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Abstract 

US withdrawal from Afghanistan has magnified the complexity of 

Afghanistan's geopolitics. It can be debated whether the US is going to 

leave the region as it has agreed at Doha. The points considered here 

encompass three possibilities; a complete withdrawal of the US from 

Afghanistan in terms of military and financial support, a military 

withdrawal only, and, extension in its current status. In this case, three 

key factors would shape Afghanistan's condition and following the 

Intra-Afghan talks; Iran & Russia, Pakistan & China, and India. Within 

Afghanistan, the power groups include the Taliban, the current Afghan 

administration and other ethnic and tribal groups. This report intends 

to elaborate on the circumstances of US withdrawal from politically 

unstable Afghanistan. The possibilities of what the fate of the US 

would be, having their own repercussions, will be discussed, 

considering how the neighbouring countries and their respective 

foreign policies will be affected. 

Keywords: Afghanistan, US, Taliban, Iran, Pakistan, Withdrawal 

Introduction 

Brief Background of the Peace deal 

The US military intervention in Afghanistan was to counter the growing 

network of Al Qaeda and their (assumed) affiliates, who were once 

freedom fighters under the US umbrella, the Taliban1. The group was 

accused of plotting and executing terror attacks to crumble the US and 

its allies. For over 18 years, the US and its allies, NATO, have been 

 
1 “Who Is Responsible for the Taliban?,” The Washington Institute, accessed 
December 17, 2020, https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/who-
responsible-taliban. 

https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/who-responsible-taliban
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/who-responsible-taliban
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trying to restore peace and what they call the elimination of elements 

that threaten the global and national security of the US and its people. 

In its eighteen years of intervention in Afghanistan, the US has suffered 

from 2400 troop fatalities2. On the other hand, the US Congress has 

allocated approximately $141 billion for reconstruction and security 

forces funds. By 2019, due to the circumstances, the Trump 

administration decided that it would bilaterally deal with the Taliban 

and plan a US withdrawal from the region while restoring the peace. 

In February 2020, The Taliban and the US reached an agreement at 

Doha3, which accorded that the Taliban would not allow any force and 

devise a mechanism that would prevent Afghanistan from becoming 

spawns of terror groups, threatening the US and its allies. While the 

other end of the negotiation was that the US would withdraw from 

Afghanistan, reducing its military intervention, troops, and military 

presence of its allies, coalition forces, and private militias. This 

reduction was agreed to be in stages; it was agreed by the US to reduce 

its troops to 13000 from 18000 by July as the first stage of reduction 

and would gradually reduce its forces further. Eventually, a complete 

withdrawal of troops would be achieved by 20th April 2021, which 

would be subjected to abidance by the agreement by both parties in 

all circumstances. The US committed to shutting down its five military 

bases within 135 days of the deal and assured lifting of economic 

 
2 Clayton, Thomas. "Afghanistan: Background and US Policy in Brief." Congressional 
Research Service 1 (2018). 
3 “Afghanistan’s Taliban, US Sign Agreement Aimed at Ending War | Conflict News | 
Al Jazeera,” accessed December 17, 2020, 
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/2/29/afghanistans-taliban-us-sign-
agreement-aimed-at-ending-war. 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/2/29/afghanistans-taliban-us-sign-agreement-aimed-at-ending-war
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/2/29/afghanistans-taliban-us-sign-agreement-aimed-at-ending-war
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sanctions on the Taliban by 27th August 2020. The last stages of 

complete withdrawal are conditional.  

Intra-Afghanistan Peace Talks 

Doha agreement made way for Intra-Afghan talks. The chaos during 

these talks is due to a lack of clarity over the issues concerning 

Afghanistan's administration and The Taliban, uncertain outcomes of 

any efforts pertaining to political future and the actual status of US 

foreign policy after the elections. 

Intra-Afghan peace talks started on 12th September 2020, which were 

supposed to be held by March4. The Taliban's Hibatullah Akhundzada 

picked a 20-member team for inter-Afghan negotiations; Abdul 

Hakeem Haqqani is the chief negotiator5 . Thirteen members were 

from the leadership council of the Taliban. Though the Taliban's 

political leadership was under Abdul Ghani Baradar supervising the 

talks from the Taliban's end, the other part was led by Masoom 

Stanekzai, who has been a special envoy from the Ghani 

administration and served as minister involved in peacekeeping efforts 

in Afghanistan6. 

