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CULTURAL AND HUMANITARIAN COOPERATION IN CENTRAL ASIA AS AN
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Abstract

This article examines cultural and humanitarian cooperation in Central Asia as a politically
meaningful field of competition among China, Russia and the United States. The argument developed
here is that cultural diplomacy in the region should not be read as a harmless extension of friendship,
nor as a mechanism that automatically converts attraction into geopolitical loyalty. It works through
concrete institutional channels: language policy, scholarships, university partnerships, expert forums,
heritage projects, development narratives and public diplomacy. The study is based on a qualitative
comparative analysis of academic literature, official statements and publicly available policy materials
from 2013 to 2025.

The analysis identifies three partly overlapping models of influence. China links cultural
cooperation to the Belt and Road logic of connectivity, modernization and people-to-people exchange.
Russia relies on historical memory, Russian-language infrastructure and post-Soviet institutional
continuity, although this model has become more contested after 2022. The United States frames its
engagement through sovereignty, resilience, educational exchange, English-language competence and
the C5+1 platform.

The article concludes that Central Asian states are not passive recipients of external rivalry. Their
multi-vector diplomacy turns cultural and humanitarian cooperation into an arena of selective
bargaining, where external soft-power projects are accepted, adapted or limited according to domestic
priorities, social expectations and sovereignty concerns.

Keywords: Central Asia, cultural diplomacy, soft power, geopolitical competition, China; Russia,
United States, multivectorism.
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A.0. Yememuposa'*

KUMDII ynueepcumemi
Anmamur K., Kazakcman
*e-mail: ust_aika_86(@mail.ru

OPTAJIBIK A3USIIATBI MOJAEHU-I'YMAHUTAPJIBIK BIHTBIMAKTACTBIK KBITAM,
PECEU )KOHE AMEPUKA K¥YPAMA HITATTAPBI APACBIHIAT'BI TEOCASICH
BOCEKEJ/IECTIKTIH KYPAJIbI PETIHIE

Anoamna

Makanana OpTtanblK A3usiarbl MOACHU-TYMAHUTAPIIBIK BIHTHIMAKTACTHIK KpITail, Pecell sxoHe
Awmepuka Kypama IlltaTTapsl apachlHIarbl reocasicd OOCEKENECTIKTIH casCh MoHI 0ap KEHICTIri
peTiHae TangaHabl. 3epTTeyiH HETi3r1 TYKbIPhIMbI OOWBIHIIA, aiiMAKTaFbl MOJICHU TUILIOMATHUSHBI
TEK JTOCTHIK OalJIaHBIC HEMECE BIKIAJIBIH aBTOMATTHI TYPAE HOTHXKE OEpeTiH «OKYMCAK KYIID» TeTiri
peTiHae TYCiHAIpY >KeTKumikci3. On Tin casicarhl, CTUNICHIUSUIBIK OarapiaManap, yHUBEpCUTETapa-
JBIK CEPIKTECTIK, capanTaMaiblK (GopyMaap, MOJICHH Mypa KoOanapbl, JaMy Typallbl HappaTHBTEP
KOHE KOFaMIIBIK JWIUIOMATHS apKbUIbl iCKE acaThlH HAKThl HMHCTUTYIHOHAIBIK YIEpIC PETIHAE
KepiHeni. OnmicHaMalbIK Typrbad 3eprrey 2013-2025 xpuigap apasbIFbIHAAFBl  aKaJIEMHSIIBIK
onebuerTepre, pecMH MAITiMIEMeNepre *KOHE alllblK CasCaTThIK MaTepuaiapra CYWeHTeH CarlajbIK
CAITBICTBIPMAJTBI TAJIAYFA HET13IEIIi.

Hotwxkenep ymr mMozaenbai akplHAaW sl KpiTail MoieHN BIHTBHIMAKTAacTHIKTHI «bip Oenaey, 6ip
XKoJ» OacTaMachIHBIH OaiJaHBICTBUIBIK >KOHE MOJEPHHU3AIMs JIOTMKACBIMEH YINTACThIpanbl; Peceit
TapUX¥ KaJblFa, OPbIC TUIAI MHGPAKYPHUIBIMFA KOHE MOCTKEHECTIK MHCTUTYIIMOHANBIK cabakrac-
ThiKKa cyiieneni; AKII eremeHiK, OpHBIKTBUIBIK, OUTIM aMacy, aFbUIIIBIH TUTIHIH KociOu Oemeni
xoHe C5+1 munatdopmacsl apKbUTbI SPEKET ETeIi.

