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Abstract

The Kushan Empire (c. 30-375 CE) and the Silk Road networks (c. 2nd century BCE-15th century CE)
facilitated multifaceted cultural, religious, and economic exchanges between ancient India and Central
Asia, with Uzbekistan serving as a critical nexus. This paper synthesizes archaeological evidence from
key Uzbek sites such as Termez, Fayaz Tepe, Kara Tepe, and Dalverzin Tepe, integrated with historical
accounts and recent discoveries, to interrogate these interconnections. Artifacts, including Buddhist
sculptures, multilingual inscriptions, and trade goods, reveal the Kushans' syncretic practices, blending
Indian, Greco-Bactrian, Iranian, and local elements. However, this study critically examines syncretism
not as a harmonious fusion but as a strategic imperial tool for political consolidation, potentially
masking power asymmetries. Drawing on network theory, it posits the Kushan Empire as a "network
empire," where decentralized nodes (e.g., monastic complexes and trade hubs) enabled resilient
exchanges. Recent excavations, such as the 2025 Chinese-Uzbek findings at Chinar-Tepa and lidar-
mapped medieval cities like Tugunbulak, underscore ongoing material flows, challenge lowland-
centric narratives of the Silk Road, and highlight environmental factors in urban decline. By analyzing
territorial expansions, cultural dynamics, and economic mechanisms, this research argues that these
interactions fostered a proto-globalized landscape, with implications for understanding modern
connectivity initiatives like the Belt and Road.

Keywords: Kushan Empire, Silk Road, Uzbekistan, India, Buddhism, Gandharan Art, Termez,
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Introduction

The ancient Silk Road was far more than a mere trade conduit; it represented a complex web
of cultural diffusion, economic interdependence, and political maneuvering, where empires
like the Kushan played pivotal yet contested roles in linking disparate regions. Uzbekistan, at
the heart of Central Asia, functioned as a vital hub during the Kushan era, bridging the
steppes of Sogdiana and Bactria with the fertile plains of northern India. The Kushan
Empire, founded by the Yuezhi nomads after their migration from the Tarim Basin, unified
expansive territories from the Aral Sea to the Ganges Valley, ostensibly promoting stability
that amplified Silk Road exchanges. This era witnessed a syncretism of Hellenistic, Iranian,
Indian, and indigenous traditions, manifest in art, religion, and commerce. However, recent
scholarship critiques this syncretism as potentially overstated, viewing it instead as an
imperial ideology that facilitated control over diverse populations rather than genuine
egalitarian blending (e.g., analysis of Kanishka's coinage as political propaganda).
Archaeological sites in Uzbekistan's Surkhandarya region, such as Termez, exhibit direct
parallels with Indian centers like Mathura and Gandhara through shared Buddhist motifs and
inscriptions. Historical sources, including Chinese chronicles (e.g., Hou Hanshu) and
Buddhist texts (e.g., Mahavamsa), document the mobility of monks, merchants, and ideas,
positioning Uzbekistan as a bridge. Yet, this narrative risks romanticizing exchanges; critical
examination reveals uneven flows, with Indian religious influences dominating northward
transmission while Central Asian nomadic elements shaped administrative practices. New
discoveries, such as the 2025 Bactrian-inscribed vessel from neighboring Tajikistan, further
illuminate linguistic diversity and personal agency in these networks, challenging monolithic
views of cultural transmission.
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Scope and Methodology

This paper explores Kushan origins, archaeological
evidence, cultural-religious exchanges, and economic ties,
while critically assessing post-Kushan continuity. It
synthesizes primary data from excavations (including 2024-
2025 findings at Chinar-Tepa and lidar surveys at
Tugunbulak), numismatic evidence, epigraphic texts
(Brahmi, Kharoshthi, Bactrian), Chinese and Buddhist
chronicles, and art historical analysis. To add nuance, it
incorporates critiques of syncretism and employs network
theory (inspired by modern Silk Road studies) to model
exchanges as dynamic, multi-nodal systems rather than
linear routes. Limitations include the fragmentary nature of
evidence and potential biases in colonial-era interpretations;
future interdisciplinary approaches, such as isotopic analysis
of artifacts and lidar-enhanced surveys, could further refine
understandings,  especially  regarding  environmental
sustainability.

