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AfghAnistAn 2021: Us withdrAwAl, the tAlibAn retUrn 
And regionAl geopolitics

Filippo Boni

The Open University
filippo.boni@open.ac.uk

Afghanistan in 2021 was characterised by the withdrawal of US troops and by the 
sudden fall of Kabul to the Taliban in August. After 20 years of war, and US$ 2.3 
trillion spent in the conflict, the US was eventually out of Afghanistan and the Tali-
ban back in power. The latter’s ability on the battleground did not translate in the 
capacity to govern the country, whose population suffered a dramatic deterioration 
in living conditions, also due to the freezing of assets and cuts in international aid 
following the Taliban takeover. Hopes that the Taliban had become a moderate force 
were dashed by the new cabinet announcement. Rather than being representative 
of the Afghan social fabric, the cabinet did not include any women and was mostly 
formed by Pashtuns, to the neglect of other Afghan ethnic groups. The international 
relations of Afghanistan under the new Islamic regime saw Pakistan, China and 
Russia increasing their influence, amid concerns that instability in the country could 
have significant repercussions on their domestic politics. Among the regional players, 
India is the one that has been weakened more significantly by the American exit and 
the return of the Taliban.   
     
Keywords – Taliban government; Afghanistan Papers; China-Afghanistan 
relations; Pakistan-Afghanistan relations; humanitarian crisis.

1. Introduction

The fall of Kabul to the Taliban on 15 August 2021 was without doubt the 
most significant development which characterised Afghanistan in the year 
under examination. Images of the militant group seizing the presidential 
palace made the headlines around the world. As the Taliban arrived at the 
gates of the Afghan capital, President Ashraf Ghani and Vice President Am-
rullah Saleh fled the country. In just 10 days, the Taliban went from taking 
their first provincial capital to gaining control of Kabul. The capitulation 
of Afghanistan’s main city, alongside the speed at which the country’s main 
institutions – the presidency and the Afghan National Army (ANA) above 
all – collapsed, caught many observers, as well as US administration offi-
cials, by surprise. It should not have. For those who have followed Afghani-
stan’s political developments closely, these events could have been largely 
anticipated. In 2020 only, there were clear signs of a very fragile situation; 
these included: the Doha agreement between the US and the Taliban, which 
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reflected America’s weak position at the negotiating table; the stalled intra-
Afghan reconciliation process between the US-backed Afghan government 
and the Taliban; endless political infighting between President Ghani and 
Chief Executive Abdullah Abdullah, highlighted by two separate inaugura-
tion ceremonies of March 2020.1 In such a fragmented and weak political 
landscape, worsened by the quick and chaotic withdrawal of the US forces, 
a Taliban ascent to power was only a matter of time. 

To understand how such a quick Taliban takeover was possible, it is 
not only necessary to delve into the events in 2021, but also to take a deeper 
look at some of the root causes of American failure in Afghanistan. To this 
end, this article draws on a wealth of archival sources, first published by 
The Washington Post in December 2019, which later became known as the 
«Afghanistan Papers». These are a collection of 611 interviews conducted by 
the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR) on 
the US war in Afghanistan, including those with high-level US and Afghan 
officials. They shed unique and unprecedented light on the shortcomings 
and failures of the American approach to its longest conflict, and are key to 
provide some explanations behind the unravelling of the US-led effort in 
Afghanistan and the dramatic return of the Taliban to power in 2021. 

This article proceeds as follows: section 2 looks at the US’s withdrawal 
from Afghanistan and it analyses the causes behind the sudden return of 
the Taliban; the latter’s campaign to regain control of the country and the 
disastrous humanitarian and economic crises that affected Afghanistan are 
treated in sections 3 and 4, respectively. Section 5 discusses how key regional 
players such as Pakistan, China, Russia and India have approached the Tali-
ban revival in Kabul. A brief conclusion wraps up the article.  

2. The US in Afghanistan: causes of failure and the final withdrawal

«The history of military conflict in Afghanistan [has] been one of initial suc-
cess, followed by long years of floundering and ultimate failure. We’re not 
going to repeat that mistake».2 With these words, pronounced by George W. 
Bush in April 2002, during a speech at the Virginia Military Institute, the 
then US President was clearly trying to set the US on a different course from 
other great powers.3 At the time, Bush’s optimism was justified. By April 
2002, the Taliban forces had been reduced to very small numbers and their 
presence significantly weakened across the country. The Bonn Agreement, 

1.  Filippo Boni, ‘Afghanistan 2020: The US-Taliban peace deal, intra-Afghan 
talks and regional implications’, Asia Maior, Vol. XXXI/2020, pp. 465-478.

2.  Craig Whitlock, ‘At war with the truth’, The Washington Post, 9 December 2019. 
3.  Both the British in the late 19th century and the Soviet Union in the 1980s, 

embarked in attempts to bring Afghanistan under their control and ultimately failed 
in their military campaigns.
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signed on 5 December 2001, provided a roadmap for an inclusive govern-
ment. From a military standpoint, the invasion had achieved its objective of 
toppling the Taliban, and the US-led coalition had a relatively light foot-
print in the country, with 7,200 US troops as of March 2002.4 In this context, 
the return of the Taliban in August 2021, facilitated by the disintegration 
of the Afghan state as envisioned and supported by the US and its allies, 
appears all the more striking. A number of explanations, ranging from ram-
pant corruption to the attempts to impose a Western-style form of govern-
ment, have been advanced to explain the failure to stabilise the country and 
the overall fragility of state institutions. While it is beyond the scope of this 
article to address all of these explanations in depth, it is important to survey 
the most prominent among them, as they help understand the return of the 
Taliban in 2021.       