Kopbitbiapiia OpTanblk A3usi MEMIIEKETTEpl CBIPTKbI KYLITEPIH MAacCUBTI OOBEKTICI eMec,
KOIBEKTOPJIbI TUTUIOMATHS apKBUIbl CHIPTKBI BIKMA YKOOANAphIH TaHIal KaObUIIANTHIH, OeHiMIeHTIH
HEMece MIEKTEUTIH AepOec akTopIiap eKeH1 HeT13/1ee]Il.

Tyiiin ce3gep: Opranblk A3us, MOACHU TUILIOMATHS, )KYMCAK KYIII, reocasicu OJCeKeNecTiK,
Kprraid, Peceii, AKIL, koNBEKTOPIIBUIBIK,.

Vememuposa A.0.*

Yuusepcumem KUMOIT
2. Anmamul, Kazaxcman
*e-mail: ust_aika_S6(@mail.ru

KYJIbTYPHO-TYMAHUTAPHOE COTPYJHUYECTBO B IIEHTPAJIbHOM A3UH KAK
UHCTPYMEHT I'EONOJIMTUYECKOM KOHKYPEHIIMU KUTASI,
POCCHUU U COEAUHEHHBIX HITATOB AMEPUKH

Annomauus

B cratee paccMarpuBaeTcs KyJabTypHO-T'YMAaHHWTapHOE COTpyIHMYECTBO B LleHTpanmpHON A3um
KaK TOJIMTUYECKU 3HAYMMOE IoJie KOHKypeHuuMn Mmexnay Kuraem, Poccueln m CoenuHEHHBIMH
[raTamu. OCHOBHOM TE3UC MCCIEJOBAHUS COCTOUT B TOM, UYTO KYJIBTYPHYIO IUIUIOMATHIO B PETUOHE
HeNb3sl CBOJUTh HHU K HEHUTpalIbHOMY OOMEHY JAPYXKECKUMH >KECTaMH, HHU K MEXaHHYECKOMY
IIPOSIBIIEHUIO «MSITKOM CHJIBD», aBTOMATUYECKH CO3AIOLIEMY I'€ONOJUTHUYECKYIO JIOSIBbHOCTh. OHa
JEUCTBYET Yepe3 KOHKPETHBIE NHCTUTYLIMOHAJIBHBIE KAHAJIBL: S3bIKOBYIO IIOJIUTUKY, CTUIICHUAIBHBIC
MIPOrpamMMbl, YHUBEPCUTETCKHE MapTHEPCTBA, OKCHEpTHbIE (OPYMbI, MPOEKTHl KYJIbTYpHOTO
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HacJle/Ius, HappaTUBbI Pa3BUTUA U MYyOIMYHYIO IUIUIOMaTHIO. MEeTOA0I0rnueck pabota OCHOBaHA
HAa KAQ4eCTBEHHOM CPaBHUTEIHHOM aHAJHM3E aKaJIEMUYECKON JTUTepaTyphl, OPUIHATHHBIX 3asBICHHMA
Y OTKPBITHIX MOJUTHUKO-UHCTUTYIIMOHAIBHBIX MaTeprasioB 3a 2013-2025 roapl.

B pesynbTare BblIENEHBI TPU YaCTUYHO Iepecekarolyecss Mojenu BiausHus: Kutaii cBs3bIBaeT
KYJIbTYPHOE COTPYAHUUYECTBO C JIOTUKOM CBA3HOCTH W MOJCPHHU3ALUU B paMKaxX MHUIMATUBBI «OaUH
osic, OJIMH MyThy»; Poccus onmpaercs Ha HCTOPUUECKYIO MaMsTh, PYCCKOS3BIUHYIO HHPPACTPYKTYPY
U TOCTCOBETCKYI0 HHCTHTYLIMOHAJbHYIO TmpeeMcTBeHHOCTh; CIIIA  uCHonb3yloT pUTOPUKY
CYBEpPCHUTETA, YCTOWYMBOCTH, OOpa30BaTENbHBIX OOMEHOB, TPOPECCHOHATBLHOTO 3HAYCHUS
AHTJIMHCKOTO si3bIKa ¥ miaTdopmy C5+1.

