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DISCOURSE ANALYSIS OF THE PERCEPTION
OF THE CHINESE INITIATIVE «<ONE BELT, ONE ROAD»
IN CENTRAL ASIAN COUNTRIES

The initiative «One belt, one road» becomes increasingly recognized among the population of Cen-
tral Asian countries year by year. The information environment is also relevant to this topic. Nowadays
you can find more articles with headlines «China increases investment in Central Asia», «China builds
a new factory in Uzbekistan or Kazakhstan», «China increases exports through Central Asia», etc. As
China’s attitude towards the countries of Central Asia is growing, so is the information space. China’s
attitude towards the countries of Central Asia is growing. The development of modern technology and
social media allows many independent media to present today’s realities. Thus, by analyzing the dis-
course of the information space of these countries, one can see how China and the Chinese BRI initiative
are perceived in society. The aim of the study is therefore to analyse the Kazakh, Kyrgyz and Uzbek
discourse on Chinese investment and the Chinese BRI initiative. The significance of this study is that
very few papers address the social perception of the BRI initiative. Most of the works describe more the
economic, political or logistical peculiarities of the project. An analysis of Kazakh, Kyrgyz and Uzbek
media was chosen as the research method. During the research, 117 articles were analysed in Russian,
Kazakh, Kyrgyz and Uzbek. The article was searched on different news sites, according to keywords:
«China», «<BRI», «Chinese investment» and «Chinese projects». The study is also descriptive and is based
on the context of China’s perception of the Chinese BRI initiative. The results of the study showed that
the discourse in these countries is very diverse and has both similarities and differences. The importance
of the study lies in the fact that there are not many comparative studies on the topic at this time, as many
authors consider one country as a case.

Key words: initiative «one belt, one road», Silk Road, Central Asia, China, perception.
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OA-Dapabu aTbiHAaFbl Kasak YATTbIK, yHMBepcuTeTi, KasakcTraH, AAMarthl K.
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KbiTaiiabiH, OpTanbik, A3usi eaaepiHaeri “bip 6eaaey, 6ip )xoA”
6acTamacbiH KabbIAAQY AUCKYPCbI

“Bip 6eaaey, 6ip x0oA” GacTamachl XbIA carbiH OpTaAblk, A3Ust EAAEPIHIH XaAKbl apacbiHAA KEHiHEeH
TaHbIMaA OOAbIM KeAeAi. AKMapaTTbiK, KEHICTIK OYA TakbIpbINTbl Ad Ha3apAaH ThiC KAAAbIPMaiAbl.
biz “Kbitait OpTabik, A3MsAaFbl MHBECTULMSAAPAbI YAFanTyaa”, “KbiTain ©36ekcTaHAa Hemece
KasakcraHpa aHa 3aybIT caayad”, “Kbitain OpTanbik, A3Ms apKblAbl 3KCMOPTTbl YAFAUTYAQ” >KeHe
T.6. TakbipbinTapbl 6ap MakaAaAapAbl Xui kesaecTipemis. Kasipri 3amaHfbl TEXHOAOTUSIAAD MeH
BAEYMETTIK XXEAIAEPAIH AaMybl KernTereH Tayeacis BAK-Tapra 6yriHri 60AMbICbIH KOPCETYre MyMKIHAIK
6epeai. AeMek, OCbl eAAEPAIH aKMapaTTbiK, KEHICTIriHiH AMCKYPCbIH Taaaai oTbipbin, Kbitai meH BRI
KbiTai 6actamacbl Koramaa Kaaai KabbiaaaHaTbIHbIH Kepyre 60Aaabl. OcbiFaH 6anAaHbICTbl, aTaAFaH
3epTTeyAid MakcaTbl — Kbita nHBectuumsiaapbl xoHe BRI kbiTarAbik, 6acTamachl TakblpblObIHAAFbI
Ka3aKCTaHAbIK, KbIPFbI3 )XoHe e30eK AMCKYpPCTapbiH TaAAay. bya 3epTTeyain MaHbi3abiAbiFbl — BRI
6acTaMacblH 9AEYMETTIK KabblAAayAbl KapacTbipaTblH >KyMbICTap eTe a3. Kenrteren eHnbektep oCbl
>k00aHbIH 3KOHOMMKAABIK, CasiC HEMeCe AOTMCTMKAAbIK, EepeKLIeAIKTEpPIH Kebipek cunatTanAbl.
3epTTey 9AiICi peTiHAE Kas3akCTaHAbIK, KbIpFbl3 >koHe e306ek BAK-TapblHbIH AMCKYpPCbl TaHAAAAbI.
3epTTey GapbicbiHAA GapAblFbl 117 MakaAa OpbIC, Kasak, KbIPFbi3 XXoHe 630eK TIAAEPIHAE TaAAAHADI.
MakanaHbl ap TYpAi >kaHaAbiKTap canTTapbiHaa “Kpitain”, “BRI”, “KbiTail MHBeCTMUMSIAAPbLI” >KaHe
“KbiTan xxobanapbl” AereH KiAT ce3aepi apkbiAbl KapacTbipbiaAbl. CoOHAaM-aK, 3epTTey CMMaTTaMaAbIk,
MoHre mne xoHe Kpitail meH KbitanabiH BRI 6actamachiH Kabblaaay KOHTEKCIHE HEri3pAeAreH. 3eptrey
HOTUXKEAEPi BYA EAAEPAETT AUCKYPC 6TE aAyaH TYPAI XKeHe YKCACTbIKTapbl MEH arblpMalLlibIAbIKTapbl 6ap
€KeHiH KepceTTi. 3epTTeyAiH MaHbI3AbIAbIFbI Ka3ipri yakbITTa OCbl TaKbIpbir GOMbIHLLA CAAbICTbIPMAAbI
3epTTeyAep OHLLA Ker eMec, OMTKEHI KOMNTEreH aBTopAap TOK KeCi peTiHAe 6ip eAAl FaHa KapacTbIPaAbl.

