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RETHINKING SINO-CENTRAL ASIAN PERSPECTIVES AFTER THE PANDEMIC

Economic cooperation of the PRC with Central Asian countries has been developing successfully,
however unforeseen difficulties have arisen in regional economic integration, this process is extremely
slow. The perception by the countries of Central Asia of China, its image is one of the main reasons
that impede the implementation of regional economic integration according to the Chinese scenario.
Therefore, improving and enriching the image of China is the path that China should follow in strengthening
relations with Central Asia, it is also an important factor in the creation of the Silk Road Economic Belt.
The problems of forming the image of China have historical background and real reasons. China’s image
must be shaped comprehensively and systematically, by improving its specific components in order
to create a holistic and attractive image. The research article focuses on the current post-covid period
image and perception of China in the Central Asian region including five states. The pandemic has had
a very negative impact on the image of China in the region. Today, China faces one of the important
tasks of correcting this situation. The post-crisis period is expected to strengthen the economic presence
of the PRC in the region.

Key words: China, Central Asia, BRI, pandemic, perspectives, perception
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Manaemusiaan keriHri Kpitan-OpTraAblk A3us bIHTBIMAKTACTbIK MepcrnekTMBaAapbiHa TaAAQy

KXP-HbiH OpTanbik, A31s eAAEPIMEH 3KOHOMMKAABIK, bIHTbIMAKTACTbIFbl TAObICTbI AAMbIN KEAEAI,
aAafAa  alMaKTbIK, SKOHOMMKAAbIK, MHTErpaumsiAa KyTrereH KMbIHAbIKTap TYbIHAQAbI >koHe OyA
npouecc ete 6asty Xypin xatbip. OpTasblk, A3ns eapepitin KpiTaitFa AereH Keskapacbl )XoHe OHbIH,
uMnaKi Kbitam cueHapuiti 60iblHILA afiMaKTbIK, SKOHOMMKAAbIK, MHTErpaumsiHbl >Ky3ere acblpyfa
KeAEepri KeATipeTiH Herisri cebentepaid 6ipi 60Abin Tabbiraabl. COHAbIKTAH KbITalAbIH MMMAXKIH
>KakcapTy >koHe aAambiTy Kbitart OpTasblik, A3MsSMEH KApbIM-KATbIHAaCTbl HblFalTyAa YCTaHyFa TUIC
>KOA, COHbIMEH KaTap JKibGek >KOAbl 3KOHOMMKAAbIK, OEAAEYIH KYPYAbIH MaHbI3Abl (pakTopbl GOAbIM
TabblAaabl. bipTyTac xeHe TapTbiMAbl GenHeHi »kacay yuwin KbitaiabiH XKibek >KOAbl SKOHOMMKAADIK,
GeAAeyi XKaKCbl MYMKIHAIKTEPAI >KapaTKaH eAi aranAa XKaHa BUPYC NeH naHAemmns maceAeci Kbitaiabik,
aneM skoHe OpTanbik, A3usiaarbl KepLLiAepiMEeH KapbIM-KaTbIHACTAPAbIH, AaMyblH GastyAaTTbl. 3epTTey
MakaAacbl 6ec MemAekeTTi koca aaraHAa, OpTaabik A3us arMarbiHAaFbl KbITanAbiH, Kasipri nocr-
KOBMATIK Ke3eHAEri 6eMHECI MEH bIHTbIMAKTACTbIK, MEPCNeKTUBAChIH KaiTa KapacTbipbin OHbl TaAAdyFa
GarbiTTaAnraH. [Manaemus KXP-HbIH aiiMakTarbl MMMAXKIHE KaTTbl Tepic acep eTTi. byrinri Tanaa KXP
AAABIHAQ MaHbI3AbI MIHAETTEPAIH 0ipi-OyA Xaraaabl Ty3eTy. [MocTkoBMnATiK KeseH KXP-HbIH arimakTa
3KOHOMMKAABIK, KATbICYbIH KYLLIENTEAI A€M KYTIAYAE.

