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PUBLIC DIPLOMACY IN CENTRAL ASIA: SOCIAL AND INSTITUTIONAL
DIMENSIONS IN KAZAKHSTAN AND UZBEKISTAN

K. Sabirov' , Sh. Pulatov?

This article examines public and people-to-people diplomacy as an emerging
social infrastructure of regionalism in Central Asia, with a comparative focus
on Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. It distinguishes public diplomacy from
soft power, cultural diplomacy, citizen diplomacy, Track Il diplomacy, and
digital diplomacy, and uses “societal diplomacy” as an analytical umbrella
for sustained cross-border interaction among state-enabled and non-state
actors. Methodologically, the study combines institutional analysis, structured
comparison, and qualitative content analysis of legislation, presidential and
governmental documents, Shanghai Cooperation Organisation materials,
United Nations documents, and peer-reviewed scholarship. The empirical
period extends from Uzbekistan's regional opening after 2017 to 25
September 2026, with earlier developments included where necessary to
explain institutional trajectories. The findings identify two complementary
models. Uzbekistan has developed a relatively specialized, outward-facing
model centred on the SCO Centre for Public Diplomacy. Kazakhstan has
historically relied on a distributed ecosystem of interethnic, interfaith, cultural,
and multilateral platforms; in 2026, this architecture was reconfigured through
the establishment of Qazagstan Halyq Kenesi and its inaugural session.
The article argues that these trajectories can be connected through a light,
networked Central Asian Public Diplomacy Network aligned with Central Asia—
2040. Such an architecture could institutionalize reciprocal exchanges, youth
and academic mobility, interfaith dialogue, digital cooperation, and Track I
problem-solving while supporting relevant Sustainable Development Goals.
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Opranbik A3usagarbl XanblK aunaomartuscbl: KasakcraH meH ©36eKcTaHHbIH, 3/1eyMETTiK KoHe
MHCTUTYLMOHANADIK e/emMaepi

Angatna. Makanaga KofamMaplik XaHe XabIKTblK gunaoMatus OpTanbik A3nsgarbl OHIpWINAIKTIH KaabinTackIn
Kene >XaTkaH aneyMeTTik MHpaKypblabIMbl peTiHAe KapacTbipbibin, KasakctaH meH ©36ekcTaH TaxipubeciHe ca-
NbICTbIPManbl Tangay >kacanagbl. Koramaplk AMNAOMaTUA «Kymcak, KyLTeH», MaAeHW AUNAOMaTUALaH, a3aMaTTblk,
amnnomatuagaH, Track Il gunaomMaTusicbiHaH >kaHe UMOPAbIK AMMAOMaTUsAAH axblpaTblnagbl; an «societal
diplomacy» yfbiMbl MemaekeT KONAAWTbIH XaHE MeM/EKeTTiKk eMec aKTop/iapAblH, TypakTbl TpaHCLueKapasblK
©3apa iC-KMMblIbIH KaMTUTbIH TanzaMasnblk YFbIM PeTiHAe MaijanaHblnagbl. O4icHaManblK TypFbldaH 3epTTey
WHCTUTYLMOHANABIK Tandayabl, KYpblibiMAaNFaH CanbICTbIPyAbl XaHe 3aHHamara, NPe3nAEHTTIK XKaHe YKiMeTTiK
KykaTTapfa, LLaHxal bIHTbIMaKTacTblK YMbIMbIHbIH, MaTepuangapbiHa, bBYY KyxaTtTapbiHa XaHe peLeH3usnaHa-
ThIH fbNbIMW 9febuneTke cananblk KOHTEHT-TanAayAbl GipikTipeai. dMnunpukanblk keseH ©36ekcTaHHbIH 2017
XbINAAH KENiHM eHipAiK albIKTblK, CascaTbiHbIH XaHAaHybiHaH 2026 Xblnfbl 25 KblpKyNekke AeWiHTi apanbiKTbl
KaMTUZAbl; MHCTUTYLIMOHaNAbIK TPaeKTOpUAapAbl TYCIHAIPY YLWiH KaxeT 6bonfaH >afAalrifia epTepekTeri okuranap
Aa KapacTbipbliazbl. HaTvxkenep e3apa TONbIKTbIPYLUbI €Ki MOAeNbAi alikbiHAanabl. ©36ekcTaHaa LLbIY¥ XanbikThbik,
AVMIOMaTUS OpTa/blfblHA HETI3AeNreH CanbiCTbipManbl TYPAE MaMaHZaHfaH >oaHe CbIpTKbl 6alinaHbicTapfa
barpapnaHfaH Mogenb KanbintacTbl. KaszakcTaH Tapuxu TypFblgaH 3THOCapasblk, KOHpeccuaapanblk, MaAEHM XaHe
KemakTbl naatdopmanapAblH, 6eniHreH skoxyrneciHe cyineHai; 2026 Xbinbl 6yn apxutektypa KasakcraH Xanbik
KeHeciHiH Kypblaybl XXdHe OHbIH, affallkbl CECCUACBIHbIH, ©TYi apKblbl KaTa Kypbiigbl. Makana ocbl TpaekTopus-
napabl «Optanbik A3ns—2040» TyXblpbiMAaMacbIMEH YRNECTIPIAreH nkemgi, xeninik OpTtanbik A3usaibiK KoFamabik,
AMNAOMaTUA XenicCi apKblabl 6annaHbICTbIpyFa 60naTbiHbIH Heri3gelai. MyHaal apxvTekTypa e3apa anmacynapab,
acTap MeH akajeMusanbIK YTKbIPAbIKTbI, KOHdeccusapanblk Ananortsl, LUGPAbIK bIHTbIMAKTACTbIKTbl KaHe Track ||
dopmaTbiHgaFbl Npobaemanapabl bipaecin WweLlyai MHCTUTYLMOHaAAaHAbIPBIN, TUICTI TypakTbl AaMy MakcaTTapbiHa
yJiec Koca anagpl.

