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Abstract. Afghanistan remains an important factor for Central Asia not only
in terms of security but also in the context of the region's connectivity and devel-
opment. Furthermore, it is crucial to examine the economic potential of bilateral
relations between Afghanistan and the region. One key focus of this study is rela-
tions between Afghanistan and Uzbekistan. Geography, trade, and regional po-
litical factors contribute to the historically important and strategically significant
relationship between Afghanistan and Uzbekistan. Since the Taliban's return to
power in Afghanistan in 2021, the nature of the Afghan economy and politics, as
well as Afghanistan's interactions with its neighbor, have fundamentally changed.
One focus of this study is an analysis of the development of economic and politi-
cal relations between Afghanistan and Uzbekistan in the areas of trade and infra-
structure development, as well as the political strategies aimed at achieving these
goals. The study employs a qualitative approach to analyze key factors and chal-
lenges in bilateral cooperation, drawing on official agreements, policy documents,
news, and academic sources. The results show that although Uzbekistan is actively
developing economic interactions, particularly in the transport and energy sectors,
long-term stability and cooperation with Afghanistan are limited by political un-
certainty in the country.
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2021 KBIJIJAH KEHWIHT'T AYFAHCTAH-O3BEKCTAH
KATBIHACTAPBI: 3KOHOMMKAUJIBIK KOHE CASCH O3APA IC-
KUMBUIIAFbBI CTPATETUAJIBIK IPATMATHU3M

buaan Haku6 Jxan', [[ixaxan @apyk?, Jleiina /lesoBapoBa’*

! On-Qapabu arbiHAarbl Kasak YITTHIK YHHBEPCHUTETIHIH XaJbIKapajbIK
KaTBIHACTAp JKOHE QJIEMJIIK SKOHOMUKA KadeapackiHblH PhD nokTopaHTh

2 Hanrapxap yHHBEPCHTETIHIH KaybIMAACTHIPBUIFaH mpodeccopsl, PhD

3* On-Dapabu arelHOarbl Kazak YITTBIK YHHUBEPCHUTETIHIH XallbIKAPaJIbIK
KaTBIHACTAp JKOHE OJEMIIK >KOHOMHKAa KadeapachHBIH Hpodeccopsl MIiHACTIH
arkapyisl, PhD

Angarna. AyrancraH OpradblK A3us YIIiH KayilCi3OiK TYPFHICHIHAH FaHa
eMec, COHBIMEH Karap aiiMak YIIiH OaiaHbIC TEH JaMy KOHTEKCTiHJE MAaHBI3JIbI
¢daktop Oompim Kanma Oepeni. CoHbIMEH Karap, AyFaHCTaH MEH aiiMak ejnuepi
apachIHAaFbl CKIKAKThl KapbIM-KaThIHACTAPJBIH SKOHOMHKAJIBIK OJICyeTiH 3epT-
Tey oTe MaHbI3Abl. 3epTTey VIIIH MaHBI3IbI JKaFaaimapapiH Oipi AyFaHcTaH MeH
O30ekcTaH apachIHIaFbl KapbIM-KaTbiHAC 00161 TaObIIa kL. [ eorpadus, cayna xxoHe
ailMakThIK casicu (akropnap AyraHcTaH MeH O30eKcTaHHBIH Oip-OipiMeH Tapuxu
MaHBI3ZIbl KOHE CTPATETHSUTBIK MaHBI3Abl KapbhIM-KaThIHACHIHA BIKMAT eTemi. 2021
KBUTBI AyFaHCTaHJIA TOJINTEp OWMIIIKKE OpajFaHHAaH Oepi ayFaH 3KOHOMHUKACHI MCH
CasICaTBIHBIH CHUIIAThI )KOHE AyFaHCTAHHBIH KOPIIIMEH KapbIM-KaThIHACKHI TYOereii
e3repai. OHBIH MyJzenepiHiH O0ipi AyraHcTaH MeH ©30eKcTaH apachlHIarbl cayia
JKOHE UHPPAKYPBUIBIMBIK JIaMy CalaCchbIHIaFbl SKOHOMHKAJIBIK KOHE CasCH KapbIM-
KaThIHACTAP/IBIH JIaMy YIEPIiCiH oHE OChl MaKcaTTapra JKETYJIET1 casCh CTpareru-
smapAbl Tangay OoJbll TaObUIaAbl. 3epTTey pecMH KelliciMuepai, OaraapiaMalibi
KY)KaTTap[bl, JKaHAJIBIKTAPbl JKOHE FBIIBIMH JCPEKKO3Iepl TMalganaHa OThI-
PBIT, €KDKAKThI BIHTBIMAKTACTHIKTBIH HETI3ri JApaiBepiiepi MEH KHBIHIBIKTApPBIH
Tajjay YIIiH camaibl 3epTTey ONiCiH maiijnanaHanel. HoTmxkenep O30eKcTaHHBIH
SKOHOMUKAIIBIK, 9cipece KOJiK KoHE dHEepPreTHKa CeKTopiapblHaa OelceHal Typae
apajacy YIepiCiH >Kypri3ill JKaTKaHblHA KapamacTaH, AyFaHCTaHIAFbl CasCH
Oenricizmikrepre OalIaHBICTHI AyFaHCTaHMEH Y3aK MEp3iMIi TYPaKTBUIBIK TICH
BIHTHIMAKTACTHIK, [IIEKTEITCHIH KOPCETEII.

