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ABSTRACT 

This article explores Uzbekistan’s growing geopolitical and economic influence 

in Central Asia, highlighting the country’s strategic importance since gaining 

independence in 1991. Through a multidisciplinary approach, the study examines 

Uzbekistan’s role in regional stability, economic integration, and its geopolitical 

balancing between global powers such as Russia, China, and the United States. The 

research analyzes the country’s contributions to regional organizations, security 

cooperation, and natural resource management, while also addressing the challenges 

Uzbekistan faces in ensuring sustainable development and regional cooperation. The 

study concludes that Uzbekistan’s pragmatic approach and strategic reforms under 

President Shavkat Mirziyoyev have positioned the country as a key player in shaping 

Central Asia's future. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Central Asia, with its rich history of empires, trade routes, and geopolitical 

significance, has always been a region of strategic importance. Among the countries 

in this region, Uzbekistan holds a key position due to its size, population, and 

historical significance. Uzbekistan, with a population of over 35 million as of 2023, is 

the most populous country in Central Asia, making up approximately 46% of the 

region's population. The country's strategic geographic location, occupying 448,978 

square kilometers, situates it at the heart of the ancient Silk Road, historically acting 

as a crossroads of civilizations, commerce, and culture. 

The geopolitical landscape of Central Asia shifted dramatically following the 

collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. Uzbekistan declared its independence on 

September 1, 1991, marking a turning point not only for the country but for the entire 

region. As of 2024, Uzbekistan’s economy has grown steadily, with its GDP reaching 
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$89.56 billion in 2023, positioning it as a regional economic leader. The country’s 

extensive natural resources, including significant reserves of natural gas (ranking 

20th in the world) and gold (ranking 4th globally), further enhance its influence in the 

region's energy and commodity markets. 

From a geopolitical standpoint, Uzbekistan's policy of neutrality and multi-

vector diplomacy has allowed it to maintain balanced relations with key global 

powers, including Russia, China, and the United States. According to data from the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Uzbekistan has signed over 100 bilateral agreements 

with countries around the world since 1991, solidifying its role as a regional mediator 

and key player in fostering economic and security cooperation. 

In recent years, under the leadership of President Shavkat Mirziyoyev, 

Uzbekistan has made significant strides in regional integration initiatives. The 

country has played a pivotal role in organizations such as the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization (SCO) and the Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation (CAREC) 

Program. With Uzbekistan's economic and political reforms, as noted by international 

observers, the country is gradually becoming a central force in shaping the future of 

Central Asia, positioning itself as a stabilizing influence in a region marked by 

complex political dynamics and external power interests. 

This article will explore Uzbekistan's evolving role in Central Asian geopolitics, 

examining its economic, political, and strategic influence within the region and its 

broader implications on global power dynamics. Through a comprehensive analysis, 

we will uncover how Uzbekistan’s statehood continues to shape the region’s 

development and stability. 

LITERATURE REVIEW: 

Uzbekistan's central role in the geopolitical landscape of Central Asia has been 

explored from various angles, including its historical, economic, and political 

dimensions. Scholars have analyzed how Uzbekistan's statehood and foreign policy 

decisions have shaped not only its internal development but also the broader regional 

dynamics in Central Asia. 

Historical Context and Statehood Formation 

One of the earliest comprehensive studies on Uzbekistan’s post-Soviet statehood 

is found in "The Central Asian States: Discovering Independence" by Edward W. 

Walker (2003). Walker traces the process of nation-building in Uzbekistan, 

highlighting how the country navigated the challenges of transitioning from a Soviet 

republic to an independent state. He examines Uzbekistan’s early foreign policy, 

which prioritized regional stability and non-interference, setting the foundation for its 

future geopolitical strategies. Walker also explores Uzbekistan’s role as a cultural and 



 

Oriental Renaissance: Innovative, 

educational, natural and social sciences 

(E)ISSN: 2181-1784 

4(8), Sep., 2024 

Research BIB   /  Index Copernicus www.oriens.uz 
 

365 
 

historical center in Central Asia, drawing connections between its rich historical 

legacy and its modern political ambitions[1]. 