 
4 Associated Press, “Taliban Say Peace Talks With Afghan Team to Start Saturday,” 
accessed December 17, 2020, https://thediplomat.com/2020/09/taliban-say-peace-
talks-with-afghan-team-to-start-saturday/. 
5 Kathy Gannon | AP, “Taliban Set Powerful Negotiating Team for Intra-Afghan 
Talks,” Washington Post, accessed December 17, 2020, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/taliban-set-powerful-
negotiating-team-for-intra-afghan-talks/2020/08/23/84e7a682-e570-11ea-bf44-
0d31c85838a5_story.html. 
6 “Afghan Negotiators to Taliban: Let’s Start the Peace Talks,” United States Institute 
of Peace, accessed December 17, 2020, 

https://thediplomat.com/2020/09/taliban-say-peace-talks-with-afghan-team-to-start-saturday/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/09/taliban-say-peace-talks-with-afghan-team-to-start-saturday/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/taliban-set-powerful-negotiating-team-for-intra-afghan-talks/2020/08/23/84e7a682-e570-11ea-bf44-0d31c85838a5_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/taliban-set-powerful-negotiating-team-for-intra-afghan-talks/2020/08/23/84e7a682-e570-11ea-bf44-0d31c85838a5_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/taliban-set-powerful-negotiating-team-for-intra-afghan-talks/2020/08/23/84e7a682-e570-11ea-bf44-0d31c85838a5_story.html
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The delay was due to the negotiations over the prisoner release that 

both parties were reluctant to abide by—secondly, reluctance to 

reduce the violence by the Taliban. The post-election domestic 

political conflict in Kabul proved to be a significant obstacle for the 

talks to start. Finally, by May 2020, Ghani and his electoral opponent 

decided to put the differences aside and formed a union for peace and 

consolidation of Afghan and its national interests. They appointed 

Abdullah Abdullah as the chairman of the newly-created High Council 

for National Reconciliation (HCNR) to oversee talks with the Taliban7. 

But since then, the talks have been entangled in chaotic stances from 

both sides over what seems too trivial in contrast to what lies ahead, 

such as administrative matters. 

Nevertheless, the talks achieved a breakthrough and a milestone as 

they culminated in agreement over the rules, leading to further 

negotiations. This significant progress deserved the US’s appreciation 

as the Trump administration seems to squeeze things within the time 

frame. Perhaps this would make way for additional elementary issues 

to be addressed and the agenda to come throw-in following meetings. 

Although there were still unresolved issues deferred to further 

discussion, including which school of religious thought should 

primarily govern the talk. The Taliban suggested the Hanafi school of 

Islamic jurisprudence 8 . Still, it was rejected by the Afghan 

 
https://www.usip.org/publications/2020/04/afghan-negotiators-taliban-lets-start-
peace-talks. 
7 Clayton, Thomas. "Afghanistan: Background and US Policy in Brief." Congressional 
Research Service 1 (2018). 
8 Sareen, Sushant. “Between a Republic and an Emirate: The Future of Afghanistan,” 
December 17, 2020. https://www.orfonline.org/research/between-republic-emirate-
future-afghanistan-2/  

https://www.usip.org/publications/2020/04/afghan-negotiators-taliban-lets-start-peace-talks
https://www.usip.org/publications/2020/04/afghan-negotiators-taliban-lets-start-peace-talks
https://www.orfonline.org/research/between-republic-emirate-future-afghanistan-2/
https://www.orfonline.org/research/between-republic-emirate-future-afghanistan-2/
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administration, quoting that a significant number of Shia also 

represent Afghanistan who adheres to the Jafari school of thought. At 

the same time, while there even was a substantial number among the 

negotiators who were Shia. 

The significant milestone was reached in the first week of December 

2020 when both the parties agreed on a few points9. The points were 

not really clear, but there were around two dozen points on which the 

two parties agreed except the one mentioned above. This milestone 

was set to show that the two parties have agreed upon the rules of 

procedure, which will be governing the talks following now onwards. 

Though it seems like a breakthrough, there is too much to be 

undermined. It leaves a sobering message that the procedural matters 

that are subliminal as compared to what will follow, like pending 

discussions over the form of government Afghanistan should have, the 

fate of women's rights, and a cease-fire, require a good amount of 

time and are no way near to be resolved. The agenda of the talks to be 

clearly carved out, especially within the time the Trump administration 

wants it to happen, seems vague. 

Considering what has yet been achieved through the talks while the 

agenda yet has to be reached brings in the limelight, as well as makes 

it worth mentioning, what has held the two sides reluctant for any 

efforts in this regard. 

 
9 Catherine Putz, “Procedure Set, Intra-Afghan Talks to Move on to Setting an 
Agenda,” accessed December 17, 2020, 
https://thediplomat.com/2020/12/procedure-set-intra-afghan-talks-to-move-on-to-
setting-an-agenda/. 

https://thediplomat.com/2020/12/procedure-set-intra-afghan-talks-to-move-on-to-setting-an-agenda/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/12/procedure-set-intra-afghan-talks-to-move-on-to-setting-an-agenda/
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Firstly, the conflict of Islamic jurisprudence as which religious school 

of thought should be curtained for the talks to be encompassed within, 

an extension to this point will surely become a bigger bone of 

contention when deciding the state of governance. 

Secondly, according to the terms, the Taliban would have to accept the 

Ghani administration as Afghanistan's sovereign government. 

