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Introduction
The topic of great-power leadership in shared neighbourhoods has recently received 
more attention (Schunz et al., 2018; Averre, 2009; Cadier, 2014). Scholars have 
explored the nature of the relationships between regional leaders and the extent to 
which these can take different forms, ranging from positive cooperation to nega-
tive–sum conflict. As an example, interactions between the European Union (EU) 
and Russia in Eastern Europe and the South Caucasus are considered the emblem-
atic example of power competition in a contested neighbourhood (Delcour, 2018). 
When it comes to Central Asia, scholars have analysed great-power interactions 
in the spheres of security (Wishnick, 2009; Laruelle, 2010; Cooley, 2012), energy 
(Eder, 2013; Ziegler and Menon, 2014), development assistance (Bossuyt, 2018), 
and connectivity (Contessi 2016; Bossuyt and Bolgova, 2020).

Within this scholarship, competition in soft power spheres and particularly in 
cultural diplomacy (CD) remains an underexplored area of analysis. Since the 
rise of Nye’s concept of soft power (1990), few works have enquired into this 
new ‘race’ (Holden, 2013, p.4) for power and questioned whether this appetite 
can affect and change interactions between regional leaders (see for instance Hall 
and Smith, 2013). The topic has received hardly any attention when it comes to 
Central Asia. As an exception, in a comparative study of the EU’s and Russia’s 
CDs in the region, Valenza and Boers (2018) observed that while long-lasting 
historical and cultural ties have allowed Russia to keep a leading position, its 
long-term leadership should not be taken for granted since Central Asian states 
have been looking at Moscow with scepticism. Other works analysed the EU’s 
and China’s cultural initiatives in Central Asia, highlighting their advantages 
and shortcomings (see Valenza, 2018; Gussarova and Andžāns, 2019, Winter, 
2016; Zhao, 2016). Drawing on these works, this chapter seeks to fill this gap and 
comparatively explore the cultural diplomacies of the EU, Russia, and China in 
Central Asia.

The proposed comparison is relevant for two reasons. Firstly, although stud-
ies on Russia’s soft power in Central Asia confirm Moscow’s lead in the region 
(Valenza and Boers 2018), they also highlight that the EU and China have recently 
increased their general role and scope (Bossuyt, 2018) in an attempt to balance 
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Russia’s hegemony. Secondly, all three actors have recently enhanced their com-
mitment to cultural cooperation with Central Asian republics, and resorted to dif-
ferent initiatives to meet these declarative engagements.

The chapter draws on the framework proposed by Schunz et al. (2018) to 
understand ‘the propensity of a state or a state-like entity to exert regional lead-
ership’ (2018, p.3), and resorts to the three dimensions of willingness, capac-
ity, and acceptance. Firstly, a regional leader should display a certain willingness 
to engage in a given region. Secondly, it should have considerable capacities to 
influence behaviours. Finally, it should rely on positive perceptions of its willing-
ness and capacity to exert its leadership. For the purpose of this work, cultural 
diplomacy is defined as a governmental practice seeking to deploy culture in sup-
port of foreign policy objectives (Mark, 2009).

The next three sections analyse the cultural diplomacies of the EU, Russia, 
and China in Central Asia through the proposed tripartite framework. In the con-
clusion, the findings are generalised and an attempt is made to highlight how 
culture has become a tool for competition, rather than cooperation, in shared 
neighbourhoods.

The EU’s cultural diplomacy in Central Asia: a gap between 
declarative engagements and allocated resources1

The Treaty of Maastricht of 1993 legitimised culture as a European policy area 
for the first time, as Article 167 recognises that the Union supports member 
states’ cultural actions while respecting national and regional diversity. Despite 
the absence of a clear-cut reference to culture in external relations, the Treaty 
encourages the Union to promote cooperation with third countries and relevant 
international organisations.

Willingness

In the early 2000s, different groups pressured the EU to raise its ambitions in the 
cultural realm at both internal and external levels (Isar, 2015). As a result of these 
attempts, the ‘Communication on a European agenda for culture in a globalising 
world’ emphasised the role of culture ‘as a vital element in international relations’ 
(Commission, 2007, p.8). In the wake of this interest, the European Parliament 
initiated in 2012 the Preparatory Action ‘Culture in EU external relations’, and a 
consortium of cultural institutes was charged to map existing initiatives on cul-
ture in external action (EC, 2015). Building on this Action, in June 2016, the High 
Representative Federica Mogherini and the European Commissioner for Education, 
Culture, Youth and Sport Tibor Navracsics presented the Joint Communication 
‘Towards an EU strategy for international cultural relations’, providing five guiding 
principles for external cultural action: (i) promotion of cultural diversity; (ii) recog-
nition of local sensitivities; (iii) adherence to the principles of complementarity and 
subsidiarity; (iv) adoption of a cross-cutting approach to culture; and (v) promotion 
of culture through existing frameworks (EC and EEAS, 2016).
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Furthermore, the preparation of the Communication provided an opportunity 
to ‘fix’ EU vocabulary on culture in external affairs, with the final decision being 
to refer to this policy as ‘international cultural relations’ (ICR), instead of the 
(generally perceived) more ‘pervasive’ CD or other labels (i.e. cultural coopera-
tion). Rather than a simple dispute on an agreed vocabulary, these tensions have 
illustrated competing understandings of what practising ‘culture in external rela-
tions’ means at the EU level (i.e. showcase of EU culture(s) versus joint creation, 
Helly and Valenza, 2020). For instance, some argued that the word ‘diplomacy’ 
in CD ‘potentially alienates support of EU member states protecting their for-
eign policy competences, cultural actors guarding their independence, and for-
eign audiences – especially in the postcolonial developing world’ (Trobbiani and 
Pavón-Guinea, 2020, p.231).