Ty¥in ce3aep: “bip 6eaaey, 6ip xoA” 6actamacsl, XKibek »xoAbl, OpTaablik, A3us, Kbitan.
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AMcKypc-aHaAn3 BOCNPUATUS KUTAMCKOM MHULLMATUBDI
«OAMH NMOSIC, OAMH NYTb» B cTpaHax LleHTpaAbHOM A3umn

Muunumatnea «OAMH NOSIC, OAMH MyTh» C KAXXAbIM FOAOM CTAaHOBUTCS BCe GOAEE y3HaBaeMoi Cpeam
HaceAaeHus cTpaH LleHTpaabHOM A3un. MH(OPMALMOHHOE MPOCTPAHCTBO TakXKe He OCTaBAseT (e3
BHMMaHM4 AaHHYIO TeMy. Bce vallie MbiBCTpeyaemM cTaTbm C3aroAoBkamu «KnutamyBeAMUMBaeT MIHBECTULLIMM
B LleHTpaabHOM A3uu», «KuTar CTpOMT HOBbI 3aBoA B Y3b6ekucTaHe man B KasaxcraHe», «Kutait
yBEAMYMBAET 3KCMNOPT yepe3 LleHTpaAbHyO A31i0» U T.A. B CBA3M C aKTMBHbBIM PasBUTMEM OTHOLLEHWI
KuTas co ctpaHamum LieHTpaAbHOM A31K akTUBU3MPYETCS M MHPOPMALIMOHHOE NPOCTPaHCTBO. PasButne
COBPEMEHHbIX TEXHOAOTMIA M COLIMAAbHBIX CeTel MO3BOASeT MHOrmm HesaBmcnm CMM nokasbiBatb
CeroAHsLWHue peaann. CAeAOBaTEAbHO, aHAAM3UPY S AMCKYPC MH(POPMaLMOHHOMO MPOCTPAHCTBA AAHHbIX
CTPaH, MOXHO MOHSATb, Kak B AEMCTBUMTEAbBHOCTW BOCMPMHMMaeTcs Kutam m kuTanckas MHMUMaTmBa
«OAMH NMOSIC, OAMH MyTh» B 06LLeCTBe. B CBA3M C Uem, LeAbI0 AQHHOIO UCCAEAOBAHMSI IBASIETCS aHAAU3
KA3axCTaHCKOro, KMPrusckoro u y36ekckoro AMCKypca Ha TemMy KUTANCKMX MHBECTULMIA U KUTaMCKOM
MHMUMaTMBbl «OAMH MOYC, OAMH NYTb». 3HAUMMOCTb AQHHOTO MCCAEAOBAHMS 3aKAIOYAETCS B TOM, UTO
OYeHb MaAO TPYAOB, KOTOpble pacCMaTpUBAIOT COLMAAbHOE BOCTPULTME MHUUMATMBLI «OAMH NOSIC,
OAMH MyTb». BOABLUIMHCTBO TPYAOB OMUCHIBAIOT S3KOHOMMYECKYIO, MOAMTUYECKYIO UAU AOTUCTUYECKYIO
0COBEHHOCTb AQHHOM MHULMATMBbLI. B KauecTBe MeToaa uccaepoBaHus BbiA BbibpaH AMCKYPC-aHAAM3
Ka3axCTaHCKMX, KMprusckux u ysbekckmx CMU. B xoae nccaepAoBaHns BCero 6bIA0 NPOaHAAM3MPOBAHO
117 cTaTbei Ha PYCCKOM, Ka3axCKOM, KUPrM3CKOM M y36eKCKOM si3bikax. [MoUCK cTaTen oCyLeCTBASACS
Ha pa3HbIX HOBOCTHbIX CalTax Mo KAlOYeBbIM cAoBaMm: «Kutait», «OAMH NOIC, OAMH MyTb», «KMTaMCKue
MHBECTULUMM» U «KUTACKME MPOEKTbl». Tak>Ke, MCCAeAOBaHME HOCUT OMMCATEAbHbI XapakTep M
OCHOBAHO Ha KOHTeKCTe Bocnpuatmsg Kutasg n kutanckon namumaTtmnebl BRI TloAyyeHHble pe3yAbTathbl
UCCAEAOBAHMSI MOKA3aAM, UTO AMCKYPC B AQHHbIX CTPaHax 04YeHb Pa3HOO6PA3EH U MMEeT Kak CXOACTBA,
TaK M OTAMUMS. 3HAUMMOCTb MCCAEAOBAHMS 3aKAIOYAETCS B TOM, UTO Ha AAQHHbIN MOMEHT He Tak MHOro
CPaBHUTEAbHBIX MCCAEAOBAHWM MO AQHHOM TeMe, Tak Kak MHOTMe aBTOPbl paCCMaTPUBAIOT B BUAE Kelica

