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Abstract
Since the withdrawal of the U.S. forces from Afghanistan and the takeover by the Taliban regime more than 
one year ago, the new regime has been struggling to get legitimacy from the members of the United Nations. 
The past year has also exposed the complex network of various militant groups in Afghanistan that support-
ed the Taliban against the U.S. but have now started pursuing their own interests. India and Pakistan face 
several militancy challenges that emanate from Afghan soil. In turn, India and Pakistan counterbalance each 
other by supporting different groups in Afghanistan. This article addresses the Taliban’s rise to power, the 
complexity of engagement with the new rulers, and the security implications for India and Pakistan in rela-
tion to Afghanistan. It suggests that zero-sum behavior and strategic theory can be windows through which 
Pakistan's and India’s engagement may best be viewed.
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Introduction
The Taliban is likely to stay at the helm of Afghan affairs now that a year has passed since it seized control of the 
country. However, it remains unrecognized internationally and within South Asia. Since the U.S. withdrawal 
in August 2021, the Taliban rule has affected trade and the economy and has exacerbated a dire humanitarian 
crisis and raised human security issues.[1] While the resurgence of Taliban control is a concern for Afghanistan 
and the West, given the safe haven provided to al-Qaeda and its role in the 9/11 attacks, it also has significant 
implications for the long-standing rivalry between India and Pakistan over Jammu and Kashmir (referred to 
as Kashmir) as the two states engage in Afghanistan through proxies and through development support to 
counteract each other. They try to anticipate each other’s actions and influence in Afghanistan and proactively 
assess and strategize to neutralize the gains of the other. Some may view their engagement as zero-sum behav-
ior or analyze it through the lens of strategic theory. Regardless of which lens through which one assesses their 
behavior, the resurgence of the Taliban has major consequences for India and Pakistan. This article examines 
the security implications for India and Pakistan in relation to Afghanistan. It utilizes scholarly literature, news 
reports, and primary source data from the UN and the World Bank in developing the analysis. 

Afghanistan: Current Context
The World Bank’s Afghanistan Monitoring Survey of March 2022 indicates that 70% of the respondents claim 
they could not meet basic food and other necessary goods, compared to 35% in May 2021.[2] Roughly half 
(37%) of that sample population could not cover food expenses. A major decline in the amount of food con-
sumed and its quality was also noticed. About 94% of people needing medical attention could not get it in 
autumn 2021.[3] While there has been an increase in rural and urban employment (except in the public sector, 
owing to a decline in jobs in the security and government spheres), there has been a substantial fall in earn-
ings. Not surprisingly, the Taliban regime is eager to seek developmental support, especially as some U.S. $9 
billion of Afghan assets have been seized and held in U.S. banks. This situation creates a yearning on the part 
of the state and the civilian population for engagement to lift them from despair. At the same time, the Taliban 
is mindful of its image not to be seen as desperately pleading for Western support.[4] In the West, skepticism 
continues about the Taliban’s intentions and objectives, while the Taliban tries to project an image of having 
things under control and having left behind its own past image.[5] 

Although the Taliban has taken complete control of the Arg (presidential palace),[6] other constituent militant 
groups that resisted U.S. forces, along with the Taliban, have started to pursue their own ideological/religious 
aspirations. Both al-Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent (AQIS) and Islamic State-Khorasan (IS-K) have their 
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own agendas for South Asia.[7] Pakistan played a vital role in bringing the Taliban to the negotiation table with 
the United States, which ultimately led to the signing of the February 2020 Peace Agreement.[8] Ever since 
the Taliban’s inception, Pakistan has supported it and the groups such as Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT), Jaish-e-Mo-
hammed (JeM), and others that were created by Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) and fought along 
with the Taliban.[9] In addition, one of the groups, Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), which is supported by 
the Afghan Taliban but works against the interests of Pakistan, remains active.[10] Pakistan accuses India of 
supporting TTP as its proxy and tends to blame Indian intelligence for supporting the planning and execution 
of violent attacks on Pakistan from Afghan soil.[11] India has had cordial relations with Afghanistan except 
during the period of the Taliban regime from 1996 to 2001. Since August 2021, India has been reassessing its 
level of relations with Afghanistan under Taliban control while at the same time offering humanitarian support 
for the civilian population.[12] India is still mindful of the fact that during the first reign of the Taliban, there 
was a significant rise in terrorist attacks in Kashmir.[13]