Tynin cespep: Kbitan, Opraabik, A3susi, JKiGek >KOAbl 3KOHOMMAKAbIK, GeApeyi, naHAemus,
nepcrekTnBasap, Kadbirpaay
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HEPEOCMbICI\EHMe nepcneKkTmse KMTa171CKO-LI,eHTpaAbHoa3MaTCK0TO
COTPYAHHMYECTBA MNMOCAE NAaHAEMHUHU

DKOoHOMMYecKoe COTPYAHNYECTBO KHP co CTpaHamu U,eHTpaAbHOVI A3nn pa3BmMBaeTCqa yCrneuwHo,
OAHaKO B peerOHaAbHOVI 3KOHOMMYECKOM MHTErpaumm BO3HUKAU HEOXKMAaHHble TPYAHOCTU U 3TOT
npouecc MAeT Oo4eHb MEAAEHHO. OTHolweHne CTpaH U,EHTpaAbHOVI A3mn kK Kutaro n ero MMUNAXKY
ABASETCS OAHOM M3 OCHOBHbIX MPUYMH, NPEnATCTBYIOWMX peaAn3aunm pel'l/IOHa/\bHOVI 3KOHOMMYECKOM
MHTEerpaummn no KMTaﬂCKOMy CueHapMuio. C/\eAOBaTE/\bHO, YKPENAeHne 1 pa3BnuTtne MMHNAXKa
Kntas — 310 HarnpaBAeHne, B KOTOPOM KnTtail AOAXKEH CAeAOBaTb AAS YKpenAeHnsa CBOUX CBSI3en C
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LleHTpaAbHOM A3Mel, a TakxkKe BaKHENLLWIA SAEMEHT B CO3AaHMM DKOHOMMYecKoro nosica LLleakoBoro
nyTu. DkoHommuyeckumii nosc LlleakoBoro nytn Kutas co3paa xopolume BO3MOXHOCTU AAS CO3AQHMUS
€AMHOTO 1 MPMUBAEKATEABHOIO MMMAXKA, HO HOBbI BUPYC M MPOBAEMbI MAHAEMUIN 3aMEAAMAM PA3BUTHE
oTHoweHnn Kntag ¢ coceasamu B mmpe n LieHTpaabHOM A3nn. MccaeAOBaTeAbCKAd CTaTbsl HAMPaBAeHa
Ha aHaAM3 TeKyLero NnocTKOBUMAHOIMO MMMAXKA Kutas M nepcnekTvBbl COTPYAHMUYECTBA B pPervoHe
LleHTpaAbHOM A3mn, BKAIOYas NaTb CTpaH. [aHAEMUS CMABHO HeraTMBHO MOBAMSAA Ha MMUaX KHP
B pernoHe. CeroaHsi nepes KHP oaHOM M3 HeMaAOBaXkHbIX 3aAay SIBASETCS MCNPaBAEHWE AAHHOW
cutyaummn. [TOCTKOBMAHBIM MEpPUoA 0XMAAETCS YCMAeHWe 3KOoHomuueckoro npucytcteug KHP B

pervioHe.

KaroueBble caoBa: Kutai, LleHTpaAbHag A3ng, DkoHommuyeckmii nogc LLleakoBoro nyTm, naHAemms,

nepcrneKkTrBbl, BOCNpUATHE.

Introduction

In modern conditions of development of coun-
tries, the ability of the state to influence foreign and
domestic policy, by the power of ideas and purposeful
information flows, is becoming increasingly
important. Along with state development priorities
(such as introducing innovations, attracting invest-
ments, developing infrastructure, etc.), a special pla-
ce belongs to the image of the state as a necessary
condition for its strategic development, a way to
protect the interests of the country and its citizens,
to ensure support for domestic and foreign policy as
one of the conditions national security of the country.
Understanding the importance and relevance of the
topic of forming and maintaining a positive image
of the state in the international arena, more and
more scientists have recently paid attention to the
problems of forming the image of the state and its
bodies.

Central Asia, as the first region on the path to
implementing the land part of the One Belt — One
Road initiative, is of particular strategic importance
for China. For several years now, China has been
radically changing the format of its presence in
Central Asia — Beijing is rushing to the region in
earnest and for a long time. China’s cooperation
with the countries of the Central Asian region is
consistently expanding, which definitely changes
not only the current configuration of Central Asian
geopolitics and geoeconomics, but also qualitatively
changes the international positioning of Central
Asia.

