CHAPTER 11

INSTABILITY IN AFGHANISTAN IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY:
THE MIDDLE EAST AND AFGHANISTAN CRISIS

Anisur Rahman!

11.1. Introduction

Historically, Afghanistan has resisted centralisation and foreign domination.
From British imperial expeditions in the 19th century to Soviet intervention in
the 20th and US-led involvement in the 21st century, the Afghan population has
demonstrated a pattern of resisting foreign political orders, often couched in the
language of jihad or national liberation. Following the 2001 US invasion and
the subsequent fall of the Taliban regime, a Western-backed political order was
constructed with aspirations of democracy, human rights, and modern governance.
This state-building project faced persistent challenges, including corruption, weak
institutions, lack of popular legitimacy, and continued insurgency. The eventual
collapse of the Ashraf Ghani government in August 2021 and the rapid resurgence
of the Taliban highlighted the failure of a two-decade-long international
experiment in Afghanistan.

The return of the Taliban reasserted a different model of governance, one
rooted in ideological, religious, and tribal traditions that conflict with the liberal
norms embedded in the previous regime. The reconfiguration of Afghanistan’s
political reality following 2021 demands a deeper exploration of the reasons behind
its chronic instability. Nonetheless, Afghanistan’s enduring instability is deeply
rooted in the convergence of two interlinked dynamics: its strategic geographic
location and its deeply fragmented ethnolinguistic composition (Schetter, 2005).
Most significantly, situated at the crossroads of South Asia, Central Asia, the
Middle East, and in proximity to China and Russia, Afghanistan has historically
been regarded as a geo-strategic pivot, inviting competition among regional and
global powers. During the colonial period, it functioned as a buffer zone between
British India and Tsarist Russia; in the Cold War, it became a theatre for Soviet
and American rivalry (Nivi, 2017). In the post-9/11 era, the United States (US)
re-entered the region not only to combat terrorism but to reassert influence in

a zone critical for accessing Central Asian resources and countering the rise of
China and Russia (Nichol, 2014).
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Yet, this global interest in Afghanistan has rarely translated into political
stability; instead, it has often intensified internal contestations. The country’s
complex ethnic mosaic, comprising Pashtuns, Tajiks, Hazaras, Uzbeks, and
others, has historically lacked a cohesive national framework, resulting in political
marginalisation, uneven development, and recurring cycles of violence (Leake,
2023). Ethnic divisions have been persistently instrumentalised by both domestic
elites and foreign actors. External powers, in pursuit of their strategic objectives,
have allied themselves with specific ethnic or tribal groups, thereby exacerbating
internal fissures and weakening prospects for a unified central authority. This
intersection between internal fragmentation and external manipulation has
perpetuated a recursive cycle of instability, where foreign intervention fuels
ethnic polarisation, which in turn invites further geo-political interference. Thus,
Afghanistan has not simply been a failed state, but rather a contested geopolitical
space-an arena where global and local interests collide, making state consolidation
an elusive project.

This research aims to explore the factors behind the instability in Afghanistan
by critically examining the interplay between domestic governance challenges
and external geopolitical dynamics. At the internal level, the research focuses
on structural weaknesses such as ethnic fragmentation, fragile state institutions,
systemic corruption, and recurring insurgencies that undermine state legitimacy
and social cohesion. At the external level, the study analyses the role of foreign
military interventions, regional rivalries, and the geostrategic ambitions of global
powers in shaping Afghanistan’s political trajectory. By situating the Afghan
crisis within broader theoretical debates on state fragility and post-conflict
reconstruction, this research endeavours to offer a nuanced account of how the
convergence of internal vulnerabilities and external pressures has perpetuated
instability in Afghanistan. In doing so, the study aims to contribute to the
academic discourse on conflict dynamics, order-building, and the challenges of
sustainable peace in fragile states.

11.2. Afghanistan’s Geo-Strategic Centrality and the ‘Buffer State’
Syndrome

Afghanistan’s historical trajectory as a centre of enduring political turmoil can
be primarily understood through two interlinked lenses: its geo-strategic location
and its deep-seated ethnic heterogeneity. These dual factors have persistently
rendered the country vulnerable to both internal factionalism and external
manipulation. Afghanistan occupies a critical position at the heart of Asia, acting
as a land bridge between South Asia, Central Asia, the Middle East, and East
Asia. Bordered by major regional powers such as China, Iran, Pakistan, and the
Central Asian Republics, being proximate to both Russia and India, Afghanistan
sits at a vital geo-strategic nexus (Raja, 2025). Historically, this has drawn the
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attention of competing global powers, especially during periods of hegemonic
transition. In the 19th century, Afghanistan became the epicenter of the so-called
‘Great Game’ between the British and Russian Empires, both of which viewed the
territory as a strategic buffer zone (Fuoli, 2018). This characterisation persisted
through the Cold War, with the US and the Soviet Union viewing Afghanistan
as a geopolitical prize in their struggle for global influence. More recently, post-
9/11 American involvement in Afghanistan further reinforced its function as a
geo-political chessboard, with US interests seeking to counter terrorism, gain
influence in Central Asia’s energy routes, and contain Chinese and Russian
advances. However, the inability of external powers to transform military presence
into lasting political stability has often exacerbated internal tensions.