In Central Asia, the 2007 Strategy for a New Partnership mentioned intercul-
tural dialogue as a priority for regional cooperation together with human rights and 
education (Council, 2007). However, throughout the four reviews of the Strategy, 
a stronger bilateral dimension has progressively replaced the regional approach 
of the Strategy. In the 2012 Progress report, the focus on security was further 
increased by introducing, among others, a regular High-Level Security Dialogue 
(EC and EEAS, 2012). As such, despite its starting ambitions, the Strategy rather 
minimised the importance of people-to-people contacts, using culture as a ‘zero-
cost catchword in the document’ (Valenza, 2018).

New opportunities for cultural relations with Central Asia may nevertheless 
arise from the 2019 revised Strategy (EC and HR, 2019), seeking to update exist-
ing cooperation between the EU and Central Asia. Drawing upon ‘Central Asia’s 
cultural heritage of the ‘Silk Road’ corridor’ (ibid.), the Strategy aims to strengthen 
the mobility of artists and cultural operators through training, exchanges, and resi-
dencies, and thus to commit the EU to increase its engagement in this sphere.

Capacity

Central Asian countries have been receiving direct EU assistance since their inde-
pendence.2 Crucially, most of this funding has been directly allocated to gov-
ernment ministers and agencies (Tsertsvadze and Boostra, 2013), while a minor 
amount has been provided to cultural civil society organisations through calls 
for proposals. Until 2020, three funding instruments supported regional cultural 
activities: (a) the Development Cooperation Instrument (DCI), aiming to reduce 
poverty by enhancing social and economic development; (b) the Instrument con-
tributing to Stability and Peace (IcSP), supporting peace-building initiatives; and 
(c) the Erasmus+ programme. Besides funding initiatives, a full picture of the 
EU’s capacity in Central Asia should also include the work of EU delegations and 
the clusters of the EU National Institutes for Culture (EUNIC).

Through the DCI the EU has funded the UNESCO-implemented ‘Silk Roads 
Heritage Corridors in Afghanistan, Central Asia and Iran’ project, which has a 
place within the European Framework for Action on Cultural Heritage (UNESCO, 
2019a). By supporting the rehabilitation of World Heritage Sites in these countries, 
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the programme not only aims to strengthen international cooperation on cultural 
heritage, but also to develop local tourism and create job opportunities. As an 
example, a joint exhibition on the Common Heritage along the Silk Roads was 
planned in 2021 (UNESCO, 2019b).

Furthermore, two other projects with a clear-cut cultural dimension were 
funded through DCI in the last decade. The first project took place in Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan, and focused on the promotion of traditional and clas-
sical music through regional cooperation and networking (EC, 2012). The sec-
ond project addressed sustainable rural tourism in the Kazakh Altai Region and 
involved vulnerable groups in economic initiatives (EC, 2017b). Both actions 
were implemented by two European organisations with local entities included in 
the consortia.

When it comes to the IcSP, two regional objectives have been media literacy 
and inter-religious dialogue. In April 2018 the independent media organisation 
Internews initiated a €3.3 million project tackling violent extremism and fake 
news and fostering media literacy in local communities in cooperation with local 
organisations from all Central Asian countries with the exclusion of Uzbekistan 
(EC, 2018a). Also, three inter-religious dialogue projects have taken place in 
Kyrgyzstan, targeting religious youth and activists, media professionals, and 
students.

Within Erasmus+, several initiatives received EU support. Under the capacity-
building action, all projects took place in Kazakhstan and were implemented by 
three universities. Overall, selected projects from the region amounted to 0.7 per 
cent of the total actions implemented in all EU partner countries between 2014 
and 2017. When it comes to educational exchanges, under the International Credit 
Mobility, European Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) can design mobility 
agreements with entities from partner countries and set up educational exchanges 
involving students and staff members. In 2018, the DCI financial envelope for 
exchanges with Central Asian HEIs accounted for about 4 per cent of the total 
global budget. This was lower than the amount reserved to the six members of 
the Eastern Partnership (EaP, 15 per cent) and Russia (10 per cent) (EC, 2017). 
In 2017 more than half of the regional budget for Central Asia went to Kazakh 
HEIs (55 per cent) followed by Uzbekistan (24 per cent), and Kyrgyzstan (15 per 
cent, EC, 2017a).