The independence of Kazakhstan and the
republics of Central Asia in 1991 radically changed
the geopolitical environment of China: instead of
a dangerous but predictable enemy in the form of
the USSR, a motley variety of small independent
countries appeared on the western borders of the
PRC, the development prospects of which were very
vague. For the first two decades after the collapse of
the Soviet Union, China pursued a rather cautious

policy in the region aimed at resolving security
issues, resolving border disputes, and developing
trade ties. However, in the 2010s China’s role in
Central Asia has been seriously transformed.

The rapid growth of the economy at the beginning
of the 21st century increased China’s need for
resources and markets for its own goods, expanded
Beijing’s opportunities for economic penetration
and created the prerequisites for strengthening
political influence in Central Asia.

Within a few years, China has become the largest
economic and political partner of the countries of the
region. China has become one of the largest investors
and creditors of the Central Asian countries, which
were previously perceived by foreign investors as
ambiguous and very risky investment targets.

Having come to the region under the slogans of
non-interference in internal affairs and the priority
of economic cooperation, China was perceived by
local elites as an alternative to non-regional players
who periodically demanded loyalty, as well as the
introduction of certain norms and standards of
political and social life. And, most importantly,
the Chinese were ready to invest in infrastructure
projects (oil and gas pipelines, roads and railways,
power plants, bridges, and transport and logistics
centers), many of which would never have been
implemented without Chinese help.

Despite intensive advancement in Central Asia
over the past 10 years, China has not achieved
absolute dominance in the region, especially since it
has never really aspired to this. This is due to the fact
that Central Asia has been and remains peripheral
to Chinese foreign policy. China’s main eyes are
directed to East and Southeast Asia and the Pacific
Ocean, where the most important trading partners
and the main transport and logistics routes for the
supply of Chinese goods to foreign markets are
located. Nevertheless, the further development of
the region is already impossible to imagine without
cooperation with Beijing. Several facts speak in
favor of this.
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First, China is the largest market for the main
export commodities of the Central Asian countries
(oil, natural gas, uranium and non-ferrous metals).
For example, China accounts for more than 2/3
of gas exports from Turkmenistan and more than
half of uranium exports from Kazakhstan (China
Briefing, 2021).

Secondly, China is the largest investor and
creditor of the countries of the region. According to
2019 data, the countries of Central Asia owe China
more than $22 billion, of which more than 50% is
owed to Kazakhstan. According to the Ministry of
Commerce of the People’s Republic of China, in
2018, the volume of accumulated direct Chinese
investments in the countries of Central Asia is $14.7
billion (China Briefing, 2021).

Thirdly, China is actively working in various
formats of bilateral and multilateral diplomacy and
developing the Shanghai Cooperation Organization.

Fourth, the joint fight against terrorism also
strengthens China’s position in Central Asia,
especially since its security interests in the context
of the «Uyghur problem» are the highest priority.
China provides financial, organizational and
methodological assistance to the special forces and
law enforcement agencies of Central Asia, regularly
conducts joint anti-terrorist exercises, provides
information on persons suspected of terrorism, and
provides military-technical assistance.

Methods and methodology

The research article is based on the secondary
data analysis of international relations, political
scientists and oriental studies scholars’ main works,
articles and analysis onimage and perception of China
in the world and Central Asian region. In general,
the influence of China and its rise in the context of
influence on the structure of the international order
is seen in the range of perceptions of China as a
«threaty» and as an «opportunity» (Callahan, 2005).

However, the perception and image is a dynamic
phenomenon. The events that are taking place in
modern China are changing its content; accordingly,
the image of the country needs constant targeted
adjustment in the eyes of the world community.
Therefore, the purpose of the study is to analyze the
formation and components of China’s image and its
perception in the Central Asian region.