B 3akmoueHunn 00OCHOBBIBaeTcsi, 4TO rocyaapctBa lleHTpambHONW A3uM HE SIBISIOTCS
MACCUBHBIMH OOBEKTAMH BHEUTHETO COIEPHHYECTBA: MHOTOBEKTOPHAsS JAMILJIOMATHS MO3BOJISIET UM
MIPUHKUMATh, AJANTHPOBATh WJIM OTPAHWYMBATH BHEIIHHE IPOEKThl BIMSHUA B COOTBETCTBUH C
BHYTPEHHUMH MPUOPUTETAMH U UHTEPECAMU CYBEPEHUTETA.

KinoueBble cioBa: lleHTpanbHas A3sus, KyJbTypHas JUIUIOMAaTus, MArkKas CHIIA,
reornoyiutuyeckas Koukypenuus, Kuraii, Poccusi, CLLIA, MHOTOBEKTOPHOCTb.

Introduction

Central Asia is often described through the vocabulary of a renewed Great Game. The metaphor
is attractive because it captures rivalry, geography and the presence of outside powers. Yet it is also
misleading. Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan are not empty spaces
into which external strategies are simply projected. Since independence, these states have built their
own diplomatic routines, identity policies and development agendas. Their central dilemma has been
practical rather than abstract: how to use external resources, markets, educational opportunities and
security partnerships without allowing any one external actor to define the limits of sovereignty.

This dilemma makes cultural and humanitarian cooperation more important than it first appears.
Unlike military cooperation or large infrastructure loans, cultural diplomacy usually enters the region
through less dramatic channels: language programs, scholarships, university networks, cultural
centers, expert roundtables, development projects, media cooperation and heritage initiatives. These
instruments are not always visible in daily political debate, but they shape what may be called the soft
infrastructure of influence. They affect which languages are associated with professional mobility,
which universities educate future specialists, which historical memories circulate in public
institutions, and which external partners are considered useful for modernization.

The topic has become more urgent in the context of accelerated geopolitical fragmentation in
Eurasia. China’s Belt and Road Initiative has made Central Asia one of the key corridors of
continental connectivity. Russia’s war against Ukraine has changed the regional perception of post-
Soviet dependence and made sovereignty discourse more sensitive. The United States, after a period
in which Afghanistan dominated its regional agenda, has renewed its diplomatic language through the
C5+1 format, educational programs and resilience-oriented cooperation. As a result, cultural and
humanitarian diplomacy is no longer a secondary decorative layer of foreign policy; it is part of the
competition over legitimacy, access and long-term social influence.

The research problem addressed in this article is that studies of great-power competition in
Central Asia often privilege energy, security, military cooperation and transport corridors. These
dimensions remain essential, but they do not fully explain how external projects become socially
credible or politically acceptable. Cultural diplomacy is the field in which geopolitical interests are
translated into educational aspirations, language choices, symbolic memory and professional
networks. The main research question is therefore formulated as follows: how do China, Russia and
the United States use cultural and humanitarian cooperation to project influence in Central Asia, and
how do Central Asian states mediate this influence through multi-vector policies?

The aim of the article is to conceptualize cultural and humanitarian cooperation as a strategic but
negotiated instrument of geopolitical competition. The objectives are to clarify the theoretical
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relationship between soft power, public diplomacy and cultural diplomacy; to identify the principal
instruments used by China, Russia and the United States; to compare their narratives and institutional
channels; and to show why regional agency limits any automatic conversion of cultural cooperation
into geopolitical alignment. The working hypothesis is that cultural-humanitarian cooperation
becomes geopolitically significant when external narratives are connected to local institutional needs:
education, language training, infrastructure, professional mobility, cultural recognition and social
development. Its effects, however, are filtered through domestic politics and the multi-vector
strategies of Central Asian governments.

Research methodology

The article uses a qualitative comparative methodology. It does not attempt to measure public
opinion statistically or to calculate the exact volume of cultural influence. Instead, it identifies the
narratives, institutional channels and strategic functions through which cultural-humanitarian
cooperation becomes politically meaningful. This design is appropriate because the object of analysis
is not a single program but a set of discursive and institutional practices distributed across several
external actors and regional contexts. A purely quantitative approach could count scholarships,
centers or events, but it would not explain how these instruments are framed and why they acquire
geopolitical meaning.

The empirical material consists of three groups of open sources. The first group includes
academic literature on soft power, public diplomacy, Central Asian geopolitics and multi-vector
foreign policy. The second group includes official documents and policy statements, such as China’s
2023 Belt and Road white paper [1], Russia’s 2023 Foreign Policy Concept [2], and C5+1 statements
published by Kazakhstan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the United States Department of State [3],
[4]. The third group includes analytical materials on educational exchange, Confucius Institutes,
Russian-language promotion, cultural heritage cooperation and public diplomacy programs in Central
Asia [4],[5],[6], [7,p.241]. All sources are publicly available; no confidential materials, personal data
or interviews were used.