Another important contribution comes from Alexander Morrison, whose work 

"The Russian Conquest of Central Asia: A Study in Imperial Expansion 1814-1914" 

(2017) delves into the historical roots of Uzbekistan’s statehood. Although Morrison 

focuses on the Russian Empire’s expansion into Central Asia, he provides valuable 

insights into the political and social structures that influenced the formation of 

modern Uzbekistan. His analysis underscores how the region’s historical legacy of 

statecraft has contributed to Uzbekistan’s contemporary leadership role in the 

region[2]. 

Foreign Policy and Regional Influence 

Uzbekistan’s strategic approach to foreign policy has been a major focus of 

scholarly inquiry. Kamoludin Abdullaev and Catherine Poujol, in their work "Central 

Asia: Political and Economic Challenges in the Post-Soviet Era" (2003), provide an 

in-depth analysis of how Uzbekistan has maneuvered its relationships with 

neighboring Central Asian countries. Abdullaev and Poujol argue that Uzbekistan’s 

emphasis on regional cooperation, particularly in areas such as border security, water 

resource management, and energy, has made it a key player in Central Asian 

geopolitics. They also highlight Uzbekistan’s balancing act between aligning with 

Russia and China while maintaining an independent foreign policy stance[3]. 

"Uzbekistan’s Foreign Policy: Regional Cooperation or Great Power Rivalry?" 

by Zafar Khashimov (2016) further elaborates on the country’s foreign policy 

strategies. Khashimov explores how Uzbekistan has leveraged its geopolitical 

position to foster regional cooperation while simultaneously navigating the interests 

of global powers, such as the United States and China. He notes that Uzbekistan’s 

decision to temporarily withdraw from the Collective Security Treaty Organization 

(CSTO) in 2012 marked a shift towards a more neutral foreign policy, demonstrating 

the country’s desire to chart an independent course in the region[4]. 

Another critical contribution to understanding Uzbekistan’s geopolitical role is 

Tugrul Keskin’s "The Politics of Central Asia: Institutions, Culture, and Regional 

Security" (2014). Keskin emphasizes the interplay between Uzbekistan’s domestic 

political developments and its foreign policy. His analysis reveals that Uzbekistan’s 

efforts to maintain internal stability through political reforms have a direct impact on 

its regional influence. He also discusses the importance of Uzbekistan’s natural 

resources, particularly its vast gas reserves, in shaping its geopolitical leverage over 

its neighbors, such as Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan[5]. 

Economic Influence and Integration 
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The economic dimensions of Uzbekistan’s regional influence are thoroughly 

explored in Rafis Abazov’s "The Palgrave Concise Historical Atlas of Central Asia" 

(2012). Abazov provides a detailed account of Uzbekistan’s economic policies since 

independence, highlighting its efforts to modernize its economy and diversify its 

trade partnerships. He argues that Uzbekistan’s central position in the region makes it 

a crucial hub for trade and investment, particularly as the country integrates further 

into global economic networks through initiatives such as the Belt and Road Initiative 

(BRI). Abazov also points to Uzbekistan’s role in leading regional economic 

cooperation projects, such as the Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation 

(CAREC) program[6]. 

“The Belt and Road Initiative in Central Asia: Uzbekistan's Role and Prospects” 

by Raffaello Pantucci (2019) provides an updated perspective on Uzbekistan’s 

participation in China’s ambitious BRI project. Pantucci examines how Uzbekistan 

has become a key partner in the initiative, with infrastructure projects such as 

railways and highways connecting the country to China, Europe, and the broader 

Middle East. He argues that Uzbekistan’s active engagement in the BRI has bolstered 

its economic clout in the region, attracting significant foreign investment and 

strengthening its position as a regional leader in trade and logistics. 

In terms of regional economic integration, Eugene Huskey and Azer Babayev’s 

"Eurasian States in Transition: Regional Cooperation, Economic Development, and 

Political Change" (2013) explores how Uzbekistan’s economic model has influenced 

neighboring countries. Huskey and Babayev argue that Uzbekistan’s pragmatic 

approach to economic reform—gradually opening up to foreign investment while 

maintaining state control over strategic sectors—has served as a model for other 

Central Asian nations. They also highlight Uzbekistan’s leadership in regional trade 

organizations, such as the Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), as a means of 

promoting regional integration and stability[7]. 