To start with, some analysts identify the root cause of America’s prob-
lems in the decision to exclude the Taliban from the political arrangements 
reached through the Bonn Agreement. According to Barnett Rubin, former 
senior adviser to the Special Representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan in 
the US Department of State between 2009 and 2013, the original sin was 
the rejection by then US Secretary of Defence Donald Rumsfeld of a politi-
cal agreement between Karzai and what remained of the Taliban leadership 
in 2001. At a time in which the Taliban were weak and defeated, including 
them in the political process to establish a stable government would have 
signified having the Taliban on board «in proportion to their true numbers 
and influence (small, but real) in the drafting and implementation of the 
constitution».5 

Another explanation points to what Rory Stewart – former British 
Army officer and, in 2019, UK’s secretary of State for International De-
velopment – defined «an obsession with universal plans and extensive 
resources».6 As this line of argument goes, the US failure is to be ascribed 
to the desire to export systems of government and institutions modelled on 
the Western paradigm of liberal democracy. 

A similar critique emerged clearly from a number of interviews pub-
lished in the «Afghanistan Papers». A former State Department official, for 
instance, argued that the US policy in Afghanistan was «to create a strong 
central government» noting how this was «idiotic because Afghanistan does 
not have a history of a strong central government. […] The timeframe for 

4.  ‘A timeline of U.S. troop levels in Afghanistan since 2001’, Military Times, 6 
July 2016. 

5.  Barnett Rubin, ‘The Once And Future Defeat In Afghanistan’, War On The 
Rocks, 1 November 2021. 

6.  Rory Stewart, ‘The Last Days of Intervention’, Foreign Affairs, Vol. 100, No. 
6, 2021, pp. 60-73. 
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creating a strong central government is 100 years. Which we didn’t have».7 
Along similar lines, a retired US diplomat observed that the US were «trying 
to build systematic government a la Washington, DC […] in a country that 
doesn’t operate that way». He went on further to say that «this idea that we 
went in with that this was going to become a state government like a U.S. 
state or something like that was just wrong and is what condemned us to 15 
years of war instead of 2 or 3».8 

The «Afghanistan papers» also foregrounded how corruption played 
a key role in making state institutions extremely vulnerable and fragile. 
Christopher Kolenda, former strategic adviser to three US commanders in 
Afghanistan, noted how the US «never came to grips with […] kleptocracy. 
And by 2006, Afghanistan had self-organized into a kleptocracy […] where 
senior positions were purchased for a price». He continued arguing that 
«foreign aid is part of how they [the Afghans] get rents to pay for the posi-
tions they purchased».9 

Blaming Afghans for corruption was a widespread narrative but, as 
Barnett Rubin reminds us, «the basic assumption was that corruption is an 
Afghan problem and we are the solution. But there is one indispensable in-
gredient for corruption – money – and we were the ones who had money».10 
Such a view is echoed by other officials interviewed, who observed how in 
late 2005 it became clear that there was going to be no improvement unless 
corruption was dealt with. According to Doug Wankel, former director of 
the counternarcotics task force at US embassy in Kabul, the «US created a 
lot of millionaires and multi-millionaires since its intervention».11

Another important explanation emerging from the more than 2,000 
pages of interviews and memos published by The Washington Post is the lack 
of clarity in the aims of the mission. Records of an interview with Douglas 
Lute, former US ambassador to NATO and Army lieutenant general, are 
particularly revealing. In Lute’s words, «we [the US] didn’t have the foggiest 

7.  Afghanistan Papers, Former State Department official, Lessons Learned 
interview, 7 October 2015 (https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2019/investi-
gations/afghanistan-papers/documents-database/?document=background_ll_01_xx_
dc_07102015). 

8.  Richard Boucher, Lessons Learned interview, 15 October 2015 (https://www.
washingtonpost.com/graphics/2019/investigations/afghanistan-papers/documents-
database/?document=boucher_richard_ll_01_b9_10152015). 

9.  Christopher Kolenda, Lessons Learned interview, 4 May 2016 (https://www.
washingtonpost.com/graphics/2019/investigations/afghanistan-papers/documents-
database/?document=background_ll_03_xx_dc_04052016). 

10.  Barnett Rubin, Lesson Learned Interview, 20 January 2015.  
11.  Doug Wankel, Lessons Learned interview, 4/19/2016 (https://www.wash-

ingtonpost.com/graphics/2019/investigations/afghanistan-papers/documents-
database/?document=background_ll_04_xx2_04192016). 
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notion of what we were undertaking».12 Similarly, Ryan Crocker, former US 
ambassador to Afghanistan, noted that in the early days «we didn’t know 
what the task was […] what the US was there to do, and […] there  was 
[…] in  those  early  months, significant differences in view, in Washington, 
as to whether we should embark on a long term nation building effort or 
whether we wanted to keep our role and our agenda very minimal».13 None-
theless, it was not just in the early days that things lacked clarity. Dan Mc-
Neill, commander of US forces in Afghanistan, (2002-2003) and of NATO 
forces (2007-2008), declared that he «tried to get someone to define for me 
what winning meant, even before I went over, and nobody could. Nobody 
would give me a good definition of what it meant».14 These final remarks are 
particularly interesting if put into context with the words that President Joe 
Biden pronounced in July 2021. In his view, «the United States did what we 
went to do in Afghanistan: to get the terrorists who attacked us on 9/11 and 
to deliver justice to Osama Bin Laden, and to degrade the terrorist threat 
to keep Afghanistan from becoming a base from which attacks could be con-
tinued against the United States. We achieved those objectives. That’s why 
we went».15 Even if assessed exclusively on this aspect – that is securing US 
interests by preventing Afghanistan from becoming a terrorist hotbed – US’ 
mission has fallen short. A report for the UN Security Council published in 
early 2022 noted how al-Qāʿidah «received a significant boost following the 
Taliban takeover of Afghanistan in August 2021, as some of its closest sym-
pathizers within the Taliban now occupy senior positions in the new de facto 
Afghan administration».16 The report further added that «terrorist groups 
enjoy greater freedom there than at any time in recent history».17