The period from 2013 to 2025 was selected for substantive reasons. In 2013, China publicly
launched the Silk Road Economic Belt in Kazakhstan, marking a new phase in Beijing’s regional
strategy. The following decade also saw the institutional consolidation of C5+1, the greater visibility
of China-Central Asia summits, the post-2022 transformation of Russia’s image and the growing use
of cultural, educational and heritage diplomacy. This time frame therefore captures a cycle in which
cultural cooperation became increasingly linked to larger geopolitical projects.

The analysis was conducted in three stages. First, the sources were grouped by actor: China,
Russia and the United States. Second, each source was examined according to four indicators:
legitimacy narrative, institutional channel, targeted audience and expected geopolitical effect. Third,
the results were compared across actors in order to identify similarities, differences and zones of
overlap. The coding was not designed to produce numerical scores. It was used as an interpretive
audit trail that makes the comparison more transparent and reduces the risk of impressionistic
generalization.

The main limitation of the study is its reliance on public documents and secondary literature. The
article can analyze institutional narratives and strategic designs, but it does not claim to represent the
full range of public perceptions across Central Asian societies. This limitation is partly addressed
through triangulation: official texts are read together with academic studies and regional analytical
materials. Future research could extend the argument through interviews with students, cultural
administrators, diplomats and participants in educational exchange programs.
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1-Table. Operationalization of cultural-humanitarian influence

Analytical dimension

Operational indicator

Typical source material

Analytical question

Legitimacy narrative

How the actor explains
its presence in Central
Asia

Summit statements,
foreign-policy concepts,
official speeches

Is influence framed as
development, historical
continuity, sovereignty
support or
modernization?

Institutional channel

Organizations and
programs through which
cooperation is delivered

Cultural centers,
universities, exchange
programs, C5+1, BRI
platforms

Which institutions turn
cultural cooperation into
durable networks?

Target audience

Groups addressed by the
policy instrument

Students, elites, experts,
youth, cultural
professionals, wider
publics

Which social groups are
expected to internalize
the narrative?

Geopolitical effect

Strategic function of
cultural-humanitarian
cooperation

Educational mobility,
language prestige, heritage
cooperation, expert
dialogue

Does the instrument
produce attraction,
dependence, trust,
agenda-setting or

bargaining capacity?

Source: Compiled by the author.

The operationalization presented in Table 1 serves as a conceptual framework that structures the
comparative analysis and ensures analytical consistency across different external actors. The selected
dimensions were derived from the literature on soft power, public diplomacy and cultural diplomacy,
which emphasizes that influence is rarely produced by a single instrument but emerges through the
interaction of narratives, institutions, audiences and strategic outcomes. The dimension of legitimacy
narrative makes it possible to identify how states justify their presence and activities in Central Asia
and how they seek to construct a favorable image of their regional role. The institutional channel
dimension focuses on the organizational mechanisms through which cultural-humanitarian
cooperation is implemented and sustained over time. This allows the analysis to move beyond isolated
events and examine the formation of long-term networks and platforms of interaction.

The target audience dimension is important because different actors address different social
groups and therefore employ distinct strategies of influence. Educational exchanges, language
programs, expert dialogues and cultural initiatives are often directed toward specific segments of
society that are expected to become intermediaries of broader political and cultural narratives. Finally,
the geopolitical effect dimension connects cultural-humanitarian activities with wider foreign-policy
objectives. Rather than assuming that cultural cooperation is politically neutral, the analysis examines
how such initiatives contribute to attraction, trust-building, agenda-setting and the strengthening of
regional partnerships. Together, these four dimensions provide a systematic basis for comparing
China, Russia and the United States, while preserving sensitivity to the particular historical and
institutional contexts in which their cultural-humanitarian policies operate. This framework also
increases the transparency and replicability of the research process by making explicit the criteria
used in the comparative assessment.

Results

The comparative analysis reveals that China, Russia and the United States use cultural-
humanitarian cooperation through different logics of influence. The instruments often look similar on
the surface: scholarships, cultural centers, expert forums, public statements and exchange programs.
Their political meaning, however, differs. China embeds culture in a broader narrative of connectivity
and development. Russia connects cultural influence to historical memory and the Russian-language
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space. The United States links its engagement to sovereignty, resilience and professional
modernization. Central Asia therefore appears not as a single soft-power market, but as a plural arena
in which several ideas of legitimacy compete.