Thirdly it seems as if both the parties are waiting to see how US 

elections and the change of administration comes along; if they keep 

the Doha agreement intact or they have more to pull out of their hats 

for Afghanistan as current changes in the Pentagon seem a step 

towards more militarization by the plans to appoint General Lloyd 

Austin as the new defense secretary10.  

Lloyd Austin has ample experience of pulling out and subsequently 

redeploying US forces in Iraq in 2011 and 2014, respectively. Moreover, 

he has also worked with the local Syrian militia to train them to fight 

ISIS. This creates a possibility of the US’s redeployment in Afghanistan 

even if it withdraws the forces, or in other cases, if it withdraws, it can 

leave trained militias as its own proxies that would counter the 

Taliban’s power. 

The US is struggling to maintain its influential presence in many 

regions where its powers are diminishing, for instance, the South 

 
10 Loren Thompson. “Why Lloyd Austin Is A Superior Pick To Run The Defense 
Department,” accessed December 17, 2020, 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/lorenthompson/2020/12/08/why-lloyd-austin-is-a-
superior-pick-to-run-the-defense-department/?sh=31e84a934f0f. 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/lorenthompson/2020/12/08/why-lloyd-austin-is-a-superior-pick-to-run-the-defense-department/?sh=31e84a934f0f
https://www.forbes.com/sites/lorenthompson/2020/12/08/why-lloyd-austin-is-a-superior-pick-to-run-the-defense-department/?sh=31e84a934f0f
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China Sea11. It would be, then, unaffordable for the US to leave this 

region without any trustworthy ally to counter the Chinese and 

Russian influence. Pakistan is the old ally which the US no more trusts. 

Hence, there is a third possibility in a case if the US finds itself so 

desperate without an ally that it creates Syria-like havoc in Afghanistan. 

Afghan Geopolitics & Neighboring Countries  

At the moment, the political fate of Afghanistan is under the great 

influence of the countries it is sharing its borders with, as well as, of its 

allies. Afghanistan shares its border with Iran, Pakistan, China, 

Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. Two other key factors of the 

region are India and Russia. India has a military and political alliance 

with the Afghanistan government. Additionally, India has invested in 

Afghanistan in military and civil development projects.  

Afghanistan has a diverse ethnicity and complex social structure; these 

structures have tied Afghanistan with multilateral geopolitics12. Apart 

from ethnic and cultural ties, religious inclinations have also shaped its 

politics and regional influences. 

Countries like Iran and Pakistan have developed considerable strategic 

depth in the region over time since 9/1113. The key positions these 

countries have reached are contingent on the ethnic and religious 

 
11 Karen Leigh, Peter Martin and Adrian Leung. “Troubled Waters: Where The U.S. 
And China Could Clash In The South China Sea,” accessed December 17, 2020, 
https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2020-south-china-sea-miscalculation/. 
12 Alessandro Monsutti, “Anthropologizing Afghanistan: Colonial and Postcolonial 
Encounters,” Annual Review of Anthropology 42 (October 21, 2013): 269–85, 
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-anthro-092412-155444.  
13 Pavlo Ignatiev, “Afghanistan: Balancing between Pakistan and Iran,” Indian Journal 
of Asian Affairs 27/28, no. 1/2 (2014): 43–62. 

https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2020-south-china-sea-miscalculation/
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-anthro-092412-155444
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composition of Afghanistan, increasing its vulnerability to nurture 

proxies of these countries and breed Transnational Islamic militant 

movements. Iran is providing financial aid to the government as well 

as military and financial assistance to the Taliban to counter its rival 

US in the region14. Having both sides of the coin in its favour has 

amplified its role in Afghanistan's current and following political 

situations. 

It is not just Iran that has been eyeing political shifting in Afghanistan; 

its allies, most importantly, Russia, also has interests in the region 

more specifically related to the regional security. 

China has been heavily investing in Pakistan and Iran, gearing up for 

the power struggle that would culminate if the US withdraws or stays 

either way. Simultaneously having conflicts with Uncle Sam at 

different fronts, China wouldn't be comfortable with further 

strengthening of the US in the region or the extension of its presence. 

India has invested about $8 billion in Afghanistan in total with $3 

billion in military developments and joint army exercises along and 

around the Afghan-Pak border15. India also has focused on winning the 

public opinion in Afghanistan and promoting nationalism, which seems 

to be coherent with her national interest in the region and trans-

border activities. The empowerment of the Taliban is a serious 

 
14 Alireza Nader et al., Iran’s Influence in Afghanistan: Implications for the U.S. 
Drawdown (Santa Monica, CA: Rand Corporation, 2014). 
15 Belquis Ahmadi & Vikram J. Singh. “Can India Help Bring Peace to 
Afghanistan?,” United States Institute of Peace, accessed December 19, 
2020, https://www.usip.org/publications/2020/04/can-india-help-bring-
peace-afghanistan. 

https://www.usip.org/publications/2020/04/can-india-help-bring-peace-afghanistan
https://www.usip.org/publications/2020/04/can-india-help-bring-peace-afghanistan
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concern for India as this would promote and become a spawn for 