Overall, the Biden administration displayed a high degree of continu-
ity with the policies implemented under Donald J. Trump. During the lat-
ter’s presidency, the US signed a withdrawal deal with the Taliban in Febru-

12.  Afghanistan Papers, Douglas Lute, Lessons Learned interview, 20 February 
2015

(https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2019/investigations/afghanistan-pa-
pers/documents-database/?document=lute_doug_ll_01_d5_02202015). 

13.  Afghanistan Papers, Ryan Crocker, Lessons Learned interview, 11 Janu-
ary 2016 (https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2019/investigations/afghanistan-
papers/documents-database/?document=crocker_ryan_ll_first_interview_01112016). 

14.  Afghanistan Papers, Dan McNeill, Lessons Learned interview, no date avail-
able, accessed: 16 February 2022 (https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2019/
investigations/afghanistan-papers/documents-database/?document=background_
ll_07_xx_xx_undated_mcneill1). 

15.  The White House, ‘Remarks by President Biden on the Drawdown of U.S. 
Forces in Afghanistan’, 8 July 2021.  

16.  UN Security Council, Analytical Support and Sanctions Monitoring Team, 
Twenty-ninth report of the Analytical Support and Sanctions Monitoring Team submitted pur-
suant to resolution 2368 (2017) concerning ISIL (Da’esh), Al-Qaida and associated individu-
als and entities, 3 February 2022.

17.  Ibid.
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ary 2020, which stipulated that US forces would withdraw from Afghanistan 
by 31 May 2021, in return for some counterterrorism assurances from the 
Taliban.18 The Biden administration chose to delay the withdrawal date to 
31 August 2021, but it did not reverse this decision.

Views differ as to whether a different course of action could have 
prevented such a rapid capitulation of Afghanistan. According to some 
analysts, the Biden administration could have decided to ignore the deal 
with the Taliban and to retain several thousand troops in order to over-
see the intra-Afghan reconciliation process and, ultimately, to facilitate a 
peace agreement.19 The proponents of this option contend that the minimal 
costs of retaining such a force would have far outweighed the security risks 
associated with Afghanistan’s collapse.20 By contrast, President Biden was 
convinced that retaining a small military presence in Afghanistan would 
have not been enough to prevent the Taliban from regaining control of the 
country. As he put it, «nearly 20 years of experience has shown us that the 
current security situation only confirms that ‘just one more year’ of fighting 
in Afghanistan is not a solution but a recipe for being there indefinitely».21 

Regardless of the different viewpoints, the Taliban establishing their 
new cabinet around 11 September 2021 carried an extremely powerful sym-
bolism. 20 years since the attack on the Twin Towers shocked the Western 
world, and after having spent 2.3 trillion dollars in the conflict,22 the US 
was out of Afghanistan and the Taliban were again in control of the country. 

3. The Taliban’s (re)ascent to power: from combat operations to the first cabinet

There were two key phases that defined the Taliban offensive towards Kabul. 
The first phase, roughly between May and July, saw the Taliban progressively 
gaining territory; the second one, in the first 15 days of August, led to the ca-
pitulation of Afghanistan’s capital and the surrender of the Western-backed 
government. During the first phase, Taliban attacks began to intensify in 
May, with fighting occurring between the Taliban and Afghan National Forc-
es (ANA) in the southern province of Helmand.23 Districts in the Wardak 
province near Kabul were also seized by insurgents. In June, fighting was 

18.  Filippo Boni, ‘Afghanistan 2020: The US-Taliban peace deal’. 
19.  ‘Afghanistan Study Group Final Report’, United States Institute of Peace, Feb-

ruary 2021. 
20.  ‘The Afghanistan Withdrawal: Military and Defense Implications’, Congres-

sional Research Service, 17th August 2021.
21.  The White House, ‘Remarks by President Biden on the Drawdown of U.S. 

Forces in Afghanistan’. 
22.  Brown University, Costs of War Project (https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/). 
23.  Claire Brader, ‘Timeline of Taliban offensive in Afghanistan’, House of Lords 

Library, 17 August 2021. 
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taking place in 26 out of the 34 Afghan provinces and the United Nations 
Afghan envoy, Deborah Lyons, claimed that insurgents had taken more than 
50 of the 370 districts since the previous month.24 A further acceleration of 
the Taliban advance came in early July, as US forces withdrew from their 
main military base at Bagram. A number of cities across the country, includ-
ing Herat and Kandahar, witnessed intense fighting between the Taliban and 
ANA. By this time, it was clear that the Taliban had the upper hand, which 
led to increasing desertions in the ANA as it was becoming increasingly dif-
ficult for Afghan regular forces to keep the Taliban’s advance in check. 