TyliiH ce3dep: KOFamblK ANMIOMATUSA, XaNblKTbiK Annnomatus, OpTtanblik Asus, KasakctaH, ©36ekcTaH, eHipaik
nHTerpauus, LLbIY.
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HapopaHasa aunnomatus B LieHTpanbHoli A3um: coumasnbHbleé U MUHCTUTYLMOHA/IbHbIE
nsmepeHuns KasaxcraHa n ¥36ekucraHa

AHHoTauma. B ctatbe nybanyHas v HapoAHas AMNAOMAaTMA PaccMaTPMUBAOTCA Kak GOPMUPYHOLLAACA COLM-
aflbHas MHPPaACTPyKTypa pervoHannsma B LieHTpanbHOM A3nm C akLLEHTOM Ha CpaBHUTE/bHbIV aHann3 KasaxcrtaHa
1 Y3b6ekucraHa. MybavyHas gunaomatus pasrpaHMUYnBaETCs C «MArKON CUIOW», KYIbTYPHOW ANMIOMaTUEN, FpaXx-
JAHCKOW AunaoMaTueit, gunaomatmen «Btoporo Tpeka» (Track Il) n undpoBon gnnnomatveld; NoHsTMe «societal
diplomacy» ncnosiblyetcs kak aHanMTMyeckoe 0H603HaueHWe YCTOMYMBOro TPaHCrPaHWYHOrO B3aUMOAENCTBUS
roCyjapCTBEHHbIX, MOAAEP>KMBAEMBIX FOCYAAPCTBOM N HETOCYAapPCTBEHHbIX aKTOPOB. MeTOA0N0rMYeckn nccneao-
BaHWe coyeTaeT UHCTUTYLIMOHaNbHBIV aHain3, CTPYKTYPUPOBAHHOE CPaBHEHWME N KaueCTBEeHHbIN KOHTEHT-aHau3
3aKOHOAATE/IbCTBA, NPE3NAEHTCKUX U NPaBUTENbCTBEHHBIX AOKYMEHTOB, MaTepuanoB LLlaHxackon opraHusaumm
coTpyaHu4yecTBa, 4okymeHToB OOH 1 peueH3pyeMon HayuHOM AnTepaTypbl. SMMMPUYECKUA MEPUOS OXBaTbIBAET
BpeMs OT aKTUBM3aLMN PErmoHabHOM OTKPbLITOCTU Y3bekuncTaHa nocne 2017 roga Ao 25 ceHtabpsa 2026 roga;
6o/nee paHHWe CODbITVA YUNTLIBAOTCA TaM, rAe 3TO HEOBXOANMO ANA O6BACHEHNA UHCTUTYLIMOHAbHbIX TPaeKTo-
puii. BbisiBEHbI ABe B3aMMOAOMONHsAOLME Mogenun. B Y3beknctaHe cdopMmpoBanacb OTHOCUTENBHO CrieLanm-
31pOBaHHasA 1 BHeLUHe OPUEeHTMPOBaHHaA MOJeNb, LIeHTPOM KOTOPOW BbicTynaeT LieHTp HapogHol gvnaomaTtim
LLIOC. KasaxctaH MCTOPUYECKM OMMPANcs Ha PacrpeseseHHY0 3KOCUCTEMY MEXITHUUECKUX, MEXPENNTMO3HBbIX,
KY/IbTYPHbIX U MHOFOCTOPOHHMX niatdopm; B 2026 rogy 3Ta apxuTekTypa bbina nepectpoeHa yepes co3gaHve u
nposeaeHvie nepso ceccum KaszakctaH Xanblk KeHeci. OBOCHOBbLIBAETCA BO3MOXHOCTb COEAVUHEHMUA 3TUX Tpa-
eKTopWIA MOCPeACTBOM rnbkon ceTeBow LleHTpanbHoa3mnaTckorm cetv ny6MyHOM 4UNAOMaTUK, COrNacoBaHHOM C
KoHuenuuel «LeHTpanbHas A3nna-2040». Takas apxutekTypa cCnocobHa MHCTUTYLMOHAAN3UPOBATL B3aWMHble 06-
MeHbI, MONIOAEXHYIO U aKaZeMUYecKkyto MOBUABHOCTb, MEXPENUTMO3HBIA Ananor, LndpoBoe COTPYAHNYECTBO U
pelueHve npobaem B popmate Track Il, ofHOBPEMEHHO COAENCTBYA AOCTUNKEHMIO COOTBETCTBYOLLMUX Llenen ycToi-

UYMBOrO pas3BUTUA.

