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SINOLOGY IN KAZAKHSTAN:
PAST AND PRESENT

China is a strategic neighbor of Kazakhstan. Studying China is also crucial for Kazakhstan’s scholar-
ship. Sinology, a subdiscipline of Oriental Studies that comprehensively works on China, is a relatively
new field in Kazakhstan. Sharing a common border with China and having different forms of relations
with China throughout history, Kazakhstan has only recently created its school of Sinology. The reason
was that, under the Soviet system, Kazakhstan had not had its institution working on Oriental studies.

The purpose of this paper is to examine the roots of Kazakhstan Sinology and analyze current devel-
opments in the school of Kazakhstan Sinology through a historical-analytical lens. The paper begins by
introducing Sinology concepts and briefly describing Western and Chinese discussions on the concept
of Sinology. Then, the historical evolution of Sinology in Soviet times unpacks the roots of Kazakhstan
Sinology. The State of the Art of Sinology describes the latest developments in Kazakhstan, and in con-
clusion, the author proposes recommendations to advance Sinology studies in Kazakhstan.

The paper contends that by combining Soviet and Western scientific traditions with local knowl-
edge, Kazakhstan has a strong chance of establishing its school of Sinology free of colonial legacy and
Western-centric approach.

Key words: China, Oriental Studies, Sinology, Kazakhstan, Chinese studies.
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Ko>ka AxmeT Slccaym atbiHAaFbl XaAbIKApaAbIK, Ka3ak-TypiK YHUBEPCUTETIHIH,
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Ka3zakcTaHAafbl KbITalTaHy: 6TKeHi MeH OYriHi

KbiTar KasakcraHHbIH cTpaTterusabik, kepuuici. Kpitanabl oky KasakcTaH fFbIAbIMbI YLLIiH MaHbI3AbI.
KbITaiAbl >KaH->KaK Tbl 3ePTTENTIH LWbIFbICTAHY iliHAEr cMHoAOrMs KasakcTaHAa CaAbICTbIPMaAbI TYPAE
)aHa caaa 6oAbIn TabblAaAbl. KbiTaiMeH opTak, wekapasac xaHe KbiTaliMeH Tapux GOMbl 9pTYpAi
KapbIM-KaTbiHacTa 6oAfaH KasakcTaH >kKakblHAQ FaHa ©3iHiH cuHoAorus MekTebiH Kypabl. Cebebi,
KeHecTik XXyiie ke3iHae KasakcTaHAa WbIFbICTAaHYMEH alHAAbICATbIH ©3 MHCTUTYThbl HOAMaraH.

ByA >KYMbICTbIH MakcaTbl — Ka3akCTaHAbIK, CUHOAOT USIHbIH, TYN-TamMblPbIH 3epAeAey >kaHe KasakcTtaH
CMHOAOTMSICbl MEKTEBIHAETT Ka3ipri 3aMaH TapuXbIH TapUXM-aHAAUTMKAABIK, TYPFbIAQH TaAAdy. Makaaa
CMHOAOTMS TY>KbIPbIMAAMAAAPbIMEH TaHbICTbIPYAAH >K8HE CHMHOAOTUSI TYXXbIPbIMAAMAChl 6GOMbIHLLIA
6aTbICTbIK, XXOHE KbITaMAbIK TaAKblAQyAapAbI KbiCKalla cunattayaaH 6actasasbl. OaaH keniH Kenec
ABYIPIHAEr i CUHOAOTUSIHBIH TapVXM DBOAIOLIMSACHI Ka3aKCTaHAbBIK, CUHOAOT MSIHBIH TaMbIpbIH allaAbl. KeiiH
KazakCcTaHHbIH CMHOAOIMS CaAaCbIHAAFbI Ka3ipri AaMy >KaFAaiblH CUMaTTanAbl XK@HEe KOPbITbIHABICbIHAQ
aBTop KaszakcraHAa CMHOAOTUS FbIAbIMbIH IATE€PIAETY GOMbIHLLIA YCbIHBICTAPADBI YChIHAADI.

Makarapa KeHecTik >kaHe 6aTbICTbIK, FbIAbIMUA ASCTYPAEPAI XKEpriAikTi GiAiMMEH yitAecTipe
oTbIpbIn, KasakCTaHHbIH OTapLUbIAABIK, MYPaAaH XeHe 6aTbICTbIK, Ke3KapacTaH aAa e3iHAIK CMHOAOTUS
MeKTeOIH KypYFa YAKEH MYMKIHAIT 6ap Aen TYXXbIpbIMAARAbI.