Tyiiin  ce30ep: Ayzancman-O30exkcman KAmMulHACMAPBL,  IKOHOMUKALBIK
BIHMBIMAKMACMbIK, aumakmulx oavinanvic, Opmanwix A3us.

A®I'AHO-Y3BEKCKHUE OTHOWIEHUA B IEPAOA ITOCIIE
2021 TOJA: CTPATETMYECKMHU TIIPATMATH3M B COEPE
3KOHOMHMYECKOI'O 1 NIOJIUTHYECKOI'O COTPYJHUYECTBA

bunaan Hakuo6 d:xan', [[xaxan @apyk?, Jleitna [desoapoBa®*
! JloktopaHT Kadeapbl MEXAYHAPOAHBIX OTHOIIEHWH W MHPOBOM SKOHOMHUKH
Kazaxckoro HallmOHAIIEHOTO YHUBEPCUTETa UM. anb-Dapabu
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2 AcconmupoBaHHbIi ipodeccop Hanrapxapckoro ynusepcurera, PhD
3*  HN.o.mpodeccopa kadempsl MEXKJTYHAPOIHBIX OTHOIICHUH W MHUPOBOM
SKOHOMHUKH Ka3aXCKoro HaIllMOHANEHOTO YHUBEpcUTeTa M. anb-Dapadu, PhD

AnHoTanus. Adranuctan octaercs BaxXHbIM (hakTopoM anst LleHTpanbHOM
A3HUH HE TOJBKO C TOUKHU 3peHUs 6€30MaCHOCTH, HO U B KOHTEKCTE B3aUMOCBSI3aH-
HOCTH W pa3BUTHS peruoHa. Hapsaay ¢ 5TuM KpaliHe BaKHO M3y4YHTh SKOHOMHUYE-
CKHMIl TIOTEHLHAJ JBYCTOPOHHUX OTHOIIEHUH Mexay AdraHucTtaHoOM U cTpaHa-
MU peruoHa. OJHUM U3 BaXKHBIX 00BEKTOB UCCIEJOBAHUS SBISIOTCS OTHOIICHUS
Mexay AdranuctaHom u Y30ekuctaHoM. ['eorpadus, TOpropis U peruoHagbHbIe
MOJIUTUYECKHE (DAKTOPBI CHOCOOCTBYIOT MCTOPUYECKHM Ba)KHBIM U CTpaTeruye-
CKHM 3HAaYMMBIM OTHOIIEHUAM MexAy AdraHuctaHom u Y36ekucrtaHom. C Mo-
MeHTa Bo3BpauleHus: Tanubana k Biactu B Adranuctane B 2021 rony xapaxrep
araHcKoil PKOHOMHKHU M TOJHMTHKH, a TaKXkKe B3auMojaeicTBue AdraHucraHna c
COCEeTHUM TOCYJapCTBOM KOPEHHBIM 00pa3oM M3MeHUIuch. OJHUM M3 HaIpaBs-
JIEHUH HCCIeOBaHMS SBIAETCA aHAJIU3 MpoLEecca Pa3BUTHS SKOHOMHUUYECKUX H
MOJIUTUYECKUX OTHOIIEHUH Mex1y AQraHuctaHoM U Y30€KHCTaHOM B oOnacTu
TOPrOBJIM U Pa3BUTHUS HHOPACTPYKTYPHI, a TAKXKE MOJIUTHUECKUX CTpaTerui, Ha-
MpaBJICHHBIX HA JTOCTH)KEHUE ITHUX IeJieil. B rccnenoBaHM HCHOIB3YyeTCs Kade-
CTBEHHBIN MOJXON K aHAJIN3y KIIOYEBBIX (PAaKTOPOB M MPOOJIEeM JIBYCTOPOHHETO
COTPYAHHYECTBA C UCIOIB30BAaHUEM O(DUIIMAIBHBIX COTIAIIEHUH, TOTUTHYECKIX
JIOKYMEHTOB, HOBOCTHBIX M HAyYHBIX HCTOYHUKOB. Pe3ylbTaThl IOKa3bIBAIOT, YTO,
XOTsl Y30€KUCTaH aKTHUBHO Pa3BUBAET IKOHOMHUYECKOE B3aMMOJIEHCTBUE, 0COOEH-
HO B TPAHCIIOPTHOM U SHEPTreTUYECKOM CEKTOpaXx, AOITOCPOUHAS CTAOMIBHOCTD U
COTPYAHUYECTBO ¢ AQPraHNCTAHOM OTPaHUYEHBI OTUTHYECKON HEOoMpeneIeHHO-
CTBIO B 3TOW CTpaHe.

