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Abstract. In this academic article, an attempt is made to present the perception
of Chinese scholars on the development of contemporary processes in Central Asia
and the policies of foreign states and unions in the region in the context of changing
international and regional dynamics.

The research results shed light on the existing perceptions within Chinese academic
circles regarding the current state and trajectory of Central Asian countries' relations

1 berik.tabybayev@isca.kz
2 abdrakhmanov@isca.kz
3 s.kozhirova@yandex.kz
4 ta@kazritc.org

Central Asia's

FAIRS

QUARTERLY ANALYTICAL REVIEW 4(92)/2023 7




with foreign actors, ongoing geopolitical changes, the process of strengthening intra-
regional cooperation, and a significant shift in China's foreign policy in Central Asia.

Keywords: Central Asia, China, geopolitical competition, constructive
cooperation, SCO, BRI, community of common destiny, summit.

OPTAJIBIK ABUSIIATBI 3AMAHAYHY MPOLECCTEP KOHE
BIHTBIMAKTACTBIK "KAHFBIPY KE3EHIH/IET'T
AMMAKTAFBI KbITAY TATIJIOMATHUSACEHI

Bbepik Ta0b1n0aeB, Kaiipar A0apaxmanoB, CBetriiana Koxxuposa,
Tamepaan AKHUSA30B

Anpgarna. bynreuteivu Mmakasa Kertait FansivaapsiabiH OpTaiblk A3usgarsl 3aMa-
HayH MPOIIECTEP/IIH JaMYybl JKOHE XaIbIKapaJIbIK )KOHE alfMaKThIK KOHBIOHKTYPaHBIH
e3repyl JKargailblHIa IIET MEMIIEKETTep MEH YHWbIMIap TapalblHaH aiiMakra
KYPTi3UTiI OTBIPFaH casicaTblHA KATBICThI TYCIHIKTEPIH YCHIHABI.

3eprrey HoTHkenepi KeitaitiblH FeUThIMU TONITaphIHAA OpTaNBIK A3US eIIepiHIH
HIETENIIK aKTOPIapPMEH KapbIM-KaThIHACBIHBIH ©3€KT1 Mocesenepl MEH MEH OarbIT-
Taphbl, OOJIBIIT JKATKaH F'e0CasCH o3repicTep, alMaKIIIIiK ©3apa 1C-KUMBLIbI HBIFANUTY
npoteci xoHe KXP-apiH OpTanbik A3usiFa KaTbICThI CHIPTKBI CasicaTbIHIAFbI €J1eyIl
e3repicTep Typajbl KAJIBINTACKAH MIKIpJIEp/Al aHbIKTayFa MyMKIHAIKTEP Oepe/i.

Tyitin cozoep: Opmanvix Azus, Keimati, 2ceocascu 6acexkenecmik, KOHCMpPYKMuUemi
e3apa ic-gumsin, LIIBI¥, 5)KBb, 6ip mazovlp Ko2amoacmulavl, CAMMUM.

COBPEMEHHBIE TPOIIECCHI B IEHTPAJIBHOM A3UU U
AUITJIOMATHUSA KUTASA B PETHOHE B 21I10XY
OBHOBJIEHUSA COTPYIHUYECTBA

bepuk TadbinOaeB, Kaiipar Aoapaxmanos, Ceeriiana Koxuposa,
Tamepiaan AKHUA30B

AHHoOTaums. B3Tol HayyHOH CTaThe JeNaeTCsA MONbITKA IPEICTABUTH BOCIIPUATUE
KUTalCKUX YUYEHBIX Pa3BUTHUsI COBPEMEHHBIX mpolieccoB B lleHTpasnbHONW A3nu U
IPOBOJAUMOI B PErvOHE MOJIUTUKU MHOCTPAHHBIX TOCYAAPCTB U OOBEIUHEHUN B
YCJIOBUAX U3MEHEHUSI MEKAYHAPOAHON U PETMOHAIBHON KOHBEKTYPBI.