China’s model can be described as connectivity-based cultural diplomacy. Since the
announcement of the Silk Road Economic Belt in Astana, Beijing has presented Central Asia as a key
corridor in a wider Eurasian project. The 2023 Belt and Road white paper emphasizes policy
coordination, infrastructure connectivity, trade, financial integration and people-to-people bonds as
mutually reinforcing dimensions [1]. In this framework, culture is not detached from roads, railways
or investment. Language training, scholarships, university partnerships and media cooperation help
make economic connectivity socially intelligible. Educational diplomacy supports the same logic by
encouraging regional students to acquire Chinese-language competence and professional experience
in Chinese institutions [4],[5].

The strength of China’s strategy is its material credibility. Cultural cooperation is attached to
visible projects, transport corridors, development promises and the language of modernization. This
allows Beijing to appear not only as a distant civilizational actor but also as a provider of opportunity.
Yet this advantage contains a limitation. The attractiveness of Chinese cultural diplomacy is
constrained by concerns about economic asymmetry, debt exposure, labor practices, Xinjiang-related
sensitivities and the fear that connectivity may reduce local autonomy. China’s cultural appeal is
therefore inseparable from debates over China’s economic power.

Russia’s model is based on historical-linguistic continuity. Unlike China, Russia does not need to
build a cultural presence from the beginning. Russian remains an important language of education,
media, professional communication and mobility in several Central Asian societies. Soviet
institutional memory, family biographies, labor migration and common cultural consumption continue
to produce everyday familiarity. Russia’s 2023 Foreign Policy Concept emphasizes humanitarian
cooperation, support for compatriots abroad and promotion of the Russian language and culture as
parts of its international role [2]. Rossotrudnichestvo and other institutions operate within this broader
humanitarian framework [6].

The main advantage of Russia’s strategy is depth. Russian-language infrastructure has been
accumulated across generations and remains embedded in schools, universities, media practices,
bureaucratic routines and labor migration networks. This gives Moscow a cultural influence base that
cannot be quickly reproduced by other external actors. The same depth, however, creates
vulnerability. After 2022, Central Asian states have become more cautious about narratives that
connect language, historical memory and political loyalty. Nation-building, language reform and
diversified partnerships increasingly limit the automatic authority of post-Soviet references. Russia
retains influence, but its cultural position has become more politically contested.

The United States follows a more selective model that may be called resilience-oriented public
diplomacy. Washington does not possess China’s geographic connectivity or Russia’s inherited
linguistic presence. Its instruments are therefore concentrated in specific fields: educational exchange,
English-language prestige, development assistance, entrepreneurship programs, cultural heritage
projects, civil-society cooperation and C5+1 diplomacy. The 2023 C5+1 Ministerial statement
emphasized sovereignty, territorial integrity, economic security, energy, environmental cooperation
and regional resilience [3]. In 2025, C5+1 countries also issued a statement of intent on cultural
heritage cooperation, linking culture to heritage protection and the prevention of illicit trafficking in
cultural property [4].

The U.S. model is influential where it is associated with professional mobility, university
prestige, English-language competence, technological modernization and international recognition. Its
weakness is continuity. American engagement in Central Asia has often fluctuated according to
broader strategic priorities, especially Afghanistan, energy security and competition with Russia and
China. As a result, U.S. cultural diplomacy is attractive for certain educational and professional
groups, but it does not have the everyday social penetration of Russian-language infrastructure or the
infrastructure-development coupling of China’s Belt and Road diplomacy.
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A further result is that all three models target future elites. Scholarships, language programs,
expert forums and professional exchanges are not merely symbolic gestures. They are investments in
networks of interpretation. A student educated in Russia, China or the United States does not
automatically become politically aligned with that country. Nevertheless, educational experience
shapes linguistic capital, professional contacts, institutional trust and familiarity with particular
models of development. Cultural-humanitarian cooperation can therefore produce long-term

geopolitical effects even when immediate political outcomes are not visible.