Internally, Afghanistan is characterised by significant ethnic and linguistic
pluralism. Major ethnic groups possess distinct cultural traditions, languages, and
historical narratives of political marginalisation or dominance (Hanifi, 2011).
This complex ethnic mosaic has been both a source of richness and a cause of
chronic division. The absence of a strong, inclusive central state has often allowed
ethnic identities to become politically salient, particularly during periods of
foreign intervention or state collapse. Political elites have frequently mobilised
ethnic loyalties to gain access to power and resources, while foreign actors have
capitalised on these divisions to construct local alliances (Hussaini, 2025). For
instance, during the Soviet-Afghan War, the USSR and the US both supported
different mujahideen factions, many of which were drawn along ethnic lines.
Similarly, during the post-2001 reconstruction, international support for warlords
and factional leaders further entrenched ethnic clientelism. Ethnic marginalisation,
particularly of Hazaras and Uzbeks in earlier regimes, fuelled grievances that
translated into socio-political exclusion, violence, and even rebellion (Leake,
2023). Consequently, state-building efforts have continuously faltered due to the
absence of a unifying national identity and the lack of a social contract binding these
diverse groups together under a shared vision of Afghan nationhood.

Moreover, foreign powers have consistently exploited internal ethnic divisions
to serve external geopolitical objectives. In many cases, marginalised groups have
accepted external patronage in the hope of leveraging geo-political support to
gain power or autonomy within Afghanistan. This dynamic creates a recursive
cycle of external interference and internal fragmentation. External actors bolster
ethnic militias or warlords, which weakens central authority, leading to a political
vacuum and further intervention. As scholars like Antonio Farrell and Giustozzi
have argued, this ‘warlordisation’ of Afghan politics, enabled by both domestic
and international actors, has created a deeply entrenched system of localised power
that resists centralised state formation (Farrell & Giustozzi, 2013). Therefore,
Afghanistan’s instability is rooted in the convergence of external strategic interest
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and internal societal segmentation. These dynamics make Afghanistan less a failed
state and more a contested space, an arena where global and local actors collide,

each shaping and being shaped by the other.
11.3. Domestic Dynamics of Afghanistan’s Instability

As we have mentioned earlier, Afghanistan’s persistent political instability
is closely tied to its complex ethno-political landscape. Therefore, ethnic
rivalry, rooted in uneven access to power and historical grievances, has been
a central factor undermining national cohesion and state legitimacy. Pashtun
dominance in the formation of the modern Afghan state under the Durrani
dynasty institutionalised ethnic hierarchy, often marginalizing non-Pashtun
groups (Ledvinka & Donovan, 2023). This imbalance intensified under the
patronisation of the Afghan ruler, for example, Abdur Rahman Khan, who
violently subjugated Hazaras and centralised authority through tribal patronage.
This group also got privileges in the pro-American era (2001-2024). Despite this
internal domestic political master, the foreign invader like the Soviet invasion
(1979-1989), further fractured the country along ethnic lines, as resistance
groups evolved into ethnic militias, transforming the anti-Soviet jihad into a
fragmented civil conflict (Olumba, 2023; Bakhsh Rais, 1993).

Moreover, the post-Soviet era (1992-1996) witnessed the collapse of central
authority and the eruption of intra-mujahideen ethnic warfare, particularly
in Kabul. The emergence of the Taliban in 1996-a predominantly Pashtun
movement-exacerbated these divisions by excluding and targeting non-Pashtun
communities, provoking resistance from the Northern Alliance, composed largely
of Tajik, Hazara, and Uzbek factions (Hussaini, 2025). Therefore, the post-
2001 US-led intervention, while aiming to create a representative government,
inadvertently entrenched ethnic power-sharing without fostering national unity.
Therefore, the Bonn Agreement empowered the Northern Alliance, leading
to Pashtun marginalisation, which in turn facilitated the Taliban’s resurgence
(Ebrahim & Guhr, 2005). Electoral politics became increasingly ethnicised, with
elite negotiations reinforcing communal divides rather than mitigating them. The
Taliban’s return to power in 2021 has revived concerns of Pashtun exclusivism, as
their regime has largely excluded other ethnic groups from meaningful political
participation. In this context, ethnic identity remains a primary axis of political
mobilisation and resistance.

The post-2001 period, while aiming to construct a representative democratic
government, institutionalised ethnic rivalry rather than resolving it. Power-sharing
was often managed through informal ethnic quotas and patronage networks.
Political parties and electoral alliances were overwhelmingly ethnic in orientation,
and national politics resembled a zero-sum contest among elites from competing
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groups (Ibrahimi, 2023). Presidents Hamid Karzai and Ashraf Ghani-both
Pashtuns-struggled to balance ethnic representation with central authority, often
exacerbating inter-ethnic tensions. Despite this, ethnic rivalries were particularly
visible during electoral disputes, such as the contested 2014 and 2019 elections,
which resulted in power-sharing deals between Pashtun and non-Pashtun leaders.
These arrangements were more about elite compromise than national unity and
failed to address grassroots grievances. Moreover, ethnic militias were reactivated
during periods of tension, undermining the authority of the central government
and perpetuating insecurity.

The Taliban’s resurgence and return to power in 2021 reopened the question of
ethnic inclusion. Despite public statements promising an inclusive government,
the Taliban’s administration has remained heavily Pashtun-centric, with limited
representation for Tajiks, Hazaras, and Uzbeks, and this is mainly because of
Pashtun dominance in the Taliban’s politics since 1994 (Kristian Berg, 1999). This
exclusion has provoked opposition in northern provinces and among diaspora
communities, while raising fears of renewed ethnic suppression, particularly
among Hazaras. The Taliban’s attempt to project a unified Islamic emirate faces
the same challenge that has plagued Afghanistan for centuries: a deeply divided
society in which ethnic identity remains a primary axis of political loyalty and
mobilisation. Without genuine inclusion and trust-building across ethnic lines,
political stability remains elusive.