Islamic militant movements in Kashmir. Though the Taliban have not 

really shown interest in Kashmir lately and even declared it as an 

internal matter of India according to Indian media 16 , they have a 

history of providing a safe haven to Kashmiri militants in their previous 

period of governance 17 . In 1987, when Geneva brokered a deal 

between Afghanistan and Pakistan as a superpower left the former, 

India rigged the elections in Kashmir in favour of a puppet government, 

which then ignited a local Kashmiri insurgency. The 90’s decade was 

the most turbulent decade in Kashmir, which ended in the IC814 

episode and release of Masood Azhar, Mushtaq Zargar, and Omer 

Sheikh. Similarly, the withdrawal of another superpower and Taliban’s 

political influx and success in becoming a political entity, even on 

shared bases, along with BJP’s revoking of 370, 35A and suppression 

of even the mainstream Kashmiri politics, will pave a motivational path 

for separatist movements, especially the religious ones in Kashmir. 

The shift in India's foreign policy has recently been observed, most 

probably after the US’s special envoy for Afghanistan, Zalmay Khalilzad, 

visited India to meet Ajit Doval (Advisor on National Security) and Jai 

 
16 “Kashmir Is India’s Internal Matter, Says Taliban; Denies Plan to Target 
Delhi,” Hindustan Times, May 18, 2020, 
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/kashmir-is-india-s-internal-
matter-says-taliban-denies-plan-to-target-delhi/story-
sOgG3yPsMenP4nZDKRbygL.html. 
17 Arif Rafiq. “In Afghanistan and Kashmir, It’s the 1980s All Over Again – 
Foreign Policy,” accessed December 19, 2020, 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/08/29/in-afghanistan-and-kashmir-its-the-
1980s-all-over-again/. 

https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/kashmir-is-india-s-internal-matter-says-taliban-denies-plan-to-target-delhi/story-sOgG3yPsMenP4nZDKRbygL.html
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/kashmir-is-india-s-internal-matter-says-taliban-denies-plan-to-target-delhi/story-sOgG3yPsMenP4nZDKRbygL.html
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/kashmir-is-india-s-internal-matter-says-taliban-denies-plan-to-target-delhi/story-sOgG3yPsMenP4nZDKRbygL.html
https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/08/29/in-afghanistan-and-kashmir-its-the-1980s-all-over-again/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/08/29/in-afghanistan-and-kashmir-its-the-1980s-all-over-again/
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Shankar (Minister of Foreign Affairs)18. This was conducted right after 

the changing of the Taliban's negotiation leader to Abdul Hakeem 

Haqqani and the 11th September talks between the Taliban and the 

Afghan administration. 

US policy for Afghanistan under the Trump administration seemed 

steady. Doha's accord has pretty much been abided by both sides, 

except few conflicts that did not gain much retaliation of any sort of 

violations from the two sides. The US has effectively decreased the 

number of troops in the region. The US elections have rippled a wave 

of uncertainty evident by the statements and appointments at the 

Pentagon19. 

Implications for Pakistan Concerning Each Factor 

Iran Factor 

Iran has emerged as a key factor that is going to be influencing politics 

in Afghanistan. In whatever manner the US designs its policy, Iran will 

have the lion’s share in deciding how the peace will be restored, and 

politics will be settled. 

At the moment, Iran is in a win-win situation. It has formed good ties 

with every faction in the Intra-Afghan talks and has gained influence 

to bend the talks either way according to his regional and national 

interests. 

 
18 “Statement on the Visit to India by Ambassador Khalilzad,” U.S. Embassy & 
Consulates in India, September 16, 2020, https://in.usembassy.gov/statement-on-
the-visit-to-india-by-ambassador-khalilzad/. 
19 Clayton, Thomas. "Afghanistan: Background and US Policy in Brief." Congressional 
Research Service 1 (2018). 

https://in.usembassy.gov/statement-on-the-visit-to-india-by-ambassador-khalilzad/
https://in.usembassy.gov/statement-on-the-visit-to-india-by-ambassador-khalilzad/
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Iran has developed an improved relationship with the Taliban based 

on a convenient alliance. Iran has been reported to have established 

training camps on its soil to train the Taliban20, while it also has been 

funding the Taliban to encourage its offensive stance against the US 

and sustain its status quo. 

Iran has supported the Taliban as well as other insurgent Islamic 

groups, who are Taliban’s affiliates with light weaponry and RPGs. 

However, its support for the Taliban was limited as compared to 

Hezbollah. It might be because the Taliban adhere to the hardline 

Sunni version. Tehran has been very precise in its support of 

Afghanistan's factions. When estimating its funding and support to the 

Taliban, it seemed to be carefully carved to achieve optimized results. 

