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Abstract. This article examines the institutional conditions for representing the
intangible cultural heritage (ICH) of ethnic communities in Kazakhstan within the
framework of national cultural policy and the system for protecting cultural heritage.
The aim of the study is to identify the factors that contribute to the underrepresenta-
tion of the heritage of certain ethnic groups in national and international registers, as
well as to assess the potential impact of the 2026 institutional transformation associ-
ated with the transition from the Assembly of the People of Kazakhstan to Qazaqgstan
Halyk Kenesi on existing mechanisms of cultural representation. The methodological
basis comprises a comparative institutional analysis of legislation, the National List of
Elements of the ICH, UNESCO registers, and cultural heritage practices in Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, and Mongolia. The Dungan community of Kazakhstan serves as a case that
illustrates the gap between the declared principle of cultural diversity and the actual
representation of the cultural heritage of ethnic communities. The analysis finds that
the formal recognition of cultural diversity does not by itself ensure the identification,
documentation, and nomination of ICH elements of various ethnic groups. Comparative
evidence indicates that community-based inventory practices, accessible nomination
procedures, and the institutional involvement of heritage bearers can contribute to
more inclusive representation. The institutional transformation creates an opportunity
to strengthen these mechanisms; however, by itself, it does not automatically eliminate
the existing representational gap. The study provides a basis for a more systematic
and community-oriented inventory of the ICH of Kazakhstan’s ethnic communities.
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KA3AKCTAHJAAFbI 3 THUKAJIbIK KAYBIMAACTBIKTAPJAbIH, MYPACHI:
BIP/IIK AUCKYPCTAPBI MEH TYTEHZAEY TOXKIPUBECI
dapuga MYCATAEBA
«KasakcmaH Pecnybaukacbl Cmpamezusiiblk dcocnapaay xcaHe pepopmaaap azeHmmiei ¥am-
MmblK cmamucmuka 610pocbiHbiH AKhapammblKk-ecenmey opmassiFvly PMK scaHbiHOaFbl [Jemo-
epagusinbik yodepicmepdi masaday xcaHe 60axcay opmanviFsl, Acmaua, Kazakcmau

HACJEAUE 3THUYECKHX COOBIIECTB KA3AXCTAHA: MEXXAY AUCKYPCAMHU
EJUHCTBA U IPAKTUKOW UHBEHTAPU3ALIUU
dapuga MYCATAEBA
Llenmp aHaausza u npoeHo3zuposaHus demozpagduueckux npoyeccos npu PI'TI Ha [IXB «HHgop-
MAYUOHHO-8bIMUCAUMENbHBIU YeHmp Bropo HaYuoHA1bHOU cmamucmuKku AeeHmcmea no
cmpameau4eckoMmy nAaHuposamuio u pedpopmam Pecnybauku Kazaxcmam»,
Acmana, Kazaxcmau

AHaaTtna. Makasaza KazakcraHgarbl 3THHUKAJbIK
KaybIM/JaCThIKTap/blH MaTepUa/AblK eMeC MaIeHU Mypa-
ceiH (MeMM) MeMJleKeTTiK M3ZIeHU casicaT MeH MaJIeH!
MYpaHbl KOpFay *Ky#eci ascbIHa penpe3eHTalUsIay/blH
WHCTUTYLMOHAJ/bIK axyaJibl KapacThIpbLIa/bl. 3€pTTEY-
JliH MaKCaThbl - )KeKeJlereH STHUKAJIbIK TONTAPAbIH Mypachl
VJITTBIK K9He XaJIbIKapaJiblK Ti3iMJepe He cebenTi
YKETKIJIIKCi3 TaHbLJIFAaHbIH aHbIKTAy, COHAal-aK 2026
*bLibl KazakcTaH xankbl AccambuiesicblHaH KazakcTaH
XanblK KeHeciHe eTyre 6aitJlaHbICTbl HUHCTUTYLMOHAJI-
JBIK 63repicTep/iH M9/IEHU pellpe3eHTalus TeTiKTepiHe
BIKTUMaJl bIKIIAJbIH 6aFasay. 3epTTey/iH 9/liCHaAMAaJbIK,
Heri3iH Ka3sakcraH, KpipFpi3cTaH xxaHe MOHFO/1M5 3aHHa-
MacblH, MeMM aneMeHTTepiHiH YATTHIK Ti3iMAepiH,
IOHECKO TisimzepiH xxoHe MaileHH MypaHbl 6acKapy
TXKipUOECiH canbICThIPpMaJsbl UHCTUTYIMOHAIBIK,
Tasgay Kypanabl. KazakcTaHgarbl AYHTeH KaybIM/Ja-
CTBIFbI Md/IEHU dPTYPJIJIIKTIH peCMU MONBIHa1ybl MEH
3THUKaJbIK KaybIM/IaCThIKTAP/AbIH M3/IEHU MYpPaChIH
HaKThI pernpe3eHTanusiay apacblHAarbl aJlIaKTbIKTbI
KepceTeTiH Kelc peTiHJe KapacThlpblaazbl. Tangay
M3JIEeHU dPTYPJIIIKTI pecMU MONBIHJAY 3THOCTAP/bIH,
MeMM-bIH xKyHeJsli aHBIKTayFa, KY>KaTTaHAbIPYFa KoHe
HOMUHAIMSIAYFa 63/iriHeH Keniik 6epMelTiHiH Kepce-
Te/i. CaiblcThIpMaibl TOXKipUOE KaybIM/JaCThIKTaPAbIH,
KaTbICybIMEH XKYpri3isieTiH TyreHey/id, HOMUHaLUAIAY
paciMepiHiH KOKeTIMIITiHIH )KoHe Mypa TacbIMaJl-
JaylIbLIapbIHbIH HHCTUTYLMOHANbIK KAThICYbIHbIH,
MaHbI3bIH aUKbIHJAWAbl. UHCTUTYLIMOHAN/bIK, TPAHC-
¢dopmanus aTanFaH TeTIKTEPAL XKeTinAipyre MyMKiHAIK
6epreHiMeH, pernpeseHTalUsAAaFbl aJIAKTBIKTbI ©3/iri-
HEH Luelle aiiMaiiabl. 3epTTey KasakcTanAaFbl 3STHUKAJBIK,
TonTapAblH, MeMM-bIH x)yleni api KaybIMAacThIKKA
GafFJap/aHfaH TyreHJey/Ai JaMbITyFa Heri3 KaJblTa-
CThIpajpbl.