Moreover, since the Saur Revolution of 1978, Afghanistan’s political elite have
consistently struggled to establish effective governance and a welfare-oriented
state. This persistent failure can be attributed to three key factors: ideological
fragmentation, the instrumentalisation of religion in politics, and external
interference that lacked cultural legitimacy. Firstly, the ideological trajectory of
Afghan politics in the post-1970s period was significantly influenced by socialism
(Dupree, 1992). The People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) adopted
a Marxist-Leninist orientation in Afghan political discourse that attempted
radical socio-political transformations, including land redistribution, female
emancipation, and secularisation of the legal system. However, these reforms were
seen as foreign impositions by large sections of the traditionalist and religious
rural population, triggering widespread resistance. The growing opposition
culminated in the rise of Islamist insurgent groups, broadly referred to as the
Mujahideen, who viewed the socialist project as antithetical to Islamic values and
Afghan traditions (Rubin, 2002).

Secondly, the Mujahideen victory in the early 1990s, following the Soviet
withdrawal and the fall of the Najibullah regime, did not lead to the formation
of a stable and inclusive government. Instead, factional rivalries among various
Islamist groups led to a brutal civil war, particularly in urban centers like
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Kabul. The absence of a unifying vision and institutional coherence prevented
the Mujahideen from establishing a centralised and functional state apparatus.
The Taliban’s subsequent rise in 1996 was driven by a desire to impose order
through a strict interpretation of Islamic law, but their governance was marked by
authoritarianism, gender-based repression, and international isolation (Barfield,
2010; Giustozzi, 2008). Secular and modernist Afghan elites, many of whom were
in exile or marginalised within the country, rejected both the Mujahideen and the
Taliban’s religiously rigid governance as regressive and incompatible with modern
state-building.

Thirdly, the post-2001 era, marked by the pro-American and Western-
backed democratic government, also failed to produce sustainable governance.
While billions of dollars were poured into Afghanistan for reconstruction and
democratisation, the top-down model of liberal state-building did not resonate
with Afghanistan’s complex socio-political fabric. The Kabul-based government was
often viewed as a client regime, lacking legitimacy among significant sections of
the population, particularly in rural Pashtun areas where the Taliban reemerged as
a formidable insurgent force (Suhrke, 2011). Corruption, political infighting, and
the exclusion of key Islamist factions further delegitimised the state, paving the way
for the Taliban’s resurgence. By 2021, the Taliban capitalised on the failures of the
pro-Western government, regaining control of the country with remarkable speed.
However, the current Taliban regime appears to diverge in certain respects from its
earlier incarnation in the 1990s. While present Taliban retains its ideological core,
there have been indications-albeit limited-of a more pragmatic approach in areas
such as diplomacy, governance, and engagement with humanitarian agencies and
international recognition. Whether this revised posture will translate into effective
governance remains to be seen, but the possibility of a more adaptive Taliban regime
offers a critical juncture for Afghanistan’s political future.

Afghanistan’s persistent economic underdevelopment has long hindered the
state’s ability to ensure economic autonomy and prosperity for its population.
Despite periodic efforts at modernisation, the Afghan government has historically
struggled to create the structural conditions necessary for economic freedom. This
vulnerability has been exacerbated by repeated foreign invasions and prolonged
military interventions, which have not only disrupted local markets and livelihoods
but have also contributed significantly to the impoverishment of the Afghan
population. The post-2001 era, in particular, saw increased foreign presence
under the guise of reconstruction and security, yet the economic benefits largely
bypassed the broader Afghan society (Barakat et al., 2012 ; Goodhand, 2002). One
of the most contentious issues surrounding Afghanistan’s economic sovereignty is
the exploitation of its vast mineral resources. Although the country is estimated
to possess trillions of dollars’ worth of untapped mineral wealth, including rare
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earth elements, copper, lithium, and iron ore, these resources have remained under
foreign control or subject to opaque agreements with multinational corporations.
The absence of strong institutional frameworks and regulatory oversight has enabled
external actors to dominate resource extraction, often with minimal reinvestment in
local communities (States, 2020; Giustozzi, 2009).

In parallel, Afghanistan’s economy remains heavily agrarian, with a significant
portion of the rural population engaged in traditional subsistence farming.
Agricultural practices have remained largely unmechanised and vulnerable to
climatic shocks, pest infestations, and poor irrigation infrastructure. As a result,
the rural economy has been unable to transition into a more productive or
sustainable model capable of lifting communities out of poverty (Pain & Kantor,
2010). The lack of diversification in the rural sector has also made large segments
of the population susceptible to economic shocks and dependent on foreign aid
or illicit economies such as opium cultivation. This state of chronic economic
distress has not merely been a symptom of Afghanistan’s structural weakness but
has also served as a fertile ground for political instability and armed resistance.

Therefore, political factionalism between Islamic-oriented and pro-Western
leaders has emerged as a central obstacle to Afghanistan’s political consolidation
and stability. Islamic-oriented leaders, while drawing legitimacy from religious
authority and traditional social structures (Wardak, 2017), often adhere to rigid
interpretations of Islam that restrict women’s emancipation and broader societal
reforms, thereby alienating Western powers and international donors. Conversely,
pro-Western leaders, despite receiving external recognition and support, face
a domestic legitimacy deficit due to perceptions of cultural detachment and
foreign dependency. This dual legitimacy crisis-where Islamic leaders lack external
credibility and Western-oriented elites lack internal support-has perpetuated
institutional paralysis, governance weakness, and social polarisation. As Pasarlay
notes, Afghanistan’s political system struggles to reconcile Islam’s central role with
liberal state-building imperatives, producing a hybrid and unstable constitutional
order (Pasarlay, 2018). Similarly, Emadi underscores that modernisation efforts,
particularly regarding women’s rights, have repeatedly provoked resistance from
religious factions, deepening ideological divides (Emadi, 1991). Thus, beyond
ethnic rivalry, the persistent tension between religious conservatism and Western-
inspired modernisation remains a structural impediment to Afghanistan’s political
advancement and societal cohesion.