HccnenoBanue Mmpu3BaHO MPOJUTh CBET HA MMEIOIIMECS B HAYyYHBIX Kpyrax
Kurtas npeacrtaBieHusi 00 akTyallbHOM COCTOSSHUM U TPEKE OTHOIICHUN CTpaH
[entpanbHOil A3uu € 3apyOeKHBIMU aKTOPAMHU, IPOUCXOASIIUX T€OMOTUTHIECKUX
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M3MEHEHUSX, MPOIIECCe YKPEIUICHUST BHYTPUPETHOHATIBHOTO B3aUMOJICUCTBUSA U
CyliecTBeHHOM ciBure Bo BHelHel nonutuke KHP B [TA.

Knwueesvie cnoea: llenmpanvhnas Asusa, Kumaili, eeononumuueckoe conephu-
yecmeo, KoHcmpykmuenoe gzaumooeticmeue, LLIOC, OIIOII, coobwecmeo eduroii

CyObObL, CaMMUM.

Introduction

The rapid changes in the international
environment surrounding Central Asia
and China, observed over the past
few years, are creating conditions for
strengthening relations among the six
states. A significant achievement in this
process is the elevation of interaction
levels to the format of a summit of heads
of states of China and Central Asia. At
the first meeting of the region’s leaders in
May 2023 in the ancient Chinese capital
city of Xian, guidelines for future
cooperation were formulated. The choice
of location was not accidental, as it is
from this city that the Great Silk Road
was started more than 5,000 years ago.

Fidelity to history and traditions
regarding the revival of this important
route for the region and the continent as
a whole aims to emphasize the scale and
completeness of intentions, both for the
population of China and for the peoples
familiar with the history of the Great
Silk Road.

Among the key changes in recent
years, the Chinese academic circles
give particular attention to the definitive
official withdrawal of NATO forces from
Afghanistan in August 2021, the onset of
the Russian-Ukrainian military conflict
in February 2022, the escalation of tension
in the Taiwan Strait, the intensification
of competition between the USA and
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China, as well as internal upheavals in
Central Asia. Under the influence of
these factors, the region is witnessing the
development of the following important
trends

Firstly, there is a strengthening of
geopolitical competition among major
actors in Central Asia due to the
exacerbation of the Russian-Ukrainian
crisis. In the unfolding conditions in the
region, countries such as Turkey, the
European Union, the United States, and
other players have noticeably intensified
their efforts to advance their own
interests. Meanwhile, the Central Asian
republics maintain a course towards a
balanced foreign policy.

Secondly, there is a strengthening of
intra-regional ties among the countries
of Central Asia, commonly referred to
as regional integration, as a collective
response to the changing international
and regional landscape. This trend
1s accompanied by an increase in the
region’s independence and autonomy in
developing relations with non-regional
actors.

Thirdly, there is a significant shift in
China’s external policy focus on Central
Asia. There is a transition from the
traditional approach of being an “external
observer” to engaging in ‘“‘constructive
interaction,” along with an elevation in
the level of cooperation among the six
countries to regular meetings of the
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heads of these states.

Amidst these ongoing changes, China
and the Central Asian states maintain
their course towards strengthening
and deepening cooperation, aiming
to overcome new challenges and seek
opportunities to promote sustainable
development.

Research Methods

The research methods employed in the
preparation of this paper involved the use
of systematic and comparative analysis
of materials and data obtained during the
search and monitoring of Chinese sources
regarding current processes in Central
Asia. The systematic method enabled an
assessment of the international political
processes in Central Asia and China over
recent years.

A content analysis was conducted on
sources containing information about
cooperation results among countries,
officially reached agreements, and plans
for further development. Evaluating
these results allows for conclusions to be
drawn regarding the ongoing processes
of modernization in this context.

“The New Great Game” in Central
Asia

Unprecedented changes in
contemporary international and regional
processes contribute to the growth
of competition among major foreign
actors vying for expanded influence
in Central Asia. In history, the rivalry
for dominance in the Central Asian
space was known as the “Great Game,”
which took place in the late 19th and
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early 20th centuries between the British
and Russian Empires. Contemporary
processes in the region are referred to as
the “New Great Game.” [1] Considering
increasing geopolitical turbulence, there
is a noticeable escalation in its intensity
and complexity. [2]