Following the adoption of the Joint Communication, EU delegations have 
strengthened their role in the area of culture, acting as ‘local platforms for cultural 
institutes and other stakeholders in facilitating coordination and cooperation’ (EC 
and EEAS, 2016, p.13). EU delegations in Central Asia have organised concerts, 
festivals, and exhibitions in an attempt to promote European culture and involve 
local artists. As an example, in 2019 Bishkek hosted the annual European film fes-
tival, showing 11 European films with Russian subtitles. The event was organised 
by the delegation together with member states embassies (EEAS, 2019). Although 
the number of activities is on the rise in Central Asia, cultural cooperation remains 
an under-utilised area of work, especially when compared to the work of other 
delegations in EaP countries (Gussarova and Andžāns, 2019).
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Finally, EU cultural relations with Central Asia also rely on EUNIC, a coor-
dinating mechanism set up in 2006 to promote EU cultural relations. Since 
2012, EUNIC local clusters can receive funding through the Cluster Fund, that 
is, EUNIC’s most important internal instrument to support cultural initiatives. 
The two EUNIC clusters operating in Central Asia (Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan) 
mainly co-organise initiatives in partnership with local EU delegations. In 2014, 
EUNIC Almaty was an awarded recipient of the network’s Cluster Fund to run the 
European Day of Languages. The project was conceived as a ‘cultural diplomacy 
agent’ in order to present the ‘linguistic mosaic in Europe’ and to promote multi-
lingualism (EUNIC, 2016, p.43).

Overall, EU cultural funding and initiatives in Central Asia have not matched 
initial declarative engagements. This is clear not only when it comes to cultural 
funding for other geographical areas (i.e. EaP countries), but also to allocations 
provided to areas of cooperation other than culture. Additionally, fund distribution 
in the region is highly unequal, with Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan being by far the 
major recipients, while in Turkmenistan almost no EU cultural action has taken 
place. It remains to be seen whether the commitment of the new 2019 Strategy, 
calling for stronger cultural relations, will reverse the current gap.

Acceptance

In Central Asia, the EU has not devised tools to assess perceptions through quan-
titative surveys or funded relevant organisations to conduct them. At present no 
independent institutes operate in Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, while those in the 
other countries struggle for financial survival (Peyrouse, 2017). So far, the only 
survey assessing cultural attraction in Central Asia is the Eurasian Development 
Bank (EDB) Integration Barometer. Promoted by the Eurasian Development 
Bank’s Centre for Integration Studies and the Eurasian Monitor, the Barometer 
measures three dimensions of attraction: political, economic, and sociocultural. 
One should note that EDB surveys assess the interest in the sum of EU member 
states rather than the interest in the EU as a whole.

Bearing in mind these observations, a review of the results as included in Figures 
11.1, 11.2, and 11.3 seems to confirm that the EU’s cultural potential is robust in 
Central Asia, and especially in Kazakhstan, which tends to enjoy greater interna-
tional openness. For instance, Kazakhstanis’ preference for the EU appears to be 
high in all questions. Also, together with Uzbekistan (data from 2014), Kazakhstan 
was the only country where respondents slightly preferred an EU member state 
over Russia for educational purposes. In Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, respondents 
included an EU member state as their second-best preference after Russia, even 
though the distance between Russia and the EU remained significant on artists’ 
invitation and consumption of their cultural works. Overall, EDBs provide a use-
ful snapshot of EU cultural attractiveness in the region, and European cultures and 
education opportunities seem to be at the top of Central Asian citizens’ aspirations.

Interestingly enough, and as emphasised by Peyrouse (2017), countries with a 
significant orientation towards the EU tend to display also a clearer Russophilia. 
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This applies clearly to Kazakhstan, where Kourmanova (2014) recognised a 
slight increase in EU visibility through the activity of EU delegations and mem-
ber states embassies. However, even in these countries EU CD obtains mixed 
results: while political elites pursue a multilateral orientation and welcome the 
support received, initiatives in the cultural sector remain unknown among the 
general public. Elsewhere, in Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, elites seem to appreciate 
European educational and cultural programmes but refrain from furthering an EU 
presence. Finally, Turkmenistan offers perhaps the least opportunities for cultural 
practices, as elites are cautious of any action that could undermine the authoritar-
ian rule and the isolationist path.
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Figure 11.1  Respondents’ answer to question T7, ‘For which of the listed countries would 
you say you have an interest in their history, culture, and natural geography?’. 
Data from EDB Integration Barometers (2013, 2014, and 2017).
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Figure 11.2  Respondents’ answer to question T9, ‘Please indicate which of the listed 
countries you would like to travel to for studies (or send your children to for 
studies)’. Data from EDB Integration Barometers (2013, 2014, and 2017).
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Russia’s cultural diplomacy in Central Asia: the nexus 
culture–security and a renewed institutional framework
Moving from the mid-2000s and in response to the wave of protests across the 
post-Soviet space, commonly referred to as the ‘Colour Revolutions’ (Beacháin 
and Polese, 2010), Russia sought to reassert its regional leadership in order to build 
‘stable and amicable surroundings’ and to develop ‘full-fledged humanitarian ties’ 
(Medvedev, 2008). This priority came with the recognition that Russia had failed 
to engage regionally after the collapse of the Soviet Union (Medvedev, 2009). The 
cultural sphere, referred to as part of ‘humanitarian cooperation’, became a key 
area of cooperation in the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS).3

Willingness

The first policy document outlining a new engagement in the ‘humanitarian’ 
sphere was the 2008 Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation (2008). 
The document, reviewing the previous text dated 2000, delineated two objectives 
in its fifth section: the protection of the rights and interests of Russian compatriots 
(framed as the ‘multimillion Russian diaspora’, and russkiy mir, Russian world) 
and the promotion of Russian language and culture. As a priority in Central Asia, 
the document stressed the preservation of ‘common cultural and civilisational 
heritage’ (President of Russia, 2008).