11.4. Looking Back to the Roots of Instability in Afghanistan

The Monarchy regime in Afghanistan was changed with the Saur Revolution
on April 27, 1978 (Rahman, 2015). The PDPA, backed by the Soviet Union,

came to power and this party aimed to implement radical socialist reforms (Saikal,
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2004). However, the socialist reforms were introduced rapidly and without
sensitivity to Afghanistan’s traditional, tribal, and Islamic social structure (Rubin,
2002). This led to widespread discontent, particularly in the rural and religiously
conservative parts of the country. The PDPA itself was deeply divided between
two rival factions-Khalq and Parcham-whose power struggles further weakened
the government’s legitimacy and administrative capacity (Dorronsoro, 2005). As
resistance intensified, the regime grew increasingly dependent on Soviet military
and economic support to maintain its grip on power. By late 1979, with the
PDPA on the verge of collapse, the Soviet Union intervened militarily under the
pretext of defending the socialist revolution and stabilizing the region (Westad,
2005). On December 24, 1979, Soviet forces invaded Afghanistan, orchestrated
the assassination of President Hafizullah Amin, and installed Babrak Karmal of
the Parcham faction as a more compliant leader (Grau & Gress, 2002).

This marked the beginning of an eleven-year Soviet occupation. The USSR’s
official justification was to assist a fellow socialist government under threat, but
the broader geopolitical objective was to secure Soviet influence in the region
during the height of the Cold War. However, the Soviet invasion ignited a fierce
national and religious backlash. A decentralised resistance movement composed
of Mujahideen fighters, tribal militias, and nationalist forces quickly gained
momentum (Amin, 1984). These groups, often motivated by Islamic principles
and a deep-rooted sense of Afghan independence, waged a determined guerrilla
war against the occupying Soviet forces. With rugged terrain favoring local
knowledge, and with substantial support from external actors, including the US,
Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and China, the Mujahideen inflicted significant casualties
on the Soviet military (Coll, 2004; Roy, 1990). The Mujahideen insurgency
inflicted severe losses on Soviet forces and eventually contributed to the Soviet
Union’s decision to withdraw in 1989, marking a significant defeat for Moscow
and a turning point in the Cold War.

The USSR found itself mired in a conflict it could neither win militarily nor
exit without political consequences. Despite its superior firepower, the Soviet army
could never establish effective control over the entire country. Rural Afghanistan
remained largely under Mujahideen influence, and urban centers were plagued
by insecurity and insurgency. The war dragged on, draining Soviet resources,
damaging its international image, and contributing to internal discontent within
the USSR itself. By 1989, after nearly a decade of bloody conflict and with no
decisive victory in sight, the Soviet Union withdrew its forces under the leadership
of Mikhail Gorbachev, acknowledging the futility of their intervention. The
war left Afghanistan devastated, with hundreds of thousands of dead, millions
displaced, and the country’s infrastructure and institutions in ruins.
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During the Cold War, Afghanistan became a critical theatre in the global
power struggle between the US and the Soviet Union. Following the Soviet
invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, the US, along with Saudi Arabia and Pakistan,
actively supported the Afghan resistance movement-commonly referred to as the
Mujahideen (Bakhsh Rais, 1993). This support was part of a broader strategy to
constrain Soviet expansion and drain its resources through a prolonged insurgency.
The Mujahideen received significant financial, military, and intelligence assistance,
with Pakistan serving as the primary conduit through its Inter-Services Intelligence
(ISI) agency. Pakistan became a frontline state, serving as a conduit for US
and Saudi support to the Afghan Mujahideen while pursuing its own regional
ambitions and strategic depth against India. Saudi Arabia, motivated by its rivalry
with Iran and its commitment to promoting a pan-Islamic identity, provided
extensive financial aid to Islamist factions, thereby reinforcing religious militancy.
In contrast, post-revolutionary Iran sought to expand its revolutionary ideology
among Afghanistan’s Shia communities, intensifying sectarian and ideological
polarisation (Bakhsh Rais, 1993). Collectively, these regional involvements
transformed Afghanistan into a battleground for competing geopolitical and
ideological interests, deepening internal fragmentation and laying the groundwork
for prolonged instability beyond the Cold War era.

Moreover, with the eventual withdrawal of Soviet forces in 1989 and the
collapse of the USSR in 1991, Afghanistan descended into a civil war as different
Mujahideen factions vied for control. Amid this chaos, a new Islamist movement
emerged in the early 1990s-the Taliban, composed mainly of students from
Deobandi madrassas in Pakistan and former Mujahideen fighters (Shahrani,
2000). Under the leadership of Mullah Mohammad Omar, the Taliban rapidly
gained ground by promising to restore order, implement Islamic law, and
end the lawlessness that had plagued post-Soviet Afghanistan. By 1996, the
Taliban had captured Kabul and established the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan
(Basit, 2022). Although many of its members had once been part of the US-
backed Mujahideen, the Taliban’s ideology and governance approach diverged
sharply from Western expectations. Their strict interpretation of Islamic law,
harsh treatment of women, destruction of cultural heritage sites such as the
Bamiyan Buddhas, and most notably, their harbouring of al-Qaeda, created
serious tensions with the international community, particularly the US. Despite
the Taliban’s initial efforts to secure international recognition and diplomatic
legitimacy, they were ultimately unsuccessful in forging substantive relations
with major global powers. This diplomatic failure can be attributed largely to
the Taliban’s reluctance to align with US strategic objectives in the region, most
notably their resistance to permitting Afghanistan’s territory to be used as a
transit corridor for American-backed energy pipelines originating in Central
Asia and intended to reach the Indian Ocean, thereby circumventing Iran and
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Russia. Furthermore, the Taliban’s uncompromising ideological stance and their
categorical rejection of US geopolitical ambitions in the region contributed to a
deepening of bilateral tensions.