2-Table. Comparative models of cultural-humanitarian influence in Central Asia

Actor Dominant Main instruments Strengths Constraints
narrative
China Connectivity, BRI people-to- Strong linkage Concerns about
development and people between culture, asymmetry, debt,
civilizational cooperation; infrastructure and | labor practices,
dialogue scholarships; modernization Xinjiang and local
Confucius narratives autonomy
Institutes;
university
partnerships;
media and expert
forums
Russia Historical Russian-language | Deep linguistic and | Post-2022
continuity, shared | education; media; institutional reputational
memory and cultural centers; embeddedness pressure;
Russian-language | CIS/EAEU inherited from the | sovereignty
space networks; Soviet period concerns; national
compatriot and language policies;
humanitarian generational
policy change
United States Sovereignty, C5+1; educational | Prestige of Geographic
resilience and exchange; English- | education, distance; policy
professional language professional fluctuation; weaker
modernization programs; USAID | mobility, everyday cultural
projects; cultural innovation and penetration
heritage diversified
cooperation diplomacy

Source: Compiled by the author.

Table 2 summarizes the comparative findings of the study and demonstrates that cultural-
humanitarian cooperation in Central Asia is structured around distinct models of influence rather than
a single regional pattern. Although China, Russia and the United States employ broadly similar
instruments, including educational exchanges, cultural programs, language promotion and expert
dialogue, these instruments are embedded in different strategic narratives and institutional contexts.
China combines cultural engagement with economic connectivity and infrastructure development,
thereby linking cultural attraction to tangible modernization opportunities. Russia relies on
historically accumulated linguistic, educational and cultural ties that continue to shape everyday social
interaction across the region. The United States, by contrast, emphasizes sovereignty, resilience and
professional development, seeking influence primarily through educational prestige, innovation and
institutional cooperation. The comparison also indicates that the effectiveness of each model depends
not only on the availability of resources but also on its ability to address local expectations and
regional sensitivities. At the same time, all three actors invest in long-term relationship building
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through educational mobility, cultural exchange and the formation of professional networks. This
suggests that cultural-humanitarian cooperation should be understood not merely as a supplementary
component of foreign policy, but as an important mechanism through which geopolitical influence is
legitimized, reproduced and adapted to changing regional conditions.

Discussion

The results support the central hypothesis: cultural-humanitarian cooperation becomes
geopolitically significant when it links external narratives to local institutional needs. The effect,
however, is not automatic. Central Asian governments and societies compare external offers, use them
selectively and place them within their own hierarchy of priorities. This point helps avoid
deterministic readings of soft power. A Confucius Institute, a Russian cultural center or a United
States exchange program can create contacts and preferences, but its meaning depends on the
domestic political and social context into which it enters.

The first implication concerns the relationship between soft and material power. In classical
theory, soft power is distinguished from coercion and payment [8,p.191], [9,p.300]. Central Asia
complicates this distinction. China’s cultural diplomacy is persuasive partly because it is linked to
infrastructure, trade and financing. Russia’s cultural influence is durable because it is embedded in
labor migration, education systems and media markets. United States public diplomacy is attractive
because it is associated with global university prestige, English-language skills and professional
opportunities. Culture in this context is not purely symbolic; it is tied to pathways of mobility,
employment and institutional access.

The second implication concerns the politics of memory. Russia’s position shows that historical
familiarity can be both an asset and a liability. Shared Soviet experience, Russian-language
competence and long-standing educational ties continue to support Russian influence. Yet the same
historical frame may also generate anxieties about sovereignty, especially when language and
memory are interpreted as instruments of political hierarchy. This explains why Central Asian states
may maintain cooperation with Russia while simultaneously investing in national language policies,
alternative partnerships and diversified historical narratives.

China’s case reveals a different tension. For many years Beijing’s regional presence was
interpreted mainly through energy, trade and infrastructure. The Belt and Road Initiative broadened
this image by integrating people-to-people bonds into the language of connectivity [1]. Yet China
faces a paradox. Its economic scale gives credibility to the development narrative, while the same
scale can produce suspicion. Cultural diplomacy can reduce social distance only when it is perceived
as reciprocal and respectful of local agency. Otherwise, it risks being interpreted as the cultural
accompaniment of economic dependence.

The United States offers another type of symbolic vocabulary. Through C5+1, educational
exchange and cultural heritage cooperation, Washington emphasizes sovereignty, regional problem-
solving, economic resilience and professional modernization [10],[11,p.428]. These themes are
attractive for Central Asian governments seeking diversified external relations. Still, United States
public diplomacy is limited when it lacks sustained institutional follow-through or when its regional
agenda appears reactive to Russia and China rather than grounded in long-term Central Asian
priorities.