In October 2011, following his announcement that he would run in the presi-
dential elections, Vladimir Putin laid out a grand vision to advance regional coop-
eration in the CIS and notably in Central Asia, a region that Russia has always 
seen within its sphere of influence. Putin declared that it was the time ‘to reach 
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Figure 11.3  Respondents’ answer to question T12, ‘In your opinion, from which countries 
do we need to invite into our country more actors, writers, and artists, and buy 
and translate books, movies, musical productions, and other cultural works?’. 
Data from EDB Integration Barometers (2013, 2014, and 2017).
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a higher level of integration – a Eurasian Union’ (Putin, 2011). Building on the 
experience of the CIS the project sought, inter alia, to capitalise on existing herit-
age from the Soviet Union, including ‘a common space of language, science and 
culture’ (ibid.). Going down this road, the 2013 updated Concept introduced the 
notion of soft power as a ‘toolkit for achieving foreign policy objectives building 
on civil society potential, information, cultural and other methods’ (MFA, 2013). 
Emphasis on compatriots and the Russian language was renewed in the section on 
public diplomacy, arguing that providing ‘accurate information’ on Russia’s cul-
tural stance was a key aspect of foreign policy (ibid.). In other words, CD seemed 
to become not only a matter of state diplomats, but also of those Russian mass 
media engaged in international broadcasting.

Furthermore, the 2014 initiative of the Russian Year of Culture sought to pro-
vide a policy space to further reconceptualise the role of culture within and beyond 
Russia, and to adopt a new state cultural policy, designed to enhance Russia’s 
spiritual values (Ministry of Culture, 2014). This reformulation was coupled with 
a presentation of the world as made up of unique and distinct civilisations and of 
tangible boundaries dividing them. In this approach, which could be associated to 
Huntington’s ‘clash of civilisation’ thesis (1997), the regional space historically 
under Soviet and Russian hegemony came to be considered as a distinct civilisa-
tion that does not belong either to the West or the East (Izvestia, 2014).

The 2015 National Security Strategy further fuelled this view. The Russian 
language was considered critical to ensure the export of ‘good-quality educational 
services, above all to the CIS member states’ (President of Russia, 2015), and in 
order ‘to accelerate the processes of Eurasian integration’ (ibid.). Building on the 
idea that cultural difference may lead to conflict and in line with Huntington’s 
thesis, Russia’s depiction of its world has either winners or losers. Therefore, to 
ensure its national security, Russia seems ‘doomed’ to lead and reshape its neigh-
bourhood through its cultural and spiritual values. This also requires, as outlined 
by the 2016 and most recent Concept, a stronger role for Russian media, provid-
ing ‘unbiased information’ on Russia’s cultural achievements to shape an ‘objec-
tive image’ of the country (MFA, 2016). Clearly, the drafting of the new Concept 
took place in a changed international environment, following the interventions in 
Ukraine and Syria, and the document portrayed Russia at that point as a country 
surrounded by enemies plotting to undermine its influence.

Capacity

In the mid-2000s Russia started to design its institutional framework and set up a 
number of CD institutions and agencies, including the Russian World Foundation 
(2007), Rossotrudnichestvo (2008), the network of the Russian Centres of Science 
and Culture (2008), and the Gorchakov Fund (2010).

The Federal Agency for the Commonwealth of Independent States Affairs, 
Compatriots Living Abroad, and International Humanitarian Cooperation, com-
monly known as Rossotrudnichestvo, is today Russia’s major CD actor. The 
agency resulted from the transformation of the Russian Centre for International 
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Scientific and Cultural Cooperation, the heir of the All-Union Society of Cultural 
Relations with Foreign Countries. To provide bilateral assistance the agency 
serves as a network umbrella for its Russian centres for science and culture. 
In 2018, 72 Russian centres were hosted in 62 states, including in Kazakhstan  
(Nur-Sultan), Tajikistan (Dushanbe and Khujand), Kyrgyzstan (Bishkek and 
Osh), and Uzbekistan (Tashkent). As for Turkmenistan, lengthy negotiations 
between the agency’s representatives and local authorities have taken place in 
recent years (TASS, 2018). Although these networks have the word ‘science’ 
in their name, there is limited involvement in science and technology – mainly 
through the organisation of conferences. They are mostly dedicated to the dissem-
ination of the Russian language and to support compatriots’ activities: they are 
cultural centres, in the usual diplomatic sense. While between 2012 and 2015 the 
Agency’s budget skyrocketed (₽1,9 to ₽3,4 billion), in the past years its financial 
envelope has remained unchanged. According to the 2017 Plans of the Agency, 
Central Asia is a key geographical priority for initiatives related to Russian lan-
guage teaching. This included a Day of the Russian language, awareness-rais-
ing on Russia’s migration legislation, and promotion of Russian theatrical art. 
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan were also the target of a subaction aiming at improving 
the qualifications of teachers of Russian language (Rossotrudnichestvo, 2017).