The Kushan Empire: A Unifying yet Contested
Geopolitical and Economic Catalyst

Origins, Expansion, and The Pax Kushana

The Kushans, descendants of the Yuezhi, established roots
in Bactria (southern Uzbekistan/northern Afghanistan)
following their 2nd-century BCE displacement by the
Xiongnu. Expansion under Kujula Kadphises and its zenith
under Kanishka I (c. 127-150 CE) extended from Sogdiana
to the middle Ganges. The notion of "Pax Kushana"—a
period of relative peace essential for Silk Road commerce—
has been critiqued as overly idealistic; regional conflicts and
nomadic incursions persisted, suggesting stability was
localized to key trade corridors rather than empire-wide
(Falk, 2015) ®. Recent finds, like the 2025 Bactrian vessel,
underscore the empire's multilingual administration, hinting
at adaptive governance amid diversity.

The Economic Nexus: Controlling the Southern Silk
Road

Kushan dominance over Hindu Kush passes (e.g., Khyber)
linked Central Asia with Indian trade centers and maritime
routes, facilitating multilateral exchanges. Numismatic
syncretism—coins bearing Greek, Bactrian, Brahmi scripts
and deities (Indic, Hellenistic, Iranian)—served as a
mechanism for trade facilitation and cultural legitimation.
However, this syncretism may reflect strategic
accommodation rather than organic fusion, enabling the
empire to extract tribute from diverse subjects (Cribb, 1993)
4, Evidence from Begram (Kapisa) hoards illustrates
cosmopolitan trade: Chinese silk, Roman glass/gold
exchanged for Indian spices, textiles, and gems. Nuanced
analysis reveals economic inequalities; elite hoards contrast
with scant evidence of benefits for lower strata, suggesting
exchanges exacerbated social hierarchies. New insights
from 2024 Mengchaktepa excavations, including Han
Dynasty silk fragments and coins, highlight pre-Kushan
influences that the empire built upon, emphasizing
continuity in material flows.

Archaeological and Epigraphic Proof of Connectivity
Buddhist Epicenters in the Surkhandarya Valley

Termez (Old Termez), a Hellenistic foundation, thrived
under Kushans as a commercial-religious center.
Inscriptions in Brahmi and Kharoshthi on pottery indicate
Indian-origin monks and merchants, but their prevalence
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raises questions about linguistic imperialism—did Prakrit
dominate local dialects? Fayaz Tepe's monastic complex
(1-4™ century CE) blends architectural styles, with
Gandharan-style Bodhisattva murals paralleling Mathura.
Critically, these parallels may overemphasize Indian
influence; local adaptations suggest bidirectional agency.
Kara Tepe's cave monasteries feature Brahmi dedications,
confirming ties to Indian networks, while Dalverzin Tepe's
artifacts, royal busts, gold treasures, terracottas echo
Mathura conventions but incorporate nomadic motifs,
highlighting two-way flows.

The Zurmala Stupa near Termez exemplifies monumental
Indian Buddhist architecture's adoption in Central Asia, yet
its scale may reflect Kushan propaganda to legitimize rule.
Integrating recent finds, such as the 2025 Tajik Bactrian-
inscribed vessel from Khalkhajar, bearing a woman’s name
and dating to the 1%-3" centuries CE, underscores linguistic
diversity and questions the centrality of Indian scripts in
syncretic narratives. This artifact, a two-handled jug,
provides rare evidence of personal inscriptions, potentially
indicating women’s roles in trade or ritual, adding a
gendered dimension to connectivity studies.

Materials and Artistic Parallels

Recent joint Chinese-Uzbek excavations at Chinar-Tepa
(2024-2025) in the upper Surxondaryo river valley have
unearthed a chain of Kushan-period settlements, with
Chinar-Tepa as the largest (350,000 square meters). Dating
to the 1%-3 centuries CE, the site reveals multi-layered
housing with over 30 foundations, hearths, and postholes
across six stratigraphic layers. Artifacts include painted
figurines (human/animal), ceramic spindle whorls, stone
grinding slabs, and coins, providing insights into daily life
and architectural evolution. These findings fill historical
gaps in Kushan distribution, confirming eastern
Surxondaryo as a key habitation zone and challenging
assumptions of peripheral underdevelopment. Burials and
continuous habitation traces suggest resilient communities
amid imperial shifts, reinforcing network theory by
illustrating decentralized nodes along riverine trade routes.