The second phase started in the first days of August, and saw a pro-
gressive escalation of violence. By 8 August, the Taliban had carried out a 
sweeping offensive through northern Afghanistan in a bid to encircle Kabul. 
Kunduz City, an area in northern Afghanistan which has routes to major cit-
ies including Kabul, was reported to have been largely in insurgent control 
by this date. The cities of Herat and Kandahar fell to Taliban control by 13 
August with Mazar-i-Sharif following suit on 14 August. The day after, the 
Taliban entered Kabul. 

The map below provides a visual representation of the changes in 
district control between early July and mid-August, and it shows how the 
Taliban went from controlling 90 districts in July, to having almost the entire 
country under their rule within a month.  

Map 1 – Territorial control during Taliban the offensive 
on 9 July and 16 August 2021

Source: ‘Mapping the advance of the Taliban in Afghanistan’, BBC News, 16 August 2021.

24.  ‘UN Afghan envoy Deborah Lyons alarmed at Taliban gains’, BBC News, 
22 June 2021. 



Filippo Boni

382

After having taken control of the capital and most of the country in 
mid-August, it took the Taliban a little over three weeks to announce the 
first cabinet of their caretaker government on 7 September 2021.25 This 
was followed by other two rounds of appointments on 21 September and 4 
October, which completed the cabinet.26 Amid calls from the international 
community for an inclusive government representing the country’s ethnic 
makeup and recognising women’s role in Afghanistan, unsurprisingly the 
Taliban’s cabinet was mostly composed by Pashtuns and had no women sit-
ting on it. Most of the new appointments were already involved in running 
the country during the previous stint (1996-2001) in power, including the 
acting prime minister, Mohammad Hasan Akhund, and the acting foreign 
minister, Mawlawi Amir Khan Muttaqi.27 Hopes that the Taliban of the 21st 
century would be a more inclusive version of the one seen between 1996 and 
2001 were therefore quickly dashed. 

4. Economic and humanitarian crises 

The Taliban’s ability on the battlefield did not translate into a comparable 
ability to run the country. The militants grappled with a series of social 
and economic crises, including a freefalling economy and a devastating hu-
manitarian crisis. From an economic standpoint, one of the very first reac-
tions to the Taliban’s takeover was the freezing of most international aid to 
the country. Billions of dollars of development assistance stopped flowing 
into Afghanistan in a matter of days, leaving the country de facto isolated 
financially. The US Treasury froze about US$ 9 billion of Afghanistan’s cen-
tral bank reserves; the International Monetary Fund (IMF) suspended Af-
ghanistan’s access to financial support until the Taliban are recognised by 
the international community as the legitimate political authority; the World 
Bank paused its disbursements to Afghanistan.28 This lack of external sup-
port is particularly significant for a country whose public spending in 2019 
was financed for more than 75% by foreign aid.29 Cut off from international 
aid and assistance, Afghanistan’s already fragile economy plummeted. In 
December 2021, the UN Emergency Relief Coordinator defined the Afghan 

25.  ‘Taliban announces new government in Afghanistan’, Al-Jazeera, 7 Septem-
ber 2021.  

26.  For a full list of cabinet appointments, see Martine van Bijlert, ‘The Tale-
ban’s Caretaker Cabinet and other Senior Appointments’, Afghanistan Analysts Net-
work, 7 October 2021.

27.  ‘Who are the men leading the Taliban’s new government?’, Al-Jazeera, 7 
September 2021.  

28.  United Nations Development Programme, Afghanistan: Socio-Economic Out-
look 2021-2022: Averting a Basic Needs Crisis, 1 December 2021. 

29.  World Bank, Afghanistan: Public Expenditure Update, 29 July 2019. 
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economy as being in «freefall».30 On its part, the IMF estimated that Af-
ghanistan’s economy would contract by 30% in 2021.31 

Some economic policy choices by the Taliban contributed to this situ-
ation. For instance, the decision to ban the use of foreign currency in Af-
ghanistan has been regarded as very detrimental for the economy, given 
how widespread the use of US dollars was across the country.32 In a similar 
fashion, the decision to ban women from public life it is estimated by the 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) as going to cost around 
3% of the country’s GDP, in addition to the devastating social effects, al-
ready visible in the first months of Taliban rule.33 

Against the backdrop of a worsening economic situation, a humani-
tarian disaster followed. While the latter was already in the making in the 
war’s final months, the situation worsened significantly in the second half 
of 2021. According to the UN Office for Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs (UNOCHA), 22.8 million people (55% of the population) were in 
«crisis» or «emergency» levels of food insecurity in 2021. Estimates for 2022 
project that 24.4 million people will be in need of humanitarian assistance.34 
The living conditions within Afghanistan, coupled with the economic crisis, 
have led the International Crisis Group to warn of a potential refugee crisis, 
that would have significant repercussions on neighbouring countries.35 Data 
from the United Nations Human Rights Commissioner (UNHCR) in table 
1 below paints a dramatic picture.  

Table 1 – Afghan refugees and asylum seekers in 202136

Host country Refugees Asylum seekers

Pakistan 1.438.020 10.057

Iran 780.000 0

Germany 152.677 30.146

Austria 41.037 4.810

France 37.744 9.704

Source: Data compiled by the author from UNHCR, Refugee Data Finder 

30.  ‘Afghanistan economy in «freefall», threatening to take entire population 
with it’, UN News, 19 December 2021. 