Knroudeeoie cnoea: nybanyHas Aguniomatus, HapoaHas gunaomatus, LieHtpanbHas Asns, KasaxcraH, Y36eku-

CTaH, permoHanbHaa nHrerpaums, LLOC.

Introduction

International politics is increasingly shaped
by a paradox. Interstate rivalry, geopoliti-
cal fragmentation, information disorder and
transnational security risks have increased the
demand for resilient diplomatic channels, yet
the legitimacy and practical reach of purely of-
ficial communication are often insufficient to
sustain trust across societies. Public diploma-
cy therefore matters not because it replaces
conventional diplomacy, but because it oper-
ates in the social space in which foreign-policy
decisions are interpreted, accepted, contested
and translated into long-term perceptions [1].
Nye's concept of soft power clarifies why at-
traction, credibility and the perceived legitima-
cy of policy can affect international outcomes,
while the public-diplomacy literature demon-
strates that the mechanisms through which
such attraction is cultivated are institutionally
diverse and increasingly relational. Nye, Cull,
Melissen and Gilboa provide complementary
rather than interchangeable foundations for
that argument.

Central Asia offers a particularly important
setting for studying this transformation. Ka-
zakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan
and Uzbekistan possess dense historical, cul-
tural, linguistic, economic and human inter-
connections, while post-Soveiet state-building
produced strong sovereign institutions and
uneven formal regionalization. Earlier analyses
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often assessed Central Asian regionalism in
terms of its failure to reproduce highly institu-
tionalized integration models [2]. More recent
scholarship has instead emphasized regional
practices, endogenous ordering, consultation
and forms of cooperation that do not neces-
sarily require supranational authority.

This conceptual shift has acquired growing
empirical relevance. The Consultative Meet-
ings of the Heads of State have contributed
to a more explicitly Central Asian framework
for regional coordination, and in 2024, the five
states approved the Concept for the Develop-
ment of Regional Cooperation “Central Asia-
2040", prepared at Kazakhstan's initiative. Offi-
cial Kazakhstani materials frame the concept as
a long-term guide for five-sided cooperation
across security, connectivity, innovation, envi-
ronmental challenges and common regional
development [3].

The social dimension of this regionalism,
however, remains less systematically institu-
tionalized than presidential, diplomatic and
economic cooperation. The present study
builds on an original Uzbek-language manu-
script that identified culture, education, science,
youth, sport, tourism, information technologies,
heritage preservation and civil-society contacts
as major fields of people-to-people diplomacy.
The present article develops that argument at
the conceptual and comparative levels. Exist-
ing studies of cultural and public diplomacy in
Central Asia also demonstrate the relevance of
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cultural instruments, external public-diplomacy
models and national adaptation, but they do
not by themselves provide a comparative in-
stitutional account of Kazakhstan and Uzbeki-
stan as complementary regional trajectories [4].
Rather than treating xalq diplomatiyasi (peo-
ple-to-people diplomacy) as a generic desig-
nation for all benevolent international contacts,
this article asks how distinct varieties of societal
interaction can become durable mechanisms of
regional cooperation.

Three questions guide the analysis. First,
how should public diplomacy, people-to-peo-
ple diplomacy, citizen diplomacy, Track Il diplo-
macy, cultural diplomacy, and digital diploma-
cy be distinguished in a Central Asian context?
Second, what do the institutional trajectories
of Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan reveal about
specialized and distributed approaches to so-
cietal diplomacy? Third, what institutional ar-
chitecture could connect the existing national
and multilateral mechanisms without creating
a costly or politically unrealistic supranational
organization?

The central argument is that public and
people-to-people diplomacy in Central Asia
can be conceptualized as an emerging social
infrastructure of regionalism. Uzbekistan rep-
resents a relatively specialized, outward-fac-
ing, and SCO-anchored trajectory, most visibly
through the SCO People’s Diplomacy Centre
in Uzbekistan [5]. Kazakhstan has historically
followed a more distributed trajectory involv-
ing consultative, interethnic, interfaith, cultural
and multilateral institutions. The Kazakhstani
model entered a major period of institutional
reconfiguration in 2026 with the establishment
of Qazagstan Halyq Kenesi. Accordingly, the
Assembly of the People of Kazakhstan is treat-
ed here as an institutional predecessor and a
source of accumulated experience rather than
as an unchanged present-day institution.

The article contributes to the literature in
three respects. Conceptually, it advances the
notion of people-to-people regionalism, de-
fined as relational capacity generated through
repeated cross-border interactions among
institutions and social groups. Empirically,
it brings the comparison of Kazakhstan and
Uzbekistan up to 25 September 2026, includ-
ing the inaugural session of Qazagstan Halyq
Kenesi on 23-24 September 2026. Practically,
it proposes a Central Asian Public Diplomacy
Network (CAPDN) aligned with Central Asia-
2040 and selected UN Sustainable Develop-
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ment Goals. The network is conceived not as
another supranational body but as a coordina-
tion architecture connecting institutions that
already exist [6].