AHHoOTanusA. B cTaTbe paccMaTpUBaOTCA MHCTUTYLIMO-
HaJ/IbHBIE YCJIOBUA penpe3eHTalMi HeMaTepHUaJbHOI 0
kynbTypHOro Hacineaus (HKH) aTHnueckux coobiuects
KaszaxcTaHa B paMKax rocyjapCTBEHHOH KyJbTYpPHOH
NOJIMTUKH Y CUCTEMBI OXpPaHbl KYJILTYPHOTO HacJaeU.
Lesp uccienoBaHus — BbIABUTb GaKTOPbI, 06YCI0BIU-
BarolljMe HeJI0CTaTOYHYO [Ipe/iCTaBJIeHHOCTb HacleAus
OTZeJIbHBIX 3THUYECKHUX I'PYNI B HALlMOHAJIbHBIX U
MEeXyHapOo/HbIX PeecTpax, a TAKKe OLleHUTb BO3MOXKHOe
BJIMSIHUE UHCTUTYIUOHANbHOU TpaHchopMmanuu 2026
ro/ia, CBSI3aHHOM C mepexoAoM oT AccaMbJyier HapoJa
Kaszaxcrana k Kasakcran Xanbik KeHeci, Ha cyiecTBy-
IolllMe MeXaHU3Mbl KYJIbTYPHOTO Ipe/CTaBUTEIbCTBA.
MeTo[0/10rM4eCKy0 OCHOBY COCTaBUJIM CPAaBHUTEJIBHBIN
WHCTUTYLIMOHAIbHBIN aHA/IU3 3aKOHO/laTelbCTBa, Hanu-
oHasibHOro nepeyHd asneMmeHToB HKH, cnuckos FOHECKO
Y NIPaKTHUK YIpaBJIeHUs KyJbTYPHBIM HacJeJUeM B
KasaxctaHne, Kpipreisctane u MoHrosiuu. /lyHraHckas
o61rHa KazaxcTana paccMaTpuBaeTcsl B KauecTBe Kelica,
JEMOHCTPHUPYIOLIEro pa3pbiB MeX/y AeKJapUupyeMbIM
IPUHLMIOM KYJbTYPHOI0O MHOI006pasus U GaKTHYECKUM
npeJcTaBJeHUEeM KyJbTYPHOrO HacaeAus 3STHUYECKUX
CO06I11eCTB. YCTaHOBJIEHO, YTO 0dHIIATIbHOE TPU3HA-
HUe KyJIbTYPHOTO MHOr006pasus He oGecrieynBaeT
CUCTeMaTHU4YeCKOr0 BblsIBJIeHUs], JOKYMeHTHPOBaHUs U
HoMuHUpoBaHusa HKH pasanysbix aTHOCOB. CpaBHUTE/IB-
HBIM aHa/IU3 MOKa3bIBaeT 3HAUUMOCTb MHBEHTAapH3al 1y,
OCHOBAHHOM Ha y4aCTHUHU CaMUX COOOIeCTB, JOCTYTHOCTH
NnponeAyp HOMUHHUPOBAHUA U MHCTUTYLHOHAJIbHOTO
BOBJIeUeHHUsI HOCUTe el Haceaus. UHCTUTyMOHaIbHAs
TpaHcdopMal s Co34aeT BO3MOXKHOCTD [1JIs1 COBepLIeH-
CTBOBAHMs JaHHBIX MEXaHU3MOB, 0OZJHAKO caMa 1o cebe
He yCTpaHseT CyIleCTBYIOLINN pa3phIB B pelpe3eHTaLuH.
HUccnenoBaHue npejiaraeT 0CHOBY JJ/151 60Jlee CUCTEMHON
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Introduction

The preservation of cultural diversity and intangible cultural heritage (ICH) plays an important role in contem-
porary cultural policy. The 2003 UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage
defines ICH in terms of practices, knowledge, and skills that communities recognize as part of their own heritage,
and explicitly provides for the participation of heritage bearers in its identification, safeguarding, and transmission
(UNESCO, 2003). For multi-ethnic states, this means the need for mechanisms that are capable of cultural practices
identification and documentation of all communities that contribute to the country’s cultural diversity, not just the
numerically dominant community.