31.  ‘IMF warns Afghanistan’s economic slump will impact neighbours’, BBC 
News, 20 October 2021.

32.  ‘Taliban bans the use of foreign currency across Afghanistan’, Al Jazeera, 2 
November 2021. 

33.  United Nations Development Programme, Afghanistan: Socio-Economic Out-
look 2021-2022: Averting a Basic Needs Crisis’.

34.  UN Office for Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, Global humanitarian 
overview 2022: Afghanistan, no date.

35.  International Crisis Group, Beyond Emergency Relief: Averting Afghanistan’s 
Humanitarian Catastrophe, Report N. 317, 6 December 2021. 

36. 2021 data is available up to mid-year.
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The data presented in the table is the latest available from the UN-
HCR, but it does not account for the flux of refugees leaving Afghanistan 
in the wake of the Taliban return to power. In late 2021, the UNHCR es-
timated that around 300,000 people had fled to Iran between mid-August 
and November.37  

5. The international relations of Afghanistan under the Taliban

Besides the dramatic domestic repercussions just outlined, the Taliban’s re-
turn had important implications for the international politics of Afghani-
stan and neighbouring countries. On the one hand, regional powers like 
China, Pakistan and Russia have seen their influence increase significantly. 
To varying extents, they all had supported the Taliban ascent on the Afghan 
political scene well before the US departure. But for these three players a 
return of the Taliban also stoked fears that Afghanistan would once again 
become a haven for foreign terrorist organisations that could carry out at-
tacks on their own soil. On the other hand, the country that was certainly 
damaged the most by the Taliban’s resurgence was India, whose policy of 
support for the elected government in Kabul proved to be short-sighted 
and has led New Delhi to being relegated to the position of peripheral 
player. 

5.1. Pakistan and the Taliban: winning at what costs?

Among Afghanistan’s regional neighbours, Pakistan was the one that wel-
comed the Taliban takeover more enthusiastically. The day after the mili-
tants entered Kabul, Pakistani Prime Minister Imran Khan claimed that the 
Afghans had finally «broken the shackles of slavery».38 To be sure, Pakistan 
would have preferred the Taliban being reintegrated into Afghan institu-
tions via inclusion in a government with both international legitimacy and 
financial support.39 Nevertheless, the seizing of Kabul by the militant group 
was in many ways the successful culmination of a policy that Pakistan had 
implemented since the US-led invasion of 2001. For years, Pakistan has 
provided shelter and safe havens for Taliban leaders and, in August 2021, 
was ready to harvest on 20 years of engagement and support. 

The Taliban’s victory in Kabul was all the more important in light of 
the fraught ties that Pakistan has had with elected governments in Afghani-

37.  Philip Loft, ‘Afghanistan: Refugees and displaced people in 2021’, House of 
Commons Library Research Briefing, 16 December 2021. 

38.  “PM Khan talks about overpowering «shackles of slavery» at Single Na-
tional Curriculum launch”, Dawn, 16 August 2021.

39.  International Crisis Group, Pakistan’s Hard Policy Choices in Afghanistan, Re-
port N. 320, 4 February 2022. 
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stan. Regardless of the party that was in power on either side of the Durand 
Line, the relationship between successive Pakistani governments and their 
counterparts in Kabul have always been difficult and marked by mistrust. 
The latest episode of reciprocal mistrust came in mid-July 2021, when for-
mer Afghan President Ghani denounced Pakistan’s «negative role in the 
Afghan conflict», an allegation vehemently rejected by the Pakistani Prime 
Minister.40 Against such a backdrop, having the Taliban in power looked 
like an ideal strategic scenario for Pakistan – also considering the weak-
ened position of its main rival, India. But soon after the Taliban takeover, 
concerns started to emerge in Islamabad in relation to the international 
recognition of the Taliban regime, the actual leverage that Pakistan could 
exert on the Taliban, and the domestic repercussion deriving from instabil-
ity in Afghanistan. 

Despite not having recognised the Taliban regime, Pakistan has 
made its backing for it abundantly clear. Significantly, Islamabad has en-
gaged in a diplomatic push to get some form of recognition to the new 
government in Kabul, at both international and regional levels. In his 
speech at the UN’s general assembly in September 2021, Imran Khan 
stated that there was «only one way to go. We must strengthen and stabi-
lize the current government».41 In addition, Pakistan has issued visas to 
Taliban-appointed diplomats to replace those working under the previous 
administration.42 Islamabad has also tried to convince Western countries 
that incentives, rather than pressure, will be more effective in changing 
Taliban behaviour. In an interview with the Associated Press, Foreign Min-
ister Shah Mehmood Qureshi suggested trying «innovative ways» to en-
gage with the Taliban and work towards recognition, alerting that «the 
international community has to realize: What’s the alternative? What are 
the options? This is the reality […]».43 

Regionally, Pakistan has played a key role in facilitating the creation 
of a new forum for foreign minister-level consultations among Afghanistan’s 
neighbours. The group includes China, Iran, Russia, Tajikistan, Turkmeni-
stan, Uzbekistan and Pakistan. In addition, in November 2021, Pakistan 
hosted a Troika Plus meeting in Islamabad, which along with Pakistan and 
the US includes Russia and China. The extended Troika met with senior 
Taliban representatives on the sidelines of the meeting and agreed to «con-
tinue practical engagement with the Taliban to encourage the implementa-
tion of moderate and prudent policies that can help achieve a stable and 

40.  ‘Premier Imran Khan says blaming Pakistan for Afghan mess «extremely 
unfair»’, Anadolu Agency, 16 July 2021. 