India is generally perceived as a friendly country by broad sectors of the Afghan population;[14] the Taliban 
itself appears to have no antagonism against New Delhi. India has provided $3 billion in aid to Afghanistan 
over the last few decades in support of water supply, roads, health care, agriculture, power generation, and 
education, among other things.[15] Pakistan has also provided $1 billion in aid to Afghanistan over the years.
[16] So far, the Taliban has not made any statement hostile to India; on the contrary, in August 2022, the Tal-
iban regime’s foreign ministry spokesman Abdul Qahar Balkhi stated that Afghanistan has requested India to 
complete the development projects that it had begun in Afghanistan such as the Shahtoot Dam in Kabul, and 
to upgrade its diplomatic mission in Kabul, giving India assurances of protection.[17] 

Notwithstanding support from Pakistan, the Taliban, as Lisa Curtis notes, “are not puppets of the Pakistani 
government, but the Pakistanis are able to establish indirect control over the group through careful manipu-
lation.”[18] In some respects, the Taliban has demonstrated a level of autonomy from Pakistan’s policy toward 
India. For example, it considers Kashmir an internal matter of India.[19] However, the groups supported by 
Pakistan, specifically the Haqqani Network (a constituent of the Taliban), are considered harmful to India’s 
interests there. In this way, Afghanistan contains complex strings of networks and state actors.

Complex Strings of Networks and the Role of the ISI 
Afghanistan has become a complex playground for the Taliban, Pakistan, and India as the latter two engage in 
proxy wars over the Kashmir conflict.[20] As Zhang notes, “Although the two countries have no direct border, 
Afghanistan has extremely important geographical significance to India.”[21] Shah and Hussain argue simi-
larly for Pakistan, noting that a peaceful Afghanistan would benefit Islamabad.[22] Taye and Ahmed echo this 
sentiment in their focus on the potential benefits of economic cooperation between the two, an area of study 
for which there is a paucity of scholarly literature.[23]

To understand the predicament in which Afghanistan is currently placed, it is pertinent to unravel the complex 
web of relations the Taliban maintains with the major actors in Afghanistan—notably, al-Qaeda, IS-K, and the 
ISI.[24] In this regard, John Allen, who led the U.S. and NATO forces in Afghanistan, underscores the intri-
cacy of the relations when he writes: “Too often we treat [Taliban] as one homogeneous entity when in fact it 
is a loose conglomeration of local tribal leadership, independent warlords, and disconnected or siloed cells. 
Any argument that the Taliban can control violence in the long-term is a fantasy.”[25] If Allen’s assessment is 
correct it would be germane to be reminded that only the Taliban signed the peace agreement with the United 
States; other non-state actors like IS-K, al-Qaeda, and clandestine state actors like the ISI remain outside the 
purview of the agreement and thus feel free to operate on Afghan soil without violating the agreement.[26] 
More specifically, neither the Afghan government at the time nor the other groups were engaged by the U.S. in 
dialogue for the peace agreement. Therefore, any potential of these groups harming the U.S., its allies, or their 
respective interests, is left for the Taliban to assess and act upon. It does not help that the Taliban and al-Qaeda 
have maintained a connection since the war on terror began.[27] Currently, the Taliban appears to have only 
limited operational and financial capacity and capability to bring the varying groups under its control.[28] 
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The local geographical domination by each of these groups further complicates the situation in Afghanistan. 
These groups compete and cooperate on different levels according to their interests, strengths, vulnerabili-
ties, and strategic dominance. This is due to their decentralized structure at the local levels, divided loyalties, 
linkages of kinship and intermarriage by some of the members and commanders, and ideological affinities. 
New groups are being formed from the splintering of other groups, and also due to the perspective in certain 
instances that they have a common enemy.[29] For example, in the northern region, where the Taliban had a 
limited presence, it cooperated with the IS-K to harm the Kabul government and U.S. interests before signing 
the agreement with the U.S.[30] Subsequently, in facing pressure from U.S. forces, the Taliban cooperated with 
the Afghan military to launch a military campaign against the Islamic State, harming the IS-K and stirring 
defections in its cadres.[31] 