Methodology

The study employs a qualitative comparative
research design focused on Kazakhstan and Uz-
bekistan. Case selection follows a most-similar
systems logic: the two states share geographic
proximity, extensive bilateral ties, historical and
cultural interconnections, and a growing com-
mitment to Central Asian regional cooperation,
while differing in the institutional organization of
public and people-to-people diplomacy. Three
complementary methods are used. First, insti-
tutional analysis identifies the legal mandates,
organizational locations, and policy functions
of relevant bodies and initiatives. Second, struc-
tured comparison evaluates both cases against
common dimensions: institutional specializa-
tion, state—society interface, target publics, mul-
tilateral anchoring, thematic reach, continuity,
digital capacity, and links to regional policy.
Third, qualitative content analysis is applied to
legislation, presidential and governmental doc-
uments, SCO and United Nations materials, and
peer-reviewed scholarship. The documentary
corpus is purposively selected for relevance and
authority rather than statistical representative-
ness, and official documents are treated as ev-
idence of formal mandates and declared policy
objectives, not as proof that intended outcomes
were achieved. The empirical period runs from
the acceleration of Uzbekistan’s regional open-
ing after 2017 through 25 September 2026;
earlier material is included where necessary
to explain institutional trajectories. Source tri-
angulation is used to compare official records
with academic literature. The study evaluates
institutional capacity and plausible mechanisms
— repeated interaction, continuity of communi-
cation, cross-border networking, and opportu-
nities for regional identity formation — without
claiming that public diplomacy independently
causes regional integration, conflict prevention,
or measurable changes in mass attitudes.

Main part
Comparative Analysis

Uzbekistan's contemporary trajectory in
societal diplomacy is closely connected with
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its broader reorientation toward Central Asian
cooperation after 2017. Greater emphasis
on good-neighbourliness, political dialogue,
cross-border connectivity and interaction with
neighbouring societies created a more ena-
bling environment for people-to-people rela-
tions. One particularly distinctive institutional
manifestation is the SCO People’s Diplomacy
Centre in Uzbekistan.

Official SCO material surrounding the Cen-
tre's development defined its mission broadly:
strengthening mutual trust and good-neigh-
bourliness, supporting interethnic and intercivi-
lizational dialogue, developing cultural and hu-
manitarian links, expanding interaction among
civil-society organizations, youth and women,
and facilitating media and information contacts
[7]. The Centre therefore represents more than
cultural programming narrowly understood. Its
formal logic combines elements of public di-
plomacy, people-to-people exchange and mul-
tilateral civil-society networking.

This institutional role became increasingly
visible in the SCO’s wider cultural-humanitari-
an agenda. The second SCO Public Diplomacy
Forum was held in Tashkent in May 2022 under
a theme linking people’s diplomacy and mu-
tual understanding with development; official
SCO reporting connected such interaction to
cooperation in science, education, culture,
sport, tourism and city-to-city relations [8]. The
2022 Samarkand summit documentation also
recognized the role of public-diplomacy insti-
tutions and people-to-people contacts within
the organization’s broader cooperation.

Institutional continuity remained visible af-
ter Uzbekistan's SCO chairmanship. In March
2025, SCO Secretary-General Nurlan Yermek-
bayev visited the Centre and discussed cooper-
ation with Kabuljon Sabirov in fields including
culture, science, technology, education, infor-
mation and journalism [5]. During 2026, the
SCO's cultural-humanitarian agenda included
multiple formats relevant to people-to-people
diplomacy, including women's leadership, sci-
ence, education, innovation and humanitarian
cooperation.

These developments support the charac-
terization of Uzbekistan's model as relatively
specialized and externally oriented. A dedicat-
ed centre gives people’s diplomacy a recog-
nizable institutional address, allows expertise
and institutional memory to accumulate and
makes it easier to convene heterogeneous ac-
tors under a common framework. Association

ISSN 1999-5849 (Print) « eISSN 2959-7544 (Online)

with the SCO also gives the institution access
to a much wider multinational network.

Specialization nonetheless has limitations.
A designated centre may overlap with the
functions of ministries, universities, friendship
societies, cultural institutions, youth bodies,
NGOs, and other organizations. It may also be-
come excessively dependent on a single insti-
tutional agenda or funding stream. The appro-
priate policy response is therefore not further
concentration, but network governance: a spe-
cialist institution can act as a hub without be-
coming a monopoly over societal diplomacy.

Kazakhstan offers a contrasting institution-
al trajectory. Historically, the country relied
less on a single specialized public-diplomacy
centre and more on a distributed ecosystem
of institutions concerned with interethnic in-
teraction, social cohesion, interfaith dialogue,
international humanitarian initiatives and con-
sultative participation.

For approximately three decades, the As-
sembly of the People of Kazakhstan represent-
ed an important component of this ecosystem.
Its primary mandate was domestic, but its
institutional experience in ethnocultural rep-
resentation, dialogue, mediation and societal
consultation generated resources with inter-
national relevance. Kazakhstani scholarly liter-
ature has associated people’s diplomacy and
cultural diplomacy with interethnic dialogue,
cultural exchange and broader international
relations [9].

However, a publishable article updated to
September 2026 must reflect a major institution-
al change. President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev's
address to the fifth National Kurultai proposed
Qazagstan Halyq Kenesi as a high-level consul-
tative mechanism preserving strategic continui-
ty with earlier consultative institutions. The new
framework was subsequently formalized in con-
stitutional legislation [10].