41.  ‘At UN, Pakistan Prime Minister urges «bold steps» to prevent humanitar-
ian crisis Afghanistan’, UN News, 24 September 2021. 

42.  “Afghan «diplomats» take charge in Pakistan”, Dawn, 30 October 2021.
43.  Edith M. Lederer, ‘The AP interview: Don’t isolate the Taliban, Pakistan 

urges’, Associated Press, 24 September 2021.
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prosperous Afghanistan as soon as possible».44 The joint communiqué at 
the end of the meeting reiterated calls for the Taliban to «take steps to form 
an inclusive and representative government that respects the rights of all 
Afghans and provides for the equal rights of women and girls to participate 
in all aspects of Afghan society».45 Recognition, as things stand at the end of 
2021, is still a long process.

With regards to Pakistan’s ability to control the Taliban, many observ-
ers noted how the visit by the ISI chief, Lieutenant General Faiz Hameed, to 
Afghanistan in early September 2021, only a few days before the announce-
ment of the first cabinet, was symbolic of Pakistan’s ability to influence po-
litical processes in Kabul.46 But high on the agenda of Pakistan’s powerful 
intelligence chief was also the Taliban’s refusal to break ties with their Paki-
stani counterparts, the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), which have been 
targeting Pakistan over the past decade.47 This has created a rift between 
Islamabad and the new leadership in Kabul, which has important implica-
tions on the Pakistani domestic front. It has re-ignited fears that a Taliban 
government in Kabul could embolden powerful radical Islamist groups in 
Pakistan, making the country more vulnerable to terrorist organisations op-
erating from Afghanistan, including the TTP. In other words, while Pakistan 
has pursued the «strategic depth» doctrine in Afghanistan, it could turn out 
that the Taliban, alongside other militant groups, could gain strategic depth 
in Pakistan.48 Early signs of how instability in Afghanistan could spill over 
to Pakistan came on 14 July 2021, when an attack was carried out, allegedly 
by the TTP, at the Dasu hydropower project in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa in 
northwest Pakistan. The attack resulted in 10 Chinese nationals being killed 
and 26 more being injured.49 The project is being built by construction giant 
Gezhouba Group, with funding from the World Bank. The fact that Chinese 
nationals were targeted raised alarm not only in Pakistan but, more impor-
tantly, in Beijing too.

44.  ‘Joint Statement on Troika Plus Meeting, 11 November 2021, Islamabad’, 
U.S. Embassy & Consulates in Russia, § 5.

45.  Ibid., § 4. See, also, Kamran Yousaf, ‘Troika Plus seeks practical engagement 
with Taliban’, The Express Tribune, 11 November 2021.

46.  Abubakar Siddique, ‘Spy Chief ’s Visit With Taliban Underscores Pakistan’s 
Victory In Afghanistan’, Gandhara, 7 September 2021. 

47.  For the analysis of the relationship between the Afghan and Pakistani Tal-
iban, see: Abdul Basit, ‘Ties that Bind? Deconstructing the Afghan and Pakistani 
Taliban’s Partnership and Counter-Terrorism Options for Pakistan’, Terrorism Monitor, 
Vol., 20 Issue 3; Asfandyar Mir, ‘After the Taliban’s Takeover: Pakistan’s TTP prob-
lem’, United States Institute of Peace, 19 January 2022. 

48.  Praveen Swami, ‘As the Taliban prepare for victory, Islamabad is being 
forced to face up to the cost of getting what it wanted’, MoneyControl, 10 July 2021.  

49.  ‘Chinese engineers killed in Pakistan bus blast’, BBC News, 14 July 2021. 
For details regarding the investigation into the accident, see: ‘«Indian-Afghan nexus» 
behind Dasu bus attack: Qureshi’, Dawn, 12 August 2021. 
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5.2. China’s Afghan policy in 2021 

The attack to Chinese interests in Pakistan just discussed epitomises the 
risks that instability in Afghanistan might have for China’s foreign and do-
mestic policies alike. More broadly, the incident in Pakistan is representative 
of wider security concerns that China has on its Western frontier, with fears 
that an unstable Afghanistan could have significant repercussion on China’s 
own internal security in Xinjiang. Beijing’s main concern is that Afghani-
stan does not become a safe haven for the East Turkestan Islamic Movement 
(ETIM) and the Turkestan Islamic Party (TIP) to organise attacks against 
mainland China. A report produced for the UN Security Council by the 
Analytical Support and Sanctions Monitoring Team, estimated that in the 
second half of 2021, between 200 and 700 fighters belonging to the ETIM 
and to the TIP were operating in Afghanistan.50 The report also noted that 
these groups were «active in military training and in planning terrorist at-
tacks against Chinese interests» and that «ETIM/TIP members frequently 
visited the Wakhan corridor», calling for a «return to Xinjiang for jihad».51 
To mitigate these concerns, China has acted on two interrelated fronts: first, 
Chinese leaders have engaged directly with the Taliban leadership; second, 
China has stepped up its cooperation with regional partners, including Pa-
kistan and Central Asian Republics (CARs).  

