dadabaev 2020; Kavalski 2010; Sciorati 2023;
Seiwert 2023), less has been done to understand how Chinese academics and researchers
think about the region. By exploring both the knowledge production process and its intel-
lectual outputs, we hope to assess China’s developing regional studies over time to gauge
thematic prevalence, research priorities, and key researchers advancing research agendas
in the study of Central Asia.

Central Asian studies has been growing in Chinese academia. Xiao Bin's ‘Central Asian
Studies in China' provides valuable insight into the growth and trajectory of regional
studies programmes in the PRC using a quantitative assessment of 5148 published
papers in China’s CNKI (China National Knowledge Infrastructure) search engine about
the region from 1992 to 2018 (Xiao 2019).2 According to Xiao, most of the early scholars
who studied the region were previously involved in Soviet/communist studies and relied
largely on Russian language sources. Central Asia had been treated as a subfield within
Soviet studies, and thus, Chinese academics lacked an academic understanding of the
region (Xiao 2019). These findings correlate with the trajectory of Western scholarship
on the region at the time (Tutumlu 2021). Xiao notes that most studies rely on traditional
methods and use macro-theories rather than cutting-edge micro-level analyses of econ-
omic and political issues. Xiao concludes that China’s studies on the region tend to be
policy-oriented. In addition, Xiao notes that there is a lack of originality and though
there are research teams conducting studies on the region, very few of the researchers
have Central Asian expertise, and direct funding for projects on the region is scarce
(Xiao 2019). Differing from this approach, we do not limit our sampling to the most
cited articles. Thanks to the use of machine learning techniques such as the Structural
Topic Model, we are able to process big data and assess the evolution of thematic preva-
lence over time.

He and Liu (2020) instead use qualitative methods to analyse trends in Central Asian
studies among Western academics and reflect comparatively with the state of the field
in China. This research is based on a project led by He and launched by China’s National
Social Science Fund in 2015 to translate 10 prominent books by Western scholars of
Central Asia into Mandarin (Appendix in the online supplemental data, Table O). They
argue that Western studies largely explore ethnic relations and political reforms, conclud-
ing that Western scholarship takes better stock of the region’s unique historical and pol-
itical trajectory than Chinese studies, which tend to be more macro and geopolitical (He
and Liu 2020). Similarly, Giulia Sciorati conducted a qualitative study of 40 academic
papers written in Chinese exploring the normative constitution of Central Asia by
Chinese scholars. She focuses on two concepts: ‘self-othering’, the idea that China and
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Central Asia are at different and hierarchical stages of their development, and ‘neighbour-
ing’, where Chinese scholars construct Central Asia as culturally, geographically and pol-
itically connected to China (Sciorati 2023). Another central qualitative endeavour is
Nadine Godehardt’s book ‘The Chinese constitution of Central Asia’, where the author chal-
lenges Eurocentric views of regionalism in Central Asia and explores Chinese insider-out-
sider perspective through the notion of an expanded Chinese understanding of the
region that includes not only neighbouring Xinjiang, but also Afghanistan (Godehardt
2014).

Our quantitative approach focuses instead on understanding shifts in research
agendas over time. In qualitative analyses, availability and selection bias influence the
outcome of research. A qualitative researcher will hardly be able to read the entirety of
Chinese-language literature on Central Asia and the selection necessarily impacts
findings. At the same time, qualitative studies tend to follow a strongly deductive direc-
tion arising from the contextual temporality of the author’s analysis. Godehardt (2014) for
example focuses on Chinese interpretation of the 2010 Kyrgyz crisis, something perceived
as relevant at the time. This choice tells us about how researchers’ perceptions of the rel-
evance of specific events influence the content of their findings.

We improve the selection bias by looking inductively at themes in Central Asian studies
in China and their evolution over time, which allows us to partially detach our positioned
perception of what is relevant from the analysis (see methods below). Then we test our
findings against some deductive notions coming from Western academic research on
China in Central Asia. We look at how Chinese experts look at economic and security
aspects of cooperation with the region to understand whether they look at China as a pol-
itical/security or an economic actor in the region. We also expand the disciplinary focus by
investigating whether research in the humanities is Sinocentric and follows political
trends. Finally, we look at the prevalence of hot topics and Chinese foreign policy rhetoric
in our corpus to understand how much political discourse influences research. We
approach these issues in order to advance our central methodological contribution to
the study of Chinese research communities: a strategy and a dataset to inductively
explore research outputs longitudinally, to then deep dive qualitatively on specific
elements of the academic corpus.