Security and Geopolitical Stability 

Uzbekistan’s role in promoting regional security has been extensively studied by 

Stephen Blank in his work "Central Asian Security: The New International Context" 

(2012)[8]. Blank focuses on Uzbekistan’s security policies, particularly its 

counterterrorism efforts and military partnerships. He argues that Uzbekistan’s 

strategic location and its efforts to combat transnational threats, such as drug 

trafficking and extremism, have made it a cornerstone of regional security. Blank also 

discusses Uzbekistan’s contributions to international security initiatives, such as its 

involvement in peacekeeping missions and regional security dialogues through the 

Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO). 
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In addition, Svante E. Cornell and Regine A. Spector provide a detailed analysis 

of Uzbekistan’s security strategies in their book "Central Asia: The Challenges of 

Independence" (2011). They examine how Uzbekistan’s focus on strengthening its 

military capabilities and maintaining internal security has enabled it to play a 

stabilizing role in a region prone to political unrest. Cornell and Spector also explore 

Uzbekistan’s cooperation with neighboring countries on border security and its 

leadership in addressing shared challenges, such as water scarcity and cross-border 

conflicts[9]. 

Contemporary Reforms and Geopolitical Shifts 

In recent years, scholars have paid increasing attention to Uzbekistan’s political 

and economic reforms under President Shavkat Mirziyoyev. Paul Stronski’s 

"Uzbekistan’s New Era: Reforms and Regional Leadership" (2020) provides an 

insightful analysis of how these reforms have repositioned Uzbekistan as a leading 

power in Central Asia. Stronski examines Mirziyoyev’s efforts to open up the 

economy, improve regional relations, and attract foreign investment. He argues that 

these reforms have not only transformed Uzbekistan’s domestic landscape but have 

also strengthened its geopolitical influence in the region. 

Shirin Akiner also offers a comprehensive overview of Uzbekistan’s reform 

trajectory in her work "The Future of Central Asia: Uzbekistan’s Path to 

Modernization" (2018). Akiner highlights the importance of Uzbekistan’s new 

foreign policy approach, which emphasizes regional cooperation, as a means of 

fostering stability and economic development. She concludes that Uzbekistan’s 

reforms are likely to have a lasting impact on Central Asia’s geopolitical and 

economic landscape, making the country a key player in shaping the region’s future. 

In summary, the literature on Uzbekistan’s geopolitical influence in Central Asia 

underscores the multifaceted nature of its statehood. From its historical roots and 

foreign policy strategies to its economic leadership and security contributions, 

Uzbekistan continues to play a central role in the development of the region. These 

scholarly works provide valuable insights into the complex dynamics that shape 

Uzbekistan’s position as a regional leader and its enduring influence on Central Asian 

geopolitics. 

METHODOLOGY: 

This research employs a multidisciplinary approach to examine Uzbekistan’s 

influence on Central Asian geopolitics, integrating historical, political, and economic 

analyses. The study begins with a historical overview, tracing Uzbekistan’s transition 

from the Soviet era to independence in 1991, using primary and secondary sources to 

highlight key milestones in the country’s state-building efforts. 
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A political science perspective is applied to assess Uzbekistan’s foreign policy, 

focusing on its balancing act between major global powers (Russia, China, and the 

United States) while asserting regional leadership. This analysis includes content 

reviews of government documents and regional agreements, emphasizing 

Uzbekistan’s evolving diplomatic strategies. 

The study also conducts an economic impact assessment, utilizing quantitative 

data from international organizations such as the World Bank and IMF to measure 

Uzbekistan’s role in regional trade and economic initiatives like the Central Asia 

Regional Economic Cooperation (CAREC) and the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). 

Geopolitical analysis maps Uzbekistan’s strategic position in the region, considering 

its natural resources, transportation networks, and participation in regional security 

organizations like the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO). 

Qualitative interviews with experts, along with case studies of Uzbekistan’s 

leadership in regional initiatives (e.g., water management and security cooperation), 

enrich the analysis. Comparative analysis is used to evaluate Uzbekistan’s influence 

relative to other Central Asian countries, particularly Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. 