TOABKO OAHY CTpaHy.

KaloueBble caoBa: MHMUMaTMBa «OAMH NMOSIC, OAMH MyTb», LLleakoBbin nyTb, LleHTpaAbHasi A3us,

Kuran.

Introduction

The «One Belt, One Road» initiative is a
large-scale project of China covering many
countries of Asia, Europe and Africa. The Central
Asian countries are important players in China’s
initiative.

The Central Asian countries were involved not
only in the transport corridor for Chinese products
to Europe but also in joint projects with China
in various fields. To date, 55 Kazakh-Chinese
joint projects are being actively implemented in
Kazakhstan. These projects are being implemented
in the following areas: engineering, construction,
agriculture, chemicals, oil and gas, and energy.
However, Chinese projects encountered a lack of
confidence in Kazakh society. The realization of 55
Chinese projects led to a wave of anti-Chinese rallies
in 2019, where the main slogans were «no Chinese
expansion», «we against Chinese factoriesy, etc.
During the peak of the pandemic and the series of
lockdowns in 2020, anti-Chinese rallies were at a
standstill. However, later, by early spring 2021, we

can see the resumption of anti-Chinese rallies with
the same slogans and demands.

However, in Kazakhstan, the government
quickly suppressed anti-Chinese rallies, so these
rallies did not have a strong influence on the
implementation of Chinese projects. The situation
is similar in Kyrgyzstan. Chinese investment in
Kyrgyzstan is also hampered by public distrust
of China. In Kyrgyzstan, large investments faced
protests that ended in the winding down of projects.
The situation in Uzbekistan is somewhat different,
where Chinese projects and investments are viewed
positively, as these investments contribute to the
development of the industrial sector of the country.
It is also important to note that in Uzbekistan the
active realization of Chinese projects and the use
of Chinese investment began with the arrival of the
new President Shavkat Mirziyoyev in 2016.

The discourse of analysis on Chinese investment
and Chinese initiative «One belt, one road» differs
in these countries. The problem of the research is
that most of the research is focused on the economic,
political or logistical aspects of the BRI initiative.
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The discourse of analysis on Chinese investment
and Chinese initiative «One belt, one road» differs
in these countries. The problem with the research is
that most of the research is focused on the economic,
political or logistical aspects of the BRI initiative.
This is explained, of course, by the fact that the BRI
initiative itself is aimed at developing the economies
of China and the member countries of the project.
In addition, the scale of the BRI project is seen
by political scientists as an attempt by China to
enhance its geopolitical power in the world arena.
Consequently, few papers in the scientific literature
address the topic as part of the discussion analysis.

The object of the research is the discourse of
the Kazakh, Kyrgyz and Uzbek media. The subject
of the research is the perception of the Chinese BRI
initiative and Chinese investment in the discourse of
Kazakh, Kyrgyz and Uzbek media.