Methods

This study uses a Structural Topic Model (STM), a machine-learning method that allows
researchers to analyse large amounts of text data to discover topics (themes) and their
relationship with metadata (time, source, author, language, etc.) (Roberts et al. 2014).
The STM has been used for a variety of purposes in the academic literature, from the
analysis of Human Rights Reports, political Tweets and foreign policy analysis (Bagozzi
and Berliner 2016; Combei and Giannetti 2020; Maracchione 2023; Maracchione, Sciorati,
and Combei 2024). The main measures it estimates are topic prevalence (the probability
of a topic/theme to be found in the corpus of documents and in individual documents)
and topic content (the probability of words belonging to the topic) and its most relevant
innovation is to allow the estimation of the effect of covariates on both measures
(Roberts, Stewart, and Tingley 2019). Given that our study focuses on the thematic evol-
ution of Chinese academic output on Central Asia, the STM offers an important tool to
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estimate thematic evolution over time. For this purpose, we used the abstracts of the pub-
lications as texts in our corpus.* At the same time, being mostly unsupervised, the STM
partially removes biases arising from manual coding (Barusch, Gringeri, and George 2011).

Data selection and collection

We began our data analysis by setting geographic and linguistic parameters to define the
boundaries of our corpus of documents. First, we defined what we mean by ‘Chinese
scholarship’. Since the aim of this study is to identify shifting patterns of research interest
in the People’s Republic of China (PRC), the data samples are limited to publications orig-
inating within it. We do so by using data from the CNKI, the PRC’s largest research data-
base (Yang 2023).

Next, we defined the geographic focus and disciplinary boundaries of Chinese aca-
demic papers. We defined Central Asia as the region that includes Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, but we did not exclude works that discuss other
countries and regions that are often included within Central Asian studies such as Xin-
jiang, Afghanistan or Iran. In terms of disciplinary boundaries, we included research in
the social sciences and humanities. The timeframe is limited to research published
from 1992, when the Central Asian republics became independent, through to 2022.

The publications were manually scraped from the CNKI. For our search, we used the
keywords: ‘Central Asia’, matched with keywords for each of the five Central Asian
countries. We then paired the output with the following variables: author, title, type of
publication, journal/publisher, year, abstract, source and keywords. The data was
scraped in Mandarin and later automatically translated into English, which is considered
reliable for quantitative analyses (Lucas et al. 2015), with similar issues arising from auto-
mated or manual translation (De Vries, Schoonvelde, and Schumacher 2018). For example,
a recent paper on the translation of the Chinese language by professional translators has
shown that some nuance is lost in the process due to misuse of the English language, or
misinterpretation of the original Chinese, while automated translation tools seem to
provide translations that take the tone and the linguistic and thematic context into
better account (Mokry 2022). The present version of the database contains 10,563 publi-
cations. Figure 1 shows the breakdown of publications per year, with a substantive
increase in research from 2005 on, with a peak between 2013 and 2019, which seems
to have slowed down more recently. The peak might be connected to a publication
surge in the context of the launch of the BRI, which lost steam after a few years.

China’s Central Asian knowledge-production ecosystem

The main research hubs for Central Asian studies are traditionally in Beijing, Shanghai,
Lanzhou, Xi'an and Urumgqji, all of which host major institutes that teach and research
the region. There are more than 20 Chinese research institutions focused on Central
Asia. The largest think-tanks studying the region are in Xinjiang: there are at least five dis-
tinct institutes studying different areas of cooperation between Central Asia and Xinjiang
at the Xinjiang Academy of Social Sciences, located in Urumgi. Figure 2 provides a list of
the most prolific publications on Central Asian studies. Three of the top five outlets for
Central Asia-related publications are published in the Xinjiang region, including Xt
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Figure 2. Highest number of publications on Central Asia in Chinese journals (1992-2022).