Yousaf and Jabarkhail state: “As for the IS-K, the group remains a problem for the Taliban. The Kabul airport 
attack on 26 August 2021, which claimed nearly 200 lives (mostly Afghans), brought into perspective the se-
riousness of the IS-K threat in Afghanistan.”[32] Indeed, as D’Souza points out, attacks have intensified since 
the U.S. withdrawal.[33] Ibrahimi and Akbarzadeh underline that “both groups maintain their strategic rivalry 
while fighting over resources and territorial control in some parts of the country and engaging in informal col-
laborations in others.”[34] The Special Report by the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan highlighted that 
in August 2017, “Anti-Government elements attacked Mirza Olang village from multiple directions…Taliban 
and self-proclaimed Daesh [Islamic State] fighters fought [against] Pro-Government Militia and Afghan Local 
Police…” and that “the attack involved local Taliban with regional Taliban support from nearby provinces, 
as well as some self-identified local Daesh/Islamic State fighters.”[35] It further states: “Those interviewed by 
UNAMA noted that cooperation and coordination between Taliban and local, self-identified Daesh has been 
observed for some time in Sayyad district, and is believed to be based upon family and tribal connections.”[36] 

This see-saw game in the public domain aside, the arrest of IS-K’s top leader Aslam Farooqi in April 2020 and 
senior commander Munib Mohammad (alias Abu Bilal) by Afghan security forces revealed that the “Taliban 
promised that it will not allow Al-Qaeda to operate from areas under its control.”[37] If such is correct, this 
takes the level of complexity even deeper. Muhammad Amir Rana, a Pakistani security expert, noted that “Al 
Qaeda, IS (Khorasan chapter) and TTP were merely” the Taliban’s “tools through which the U.S. withdrawal 
was made possible.”[38] Furthermore, Taliban spokesperson Zabiullah Mujahid, in clarifying the Taliban’s re-
lations with al-Qaeda, stated that “nowhere in the agreement has it been mentioned that we have or don’t have 
ties with anyone. The issue of relations with other groups is not considered; what has been agreed upon is that 
no threat should be posed from Afghan soil to the U.S. and its allies.”[39] Indeed, a UN (2021) report noted 
that ties between the Taliban, al-Qaeda and the Haqqani Network, which has been the primary channel of the 
Taliban’s engagement with al-Qaeda, continue to be strong due to ideological alignment, common struggles, 
and intermarriages.[40]