The Constitutional Law "Qazagstan Halyq
Kenesi” was adopted on 5 June 2026 and en-
tered into force on 1 July 2026, simultaneously
invalidating the 2008 Law on the Assembly of
the People of Kazakhstan. The new framework
defines Halyq Kenesi as the highest constitu-
tional consultative body representing the in-
terests of the people, with powers that include
national dialogue, public harmony and interac-
tion with civil society and international organ-
izations [6]. The institutional transition moved
from legal establishment to operational launch
in September: the President convened the first
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session for 23-24 September 2026, and the in-
augural session formally began the work of the
new body. This development allows the article
to treat the Assembly as an institutional pre-
decessor and accumulated repertoire of soci-
etal diplomacy while analysing Halyqg Kenesi as
an operating, though still new, constitutional
framework.

A second major Kazakhstani component
is the Congress of Leaders of World and Tra-
ditional Religions. Its importance to public
diplomacy lies in its ability to transform Ka-
zakhstan's domestic and international identity
as a site of interfaith dialogue into a recurrent
transnational platform. The eighth Congress,
held in Astana on 17-18 September 2025,
adopted the Astana Peace Declaration 2025.
The declaration linked interreligious and in-
tercultural dialogue with peace, social stability,
participation of young people and women, ed-
ucation, environmental responsibility, respon-
sible approaches to artificial intelligence and
implementation of the SDGs [11].

This evolution is analytically revealing. In-
terfaith diplomacy in Kazakhstan is no longer
confined to theological dialogue. It increas-
ingly intersects with peacebuilding, youth
engagement, digital ethics, environmental re-
sponsibility and the governance of societal di-
versity. The Congress therefore illustrates how
a platform originally defined around religion
can perform wider functions of societal and in-
tercivilizational diplomacy.

Kazakhstan’s role in Central Asian regional
architecture is further reflected in Central Asia—
2040. Prepared at Kazakhstan's initiative and
approved at the 2024 summit in Astana, the
concept sets out a long-term perspective for
five-sided regional cooperation and is linked
in official materials to historical-cultural com-
monality, stability, connectivity, innovation,
environmental questions and a shared devel-
opment horizon [3]. It offers a suitable polit-
ical umbrella for institutionalizing a stronger
people-to-people component because it is
Central Asian in ownership while remaining
compatible with sovereign, intergovernmental
regionalism.

The Kazakhstan-Uzbekistan bilateral rela-
tionship constitutes an especially important
laboratory for this argument. Their Treaty on
Allied Relations was signed on 22 December
2022 and entered into force on 30 May 2024
[12]. The alliance framework is increasingly
accompanied by mechanisms below the pres-
idential level.

In August 2024, the two presidents support-
ed transformation of the regional forum into a
Council of Regional Leaders. The first meeting
of the Council of Regional Leaders of Kazakh-
stan and Uzbekistan took place in Aktau on
24 July 2026, providing governors, ministries,
agencies and other actors with a more direct
subnational channel [13]. Such a mechanism is
significant for people-to-people regionalism
because border and regional authorities oper-
ate close to practical issues — mobility, trade,
tourism, cultural exchange, transport and local
economic cooperation — that shape everyday
perceptions of bilateral relations.

The social layer is reinforced by educational
and cultural-humanitarian cooperation. In 2026,
the bilateral agenda continued to emphasize
cultural and educational links, while the two cul-
ture ministries agreed on a 2026-2027 cultur-
al-humanitarian cooperation plan [14]. The im-
plication is that allied relations increasingly rest
not only on presidential and intergovernmental
agreements but on a denser set of subnational,
educational and cultural contacts.

A broader regional development strength-
ens the argument. In July 2026, Uzbekistan’s
president described deeper Central Asian co-
operation as gradually contributing to a com-
mon regional identity while preserving national
identities, and called for stronger institutions,
direct regional interaction, digital services and
integrated infrastructure for education, science
and innovation [15]. This formulation closely
corresponds to the mechanism proposed in
the present article: regional identity does not
require the weakening of national identity; it
can develop through repeated cooperation
layered above sovereign states.

The Uzbek and Kazakhstani cases can
therefore be summarized as follows.

Table 1 - Comparative Institutional Models of Societal Diplomacy

Dimension Uzbekistan

Kazakhstan Comparative Implication

Core trajectory Specialized, outward-fac-

Historically distributed; undergo-

The models are comple-
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Dimension Uzbekistan Kazakhstan Comparative Implication
Key institutional | SCO Centre for Public Di- | Assembly of the People of Kazakh- | A regional network can
anchor plomacy in Uzbekistan stan as institutional predecessor;|connect specialized hubs

Qazagstan
2026; Congress infrastructure

with broader institutional

ecosystems

Halyq Kenesi from

Primary strengths | Clear mandate, recogniz-
able convening platform,

strong SCO interface

Dense experience in state-society,
interethnic, interfaith, and multilat-
eral dialogue

Specialization and institu-
tional diversity can rein-
force one another

Main risks Functional duplication;
over-concentration;  de-
pendence on a particular

organizational agenda

Loss of accumulated networks
during institutional restructuring;
diffusion of responsibility

Regional architecture
should preserve  plural
nodes and transparent co-
ordination

Regional channels | SCO forums, youth, media,
education, culture, think

tanks

Central Asia—2040, interfaith Con-
gress, UN SDG infrastructure, re-
gional and bilateral councils

Connecting these channels
can deepen people-to-peo-
ple regionalism

The comparison should not be interpreted
as a ranking. Uzbekistan's relative advantage
lies in institutional clarity and the existence of
a recognizable centre dedicated to people’s
diplomacy. Kazakhstan's comparative strength
lies in the breadth of an ecosystem that con-
nects domestic societal management with in-

terfaith, multilateral, and regional initiatives.
The Uzbek model risks excessive institutional
concentration; whereas the Kazakhstani model
risks fragmentation or loss of continuity during
restructuring. Their combination is therefore
more promising than the replication of either
model throughout the region.