Ty¥iin ce3aep: KbiTan, wbiFbiCTaHy, CMHOAOTMSI, KasakcTaH, KplTalTaHy.
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CuHonrorus B KazaxcraHe: npowiaoe u HacTosiLiee
Kutan aBasetcs CTpaTerm4yeCknMmMm CoCceAoM KasaxcTtaHa. l/I3yqume Kutag Takxke mmeeT Ba)kHoe

3HauYeHMe AAS Ka3axCTaHCKOW Hayku. CMHOAOTMSI, CyOAMCUMNAMHA BOCTOKOBEAEHMSl, BCECTOPOHHE
nsyvatouias Kutam, sBAsSeTcs oTHOCMTEAbHO HOBOWM obAacTbio B KasaxcraHe. Mmes o6ulyto rpaHuLy
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Cc Kntaem n nmes pasHole (oOpMbl OTHOLLEHWMI ¢ KnTaem Ha nNpoTs>KeHun Bcen mnctopumn, KasaxcrtaH
AVLLIb HEAQBHO CO3AAA CBOIO LLKOAY KMTaeBeAeHMs. [puunHa 3akAlodaAachb B TOM, YTO NMPU COBETCKOM
cucteme B KazaxctaHe He ObIAO CBOEr0 MHCTUTYTA BOCTOKOBEAEHMSI.

LleAblo AQHHOWM CTaTbW SBASIETCS M3yUeHME MCTOKOB Ka3axCTAaHCKOro KMTAaeBEAEHWMS M aHaAu3
TEKYLLLEro COCTOSIHMS LLKOAbI Ka3aXCTAHCKOr0 KMTaeBEeAEHNS Yepe3 MCTOPUKO-aHAAMTUYECKYIO NMPU3MY.
CTaTbsg HauMHAETCS C PAaCCMOTPEHMS KOHLEMNUMIA KUTAaeBEAEHUS M KPAaTKOro OnMcCaHus 3amnaAHbIX U
KMTaNCKMX AMCKYCCUIA O MOHUMaHWM KUTaeBeAEHMS. 3aTeM pacCMaTPMBAETCS MCTOPUYECKAS SBOAIOLMS
KMUTaeBEeAEHMS B COBETCKOE BpeMsl, PACKPbIBAOTCS KOPHW Ka3aXCTaHCKOro kntaeseaeHms. CoBpemeHHoe
COCTOSIHME KUTAEBEAEHWMS OMUChbIBAET MocAeaHue cobbitvs B KasaxcrtaHe, M B 3aKAlOUeHME aBTOp

npeaAaraeT peKoMeHAALMM MO PasBUTHIO KMTaeBeAeHMs B KasaxcTaHe.

B crtaTtbe yTBEp>KAQETCS, UTO, CoyeTast COBETCKME M 3araAHble HayuyHble TPAAMLIMM C MECTHbIMM
3HaHMaMM, KazaxcTaH MMeeT BCe LLAHChl Ha CO3AaHME COOCTBEHHOM LLKOAbI KUTAeBEAEHMS, CBOOOAHOM
OT KOAOHMAABHOTO HACAEANS M 3aMaAHOLIEHTPUCTCKOrO MOAXOAQ.

KaroueBble caoBa: Kutai, BOcTokoBeAeHMe, cnHoAormg, KasaxcraH, KutaeseaeHme.

Introduction

China is a strategic neighbor of Kazakhstan.
Studying China is also crucial for Kazakhstan’s
scholarship. Sinology, a subdiscipline of Oriental
Studies that comprehensively works on China, is a
relatively new field in Kazakhstan. The paper aims
to scrutinize the roots of Kazakhstan Sinology and
analyze the current developments in the school
of Kazakhstan Sinology through the historical-
analytical lens.

Sinology, according to the Western and
Soviet disciplinary systems, is placed as part of
Oriental Studies. Kazakhstan also sees Sinology
as a subdiscipline of Oriental studies. Sharing a
common border with China and having different
forms of relations with China throughout
history, Kazakhstan has only recently created its
school of Sinology. The reason was that under
the Soviet system, Kazakhstan had not had an
institution working on Oriental studies. Other
perspectives, such as history, philology, culture,
and philosophy, were used to conduct Sinology
and Oriental studies.