Consequently, the Taliban’s regime began to be portrayed in Western narratives
as emblematic of Islamic fundamentalism and a sanctuary for transnational
terrorist networks, particularly following their continued harbouring of al-Qaeda
operatives. In the aftermath of the September 11, 2001 attacks, the US launched a
full-scale military intervention in Afghanistan under the rubric of the ‘Global War
on Terror’, aiming to dismantle terrorist infrastructure and remove the Taliban
from power. The intervention was thus framed not only as a counterterrorism
operation but also as a civilisational and ideological campaign against radical
Islamic governance. This discursive shift served to legitimize US military objectives
while simultaneously marginalizing the Taliban as international pariahs within the
global order. Therefore, the Taliban’s alignment with al-Qaeda leader Osama bin
Laden, who was projected for orchestrating the 9/11 terrorist attacks.

In response to the attacks, the US launched ‘Operation Enduring Freedom’
in October 2001, with the objective of dismantling al-Qaeda and removing the
Taliban regime that had given it sanctuary. The US-led invasion rapidly toppled
the Taliban government, forcing its leaders into exile or hiding. In the aftermath,
the USA and its allies supported the establishment of a pro-Western interim
government led by Hamid Karzai, a Pashtun leader with connections to both
Afghan tribal structures and the Western diplomatic community. Backed by
extensive international aid and military presence, Karzai’s government marked
the beginning of a new era in Afghan politics-one characterised by efforts to build
democratic institutions, modernize the state, and combat insurgency. However,
despite initial successes, the new Afghan state struggled with deep-rooted
challenges such as corruption, ethnic divisions, lack of infrastructure, and the re-
emergence of the Taliban as a powerful insurgent force.

11.5. Global War on Terror: America’s First Front in Afghanistan

The Global War on Terror (GWOT), declared by the US in the wake of
the September 11, 2001, attacks, has been widely critiqued as a geo-political
project that reconfigured international norms around sovereignty, security, and
intervention (Frank, 2018). At its core, the GWOT served not only as a response
to transnational terrorism but also as a strategic framework through which the
USA reasserted its global dominance, particularly in geo-strategically significant
regions like Central and South Asia. Among its most consequential theatres
was Afghanistan, which became the first target of US military operations under
this rubric. The US-led invasion of Afghanistan in October 2001 marked the
beginning of what would become the longest war in American history. The initial
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justification for the invasion of Afghanistan was framed around the objective
of dismantling al-Qaeda and removing the Taliban regime that had provided it
sanctuary. The Authorisation for Use of Military Force (AUMF) passed by the US
Congress on September 14, 2001, gave the executive branch sweeping powers to
target entities and states deemed responsible for the attacks (Congress, 2001).
However, critical scholarship has pointed out that the war quickly evolved beyond
a counter-terrorism operation into a broader state-building and geopolitical
project (Chomsky, 2007; Mamdani, 2005; Rashid, 2002). The invasion allowed
the US to establish a long-term military footprint in a region of high strategic
value, particularly amid concerns about energy transit routes and regional
power dynamics involving Russia, China, and Iran. Several scholars argue
that the GWOT, and particularly the Afghan campaign, must be understood
within a broader imperial framework. David Harvey (2003) conceptualises such
interventions as part of the ‘new imperialism’, where military force and neoliberal
restructuring are deployed to open up new markets and secure geopolitical
interests (Harvey, 2003). In this context, Afghanistan was not only a battleground
against terrorism but also a laboratory for political engineering, where the US
and its allies attempted to construct a Western-style liberal democratic state from
above. Therefore, Neta Crawford rightly pointed out how US strategic interests were
deeply entangled with its public humanitarian justifications (Crawford, 2013).
The narrative of ‘liberating Afghan women’ and ‘building democracy’ often
masked the more structural objectives of asserting control over political regimes
and regional security architecture. This aligns with 7a/al Asad’s argument that

humanitarian discourses frequently accompany and legitimize imperial violence
in the modern era (Asad, 2007).

Therefore, the consequences of the US invasion were profound, both for
Afghanistan and the global order. Domestically, Afghanistan experienced decades
of instability, the entrenchment of ‘warlordism’, and widespread human suffering.
The Taliban insurgency, initially quelled, resurged by the mid-2000s, drawing
attention to the limitations of externally imposed state-building models (Giustozzi,
2007). Internationally, the war contributed to the erosion of norms regarding
state sovereignty and the use of force. The principle of preemptive self-defence
used to justify the invasion of Afghanistan (and later Iraq) effectively diluted the
normative constraints of the UN Charter, which prohibits the use of force except
in cases of self-defence or Security Council authorisation. The war also catalysed
the expansion of the US security apparatus globally, including the proliferation
of drone warfare, extraordinary rendition, and mass surveillance, often with scant
oversight or accountability (Gregory, 2011). These developments reinforced a
global security regime in which the US assumed the prerogative to define threats
and intervene unilaterally. After two decades of military engagement, the abrupt
withdrawal of US forces in August 2021 and the rapid collapse of the Western-
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backed Afghan government exposed the fragility of the entire project. The return of
the Taliban to power underscored the limits of military occupation and externally
imposed liberal institutional frameworks in deeply fragmented societies.