Cultural and Religious Transmission: The Buddhist
Bridge

Mahayana Buddhism and the Role of Central Asia
Kanishka's patronage, including a Buddhist council,
promoted Mahayana Buddhism's dissemination. Gandhari
texts (e.g., Rhinoceros Sutra fragments) and Bactrian monks
like Dharmamitra facilitated transmission to China.
Critically, this "bridge" was uneven; Central Asian
intermediaries adapted texts, potentially diluting Indian
originals. New epigraphic evidence, like the 2025 Bactrian
vessel, suggests Bactrian's role in religious contexts, adding
layers to transmission dynamics.

The Emergence of Gandharan Art

Gandharan style fused Hellenistic realism with Indian
iconography in the Kushan heartland. Its diffusion to Uzbek
sites illustrates synthesis, but critiques view it as a product
of imperial patronage rather than grassroots creativity
(Rosenfield, 1967) [ Nuanced points: Gender
representations in sculptures often idealized male figures,
reflecting patriarchal biases in syncretic art. Recent artifact
analyses from Chinar-Tepa figurines reveal hybrid styles,
potentially indicating local workshops that adapted
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Gandharan motifs to nomadic aesthetics.

Post-Kushan Continuity and Enduring Indo-Central
Asian Ties

The Sogdian Ascendancy

Post-Kushan decline (c. 3rd-4th century CE) saw Sogdians
(centered in Uzbekistan) maintain routes, expanding on
Kushan infrastructure. Recent Samarkand excavations
(2025) revise its age to 3000 years, suggesting deeper pre-
Kushan foundations for continuity.

Material Flows and Enduring Cultural Exchange (41-8"
Century CE)

Indian elements persisted in post-Kushan centers
(Samarkand, Bukhara), with Buddhist sites enduring pre-
Islam. This challenges declensionist models; network theory
reveals resilient nodes sustaining exchanges amid political
fragmentation. Medieval extensions of these ties are evident
in the 2024 lidar-discovered cities of Tugunbulak (120
hectares) and Tashbulak (12 hectares) in Uzbekistan's
eastern mountains, at over 2,000 meters altitude. Dating to
the 8th-11th centuries CE under Turkic rule, these sites—
uncovered via drones and lidar—feature fortifications,
citadels, and production kilns for iron smelting, fueled by
local ores and winds. Challenging lowland-centric Silk
Road narratives, they highlight highland participation in
trade networks, with environmental impacts like
deforestation leading to decline. These nomadic urban
centers build on Kushan legacies, showing sustained Indo-
Central Asian connectivity through resource exploitation
and cultural exchanges.

Recent  Archaeological
Bridging Past and Present
The pace of discoveries in Uzbekistan has accelerated,
offering fresh data to refine our understanding of Kushan-
Silk Road dynamics. The 2024-2025 Chinese-Uzbek
collaborations, part of broader Belt and Road-inspired
initiatives, exemplify this. At Chinar-Tepa, excavations
since 2019 have mapped a Kushan settlement chain, with
digital 3D modeling and environmental sampling revealing
adaptive architecture and artifacts that underscore economic
resilience. Critically, these finds address gaps in Kushan
habitation patterns, suggesting denser populations in river
valleys than previously thought, and highlight
asymmetries—e.g., elite burials versus modest housing.
Complementing this, lidar surveys in the mountains have
unveiled medieval high-altitude cities like Tugunbulak,
integrating nomadic and settled elements in Silk Road trade.
Their iron production links to earlier Kushan metallurgical
influences, implying technological continuity. These
developments critique earlier Eurocentric interpretations,
emphasizing local agency and environmental factors.
Interdisciplinary analyses (e.g., paleobotany) could reveal
climate's role in exchanges, while joint projects foster
modern Indo-Central Asian ties, mirroring ancient networks.
Additionally, 2024 finds at Mengchaktepa, including silk
fragments and Han coins, suggest pre-Kushan Sino-Indian
links via Uzbekistan, refining timelines of early
globalization.

Developments (2024-2025):

Conclusion
The Kushan Empire emerged not as a transient power but as
a network empire integrating India and Central Asia through
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strategic syncretism. Uzbek sites provide tangible evidence
of shared culture, yet critical analysis reveals power
dynamics and asymmetries. The foundation for Mahayana
Buddhism and Gandharan art established enduring arteries,
as seen in recent discoveries.

Broader Significance and Future Research

This era exemplifies ancient globalization, paralleling
modern initiatives like the Belt and Road. Recognizing these
ties contextualizes Indo-Central Asian relations. Future
research should leverage joint excavations, lidar technology,
and network analysis to explore linguistic (e.g., Bactrian-
Prakrit interactions) and economic mechanisms, addressing
gaps in environmental impacts, gendered perspectives, and
subaltern experiences.
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