FLEF (Landbridge Horizon, 427 articles), #3115 &2 (Central Asia Info, 287 articles) and 37 &
I K22 R 2k 2 B4R (Journal of Xinjiang Normal University, 159 articles).”
However, the statistics on the most prolific authors show a different trend that seems
to move research away from Xinjiang. Of the top 10 most active researchers of Central
Asia, only Pan Zhiping % & -F, Tianshan scholar at Xinjiang University and Nie Shuling
5 51%, editor of China Info are based in the Western region. Zhu Xinguang 4t
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Figure 3. Most prolific researchers of Central Asia in the PRC (1992-2022).

instead was trained in Xinjiang and then worked at the Shanghai Normal University. Six
are based at institutional research centres in Beijing connected to the Chinese State
Council including the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (Sun Zhuangzhi fMiLE,
Zhang Ning 7K7%, Zhao Changqing &% Jk and Su Chang #+1%), the China Institute for
International Studies (Deng Hao *i) and the Development Research Centre of the
State Council (Xu Tao 1%, the most prolific scholar in our dataset with 62 publications
as first author). Figure 3 shows a list of the authors that published more than 20 of the
articles in our dataset.

Main trends in China’s scholarship on Central Asia: quantitative analysis

After preprocessing our corpus, we proceeded to estimate our Structural Topic Model
(STM). We estimated 60 topics quantitatively (for a list see Table B in the appendix)
that we subsequently grouped into 10 thematic clusters. Our classification includes
clusters in Table 1. Some topics such as topic 8 on the Shanghai Cooperation Organ-
ization (SCO) or topic 13 on the Colour Revolutions, are included in more than one
cluster since their significance spans across themes. Table A in the Appendix provides
an overview of our topics matched with the unsupervised quantitative estimation of
common words and qualitative labels and descriptions based on an analysis of the
most relevant documents per topic. We notice that most of the topics are in the
field of social science (clusters 2, 4, 5, 6, 8 and 9), while only two clusters are in
the humanities (clusters 3 and 10). Two additional clusters, cluster 1 on diplomacy
and cluster 7 on the academic world, group all the contextual topics, whose top
words are not connected to specific themes, but often occur together due to the
type of textual typology. We excluded these clusters from our analysis due to their
lack of thematic relevance.
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Table 1. Qualitative clusters resulting from the Structural Topic Model.

Cluster Label Topics

Cluster 1 Diplomacy 1, 21, 27, 40, 46, 53, 56

Cluster 2 Macroeconomy, finance and investment 2, 4,15, 25, 32, 51, 58

Cluster 3 Language studies 3,16, 42, 60

Cluster 4 Chinese governmental narratives 4,8, 13, 43, 55

Cluster 5 Trade and transports 5,14, 15, 23, 24, 37, 49, 50

Cluster 6 Chinese foreign policy and international politics 7, 8,11, 13, 26, 30, 33, 35, 50, 54

Cluster 7 Academic world 10, 34, 37, 45

Cluster 8 Security and internal politics 6,12, 13, 14, 18, 19, 26, 27, 29, 33, 35, 36, 39, 57
Cluster 9 Geography and anthropology 16, 18, 28, 34, 38, 59

Cluster 10 Historical, cultural and archaeological studies 9, 17, 20, 22, 31, 34, 38, 41, 47, 52, 54, 59

What we can infer from the data is that China’s scholarly engagement with Central Asia
seems to be more generous and variegated than depicted in the literature, as can be seen
in Figure 4 which visualizes the top 15 most prevalent topics in our corpus. While govern-
mental priorities are very prevalent (topics 43, 4 and 17) and the top five topics are all
China-related, the presence of topics 39 and 57 shows an attention to Central Asian
internal developments that was not recognized by international scholars. Furthermore,
the characterization of China’s scholars as primarily focused on economic development
in Central Asia is put into question by the overwhelming focus on security issues —
which tracks with the recent security turn in Western scholarship on China’s strategic
interests in the region (Cooley 2021; Jardine and Lemon 2020a).

China’s research on Central Asia in the humanities and sociological studies:
state-led cultural diplomacy?

China’s cooperation with Central Asia in historical, archaeological and cultural studies is a
key theme in recent international relations literature (Dadabaev 2018; Dadparvar and Azizi
2019; Sciorati 2022). In his book on China’s attempt to revive the concept of the Silk Road,
Tim Winter notes China’s ‘geocultural power’, which he depicts as both soft and hard
power (Winter 2019). Sciorati criticizes this duality and focuses on heritage diplomacy
as a form of soft power by describing China’s historicization of transnational World Heri-
tage Sites. The analysis of cultural studies in Chinese academic and research communities
provides new depth to these studies by discussing the prevalence of cultural topics over
time.