The primary objective seems to be an enhancement of Iran's credibility 

with certain Taliban factions. Secondly, such improvements are also 

calculated to brighten Iran’s soft image among the Pashtuns, who once 

have been a major hurdle in the smooth Persianization of 

Afghanistan21. Such funding is also designed to show the US Iran's 

capacity to roundup dust around the US military at any front it would 

have to extend its arms for. Funding these insurgencies would also 

become fruitful for Iran to counter Baluch insurgencies that have been 

a bone of contention for both Iran and Pakistan. 

 
20 “Iran Military Power Report Statement,” U.S. DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE, accessed 
December 19, 2020, 
https://www.defense.gov/Newsroom/Releases/Release/Article/2021009/iran-
military-power-report-statement/. 
21 Alireza Nader et al., Iran’s Influence in Afghanistan: Implications for the U.S. 
Drawdown (Santa Monica, CA: Rand Corporation, 2014).  

https://www.defense.gov/Newsroom/Releases/Release/Article/2021009/iran-military-power-report-statement/
https://www.defense.gov/Newsroom/Releases/Release/Article/2021009/iran-military-power-report-statement/
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These supports may be channelled from Iran's allies, most importantly 

Russia, as its interest would also be tied with the Taliban in the 

backdrop, as the Taliban counter the other Transnational Islamic 

militant movements like ISIL-CP and ISKP 22 . Afghanistan being 

vulnerable, and with the historical context, any space might become a 

Spawn for terrorist activities. Russia at the moment is countering such 

forces; Caucasian and Asian militants (such as the Islamic Movement 

of Uzbekistan (IMU)) who have lately joined hands with ISIL /ISKP. 

Russia is forced to fund the Taliban directly or indirectly through Iran. 

Russia has also claimed to be sharing intelligence with the Taliban, and 

there are reports of secret trade relations with the Taliban, especially 

in the Oil trade23. Moreover, the Taliban's stance against the US is also 

what favours Russian national interests. 

Pakistan was among the only four countries that recognized the 

Taliban’s Islamic Emirate. Pakistan has been accused of directly 

supporting them. However, these accusations seem to be based on 

Pakistan’s alliance with the US to assist local Afghan resistance against 

the USSR. These accusations are, thus, invalid on these bases. 

The Taliban can be classified into three major groups. First is the 

legislative group operating solely from Afghanistan. The second group 

is the military wing of The Taliban, which has been said to be mostly 

operating from Quetta and known as Quetta Shura or Haqqani 

 
22 Abdul Sayed and Colin P. Clarke, “The Islamic State in Afghanistan Is Down, but Not 
Out,” September 14, 2020, https://www.rand.org/blog/2020/09/the-islamic-state-
in-afghanistan-is-down-but-not-out.html.  
23 Stephen Blank. “Russia’s New Gambit: Sharing Intelligence with the Taliban,” (The 
CACI Analyst, 2016) accessed December 19, 2020, 
https://www.cacianalyst.org/publications/analytical-articles/item/13342-russias-
new-gambit-sharing-intelligence-with-the-taliban.html. 

https://www.rand.org/blog/2020/09/the-islamic-state-in-afghanistan-is-down-but-not-out.html
https://www.rand.org/blog/2020/09/the-islamic-state-in-afghanistan-is-down-but-not-out.html
https://www.cacianalyst.org/publications/analytical-articles/item/13342-russias-new-gambit-sharing-intelligence-with-the-taliban.html
https://www.cacianalyst.org/publications/analytical-articles/item/13342-russias-new-gambit-sharing-intelligence-with-the-taliban.html
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network. The third group has been identified as the Arab faction that 

previously either broke off and joined the TTP or became part of ISKP24. 

Considering the situation and accusations on Pakistan, the military 

wing of the Taliban is the backbone of the Taliban to keep their 

strength in the region. Their influence can be calculated to such an 

extent that the chief negotiator, Abdul Hakeem Haqqani, for the Intra-

Afghan talks was swiftly appointed before the negotiations could 

commence replacing an articulate leader Sher Muhammad Stanekzai. 

Abdul Hakeem Haqqani belongs to the Quetta Shura of the Taliban. 

Strengthening this faction of the Taliban could make Pakistan's 

position stronger at talks, and more controlled decisions could be 

achieved. For the time being, Pakistan must ensure that the Taliban 

keep the Doha treaty intact and be prompt in negating any 

involvement in any kind of violent event that takes place in 

Afghanistan for the next couple of months. All violent activities are 

itself being claimed by the ISIS/ISKP factions, which are against any 

peace process in Afghanistan. ISIS, being largely comprised of the ex-

Salafi Jihadists, must be denounced on a mass level by the religious 

orthodoxy as Takfiris, and by all ethnic groups as tools of foreign 

perpetrators. 