First, an article in mid-July by the Global Times’ editor-in-chief, Hu 
Xijin, expressed China’s position on the Taliban very clearly. According to 
Hu, alienating the Taliban was against China’s interests, as the group was 
«of great significance» for China to exert «influence in Afghanistan and 
maintaining stability in Xinjiang».52 On 28 July 2021, a Taliban delegation 
led by the group’s number two, Abdul Ghani Baradar, visited north China’s 
Tianjin Municipality and met China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi. The mes-
sage conveyed by Wang to the Taliban was clear: make a clean break with all 
terrorist organisations, including the ETIM.53 In making this request, China 
was hoping it could leverage its economic resources, something the Taliban 
valued very highly at a time of international isolation. To use the words of 
a prominent Taliban figure, «we welcome them [China]. If they have in-
vestments of course we ensure their safety. Their safety is very important 
for us».54 In early September, Zabiullah Mujahid, the Taliban spokesperson, 
expressed the new government’s desire to join the China-Pakistan Econom-

50.  UN Security Council, Analytical Support and Sanctions Monitoring Team, 
Twenty-ninth report of the Analytical Support and Sanctions Monitoring Team submitted […].

51.  Ibid.
52.  Hu Xijin, ‘Making an enemy of Taliban is not in the interest of China’, 

Global Times, 19 July 2021.
53.  ‘China urges Afghan Taliban to fight against ETIM terrorists’, CGTN, 28 

July 2021. 
54.  ‘Taliban welcome «friendly» China’s investments in Afghanistan’, Anadolu 

Agency, 12 July 2021. 
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ic Corridor (CPEC). On its part, China promised emergency aid of US$ 
31 million to Afghanistan, including grain, winter supplies, vaccines and 
medicines.55 A flurry of editorials and news reports appearing in the inter-
national media in the weeks following the Taliban takeover suggested that 
China was willing to extend economic aid to Afghanistan, and to include the 
country in the Belt and Road Initiative.56 At the end of 2021, this has not 
materialised. As we have just seen, China has been moving very cautiously 
vis-à-vis Afghanistan; any form of economic assistance will necessarily be 
tied to guarantees coming from the new leadership in Kabul that China’s 
security interests are being looked after. 

Second, alongside the bilateral engagement with the Taliban leader-
ship, China has also proactively collaborated with neighbouring countries, 
in order to monitor the evolving situation in Afghanistan. With regards to 
Pakistan, the two countries have been closely coordinating their agendas 
on Afghanistan. Islamabad and Beijing share similar concerns regarding 
the potential instability deriving from Afghanistan, and are both focused 
on protecting investments under the CPEC.57 During the July 2021 visit by 
the Pakistani Foreign Minister to China, security was high on the agenda, as 
also testified by the fact that the Pakistani Minister was accompanied by the 
Director General of the Inter-Service Intelligence (ISI).58 As China’s foreign 
ministry spokesperson noted, during the visit the two countries discussed 
«deepening counter-terrorism and security cooperation and ensuring the 
security of Chinese personnel, institutions and projects in Pakistan».59 

As far as the Central Asian Republics are concerned, in July 2021 Chi-
nese Foreign Minister Wang Yi began a high-profile, week-long tour with 
stops in Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. The latter in particular 
remains a key country security-wise, as it hosts both a Russian military base 
and a Chinese military outpost along the Afghan-Tajik border.60 As a testa-
ment to the importance that Tajikistan plays in China’s regional calcula-

55.  Adnan Aamir, ‘Taliban rolls out red carpet to China’s Belt and Road Initia-
tive’, Nikkei Asia, 12 September 2021. 

56.  E.g.,‘China ready for ‘friendly relations’ with Taliban, welcomes Afghan 
development projects’. France24, 16 August 2021; ‘Does the Belt and Road Have a 
Future in Taliban-ruled Afghanistan?’, The Diplomat, 21 August 2021; ‘China eyes BRI 
extension to Afghanistan as it awaits Taliban to form govt’, Mint, 3 September 2021; 
‘China eyes Belt & Road extension in Taliban-ruled Afghanistan, raising concerns for 
India’, Times of India, 3 September 2021. 

57.  ‘China, Pakistan to take joint actions to tackle terrorist spillover from Af-
ghanistan’, Global Times, 25 July 2021. 

58.  ‘Foreign Minister, ISI chief in China for strategic dialogue’, Dawn, 24 July 
2021. 

59.  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, Foreign Min-
istry Spokesperson Zhao Lijian’s Regular Press Conference on July 23, 2021, 23 July 2021. 

60.  Reid Standish, ‘China Cautiously Eyes New Regional Leadership Role As 
Afghanistan Fighting Intensifies’, Radio Free Europe, 14 July 2021. 



AfghAnistAn 2021

389

tions, reports emerged in October 2021 that the Central Asian country has 
approved the construction of a new Chinese-funded base near the country’s 
border with Afghanistan.61 

The security-stability nexus represents the main lens through which 
China sees the Afghan scenario. While Beijing has stepped up its engage-
ment both with the Taliban and with regional countries, it has been very 
cautious in its dealing with Afghanistan to date. 

5.3 Russia and the Taliban: engagement to contain 

Similarly to China and Pakistan, Russia’s main interests in Afghanistan re-
volve around preventing the spread of instability from Afghanistan to bor-
dering Central Asian states and preventing terrorist attacks against Russia, 
carried out by militant organisations based in Afghanistan. To mitigate the 
instability brought by the first months of the Taliban government, Russia’s 
policy has been two pronged: on the one hand, Moscow has engaged with 
the new Taliban leadership; on the other, it has strengthened its relations 
with Pakistan. 