Table 2 - Timeline of Selected Institutional and Policy Developments

Period Initiative or development Regional significance

1995-2025 Development of the Assembly of the People of | Accumulation of institutional experience in inter-
Kazakhstan as a major state —society platform | ethnic and intercultural dialogue

2018-2019 Institutional development of the SCO People’s | Specialized institutionalization of people’s diplo-
Diplomacy Centre in Uzbekistan macy

2022 Second SCO People’s Diplomacy Forum in | Greater normalization of people-to-people and
Tashkent and Samarkand SCO summit cultural-humanitarian cooperation within the

SCO

2022-2024 Kazakhstan-Uzbekistan Treaty on Allied Rela- | Stronger political framework for bilateral societal
tions signed and enters into force and interregional cooperation

2024 Central Asia-2040 approved at the Astana Con- | Long-term framework for endogenous five-state
sultative Meeting regional cooperation

2025 Eighth Congress of Leaders of World and Tradi- | Connects interfaith dialogue, peace, youth, digi-
tional Religions; UN regional SDG architecture | tal ethics, and sustainable development
in Almaty

2026 Qazagstan Halyq Kenesi established in law and | Major transition in Kazakhstan's consultative and
preceding Assembly regulatory structure reor- | harmony architecture
ganized

2026 First Council of Regional Leaders of Kazakhstan | Adds subnational and cultural dimensions to al-
and Uzbekistan and new cultural-humanitarian | lied relations
program

2026 Expansion of SCO people-to-people, youth, | Indicates denser multilevel societal interaction
think-tank, women'’s, and intercultural formats | within the wider SCO space

The bilateral case illustrates why peo-
ple-to-people diplomacy should not be treat-
ed as ceremonial friendship alone. Regions
sharing borders confront practical questions
of movement, transport, trade, environmen-
tal management, tourism, educational access,
and cultural exchange. Repeated cooperation
among universities, professional communities,
regional leaders, and civil-society institutions
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can lower the social transaction costs involved
in implementing interstate agreements. Such
connections cannot eliminate political dis-
putes, but they can multiply the number of
channels through which relations are main-
tained.

In this respect, reciprocity is critical. Public
diplomacy ceases to build trust if neighbouring
societies perceive it merely as a vehicle for uni-
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lateral national branding or political messag-
ing. The social infrastructure of regionalism re-
quires opportunities for Central Asian partners
to co-design programmes, rotate leadership,
and retain identifiable institutional ownership.

Discussion and Policy Recommendations

The comparison supports the central
proposition that the next stage of Central
Asian public diplomacy should focus on net-
work-building rather than event accumulation.
Counting conferences, festivals, visits, or me-
dia products risks confusing diplomatic activi-
ty with institutionalization. A more meaningful
test is whether relationships become recip-
rocal, durable, cross-sectoral, and capable of
continuing through political and bureaucratic
change.

This perspective also clarifies the connec-
tion between public diplomacy and regional
integration. The relevant mechanism is not
persuasion alone. Repeated interaction creates
familiarity; familiarity can reduce uncertainty;
professional networks can preserve communi-
cation; and shared projects can produce con-
stituencies with an interest in continuing coop-
eration. These processes do not mechanically
create trust, but they generate conditions in
which trust and practical cooperation are more
likely to be sustained.

University consortia, for example, can
maintain research collaboration and mobility.
Local governments can address tourism, urban
development and border-region connectivi-
ty. Think tanks can test policy options in set-
tings that are less politically restrictive than
formal negotiation. Interfaith and cultural fig-
ures can preserve channels of dialogue when
governmental rhetoric becomes tense. Youth
programs can create long-term professional
relationships among future academic, admin-
istrative and business elites. Digital platforms
can extend access to educational and cultural
resources beyond participants who can physi-
cally travel.

These mechanisms suggest a move from
event-based people’s diplomacy to networked
people-to-people regionalism.

The proposed institutional response is
a Central Asian Public Diplomacy Network
(CAPDN). It should be established not as a
treaty-based supranational organization but
as a light coordination architecture associated
politically with the Consultative Meetings of
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the Heads of State and the Central Asia-2040
agenda. Such a design would be more consist-
ent with Central Asia’s current preference for
sovereign, intergovernmental regional coop-
eration [16].

A rotating coordination function or small
secretariat could work with national focal
points nominated by all five Central Asian
states. Those focal points should not monop-
olize national public diplomacy. Their role
should be coordinative: mapping institutions,
maintaining a common project registry and
calendar, issuing transparent calls for joint
projects, facilitating cross-border institution-
al matchmaking, monitoring reciprocity, and
supporting evaluation.