An analysis of our linguistic cluster supports the literature and its temporal design.
Topic 3 on Chinese language teaching for Central Asians contains abstracts related to
skills and methods to teach Chinese to local students and it is the most prevalent topic
in our corpus. An example is the paper H1 P B4 224 $2 = P00 5 AE HL A8 12 > 5% (Learn-
ing Strategies for Central Asian Students to Improve Chinese Writing Skills) written by
Wang and Zhang, which ‘mainly discusses learning strategies used by Central Asian stu-
dents in writing’ (2013). Another prevalent topic, number 42, focuses more specifically on
Chinese characters and the difficulties that Central Asians face in learning them. The two
topics also have a clear peak around 2011-14, which tracks with discussions on China’s
people-to-people efforts related to the Belt and Road Initiative, as confirmed below by
our other cultural clusters. Yet, the peak seems to come earlier than 2013, the year in
which the BRI is traditionally collocated (see Figure 5). One interpretation is that the
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Figure 4. Top 15 topics for topic prevalence in the corpus.

public-private partnership in China’s policy-making had begun developing an interest in
the region that produced the backbone of BRI soft policies.

Cluster 9 (anthropology, sociology and human geography) shows a general declining
trend partially reverted around 2011-2012 and, more recently, after 2020. The prevalence
of studies on religion (topics 18, 38 and 59) seems to be on the rise, potentially in line with
the Islamization of Central Asia society (Pikulicka-Wilczewska 2021). Yet, it was much more
prevalent in the early years of our timeframe (1990s). Finally, our cluster related to the
study of the past containing historical and archaeological research contains 12 topics,
some in common with the previous cluster, the majority of which are fairly prevalent
overall. Again, the China-related topics are the most relevant with topic 17 on the
Great Silk Road being in our top 15 (Figure 4). Topics 41, 22 and 47 respectively, focus
on relations between imperial China and Central Asia, the Mongol empires in Central
Asia and cultural exchanges between Chinese and Central Asian peoples. All three
topics were prevalent around the time of the independence of Central Asian republics
and regained a similar level of relevance in recent years. This can be connected to the
necessity to find common histories during the establishment of relations between
China and Central Asia, and in China’s refocusing on the region in the second half of
the 2010s.

An important boost in relevance occurred during the same period for archaeological
studies (topics 9 and 52) that gained a lot of attention after 2017-18. Chinese media
outlet Global Times reported in 2017 that China was becoming a leading actor in inter-
national archaeological projects, mentioning Chinese participation in archaeological
excavations in Africa, South Asia and Central Asia. In Central Asia, Uzbekistan was one
of the first countries to start archaeological cooperation with China. The Mingtepa site
opened in 2012 is the most important fruit of such cooperation (Chen 2023). Zhu
Yangshi, based at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS) Institute of Archaeology
and leader of the Mingtepa project mentioned that ‘this trend is the result of China’s
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Figure 5. Topic prevalence of topics in cluster 3 on language studies over time (1992-2022).

increasing economic strength and the country’s archaeological circle’s growing interest in
conducting exchanges with their foreign counterparts’ (Global Times 2017). The analysis
of our cultural clusters seems to suggest that governmental priorities have an important
role in guiding research priorities in the humanities and human social sciences. Yet, the
different timings of such developments as exposed in the analysis of our linguistic
cluster imply a role for research communities in drawing attention to specific policy
problems.

China as an economic provider: the role of economics and security in Chinese
research on Central Asia

A central argument in the international literature on China and Russia in their relationship
with Central Asia is their division of labour where China would be the economic provider
and Russia the security guarantor. Yet, this division of labour is increasingly debated as
scholars have turned to analysis of China’s complex security partnerships across the
region (Jardine and Lemon 2020a). Our aim is to discuss whether this division of labour
maps into China’s knowledge production on Central Asia and whether Chinese scholars
and experts write about Central Asia with economic relations in mind. Around half of
the top 15 topics in terms of prevalence are security-related and four are centred on
Central Asian internal politics and potential threats to stability. Topic 29 is an important
example since it discusses international events and their effect on stability in Central
Asia. Examples of these events are the financial crisis, or the war in Afghanistan. A
typical article connected to this topic is 4 H I X 22 4 5 35 B4 i JEH i (A
Contemporary Analysis of the Characteristics and Trends of Security in Central Asia)
written in 2015 by Jia, Zhang, and Fang (2015). The topic is prevalent over time, but it
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Figure 6. Topic prevalence over time of topics in Cluster 8 on security and internal politics (1992—
2022).

shows a peak in the late 1990s to early 2000s (see Figure 6), probably connected with the
role of the war in Afghanistan and the Colour Revolutions, critical points at which China
connected its own security concerns in Xinjiang province with the wider Central Asian
region (Petersen and Pantucci 2022).