The strategic calculations of Pakistan’s ISI are also notable, as it played a vital role in bringing the Taliban to the 
negotiation table with the US. This role implies that the ISI enjoys a degree of strategic influence in Afghanistan 
and holds some sway over the Taliban leadership.[41] For example, the ISI captured the chief Taliban negoti-
ator Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar in 2010 to stop him from entering into negotiations with the Hamid Karzai 
government because the signing of an agreement between the Taliban and the Karzai government would have 
limited Pakistan’s influence in Afghanistan.[42] In the post-Peace Agreement, given the Taliban’s attempt to 
pursue an independent path in contravention of the ISI’s interests,[43] the ISI continued cultivating close 
relations with the Haqqani Network to offset the Taliban’s influence. In addition, it also appears to support 
the IS-K so that there are channels to retain its dominance.[44] Munib Mohammad also confirmed the ISI’s 
counterbalancing approach during his interrogation by Afghan security forces, stating that “his primary job 
in the ISKP was to coordinate with Inter-Service Intelligence regularly and through them connect with other 
terrorist groups like Lashkar-E-Taiyabba, Jaish-E-Muhammad, Sipah-E-Sahaba, Haqqani Network, Jamayat-
Ul-Ulema-E-Islam, and Taliban Peshawar Shura.”[45] He revealed at the time that “all the ISKP units operating 
in Nangarhar and Kabul area are reporting and taking directions from none other than Sirajuddin Haqqani…a 
Taliban commander.”[46] 
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Pakistan’s key interest in Afghanistan is having what some of its military leaders call “strategic depth.”[47] This 
interest suggests that Pakistan continues to have sway in Afghan affairs and keeps the Afghan state weak or at 
its disposal.[48] While Pakistan supports the Taliban, it is arguable that it may also be worried that total con-
trol by the Taliban over Afghanistan will reduce its influence and put pressure to resolve the disputed Durand 
Line to the latter’s advantage. Curtis captures this concern when she writes, “Now that the Taliban control 
Afghanistan and no longer require their Pakistani safe haven, Pakistani military and intelligence officials are 
undoubtedly worried about losing leverage over the Taliban.”[49] It is significant that the ISI seeks to counter-
balance India’s influence in Afghanistan in the same vein.[50] Islamabad sees New Delhi as posing a threat to 
destabilize its border areas, specifically in Baluchistan, along the Afghan border.[51] 

From this perspective, it may be argued that there is a complex network in which the Taliban, al-Qaeda, and 
the IS-K had operated before the Taliban took control of Kabul.[52] Furthermore, the complexity is deepened 
by the shifting loyalty of the cadres/mujahideen and their sharing of operational information of one group with 
another.[53] While these groups have autonomy and conflicting interests, they are also individually influenced 
if not controlled by the ISI. This situation has given the ISI an advantage to counterbalance one group against the 
other and undermine India’s interests in Afghanistan and elsewhere.[54] As Fair writes: “Most of the militant 
groups that have terrorized India since the early 1990s—e.g., Harkat-ul-Jihad-Islami (HuJI), Jaish-e-Moham-
mad (JeM), Harkat-ul-Mujahideen/Harkat-ul-Ansar (HuM/HuA), and Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT)—have trained 
in Afghanistan, with varying degrees of connection to the Afghan Taliban and, by extension al-Qaeda.”[55] 

Complex Triangle: Afghanistan, India and Pakistan
While the agreement between the Taliban and the U.S. stipulates that the Taliban would not allow harm to the 
U.S. and its allies’ interests from Afghan soil, neighboring countries like India and Pakistan that do not quite 
qualify as U.S. allies do feel vulnerable, despite what seems to be a shift by the U.S. in leaning closer to India. 
This vulnerability exists because the Taliban-associated groups motivated by the Taliban’s victory have their 
own agendas and interests to pursue in these countries. Specifically, in the case of India, the Haqqani Network 
on Afghanistan soil, and LeT, JeM, AQIS and IS-K on Indian soil pose severe challenges.[56] In the case of 
Pakistan, the border dispute with Afghanistan along the Durand Line and the TTP pose challenges to the 
state’s sovereignty. Adding to this challenge is the India-Pakistan ongoing rivalry over Kashmir and Pakistan’s 
proximity with the Taliban and support for militant groups like JeM and LeT in their efforts to liberate Kashmir 
from India.[57]

India-Afghanistan Dynamics

India has long-term security and strategic interests in the outcome of Afghanistan in the current transition pe-
riod. During the Taliban’s rule in Afghanistan from 1996 to 2001, India’s interests came under intense pressure 
and attacks that led it to close its embassy in Kabul. In the post-9/11 period, with the U.S. declaration of war 
on international terrorism and the ouster of the Taliban because of its support to al-Qaeda, India reopened its 
missions in Kabul, Jalalabad, Kandahar, Mazar-e-Sharif, and Herat. 