It is going to be very important for Pakistan to establish a partnership 

with Iran. Pakistan can also influence how future accords with the US 

can be accomplished while persuading favourable outcomes with the 

Taliban and Iran. Iran's only meaningful trade with Afghanistan is due 

 
24 Josh Schott. “The Differences Between the Taliban and Al-Qaeda,” E-International 
Relations, November 17, 2012, https://www.e-ir.info/2012/11/17/the-differences-
between-the-taliban-and-al-qaeda/. 

https://www.e-ir.info/2012/11/17/the-differences-between-the-taliban-and-al-qaeda/
https://www.e-ir.info/2012/11/17/the-differences-between-the-taliban-and-al-qaeda/
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to the embargos on Iran25. At the same time, Pakistan is the largest 

trading partner of Afghanistan26, and this will also intensify Pakistan’s 

position, pressurizing administration in Afghanistan. This can also 

open fronts for Pakistan to negotiate with Iran on trans-border 

matters pertaining to its national security and Iran-India relations. 

Lately, the Indian construction of dams in Kabul has triggered Iran's 

concerns over the control of water entering Iran27. Pakistan can be its 

strategic ally against such infrastructural constructions as Pakistan also 

suffers from a decrease in downstream water. 

Furthermore, Iran is getting huge Chinese investment, which is drifting 

it away from Indian partnerships; the railway project is an example28. 

Pakistan’s interests align with Chinese interests there. If Iran becomes 

a part of the BRI, Pakistan has to align its interests there as well. 

Pakistan must drag Iran away from India as far as possible. 

Iran has been investing in Afghanistan since 2015 and promised an 

investment of 500 million dollars in the following years29. This has 

strengthened the Persian sentiments in the region, and it has incepted 

the Northern Alliance regions as well as the Tajiks and Hazaras due to 

 
25 Alireza Nader et al., Iran’s Influence in Afghanistan: Implications for the U.S. 
Drawdown (Santa Monica, CA: Rand Corporation, 2014). 
26 “Border Delays Risk Pakistan’s Trade Surplus With Afghanistan - Bloomberg,” 
accessed December 19, 2020, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-09-
06/border-delays-risk-pakistan-s-trade-surplus-with-afghanistan.  
27 Said Hashmat Sadat & Nasrat Sayed. “Afghanistan and Iran: From Water Treaty to 
Water Dispute,” accessed December 19, 2020, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-
interpreter/afghanistan-and-iran-water-treaty-water-dispute.  
28 “India Will Lose Iran’s Chabahar Port to China,” Emerald Expert Briefings oxan-db, 
no. oxan-db (January 1, 2020), https://doi.org/10.1108/OXAN-DB256398.  
29 Katzman, Kenneth. Iran sanctions. Library of Congress Washington DC 
Congressional Research Service, 2020. 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-09-06/border-delays-risk-pakistan-s-trade-surplus-with-afghanistan
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-09-06/border-delays-risk-pakistan-s-trade-surplus-with-afghanistan
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/afghanistan-and-iran-water-treaty-water-dispute
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their religious and cultural coherence. Though Pashtuns are the largest 

ethnic group, the alliance of these ethnicities forms an overwhelming 

majority of Afghanistan. 

Iran also has military and strategic ties with the Taliban, who are 

currently the most powerful entity. Both Taliban and the Afghan 

government condemned the killing of General Soleimani. This shows 

the strategic depth Iran has in Afghanistan. In case of a not-very-pure 

democratic future of Afghanistan, being more associated with the 

Taliban, Pakistan will find it comparatively in favour. Pakistan must 

convince Iran for a Lebanese-style political arrangement 30  in 

Afghanistan, sharing power offices by two major entities, the Taliban 

and the NA. 

What seems worth mentioning is if the US pulls back its economic 

assistance parallel to military assistance, what implications would that 

deliver for Pakistan. Iran is already providing the most important 

financial assistance in the Afghan economy other than the US aid. 

Hence, it carries leverage in this situation and has solidified Iran's 

current position as a geostrategic ally and an important actor. Other 

regional actors, especially India and China, would be keen to fill up the 

gap the US would be leaving as an endeavour to enhance local 

interests. Pakistan would have to estimate its capacity to fill this 

vacuum to strengthen its position in the governmental sector. This 

would also influence public opinion regarding Pakistan, which has 

been in hot waters since Pakistan has become a strategic ally with the 

 
30 Cristina Abellan Matamoros. “How Does Lebanon’s Government Work? | 
Euronews,” accessed December 19, 2020, 
https://www.euronews.com/2019/10/21/how-does-lebanon-s-government-work-
euronews-answers. 
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US to counter-terrorism in the region. This gap could be seen as an 

opportunity for Pakistan to create a balance of power with Iran, which 

has a considerable edge due to its governmental and non-

governmental influences. Pakistan could collaborate with its strongest 

economic and geostrategic ally, China, to overcome this economic 

vacuum. It implies that Pakistan has to establish diplomatic ties, which 

strengthens or at least benefits Pakistan's geostrategic position in the 

region. 