The independence of Kazakhstan and the
subsequent formation of the education system in
Kazakhstan coincided with the growing interest in
China and Sinology. As a result, over the course of
several years, Kazakhstan has organized its school
of Oriental and Sinology studies. However, there
is a lot of criticism about whether Kazakhstan
managed to create a Kazakh school of Sinology
(CAA Network, 2020; Zona. kz, 2019).

The paper first introduces the concepts of
Sinology and briefly describes Western and Chinese
discussions on the notion of Sinology. Then, the
historical evolution of Sinology in the Soviet times
unpacks the roots of Kazakhstan Sinology. The
State of the Art of Sinology describes the latest
developments in Sinology, and in conclusion, the

author proposes recommendations to advance
Sinology studies in Kazakhstan.

The paper argues that by combining Soviet and
Western scientific traditions with local knowledge,
Kazakhstan has a strong chance of establishing
its school of Sinology free of colonial legacy and
Western-centric approach.

Theoretical-Methodological Basis

The paper discusses Sinology studies in
Kazakhstan through the Soviet notion of Sinology.
By analyzing the historical evolution of Sinology,
the author aims to demonstrate the challenges
and prospects of Sinology. The author employs
a historical-analytical viewpoint and a critical
approach. The data on students provided by one of
the departments of Oriental Studies in Kazakhstan
is to demonstrate an interest in the field, not for
information on student enrolment.

Conceptual Framework of Sinology

According to the Great Soviet Encyclopedia,
Sinology is a complex of sciences that studies the
history, economics, politics, philosophy, language,
literature, and culture of China. Sinology is a sub-
field of Oriental studies, which traditionally focuses
on China. In line with the debates over Said’s Ori-
entalism concepts, there has been extensive debate
over the last decades about the meaning of the term
Sinology.

The Soviet tradition of Oriental studies be-
lieves that Sinology not only acquires insight into
Chinese civilization but also is an important tool of
self-knowledge (Datsyshen, 2015). Soviet scholars
believed that colonialism was of no concern to the
Soviet Union. Therefore, Soviet Orientalism and,
subsequently, Sinology, as a unique phenomenon,
continued its legacy of comprehensive research on
China, including its contemporary and classical
studies. (Zakharov, 2017).
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However, with the rise of postcolonial theories
and concepts in Western discourse, the term Sinol-
ogy has come under fire. During the 1990s, Sinolo-
gists in China itself were debating the conflicting
images of China. If some were advocating that the
colonial legacy of Orientalism is not related to Sinol-
ogy, others were positioning Sinology as a product
of this colonial legacy. They believe that Western
Sinology knowledge about China is possessed by
the West. In particular, scholars state that, follow-
ing Said’s concept, Sinology is part of Western cul-
tural ideology in building the “other” for the “grand
narrative” of Western modernity. While Sinology
studies China, it does so by presenting an image of
the “cultural Other” in which cultural processes in
China are shown to be “temporally and spatially al-
ienating” and rejecting China (Zhou, 2018).

In response to debates on the conceptual mean-
ing of Sinology, a new term, Sinologism, was
coined by Chinese scholars. Zhou (2004) proposes
a new term, Sinologism, which is a conceptual cate-
gory that criticizes issues in Sinological studies. His
ideas were followed by Ming (2013), who proposed
Sinologism as a cultural theory that goes beyond
the concepts of Orientalism and postcolonialism.
He believes Sinologism is not a product of Orien-
talism but a knowledge jointly undertaken by Chi-
nese and Western scholars, and this goes in parallel
with Said’s notion of Orientalism (Ming, 2013). As
aresult, Chinese academics have coined the term Si-
nologism, which combines Sinology, Chinese cross-
cultural knowledge, and China-West studies (Ming
& Xian, 2018).

With an increasing interest in acquiring ongoing
processes in China, the West differentiated classical
Sinology from China studies, as seen in the Harvard
University Fairbank Center for Chinese Studies
model. China Studies refers to contemporary stud-
ies, and in comparison to Sinology, it works on “a
real China”, not on a China “constructed with dead
texts” (Zhou, 2018).