Kazakhstan ratified the Convention in 2011, and its provisions were subsequently reflected in national cultural
policy, including the Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan “On Culture”, the Cultural Policy Concept, documents regard-
ing the protection of ICH, and the activities of the Assembly of the People of Kazakhstan (APK). The continuity of
this principle is evident at the constitutional level as well: the right to use one’s native language and culture was
enshrined in the original 1995 Constitution and has been preserved in the 2026 version, which, in addition, classifies
the preservation of historical and cultural heritage as one of the fundamental principles of the state (Constitution
of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 1995; 2026).

However, there remains a gap between the normative recognition of cultural diversity and its institutional repre-
sentation in the ICH inventory system. As of 2024, the National List of ICH of Kazakhstan includes 79 elements, of
which 14 are represented on the UNESCO lists (Abulova et al., 2025: 32). The majority of the registered elements
are associated with the cultural practices of the Kazakh people, while the heritage of other ethnic communities is
underrepresented on the List. At the same time, the Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan “On Culture” and the bylaws
regulating the establishment and maintenance of the List do not establish any restrictions based on the ethnic origin
of ICH holders. This makes it possible to view the issue of the heritage of the Uyghur, Kurdish, Dungan, and other
ethnic communities not as a consequence of normative exclusion, but as a matter of how effectively the mechanisms
for identifying, documenting, selecting, and representing ICH elements function.

The Dungan community serves as an illustrative case study. Despite the presence of stable ritual, craft, and
gastronomic traditions, elements of Dungan ICH are not included in the National List of Kazakhstan, whereas in
Kyrgyzstan, certain elements of Dungan cultural heritage have become the subject of digital documentation (“Aigine”
Cultural Research Center, 2023). A comparison of the two countries inhabited by the same transboundary commu-
nity makes it possible to view ICH representation not merely as a reflection of the presence and preservation of
cultural practices, but also as the result of the institutional and procedural mechanisms for their identification,
documentation, and official recognition.

An additional dimension of the problem emerges in the context of the institutional transformation of 2026, under
which the functions previously associated with the APK and the National Kurultai are consolidated within a new
constitutional body - Qazaqstan Halyk Kenesi (QHK) (Tokayev K.-Zh., 2026). This transformation in itself does not
determine changes in the system for safeguarding and representation of the ICH, but it creates a new institutional
context for analyzing the interaction between the state and ethnic communities. In this regard, it is of interest to
examine the extent to which a change in the architecture of public representation may affect the mechanisms for
identifying, documenting, and recognizing the cultural heritage of various communities.
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The aim of the study is to determine the institutional and procedural conditions for the representation of the
ICH of Kazakhstan'’s ethnic communities, to determine approaches to assessing their representation in national
and international inventory instruments. To achieve this aim, the following objectives are addressed: to define
the theoretical foundations for analyzing the institutional representation of the ICH; to analyze the regulatory and
institutional mechanisms for compiling the National List; to examine the Dungan community as an illustrative case
study; to compare the experiences of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Mongolia; and to identify areas to improve the
mechanisms for the ICN inventory in the context of the transition from the APK to QHK.

Accordingly, the article examines which institutional and procedural mechanisms shape the representation of
the ICH of Kazakhstan’s ethnic communities in national and international inventory systems, and identifies areas
for improvement based on comparative practices in Kyrgyzstan and Mongolia.

Materials and methods

The study adopts a theoretical, methodological, and comparativeanalytical nature. The theoretical foundation
rests on the provisions of the 2003 UNESCO Convention, including the principle of community participation in the
identification, safeguarding, and transmission of ICH (UNESCO, 2003), as well as an institutional approach that
views ICH representation as the result of the operation of normative rules, procedures, and institutions, rather than
as an automatic consequence of the existence of cultural practices. The key analytical category is the institutional
representation of ICH, understood as the reflection of the cultural practices of ethnic communities in official systems
for their identification, documentation, registration, and nomination.

The material base consisted of international and national regulatory and legal documents, national lists of ICH,
UNESCO lists, materials from government bodies in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Mongolia, as well as scientific publi-
cations on issues related to ICH and ethnocultural interaction. The main method used was the analysis of regulatory
documents. Comparative analysis focused on the following parameters: the structure and content of national lists,
the representation of cultural practices of ethnic communities, the criteria and procedures for including elements,
the participation of communities, the connection between national inventory mechanisms and the UNESCO system,
and institutional responsibility for the safeguarding and representation of ICH.

