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A Scientometric Comparison of Empirical Legal Scholarship Published in

English and Chinese

Liu Jing
(International School of Law and Finance, East China University of Political Science and Law,
Shanghai 201620, P.R.China)

Abstract: How do Chinese empirical legal studies differ from those published in leading international
journals, and why? Keywords and cited references serve as crucial indicators for understanding
domain knowledge: keywords highlight current research frontiers by revealing the topics and themes,
while cited references trace knowledge flows by mapping intellectual foundations. Through network
analysis of these elements, this paper systematically compares the research topics and knowledge
bases of representative empirical legal scholarship published in Chinese and English. The results
show that mainstream international empirical research not only covers a wide range of legal topics but
also extensively draws on social science theories from diverse fields, including economics,
sociology, behavioral science, and political science. Reliable research methods and data quality are
prominent across multiple topics. Citations reflect legal issues, data and models, social science
theories, and previous empirical analyses. These findings indicate that in mainstream international
empirical research, the law’ s real-world functioning is frequently the research question, with
appropriate social science theories employed to explain the founctioning. Methodological rigor and
data quality remain consistently critical considerations. In contrast, empirical articles in Chinese law
core journals typically focus on doctrinal topics and cite primarily doctrinal works. Other disciplinary
journals’ empirical legal analysis papers include characteristic law and economics themes and their
empirical investigations. However, as the co-citation network structure demonstrates, non-legal
works are not frequently cited by legal authors, indicating limited circulation within traditional legal
scholarship. Chinese multidisciplinary social science journals’ articles reflect characteristics of both
types of publications. One possible explanation for these differences is that many Chinese law articles
use uncontrolled judicial document frequency descriptions to support doctrinal discussions,
presenting these as empirical research. A deeper underlying cause may be authors’ persistent use of
persuasive legal reasoning when attempting empirical analysis, treating empirical materials as
evidence supporting predetermined arguments. The landscape of Chinese empirical legal analysis
appears to reflect a human capital investment dilemma. Law journals, prioritizing citation rates, are
reluctant to pioneer methodologically innovative works, preferring “safe” doctrinal analyses. Law
school promotion criteria that favor law journal publications further reinforce barriers to innovation.
Scholars perceive limited benefits and substantial costs in learning empirical methods. Confronted
with this investment dilemma, Chinese legal scholars often maintain traditional approaches or apply
empirical labels to doctrinal works.
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