The present study relies on Soviet Sinology,
which separated its concepts from Said’s notion of
the Orient. Therefore, further Sinology is used in a
classical sense as a subdiscipline of Oriental studies
that focuses on the comprehensive study of China
covering all historical periods.

Evolution of Soviet Sinology

Kazakhstan’s Sinology is rooted in the founda-
tions of Soviet and Imperial Russian Sinology. The
Imperial Russian history of Chinese studies origi-
nates from the opening of its first Russian spiritual
mission in China in 1711. The first courses for learn-
ing Chinese as a foreign language were provided by
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Imperial Kazan University during 1837-1855 (Ti-
tarenko, 2013). From then on, Sinology was among
the strategic foreign studies, while fundamental re-
search on China made Russian Sinology one of the
leading schools in Europe (Jacobs, 1990).

Soviet Sinology emerged during the 1920s-
1930s when researchers incorporated the concepts of
Marxism-Leninism into the development processes
in China (Guleva, 2022). Soviet Sinology continued
to be among the strategic research areas of foreign
studies. In contrast to pre-Soviet sinology, which fo-
cused on in-depth source analysis, Soviet sinology
was socialized and politicized. As a result, contem-
porary Sinology had two goals in terms of serving
political objectives. Some scholars were tasked with
supporting the political direction of its government,
while others were interested in showing the imper-
fections of the Soviet system through the criticism
of the Chinese government (Lukin, 2011). Ideologi-
zation and politicization of Sinology influenced all
levels of research to vary degrees, depending on the
specific circumstances of the ongoing political situ-
ation.

Regarding classical Sinology, the situation
was different. In virtue of their remoteness in time
and subject from the Soviet paradigms of the out-
side world, classical studies, including Sinology,
enjoyed more freedom in their research. Classical
Sinologists focused on Chinese history, philosophy,
and language based on textual resources, which sub-
sequently left a profound heritage in Sinology.

The development of Soviet Sinology was thus
directly dependent on the political course of its lead-
ership, which fluctuated dramatically throughout the
Soviet years. In the early years of the independence
of China, the Soviet Union left a huge imprint on
the history of the development of China. Although
the Soviets were struggling with the terrible con-
sequences of WWII, in the international arena, the
USSR established itself as a global actor. In line
with the Soviet strategy of empowering the eco-
nomic and social conditions of communist allies, the
Soviet government initiated a massive transfer of
technologies and knowledge to China. Between the
1950s and the 1960s, China was the largest recipi-
ent of Soviet assistance when the Soviets transferred
7.7% of their annual national income to China. In
particular, scientific and technological cooperation
in the form of aid was distributed in three major
areas: 1) transfer of industrial technology through
assistance in the construction of industrial projects;
2) development of Chinese capacity in science and
technology through various forms of cooperation;
and 3) communication between the academies of
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sciences and other research institutions; assistance
in adjusting Chinese technology colleges; and re-
cruitment of a large number of Chinese students to
study in the USSR. Such assistance was considered
“the most systematic, complete, and effective effort
to promote technology transfer in Chinese history”
(Zhang et al., 2006).

Contemporary studies on Sinology during these
times concentrated on the issues related to the ac-
tivities of the Communist Party of China. Besides,
the Soviet Sinologists believed that the core and
methodological basis for the formation of Chinese
civilization and spirituality was Chinese philoso-
phy. In Moscow, a special group of researchers was
established to research all Chinese theories regard-
ing the Soviet Union (Bokshchanin, 2013). Simulta-
neously, in the 1960s, certain liberalizations in so-
cial sciences allowed for discussions of theoretical
issues that were previously considered ideologically
unacceptable (Pisarev, 2014). Chinese philosophy
was also among the central topics of research (Ti-
tarenko, 2013).

The Institute of Chinese Studies existed in Mos-
cow from 1956-1960. However, because Chinese
authorities see Sinology as “the science of the co-
lonialists” and the great Chinese people should not
allow themselves to be “studied”, the Soviets ac-
cepted the Chinese appeal not to “interfere in the
internal affairs of China” and closed the institute and
allocated staff to the other institutions but without
using China in their names (Delusin, 2018).