In The New Great Game, the influence
of the Russian Federation in Central Asia
remains strong. With the onset of military
actions in Ukraine, the significance of
the Central Asian region for Moscow has
increased. The Central Asian republics
are not only important economic and
political partners but also hold strategic
significance in terms of ensuring the
security of Russia’s southern borders. [3]

The United States has increased the
importance of its Central Asian foreign
policy vector due to the loss of positions
in Afghanistan, the onset of the war in
Ukraine, and the heightened tension
in U.S.-China relations. In the current
geopolitical realities, the USA is utilizing
various mechanisms of cooperation with
Central Asian countries to pull them
towards its side and play a leading role in
the region for countering China. [2]

The European Union is intensifying
steps to strengthen cooperation with
the Central Asian republics in political,
energy, and transportation spheres. In
these new realities, the EU’s escalation of
interaction with Central Asian countries
aligns with the natural needs of the EU in
preserving the stability of transportation
corridors and energy supplies. However,
there are indications of the European
side’s aspirations to expand its presence
in the Central Asian region while Russia’s

Central Asia's

FAIRS

QUARTERLY ANALYTICAL REVIEW 4 (92)/2023




attention has shifted towards the Western
direction. [4]

Among the non-regional actors, the
Republic of Turkey holds the fourth
position in terms of influence on Central
Asia, following Russia, the EU, and
China. The escalation of the conflict in
Ukraine in 2022 significantly impacted
Turkey’s strategy, prompting more
decisive actions in the region. [5]

The increased role of Turkey as a
mediator in the processes surrounding
the Russian-Ukrainian crisis has led to
the integration of what is conventionally
called a “give-and take tactics” into its
foreign policy philosophy concerning
Moscow. This approach assists Russia
in matters unrelated to Central Asia,
expecting in return a silent position from
Russia regarding Turkey’s actions in
advancing its own interests in bilateral
relations with Central Asian states in
military, energy, and political fields.

Following the onset of the Russian-
Ukrainian crisis, significant efforts
by Ankara have also been directed
towards promoting a multilateral format
of interaction with the countries in
the region within the Organization of
Turkic States (OTS). Despite the limited
agenda of this regional structure, it
will undoubtedly lead its members to a
dispersal of attention and distract them
from regional economic cooperation
issues within the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization (SCO). [6]

Summarizing this section, the research
by Chinese scholars concludes that a
new stage of geopolitical competition
has evolved in the region due to NATO’s
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withdrawal from Afghanistan, the
escalation of the military conflict in
Ukraine, and the heightened tensions
between the United States and China. In
this New Great Game, they highlight the
following main tendencies in the foreign
policy of foreign states.

First, a decrease 1n Russia’s
involvement in Central Asian processes
after the start of the Russian-Ukrainian
conflict. However, Russia’s predominant
position in the region continues to be
preserved. Other countries use these
circumstances to expand their ties with
the Central Asian republics.

Second, the United States is gradually
strengthening its connections with
Central Asia in the new conditions.
One of Washington’s main objectives
in the region is to create conditions for
containing China’s development through
neighbouring countries.

Third, the European Union, faced with
new fundamental challenges concerning
energy resource imports and the
redistribution of cargo flow from China
to the EU via overland transportation
routes, 1S expanding cooperation with
Central Asian countries. In the political
field, the parties also show an interest in
elevating their interaction to a new level.

Fourth, the Republic of Turkey adeptly
utilizes its position as a mediator in the
Russian-Ukrainian conflict to implement
a “give-and take tactics” with Russia,
aiming for progressive advancement of
its interests in Central Asia.

On their part, the Central Asian

republics, amidst the intensifying
geopolitical competition, strive to
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maintain a balanced position in their
foreign policy [3]. They advocate
for upholding the principles of the
United Nations and the supremacy of
international law. These nations are
committed to developing mutually
beneficial cooperation with all interested
states and are not inclined to take sides or
align with any particular party.

Integration Processes in Central
Asia

At the current stage, one of the
significant trends in Central Asia is the
revival of intra-regional integration.
Changes in the security architecture
around the region have prompted the
five states to address mutual support for
overcoming common external challenges
and threats, as well as preserving
independence and territorial integrity.