The choice of countries reflects differences in institutional practices, despite the presence of comparable tasks
related to preserving cultural diversity. The research includes Kyrgyzstan due to the historical and cultural ties
between the Dungan communities of the two countries and the existence of practices for documenting Dungan
heritage (Khishanlo, 2018: 50; Imyarova, Ali, 2021: 112; KIC “Aigine”, 2023). Mongolia is included in the compar-
ative analysis as an example of the international representation of the cultural practices of ethnic groups - the
traditional dance “bielgeye,” which UNESCO inscribed on the List of Intangible Cultural Heritage in Need of Urgent
Safeguarding (UNESCO ICH, 2009). The Dungan community of Kazakhstan is used as a representative example of the
broader problem of the institutional representation of ICH, rather than as the sole subject of the study. To analyze
this case, we used statistical data from the Bureau of National Statistics of the Republic of Kazakhstan, materials on
the cultural heritage of the Dungans in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, as well as studies of the events in the Korday
district in 2020 (Sadvokassova et al., 2020: 4; Kumar, Baktybayev, 2021; Kaliyev et al., 2024).

The analysis proceeds in three stages. The first, normativeinstitutional stage, identifies the principles and
mechanisms governing ICH regulation. The second, analytical stage, establishes the relationship between inventory
procedures and the degree of official representation of the ICH. The third, comparative stage, compares the national
lists and inventory practices of the three countries.

The study considers three complementary assumptions as analytical hypotheses. The institutional hypothesis
(H1) explains the underrepresentation of certain communities’ ICH by the lack of mechanisms for the targeted iden-
tification and documentation of their cultural practices. The procedural hypothesis (H2) links the representation of
ICH to the availability and adaptability of the procedures for compiling the national list and submitting nominations,
primarily in the case of associations with limited expert and organizational resources. The community participation
hypothesis (H3) suggests that the level of representativeness of ICH in national registers depends on the degree of
involvement, activity, and initiative of the local communities themselves and the direct bearers of cultural traditions.
The hypotheses are considered to be complementary and do not presuppose the a priori identification of a single
determining factor.
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The study relies exclusively on desk research and does not include fieldwork with communities or interviews
with traditional speakers. Therefore, the absence of an element from the official list is interpreted solely as the
absence of its institutional representation, as evidence of the absence of the corresponding cultural practice. The
documentary analysis makes it possible to identify the normative, institutional, and procedural conditions for the
representation of ICH, but it cannot directly establish the motivation of government agencies or communities them-
selves or the factors underlying their decisions. Verification of these aspects requires a separate empirical study
and is beyond the scope of this article.

Literature Review

Research on ICH is developing at the intersection of cultural policy, institutional analysis, and the study of cultural
diversity. The key point for most of the studies remains the 2003 UNESCO Convention, which defines ICH in terms
of practices, knowledge, and skills recognized as part of their cultural heritage and emphasizes the involvement of
heritage bearers in its identification and safeguarding (UNESCO, 2003). An important direction considers national
lists not merely as documentation tools, but also as mechanisms for institutional selection and public recognition of
cultural practices: the community-based approach emphasizes the participation of the communities themselves in
documenting and representing their own heritage. In this article, this approach serves as a theoretical framework
for assessing the accessibility of inventory procedures, rather than as a method of field research.

In the context of Central Asia, the experience of Kyrgyzstan is indicative, where certain elements of the Dungan
cultural heritage are included in the digital accounting system (ICH KR, 2023), and Mongolia, where the “bijelgey”
dance associated with the ethnic groups of the Western Aimags is included in the UNESCO ICH List (UNESCO ICH,
2009). For the context of Kazakhstan, research into interethnic relations and the 2020 Kordai events holds particular
significance (Sadvokassova et al.,, 2020; Kumar & Baktybayev, 2021; Tutumlu & Imyarova, 2023; Kaliyev et al., 2024).

At the same time, the relationship between the inventory mechanisms of ICH, the ethnic communities’ partic-
ipation, and the degree of their official representation remains insufficiently studied specifically in the Kazakh
context. This article addresses this issue through an institutional analysis, the Dungan case, and a comparison of
the experiences of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Mongolia.

Institutional Transformation: From the Assembly of the People of Kazakhstan to Qazaqstan Halyk Kenesi

The Assembly of the People of Kazakhstan (APK) was established in 1995 as a consultative and advisory body
under the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan, tasked with ensuring the representation of ethnic and cultural
interests and promoting public cohesion. Researchers who have examined the history of the institutionalization of
ethnopolitics in Kazakhstan characterize the pre-conflict period of the APK in a single term - folklorization. This
concept means that ethnocultural diversity was reduced mainly to symbolic and event-based forms of representation,
such as festivals and concert programs dedicated to public holidays, and did not have a deep integrative content
(Tutumlu, Imyarova, 2023: 71). The tragic events of February 2020 in the Kordai district of Zhambyl region led
to casualties, destruction and mass displacement of people. According to a number of authors, the confrontation
between the Dungan and Kazakh populations forced a rethink of the model of ethnopolitical governance, which led
in the post-conflict period to a transition to more systematic and empirical risk control (Sadvokassova et al., 2020:
5; Kumar, Baktybayev, 2021: 99; Tutumlu, Imyarova, 2023: 73).