Knioueevie  cnoga:  agpeano-yzbexckue — omuouieHus, — IKOHOMUYECKOe
compyOHUYEeCMB80, PeCUOHANbHAS 83AUMOCEA3aHHOCmY, L{enmpanbhas A3us.

Introduction

With the Taliban returning to power in Afghanistan in August 2021, the
neighboring states were confronted with a fundamental strategic dilemma, forcing
them to readjust their foreign policy in the face of such extreme uncertainty. Dilemma
case of Uzbekistan, which borders Afghanistan at an unstable 137-kilometer stretch
and whose history is deeply linked to that of Afghanistan, the Dilemma was especially
acute: how to balance the interests of the nation without giving an unacceptable
regime.

This paper holds that the post-2021 strategy of Uzbekistan is a paradigm
of strategic pragmatism: a philosophy, a view, an overlay of national interests in
observation, economic connectivity, energy exports, and border control instead of
ideological orientation, which is achieved in direct, transactional relations with the
de facto authorities of the Taliban [4, p.17-23, 6, 24].

This paper argues that Uzbekistan’s post 2021 strategy represents a distinct
paradigm of strategic pragmatism: a doctrine characterized by a focus on observable
national interests economic connectivity, energy exports, and border security
over ideological alignment, pursued through direct, transactional relations with
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the Taliban’s de facto authorities [4,P.17"-" 23,6,24,44]. Rather than isolating
Afghanistan, Tashkent has sought to transform its southern neighbor into a critical
corridor for trade and transit while simultaneously attempting to contain security
externalities through calibrated engagement [6,27,33,41].

This contemporary policy is not an isolated phenomenon but the outcome of a
gradual historical evolution. Under President Islam Karimov, a doctrine of defensive
isolationism cast Afghanistan primarily as a source of non traditional security threats,
including religious extremism, narcotics trafficking, and cross border instability
[16,25]. Since 2016, under President Shavkat Mirziyoyev, Tashkent has increasingly
redefined Afghanistan as a strategic corridor towards South Asian markets, anchored
in flagship infrastructure projects such as the Hairatan—Mazar i Sharif railway and
the proposed Trans Afghan corridor [6,7,27,41].

It is on this background that the article poses the question: has the strategic
pragmatism of Uzbekistan shaped the course of economic and political relationships
with Afghanistan since the Taliban came back to power in 2021? It provides a
conceptually informed and empirically based examination of one of the most
important bilateral relations in Central Asia that presents the combination of
economic tools (trade, infrastructure, energy exports) and diplomatic ambiguity in
dealing with a non-recognized regime. [3,p.45"-" 62,23,37,44].

The article first situates the case within the existing scholarly literature on
Afghanistan—Uzbekistan relations, economic connectivity, and regional security,
tracing the emergence of strategic pragmatism as a distinct pattern in post 2021
interactions [3,16,33,37,46]. It then outlines the qualitative research design, which
combines documentary analysis with elite interviews. Subsequently, it presents
empirical findings on economic cooperation (trade, infrastructure, energy) and
political diplomatic engagement [6,14,27,41,44]. Finally, the discussion synthesizes
these findings to assess the resilience and limitations of strategic pragmatism
as a foreign policy doctrine under conditions of sanctions, non recognition, and
shifting regional power dynamics, and draws implications for the future of regional
connectivity and stability [18,p.113"-" 137,31,33,41].

Literature Review

The complex and multifaceted relations between Afghanistan and Uzbekistan
are established on the principles of geographical position, vulnerability, and strategic
opportunities, and Afghanistan remains a bottleneck and a key aspect of the foreign
policy calculus of Tashkent [46]. Bilateral relations have been recalibrated in the
last five years, and particularly after the Taliban came back into power in 2021. As
noted by the literature, the foreign policy of Tashkent is pragmatic and interest-
driven which is based on economic connectivity, infrastructure development, and
prudent security co-operation. This approach, which is sometimes known as strategic
pragmatism, puts a stronger weight on the practical advantages, such as the export
of trade and energy, and leaves the political legitimacy of the Taliban [4, P. 17-23;
24]. The review presented below consolidates the latest discussions in academic
literature, policy reports, and media reports, and is twofold, focusing on the economy
as well as the political aspect of this changing bilateral relationship.

The literature on the relations between Afghanistan and Uzbekistan is dominated
by the economic aspect of relations, with analysts stating that trade and infrastructure
are the pillars of bilateral interaction.
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The literature is unanimous about the fact that bilateral trade has been
asymmetrical and resilient. From 2021 to 2024, the volumes of trade surpassed over
one billion dollars per year as Uzbekistan exported electricity, wheat, construction
materials, and manufactured goods, and imported tiny amounts of goods [44, 21].
Such an advantage provides Tashkent with considerable dividends since Afghanistan
will have to be economically dependent on the supply of Uzbekistan [33].

On the one hand, as few researchers claim that this arrangement is stabilizing the
frail economy in Afghanistan, on the other hand, there is the potential of resentment
and dependency [45]. As a tool to diversify the Afghan exports and minimize the
asymmetry, the Preferential Trade Agreement offered in 2023 was presented, but the
overall implementation of the tool remains restricted [44].