Yet, the topic seems to show a slight inflection in the second part of our time-frame.
This is a trend that is common to most of the topics contained in our cluster on security
and internal politics. While some event-specific topics can be expected to decrease in rel-
evance throughout our time-frame (e.g., the topics on terrorism and 9/11), it appears that
generally, security topics were more prevalent before 2013. This has an important impact
in terms of the way in which international literature sees China in Central Asia. While inter-
est towards Central Asia in China was always portrayed in Western academia in terms of
economic reasoning, particularly at the onset, with a focus on energy resources, it seems
that security topics were the main focus of Chinese political research on Central Asia until
the last decade of our timeframe and many of these security topics trump the topic on
natural resources in general prevalence.

This does not mean economics is irrelevant. Our clusters 2 and 5 on macroeconomy,
finance and investment, and on trade and transports contain some of the most important
topics in our model. Starting from cluster 5, topics on trade and transport routes in Central
Asia are unsurprisingly relevant with only two of the topics falling under the second quar-
tile in terms of general prevalence and two topics in the top 15. These are topic 37 that
contains empirical quantitative research on trade between China and Central Asia, and
topic 23, a very similar topic that is less about measures and outcomes and contains
more qualitative discussions on trade and markets in Central Asia with a focus on agricul-
ture that is common to both topics. The documents contained in this second trade topic
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are often policy commentaries, while documents connected to topic 37 are mostly from
academic sources. An example of the latter is the 2016 paper #1[E 5 H IV E F A& 7= 0 5 5
oM &R SLUEAF 7 (An Empirical Study on Factors that Influence Agricultural Trade
between China and Central Asia) authored by Li and Yang. The article is one of many
that deal with agriculture, another important finding of our analysis of trade-related
abstracts. Other relevant topics are connected to transport routes. Topic 24 contains
documents on the Lianyungang port in Jiangsu, the starting point of the New Eurasian
Land Bridge. The topic's relevance is inflated by the publication of many reports on the
theme by the journal KA1 EF (Landbridge Horizon). However, many other documents
in our corpus mention the port, making it worthy of some attention. For example, topic 48
contains many commentaries on transport routes for Chinese products via the port and
through the many infrastructures that connect China to Central Asia. The topic on
natural resources is only the 6th in terms of relevance in the trade cluster and mid-
chart in terms of general prevalence. Western attention on natural resources is not mir-
rored by the Chinese research community. All the topics in the trade cluster show an
upward trend in terms of relevance, particularly starting around 2013 in connection
with the Belt and Road Initiative (for visualizations see Appendix, Table G).

Moving to cluster 2, most of the topics are in the top two quartiles, with two topics in
our top 15 in terms of general prevalence. Amongst these, topic 4 on the Belt and Road
Initiative is unsurprisingly prominent. Its relevance peaked in 2013 when the project was
first launched (Figure 7). Topic 25, however, contains a series of macroeconomic analyses
that mostly centre on the aim of internationalizing the Chinese currency, the Renminbi.
The discussion cuts across fields in that it does not relate to one specific policy (see
BRI), but it does show an important aspect of China’s cooperation with Central Asia
that is not often discussed in Western academia. The fact that topic 25 is the third

Topic 25 - The internationalisation of the Renminbi Topic 4 - The Belt and Road Initiative
0.08-

0.06 -
0.04 -
0.02-
0.00-

Topic 15 - Industrial and Commercial Standards Topic 2 - Global production

0.08 -

0.06-
c 0.04-
S
téo.oz‘ - NN —
5 0.00- =
o
2
§' Topic 32 - Chinese overseas investments in Central Asia Topic 51 - Investment and risk for Chinese companies in Central Asia
3 0.08 -
o 0.06 -
g
2 0.04-
w