The aim of the research is to analyse the
Kazakh, Kyrgyz and Uzbek discourse on Chinese
investment and the Chinese BRI initiative. In order
to achieve this goal, it is necessary to perform
a number of the following tasks: to collect a
database of articles from news portals; to analyze
and compare the discourse of the Kazakh, Kyrgyz
and Uzbek media on the topic of the Chinese BRI
initiative. The research question is as follows:
«How the discourse in the media can reflect the
social perception of the Chinese BRI initiative in
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan».

According to the theoretical approach of
the «agenda-setting» study, mass media have a
significant influence on the perception and formation
of the opinion of the public directly by the selection
of what exactly they report. The information space
may also reflect social phenomena and social
attitudes. Consequently, the research hypothesis
suggests that the discourse of information space may
not only influence social opinion or perception but
may reflect the development of negative or positive
perceptions of the Chinese BRI initiative.

Material and Methods

The research is descriptive and based on a dis-
cussion analysis in countries such as Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan. The study focuses
mainly on the context of China’s perception of and
China’s BRI initiative based on business, economic,
political, social and environmental aspects. Dur-
ing the analysis, 117 articles were analysed in such
languages as Russian, Kazakh, Kyrgyz and Uzbek.
The following information portals were used for the
analysis:
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In Kazakhstan: Sputnik, Vesti.kz, Today.kz,
Tengrinews, Holanewskz, Official website of the
Prime Minister of the Republic of Kazakhstan, Li-
ter, Radio Azattyk, informburo.kz.

In Kyrgyzstan: akchabar.kg, Kloop.kg, Panuo
Azarteik, Sputnik, knews.kg, kargazstan.ro, cen-
tralasia.media.

In Uzbekistan: CERR, podrobno.uz,
uz.sputniknews, razera.uz, UzNews.uz.

The keywords in the article search were «Chi-
nay», «one belt, one road», «Chinese investmenty,
«Chinese projects » and «anti-Chinese rallies». It
also considered articles from 2015.

Literature Review

In 2013, China launched an ambitious global
infrastructure plan, the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI), aimed at creating a new platform for
international cooperation and development with a
focus on politics, infrastructure, trade and finance
and people-to-people interaction. More than
160 countries and organizations have joined the
initiative. BRI provides development finance and
projects to build communication networks across
railways, highways, bridges, airports and ports to
accelerate global, regional and domestic economic
development (Laruelle, 2015; Garibov Azad, 2018).

BRI is a kind of umbrella brand that includes
various projects that China lends or invests in. Time
has shown that the main purpose of the initiative
is to develop the Chinese economy. As for Central
Asia, the main goal of the BRI is the development
of Western China, which is one of the priorities of
Xi Jinping’s domestic policy (Takeuchi, 2019). A.
Bugaenko adheres to a similar opinion. BRI became
an umbrella project that included all projects
related to China. The BRI is a Chinese-centric
project, essentially aimed at developing the Chinese
economy, which implies in the new phase the optimal
use of external resources, power and stimulus for
economic development. As far as Central Asia is
concerned, it is related to the development of the
regions of Western China. BRI is also aimed at
creating a friendly environment around the People’s
Republic of China. Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan
have concentrated Chinese investment in the non-
energy sector. For example, 46 projects worth $6.8
billion in Uzbekistan are focused on manufacturing.
The situation in Kyrgyzstan is somewhat different.
Chinese investment in Kyrgyzstan is not centralized,
which significantly reduces the effectiveness of
such investment. As a result, various elite groups
used investment flows for their purposes, while
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uncontrolled Chinese investment caused public
outrage (Bugaenko, 2020).

For the Central Asian countries, Chinese
infrastructure development projects offer an
opportunity to enter world trade. Investments under
BRIare developing rail and road networks to increase
the competitiveness of both cross-border and inland
transport in Central Asia. Two of the six BRI
corridors run through the region, connecting China
to Europe and Iran and West Asia, respectively. By
allocating substantial funds to BRI in the absence of
genuine investment and financial competitors in the
region, China formulates project terms in a way that
ensures that Chinese companies have a leading role
in their implementation.