The deterioration of relations between China
and the USSR in the mid-1960s led to a decrease
in bilateral cooperation and an open confrontation
between the two communist countries. As a result,
all scientific cooperation was halted, Sino-Soviet
relations became completely politicized in Soviet
sinology, and China became one of the Soviet Un-
ion’s major adversaries. As expected, the political
context of bilateral cooperation also influenced the
development of scholarship. Until the 1990s, Sinol-
ogy was available to a limited number of scholars,
like a closed caste, where professional knowledge
was valued (Delusin, 2018).

Nonetheless, despite being isolated from China
for nearly three decades, Soviet Sinology had main-
tained its traditional focus on China, thanks to strong
support and sufficient investments from the Soviet
Central Committee. The Soviet research system, de-
spite its ideological limitations, was secured by the
state approach, which allowed for comprehensively
investigating various aspects of the development
of China both through universities and through the
Academy of Sciences. The central science manage-

ment approach allowed scrutinizing every period of
Chinese history, its culture, philosophy, linguistics,
and other aspects, and the Soviet sinologists were
enabled to further continue the tradition of funda-
mental research. As a result, in the late 1980s, Si-
nology was again considered among the strongest in
world scholarship (Gabuyev, 2014).

Contemporary studies on China continued to
be among the strategic areas, which is seen in the
structure of the Moscow Institute of Oriental Stud-
ies, where after 1956 restructure, there were six di-
visions, with only China and India having separate
departments for country studies compared to the
others, which were divided on a regional basis (Ni-
sha, 1983).

Institutionally, the Soviet institutions focusing
on China were the Institute of Oriental studies, the
Institute of the Far East, and the Institute of Asia and
Africa at the Moscow State University in Moscow,
which concentrated major research both on classi-
cal Sinology and contemporary topics, along with
Leningrad, which had its traditional branch work-
ing on classical Sinology. Regarding other Soviet
republics in Central Asia, Tashkent used to be the
only place where Chinese was taught at Tashkent
State University.

Sinology in Kazakhstan — State of the Art

Relations with China were always among the
strategic priorities in Kazakhstan’s foreign affairs.
However, proper research and study of Chinese
studies in Kazakhstan became available only after
1989. Although in Alma-Ata, during the 1940s,
the University of Foreign Languages offered short
courses in the Chinese language due to the call of
the time, until 1984, Chinese language courses were
not available in Kazakhstan (Khafizova, 2018).

Overall, during the Soviet times, Kazakhstan
experienced a lack of Oriental studies research. At
least three times, Kazakh scholars attempted to in-
stitutionalize Oriental studies centers in Kazakhstan,
but in vain (Bustanov, 2015). Chinese studies, at
that time, were researched within the Uighur sector
of the Institute of History, Archaeology, and Eth-
nography. The Uighur sector was focused on the is-
sues related to the development of Xinjiang, along
with the study of the history of the Uighur people
(Karimova, 2016). Within Uighur studies, scholars
were engaged in studying political developments in
Xinjiang. Scholars had to monitor the internal poli-
tics of Xinjiang, including policies for minorities.
Some scholars even had an opportunity to listen to
radio broadcasts from Xinjiang in Chinese or Xin-
jiang languages and prepared operational materials
for Moscow (CAA Network, 2020).
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The Chinese language was first taught in Ka-
zakhstan in 1984 when the Kazakh State University
(now Al Farabi Kazakh National University) estab-
lished the first department of Oriental philology. At
that time, the department prepared specialists with
knowledge of the Chinese language as philologists
and historians, along with Arabic and Parsi languag-
es. Later, in 1989, the Faculty of Oriental studies
was established at Kazakh State University, which
allowed the opening of the Department of Chinese
Philology in 1991 (Derbisali, 2014).

With the opening of a department and courses
in the Chinese language, the scholars faced several
challenges due to a lack of textbooks and teaching
materials. As Prof. Khafizova (2018) recalls, during
the initial years, thanks to personal and institutional
contacts, colleagues from Tashkent and Moscow
sent textbooks and teaching materials. However,
the copies were not enough to provide all students
with the necessary materials. Only after establish-
ing diplomatic contacts with China and opening the
Chinese embassy in Kazakhstan, was the depart-
ment of Chinese studies stocked with textbooks and
additional materials from China.