0.02- — /—///J\

0.00 -

' ' ' ' ' ' '
1992 1997 2002 2007 2012 2017 2022
Topic 58 - Banking and financial infrastructure in Central Asia

0.08 -

0.06 -

0.04-

0.02- —— Mpe—t——— e

000- —~

' ' ' ' ' ' '
1992 1997 2002 2007 2012 2017 2022
Time

Figure 7. Topic prevalence over time of topics in Cluster 2 on Macroeconomics (1992-2022).
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most prevalent topic in our corpus is a central finding in terms of Chinese economic
research on Central Asia. An example of analyses contained in the topic is the paper
written by Li Qinghong in 2010 titled &5 v [X 57 Z) N\ IR 4 5 1 B AL 3 A
(Analysis of the Causes of Settlements in Renminbi in Trade Between China and Central
Asia). The use of Renminbi in economic exchanges between China and Central Asia has
become a very relevant topic recently after the Russian invasion of Ukraine, as the
Yuan is increasingly being used for interactions between Russia, China and the region
due to Western sanctions to the Russian Federation (Strongney 2023). But in China, the
prevalence of debates on Renminbi internationalization and Central Asia has been
strong and stable since the late 2000s and has only grown over time (see Figure 7).
Our finding calls for more research on this aspect in its development over the years,
including by reviewing the literature contained in this topic qualitatively.

A final aspect to discuss is the increasing relevance of research related to industrial
and investment cooperation between China and Central Asia. Topics 15, 32 and 51 all
deal with different aspects of industrial development in the region. Topic 32 on
Chinese investment in Central Asia and topic 51 on risk assessments for Chinese com-
panies working in the region are China-focused. Topic 32 is more descriptive group-
ing documents commenting on business practices of Chinese investors in Central
Asia. Topic 51 instead is more analytical and contains mostly research on the risks
and opportunities for Chinese investment in Central Asia. For example, Hu Zhaofu
(2017) wrote ZRIE [ AR U X T Fh EL R B I SE MBI 7o —— DL 2 [ 5 98 (A
Study of the Impact of Political Risk in Host Countries on Overseas Direct Investment —
The Case of Central Asian Countries) that discusses the risks that foreign direct invest-
ment in China involves. Topic 15 instead is more focused on technical aspects of
economic cooperation such as industrial and commercial standards in Central Asia.
These three topics are fairly relevant overall and they show a growing trend over
time as can be seen in Figure 7. This finding supports the idea that China upgrading
its economic cooperation with the region, and its attention to local aspects influen-
cing investment, has promoted the diversity and depth of its economic scholarship
on Central Asia.

Chinese versus Central Asian priorities: aims and motivations to study Central
Asia

This section will focus on the relevance of topics on internal politics vis-a-vis Chinese gov-
ernmental priorities and discuss topics related to clusters 4 on Chinese governmental nar-
ratives, 6 on international politics and foreign policy and 8 on security and internal issues.
Cluster 4 contains common narratives in Chinese political discourse and its foreign policy
concepts (Zeng 2020). These are topic 43 on good-neighbourliness, topic 4 on the BRI,
topic 8 on the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, topic 55 on Xinjiang and topic 13
on the Colour Revolutions. It is unsurprising that three of these topics are pivotal in
terms of their general prevalence and rank in the top 15 of the general chart. Good-neigh-
bourliness is the most prevalent of these narratives, which has been central for China’s
relations with the region for decades. Topics 4 and 8 are also amongst the most prevalent
topics, and both have been prisms through which scholars in China, as in the West, have
looked at China’s involvement in Central Asia.



14 (&) F.MARACCHIONE AND B. JARDINE

We explain this relevance through the prism of state funding and support. Taking the
BRI as an example, in December 2013, just after the launch of the BRI, five new think tanks
were created in Xinjiang: the Central Asian Research Centre, the Central Asian Centre for
Agriculture, the Central Asian Biological Centre, the Central Asian Industrial Incubator
Centre and the Central Asian Information Technology Centre. All are designed to facilitate
the implementation of several aspects of the Silk Road Economic Belt. In February 2014, in
the northwest part of China’s Shanxi Province, three new institutions were founded: the
Central Asia Institute, the Institute for the Study of the Silk Road at Northwestern Univer-
sity, and the Central Asia Institute at Xi'an University of Foreign Languages. Hence, it is not
surprising that BRI receives such coverage in our corpus. The SCO, meanwhile, was a
forum where China negotiated its identity as a Central Asian actor. The SCO founding
documents showcase an organization with ambitions to provide an alternative value
framework on the world stage. As written in the declaration establishing the SCO, the
Shanghai Spirit has six components: ‘mutual trust, mutual benefit, equality, consultation,
respect for multi civilizations, [and] striving for common development’. These principles
are an attempt to create a framework that mitigates against power imbalances
between members in favour of a consensus-based approach to Central Asian security.