The broader theoretical implication is that Central Asia should be understood as a region of soft-
power bargaining. External actors compete to define what modernization, security, culture and
partnership mean. Regional states convert this competition into diplomatic resources [12]. They can
use China’s infrastructure and scholarships, Russia’s language and labor networks, and United States
educational and professional programs without accepting the complete geopolitical worldview of any
one actor. This is the cultural dimension of multi-vectorism.

For Kazakhstan, this logic is especially visible. Multi-vector diplomacy has served as a strategy
for protecting sovereignty while maintaining constructive relations with several major powers
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[13,p.986]. Cultural diplomacy fits the same pattern. Kazakhstan can cooperate with Russia in
education and language, with China in development and connectivity, and with the United States in
professional mobility and cultural heritage without presenting these choices as mutually exclusive.
This does not remove dependency risks, but it creates room for negotiation and policy diversification.

From a policy perspective, Central Asian states can strengthen their position by making cultural-
humanitarian cooperation more transparent and reciprocal. Scholarship agreements, cultural-center
activities, heritage projects and expert exchanges should be evaluated not only by the number of
participants but also by their contribution to local academic capacity, linguistic plurality and
institutional autonomy. External partners, in turn, need to avoid paternalistic narratives that treat the
region as a vacant field of influence. Sustainable cultural diplomacy is more likely to succeed when it
recognizes local priorities: sovereignty, youth education, social stability, environmental resilience,
development and cultural dignity.

An additional observation concerns the changing nature of influence in the digital era. Cultural-
humanitarian cooperation is no longer limited to universities, cultural centers or official exchange
programs. Digital platforms, online education, social media environments and transnational
information networks increasingly shape perceptions of external actors[14]. This development is
particularly relevant for younger generations in Central Asia, whose understanding of China, Russia
and the United States is influenced not only by official diplomacy but also by digital communication
and online cultural consumption. As a result, the effectiveness of cultural diplomacy depends not
merely on the existence of institutional programs but also on the ability to communicate narratives
through contemporary media environments. States that fail to adapt their cultural engagement to these
changing conditions may find that traditional instruments become less effective over time.

Another important issue is the growing role of agency among Central Asian societies themselves.
Earlier interpretations of regional geopolitics often portrayed Central Asian states as passive recipients
of external influence. The findings of this study suggest a more complex reality. Governments,
educational institutions, experts and civil-society actors actively evaluate foreign initiatives according
to their own interests and development priorities[15,p.252]. Cultural-humanitarian cooperation is
therefore better understood as a process of negotiation rather than one-directional influence. External
actors propose narratives and opportunities, but local actors determine how these resources are
interpreted, adapted and institutionalized within national contexts. This perspective highlights the
importance of domestic capacity in shaping the outcomes of international cultural engagement.

The findings also contribute to wider debates on regional order in Eurasia. Rather than producing
exclusive spheres of influence, cultural-humanitarian interaction in Central Asia increasingly
generates overlapping networks of cooperation. Educational mobility, language acquisition,
professional exchanges and cultural projects create multiple channels through which individuals and
institutions engage with different international partners simultaneously. Such overlap reduces the
likelihood that any single external actor can monopolize the symbolic space of the region [16].
Instead, influence becomes relational, competitive and continuously renegotiated. This condition
reinforces the strategic relevance of multi-vector foreign policy and explains why cultural diplomacy
has become an important component of contemporary regional politics.

Taken together, these observations indicate that cultural-humanitarian cooperation should not be
viewed as a secondary or purely symbolic dimension of international relations. It functions as a
mechanism through which legitimacy is constructed, partnerships are institutionalized and
geopolitical preferences are gradually shaped. The significance of culture lies not only in its
immediate effects but also in its capacity to influence long-term patterns of trust, communication and
cooperation. In the Central Asian context, where multiple powers seek to expand their regional
presence, cultural-humanitarian engagement has become one of the key arenas through which broader
geopolitical competition is expressed and managed.
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Conclusion

This article has examined cultural and humanitarian cooperation in Central Asia as a strategic
field within broader geopolitical competition among China, Russia and the United States. The
analysis has shown that the three actors use different but overlapping models of influence. China links
culture to connectivity and development. Russia relies on historical memory and Russian-language
infrastructure. The United States emphasizes sovereignty, resilience, educational exchange and
regional cooperation through C5+1.