Regarding the institutional
understanding of integration among the
Central Asia countries, there is currently
no clear definition of this process and its
organizational goals. However, judging
by the content and substance of this
interaction format, it encompasses areas
such as politics, economics, security,
cultural-humanitarian ties, and other
aspects. In a broader sense, this process
can be termed as the regional cooperation
of Central Asian republics.

The ongoing integration in Central
Asia is accompanied by the development
of two significant trends. [7] Firstly,
there is an increasing awareness of
a common regional identity. Each
Central Asian republic understands
that interacting with foreign states and

12

international organizations as a unified
region enhances their international
influence, allows for increased global
recognition, strengthens their position
on the international stage, and facilitates
collaboration with interested parties.
This has led to the emergence of the
C5+1 format, which has found broad
application in developing relations with
non-regional actors. In 2023, China and
the United States successively elevated
the level of this format to meetings of
heads of states.

The second trend involves
strengthening the independence and
autonomy of the region. Considering the
historical development of the Central
Asian republics, other states regarded
them, to a greater or lesser extent, as zones
of influence. However, this perception is
gradually weakening. The restoration
of integration within the Central Asian
space 1s one manifestation of this trend.

Following the escalation of the
Russia-Ukraine crisis, the Central Asian
states maintained close relations with
their northern neighbour. However, the
countries of the region also demonstrated
greater autonomy in  enhancing
cooperation with other players in
politics, economics, and security. They
have become more actively involved
in creating favourable conditions to
increase connectivity with other regions
of the world through infrastructure
development and transport routes.

Taking into account the increased
external risks developed after February
2022, three important trends stand out in
the foreign policies of the Central Asian
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republics. Firstly, a shift away from
perceiving the geopolitical belonging of
the region’s countries to the post-Soviet
space. Secondly, the aspiration to change
external political paradigms formed in the
earlier years of independence. Thirdly,
the movement towards developing a
regional foreign policy strategy that pays
greater attention to the region’s interests
and independence.

All of the above indicates that in an
attempt to overcome new challenges, the
Central Asian countries are becoming
more active in shaping the regional
order and independently expanding
cooperation with all interested parties.

Chinese academic circles adopt a
relatively  sceptical view regarding
the prospects of integration among
the Central Asian countries, pointing
to significant differences in their
internal situations, political cultures,
national interests, and weak economic
interconnectedness. They emphasize the
necessity of involvement of neighbouring
major states. The scholars believe that
achieving deeper integration seems
unlikely without it. [7]

China’s Relations with Central
Asian Countries at the Present Stage

As a result of internal crises within
and between the Central Asian republics,
China’s diplomacy is shifting from the
traditional approach of being an “external
observer” to a policy of ‘“constructive
interaction” [9], along with elevating the
Central Asia-China format to the level of
regular meetings between heads of states.

The internal disruptions in Central
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Asia in 2022, including the so-called
“January events” in Kazakhstan, the
border conflict between Kyrgyzstan
and Tajikistan, and the “protests in
Karakalpakstan™ in Uzbekistan, have
to some extent influenced China’s re-
evaluation of its foreign policy in the
region. Traditionally, China’s support
for peace, stability, and development in
neighbouring countries aligns with its
national interests [10].

The transition to “constructive
interaction” implies China’s readiness
to provide the necessary assistance
to neighbouring countries in times of
instability and their need for external
aid, all while adhering to principles of
sovereignty, territorial integrity, and
international law.

China sees the application of this
approachasparticularlynecessaryincases
where disruptions have extraterritorial
implications and pose a threat not only
to national but also regional security.
This shift also reflects China’s growing
awareness of its increased responsibilities
and capabilities as a major power.

China’s contribution to ensuring
stability and development in the region is
significant concerning the improvement
of the security situation in the Xinjiang
Uygur Autonomous Region of China.
This is primarily addressed through three
main pillars of China’s foreign policy in
Central Asia: the Shanghai Cooperation
Organisation (SCO), the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI), and the China+5 Central
Asian Countries format. Strengthening
ties with neighbouring countries through
these tools has substantially enhanced the
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socio-economic situation in the western
part of China [11].