Modern features of the formation of the image
of states in the international arena and international
cooperation perspectives are studied around the
world by representatives of different scientific
schools, approaches, theories and concepts such
as functionalism, constructivism and neoliberalism
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offered by Alexander Wendt in «Social Theory of
International Politics» (1992), Nicholas Onuf’s
«World of Our Making: Rules and Rule in Social
Theory and International Relations» (1989), David
Mitrany «A Working Peace System» (1943), Ernst
Haas «The Uniting of Europe: Political, Social,
and Economic Forces” (1958). In addition, it is
necessary to mention the concepts and works of J.
Nye and R. Koehane “Power and Interdependence:
World Politics in Transition” (1989). According to
the offered approaches on international cooperation
perspectives constructivism highlights the role
of norms and ideas in shaping international
cooperation. It suggests that actors’ perceptions of
their interests are shaped by social norms, identity,
and culture, and that shared understandings can help
foster cooperation. Functionalism focuses on the
role of technical cooperation in building trust and
promoting integration between states. It suggests
that cooperation on specific functional issues (such
as trade, transportation, or environmental regulation)
can create a positive feedback loop that leads to
more cooperation in other areas while neoliberalism
highlights the role of international institutions and
regimes in facilitating cooperation between states.

Discussion

The outbreak of novel coronavirus pneumonia
in early 2020 created both challenges and oppor-
tunities for the Belt and Road Initiative. The
epidemic has forced countries to close their borders
and international ports, prompting countries to work
on building resilience, adjusting their development
strategies, streamlining supply chains, and impro-
ving industrial capacity.

The pandemic has reduced trade between China
and Central Asian countries and delayed some
capacity building projects. However, during the
same period, the so-called Health Silk Road (i}
2248 .2 %) and Digital Silk Road (¥ 2242 %)
were developed. As a regional public product, the
Belt and Road Initiative is having an increasingly
profound impact on relations between China and the
countries of Central Asia. Ultimately, the epidemic
not only failed to weaken the Belt and Road, but also
contributed to the expansion of its significance. Due
to the pandemic the image of China and perception
towards Chinese has worsened accordingly.

Speaking about coronavirus outbreaks, the
experts and healthcare specialists write that the
coronavirus epidemic in Central Asian countries
mainly came from Europe and the Middle East, and
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not from China. The main reason for the epidemic
in these countries is that after the outbreak in China
in January, the countries of Central Asia focused
on preventing the entry of the virus from China by
closing borders and air links with China, but did
not pay due attention to other areas. As a result, the
virus was brought to Kazakhstan from Germany, to
Uzbekistan from France, to Kyrgyzstan from Saudi
Arabia. Tajikistan officially confirmed the first case
only on 30 April, 2020. Given that Tajikistan closed
its borders with China on March 2, 2020, the virus
was not brought into this country from China either.

Firstly, the economy has experienced a severe
recession and growth has been weak — the worst
economic crisis since the independence of the
Central Asian countries. At the same time, the
forecasts are disappointing. Even if the situation
improves in 2021, the growth rate was not too high,
and the economic recovery will still take longer.
Although the governments of Central Asia have
introduced preferential aid and other anti-crisis
measures to streamline business operations, they
continue to find it difficult to counter declining
demand, disruption of production chains, lower
investment, high spending, and ensure the well-
being of socially vulnerable groups. Small and
medium-sized enterprises and retail, aviation, oil
and gas, services and other industries are hardest hit.
While a small number of industries and companies
have taken on new life as a result of market changes
(such as e-commerce, pharmaceuticals), most
companies and financial institutions have struggled.
The real income of people has fallen and discontent
is growing among the population.

Secondly, security risks are increasing. During
the epidemic, the threats of terrorism and extremism
in Central Asia did not decrease, but intensified, and
cyberspace security problems began to arise more
often.

Thirdly, the pandemic is having a strong impact
on the political situation in Central Asia. If the
situation in Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan
is relatively stable, then changes were brewing in
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. The strict isolation
policy during the pandemic made citizens even more
stressed and anxiety mood of people has been tense,
many small and medium-sized businesses have been
bankrupted and political protests have increased
accordingly. In Kyrgyzstan, parliamentary elections
in October 2020 ended in large-scale riots. Protesters
overthrow the government. President Jeenbekov
was forced to resign. This is not only a continuation
of the battle between the old and new presidents

that began in 2018, but also a public expression of
the ineffective measures of the Kyrgyz government
in the fight against the epidemic. January tragedy
in Kazakhstan in 2022 was also caused by inner
ineffective social and economic reforms.