Support for Russia’s CD objectives has also been provided through intergov-
ernmental efforts in the CIS framework. In 2006, the Council of the Heads of 
Governments of the CIS agreed to create the Intergovernmental Foundation for 
Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Cooperation (IFESCCO). Its funding relies 
heavily on Russia’s contributions, accounting for more than 70 per cent of total 
available resources (CIS, 2017). IFESCCO has supported a number of multilat-
eral cultural initiatives in Central Asia, including the ‘CIS Capital of Culture’, 
mimicking the European Community’s proposal adopted in 1985.

In addition to official channels, Russia has also launched several government-
sponsored organisations. Set up in 2007 through a presidential decree, the Russian 
World Foundation (Russkiy Mir) promotes the popularisation of the Russian 
language and culture. Until 2015, Russkiy Mir was funded under the state pro-
gramme ‘Development of Education’ (Government of the Russian Federation, 
2014). According to public data, it received about ₽475 million roubles between 
2012 and 2014, while its financial envelope was slightly reduced in 2015 (₽427 
million). With the exception of Turkmenistan, the foundation has developed 
partnerships with educational institutions in all Central Asian countries (Russkiy 
Mir, 2018) and supported local actors through its grant programme. Examples of 
funded organisations are the Boris Yeltsin Kyrgyz-Russian Slavic University and 
the Russian Cultural Center of Uzbekistan.

Similar to Russkiy Mir, the Alexander Gorchakov Public Diplomacy Fund was 
established in 2010 in accordance with a presidential decree. Compared to Russkiy 
Mir, the Gorchakov Fund has a more precise public diplomacy mission, working 
to develop a favourable political climate and to improve people-to-people contacts. 
Since 2012, the Fund has implemented the School on Central Asia, an educational 
programme directed to young researchers, policymakers, and media operators.
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Together with government-sponsored organisations, state-owned enterprises 
have also found their own niche in Russia’s CD, with Gazprom taking a lead-
ing position. An example is the opening of the ‘Centre for the Study and Testing 
of the Russian Language’ in Jalal-Abad, in the south of Kyrgyzstan (Gazprom 
International, 2015). A consortium of organisations, including Gazprom 
International, a Kyrgyz public fund, and Rossotrudnichestvo, provided financial 
support. On a similar note, in 2018 Gazprom sponsored an international festival 
on the world nomad’s cuisine in Kyrchyn, Kyrgyzstan (Gazprom Kyrgyzstan, 
2018).

Finally, information activity in the region is another asset of Russia’s action, 
with two different categories of media funded by the federal budget. The first 
category includes those broadcasting companies operating primarily for Russia’s 
public, and whose products are then exported into Russian-speaking countries. 
Kazakhstan’s media space offers the most relevant examples, as Russian shows 
are retransmitted via First Channel Eurasia (of which 20 per cent is under Russia’s 
federal government control) and On! Pyatnitsa (broadcasting programmes of the 
Russian channel Pyatnitsa!). The second group of media was designed to attract 
a non-Russian-speaking public and includes the Sputnik media platform (con-
trolled by Rossiya Segodnya) and the television network RT (formerly known as 
Russia Today and owned by TV-Novosti). In Central Asia, Sputnik operates in 
four national languages (Kazakh, Kyrgyz, Uzbek, and Tajik).

Acceptance

According to EDB barometers, Russia remains the leading cultural actor in Central 
Asia. Respondents confirmed a greater interest in Russia’s history and culture 
compared to other countries (with the exception of Kazakhstan, Figure 11.1) and 
its educational system remains the most attractive in Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and 
Turkmenistan (Figure 11.2). Also, preference for Russian language cultural prod-
ucts is unanimous (Figure 11.3). EDB barometers have nevertheless cast doubt 
on Moscow’s long-term capacity to lead. For instance, the 2016 report found that 
Russia’s overall position in Central Asia had weakened, and in the 2017 report a 
consistent decline in the interest in culture and history of Russia was observed in 
Tajikistan (EDB, 2016 and 2017).

In Kazakhstan, proposals to switch from Cyrillic to Latin by 2025 have 
increased in an attempt to create distance from Moscow (Ospanova, 2017). At 
the same time, Russian remains a de facto elite language in education, particu-
larly for hard sciences and military studies. In their work, Beachàin and Kevlihan 
(2013) analysed the case of Miras, an elite private primary and secondary school 
in Almaty. Children were offered two language streams: either Kazakh and 
Russian, or Russian combined with English, while a Kazakh-English solution was 
not available. In Kyrgyzstan, pro-Russian local actors have criticised Moscow’s 
top-down approach. In Lewis’s study, an interviewee declared that ‘the Russian 
culture so far holds thanks to the Soviet legacy. That is to say, it is not the merit of 
the current work, but again is the result of inertia’ (2015, p.67).
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When it comes to Tajikistan, Dushanbe’s relations with Russia have not been 
without tensions following authorities’ internet censorship. Russian language 
sites were repeatedly blocked following the publication of content criticising the 
local leadership. This also included Moscow-based giants Vkontakte and Mail 
. ru (Shafiev and Miles, 2015). Acceptance of Russia’s practices has been even 
more challenging in Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan. In the former, Russia’s CD 
can resonate given the presence of a significant ethnic minority (about 2.3 per cent 
of the population), the widespread use of the Russian language, and the legacies 
in the educational sector. However, as a result of its independent foreign policy, 
Tashkent has resisted interferences in its internal affairs. Finally, with its isola-
tionist path, Turkmenistan has offered almost no opportunities for engagement, as 
local elites have seen Moscow’s activism in a suspicious light.