First, as the Taliban takeover appeared imminent, a delegation from 
the militant group visited Moscow to assuage Russian concerns. At the meet-
ing, Russia envoy Zamir Kabulov highlighted the importance of tensions 
not «spreading beyond the country [Afghanistan]’s borders» and claimed 
he had received assurances from the Taliban that they would not violate 
the borders of Central Asian states or allow the use of their territory for 
attacks against Russia.62 Moscow is now capitalising on years of engage-
ment through backdoor channels with the Taliban and hoping that these 
pre-existing informal ties could translate into some forms of economic and 
political cooperation. Evidence of this came from Russian Ambassador to 
Afghanistan, Dmitry Zhirnov, who reported the Taliban’s willingness to let 
Russia tap Afghanistan’s natural resources.63 

Second, Russia is strengthening its engagement with Pakistan on 
Afghan security. In the days following the Taliban return to power, Russia 
President Vladimir Putin had a phone conversation with Pakistan’s Prime 
Minister. According to the official readout, «it was agreed to coordinate ap-
proaches to the Afghan issue both in bilateral and multilateral formats».64 
Commenting on the significance of this decision, analysts described it as 
a «defining moment» in Russia–Pakistan relations, representing the «first-

61.  ‘China To Build Military Bases In Tajikistan’, Silk Road Briefing, 2 Novem-
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Economic Times, 27 August 2021. 

64.  President of Russia, Telephone conversation with Prime Minister of Pakistan Im-
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ever tacit acknowledgement that Russia has come to rely on Pakistan to 
advance its interests».65 

The Islamabad-Moscow axis has been in the making since 2011, 
when contacts started intensifying through a number of high-profile bilat-
eral visits from both civilian and military leaders.66 In 2014, the two coun-
tries signed a defence agreement, followed in 2016 by the «Druzhba 2016» 
(Friendship 2016) joint military exercises, which have been repeated annu-
ally since.67 Overall, Russia views Pakistan as an indispensable backchannel 
to the Taliban and sees security benefits in strengthening its relationship 
with Islamabad.68

5.4. India and Afghanistan 

A common thread emerging from the previous analysis of Pakistan, China 
and Russia in Afghanistan is these country’s ability to leverage years of en-
gagement with the Taliban, either directly or through backchannels. This 
has enabled those three countries to be in a favourable position vis-à-vis 
the new Afghan regime. For India, things were quite different. India’s pol-
icy towards Afghanistan since 2001 has relied on two main pillars: the US 
military presence in Afghanistan and support for the elected government in 
Kabul. In a matter of weeks, both were gone. India’s limited policy options 
under the current scenario are epitomised by the dynamics surrounding the 
«Delhi Regional Security Dialogue on Afghanistan», hosted by New Delhi 
in November 2021. Chaired by India’s National Security Adviser (NSA) Ajit 
Doval, the meeting was attended by NSAs from other seven countries, in-
cluding Iran, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and 
Uzbekistan.69 Pakistan and China were the two countries that, for different 
reasons, declined India’s invitation. 

China’s absence was significant, as Beijing had attended the two pre-
vious meetings (in 2018 and 2019) of the forum, whereas, in 2021, was sig-
nalling its intention of not being part of India-led initiatives on Afghani-
stan. Even more importantly, no Afghan representatives were invited to the 
meeting, reflecting the limited leverage that India had with the Taliban 
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leadership. This was also in stark contrast to the above discussed Troika 
Plus meeting (hosted by the Chinese), to which the Taliban interim foreign 
minister participated. The joint declaration issued at the end of the Delhi 
meeting included the need for a more inclusive government, representing 
all sections of Afghan society. Simultaneously, it emphasized shared con-
cerns about terrorism, terror financing, and radicalization emanating out 
of Afghanistan.70 In addition, the Afghan ambassador to India, Farid Ma-
mundzay, was still the one appointed by the Ghani government, differently 
from what we have seen in the case of Pakistan. In the last part of 2021, 
India started bridging the existing political gap with the Taliban, by sending 
medical aid to the country, to which the Taliban responded positively.71 Ob-
servers noted how this development signalled India’s willingness to adopt a 
more pragmatic approach to its ties with the Taliban, at a time in which they 
seem to be the only possible interlocutor on the Afghan political scene.72   

6. Conclusion 

The end of America’s longest war dominated Afghanistan’s domestic and 
international relations in the year under examination. Many observers saw 
the dynamics surrounding the return of the Taliban as evidence of both the 
inevitable demise of the US’s global hegemony in the post-Cold war era 
and the simultaneous ascendance of China. But neither Beijing, nor any of 
the other regional countries that enjoy close ties with the Taliban, signalled 
the intention of filling the vacuum left by the US. While Russia, Pakistan 
and China have gained leverage as a result of the Taliban’s ascent to power, 
all these nations have been moving cautiously vis-à-vis Afghanistan. As rec-
ognition of the Taliban regime is going to be a long process, the conse-
quences of Afghanistan being an outcast in the international community are 
being mostly felt by the population. Rising levels of food insecurity, a dire 
economic outlook, and a potentially catastrophic refugee wave portray the 
picture of a humanitarian disaster in the making, whose early signs were al-
ready visible in the year under examination. In addition to this, the Taliban 
have not displayed any desire or willingness to become a more moderate 
force than the one that was in power in the late 1990s and early 2000s. This 
means sustained economic and social hardship on the domestic front, as 
well as a difficult international environment to navigate.           
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