The policy interest in infrastructure, which is the current policy area of Uzbekistan,
was also the issue of active discussion in the previous decade. The Hairatan-Mazar-
i-Sharif railway was built with the assistance of the Asian Development Bank, and
since 2011, it has been one of the most significant arteries in the transportation of
goods and humanitarian aid, with the operation and maintenance contract with the
Uzbek company Sogdiana Trans being renewed to 2025-2026, which again confirms
its central role in bilateral trade [5,6,7, 49, 50]. The interest in extending this network
has not diminished: in February 2025, the governments of Uzbekistan and the
Taliban declared their intention to extend the existing line to Herat, and the Tashkent
government pledged to fund the project and send experts to carry out the feasibility
study and conduct preliminary survey and planning, but the actual construction
will not start until the feasibility research is complete [7,14, 51].Nonetheless, the
Trans-Afghan Railway project which is to connect Termez with Pakistan through
Afghanistan land and in turn Central Asia with South Asian markets captures more
academic attention [27,41,23]. Uzbekistan, Afghanistan and Pakistan signed a
tripartite framework agreement in July 2025 to prepare a joint feasibility study to
remain a corridor between Termez and the Kharlachi border crossing, and Tashkent
ratified the relevant intergovernmental agreement and appointed its Ministry of
Transport as the implementing authority in February 2026 [14,41,23, 47, 48].

This project is something that is being increasingly discussed in the literature, not
merely as a commercial project but as a geopolitical route that, by doing so, would
make Uzbekistan less reliant on the routes that are controlled by Russia and allow
it to avoid relying on Iranian transit opportunities. The trilateral agreements, visits
by different ministers, and the recent passage of the feasibility study have all been
quoted as indications that Tashkent is resolute in spite of the political uncertainty in
Afghanistan [1,14,23].

The similar investments in the extractive industries, like the Totti-Mardan gas
field agreement, also demonstrate the desire of Uzbekistan to establish its presence
in Afghanistan economically [29]. These programs reflect the policy of strategic
pragmatism, in which economic interests act as instruments of action and function as
insurance against chaos.

The exports of electricity are one of the sectors that are critical sectors.
Considering that Afghanistan relies on imported electricity for its power supply,
Uzbekistan provides over 50 percent of the imports that energize major urban areas
and its institutions [44]. According to scholars, such dependence offers leverage and
responsibility to Uzbekistan since interruptions of supply, due to the unpaid Afghan
bills or security attacks, may be destabilizing [22].
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Therefore, the economic literature describes a two-fold story, as the involvement
of Uzbekistan expands life lines to Afghanistan and solidifies the position of
Tashkent as a regional center, the asymmetric system of trade and investment raises
long-term questions of sustainability. In addition to economics, the political literature
also focuses on the pragmatic calculus of Uzbekistan in its attempts to man oeuvre
within an unstable regional environment. Uzbekistan is directly vulnerable to the
threats of cross-border terrorism due to the length of its border with Afghanistan (137
km). Security problems that originate in the north of Afghanistan have been a major
worry among analysts in the region since the Taliban overthrew the government
[25]. Recent sources in the [22] and in [17] state that the threats of the Islamic State
Khorasan Province (ISKP) and remnants of the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan
(IMU) are quite significant.

Tashkent, in turn, has followed a policy that can be termed as engagement to
contain. The Border Management and Security Agreement between the Taliban
administration and Uzbekistan is reviewed as a cooperation of trust less than a means
to guarantee the communication channels and minimize the chances of unwinding
[22]. Analysts believe that Uzbekistan can buy Taliban cooperation using economic
resources, i.e., to provide a source of electricity, trade, investments in return for
agreeing to secure the borders and guarantees against terrorism [38, p. 1-28, 39].

But there are considerable weaknesses to this model. The fragile capability of
the Taliban and their disputed dominion of military outfits make security assurances
dubious. Cross-border incidents continue to be intermittent yet never-ending, which
indicates the vulnerability of the Uzbekistan security policy [17].

Bilateral relations are also characterized by diplomatic aspect, which is
characterized by calculated ambiguity by scholars. Uzbekistan is a place where high-
ranking negotiations and regional conferences are arranged, but the recognition of
the Taliban regime is strictly avoided on the level of formality [42, 31]. In this stance,
Tashkent can protect its national interests without violation of the international rules
of non-recognition.

Regarding the greater geopolitical picture, Uzbekistan and Afghanistan's policies
overlap with the great power politics. Analysts note that Tashkent is conducting a
balancing act between Chinese ambitions as a part of the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI), Russian security concerns, and Western anxieties about dealing with the
Taliban [16, P.; 22-39]. Some reports warn that with the possibility of Afghanistan
joining bigger regional connectivity networks [41], the Uzbekistan region might
increase its status as a transit center or lose its influence as an avoidable route.