This trajectory continued as part of a larger transformation of the country’s political architecture. Speaking at the
Fifth Session of the National Kurultai in Kyzylorda on January 20, 2026, the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan,
K.-Zh. Tokayev stated that the historically important missions of the APK and the National Kurultai can be considered
fulfilled, and proposed the creation of Qazaqstan Halyk Kenesi (QHK), while maintaining the institutional continuity
of their functions in the field of public dialogue and national unity (Tokayev, 2026). Subsequently, this initiative
received constitutional and legal formalization: the ICH is constitutionally established as the highest consultative
body in a separate section of the Constitution, consolidating the functions previously associated with the Assembly
of the People of Kazakhstan and the National Kurultai.

For the present study;, it is fundamentally important that the President characterized the reform precisely as a
change in the structural format while maintaining meaningful continuity. From this perspective, the transition from
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the APK to QHK should be considered not as an automatic change of approaches to ethnocultural policy, but as a
change in the institutional framework in which these approaches can be reconsidered.

The previous model primarily provided the representation of ethnocultural associations and event-based forms
of cultural interaction. The new architecture creates an opportunity for wider inclusion of cultural heritage issues in
the system of public dialogue. However, the institutional reform itself does not mean the emergence of a mechanism
for a systematic inventory of ICH, as this function is not explicitly assigned to the People’s Council of Kazakhstan
under the current legal provisions (Constitutional Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan “On the People’s Council of
Kazakhstan”, 2026). This creates a zone of institutional uncertainty: a change in institutional structure does not
mean a change in practice, and there is a risk that the event format of the representation of ethnic and cultural
diversity will be reproduced in a new institutional framework. At the same time, the reform opens up the possibility
to move towards a different model, implying a movement from a predominantly presentational representation of
ethnocultural communities to their more systematic representation in cultural policy, including the identification
and documentation of ICH.

The problem, therefore, lies not in the absence of cultural practices as such, but in the lack of a guaranteed
institutional route through which existing practices become an officially identified, documented and recognized
element of ICH. The transition from APK to QHK is further considered not as a proven solution to this problem, but
as a new institutional condition, the effectiveness of which is to be assessed by the content of subsequent practice.
A comparison of Kazakhstan with Kyrgyzstan and Mongolia, presented in the “Discussion” section, demonstrates
that the degree of representation of ICH is determined not only by the presence of cultural practices themselves,
but also by whether there are procedures for their identification, documentation and promotion. In this regard, the
key question for Kazakhstan is in this sense is whether the new institutional architecture will be able to facilitate
the transition from the representation of ethnic communities to the representation of their cultural heritage.

The gap between declared support and institutional representation: the case of the Dungan community

The normative model of Kazakhstan formally provides for the possibility of representing the cultural heritage
of various ethnic communities. This provision is reflected not only in the general principles of cultural policy but
also directly in the procedure for compiling the National List. The current rules identify local and ethnic communi-
ties, groups and, in some cases, individuals involved in the creation, preservation and restoration of heritage as the
bearers of ICH; the form of the National List provides for a mandatory description of “belonging to an ethnic group”,
as well as details about the bearers, the element’s origins, and its geographical distribution. In reviewing an appli-
cation, the relevant commission must also take into account the use of the element by ethnic communities, groups,
or individuals who recognize it as part of their cultural heritage (Order No. 368, 2015; Order No. 231-NQ, 2025).

The gap arises at another level - between the formal possibility of ethnic attribution of an element and the actual
composition of the National List. The list, updated in 2024, includes 79 elements, but its content is mainly repre-
sented by practices of Kazakh culture. UNESCO'’s lists likewise contain no elements of a transnational character. It
is precisely this institutional path from the transmission of cultural practices within the community to their official
documentation that is further considered using the example of the Dungan mechanism.

The Dungan community is significant for the analysis of this mechanism. According to the 2021 census, the number
of Dungans in Kazakhstan was 78,817; a significant part of the community lives in the Zhambyl region, primarily in
the Kordai district (BNS, 2022: 15). Dungan culture includes sustainable ceremonial, family, gastronomic, and craft
practices that can potentially be classified as ICH, but the relevant elements are not represented in the National
List of Kazakhstan. In itself, this does not indicate the absence of government or public efforts concerning Dungan
cultural heritage, but it shows that the results of such work are not reflected in the official representation of the
heritage through the accounting tool in question.

Areview of the historiography makes this problem more visible. Early works of the late 19" and early 20" centuries
mainly recorded the peculiarities of the way of life, economy, and worldview of migrants (Poyarkov, 1901: 3; Selitsky,
1905: 21; Fedorov, 1903: 88; Tsibuzgin and Shmakov, 1909: 4). During the Soviet period, researchers focused on
certain aspects of ritual, traditions, and religious identity (Stratanovich, 1950; Tolstov, 1963: 305; Sushanlo, 1971:
140). During the independence period, studies of the history, culture, and religious beliefs of the Dungan community
appeared (Khishanlo, 2018: 50; Imyarova, Ali, 2021: 112; Mudrov, Logorova, 2016: 34), and after 2020, the number
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of works examining the Dungan community in the context of interethnic relations, conflict, and social integration
has increased markedly (Sadvokassova et al., 2020: 8; Kumar, Baktybayev, 2021: 100; Tutumlu, Imyarova, 2023: 74).