Iran-China-Pak Tirade 

Iran and China's alliance seems to be growing exponentially. In recent 

deals with Iran, China has accorded to invest $200 to $400 billion in 

the Iranian oil and gas industry while also acquiring seaport access that 

would enhance its mobility in the Strait of Hormuz, the patch where 

the world's hydrocarbon moves through31. Iran and China having a 

convenience alliance against the US can also become the basis of a 

bright Iran – China Alliance. 

Pakistan being an elemental ally of China, as they share the essential 

part of BRI, and being a geostrategic ally against India, can enjoy the 

free lunch from Iran and China relationships. Still having the upper 

hand, China can bend the negotiation tables to either end for the two 

countries. This could be a way forward for Pakistan exercising its 

 
31 Ariel Cohen, “China And Iran Approach Massive $400 Billion Deal,” Forbes, 
accessed December 19, 2020, 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/arielcohen/2020/07/17/china-and-iran-approach-
massive-400-billion-deal/. 
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relations with China to influence directly, or indirectly, the power 

politics in Afghanistan32. 

Indian Factor 

Indian involvement in Afghanistan militarily as well as investing funds 

is too much to be ignored. Rather, it has accelerated its efforts to 

create influence in Afghanistan on social and economic fronts over the 

past few years. India also has performed joint military operations and 

has potentially invested in border infrastructure and socio-economic 

grounds. These developments can primarily counter Pakistan's 

strategic depth in Afghanistan, which has been a problem for India due 

to Afghanistan's capacity to nurture terror groups targeting Indian 

occupied Kashmir. Most Indian assistance fits into three broad 

categories: humanitarian aid (such as food, health) and developmental 

aid for infrastructure projects, and military aid. In terms of cost, six 

projects stand out:  

• Food assistance to primary school children and construction 

and rehabilitation of schools ($321 million disbursed),  

• Supply of 250,000 tons of wheat,  

• Construction of a power line from Pul-i-Khumri to Kabul ($120 

million),  

• Construction of the Salma Dam Power Project ($130 million) 

• 285 military vehicles for the Afghan National Army, and Mi-25 

and Mi-35 choppers for the air force 

 
32 Alireza Nader et al., Iran’s Influence in Afghanistan: Implications for the U.S. 
Drawdown (Santa Monica, CA: Rand Corporation, 2014) 
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The eagerness shown by the US, just after the shuffle in the Taliban 

negotiation team, to reach India as an ally by Khalilzad, leaves a clear 

message. US’s eagerness to bring India into the Afghan power struggle 

as its ally is increasing, as its faith in Pakistan as a strategic partner is 

diminishing.  

Despite all these efforts, Pakistan still has the upper hand in the 

context of relations with the Taliban and the Ghani administration as 

compared to India. Increased Taliban offence in the region towards 

Indian investments might have repercussions, but they would be 

negligible. China also would want to corner India in the region to 

prevent the Indian proxies from influencing its Xinjiang Uyghur region 

as it is under threat from ISKP33. ISIS is influencing the East Turkistan 

Militant movement in China; hence, China should also be lured 

towards the Taliban to manage the unrest in the neighbouring Xinjiang 

province as they are working along Russians to counter the Caucasian 

militant organizations. This is possible owing to the history of China 

vetoing any UN move against JuD and JeM 34 . Taliban can also be 

convinced to support China on its stances, including the Xinjiang issue, 

 
33 Colin Clarke and Paul Rexton Kan, “Uighur Foreign Fighters: An Underexamined 
Jihadist Challenge,” Terrorism and Counter-Terrorism Studies, 2017, 
https://doi.org/10.19165/2017.2.05. 
34 Gautam Chikermane and Gautam Chikermane, “4 Faultlines in Masood Azhar’s UN 
Terrorist Listing,” ORF, accessed December 19, 2020, 
https://www.orfonline.org/expert-speak/4-faultlines-masood-azhar-un-terrorist-
listing-50454/. 
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the same way as Jamat e Islami entered into a treaty in 2009 with the 

Communist Party of China supporting each Chinese stance35. 

China has been reluctant about investing in Afghanistan due to 

security issues. These issues are under constant threat due to the 

presence of Indian intelligence active in the region through proxies. 

China did plan to bring Afghanistan into its BRI project but has always 

limited the extend and investments. China has bailed Pakistan out by 

paying more than $2 billion from Saudi Arabian debt. If China could 

help Pakistan to fill this gap, Pakistan could assure more security 

through the Taliban for Chinese investment and incentives for 

extension of BRI in Afghanistan. Though China has restrained from any 

security investment yet, it has already made investments in Copper 

mining, railways, and telecom in Afghanistan, which are undisturbed 

by the Taliban, the same way CPEC is undisturbed by the Taliban36. 

In the wake of these recent events, Pakistan has to ensure that any 

movement with sentiments of nationalism (to avoid any rise of PTM 

like movement) or off-shoots of radical Islamism groups (to avoid TTP 

like movements) should not groom in the region. This would 

encourage Indian efficiencies in influencing, attracting, or funding non-

state acts violating Pakistan's national interests and its regional 

geostrategic position. 