The withdrawal of U.S. forces from Afghanistan in August 2021 yielded very different dynamics in the trilat-
eral relations between Afghanistan, India and Pakistan, as the Taliban supported by Pakistan controls Kabul. 
This impinges on India’s interests as the Taliban’s militant wing, the Haqqani Network, continues to be seen as 
harming India’s interests in Afghanistan, having attacked Indian assets and its personnel.[58] Currently, India 
faces three challenges that emanate from Afghanistan. 

a) The Al-Qaeda Challenge
With the launch of AQIS in September 2014, cadres of several major militant organizations like HuJI and Lash-
kar-e-Jhangvi joined it. The ISI initially formed these groups to support its cause in Kashmir. Later, with the 
convergence of interests, the ISI broadened its horizon; however, except for its collusion with LeT in the Mum-
bai attacks in 2008, al-Qaeda has not involved itself in any major attack in India.[59] Its role seems limited to 
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making verbal announcements. For instance, in June 2017, when it announced its first comprehensive strategic 
plan, a major emphasis was put on atrocities committed by the Indian government against the Kashmiris. It 
encouraged the militants to target the Indian Security Forces (ISF).[60] A month later, it announced the for-
mation of Ansar Ghazwat-ul-Hind (AGH). In December 2017, AQIS released a video highlighting the excesses 
committed by the ISF.[61] However, the ISF eliminated the group’s leader Zakir Musa in mid-2019 and his suc-
cessor Hameed Lelhari in October 2019. Thus, that created a leadership void in implementing AQIS’s strategy 
in Kashmir. With this development, AGH was declared “wiped out” in Kashmir by the ISF.[62] Notwithstand-
ing the ISF’s claim, AQIS changed the title of its magazine from Nawai Afghan Jihad to Nawai-Ghazwa-ul-Hind 
in March 2020, emphasizing that after defeating U.S. forces in Afghanistan, its focus will shift to the liberation 
of Kashmir.[63] Indeed, after the Taliban signed the Peace Agreement with the U.S. in February 2020, a prom-
inent AGH ideologue, Hafiz Mustafa Abdul Kareem, became active in recruiting new cadres in Kashmir. 

Based on intelligence-led inputs, the ISF conducted major operations in Kashmir to neutralize the different 
militant groups. In addition, the government of India revoked the special status granted to Kashmir under 
Article 370 and divided it into two union territories.[64] This action, along with the Kashmiris’ syncretic cul-
ture and their aversion to jihad led by foreign fighters, appears to have deterred the AQIS from getting local 
support. The high number of ISF deployments, their vigilance over cross-border movements with Pakistan, 
and their undertaking of carrying out strikes on the militant launching pads and airstrikes on training camps 
have played a significant role in deterring AQIS operations in Kashmir. However, the week before the 20th an-
niversary of 9/11, a reference to Kashmir was made in a video message released by the al-Qaeda leader Ayman 
al-Zawahiri.[65] Al-Zawahiri’s killing in July 2022 has given India time to recalibrate its strategy, as it is unclear 
who will be his successor and what his policy orientation will be toward India. 

b) The IS-K Challenge 
The Islamic State (IS) had India on its agenda long before the IS-K was launched in 2015. The 13th issue of the IS 
magazine, Dabiq, claimed in June 2014 that “it will not be long before Kashmir is run by the organization.”[66] 
Groups like Indian Mujahideen (IM) and Ansar-ut-Tawheed (AuT) took oaths of allegiance to the IS-K. While 
the IS-K was in the process of unfolding its operations in Kashmir, it got a big jolt in 2016 with the killing of its 
key leader, Shafi Armar, and other leaders in command in the subsequent years. The IS declared in May 2019 
the establishment of Wilayah Hind in India to overcome the loss.[67] It lured local groups into its jihadi fold 
in response to the revocation of Article 370 in Kashmir. In IS’s weekly paper al-Naba, an editorial called for 
attacks on Hindus living in the Arab Gulf states.[68] 