For example, the construction of the same
factories under the BRI initiative is carried out
entirely by Chinese companies and Chinese workers
(Jaborov, 2017; Taliga, 2021). This contributes to
the growth of anti-Chinese sentiment among the
public in Central Asian countries, especially in
Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan. However, China is
actively using soft power to improve its image. One
such example is the creation of Confucius Institutes,
where they teach not only the Chinese language, but
also introduce the Chinese culture. The Confucius
Institute has thirty-seven branches in Central Asia. In
Kazakhstan, 14,000 students study at five Confucius
Institutes, and in Uzbekistan, 1,500 students per
year study at the Confucius Institute at the Tashkent
State Institute, the oldest branch in the region. Also,
China annually increases the number of educational
grants for students from Central Asian countries.
In 2010-2018, more than 5,000 scholarships were
awarded to applicants from Central Asia, and as
of 2017, about 30,000 students from Central Asia
were studying in China (Umarov, 2020; Vakulchuk,
2020; Vinokurov, 2020).

Most experts note that no matter how China
tries to improve its image, the existing risks have
a more significant impact on the perception of
China and Chinese projects. The following risks of
Chinese investments are noted. Firstly, information
about large Chinese projects is either completely
closed or does not contain details about the project
lending, the participation of the project parties in its
implementation and further operation of the facility,
loan repayment and the economic and political
significance of the project. This is one of the main
reasons for anti-Chinese rallies in Kazakhstan and
Kyrgyzstan. Moreover, the lack of access to projects
raises doubts and concerns among the expert
community. Second, the support of an established
resource-based economy in the countries of the

region threatens the possibility of developing more
sustainable production in Central Asia. Many
experts in Kazakhstan note the fact that the country’s
economy is exportable, including for China. Thirdly,
the region has a high probability of financing
projects that damage its economy and ecology. In
particular, the topic of ecology is actively raised in
Kazakhstan when it comes to the construction of 55
Chinese factories. Also considering the situation
in Kyrgyzstan, it is important to note that the
country’s growing debt to China is also a risk. After
all, there are many precedents when China took
away strategically important objects from debtor
countries. For example, Sri Lanka handed over its
port “Hambantota” to the Chinese side, Tajikistan
ratified the protocol on the demarcation of its border,
or Zambia lost control over the capital’s international
airport. All these risks and the rapid expansion of
China’s presence in Central Asia are alarming and
contribute to the growth of anti-Chinese sentiment
among the population (Horn, Reinhart, Trebesch,
2019).

Another reason for the negative perception of
the Chinese is labour issues. Workers employed
by Chinese companies in Central Asia face poor
working conditions and receive lower wages
than Chinese workers. There is a dual perception
of China’s involvement. In terms of inter-State
relations, political and economic cooperation
between China and Central Asia is well developed
and actively supported by the ruling elites. However,
any increase in China’s participation in the country’s
economy will backslide and reinforce China’s
negative public discourse (Burkhanov, Chen, 2016).

In early 2020, negative perceptions of China
and the Chinese BRI initiative grew due to the
coronavirus pandemic. At the global level, many
countries blamed China for the spread of the virus
and the global recession. The BRI initiative has
also been affected by the global crisis caused by the
pandemic. Supplies were disrupted, and logistics
went through a crisis because countries went to
lockdowns on different dates. Many projects under
the BRI initiative have been suspended or are
delayed from earlier specified dates.

However, China quickly reacted to the crisis and
has already taken measures to adapt the projects of
the initiative to the new realities in order to restore
the economy and support local production. China
began to actively support the countries of Central
Asia during the pandemic. They have repeatedly
sent humanitarian aid and highly qualified specialists
to fight the pandemic in Central Asian countries.
In addition, China during the period activated the

39



Discourse analysis of the perception of the Chinese initiative «One belt, one road» in Central Asian countries

“Silk Road of Health” project within the framework
of the BRI initiative and this had a positive effect.
Also, by the end of 2020, China quickly recovered
its economy and was able to adapt many projects to
new realities and now continue to actively develop
the BRI initiative, since this initiative is very
important for China in the long term (Corneliussen,
2020; Mouritz, 2020; Olive, 2020).

Results and discussion

BRI has been actively discussed in the media
from the very beginning. In recent years, the topic
of China, Chinese investments and Chinese projects
have been gaining more and more popularity in
the media discourse of Central Asian countries.
Discourse in the media space of Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan on the topic of Chinese
projects and investments has both positive and
negative discourses. However, according to the
analysis, it can be noted that the Uzbek discourse is
the least critical concerning China. But according to
many authors, Chinese investments are much more
popular in Uzbekistan. The more positive attitude
of the Uzbek people can be explained by the fact
that Uzbekistan still has less experience of doing
business with the PRC (Trilling, 2020). The analysis
also shows that in most cases the formation of a
positive discourse is observed where a news portal
or newspaper has government funding or is affiliated
with quasi-enterprises. More critical discourse is
formed by private and independent media, some
of which have headquarters abroad. Also, critical
discourse is mostly associated with economic
and political aspects and is based on the existing
cynophobia in these countries. Most of the positive
discourse is expressed by the ruling authorities,
which relies on the development of friendly and
partnership relations between countries. Let’s take
a look at some of the articles in all three countries.