Another emerging topic that is of the literature is the non-traditional security risks,
especially water politics. The construction of the Qosh Tepa Canal by the Taliban
that redirects the water flow of the Amu Darya is being increasingly framed as a
geopolitical matter with immediate implications for the agriculture of Uzbekistan [ 18,
P. 113137, 9]. Researchers observe that water wars are more likely to hit national
interests than trade or electricity wars and can turn out to be intractable to pragmatic
bargaining. This advancement depicts the boundaries of economic involvement in
controlling the underlying resource rivalry.

Literature has significant gaps, even though attention on the subject increases.
First, most of the analyses focus on the economic, security, and diplomatic aspect
in their isolation with no overall conceptualization of strategic pragmatism. Second,
most research are based on foreign interpretations such as government reports,
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international reports, and media, but there is limited representation of Afghan views.
Inclusion of the opinion of Taliban officials, local Afghan businesses, and civil
society actors is rarely included, creating a poor image of bilateral dynamics. More
recent academic activity has started to shift this way. Anvar, Rahimov, and Sattorov
combine trade and security aspects [3, P. 45-62], and [23] puts the Trans-Afghan
railway in the context of the general trends of regional geopolitics. Nevertheless,
systematic bilateral-level analysis is not common.

The increase in the post-2021 literature covering Afghanistan-Uzbekistan
relations cites the emergence of a distinctive dynamic of strategic pragmatism, which
should be comprehended in conjunction with the contemporary Taliban campaign of
diplomatic and economic expansion into Central Asia [37], with Tashkent striking
a balance between economic drive and political risk and political prudence and
security imperative. Trade, infrastructure, and energy exports centralize the power of
Uzbekistan economically and reveal asymmetries. Politically, diplomatic ambiguity
and transactional security cooperation enables engagement to be made without
recognition, but still vulnerable to emerge, especially with the emergence of non-
traditional threats such as water politics.

The progress of the last 2 years proves the possibility and vulnerability. In the case
of Afghanistan, Uzbekistan provides a lifeline of electricity, trade, and connections
projects. In the case of Uzbekistan, Afghanistan is seen as its way to South Asia
and a continuing source of insecurity. However, the survival of this practical model
is questionable. The future academic work should include the Afghan view and
formulate combined models to represent the economic, security, and diplomatic
components of this multifaceted bilateral relationship.

Research Problem

This paper will look at the way Afghanistan and Uzbekistan have reset their
bilateral relationship after the Taliban came back to power in 2021. Although
Uzbekistan has been practicing a policy of strategic pragmatism with a balance
between economic interactions and careful political observation, the success, and the
restrictiveness of such a policy have not been studied thoroughly. This dynamic is
essential in understanding both bilateral relations and the implications that the whole
region faces regarding stability and connectivity.

Research Question

The question that guides the article is the following:

What is the way that Uzbekistan has approached strategic pragmatism that has
influenced the path of economic and political relations with Afghanistan since the
Taliban returned to power in 20217

Research Gap

In the existing literature, the focus is on the individual characteristics of
Uzbekistan pragmatism as a trade development, infrastructure development,
including the Trans-Afghan Railway, and the coordination of security. Most analysis,
however, treats these variables separately. The absence of detailed works, which
integrate economic and political aspects into one paradigm, and clearly associate
them with the doctrine of strategic pragmatism. Furthermore, such urgent questions
as the prospect of engagement with an unknown regime, how to avoid sanctions and
financial limitations, and what it can mean to the traditions of regional diplomacy are
not discussed enough.
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The proposed research will attempt to fill this gap by offering a combined
examination of the interaction of economic cooperation and political pragmatism as
mutually reliant instruments of statecraft in the policy of Tashkent on Kabul. This
way, it addresses the issue of fragmented accounts by offering a coherent picture of
bilateral relations in the unprecedented political conditions.

Methodology

This study will focus on qualitative mixed-methods research to examine the
process of recalibration of Afghanistan-Uzbekistan relations after the Taliban
came to power in 2021. This method will combine both documentary analysis and
interviews with elites, which enables triangulation between the evidence of distinct
types and increases the validity of the findings [8, P. 455-476; 11, P. 27-40; 30,
p. 210]. The changes in policies, economic programs, and diplomatic approaches
were followed with the help of primary and secondary sources, such as governmental
materials, reports of international agencies, publications of various think tanks,
academic literature, and reliable media. The search took place in Scopus, Web of
Science, and official portals during the years 2021-2025 and used such keywords
as Uzbekistan-Afghanistan relations, Trans-Afghan Railway, Taliban diplomacy,
and Central Asia connectivity. Three semi-structured interviews in Kabul in March
2025 with the senior Afghan Ministry of Foreign Affairs officials in charge of Central
Asia, South Asia, and Economic Affairs were used to supplement the analysis of the
documentary. The interviews were conducted over an average of 50 minutes with the
usage of an open-ended protocol, which allowed access to the unofficial information
[19, P. 669—672, 15 p. 120]. They were conducted ethically: participants were told
the academic objective of the research, they provided their consent, and the level of
confidentiality was ensured with the anonymity of interviewees, who were named as
Officials. The thematic coding approach [12, P. 77-101] was used to analyze the data,
both deductive themes (economic connectivity, pragmatic diplomacy, and security
engagement) and inductive themes (as identified by interviews), which included
the non-recognition paradox, payment mechanisms based on sanctions, and water
politics. Convergences, including those related to a common focus on infrastructure
cooperation, and divergences, including the different opinions on the sustainability
of bilateral engagement under international sanctions, became possible due to the
integration of sources.