One group, the Islamic State Jammu and Kashmir (ISJK) made some dent by attacking the ISF bases and dis-
crediting local militant groups that did not support the IS-K’s ideology of narrating the Kashmir conflict as 
religious.[69] However, the ISJK cadres and its commander, Ishfaq Ahmed Sofi, were eliminated by the ISF by 
May 2019.[70] In essence, the ISF eliminated the Wilayah Hind members before they could establish a foothold 
in Kashmir. The IS-K, in turn, perpetrated attacks on Indian interests in Afghanistan, specifically attacking a 
Sikh temple in Kabul, killing 25 people in March 2020, and two people in another attack in June 2022.[71] 

Although the IS-K has been neutralized on Indian soil, its propaganda publications continue highlighting the 
Kashmir issue. For example, the IS-K’s affiliate Al-Qitaal Media Centre, in its publication Sawt-al-Hind, high-
lighted a violent protest in New Delhi as communal during President Donald Trump’s visit to India in February 
2020.[72] An August 2020 issue of this publication showed a militant with an IS flag on the road leading to 
the al-Babri Mosque (a disputed site between Hindus and Muslims) in Ayodhya, India.[73] However, lack of 
support from the Kashmiris and strong vigilance by the ISF have so far prevented the IS-K from establishing a 
foothold in India, but India treats it as an ongoing concern.[74]

c) Groups Supported by the ISI
Two major groups, LeT and JeM, originated in Pakistan and have since been supported by the ISI. The cadres 
of both groups joined al-Qaeda and fought along with the Taliban against U.S. forces in Afghanistan. Some 
cadres who were disillusioned with al-Qaeda and the Taliban joined the IS-K.[75] Consequently, there has 
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been regular mobility of the cadres among these groups. Such mobility perhaps serves as leverage for the ISI 
to get internal information about the Taliban, AQIS, and IS-K. Moreover, the ISI continues to influence these 
groups’ leadership. As a result, the ISI is in a strong position to use these groups to its advantage. Members of 
these groups have perpetrated high-value target attacks in India, such as in Mumbai, Uri, Pulwama, also hitting 
the national parliament in Delhi.[76] The reactions of the United States and Afghanistan to these attacks led 
to Pakistan being placed on the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) Grey List which has acted as a deterrent. 
Since being placed on the FATF list, Pakistan reduced militant activities from its soil. However, following the 
precedent of the 1996–2001 period, it can use Afghanistan as a launching pad.[77]

Afghanistan-Pakistan Relations

Since gaining independence in 1947, Pakistan has had strained relations with Afghanistan, except from 1996 
to 2001, during the first Taliban regime.[78] As Shah and Hussain write: “A disputed border and the associat-
ed issues of Pashtunistan have continued to contribute towards ill-will and bad blood between Pakistan and 
Afghanistan right from the outset.”[79] Afghanistan had voted against recognizing Pakistan at the UN in 1947 
because of the presence of the Pashtun community across the Durand Line.[80] The Afghan government also 
did not support Pakistan’s claims over Kashmir. During the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, Pakistan 
chose to become a frontline ally of the United States. To supply religious fighters/mujahideen, the then–Paki-
stani president Muhammed Zia-ul-Haq turned Pakistan toward a theocratic state with the ultimate motive to 
make “Afghanistan [Pakistan’s] fifth province.”[81] Since then, most Afghan authorities have been suspicious of 
Pakistan’s ulterior motives and have remained adamant in safeguarding their sovereignty.

Notwithstanding this aversion, after the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan in 1989, Pakistan facilitated Tali-
ban control over Afghanistan from 1996 to 2001. Having been trained on Afghan soil, some mujahideen were 
directed to cross the border into Kashmir to liberate and separate it from India. However, Afghan-Pakistani 
differences over the Durand Line continued. 