China’s cultural diplomacy in Central Asia: the Belt and Road 
Initiative between cultural proximity and deep-rooted mistrust
CD has been a key element of Chinese foreign policy since antiquity. Written 
sources related to China’s mythical past and dynasties testify to the role that cul-
ture has been playing since imperial courts were dealing with kings and emperors 
from foreign territories (Gorodetskaya, 2013). Today, promoting Chinese culture 
abroad is seen as a way to regain a well-deserved position in the international 
arena after the ‘century of humiliation’.4

Willingness

The current Chinese President, Xi Jinping, before gaining power in 2013, com-
missioned a study on the Soviet Union and the causes of its collapse. During a 
visit to the southeastern province of Guangdong and a speech to local officials, 
he underlined the importance of ideals and beliefs: ‘Why did the Soviet Union 
disintegrate? Why did the Soviet Communist Party collapse? An important reason 
was that their ideals and beliefs had been shaken’ (cited in Schiavenza, 2013). CD 
is therefore a key pillar of China’s contemporary foreign policy, and the impor-
tance that China places on culture and its use in promoting its image in the world 
through soft power strategies can be understood from another statement by Xi 
Jinping: ‘We should increase China’s soft power, tell a good narrative and better 
communicate China’s message to the world’ (2014, cited in Shambaugh, 2015).

In Central Asia, Chinese cultural engagement has also long and deep origins, 
and one element that is worth considering is the continuity across borders in terms 
of language, culture, and religion. This is mainly due to geographical proximity 
– China, with its Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, borders with three of the 
five Central Asian republics: Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan – and to 
Uyghurs5 and Hui,6 the two major Chinese Muslim minorities with Central Asian 
origins. Chinese officials feel a sense of familiarity with Central Asia. While the 
picture is more complex, they believe they have a good understanding of how to 
approach and be persuasive among Central Asian populations. The comprehensive 
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report, just published by the state-run Khazakh think-tank TALAP Center for 
Applied Research (Zhakypova et al., 2020), provides an in-depth analysis of the 
outcomes of China’s policy-making in the country by highlighting the different 
results and varied picture of people’s reception of China as an emerging actor in 
the region. This is a double-edged sword though, as historical conflicts among 
peoples and empires of the Central Plains and the tribes and nomadic popula-
tions from Central Asia remain a source of distrust in Central Asians’ collective 
memory.

We can get an understanding of China’s current CD in Central Asia by consid-
ering the major scheme of foreign policy launched by Xi Jinping in 2013 during a 
speech at Nazarbayev University, Kazakhstan: the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). 
The BRI directly links China and Central Asia not only because the initiative 
was launched in Nur-Sultan but, primarily, because the inspiration for the whole 
scheme comes from the geography and the history of the ancient Silk Roads, 
which directly link – through historical, commercial, territorial, religious, ethnic, 
and cultural dimensions – China and Central Asia.

In the BRI strategic documents published in March 2015 by the Chinese 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA), the Ministry of Commerce, and the State 
Council, one of the five strategic pillars is the ‘people-to-people bonds’. Moreover, 
Section 4.14 of the document titled ‘Suggestions for the implementation of a pro-
cess of dissemination and development of the outstanding traditional Chinese 
culture’ (关于实施中华优秀传统文化传承 发展工程的意见, Guanyu shishi 
Zhonghua youxiu chuantong wenhua chuancheng fazhan gongcheng de yijian), 
published on 25 January 2017 by the General Office of the Central Committee 
of the CCP and the State Council General Office, contains a paragraph specifi-
cally devoted to ‘promoting mutual cultural exchange with foreign countries in 
the framework of the BRI initiative’ (2017). Confucius Institutes (CIs), cultural 
and museum-based events, cooperation, education, and tourism, and cooperation 
in archaeology and book fairs are mentioned among others. Buddhism is also 
integrated into the main cultural narrative (see Cappelletti, 2017). After the 19th 
Congress of the CCP in November 2017, an official document explicitly men-
tioned CD, and the patrimonialisation of culture as a means of building a strong 
international image is listed as one of the priorities for Chinese CD. Moreover, 
the Chinese government, as well as that of Japan, is supporting Central Asian 
leaders in the process of applying to UNESCO to include part of their cultural 
and architectural ancient treasures as Silk Roads World Heritage Properties in 
Central Asia. The Chinese institution which is involved in the patrimonialisa-
tion of culture is the ICOMOS (International Council on Monuments and Sites) 
International Conservation Center-Xi’an (IICC-X), an international research, 
training, and cooperation centre founded in 2006, following the adoption of the 
Xi’an Declaration ‘On Conservation of the Settings of Heritage Structures, Sites 
and Areas’ (2005). The centre supports international and regional cooperation for 
the conservation of monuments, sites, and their settings in Asia and the Pacific. 
This reminds us of the fact that official actors use non-governmental ones to reach 
foreign policy aims.
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Capacity

Among the major cultural investments undertaken by Chinese actors who conduct 
CD in Central Asia, it is worth mentioning: 1) the establishment of CIs; 2) student 
exchanges at the university level; and 3) the organisation of cultural events.