For Kazakhstan, participation could draw on
Qazagstan Halyq Kenesi's consultative archi-
tecture, institutions responsible for interfaith
dialogue and the Congress, foreign-policy and
cultural bodies, universities, think tanks and
other societal organizations. The first session
of Halyg Kenesi in September 2026 moved
the institution beyond the purely transitional
stage, although its long-term practices and in-
ter-institutional routines remain in formation.
Preservation of accumulated expertise from
the preceding Assembly ecosystem should
therefore remain an explicit objective [17].

The network should develop around the-
matic clusters rather than one undifferentiated
program. A youth and education cluster could
facilitate student and researcher mobility, joint
summer schools, co-taught modules, multilin-
gual academic resources, networks of young
researchers and regional innovation compe-
titions. A culture and heritage cluster could
link museums, libraries, archives, archaeolog-
ical and conservation specialists, writers and
translators. Shared digitization and preserva-
tion projects would be particularly valuable
because Central Asian cultural heritage often
transcends contemporary state borders.

A Track Il and mediation cluster should
connect think tanks, universities, former of-
ficials, and conflict-resolution specialists for
problem-solving discussions concerning issues
that are difficult to explore in formal settings.
This would conform more closely to the estab-
lished Track Il and multi-track diplomacy litera-
ture than the common practice of applying the
term to any unofficial cultural event [18].

An interfaith and intercultural dialogue
cluster could draw on Kazakhstan’'s accumulat-
ed Congress experience without reducing the
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network to religious dialogue. The 2025 As-
tana Peace Declaration connects interreligious
engagement with education, youth, peace,
digital responsibility and sustainable develop-
ment, demonstrating the potential for such an
expanded agenda [11].

A digital-resilience cluster should focus on
digital literacy, responsible Al, synthetic media,
online hate, cross-border fact-checking re-
search and the institutional capacity to main-
tain interaction during crises. Digital diplomacy
should not become a centralized information
campaign. Scholarship on relational and digi-
tal-diplomacy shows that technology changes
the communicative environment and that cred-
ibility depends on interaction and networks
rather than one-way broadcasting [19].

A climate, water and public-health cluster
would expand people-to-people diplomacy
beyond the traditional cultural-humanitarian
field. Scientists, universities, local communi-
ties, professional associations and NGOs can
support official negotiations by providing joint
knowledge, professional continuity and public
communication.

Sports, tourism and city diplomacy should
likewise be incorporated. Sports competi-
tions, traditional games, festivals, joint tourism
routes, gastronomic initiatives and sister-city
programs can reach audiences that academ-
ic and diplomatic institutions rarely engage.
Their value, however, should be assessed ac-
cording to the durability of the partnerships
they create, not attendance numbers alone.

The digital component deserves particu-
lar safeguards. A regional platform seeking to
build trust should operate with transparent in-
stitutional authorship, multilingual access, ap-
propriate protection of personal information,
identifiable distinctions between dialogue and
political advertising, and real opportunities
for participants to respond. A highly central-
ized propaganda-oriented mechanism would
undermine the very relational credibility the
network is intended to cultivate. Evaluation
should therefore move beyond output indica-
tors. The number of conferences, posts, partic-
ipants or signed memoranda is useful admin-
istratively but insufficient analytically. CAPDN
could monitor:

— The proportion of genuinely reciprocal
projects.

— Institutional and geographic diversity.

— Participation of women and young
people.
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— Continuity of partnerships over several
years.

— Jointly authored research and cultural
products.

—  Creation of
organizational ties.

— Involvement of non-state partners in
project design.

— Where reliable survey data are available,
changes in knowledge, attitudes, or trust.

For Track Il initiatives, evaluation should con-
sider whether relationships or ideas feed into
policy processes while protecting the confiden-
tiality necessary for problem-solving dialogue.

The United Nations Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals provide a useful normative and
policy framework, though societal diplomacy
should not be reduced to SDG implementation
alone. The 2030 Agenda explicitly places part-
nership and integrated action at the centre of
sustainable development [20].

The strongest links are with SDG 16, through
dialogue, conflict prevention, and inclusive in-
stitutions; SDG 17, through multi-stakeholder
partnerships; SDG 4, through educational and
scientific cooperation; SDG 10, through inclu-
sion and intercultural engagement; and SDG
11.4, through cultural heritage preservation.
Water and environmental cooperation can also
support SDGs 6 and 13 [20].

Kazakhstan provides an important institu-
tional interface in this area. In August 2025,
Kazakhstan and the United Nations formalized
the establishment in Almaty of the UN Regional
Centre for the Sustainable Development Goals
for Central Asia and Afghanistan, designed to
facilitate coordinated regional action, knowl-
edge and collaboration among governments
and other stakeholders [21]. CAPDN should
therefore cooperate with the UN regional in-
frastructure instead of duplicating it.