This distribution of research attention is important for understanding the identified gap, since the availability
of scientific literature on the community does not in itself mean the availability of documentation suitable for the
official inventory of ICH. Historical and ethnographic descriptions, conflict studies, and the study of modern social
processes solve other research tasks. At the same time, for an element to be included in the National List, a different
configuration of information is required, including information about its affiliation, bearers, origin, geographical
distribution, degree of preservation and other characteristics provided for in the accounting form. Thus, the problem
may consist not so much in the lack of knowledge about Dungan culture, as in the lack of systematic translation of
such knowledge into a format consistent with the institutional accounting procedure for ICH.

The comparison with Kyrgyzstan is particularly significant in this regard. In 2023, as part of the “Aigine” Cultural
Research Center project, an inventory of the Dungan people’s ICH was conducted with the participation of traditional
speakers and bearers. The collected materials were organized into nine ICH domains and incorporated into a digital
inventory system. Within the same project, documentation was also extended for the first time to the intangible
cultural heritage of the Uyghur community in Kyrgyzstan (CRC “Aigine”, 2023).

Comparing the two cases helps to clarify the possible reasons for the differences in the representation of ICH.
Kazakhstan’s regulatory system allows for ethnic attribution of elements, so the absence of Dungan heritage in
the National List cannot be explained by the lack of an appropriate regulatory opportunity. At the same time, the
application-based approach to compiling the National Inventory may create barriers for communities with limited
access to expert resources, which provides partial support for the procedural hypothesis (H2).

A significant change occurred in 2025 by Order of the Minister of Culture and Information of the Republic of
Kazakhstan dated May 13, 2025, No. 231-NQ, when the Rules for the formation and maintenance of the National List
were set out in a new edition. The new rules regulate in more detail the procedure for submitting and reviewing
applications, as well as the timing of the relevant procedure. This creates an opportunity for subsequent empirical
verification of the procedural hypothesis (H2). If accessibility and organization of the procedure significantly affect
the representation of ethnocultural communities, subsequent updates to the National List will make it possible to
determine whether the number of applications and included elements related to the previously underrepresented
communities increases.

These three hypotheses describe the institutional and procedural aspects of the problem under consideration,
but do not exhaust its broader context. An additional dimension of the problem is provided by data on the social
distance between ethnic groups in Kazakhstan. An analysis of more than twenty interethnic conflicts of the post-So-
viet period reveals pronounced differences in social distance between individual groups, ranging from closeness
and solidarity to alienation and intolerance (Kaliev et al., 2024: 57). These data do not allow us to establish a causal
relationship between the degree of cultural heritage representation and social distance; however, they show that the
cultural representation of ethnic communities is formed in the broader context of interethnic relations and social
reproduction. In this regard, the systematic identification and documentation of cultural practices can be consid-
ered one of the possible mechanisms for increasing the public visibility of cultural diversity, operating alongside
the institutional and procedural factors discussed above.

The “Invisibility” of an element in the National List should not be automatically interpreted as the absence of
the heritage itself: it may reflect the specifics of institutional attention, the procedure for identification and docu-
mentation, as well as the degree of involvement of heritage bearers and the research community. The Dungan case
is neither an exceptional nor an isolated problem, but rather an illustrative example of a more general mechanism:
the existence of cultural heritage and the legally provided possibility of its ethnic attribution do not guarantee its
inclusion in the state inventory system. There is a sequence of procedures between the community and the official
list, including identification, documentation, application processing, peer review, and decision-making. It is at this
level that the reasons for the differences in the representation of ICH should be sought. This determines the ratio-
nale for the transition to the next section, which shifts attention from the very fact of the presence of elements in
the Kazakhstani list to various ways of institutionally transforming cultural practice into a recognized element of
ICH based on the cases of Kyrgyzstan and Mongolia.
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Discussion: Kyrgyzstan and Mongolia in Comparative Perspective

A comparison of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Mongolia shows that the existence of a National List and the
number of elements included in the UNESCO lists are not sufficient indicators of the inclusivity of ICH policy in
themselves. For this study, something else is important: how national systems identify heritage elements, who
initiates their inclusion, and how inventory procedures make it possible to represent cultural practices of different
ethnic communities.

Of the three countries under consideration, Kazakhstan has both the largest population and significant ethnic
diversity. According to the 2021 census, the country’s population was 19.2 million people. Kazakhs made up 70.4%
of its ethnic composition, Russians - 15.5%, Uzbeks - about 3.2%, Ukrainians - about 2.0%, Uighurs - about 1.5%. A
total of 124 ethnic groups were represented in the country according to the results of the census (BNS, 2023: 6). At
the same time, the National List of ICH includes 79 elements, 14 of which are listed by UNESCO (UNESCO ICH, 2025a).