Central Asia currently hosts 13 CIs and 22 Confucius Classrooms.7 CIs are 
normally the outcomes of partnerships between a foreign and a Chinese university 
located at the premises of the foreign university, and have the mission of teach-
ing Chinese language and culture outside of China. Some CIs are also involved 
in research activities and have a particular focus, for example on business or 
tourism. Some scholars assume that CIs, with their economic leverage, have the 
power to alter the research agendas of host universities,8 getting to the point of 
influencing politics in the host country. Only an in-depth case-by-case analysis, 
which is still missing from the available literature, could eventually confirm these 
hypotheses. Kazakhstan currently hosts the largest number of CIs in the region 
(see Table 11.1). Interestingly enough, no CI or Confucius Classrooms have been 
established in Turkmenistan to date, a country where the Chinese presence is 
associated with the energy market and with infrastructure development.

In terms of student exchanges, the University Alliance of the Silk Road 
(UASR), a non-governmental and non-profit organisation created in 2016 in 
Ürümqi and aimed at establishing international cooperation between HEIs by 
encouraging student exchanges, talent education, joint scientific research, cultural 
communication, think-tank cooperation, and at promoting the economic growth 
of countries on the Silk Road Economic Belt, has a special focus on Central Asian 
universities.

Finally, there is an increasing number of cultural activities presenting Chinese 
culture to Central Asian audiences, including concerts of traditional music, 

Table 11.1  Hosting universities of CIs in Central Asian countries

Kazakhstan Kyrgyzstan Tajikistan Uzbekistan

Aktobe-K.Zhubanov 
Regional State University 
(2011)

Bishkek Humanities 
University (2008)

Mining and 
Metallurgy 
Institute of 
Tajikistan 
(2015)

Samarkand State 
Institute 
of Foreign 
Languages 
(2014)

Eurasian University in  
Nur-Sultan (2007)

Jalalabad State 
University (2016)

Tajikistan 
National 
University 
(2009)

Tashkent State 
Institute 
of Oriental 
Studies (2005)

Kazakh Ablai Khan 
University (2017)

Kyrgyz National 
University (2007)

Kazakh National University 
(2009)

Osh State University 
(2013)

National Technical 
University of Karaganda 
of Kazakhstan (2011)
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events focusing on the rise of China and the Chinese economy, and exhibitions 
of Chinese calligraphy. While these activities showcase a standardised Chinese 
culture selected by officials and diplomats, cases of appropriation of minority cul-
ture have been assessed, for example in Kazakhstan, where in a few cases Uyghur 
culture has been presented as Chinese. With the Uyghurs being an official national 
minority in China, in a national perspective Uyghur culture might be defined as 
‘Chinese’, but this would not be accepted by Uyghurs, who are Muslim and have 
a different culture from the secular Han cultural tradition.9 The organisation of 
cultural events is usually envisaged by the Chinese diplomatic venues in Central 
Asia and by the CIs, even if an increasing number of Chinese private associations 
and networks are involved.

Acceptance

According to the EDB Integration Barometer reports, China’s share of cultural 
influence in Central Asia is rather low in comparison with Russia and the EU, 
but, if viewed over the past five years, it can be said to be growing. China is 
increasingly seen as an actor which can bring benefits to the population, mainly 
providing education and job opportunities for young generations, and represent-
ing an alternative to Moscow. While it is not possible to give a strictly quantitative 
assessment on the acceptance of Chinese culture in Central Asia, the outcomes 
of qualitative researches are mixed. Although a number of researches show that 
there is still a relevant distrust towards China (Exnerova, 2018; Dave, 2018), the 
effort of diversifying alliances by Central Asian governments, as well as a more 
sophisticated CD (moving from physical presence with official slogans and events 
to a more virtual, emotional and metaphorical presence via social media) carried 
on by Chinese actors, might change the whole picture soon.

Moreover, the presence of a differentiated distrust is gaining momentum: while 
poor people welcome Chinese investment and CD because they see an immediate 
opportunity to change their conditions without being forced to accept any particu-
lar compromise, local elites are more and more resistant due to the intrusion of a 
different and secular cultural model which could compete with the one proposed 
by the local political establishment. The increasing number of students enrolling 
in CIs across Central Asia, and going to China to carry on their studies, is also a 
sign of increasing trust by the new generations in the opportunities that China as 
a cultural power can offer.