The other two topics, topic 55 on Xinjiang and 12 on the Colour Revolutions are less
prevalent overall, but they represent important aspects of China’s engagement with
Central Asia that are connected to China’s own security. The first topic is related to
China’s border security and national unity, as well as counterinsurgency and ethnic pol-
icies (Clarke 2011). The second is connected to China’s regime security in relation to revo-
lutions throughout the Eurasian space that have toppled undemocratic regimes (Chen
2010). Unlike geopolitical studies in the past, which viewed Central Asia as merely a
source of energy to overcome its dependency on sea routes, recent surveys in the
West looked at the unique security characteristics of China’s own geography and colonial
identity in Xinjiang. Some Western studies argue that China follows a domestically-driven
foreign policy in Central Asia, an argument made by Pantucci and Petersen in their book
‘Sinostan: China’s Inadvertent Empire’ (2022). Following this logic, instability in Xinjiang
has led to heightened coordination with partners across the border. China has taken a
more assertive approach to regional security, opening its first military facility in the
region, in Tajikistan in 2016; increasing its share of Central Asian arms imports from
1.5% to 13%; and organizing dozens of joint exercises and officer training activities bilat-
erally through the SCO (Jardine and Lemon 2020b). Our findings confirm the relevance of
Xinjiang in China’s research on Central Asia, yet they do not collocate its birth in the recent
security turn of Western scholarship on China-Central Asia relations. Our topic 55 is preva-
lent throughout our timeframe and does not show any recent peak in prevalence,
suggesting security interests in China’s research communities are much broader than
Western analysts generally observe and there has been sustained interest spanning
decades (see Figure 8).

It should be noted, however, that many of Xi Jinping’s foreign policy slogans such as
the ‘New Type of Great Power Relations’ or the ‘Community of Shared Future for Mankind’,
as well as the more recent ‘Global Development Initiative’, ‘Global Security Initiative’ and
‘Global Civilization Initiative’ are not frequent enough in China’s discourse on Central Asia
to generate separate topics. On the contrary, Chinese research has dedicated a lot of
attention to Central Asian internal issues, suggesting a more nuanced understanding of
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Figure 8. Topic prevalence over time of topics in Cluster 4 on Chinese governmental narratives (1992-
2022).

regional dynamics than western scholars predicted. In cluster 8 on security and internal
politics we can find for example topic 39 on Central Asian political institutions. The
topic is the ninth most prevalent topic in our corpus and it contains research focussing
on regional elites, political parties, democratic institutions, security apparatus and
forms of government. A good example here would be Yang Jin’s 2014 work & #| %]
W R F G T FE K% R & (On the Factors Restricting the Process of Democratic Pol-
itical Transformation in Central Asia), whose focus is entirely internal.

This interest in local politics likely stems from the struggles of many Chinese compa-
nies in implementing investment projects in the region, instead generating discontent
in local communities, often resulting in protests (Oxus Society 2023). For example, one
of the early initiatives of the BRI was the modernization of the outdated power plant in
Bishkek, which commenced in 2014 financed through a 20-year loan agreement
between China’s Export-Import Bank and the Kyrgyzstani government but led to scan-
dals of high-level corruption, mass protests and growing anti-China sentiments (RFE/RL
2018). In February 2020, Kyrgyzstan's government was forced to cancel a $275 million
Chinese logistics project after protesters mobilized against it. The Kyrgyz-Chinese Ata-
Bashi Free Economic Zone Joint Venture, set up by China’s One Lead One (HK)
Trading Limited and a Kyrgyzstani partner, noted that the contract had been annulled
because ‘it is not possible to work on a long-term large project in the circumstances’ -
referring to widespread local backlash. In response to this, Chinese projects have begun
to adapt to cater to local needs and improve at the implementation level, as discussed
in the literature review. The prevalence of our topics on internal politics shows that
research on Central Asian internal politics exists in China and is a focal discussion in
our corpus.
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Conclusion

Since the fall of the Soviet Union, China has become a substantial political and economic
player in Central Asia. To facilitate its integration with the region, Chinese academia has
been expanding regional studies programmes and language training to better under-
stand the region. Our research challenges common assumptions about China’s research
interests being predominantly economic in nature. By looking at overall prevalence, it
became clear that the characterization of economic relations as the focus on China'’s
knowledge production on Central Asia is questionable and security and trade/economics
have a similar thematic prevalence.