Kazakhstan:

- Building good-neighbourly relations with
China is one of the most important priorities of
Kazakhstan’s foreign policy. Political, trade,
economic, cultural and humanitarian ties between
our countries are an example of mutually beneficial
and effective interstate interaction (foday.kz,
“Tokayev: Building good-neighbourly relations
with China is one of the priorities”, May 16, 2019).

- In turn, the head of state emphasized the
friendly nature of relations between the two
countries, based on mutual respect for sovereign
rights, adherence to fundamental international
principles, and developing in the spirit of mutually
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beneficial cooperation (informburo.kz, “Tokayev
and Li Zhanshu discussed the prospects for the
development of Kazakh-Chinese cooperation”,
September 22, 2019).

Kyrgyzstan:

- Today, Kyrgyz-Chinese relations are
developing dynamically and in the entire history of
bilateral interaction are at an unprecedented high
level. This was stated by the Minister of Foreign
Affairs of Kyrgyzstan, Ruslan Kazakbayev speaking
at a scientific-practical conference in Bishkek on the
occasion of the 30th anniversary of the establishment
of diplomatic relations between the countries (Radio
Azattyk, “The head of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
of Kyrgyzstan spoke about the” unprecedentedly
high level “of relations with China”, October 8
2021).

- Altynai Omurbekova noted that the Kyrgyz
side highly appreciates the Kyrgyz-Chinese
relations of good-neighbourliness, friendship and
cooperation, which are dynamically developing in
all areas of interaction (akchabar.kg, “Kyrgyzstan
and China discussed cooperation in the field of
digital technologies”, August 28, 2019).

Uzbekistan:

- “In a word, Uzbek-Chinese relations have
broad prospects and rightfully serve as an example
of good-neighbourliness, friendship and mutual
assistance. Uzbekistan is an important partner of
China in the joint construction of “One Belt - One
Road”. The Chinese side is ready to further deepen
cooperation with the Uzbek side within the BRI.
We will jointly strengthen the interconnectedness of
the region, ensure the stability of world production
and supply chains in order to enter the path of
socio-economic recovery, unleash the development
potential in the interests of giving a powerful impetus
to the universal development and prosperity of the
world, creating a community of the common destiny
of mankind (CERR, “Model of Good Neighborhood,
friendship and mutual assistance”, June 22, 2021).

- As the leaders said, all this became another
evidence of the strengthening Uzbek-Chinese
relations of a comprehensive strategic partnership
based on the principles of friendship, mutual
respect and trust (podrobno.uz, “Mirziyoyev and Xi
Jinping held telephone talks. It became known that
Uzbekistan is studying the best experience of the
PRC in the fight against poverty”, May 7, 2020).

The analysis showed that articles of similar
nature are published in all three countries and in
the majority with the submission of the current
government. However, in Kazakhstan, articles
with such content are published much more often
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and regularly in comparison with Kyrgyzstan and
Uzbekistan. Through the media, the governments of
all three countries position their relations with China
on a positive side. Thus, influencing the formation
of a positive perception of China and the Chinese
initiative. The positive discourse on the relationship
with China is also justified by the economic benefits
for the countries of Central Asia. The discourse notes
that BRI makes it possible to develop infrastructure,
increase exports to other countries, give access to the
sea, create jobs and contribute to the technological
development of Central Asian countries. For
example, Shukhrat Irgashev, an expert at the
Development Strategy Center in Uzbekistan, spoke
as follows at an expert discussion of the impact of
the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) on the
countries of Central Asia:

- “China is a key partner of Uzbekistan, we
are interested in the development of the BRI,” he
stressed. - The program plays an important role in
expanding transport corridors, helping to launch
new industries, create new jobs, which is very
important for a densely populated region. Investment
attractiveness for Uzbekistan is a priority “(Forbes.
kz,” One Belt, One Road “: The Central Asian
Countries Are Driving into a Debt Trap”, September
18, 2019).

In Uzbekistan’s discourse, similar positive
statements about the initiative are encountered quite
often. Let us look at some of them.