Quantitatively, these indicators could be interpreted as evidence of a well-developed inventory system and
active international promotion of cultural heritage. However, when the structure of the inventory is related to the
ethnic composition of the population, a different picture appears: the elements presented are mainly related to the
Kazakh cultural tradition, while the cultural practices of other ethnic communities have not received comparable
institutional representation. The Kazakh case is important as an example of the discrepancy between the scale of
the inventory system and the degree of its ethnocultural representation: the National List is relatively extensive,
but the existing mechanism does not ensure equal visibility for the cultural practices of different communities.
The Dungan case discussed above provides a concrete illustration of this gap. The existence of sustainable cultural
practices does not in itself lead to their automatic inclusion in the national inventory system.

Kyrgyzstan demonstrates a different institutional approach. With a population of about 6.6 million people in
2021, Kyrgyz made up about 74% of the population, Uzbeks about 15%, and Russians about 5%. In official documents
of the National Statistical Committee of the Kyrgyz Republic, the number of ethnic groups is indicated as “more than
100” (National Statistical Committee of the Kyrgyz Republic, 2022). Kyrgyzstan is represented in UNESCO lists by
16 elements (UNESCO ICH, 2025b). According to the relevant government decree, in 2021 the national list of ICH
included about 54 elements (Government of the Kyrgyz Republic, 2015).

However, for this research, it is not the number of items that is more important, but the organization of the
inventory process itself. The National List of ICH of Kyrgyzstan is maintained on the basis of Resolution No. 557 of
the Government of the Kyrgyz Republic of 2015 and provides for the participation of state institutions, specialized
organizations, non-governmental associations and traditional speakers in its updating (Government of the Kyrgyz
Republic, 2015). The experience of the “Aigine” Cultural Research Center is particularly significant in this regard:
in 2023-2025, as part of the ICH digitalization project, work was carried out to identify and document the cultural
heritage of the Dungan and Uighur communities (CRC “Aigine”, 2023).

It is significant that the Dungan heritage has a cross-border character and is represented in both Kyrgyzstan
and Kazakhstan, yet the institutional trajectory of its recognition differs between the two countries. In Kyrgyzstan,
it has become the subject of a targeted inventory, whereas in Kazakhstan, at present, Dungan ICH elements are not
included in the National List. The difference between the Kyrgyzstani model lies, obviously, primarily in reducing
the distance between heritage bearers and the official inventory system. Here, the community acts not only as an
object of ethnographic description, but also as a source of information and a participant in the inventory formation
process, which is directly linked to the H3 hypothesis, which assumes community participation.

Mongolia presents a third option for the institutional organization of the ICH system. In 2021, the population of
the country was about 3.4 million people; according to the census, Khalkhs accounted for 83.8%, Kazakhs - 3.8%,
Derbets - 2.6%, Bayats - 2.0%, and Buryats - 1.4% of the population (National Statistical Office of Mongolia, 2021).
Despite its significantly smaller population, Mongolia has 17 elements included in the UNESCO lists (UNESCO ICH,
2025c), which exceeds the corresponding figures for Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan.

However, the structure of the national inventory is more significant than the number of international nomina-
tions itself. It provides for the classification of heritage elements by ethnic, sub-ethnic, and regional groups, while
national materials separately record the traditions of various groups in western and northern Mongolia, including
linguistic, performing, handicraft, and ritual practices (National Center for Cultural Heritage of Mongolia, 2025).
The element “Mongol Biyelgee”, included by UNESCO in 2009 in the List of ICH in need of urgent safeguarding, is
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indicative in this regard. UNESCO links this tradition with several ethnic groups in western Mongolia, including
the Bayads, Derbets, Zahchins, and other groups (UNESCO ICH, 2009). Thus, the international nomination in this
case can be considered as a continuation of a more detailed national inventory, rather than as an isolated initiative.

The Mongolian experience cannot be directly transferred to Kazakhstan without reservations. A significant
part of the ethnic categories represented in the Mongolian national inventory system belong to sub-ethnic groups
within the broader Mongolian cultural space, whereas in Kazakhstan, Dungans, Uighurs, Kurds, Meskhetian Turks
and other communities are recognized as separate ethnic groups, rather than as sub-ethnic groups of the Kazakh
people. Therefore, the Mongolian model is significant primarily as an example of a more detailed approach to
national inventorying, whereas the Kyrgyz model provides an example of the direct involvement of communities
themselves in the identification and documentation of heritage. For the Dungan case in Kazakhstan, the second
guideline seems more relevant.

Comparing the indicators of the three countries in a single table (Table 1) makes it possible to clarify this picture.

Table 1 - Comparative Characteristics of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Mongolia

Indicator

Kazakhstan

Kyrgyzstan

Mongolia

Population, 2021

19.2 million

6.6 million

3.3 million

The largest ethnic group

Kazakhs - 70.4%

Kyrgyz - 74%

Khalkhi - 83.8%

The number of ethnic
groups

124

More than 100

About 20 main groups

National inventory of ICH

79 elements

54 elements

88 elements

UNESCO elements

14

16

17

Community participation
in inventory

Formally provided for by
the regulations

Institutionally used
(“Aigine” project)

Used within the frame-
work of ethnic and
regional classification

An element assigned to a
particular ethnic group of
a country

Yes (digital) - Dungans
and Uighurs, inventory
since 2023

Yes, “bijelgey”. These are
sub-ethnic groups of the
same Mongolian people,

and not a separate ethnic
group

Source: Compiled by the author based on data from the Bureau of National Statistics of the Republic of Kazakhstan
(2021), the National Statistical Committee of the Kyrgyz Republic (2021), the National Statistical Office of Mongolia
(2021), and UNESCO country profiles.