Considering the dynamism of infrastructure in the region, the data about significant
transport and energy projects (such as the Trans-Afghan railway and cross-border
electricity transmission lines) were compared with the official statements and news
posts until February 2026 [14, 47, 52].

Findings

The course of Afghanistan-Uzbekistan relations since the Taliban took
overpower in 2021 represents a balancing between the discourse of sovereignty in
perspective, and opportunity in perspective in Kabul, and the policy of pragmatic
engagement in the Uzbekistan perspective. The economic recovery in Afghanistan
is still very weak, backed by the end of peace and socio-economic outlook, and the
issue still has deep structural weaknesses [40, 44]. Although Uzbekistan has never
officially acknowledged the Taliban government, its cooperation on various matters
has increased through the three main aspects, namely, economic, political, and
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infrastructural. There are more official discourses according to which Afghanistan
is a collaborative actor in the development of the region [26, 43]. The documentary
discussion and interviews with the elite prove the truth Kabul desires to develop
credibility and legitimacy, and Tashkent considers the economic interdependence
from the perspective of gaining stability and connectivity to the region.

The responses to the interview with top officials of the Afghan Ministry of Foreign
Affairs can be summarized with three common themes in the strategic discourse of
Kabul: the concept of sovereignty, opportunity, and legitimacy. Authorities stressed
that they were focused on working towards sovereignty and a lack of interventions,
where neighbors were assured that they wanted Afghanistan not to export insecurity:
I will make any effort [ can to ensure no threat, and no danger from Afghanistan to
its neighbors or any other country (Interview, Central Asia Desk Director, 2025).
Meanwhile, Kabul is selling itself as an economic prospect by claiming that the
pullout of the Western forces has left room to enable the regional natural integration
(Interview, South Asia Desk Director, 2025). Lastly, there is the element of the
government promoting domestic legitimacy, a quality of emphasis on land control,
and a drop in corruption: "The government in power now also has full authority and
sovereignty over the territory of the country... the corruption that has always been
fashionable, has now ceased to exist" (Interview, 2025). The combination of these
themes is an effort to reinvent Afghanistan from a pariah state to a partner to work
with in the region, and these efforts are in line with Uzbekistan's quest to find serious
ways to interact.

The bilateral cooperation has acquired economic relations as its principal
foundation. Trade volumes amounted to above USD 1 billion per year since 2021,
with the Uzbek exports of electricity, petroleum, wheat, and construction items
leading the show, and the exports of the Afghan country, mostly dried fruits and
herbs, being among the limited volumes [45, 21, 13]. In addition to this official trade,
there are substantial unofficial or "underground" trade networks that have existed
outside the formal economy and continue to be an integral part of cross-border
economies [20, P. 135-154].

As one of the ways to decrease this disparity, Uzbekistan launched a Preferential
Trade Agreement, which reduced the tariffs on Afghan goods [44]. Termez Cargo
Center nearly appears to be an assertively multipurpose customs and trans-modal
transport hub [34], and the Afghan officials perceive it as a signal of the importance
of more comprehensive integration across the region (Interview, Economic Affairs
Director, 2025). Tashkent has made balanced decisions in terms of diversification,
since it has been investing in pharmaceuticals, cement, and food processing, yet
sanctions and a cash-based economy in Afghanistan are significant limitations [44].
Afghanistan has a long-term potential of mineral wealth such as copper, lithium, and
iron ore, into which the strategic calculus is added.
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Figure 1. Planned Route and Key Termini of the Trans-Afghan Railway [14]