Fourthly, pressure from the US and Russia has
intensified. The countries of Central Asia continue
to pursue a balanced foreign policy and maintain
relations with such large countries as China, Russia,
the United States and the European Union. The
countries of Central Asia were initially friendly
towards the United States and actively participated
in the C5 + 1 mechanism. However, in February
2020, the United States launched a new version of
the Central Asia Strategy by new president Biden
(Mendis, 2021).

Perspectives of the Belt and Road Initiative
post-covid period

The visit of Chinese President Xi Jinping to
Kazakhstan and the SCO summit in Samarkand point
to the increasing geopolitical and geo-economic
importance of Central Asia for China even after the
pandemic and mutual cooperation along the BRI can
not be stopped especially in the light of Russian-
Ukrainian conflict.

According to the Statistical Bulletin of China’s
Foreign Direct Investment in 2019, between 2013
and 2019, China invested $117.3 billion in direct
investment in countries along the Belt and Road.
According to the investment statistics, it should be
noted that the pandemic, in a certain sense, made
clear the importance of China for the countries of the
region. According to the experts, the adverse effects
of cutting off ties with China during the epidemic
also made the Central Asian countries more deeply
aware of the role of cooperation between the two
sides, and their policy towards China became more
objective and rational. At the same time, it was
highlighted a number of difficulties that have arisen
in the implementation and promotion of the «Belt
and Road» in Central Asia.

First, the volume of trade has declined. Accor-
ding to Chinese customs statistics, bilateral trade
between China and four Central Asian countries
(excluding Turkmenistan) in the first half of 2020
was only $13.78 billion, down 27.3% from a year
earlier. Among them, imports from Central Asia
amounted to $6.16 billion, which is 9% less than last
year; exports to Central Asia amounted to $7,616,
which is 29% less than a year earlier (5K, 2021).
Overall, the decline in imports was relatively small,
mainly because commodities such as oil and natural
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gas were transported through pipelines and were not
affected by border closures. The significant decline
in exports was mainly due to the closure of ports and
reduced demand from Central Asian countries.

Secondly, the existing potential for expanding
cooperation is not being fully used. In particular,
the expansion of the so-called “Chinese threat
theory” (Fp[E A1 1£) slows down cooperation with
China. Chinese experts note that the «China threat
theory» is gaining momentum in some regions,
and some people who do not know the truth are
opposed to Chinese projects, which makes some
Chinese companies more cautious when investing
abroad, and their scale and pace have slowed
down significantly, especially in Kyrgyzstan and
Kazakhstan (7K7%, 2021).

Despite certain difficulties, the Belt and Road
Initiative, according to the author, continues to
develop.

Firstly, the consensus on cooperation continues
to deepen, and the concept of a «community with a
common destiny for mankind» (A i H [n] (K2R
/&) is gaining more recognition.

Secondly, the epidemic has only changed the way
of communication between China and the countries
of Central Asia, but has not weakened the ties. In
the bilateral format, intergovernmental exchange
mechanisms are actively used. In multilateral terms,
in addition to various meetings within the SCO,
China and the five countries of Central Asia in July
2020 created a mechanism for meetings of foreign
ministers «C+C5». Thus, for the first time, the
countries of Central Asia and China have created a
completely independent platform.

Thirdly, China-Europe trains continue to play
the role of strategic channels. In the first half of
2020, 5,122 trains ran between China and Europe, up
36% from last year, according to the China National
Railway Group. About half of the express trains
(2,381 trains, up 49% year-on-year) pass through
two ports in Kazakhstan, Alashankou and Khorgos.
In the first half of 2020, the cargo throughput of
these two ports reached 10 million tons, up 30.2%
compared to the same period in 2019 (5K 7%, 2021).
While maritime powers close ports, this land-based
container intermodal transport route has become a
lifeline for international transportation on the route
China-Central Asia-Europe.