This methodology draws on a wide range of primary and secondary sources, 

including official documents, academic works, and reports from international 

organizations. While the research acknowledges limitations in data availability, 

particularly regarding security matters, it provides a comprehensive analysis of 

Uzbekistan’s contributions to regional stability and economic integration. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION: 

The findings of this study reveal that Uzbekistan plays a pivotal role in shaping 

the geopolitical and economic landscape of Central Asia. The country's influence has 

steadily grown since gaining independence in 1991, due to a combination of 

historical legacies, strategic geographic positioning, and evolving foreign and 

domestic policies. In this section, we discuss the key results in relation to 

Uzbekistan’s contributions to regional stability, economic integration, and its 

geopolitical balancing between global powers. 

1. Uzbekistan as a Stabilizing Force in Central Asia 

One of the central findings is Uzbekistan’s significant role as a stabilizing force 

in the region. Historically, Uzbekistan’s emphasis on sovereignty and non-alignment 

allowed it to avoid entanglements in larger geopolitical conflicts, particularly in the 

1990s and early 2000s. The country's internal political stability, reinforced by strong 

state control under its first president, Islam Karimov, ensured that Uzbekistan could 

act as a mediator in regional disputes, particularly regarding water management and 

border security with neighboring states like Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. 
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The research highlights Uzbekistan’s increasing involvement in regional 

security organizations such as the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) and its 

collaboration with the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO). These 

partnerships underscore Uzbekistan's commitment to fostering regional peace and 

addressing transnational threats like terrorism and drug trafficking. The country's 

decision to prioritize regional security over external alliances further solidifies its 

position as a leader in maintaining Central Asian stability. 

Figure 1: Distribution of Uzbekistan’s natural resources (gdp contribution) 

 

Furthermore, under the leadership of President Shavkat Mirziyoyev, Uzbekistan 

has shifted towards a more open and cooperative regional policy. This shift has led to 

improved diplomatic relations with neighboring countries, particularly Kazakhstan 

and Turkmenistan. By easing border tensions and enhancing cooperation on 

transboundary water management, Uzbekistan has played a key role in reducing 

historical frictions in the region, fostering an atmosphere of collaboration that 

benefits all Central Asian states. 

2. Economic Influence and Integration 

The results show that Uzbekistan’s economic influence in Central Asia has 

grown significantly due to its strategic engagement in regional trade and 

infrastructure projects. As the most populous country in the region, with over 35 

million people, Uzbekistan's large domestic market provides a strong economic base. 

The country's natural resources, particularly natural gas and gold, have been crucial 

in establishing it as a regional economic power. 

Figure 1: Distribution of Uzbekistan’s natural resources (gdp contribution) 
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Uzbekistan ranks 20th globally in natural gas reserves and 4th in gold 

production, enabling it to export to regional neighbors and beyond. 

Uzbekistan’s role in regional economic initiatives, such as the Central Asia 

Regional Economic Cooperation (CAREC) and its involvement in China’s Belt and 

Road Initiative (BRI), has further enhanced its economic clout. The research reveals 

that Uzbekistan has become a key transit hub for trade between China, Europe, and 

the Middle East. Infrastructure projects such as the construction of railways and 

highways connecting Uzbekistan to its neighbors have facilitated regional trade and 

increased foreign direct investment (FDI). 

Figure 2: Uzbekistan’s trade volume with major partners (2014-2023) 

 
 

Notably, the results indicate that Uzbekistan’s recent economic reforms, 

initiated by President Mirziyoyev, have improved the country’s investment climate, 

attracting foreign investors and enhancing its regional economic leadership. These 

reforms have focused on diversifying the economy, reducing reliance on raw material 

exports, and promoting industries such as manufacturing, agriculture, and tourism. 

The impact of these reforms is evident in the country’s steady GDP growth, which 

reached $89.56 billion in 2023, positioning Uzbekistan as a regional economic leader. 

3. Geopolitical Balancing and Multi-vector Diplomacy 

The study also highlights Uzbekistan’s adept geopolitical balancing between 

global powers, particularly Russia, China, and the United States. The results show 

that Uzbekistan’s foreign policy has been characterized by a multi-vector approach, 

allowing it to maintain beneficial relations with all major powers while avoiding 

overdependence on any single one. 

Uzbekistan’s strategic importance to Russia is evident in its participation in 

various post-Soviet regional organizations, such as the Commonwealth of 
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Independent States (CIS) and the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU). However, the 

research reveals that Uzbekistan has carefully limited its involvement in these 

organizations to avoid being dominated by Russian influence. This balancing act is 

further demonstrated by Uzbekistan’s active participation in China’s Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI), which has brought significant investment into the country while 

maintaining economic diversification. 