The infrastructure projects provide the basis of pragmatic interdependence. The
Trans-Afghan railway line in question that will connect Termez to Pakistan via the
Afghan country has been institutionalized by a tripartite framework agreement on
the joint feasibility study and agreement on the intergovernmental agreement on its
implementation between Uzbekistan and 2025 and 2026, respectively and, assuming
implementation as proposed, is estimated to cut several days off transit between South
and Central Asia [14,27,41]. Moreover, literature places emphasis on the synergy of
utilizing digital ICT infrastructure in the deployment of such transport corridors in
order to develop smart pathways that have maximum economic and development
potential [41]. Energy cooperation also provides a greater level of interdependence:
Uzbekistan provides a significant part of the imported electricity in Afghanistan
on long-term contracts, which were prolonged to 2025 and once more in 2026, in
addition to the financial package of energy projects till 2027 [18,44, 52, 53, 54].
There are plans to build the 500 kV transmission line, Surkhan-Pul-e-Khumri, and
to develop the main Afghan substations, which will allow importing a level of 1 GW
of electricity in Uzbekistan [18,29,44, 52, 53]. An illustration of the strengthening of
energy relations is the USD 100 million yearly investment in the Totti-Mardan gas
field in Afghanistan that Uzbekistan has agreed to invest in 2025 [29]. However, there
are some barriers to growth, such as imbalances in trade, sanctions, a weak banking
system in Afghanistan [35] and security issues, bottlenecks in the infrastructure, and
competition with Pakistan and Iran [38]. This risk of Uzbekistan losing its leverage
as Afghanistan may enter the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) could also
provide Afghanistan with alternative southern outlets [33, 31]. However, governments
of both countries have stated that they want to grow their trade to USD 3 billion, and
the power of economic pragmatism can be seen [31]. The major pragmatic approach
on the part of Uzbekistan has been during engagement without recognition. Tashkent
has established itself as a bridge, and one illustration is the Tashkent Conference on
Afghanistan in 2022 that encouraged conditional cooperation [42]. As stated, border
security, counter-extremism, and connectivity remain the priorities of the country,
which analysts indicate are the fundamental factors that make Tashkent still pursue
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the policy of engagement despite the political risks [32]. A prime example of this
approach is the 2022 Border Management and Security Agreement, which created
a permanent institution for the previously informal counter-terrorism cooperation
[22]; the 2022 Electricity Trade Agreement provided a secure electricity supply to
Afghanistan [44] as well as; the 2023 Transit Agreement ensured that Afghanistan
could reach both Europe and Central Asia via Hairatan [36]. The practice of creating
formal agreements regarding cooperation continued through 2024 when the two
countries signed five new agreements to develop and increase their economic and
logistic ties [2]. Nevertheless, Tashkent is always on the alert. This is conditioned
by the security threats of the ISIS-K and the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan [13],
environmental tensions between the Qosh Tepa Canal and its influence on the Amu
Darya [18, P. 113—137], as well as great-power tensions between China, Russia,
and the United States [13]. Irrespective of the mentioned obstacles, Uzbekistan still
considers the process of economic integration as the most efficient tool to rely upon
to cement the stability and ensure its role as a regional center [6]. Combined, they can
be interpreted as an intertwining of the Afghan stories and Uzbek reality. Kabul aims
to convey the message of its independence, reliability, and economic feasibility, and
Tashkent interprets it by action in the form of business, energy, and infrastructure. The
two parties have realized the strategic value of interdependence, but their interaction
is limited by sanctions, asymmetrical trade relationships, local rivalry, and emerging
water confrontations. Finally, the resilience of the relations between Afghanistan
and Uzbekistan is also shaped by the possibility of resisting such pressures in the
form of pragmatic cooperation. Even though this will be enhanced by economic
interdependence, structural asymmetry, and the management of regional competition
will have to be addressed in the long term to lead to stability.

Discussion

It is proven that since 2021, the distinguishing feature that are the distinguishing
feature of Afghanistan and Uzbekistan relations is defined neither by the direct
recognition of the Taliban regime nor by its total denial. Rather, Uzbekistan has
entrenched a culture of strategic pragmatism, an adaptive multidimensional policy
consisting of maximizing short-term economic and military benefits by carefully
seeking to stabilize the region. This trend is not only logically consistent but is a
fundamentally weak course, as it will be conditioned by external contingencies that
Tashkent can do nothing about.

Strategic pragmatism is the most viable one in the case of economics. Political
uncertainty [45] and flagship projects, such as the Trans-Afghan Railway, the
investment involving the Totti-Mardan gas field, improved in 2025 [29], did not
affect the bilateral trade volumes that went above USD 1.5 billion in 2024. By
these enterprises, they transcend well past the business justification of developing a
consolidated power, which is brought about by geopolitical practices of consolidating
power. This course of plan may be discussed as aligned with the broader literature
that identifies with the application of economics as the primary instrument of
foreign policy of the Uzbekistan phenomenon [44, 6, 29, 33]. The dependence has
been created by Tashkent by supplying nearly 60 percent of the power, fuel, and
in Afghanistan, and the Preferential Trade Agreement (PTA) has strengthened the
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dependence by offering mannequins to Kabul, which carry with them the status of
a still closer member of the economic space of Uzbekistan. But such a concession
is quite unequal. The balance of trade reflects significant asymmetry, with
approximately USD 855.9 million in Uzbek exports compared to USD 28.3 million
in Afghan exports in 2024, which highlights a pronounced asymmetry in trade and
raises questions about the long-term sustainability and political perception of such
an arrangement [55]. As much as the Taliban government is mounting a facade of
a mutually rewarding relationship, the asymmetry that persists does not make it
possible to sustain goodwill, which may generate resentment in Afghanistan.