Therefore, the post-9/11 US-led intervention in Afghanistan significantly
altered the strategic landscape of South and Central Asia, prompting neighbouring
states such as Pakistan, Iran, China, and Russia to recalibrate their geopolitical
interests in response to evolving regional dynamics and to the prolonged presence
of Western forces and the evolving security vacuum. Initially, Pakistan emerged
as a critical US ally in the “War on Terror’, leveraging its proximity and historical
ties to the Taliban, yet simultaneously maintaining covert connections with
various militant factions to secure its strategic depth against India (Fair, 2014).
Iran, although ideologically opposed to the Taliban, viewed the US presence with
increasing suspicion, particularly in light of the Bush administration’s inclusion
of Iran in the ‘Axis of Evil’, leading Tehran to adopt a pragmatic approach that
included covert cooperation with Taliban elements to undermine US objectives
(Byman, 2005). China, although maintaining a non-interventionist posture,
became increasingly invested in Afghanistan’s stability due to concerns over Uyghur
militancy and the potential spillover of extremism into its Xinjiang region, later
integrating Afghanistan into its broader Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) framework
(Zhao, 2016). Russia, having faced its own Islamist insurgencies in the North
Caucasus, initially welcomed the US presence but grew wary of NATO’s long-
term military footprint in what it perceived as its strategic backyard, prompting
Moscow to strengthen its influence in Central Asia through mechanisms like the
Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO) and the Shanghai Cooperation
Organisation (SCO) (Anna, 2013; Cooley, 2012). Collectively, these regional
powers responded to the post-9/11 intervention not merely as observers but as
active participants seeking to shape Afghanistan’s future in alignment with their
broader security and geopolitical calculations.

11.6. The Middle East and Afghanistan Crisis

Relations between Afghanistan and Middle East countries can be categorised
into three main dimensions. Firstly, the Islamic legacy and shared cultural bonds.
For centuries, Afghanistan has been bound to its Middle Eastern counterparts
through a powerful Islamic legacy. As part of the broader Islamic civilisation,
Afghan societies participated in shared religious discourses, spiritual institutions,
and literary traditions, centered around Persianate, Arabic theological, and
Sufi exchange, which transcended modern national borders. Secondly, the geo-
strategic connectivity, crossroads and corridors. Afghanistan’s geographic position
as the ‘heart of Asia’ situates it at the interstices of South Asia, Central Asia, East
Asia, and the Middle East-a nexus point for trade, transit, and power politics. For
millennia, it anchored the Silk Road and other critical east-west arteries. From a
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geo-economic standpoint, Afghanistan offers the shortest and most cost-effective
land routes for roadways, railways, and energy pipelines connecting Central Asian
energy exporters to South Asian importers.

Modern connectivity initiatives reaffirm this. Projects such as the International
North-South Transport Corridor (INSTC)-linking India through Iran to Russia
and Europe-plus China’s Belt and Road (New Silk Road), and the China-Pakistan
Economic Corridor (CPEC) extension into Afghanistan, underscore the country’s
contemporary significance (Yuan & Jérg, 2017). For instance, in May 2025, a
trilateral agreement between China, Pakistan, and Afghanistan officially integrated
Afghanistan into CPEC-a move aimed at fortifying regional integration yet also
enhancing Beijing’s strategic leverage. Thirdly, Superpower Shadows and Proxy
Alignments of Afghan-Middle East relations.

Therefore, the political dynamics between Afghanistan and Middle Eastern
countries can be heavily connected through the prism of great-power rivalry.
During the Soviet-Afghan War (1979-89), key Middle East actors such as Saudi
Arabia aligned with US and Pakistani efforts to funnel arms and funds to the
mujahideen (Bakhsh Rais, 1993). Notably, private and charitable Islamic networks
across the Gulf contributed even more than states themselves, with Saudi support-
both public and private. Iran, however, took a divergent posture: while the Soviet
Union backed the Kabul regime, Iran tended to support Shi’a factions-especially
in Hazara-and developed a cautious alignment with the PDPA, viewing it as
a counterbalance to rising Sunni militant groups fostered by Washington and
Riyadh. Similarly, Middle Eastern capitals found their room for autonomous
Afghan-policy manoeuvring curtailed during subsequent US interventions. Strong
ties between the US and regional powers, especially Saudi Arabia, meant that when
US forces invaded in 2001, many Gulf states were constrained in their ability to
oppose the expedition-even if they harboured concerns about extremism-owing
to broader strategic alignments. Thus, throughout the Cold War and into the
post-9/11 era, the policy positions of Gulf and Middle Eastern nations towards
Afghanistan were often shaped-or limited-by their alliances with superpowers.
Their agency was frequently overshadowed by broader geopolitical imperatives
governed by American or Russian strategic agendas.

In the contemporary time, with the withdrawal of US forces in 2021 and the
Taliban’s return to power, Afghanistan’s diplomatic engagement with Middle Eastern
countries is at a critical juncture. States such as Qatar, the United Arab Emirates,
and Saudi Arabia are recalibrating their policies, balancing humanitarian concerns,
security considerations, and geopolitical rivalries. Therefore, Iran’s evolving approach
toward Afghanistan-focused on border security, trade, and ethnic-religious linkages-
underscores the complex layers of diplomacy in the region. In the wake of the US
military withdrawal, Iran’s strategic posture toward the Taliban-led Afghanistan
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reflects both pragmatic engagement and concern for internal and regional security
(Mohsen & Pargoo, 2022). Given the strategic importance of Afghanistan and the
spillover threats posed by militant groups such as ISIS-Khorasan (IS-K) and al-
Qaeda, Iran’s stabilisation efforts showcase a nuanced strategy aimed at safeguarding
its borders and protecting vulnerable Shia communities-particularly the Hazara-
within Afghanistan (Lawson & Legrenzi, 2023).