In this New Great Game in Central
Asia, China is pursuing its own policy.
China’sresponse to increased competition
in the region, along with the adjustments
made by Beijing in the Central Asian
direction as mentioned above, involves
increasing interaction with the five
republics to the highest level — through
regular meetings between heads of states.
Specific directions and future goals of
this multilateral format are outlined
in the Xi’an Declaration, fundamental
agreements, and cooperation initiatives
adopted following the first China-Central
Asia Summit in May 2023.

Amid the evolving geopolitical
situation in the region, understanding
China’s current and future foreign policy
vector and its position in Central Asia is
essential. At the summit in May 2023,
Chinese President Xi Jinping articulated
the wvision for processes in Central
Asia focusing on stability, prosperity,
harmony, interconnectedness, as well
as the conceptual basis for ensuring
sustainable regional development and
bilateral relations — the Community
of Common Destiny for China and
Central Asia. This concept comprises
four main directions, including mutual
assistance and support, promoting joint
development, ensuring comprehensive
security, and strengthening centuries-old
friendship [12].

The summit’s final documents also
reflect institutional development and
various areas of cooperation within
the new China-Central Asia format.
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The parties agreed on creating meeting
mechanisms at the ministerial level for
key and priority cooperation spheres and
exploring the possibility of establishing
a Secretariat for China-Central Asia.
The defined areas of interaction include
trade, economics, transportation, energy,
innovation, science, technology, and
inter-civilizational dialogue.

Considering the aforementioned, it
can be stated that China’s relations with
Central Asian countries, amidst increased
geopolitical turbulence and internal
upheavals in the region, are entering a
fundamentally new level. In addition to
establishing a mechanism for regular
meetings between the heads of the six
states, participants in the multilateral
format have reached  significant
agreements on creating new interaction
institutions, further expanding and
deepening cooperation in various fields,
signifying consensus on the necessity of
strengthening cooperation and serving as
a collective response to new international
and regional challenges.

Overall, influenced by ongoing
changes, the six countries in the
region maintain their course towards
further strengthening and deepening
cooperation to overcome new challenges
and seek opportunities for sustainable
development. The current vision of
China’s Central Asian foreign policy
vector can be described by the words of
Chinese President Xi Jinping: “...China’s
relations with Central Asian countries
are based on deep historical roots, driven
by genuine demand, and possess a strong
social foundation. In the new era, they
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are full of vigorous vitality” [12].

Conclusion

An analysis of scientific papers and
sources authored by Chinese political
scientists and experts allows for an
understanding of the prevalent vision
and comprehension of the contemporary
developments in Central Asia and
China’s diplomacy in the region during
this era of renewed interaction. Chinese
scholars  frequently  highlight key
trends in the Central Asian region: the
rise of geopolitical competition, the
strengthening of intra-regional ties, and
the enhancement of regional cooperation
with China.

The final part of the research also
underscores the importance of including
some conclusions and recommendations
by Chinese scholars that consider the
aforementioned regional trends:

* Changes in the configuration around
Central Asia and the intensification
of geopolitical competition among
major players pose risks to future
stability in the region. [3]

» Effectively countering U.S. and
Western efforts to contain China’s
development from the territory of
Central Asian states requires China
to continue promoting the Belt and
Road Initiative, offering timely
support to neighbouring countries
for economic development and
ensuring social stability. [2]

* Turkey’s influence on Central Asia
i1s expected to gradually increase
in the near future. This may pose
a challenge to the established
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relationships between major players
in the region. China should pay
special attention to this issue,
considering the potential increase
in competition between Beijing
and Ankara, and possibly make
adjustments to its foreign policy in
Central Asia. [5]

* The current state of the political
situation and security in the region
can be described as stable. Regional
countries are taking quite active
and effective measures to overcome
external shocks, implementing
structural reforms aimed at solving
social issues and improving people’s
lives. [3]

* Improving China’s relations with
Central Asia in the coming decade
requires strengthening interaction
with the Central Asian republics to
enhance the sense of a community
of shared destiny and increase
the level of institutionalisation of
bilateral cooperation. [11]

The main limitations of the
presented work are the analysis based
solely on public scientific works by
Chinese scholars, which are open and
accessible to the wider public, and the
contemporary nature of the considered
trends, influenced by rapidly evolving
processes and a dynamic international
environment.
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