Security is the second and the most contradictory of the pillars of strategic
pragmatism. Uzbekistan has coordinated efforts with Kabul to prevent threats that
are born on the Afghan soil, although it is skeptical about Taliban commitments.
The Taliban government views Afghanistan as threatening and disrespectful of its
neighbors (Interview, Central Asia Desk Director, 2025), despite Tashkent adopting
the cautious mantra of trust but verify. It was institutionalized with the 2022 Border
Management and Security Agreement, but it shows the vulnerability of Taliban
commitments by cross-border ISIS-K attacks to Uzbekistan [17]. Analysts support
this skepticism: collaboration of the security companies is not pegged on trust, but on
another need [22, 10]. It is what amounts to a policy of security commodification, and
in such a scheme, economic engagement is provided as a reward to counterterrorism
cooperation, which is a tactic that is mentioned to be central to the Tashkent policy
in regional security [39]. The bet, however, is risky- should the Taliban be unable
to check extremist action, the collapse of the security philosophy of Uzbekistan can
happen. It is what makes the process of security engagement in the pragmatism of
Tashkent the most perilous aspect.

A diplomatic policy is an extremely sensitive component of the given strategy.
Uzbekistan has made it easy to integrate Afghanistan into the regional trade blocs,
such as the SCO, and hold meetings, such as that of the Tashkent conference on
Afghanistan, a country that is not ready to give official recognition to the activities
of Pakistan. This uncertainty, created by counting, gives Tashkent the potential
to create a balance between the international norms, pressures of great powers,
and national interests. But Kabul is exasperated at this flank. This recognition,
according to the Taliban officials, is the last stage of achieving the target of more
intensive cooperation. This is one of the factors that contributed to the prolonged
monetary crisis in Afghanistan, which is enhanced by sanctions. However, when it
comes to Uzbekistan, however, ambiguity proves to be strategic insulation, as the
country manages to emerge a winner in the aspect of diplomatic capital without the
been required reputational cost. Such a halfway covenant, as [3, P. 45—62] added,
comes across as an indicator of pragmatism; on the contrary, it places Tashkent at
a more prominent position as an actor in the region. Nonetheless, the upper floor
of this model is self-evident: penalties and banking restrictions impose restrictions
on the level of integration, leading to the inconsistencies allegedly inside the
Uzbekistan policy.

Combined, all three elements, the economic, security, and diplomatic aspects,
form a soothing yet dangerous doctrine of practical realism in a strategic context.
Economics offers Uzbekistan unequal bargaining; cooperation on security is the
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rationale behind those economic investments, though concomitantly with evidence
of the Taliban making deliveries [39]; or diplomatic muddiness that allows them
to engage without going to international boundaries. Nonetheless, there are few
outer influences on which architecture is exposed. Four scenarios are especially
destabilizing: a potential water conflict over the Qosh Tepa Canal that can set
Tashkent against Kabul in spite of the attempts to engage; the prospect of the
inclusion of Afghanistan into CPEC that threatens to relocate the trade southward
and diminishes the leverage of Uzbekistan; the narrow possibility of the Taliban to
provide and employ the services they are unlikely to integrate finance internationally;
and the international sanctions regime that has not been resolved yet. The Uzbekistan
strategic pragmatism can thus be termed as a strategized gamble. It is based on
the belief that Afghanistan will be stable enough to conduct the trade, only to be
isolated enough to be perpetually reliant on Tashkent. Even though this gamble has
provided short-term benefits, its future sustainability in the long term is uncertain.
The viability of the model depends not only on the internal stability of Afghanistan,
but also on the development of regional tensions and world power balance beyond
the control of Uzbekistan.

Conclusion

In this study, the authors analyzed how Uzbekistan has applied strategic
pragmatism in its relations with Afghanistan since 2021. The analysis reveals a
bilateral relationship emerging from the interplay of Afghan narratives and Uzbek
strategies.

On the Afghan side, the Taliban crafts a discourse of sovereign power, the absence
of external threats, and friendly relations with regional partners for shared prosperity.
This discourse aims to gain external legitimacy and economic participation.

On the Uzbek side, selective engagement is predicated on the principles of
strategic pragmatism. Tashkent welcomes opportunities that can benefit it, such as
facilitating trade expansion, investing in infrastructure, and the ability to minimize
risks through border strengthening and careful recognition diplomacy.

The result is a relationship characterized by strong economic integration and
low levels of political trust. Trade, electricity, and transit corridors have become
tools allowing Uzbekistan to influence Afghanistan's stability while simultaneously
securing its own security. However, this strategy is plagued by structural
contradictions: it seeks permanent integration without full recognition, permanence
without trust, and a guarantee of security for an unreliable ally.

Thus, Uzbekistan's policy is a risky but prudent gamble. Its success will depend
on factors largely beyond Tashkent's control: the Taliban government's ability to
govern the country, the water conflict, the ambitions of China and other regional
actors, and international sanctions. If these processes exert a negative influence, the
structure of pragmatism could collapse, leaving Uzbekistan in danger.

Nevertheless, the situation between Afghanistan and Uzbekistan offers several
important lessons for international relations. It illustrates how states (using Uzbekistan
as an example) can use pragmatic, multilateral missions to negotiate with unstable
neighbors, pursuing economic and security interests while also exercising diplomatic
restraint. Regardless of the success or failure of this process and relationship, it could
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become a key example of strategic pragmatism in promoting regional connectivity

and stability.
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