Our data matches well the evolution, expansion and diversification of economic
scholarship with China upgrading its economic cooperation with the region, and the
localization of Chinese investments. The interest of Chinese research communities
about Central Asian internal politics, institutions and societies may be connected to
the struggles of many Chinese companies to successfully implement investment pro-
jects in the region, which created discontent in local communities, often resulting in
protests. In response to this, Chinese companies tried to adapt, by better understand-
ing local needs and improving their reputation on the ground. Contrary to common
beliefs, the prevalence of our topics on internal politics shows that research on
Central Asian internal politics is a focal discussion in China. So, it is possible that
Chinese localization policies are now tapping into this knowledge to support their pro-
jects. Yet, the quality of such research cannot be assessed by our research design in
detail. Reviewing this literature qualitatively is a potential future avenue for this
research agenda. In any case, the focus on Central Asian internal trends implies a
focus and attention to local needs that has the potential to tame Chinese self-inter-
ested tendencies that seem to have characterized early theorizations of Chinese pro-
jects in Central Asia.

Moving to state narratives, themes like the BRI or the concept of good-neighbourliness
are clearly pushed by Chinese research communities. But Xi Jinping’s theoretical contri-
butions to foreign policy are not discussed in the Chinese Central Asian studies literature.
The ‘New Type of Great Power Relations’, the ‘Community of Shared Future for Mankind’
and the three global initiatives (development, security and civilization) do not generate
separate topics due to their lack of relevance in our corpus. Another common theme in
Western academia is the role of Xinjiang-related policies in shaping Chinese views on
Central Asia. Our findings confirm this trend through the stable relevance of analyses
of Xinjiang in Central Asia in our corpus, yet they do not collocate its birth in the
recent security turn of Western scholarship on China-Central Asia relations after 2013.
Our Xinjiang topic is prevalent throughout our timeframe. In parallel, the analysis of
our cultural clusters seems to suggest that governmental priorities did shape research pri-
orities in cultural and sociological studies, for example the extensive focus on the ancient
Silk Roads in a historical and cultural perspective or the use of archaeology to find
common heritage between the Chinese and Central Asian peoples. Yet, the temporal
pattern of thematic development in our linguistic cluster seems to support the role of
researchers in attracting attention to specific themes, in this case the need for better
methods to teach the Chinese language in Central Asia, due to the relevance of the
region.
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Our research provides an important methodological contribution that involves a strategy
for quantitatively exploring research outputs inductively, which we advise should be fol-
lowed by qualitative deep dives into specific academic elements of our original dataset
that we offer in open access for further research. The strategy reduces selection bias by
inductively examining themes in Central Asian studies in China and how they evolve
over time. We test our strategy by triangulating deductive notions from Western academic
research on China in Central Asia to explore how an inductive quantitative step can provide
a nuanced starting point to explore China’s knowledge production on Central Asia.

Notes

1. Data from the Observatory of Economic Complexity. https://oec.world/en

2. See Sciorati’s (2022) analysis on this aspect.

3. The authors note that it is important to consider that while increased accessibility to CNKI
indicates significant growth in research output, past publications may not have been digi-
tised or categorised, making it hard to quantify how substantial the expansion of regional
studies has been in reality.

4. The decision to use abstracts instead of entire papers is connected with accessibility to CNKI
from Western academic institutions, as well as for comparability. While analysing publications
in their entirety would have provided more nuanced results, it would have limited the analy-
sis to articles that are accessible from the institutions where the authors are based.

5. This study does not inquire into the connections between think tanks and the state in the
Chinese context, or toward researchers and government policymaking, but studies that
scrutinise funding and research agendas can be found in the work of Haiyun Feng and He
(2020).
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