Tirkiye, unlike Iran, has pursued a pragmatic engagement strategy toward the
Taliban government in Afghanistan. Ankara has sought to balance its geopolitical
and security interests by expanding channels of humanitarian assistance,
maintaining an active diplomatic presence in Kabul, and signalling readiness to
cooperate on counterterrorism and border security. At the same time, Tiirkiye has
refrained from extending formal recognition to the Taliban, adopting a cautious
stance that mirrors the broader international community’s reluctance to legitimize
the new regime prematurely. This dual approach-deepening engagement while
withholding recognition-allows Tiirkiye to secure its regional interests, maintain
influence in Afghan affairs, and avoid international isolation, thereby positioning

itself as both a humanitarian actor and a strategic stakeholder in post-American
Afghanistan (Sabah, 2021).

Qatar kept a vital role in the US-Taliban peace process through the Doha
Agreement. Beyond hosting negotiations, Qatar has actively sought to reshape the
Taliban’s image in the international arena by advocating constructive engagement
over isolation. Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani emphasised this position
during the 76th session of the United Nations General Assembly in September
2021, cautioning that ‘boycotting them would only lead to polarisation and
reactions, whereas dialogue could be fruitful’ (Jazeera, 2021). This stance reflects
Doha’s broader soft power strategy: leveraging mediation to project itself as a
neutral facilitator of dialogue while simultaneously managing the international
narrative around contentious actors (Guardian, 2025). By urging the separation
of humanitarian concerns from political differences, Qatar positions itself as both
a guarantor of peace processes and an advocate for pragmatic diplomacy.

Therefore, within the broader context of shifting regional power dynamics
and following the US withdrawal from Afghanistan in 2021, the regional political
landscape has undergone a profound transformation, marked by the emergence
of localised power configurations and strategic recalibrations among Middle
Eastern actors. Qatar has consolidated its position as a diplomatic intermediary
by facilitating negotiations between the Taliban and the international community.
Iran has intensified its engagement with Afghanistan through border security
arrangements, trade partnerships, and cultural diplomacy, reflecting its pragmatic
approach to regional stability. Saudi Arabia and the UAE have pursued cautious
diversification of their foreign policies, balancing their traditional Western
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alignments with emerging relations with China and Russia. Turkiye, for its part,
has expanded its influence through multidimensional engagement, combining
humanitarian assistance, economic investment, and security cooperation.
Collectively, these developments underscore a discernible shift from a Western-
centric order toward a regionalised and multipolar configuration of power,
wherein Middle Eastern states increasingly assert agency in shaping Afghanistan’s
trajectory and redefining inter-regional relations.

11.7. Afghan Resistance and the End of US Hegemony in Afghanistan

The abrupt collapse of the US-backed Afghan government in August 2021 and
the swift resurgence of the Taliban signified not only a monumental geopolitical
shift in South-Central Asia but also marked the symbolic and material erosion
of American hegemony in Afghanistan. This phenomenon, deeply rooted in
Afghanistan’s historical trajectory of resistance to foreign domination, reflects the
enduring salience of indigenous political agency and the limitations of externally
imposed state-building projects. The Taliban’s return to power is not an isolated
event but a culmination of persistent Afghan resistance shaped by local socio-
political dynamics, religious ideology, and the failure of liberal internationalist
interventions. Therefore, Afghanistan has long been characterised by its
resistance to foreign occupation, often termed the ‘graveyard of empires’. From
British imperial incursions in the 19th century to Soviet intervention in the 20th
century, and eventually American military occupation in the 21st, Afghanistan’s
political identity has been significantly shaped by resistance to external hegemons
(Barfield, 2010). This resistance is not merely reactive but is deeply rooted in the
tribal, religious, and nationalist consciousness of the Afghan population, where
jihad has historically been framed as a moral and spiritual obligation to expel
foreign forces (Saikal, 2004).

Following the US-led invasionin 2001, the Bonn Agreementlaid the foundation
for a new Afghan political order, which emphasised democratic governance,
human rights, and economic liberalisation. However, this externally constructed
liberal framework failed to gain organic legitimacy among vast segments of the
Afghan population. The reliance on warlords, the marginalisation of traditional
structures, widespread corruption, and the failure to deliver security or economic
justice contributed to the erosion of trust in the Afghan state (Goodhand & Sedra,
2010). The US-NATO intervention, though initially welcomed by some segments
of Afghan society, increasingly came to be viewed as an occupation-particularly
as drone strikes, night raids, civilian casualties, and protracted militarisation
continued. The Taliban, in contrast, effectively rebranded themselves not only
as a religious force but also as a nationalist resistance movement fighting foreign
occupation, thereby regaining traction among rural and marginalised communities
(Giustozzi, 2018).
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The Taliban’s ability to endure and re-emerge as the dominant political force
by 2021 was not solely based on ideological zealotry but rather on strategic
adaptation and organisational resilience. Over the years, the Taliban transformed
from a pariah insurgency into a sophisticated, decentralised network capable of
negotiating diplomatically while maintaining military pressure. They exploited
the governance vacuum left by Kabul in rural areas by providing informal justice
systems, mediating local disputes, and maintaining a semblance of order-functions
that the central government failed to perform. Moreover, the Taliban successfully
leveraged regional geopolitics, maintaining tacit support or toleration from
actors such as Pakistan, Iran, and even Russia and China, each of which viewed
the US presence with varying degrees of scepticism. These alliances, combined
with growing frustration over US foreign policy failures, created a conducive
environment for the Taliban’s political resurgence.

