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This In Brief examines the level of Chinese scholarly interest 
in Pacific Island countries (PICs), presents the main research 
themes explored by Chinese scholars and describes the 
policy-driven nature of the research conducted. It draws upon 
an analysis of 129 journal articles published by China-based 
Chinese scholars of Pacific studies between 20061 and 2019, 
as well as interviews with 44 of these authors. This research 
aims to enrich the literature on Pacific research in China, 
increase our knowledge of China’s growing presence in the 
region through the eyes of Chinese scholars and offer a useful 
lens through which to assess the influence of Chinese policy on 
such research.

The Pacific has attracted more interest in China in recent 
years, as evidenced in Figure 1. The main stimuli can be 
reasonably attributed to Chinese President Xi Jinping’s visits 
to Fiji and Papua New Guinea in 2014 and 2018, respectively, 
and the establishment of six Pacific research centres at Chinese 
universities (Zhang 2020).

Figure 1. Number of Chinese journal articles on the 
Pacific between 1996–2019

Figure 2. Number of Chinese journal articles by theme 
between 2006–2019

Between 2006 and 2019, Chinese scholars published 
a total of 129 articles on Pacific studies in Chinese journals. 
Figure 2 summarises their research themes, which fall into four 
categories: China–PICs relations; PICs; other powers in PICs; 
and China–other power relations in PICs. Chinese scholars 
have devoted most of their attention to China–PICs relations 
and offered policy recommendations. This is strong evidence 
that Pacific research in China is largely policy-oriented. Articles 
in this category focus on the Belt and Road Initiative, Chinese 
aid and China–PIC cooperation in agriculture and tourism. For 
example, Shi Yingli from China’s Liaocheng University identified 
weaknesses in Chinese aid to Samoa, such as overlapping of 
projects, the low ‘quality’ of some Chinese citizens working 
there and a lack of attention to detail in aid provision. To address 
these issues, she suggested China set up a resident aid office in 
Samoa, provide tailored aid to meet local demands and organise 
regular on-site inspections (Shi 2018:99–100).

The third most researched theme concerns other powers 
in the Pacific. Chinese scholars discussed seven countries, 
including the US, Japan, Australia, Russia, UK, Germany and 
India. Many see these external players’ activities in the Pacific 
from a geostrategic perspective. Interestingly, the US and Japan, 
rather than Australia and New Zealand, received the most 
attention from Chinese scholars. To many of them, the US and 
Japan are China’s main competitors in the big-power game. 
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Chinese scholars also analysed China’s relations with other 
powers in the Pacific. They highlighted the implications of 
other powers’ relations with PICs on China and recommended 
tailored responses to address challenges. For example, Niu 
Li (2019), executive director of the Pacific Research Center 
at Beijing Foreign Studies University, argued that in order to 
reduce Australia’s and New Zealand’s concerns about China’s 
rise in the Pacific, as well as for China’s own economic benefit, 
China should conduct more cooperation with these two regional 
powers, such as recruiting skilled Australian and New Zealand 
managers for Chinese projects. 

These three themes all relate to foreign policy. The number 
of journal articles on these themes totals 88, which accounts 
for nearly 70 per cent of the 129 Chinese journal articles 
analysed. This attests the degree to which Chinese scholars are 
preoccupied with research on the diplomacy of China and other 
powers in the Pacific with the ultimate purpose of facilitating 
China’s Pacific policymaking.

In contrast to these themes, the other main focus of Chinese 
scholars concerns domestic issues in PICs. The 41 articles 
in this category probed into a wide range of topics, including 
climate change, oceanic governance, fisheries, regionalism, 
agriculture and economic development. Chinese authors are 
explicit about their intention to provide background research 
into these domestic matters in order to facilitate policymaking 
and offer policy recommendations. An example of this policy-
oriented research on PICs is the analysis of the trajectories of 
PICs’ economic development between 2004 and 2013 by two 
scholars from Zhejiang Ocean University. They proposed that 
China should deepen economic relations with PICs by increasing 
the awareness of Pacific cultures, expanding the scope of 
Chinese aid and highlighting mutually beneficial cooperation (Ye 
and Wu 2016:56).

Chinese scholars are eager to increase the policy relevance 
of their research, grab the government’s attention and boost 
their research impact. This can be linked to the deepening 
policy–research nexus in China and beyond. Pacific studies is 
in its infancy as an area of study in China, and is fragile in terms 
of interest from both the government and the public compared 
with ‘more important’ areas of study, such as those on the US, 
Europe, Asia and Africa (Zhang 2020). A lack of government 
and public interest would lead to less budget support, increase 
the difficulties of publishing on Pacific affairs in Chinese journals 
and reduce job security for scholars of Pacific studies. In this 
sense, conducting policy-related research is a survival skill for 
Chinese scholars. 

This phenomenon is not unique to China, with Australian, 
US and New Zealand scholars (the three largest concentrations 
of Pacific scholars globally) also displaying various degrees of 
reliance on government support for Pacific studies. For instance, 

in 2009, the Australian Association for the Advancement of 
Pacific Studies in Australia provided 53 recommendations to the 
Australian government for supporting Pacific studies in Australia, 
such as funding the establishment of a Centre of Excellence in 
Pacific Studies for 10 years and supporting emerging scholars to 
conduct research on the region (Rose et al. 2009).

The strong influence of policy on Pacific studies in China 
does not suggest that Chinese scholars have no autonomy 
in research. On the contrary, some Chinese scholars conduct 
research on the region out of genuine personal interest rather 
than instrumental considerations. Even for government-funded 
research projects, the funders (central government ministries 
or provincial governments) usually pay attention to the broad 
themes and their significance. This gives the awardees the 
space to choose specific research methods and perspectives 
based on their own expertise and interests, as occurs in good 
universities anywhere.

This In Brief is derived from the author’s article Policy–Research 
Nexus: The Case of Pacific Studies in China, published in Pacific 
Affairs in March 2021. Reproduced with kind permission.
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Endnotes

1. The year 2006 was a milestone in China–Pacific relations, 
when Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao visited Fiji and inaugurated 
the China–Pacific Islands Economic Development and 
Cooperation Forum.
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