Discussion and concluding remarks
This chapter sought to explore the CDs of the EU, Russia, and China in Central 
Asia through a tripartite framework assessing their regional leadership in terms 
of willingness, capacity, and acceptance. Overall, this comparative review sug-
gests that Russia has been able to retain its cultural hegemony in Central Asia. 
As a result of its return to the regional arena from the mid-2000s and in spite of 
an inevitable decline, Russia has been able to capitalise on historical legacies and 
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populations’ language fluencies. The existence of an audience that knows and 
seeks Russian cultural products makes Central Asia a suitable space to run ad hoc 
initiatives. Educational opportunities in Russia or in Russian-speaking Central 
Asian–based universities put Moscow in a more comfortable position than its 
direct competitors. Additionally, besides bilateral cooperation with Central Asian 
republics, Russia has also increasingly invested (a) in CIS-whole initiatives, in an 
attempt to ‘Eurasianise’ a broader regional space centred around Russia, (b) in 
the Russian language as a ‘natural’ (Putin, 2012) instrument for interethnic com-
munication, and (c) in a framing of a common historical path, in which narratives 
of the common victory in the Second World War play an undisputable role (see 
Morozova, 2018).

In spite of these assets, Russia’s CD suffers from a number of interconnected 
shortcomings. A civilisation paradigma built to satisfy domestic appetites has 
been coupled with an institutional model that provides few opportunities to 
engage with Russian and local civil societies, in an attempt to win hearts and 
minds without top-down involvement. The inability to defuse local scepticism 
about Russia’s hegemonic attempts could provide opportunities for both the EU 
and China. At the EU level, its lack of engagement and resources could be at least 
partially reversed by the new strategy on Central Asia, which has recognised the 
potential of cultural cooperation in the region. As for China, the increasing num-
ber of Central Asian students and educational exchanges are promising factors to 
attenuate the doubts of local elites, who have seen Beijing’s rise as a threat to their 
cultural model and political establishment. The current COVID-19 pandemic has 
substantially reduced international mobility and heavily impacted on cultural and 
university exchanges between China and Central Asian countries, strengthening, 
at the same time, the suspicious attitude of Central Asia elites which see China as 
the originator of the global health crisis.

Overall, this analysis confirmed that, in terms of great-power interaction, 
cultural diplomacy remains a tool for competition rather than of cooperation. 
Collaboration in the area of culture between major powers is basically non-exist-
ent in Central Asia, and cultural diplomacy becomes an opportunity to showcase 
great powers’ defined set of norms and values. This reasoning highlights two con-
siderations: firstly, as Rose and Wadham-Smith bluntly put it, ‘there is nothing 
soft in cultural relations’ (2004, p.6) since culture and the arts provide a strong and 
tangible contribution to ‘domesticate’ the international context. Secondly, once 
the ‘soft’ dimension of culture and cultural diplomacy has been questioned, this 
chapter also highlights the risk these practices may pose in shared neighbour-
hoods, particularly in those with fragile security environments. While cultural 
competition is not per se a negative form of interaction, since it could broaden the 
existing cultural offer for receiving countries and hence increase local opportuni-
ties, it may also turn cultural diplomacy not into a bridge-building practice but 
rather into a tool to radicalise existing differences and create opportunities for dis-
courses and practices of othering. Since combinations between different forms of 
interactions are possible (Schunz et al., 2018), great powers in shared neighbour-
hoods should also cooperate, where possible, in the design of ad hoc initiatives, 
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perhaps through existing multilateral organisations (such as UNESCO and the 
United Nations World Tourism Organisation). This ‘revised’ cultural diplomacy 
should aim at bridging the gaps not only between great powers and foreign audi-
ences, but also between those great powers that may ultimately turn shared neigh-
bourhoods into loci of power struggle.

Notes
1 This chapter uses the expressions ‘cultural diplomacy’ and ‘cultural relations’ inter-

changeably, irrespective, but conscious, of the existing policy debate and positions.
2 For a more detailed overview, see Bossuyt in this volume.
3 All Central Asian states are CIS members. Turkmenistan has been an associate member 

state since 2005, while all other states are full CIS members.
4 The expression is adopted in the narrative of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) to 

define the historical period going from 29 August 1842 with the end of the First Opium 
War and the defeat of the Chinese Qing dynasty by the British Empire, to 1949 with 
the seizure of power by the Chinese Communist Party. In 2017, during a speech at the 
19th National Congress of the CCP, Xi Jinping talked of ancient China as a ‘once great 
nation plunged into the darkness of domestic turmoil and foreign aggression; its people 
were ravaged by wars, saw their homeland torn, and lived in poverty and despair’.

5 More than 11 million currently live in Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, while a 
few thousand live in other Chinese provinces and regions. A consistent but uncertain 
(due to political reasons) number of Uyghurs live in Central Asian countries; 85 per 
cent of Uyghur language words are the same in the Uzbek language.

6 Living in all the Chinese provinces and regions, but mainly in Ningxia Huizu 
Autonomous Region.

7 A Confucius Classroom is a course of Chinese language established in a local high 
school with the support of a Confucius Institute. It usually anticipates the establish-
ment of a full-fledged Confucius Institute.

8 For example, preventing researchers in the host institutions to carry out sensitive 
research in areas such as Xinjiang and Tibet. Xin (2019) provides an extensive over-
view of the different positions of Confucius Institutes in a comparative perspective 
with their Western counterparts.

9 The Hans are China’s national majority, representing almost 92 per cent of the total 
population.
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