Fourth, China has taken the initiative to reduce
or cancel the debts of the Central Asian countries. In
order to implement the G20 initiative to suspend debt
payments to the poorest countries, China announced
the suspension of debt payments of 77 developing
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countries and regions of the world, including the
countries of Central Asia. According to statistics, at
the end of 2019, the balance of China’s state loan
in Central Asia amounted to $24 billion, including
Kazakhstan — $11 billion, Uzbekistan — $3.006
billion, Kyrgyzstan — $1.795 billion, Tajikistan
— $1.525 billion and Turkmenistan — $6.7 billion
(Statistics of the MInistry of Commerce of PRC,
2020).

Fifth, the rapid development of the “Digital
Silk Road” has helped countries transform their
economies. Prior to the epidemic, the countries of
Central Asia formulated strategies for the develop-
ment of the digital economy, and the epidemic allo-
wed countries to accelerate their implementation.
Cooperation with new Chinese Internet technologies
is rapidly gaining momentum. Also, the Silk Road
of Health has been developed.

Accordingly, the role and influence of China
on the economic development of the countries of
Central Asia is growing. The countries of Central
Asia are well aware that China is the most suitable
partner. In the eyes of the republics of the region,
Russia is the most important partner and pillar in
the field of security (internal security and regime
security). However, Russia’s economic and
investment opportunities are relatively weak and
difficult to meet the development needs of the Central
Asian countries. Although the United States and the
European Union have great international influence,
they are too far from Central Asia. In addition, they
always try to support the opposition, which often
threatens the security of the regimes in the countries
of Central Asia. China is a close neighbor that
has funds and markets, never interferes in internal
affairs, and can develop economic cooperation on
an equal footing.

Conclusion

The pandemic has caused enormous damage to
the countries of the region. The health systems and
economies of countries have suffered. No country
or region is an exception. Households that used to
barely make ends meet and were heavily dependent
on remittances from migrant workers are facing the
most difficult challenges.

While the coronavirus has hindered the deve-
lopment of the Belt and Road Initiative to some
extent, it also opens up unprecedented opportunities
for quality growth. Thus, it is emphasized that
the pandemic has shown that the primary task of
cooperation with the countries of Central Asia is to
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increase the resilience of countries located along the
route and increase their survival.

Due to the pandemic, China has drastically
reduced foreign investment, leading many to talk
about the end of the global Belt and Road Initiative.
In fact, this is not the end, but a transformation: the
infrastructure strategy turns into a security strategy.

It should be mentioned that the infrastructure
development projects are not just investments for
the countries of Central Asia, but also a means of
connecting to world trade. Governments expect
investments, primarily in infrastructure projects, to
open the doors to the economies of this landlocked
region and attract more diversified projects and
increased attention from countries around the world.
The most likely scenario is that the Belt and Road
develops in a way that better serves the interests
of the country’s leadership in the current rapidly
changing environment.

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant
impact on the relationship between China and
Central Asian countries, leading to the need for a
rethinking of their perspectives. The pandemic
has highlighted the importance of cooperation and
coordination in responding to global challenges,
and this has provided an opportunity for China and
Central Asian countries to strengthen their ties. In

particular, the pandemic has revealed the importance
of health cooperation and investment in healthcare
infrastructure. This presents an opportunity for
China to provide support and investment to Central
Asian countries in this area, which could help
build trust and foster closer ties. Another area for
potential cooperation is economic recovery. The
pandemic has had a significant impact on global
trade and investment, and this has been particularly
felt in Central Asia, which relies heavily on exports
of natural resources. China’s Belt and Road Initiative
could provide a framework for economic recovery
in the region, with investments in infrastructure and
transportation helping to facilitate trade and investment.
However, there are also challenges to closer
cooperation between China and Central Asian
countries. The geopolitical context, particularly the
rivalry between China and the US, could complicate
efforts to deepen ties. Central Asian countries
may also be wary of becoming too economically
dependent on China. Overall, rethinking Sino-
Central Asian perspectives after the pandemic will
require a careful balancing of economic, geopolitical,
and social factors. However, if done correctly,
it could lead to a more integrated and prosperous
region, with greater cooperation and understanding
between China and Central Asian countries.
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