The fall of Kabul on August 15, 2021, without significant resistance, epitomised
the hollowness of the US-backed Afghan state. President Ashraf Ghani’s flight and
the disintegration of the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) underscored
the artificiality of an institution built primarily for external legitimacy rather than
internal consolidation. This event symbolised not only the failure of two decades of
US nation-building but also the symbolic end of America’s hegemonic credibility
in Afghanistan and, arguably, in broader regions of the Global South. From a
theoretical standpoint, this decline in hegemony aligns with Robert Cox’s assertion
that hegemony is not merely about military or economic dominance but about
the ability to shape ideas, institutions, and norms that become universalised (Cox,
1981). The US failed to embed its liberal values within Afghan society, rendering its
hegemonic order unsustainable once the military withdrawal began. Moreover, the
Taliban’s return marks the reconfiguration of Afghan politics along more traditional,
Islamic lines. While their rule remains contested-particularly regarding human
rights, women’s freedoms, and inclusivity-their political presence is undeniably
indigenous. They derive legitimacy not from international recognition but from
their perceived authenticity among segments of the Afghan populace, particularly
in the Pashtun heartlands. This underscores the distinction between legitimacy
derived from international mandates and that rooted in historical, religious, and
communal structures. The case of Afghanistan calls for a re-evaluation of hegemonic
order and resistance politics in the post-colonial world.

11.8. New Afghanistan Under Taliban: Prospects and Challenges

The return of the Taliban to power in August 2021 is a significant shift in
Afghanistan’s political landscape, ending two decades of US-led intervention and
ushering in an era fraught with uncertainty. While the Taliban’s swift takeover
surprised international observers, their ability to consolidate power has highlighted
both the resilience of their ideological apparatus and the vacuum left by the
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collapse of the US-backed regime. The new Taliban government, formally known
as the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan, now faces a multifaceted set of challenges
that will define its legitimacy, both domestically and internationally. Therefore,
the Taliban’s military victory has enabled a degree of national unification under
a single authority-albeit coercively-ending years of fragmented governance and
competing warlordism. The Taliban leadership has emphasised a commitment
to maintaining security, eradicating corruption, and preventing Afghanistan
from becoming a haven for transnational terrorist organisations-a key demand
of the international community (Giustozzi, 2022). Furthermore, the Taliban’s
administration has sought to improve ties with neighbouring countries such
as China, Pakistan, Iran, Qatar and Tiirkiye in hopes of attracting investment,
particularly in mining and infrastructure projects (Kugelman, 2021). These efforts
suggest an emerging pragmatism within the Taliban’s foreign policy, aimed at
securing economic lifelines and limited recognition.

Nevertheless, the Taliban regime faces profound challenges. Chief among
them is the economic crisis precipitated by the suspension of international aid,
which previously accounted for 75% of the government’s budget (Bank, 2022).
Afghanistan’s GDP has contracted sharply, and over 90% of the population now
lives below the poverty line. The regime’s ideological rigidity, particularly regarding
women’s rights, education, and press freedom, has alienated both domestic civil
society and foreign governments, impeding any path toward formal diplomatic
recognition (International, 2023). Moreover, the reemergence of violent factions
like the Islamic State Khorasan Province (ISKP) signals that the Taliban’s monopoly
over violence is far from secure. The administrative capabilities of the Taliban
are also under scrutiny. Their cadre, largely composed of fighters with limited
bureaucratic experience, struggles with basic governance functions such as taxation,
service delivery, and regulatory enforcement. Humanitarian organisations report
ongoing restrictions on access, especially for female staff, further compounding
the humanitarian crisis. Internally, ethnic and sectarian divisions-especially the
marginalisation of Hazara Shia communities-pose risks to long-term cohesion
and national reconciliation. Therefore, the Taliban’s second emirate presents
a paradox: a regime militarily ascendant but institutionally fragile. While their
consolidation of control offers a semblance of stability, the lack of inclusivity, the
deepening humanitarian crisis, and their pariah status in global diplomacy could
jeopardize the very state they now rule. Whether the Taliban can transform from
an insurgent movement into a governing authority capable of navigating complex
domestic and international challenges remains an open question-one that will
determine the fate of Afghanistan in the years to come.
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11.9. Conclusion

The instability in Afghanistan in the 21st century represents a multifaceted
crisis rooted in a complex interplay of internal and external dynamics. Internally,
the enduring ethnic fragmentation, weak state institutions, and fragile political
structures have consistently undermined efforts toward sustainable governance and
national unity. The resurgence of the Taliban and the collapse of the US-backed
Afghan government in 2021 reveal the deep-rooted legitimacy crisis within the
Afghan state and the failure to establish an inclusive political framework capable
of representing the country’s diverse populations. Externally, Afghanistan has
long been a geopolitical battleground for regional and global powers, from the
post-9/11 US-led intervention to the shifting strategic interests of neighbouring
states such as Pakistan, Iran, China, and Russia. These external actors have often
exacerbated domestic instability by supporting rival factions, pursuing divergent
agendas, and instrumentalizing Afghanistan’s internal divisions for broader
regional leverage. Furthermore, the international community’s inconsistent and
at times contradictory policies, marked by military overreach, inadequate nation-
building, and abrupt withdrawal, have deepened the crisis rather than resolved it.
Ultimately, Afghanistan’s instability cannot be understood in isolation. It is the
outcome of layered historical grievances, socio-political fragilities, and competing
external interventions. Addressing this instability requires a paradigm shift away
from externally imposed solutions toward Afghan-led political reconciliation,
regional cooperation based on mutual respect for sovereignty, and long-term
commitments to institution-building and socio-economic development. Without
tackling both the internal dysfunctions and the destabilizing impact of external
interference, Afghanistan is likely to remain entrapped in a cycle of conflict,
insecurity, and humanitarian distress.
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