Possible Directions for Strengthening the Institutional Representation of Kazakhstan’s Intangible Cultural
Heritage

A comparison of the considered practices makes it possible to identify three possible areas for improving the
ICH representation system in Kazakhstan, which differ in terms of the nature of the necessary institutional changes
and the amount of resources needed.

The first direction is legislative. It implies a clearer consolidation in the regulatory framework of the plurality
of subjects of ICH bearers and the creation of conditions for the systematic consideration of the heritage of various
ethnic communities. One possible mechanism would be to use the legislative initiative of Qazaqstan Halyk Kenesi
to promote the relevant changes. In this case, the representation of ethnic heritage would be regarded not as the
outcome of individual initiatives, but as one of the expected outcomes of state cultural policy.
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The second direction is project-based and digital. It involves conducting a targeted inventory of the ICH of indi-
vidual ethnic communities using digital tools. Such work can begin with a community whose heritage is currently
underrepresented in official inventory systems, and be carried out with the participation of traditional speakers
themselves, researchers, and specialized organizations. This approach corresponds to the experience of the “Aigine”
Cultural Research Center in Kyrgyzstan.

The third direction is nomination-based. Drawing on Mongolia’s experience, it is advisable at the initial stage to
focus not only on the Representative List of the ICH of Humanity, but also on the mechanism for including elements
in the List of ICH in Need of Urgent Safeguarding. For a community with limited expert resources, this approach
may be more realistic, as the focus shifts from demonstrating the viability of a tradition to documenting the existing
risks of its loss.

The proposed directions are not mutually exclusive and can be implemented in parallel. Their combination
makes it possible to simultaneously improve the regulatory framework, expand documentation practices, and create
more accessible mechanisms for the representation of ethnic communities’ ICH in the national inventory system.

Conclusion

The analysis shows that the representation of the ICH of Kazakhstan’s ethnic communities cannot be assessed
solely on the basis of programmatic and regulatory declarations. Despite the fact that the legislation formally allows
for the ethnic attribution of ICH elements, this possibility has not been systematically reflected in the official inventory
system: none of the 79 elements included in the National List and none of the 14 Kazakhstani elements included in
the UNESCO lists represent the heritage of a particular ethnic community of Kazakhstan. Thus, an institutional gap
remains between the normatively fixed principle of cultural diversity and its practical implementation.

To assess this gap, a specific indicator could be used - the proportion of elements of the National List that repre-
sent the heritage of individual ethnic communities, considered in relation to their demographic representation. The
inclusion of such an indicator in the system of regular monitoring of the relevant ministry would make it possible
to assess not only the availability of relevant regulations, but also the outcomes of their practical implementation.

The three hypotheses put forward in the study receive different degrees of confirmation. The institutional hypoth-
esis (H1) is partially supported: the regulatory framework allows for ethnic attribution of ICH elements. However,
there is no systematic mechanism for the purposeful identification of the heritage of individual communities in the
documents under consideration. The procedural hypothesis (H2) receives preliminary confirmation as well: the
changes to the rules for the formation of the National List introduced in 2025 create the basis for assessing whether
the totality of procedures affects the number of applications from previously underrepresented communities. The
hypothesis of community participation (H3) is indirectly confirmed. Direct evidence from Kazakhstan is insufficient;
however, the experience of Kyrgyzstan indicates that the participation of traditional speakers in the inventory can
facilitate the identification and documentation of the heritage of Dungan and Uighur communities.

The comparison with Kyrgyzstan and Mongolia makes it possible to identify three complementary areas for
Kazakhstan - improving the regulatory framework for the ethnic representation of ICH; conducting a targeted
digital inventory with the participation of specialized research centers and the communities themselves; and using
the category of urgent safeguarding as a possible first stage of the nomination process. None of these solutions
has yet been implemented in relation to Kazakhstan’s Dungan heritage. At the same time, the cross-border nature
of the Dungan cultural heritage makes the accumulated experience in Kyrgyzstan in documenting this heritage a
potentially valuable resource for Kazakhstan.

The transition from APK to QHK in 2026 creates new institutional opportunities, but by itself does not guarantee
a change in established practice. The realization of these opportunities will depend on whether the ethnocultural
representation is complemented by systematic efforts to identify and document cultural heritage. In this context,
the transition from a predominantly event-based format to preventive and scientifically based work is important
for cultural policy and for strengthening social cohesion.

The study has a limitation related to its document-centric nature. The conclusions are based on an analysis of
regulations, registers and scientific literature and require further verification through field research, primarily in
places where the Dungan population of the Kordai district of the Zhambyl region lives compactly. The next stage
of the study should determine which of the factors - institutional, procedural or related to the participation of the
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communities themselves, determines the representation of the ICH in Kazakhstan to the greatest extent, or confirm
whether these factors have a complementary effect.
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