- At present, Uzbekistan and China are actively
building up cooperation on the implementation
of various projects. Participation in the Chinese
initiative makes the republic more attractive in the
eyes of investors, which is one of the priority tasks
specified in the 2017-2021 Development Strategy.
BRI will allow Uzbekistan to diversify sources
of direct investment, as well as increase access to
regional markets through new transport corridors
(uz.sputniknews, “Silk Road for Uzbekistan”, April
25, 2019).

- “I am sure that the implementation of this
large-scale project as a BRI, which today covers
more than 60% of the world’s population, will
contribute to the formation of a single belt of peace
and prosperity, prosperity and progress, cooperation
and friendship between our countries and peoples,”
Shavkat Mirziyoyev emphasized (newspaper. uz,
“Shavkat Mirziyoyev spoke in favour of filling the
Belt and Road with specific projects”, May 15,
2017).

Consider similar articles in Kazakhstan.

- Direct investments of the Chinese side in all
sectors of Kazakhstan amounted to 190 million

US dollars, an increase of 39.7%. Many industrial
cooperation projects have been completed and
commissioned, such as West Europe - West China
highway and the Shymkent refinery, providing
Kazakhstan with a powerful wing for economic
growth. The President pays great attention to
attracting foreign investment and strengthening
anti-corruption work, which is in line with the
development goals of China “two centuries” and the
concept of opening, greenness and incorruptibility of
the “One Belt, One Road” initiative (Time, “Zhang
XIAO: China and Kazakhstan are developing
friendship for the good two peoples” September 6,
2019).

- Up to 20 thousand new jobs will be created
within the framework of joint projects with China,
95% of which will be occupied by Kazakhstanis.
According to him, of the proposed investment
projects, priority is given to high-tech projects with
high Kazakhstani content and ensuring maximum
job creation for Kazakhstani citizens (Liter, “95% of
new jobs created will be occupied by Kazakhstanis”,
September 5, 2019).

Considering the Kyrgyz discourse, it can be
noted that, since 2018, the discourse in relation to
China and Chinese investments has significantly
changed towards criticism. The volume of
investments coming from China to Kyrgyzstan
has halved already in 2018 compared to 2017. The
situation was further complicated by anti-Chinese
rallies in Bishkek in 2019. Moreover, the reason for
the decline in Chinese investment and the growth
of anti-Chinese sentiment in the country was the
population’s distrust of the government and the
growth of public debt.

For example, at the beginning of 2021, the state
external debt of Kyrgyzstan to China amounted to
$ 4 billion 221.61 million (akchabar, “The debt
of Kyrgyzstan to China increased by 1.37 billion
soms over the month”, March 16, 2021). Critical
discourse in Kyrgyzstan has also intensified with
the dissemination of information that in case of non-
payment of debts, Kyrgyzstan should give objects
to China. The current President of Kyrgyzstan
provided this information.

- President of Kyrgyzstan Sadir Zhaparov in
an interview with «Radio Azattyk» informed that
some objects of the country can be transferred to
the administration of China, if not repaid the state
debt to it. He explained that under the arrangements
if Kyrgyzstan did not pay the loan to the Chinese
Export-Import Bank China would take over large
infrastructure facilities. We are talking about the
largest thermal power plant in Kyrgyzstan - CHP
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Bishkek, alternative route «North-South» and
LEP «Datka-Kemin». «We took money for these
projects. Agreements were signed under which the
management of facilities in case of non-payment
passes to the other party. If this is not enough, they
have the right to other objects, said the president, but
did not specify which objects (Radio Azattyk, «Sadyr
Zhaparov: Kyrgyzstan will remain a democracy,
March 15, 2021).

Kazakhstan has also seen an increase in
critical discourse. However, unlike Kyrgyzstan,
Kazakhstan’s discourse is very diverse and contains
a positive, negative and neutral discourse. As we
have shown in Kazakhstan in the past, proxy media
publish a fairly large amount of positive articles.
However, the more independent media still criticized
the government for its Kazakh-Chinese attitude.
However, an analysis of the discourse of Kyrgyzstan
and Kazakhstan showed that the formation of critical
discourse is similar. The similarity is that, in both
countries, people express their distrust of power and
China, fear increased labour migration from China,
rising government debt, and the environmental
consequences of building Chinese factories.
However, Kazakhstan’s discourse differs in one
aspect. The difference is that in Kazakhstan the issue
of 55 Chinese factories under the BRI initiative is
being raised harshly, while in Kyrgyzstan the issue
of public debt is acute. Regarding the question of 55
Chinese factories, the Kazakh discourse contained
a very negative discourse because the contracts
of those projects were not available to the public.
The lack of information further heightens anti-
Chinese sentiment. Questions like who will build
these plants, who will work at these plants, what
threat these plants pose to Kazakhstan’s ecology
also remain unanswered. The discourse notes that
the population considers these projects as part of
China’s economic expansion. The main reason for
this is the current high level of popular mistrust of
power. The corruption of power can play into the
hands of the Chinese and make the agreements more
beneficial to the Chinese side. Analysis shows that
these issues were the main causes of anti-Chinese
rallies in 2019. Also, the discourse showed that at
the beginning the power of the information about
55 Chinese factories called false. Later, however,
the authorities began not to deny the existence of
Kazakh-Chinese projects, but to explain why these
factories were being set up and why it would benefit
Kazakhstan. Look at the quotes from the article:

- Official Nur-Sultan calls «lies» information
about «construction of 55 Chinese factories in
Kazakhstany, but does not deny that 55 joint projects
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with Beijing will be implemented (Radio Azattyk,
«Opposing «Chinese projectsy Zhanaozeni have
returned to the squarey, September 9, 2019).

- About 55 factories. There was no such
programme. This information is disseminated by
bloggers or users through WhatsApp (that 55 old
plants will be transferred from China to Kazakhstan).
I officially declare that there is no such program,
old factories no one transports (tengrinews.kz
«55 Chinese factories in Kazakhstan - to MFA
commented dispatchy, September 2, 2019).

- There is no debt. We agreed - specialists from
Chinese companies come, work, after finishing
their work - go home. It is normal practice all over
the world. Therefore, if we implement these 55
enterprises, it will be a great benefit for Kazakhstan,
and thousands of people will get a job,” said the First
President of Kazakhstan (Today.kz «God Himself
told us to trade with China - Nursultan Nazarbayevy
29 November 2019).

By analyzing this discourse, it can be seen that
the government, through the media, tried to smooth
the negative perception of 55 Chinese projects. The
experts also note that 55 Chinese projects have been
sharply rejected for lack of reliable information.
Moreover, it is noted that it will be difficult for the
Government to develop a positive perception of
these projects until all information is transparent and
accessible to the public.

Conclusion

To date, the BRI for Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan
and Kyrgyzstan has become an important element
for the development of the country’s economy.
The implementation of the initiative in these
countries is still at an active stage and has not been
completed. Overall, the Chinese BRI initiative has
gained momentum over the past few years, but the
coronavirus pandemic has slowed the initiative.
But, as experts have noted, China quickly recovered
its economy in 2020 and is now actively pursuing
the BRI initiative. This topic will therefore remain
relevant for Central Asia for a long time to come.

In sum, the discourse in the countries we have
examined is both similar and different. It may also
be noted that the scope of the discourse varies from
country to country. In Kazakhstan, the theme of
China, the Chinese initiative and Chinese projects
have been given more consideration and more
extensive and varied information. The reason is
that initially the initiative «One belt, one road»
was first proposed in Kazakhstan. Kazakhstan has
been involved in this initiative since its inception
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in 2013. Also in Kazakhstan, the initiative projects
started earlier than in Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan.
Kazakhstan has also led Chinese investment and
projects since the initiative was launched. In the
Kyrgyz discourse, the issue of China and the BRI
initiative are also being actively raised, but most of it
has a critical discourse. In Uzbekistan, the discourse
is of a more modest or positive nature. Some experts
attribute the more positive discourse in Uzbekistan
to the fact that the country has had limited relations
with China and has little experience so far. Indeed,
unlike Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, Chinese
investment came to Uzbekistan in 2017 with the
arrival of a new president. Over the last couple of
years, however, there has also been a decline in
public confidence in China and Chinese projects in
Uzbekistan. In addition, the growing anti-Chinese
sentiment in other Central Asian countries may

influence the discourse in the future. Overall, the
discourse shows that there is real concern among
Central Asian populations about China and Chinese
investment. The rise of anti-Chinese sentiment and
cynophobia is also reflected in discourse, which has
a negative impact on perception. Moreover, the fear
of a great neighbour in these countries is heightened
by the presence of direct borders. In this regard,
land leases to Chinese companies, fear of labour
migration from China also found their place in the
discourse. Consequently, our research hypothesis is
confirmed and the discourse in the information space
in the Central Asian countries reflects the social
perception of the Chinese initiative. The existence
of negative perceptions of Chinese projects and
investments can be observed even in an environment
where most media are loyal to the ruling power and
are positive about Chinese projects and investments.
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