 
35 “Jamaat-e-Islami, Chinese Communist Party Ink MoU,” accessed December 19, 
2020, https://www.thenews.com.pk/archive/print/161779-jamaat-e-islami-chinese--
communist-party-ink-mou. 
36 “Beijing Ramps Up Investment Push In Pakistan, Afghanistan, Despite Risks,” 
RadioFreeEurope/RadioLiberty, accessed December 19, 2020, 
https://www.rferl.org/a/beijing-cautiously-ramps-up-belt-and-road-dreams-in-
pakistan-afghanistan/30862796.html. 
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There could be a possibility of Indian funding and fueling Pashtun 

nationalist movements to undermine Pakistan's national interests in 

Afghanistan and on the soil of Pakistan simultaneously, which would 

threaten the Taliban's integrity and its relation with Pakistan. 

Conclusion 

US withdrawal from Afghanistan has become the backdrop of shifting 

geopolitical policies in the Central Asian region. The nature of its 

withdrawal will remain in the spotlight until 20th April, the prescribed 

date of full withdrawal, and new administration settlement. 

Contingent on this would-be how intra-Afghan talks will turn out. 

Afghanistan has repeatedly experienced political shifts along with 

unrest due to emerging political entities and claimants of legitimate 

rule. In the wake of the US policy to withdrawal from Afghanistan, it 

seems like history is going to repeat itself. What is different now are 

the stakes of powerful military forces and their established proxies in 

the region secondly how they are influencing Afghanistan 

economically. Key factors at the moment for discussing the political 

future of Afghanistan, keeping in mind the current Afghan 

administration and Taliban, Iran, Pakistan, China and India. 

The role of Russia is also important in this regard as it is dealing with 

the plight of Caucasian militant movements that have aligned with the 

ISKP. Russia has been collaborating, supporting and funding with the 

Taliban to counter these militants. 

The US withdrawal from Afghanistan will create an enormous 

economic, political, and military gap. Whatever US policy for 

Afghanistan would be, either way, it would leave Pakistan in a very 

critical position, and the implications would be of great significance. 



US Withdrawal from Afghanistan 

24 
 

Since the Doha agreement, Iran has significantly improved its relations 

with the Afghan administration. Iran has achieved this by becoming 

the second country in terms of financial aid to the government, 

reaching up to 40% of its foreign aid. Over the period of time, it has 

potentially introduced itself to the Taliban as their strategic ally and 

has supported them financially as well as militarily to the extent of 

providing them with its land for refuge and training to counter ultra-

radical Islamist movements like ISIL and Caucasian Islamic movements, 

and on the other hand the US and its allies. Iran being a significant ally 

of Russia in other conflict zones such as Syria, might have been 

supporting the Taliban by means of Russian assistance. 

Since having cultural, social, and religious ties with the Northern 

Alliance and due to its convergence with the administrative factions of 

Afghanistan, Iran has considerably increased its strategic depth in 

Afghanistan as a major factor in determining the future power politics 

of Afghanistan. Similarly, since 9/11, India has been investing in 

military, humanitarian and infrastructural development to gain public 

opinion and influence over government; however, most of these have 

been before the US’s intentions of withdrawal. The importance of this 

influence can be bottled down to its ability to counter Pakistani proxies, 

transnational Islamic militant movements and the Taliban from whom 

India feels insecure pertaining to the Kashmir issue. India has long 

accused Pakistan and its so-called proxies to find a safe haven and 

operate from Afghanistan under the Taliban umbrella. Keeping the 

Kashmir issue in mind, Pakistan would be forced to counter any such 

Indian influence and covert activity from India in Afghanistan. This 

seems to be a focal point for Iran and Pakistan at the moment in regard 

to India’s development on the dam, built on the Kabul river, which 
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would jeopardies the water flow to both Iran and Pakistan’s 

agricultural lands.  

A faction within Taliban, the military strength, known as Haqqani 

network, has been accused to be a strong Pakistani lobby seems to 

have taken over the Taliban mainstream decision-making, especially 

Intra-Afghan talks after the appointment of Abdul Hakeem Haqqani as 

the chief negotiator. If the allegations are true, this will give Pakistan 

the lion’s share in Intra-Afghan talks and the way these talks would 

proceed. Meanwhile, a strategic alliance with Iran would become of 

immense importance for Pakistan to help Afghanistan decide its 

political future in the plight of US withdrawal.  

Pakistan can also lure China, its economic partner, to extend its BRI 

project to Afghanistan, which was once included in the project but 

received minimum investment due to lack of security and threat from 

Indian proxies and Taliban in the region. With the strong position of 

Pakistan in the region, those projects could be rejuvenated and 

assured of security. China has been investing heavily in Iran and the 

latter has become an important ally of China due to an alliance of 

convenience. Pakistan’s relation with China could help bend the tables 

for Iran and Pakistan to rejoice over favorable outcomes over time 

from Afghanistan’s future politics. 

 

 

 