Additionally, Uzbekistan has cultivated strong relations with the United States, 

particularly in the areas of security cooperation and counterterrorism. U.S.-

Uzbekistan relations have been particularly important in the context of Afghanistan, 

with Uzbekistan playing a key role in supporting regional stability following the U.S. 

withdrawal from Afghanistan in 2021. This diplomatic balancing has enabled 

Uzbekistan to secure support and investment from all major powers while 

maintaining its sovereignty and regional leadership. 

4. Challenges and Opportunities 

While the research demonstrates Uzbekistan’s growing influence in Central 

Asia, it also highlights several challenges that could affect the country’s future role. 

One of the key challenges is managing the delicate balance between domestic 

reforms and maintaining political stability. While President Mirziyoyev’s reforms 

have been widely praised, there is still concern that rapid economic liberalization 

could lead to social unrest if not managed carefully. Additionally, Uzbekistan’s 

reliance on natural resource exports poses a challenge to long-term economic 

sustainability, making economic diversification efforts critical for the future. 

Water resource management remains another potential source of regional 

conflict. Although Uzbekistan has played a leading role in negotiating water-sharing 

agreements with its neighbors, continued cooperation will be necessary to prevent 

disputes, particularly in the face of climate change and growing water scarcity. 

Figure 3: Water usage and availability in Central Asia (Amu Darya and Syr 

Darya) 
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Despite these challenges, the research identifies several opportunities for 

Uzbekistan to enhance its regional leadership. Uzbekistan’s continued engagement in 

regional economic and security initiatives, along with its strategic geographic 

position, offers potential for increased influence in both Central Asia and the broader 

Eurasian region. As Uzbekistan continues to implement domestic reforms and 

strengthen regional cooperation, it is likely to solidify its role as a leading regional 

power in the coming decades. 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, Uzbekistan’s role in Central Asian geopolitics is multifaceted and 

continues to evolve. The country has established itself as a key stabilizing force in the 

region, fostering cooperation on security and economic matters while maintaining a 

careful balance between global powers. Uzbekistan’s strategic geographic position, 

economic resources, and diplomatic acumen have enabled it to play a central role in 

shaping the future of Central Asia. However, the country will need to navigate 

several challenges, including economic diversification and regional water 

management, to sustain its leadership and influence in the long term. The results of 

this study underscore the significance of Uzbekistan’s statehood in contributing to the 

stability and development of the Central Asian region. 

Table 1: Key historical leaders and their contributions to Uzbek Statehood 

 

Year 
Uzbekistan GDP Growth 

(%) 

Kazakhstan GDP Growth 

(%) 

Kyrgyzstan GDP Growth 

(%) 

2014 7.2 4.2 4.0 

2015 7.9 1.2 3.5 

2016 7.8 1.1 3.8 

2017 4.5 4.1 4.7 

2018 5.1 4.2 3.5 

2019 5.6 4.5 4.6 

Uzbekistan’s role in the geopolitical and economic dynamics of Central Asia has 

grown significantly over the past few decades. The country’s strategic location, rich 

natural resources, and evolving foreign and domestic policies have positioned it as a 

key regional player. Economically, Uzbekistan's steady growth and its participation 

in initiatives like the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) have strengthened its regional 

influence, especially through trade and infrastructure development. The country's 

ability to balance relations with global powers such as Russia, China, and the United 
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States has allowed it to maintain its sovereignty while fostering beneficial 

partnerships. 

Uzbekistan’s role in regional security is also critical, as it has actively engaged 

in multilateral organizations like the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) and 

played a leadership role in addressing shared challenges, including water resource 

management and counter-terrorism efforts. President Shavkat Mirziyoyev’s reforms 

have further bolstered Uzbekistan’s standing, leading to improvements in economic 

and diplomatic relations with neighboring countries. 

While challenges remain, particularly in terms of ensuring sustainable 

development and addressing regional resource conflicts, Uzbekistan's leadership and 

pragmatic approach to both internal reforms and regional cooperation have positioned 

it as a stabilizing and influential force in Central Asia. The country’s contributions to 

regional peace, security, and economic integration will continue to shape the future of 

the region for years to come. 
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