At the outset, the department also faced a short-
age of teaching staff. Before independence, Sinolo-
gists from Kazakhstan were educated in the Ori-
entology centers in Tashkent, Moscow, Leningrad,

and Kazan. After returning to Kazakhstan, they
were mostly engaged in the work of research in-
stitutes or conducted courses on Chinese but not in
university teaching. Therefore, in addition to the
lack of teaching materials, the department was in
urgent need of Chinese teachers. With the opening
of borders, the situation has sharply changed. Eth-
nic Kazakhs from China obtained an opportunity
to return to their historical homeland, and those
who were educated as Chinese philologists in Chi-
na were hired at the only Department of Chinese
Philology. As a result, in 1993, out of 16 teach-
ers, 13 were repatriated from China (Khafizova,
2018). The tradition of hiring Kazakh repatriates
from China continues today, and the core of any
Chinese philology department in Kazakhstan com-
prises Kazakh citizens born in China.

The establishment of political and business con-
tacts with China, as well as China’s growing glo-
balization, increased demand for Chinese and Sinol-
ogy. Accordingly, the departments and faculties of
Chinese studies thrived throughout the country. In
a short time, studying Chinese became the second
most popular foreign language in the country. Fig-
ure 1. demonstrates the popularity of the Chinese
language in comparison to six other Eastern lan-
guages in the Oriental studies faculty of one of the
central universities in Kazakhstan.
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Figure 1 — Share of students who chose
Chinese as their first foreign language at the Faculty of Oriental studies
Source: Author

Nowadays, Sinology at universities is con-
ducted within Oriental studies, Chinese philology,
and translation studies. Together with teaching,
academia conducts research. However, the majority
of their research is focused on contemporary Chi-
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nese studies. Topics related to the Belt and Road
initiative and Chinese business in Kazakhstan at-
tract more attention and funding than manuscripts.
Similarly, students are interested in implementing
their knowledge in business structures, while among
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the major factors for choosing Chinese is perceived
career prospects in business rather than academia.
Besides universities, centers of Chinese languages
and Confucian institutes provide Chinese language
classes. At present, there are five Confucian insti-
tutes in Kazakhstan.

The growing popularity of the Chinese language
does not affect the development of traditional Sinol-
ogy in Kazakhstan. Classical Sinology, which needs
a deep knowledge of Chinese, history, culture, and
other specific qualifications, has become very rare in
Kazakhstan. “Sinology in Kazakhstan survives de-
spite rather than thanks to the state policy”, commer-
cial interest in investigating contemporary develop-
ments in China overwhelms fundamental research
on classical Sinologist texts (Kaukenov, 2019).

Among the major reasons for this is the state
funding system, which selects research topics
based on the topicality of the theme rather than
scientific interest. The classical studies in Sinology
in Kazakhstan are conducted at the Institute of
Oriental studies, the only state structure that works
on classical Oriental studies. However, the structure
and the funding system of the institute do not allow
the deployment of classical Sinology to a greater
extent. As aresult, Sinology nowadays is considered
a field that focuses on the contemporary dynamics
and demands of China, excluding any interest in
historical and cultural aspects of China.

Conclusion

Given the growing global ambitions of
China, the study and research of China demand

more sophisticated knowledge about China
from a local perspective. Kazakhstan, being a
direct neighbor of China, requires developing
its understanding of processes in China. As a
discipline that traditionally gathers scholars with
proficient knowledge of Chinese, history, culture,
and philosophy, Sinology is in great demand.
However, the existing academic structure and
support do not allow us to advance existing
classical knowledge of China.

Universities possess good knowledge and an
infrastructure base regarding Chinese studies, along
with a wide range of opportunities for exchange with
China. In addition, market demand and geopolitical
interest boosted the support for contemporary studies
of China. In line with the support of contemporary
topics, it is advised to add more specific knowledge
of China to the mix. Interdisciplinary research,
which is also an emerging trend in Kazakhstan,
requires more research on the development aspects
of China.

Kazakhstan Sinologists are in high demand
to create the Kazakhstan School of Sinology.
While China attempts to transform the existing
global structure and adjust IR theories that
explain the processes in China and Western
scholars  shift towards non-Western-centric
theoretical frameworks in response, Kazakhstan
has the potential to find its niche in this process.
By combining Soviet and Western traditions,
Kazakhstan scholars could develop a relatively
new perspective on Chinese studies that is free
from any colonial legacy and based on good
neighborhood policy.
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