Three strategic risks must be addressed. The
first is politicization. When universities, cultural
institutions or civic organizations are treated
only as instruments for promoting govern-
ment narratives, their independent credibili-
ty can deteriorate. The second is asymmetry.
Central Asian states and institutions possess
different financial, demographic, and admin-
istrative capacities. Better-funded countries
should not automatically control agendas. Ro-
tation, co-design and shared ownership should
therefore be built into governance. The third is
institutional proliferation. Central Asian states
already participate in the SCO, CICA, the Or-

https://adamalemijournal.com 9 5

new  cross-border



Sabirov K., Pulatov Sh.

ganization of Turkic States, CIS structures, UN
programs and numerous “Central Asia Plus”
mechanisms. CAPDN would add value only if it
connects existing institutions and addresses a
genuine coordination gap, rather than creating
another cycle of high-level meetings.

Implementation should consequently be in-
cremental.

The first stage should map existing peo-
ple-to-people and public-diplomacy institu-
tions across the five states. The second should
establish national focal points and a multilin-
gual digital registry. The third should create a

small competitive funding mechanism for pro-
jects that involve organizations from at least
two Central Asian states, with preference for
three or more. The fourth should establish
thematic networks with rotating coordinators.
The fifth should publish a biennial Central
Asian Societal Connectivity Report measuring
cross-border institutional relations and, where
methodologically possible, incorporating com-
parative public-opinion data.

Such a sequence would make public diplo-
macy increasingly evidence-based without re-
quiring a large new organization.

Figure 1 - Proposed Central Asian Public Diplomacy Network

Table 3 - Proposed CAPDN Policy Modules and Sustainable Development Goal Linkages

Policy module

lllustrative instruments

Principal SDG link

Youth and education
searcher networks

Mobility, joint modules, summer schools, and young-re-

SDG 4; SDG 17

Culture and heritage

Museum and archival digitization, translation, restoration,
and shared heritage projects

SDG 11.4; SDG 17

Track Il and mediation
diation training

Expert dialogues, border-region problem-solving, and me-

SDG 16; SDG 17

Interfaith and intercultural

dialogue tives

Youth networks, educational dialogue, and anti-hate initia-

SDG 10; SDG 16

Digital resilience
dia dialogue

Media literacy, verification networks, Al, and synthetic-me-

SDG 9; SDG 16

Climate, water and health
public communication

Professional networks, citizen science, and cross-border

SDGs 3, 6, 13 and 17

Cities, sport and tourism

tion cooperation

Sister-city networks, routes, festivals, sports, and destina-

SDGs 8, 11 and 17
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Conclusion

Public diplomacy in Central Asia is entering
a qualitatively different stage. The region does
not lack declarations supporting friendship,
good-neighbourliness, and cultural exchange.
The more significant question is whether such
commitments can be embedded in institutions
and networks that persist across political cy-
cles and connect citizens, professionals and
communities to regional cooperation.

The comparison between Uzbekistan and
Kazakhstan demonstrates that relevant foun-
dations already exist, but they have developed
through different institutional logics. Uzbeki-
stan has established a relatively specialized
model in which the SCO People’s Diplomacy
Centre serves as a visible organizational hub
and connects national initiatives to the SCO'’s
expanding cultural-humanitarian agenda. Offi-
cial SCO materials confirm the Centre's orien-
tation toward trust, cultural-humanitarian ties
and civil-society interaction, while later SCO
initiatives show continued expansion of peo-
ple-to-people formats.

Kazakhstan has historically relied on a more
distributed institutional model, combining in-
terethnic consultation, interfaith diplomacy, cul-
tural initiatives and multilateral platforms. The
2026 establishment of Qazaqgstan Halyq Kenesi
represents not a reason to disregard the earlier
Assembly experience but a reason to analyze
institutional continuity and change more care-
fully. By 23-24 September 2026, the new body
had held its inaugural session, marking the tran-
sition from legal establishment to operational
activity [6]. The Congress of Leaders of World
and Traditional Religions, Central Asia-2040 and
the UN regional sustainable-development plat-
form in Almaty provide additional outward-fac-
ing components whose significance extends
beyond national boundaries.

The Kazakhstan-Uzbekistan relationship il-
lustrates how the two trajectories can converge.
The formal architecture of allied relations now
operates alongside direct interregional coop-
eration and structured cultural-humanitarian
engagement [12]. These mechanisms cannot
replace negotiations over trade, transport, wa-
ter, security or borders, but they can make co-
operation more socially resilient by multiplying
channels of communication and developing
groups with a practical interest in continuity.

The principal conclusion is therefore that
Central Asia should move from event-based
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people’s diplomacy toward networked peo-
ple-to-people regionalism. A Central Asian
Public Diplomacy Network aligned with Central
Asia-2040 could connect national focal points,
universities, think tanks, cultural institutions,
interfaith platforms, young people, media or-
ganizations, municipalities and professional
communities. Its objective should not be to
manufacture a single homogeneous Central
Asian identity or subordinate civil society to
governmental communication. It should pro-
vide an institutional environment in which dis-
tinct national societies can interact repeatedly
while gradually developing a practical sense of
regional belonging.

Trust, from this perspective, is not a rhetor-
ical resource that can be activated only during
crises. It is an institutional asset accumulated
through repeated interaction. Official diplo-
macy remains indispensable, but it becomes
more resilient when societies have parallel
channels of knowledge, dialogue and cooper-
ation. In Central Asia, where common history
and geographic proximity create both oppor-
tunities and sensitivities, public diplomacy can
help transform cultural affinity into sustained
regional capacity.
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