The main conclusion is that cultural diplomacy in Central Asia does not operate as a simple
instrument of attraction. It works through institutions, languages, educational mobility, heritage
politics and expert networks. Its effectiveness depends on whether external narratives are compatible
with local priorities and whether Central Asian states can preserve their own agency. The region is
therefore not merely an object of great-power rivalry. It is a diplomatic space in which external
influence is negotiated, adapted and sometimes constrained.

The scientific contribution of the article is the interpretation of cultural-humanitarian cooperation
as a form of soft-power bargaining. This approach connects the study of public diplomacy with the
literature on multi-vector foreign policy and regional agency. Future research may develop the
argument through interviews, student mobility data, media analysis and country-specific case studies,
especially Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, where educational and cultural partnerships are becoming
increasingly important for foreign-policy diversification.
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TYPKICTAH CAMMMTI: TYPKI MEMJIEKETTEPI ¥YUBIMBIHBIH MOJIEHU
JUIIVIOMATHUACBI MEH CASICH BIKITAJIBI

Anoamna

Makanaga Typki MeMJeKeTTepl YHUBIMBIHBIH MOJIEHU OIpJIIKTI CasCH bIKNAIFa ailHAJIABIPYAaFrbl
MHCTUTYIHOHANIBIK peiti 2026 sxputFbl TypkicTan 6elipecMu caMMUTI MbICAJIBIHAA TaJIaHA bl

3epTTeyliH MaKcaThl — TYPKI XaJIbIKTapbIHBIH OPTaK TApUXU-MOJIEHH KOJbl, TYpPKICTaHHBIH TYpPKI1
ONIEMIHIH pPyXaHM acTaHachl PETIHJErl CHMBOJABIK MopTeOeci »OHE KacaH/lbl WHTEUICKT IeH
uupablK JamMy KyH TOpTiOl apachblHAarbl OalIaHBICTBI CasiCd FBUIBIM TYPFBICBIHAH TYCIHIIPY.
Marepuangap MeH 9JiicTep peTiH/e calajblK KYKaTThIK TaJlAay, CaIbICTHIPMAIIbI-HHCTUTYIIMOHAIIBIK
TOCUI JKOHE KOHCTPYKTHUBUCTIK MHTEPIIPETAUS KOJIIaHBUIIBL; HET13r1 Kopiycka Typki MeMieKkeTTepi
YUBIMBIHBIH pecMH xalapiaManapbl, TypKicTaH JeKJIapalyschl, CTPATErHsUIbIK KyXKaTTap >KOHe
Kazakcran PecnyOnmukacel ChIpTKbl ICTEp MHUHHMCTPIITIHIH MaTepuainjapbl eHrizuial. Hotmxenep
moneHn Oipimik TMY KeHICTIriHAe TeK CHMBOJIIBIK Pecypc eMmec, KYH TOPTIOiH KaJbIITacThIpy,
JTUTUTOMATHSUTBIK YHATIECTIPY, TUGPIIBIK >K00amapabl iCKe KOCY KoHE OpTaK WHCTHUTYIIMOHAIJIBIK T
KaJIBINTACThIPy KypalblHa alfHAJBIN Kele >KaTKaHblH kepcererdi. Tankpuiay OapeicbiHna TMY-Hbl
oCKepH-casici OJIOK pEeTIHAEe eMeC, MOJEHW JISTUTHMAIUSFa CYHEHTeH Korcajaibl alMaKThIK
KOOPJIMHAIMS HHCTUTYTHI PETiHAE KapacThIpy KQKETTIr Heri3aenen.

Kopebitbiapina TypkicTaH caMMuUTI Tapuxu Mypa MEH TE€XHOJIOTHSUIBIK OONamakThl Oip casicu
JMCKYpPCTa TOFBICTBIPHIN, YWBIMHBIH BIKIAT €Ty OJeyeTiH KEHEWTKEH J»KaHa Ke3eH peTiHjae
OaranaHa/bl. byl TYXbIpbIM YiIBIMABI Ka3ipri €ypaszusUIblK alMaKThIK CascaTTarbl *KYMCAK bIKHaJ
TETIrl peTiHje TYCIHAIpyre MYMKIHAIK Oepeti.

Tyiiin ce3nep: Typki MemiekeTTepi yilbIMbl, TYpKICTaH caMMUTI, M9IEHU OipiIiK, casicy bIKIal,
MOJIEHH AMUIUIOMATHS, MHCTUTYLIMOHAIIBIK MHTETPALHSL, )KaCaH bl MHTEIJUICKT, IU(PIBIK JaMy.
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