In the post-9/11 period, Pakistan reluctantly joined the United States in its “War on Terror”. This placed Paki-
stan in the uncomfortable position of having to fight the Taliban, whom it created and nourished. Although 
Islamabad acted adroitly while fighting against the Taliban rank and file, it protected the top Taliban leadership. 
But the finding of Osama bin Laden’s hiding place in Abbottabad exposed Islamabad’s dual role. Setting aside 
trust deficits with the US, Islamabad facilitated the February 2020 agreement between the Taliban and the US. 

Since August 2021, the Pakistan-supported Taliban regime has again been in power in Afghanistan. Pakistan 
has made attempts for recognition of the Taliban regime on different platforms and has appealed for human-
itarian assistance but, so far, has had limited success. Aside from soliciting support for the Taliban regime, 
Pakistan faces two major challenges emanating from the Taliban regime. 

a) The Challenge of Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP)
The TTP was formed in December 2007 by Pashtun militants located along the Afghanistan-Pakistan border 
in reaction to the Pakistani military’s operation against al-Qaeda militants in the Federally Administered Trib-
al Area (FATA).[82] Since then, TTP has been fighting against Pakistan’s armed forces and poses a threat to 
Pakistan’s national sovereignty.

While supporting the Taliban in Afghanistan, TTP continued attacks against the Pakistani state. Facing 
high-value target attacks from the TTP, Pakistan’s military launched two major operations, Operation Zarb-
e-Azb in 2014 and Operation Radd-ul-Fasaad in 2017. These offensives neutralized many TTP militants or 
forced them to cross the border into Afghanistan. Some of the TTP members changed their allegiance to IS-K.
[83] Others, such as the TTP chief Noor Wali Mehsud, publicly reiterated their pledge of allegiance to Taliban 
leader Maulvi Hibatullah Akhundzada and “claimed the TTP to be a branch of the Taliban in Pakistan.”[84] 
According to the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, “since July 2020, ten militant groups opposed 
to the Pakistani state have merged with the TTP, including, among others, three Pakistani affiliates of al-Qaeda 
and four major factions that had separated from the TTP in 2014.”[85] Thus, aware of the United States’s plan 
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to exit Afghanistan, TTP increased the intensity of its attacks against Pakistan’s security forces while operating 
both from Afghan and Pakistani soil. TTP was strengthened when the Taliban, after capturing power in August 
2021, opened the prison gates, and many of its leaders and cadres were free again.

Pakistan has tried to exert pressure on TTP through its ally, Taliban leader Sirajuddin Haqqani, and also by 
simultaneously offering an olive branch for political negotiation, namely, if TTP surrenders, disarms, and ac-
cepts the writ of the state, the government would provide a general amnesty.[86] But during the 20-day cease-
fire declaration by the Shura of TTP in North Waziristan in December 2021, the government did not agree 
to release over 100 TTP leaders and cadres from Pakistani prisons due to fear of reprisals. In reaction, TTP 
walked away from the cease-fire agreement.[87] Since then, the intensity of high-value attacks by TTP against 
Pakistani forces has multiplied. Furthermore, the killing of TTP cofounder and senior commander Omar Khalid 
Khorasani in a roadside blast in eastern Afghanistan in August 2022 when a ceasefire between TTP and the 
army was in place, may lead to reprisals for Pakistan, as the ISI is claimed to have perpetrated this blast.[88] 
In addition, the Taliban has taken strong cognizance of the killing of al-Zawahiri through an over-the-horizon 
drone strike in Kabul. The Taliban’s acting defense minister, Mullah Yaqoob, blamed Pakistan for this when he 
stated: “Our information shows that they (US drones) are entering into Afghanistan from Pakistan, using the 
airspace of Pakistan.”[89] However, Pakistan has denied the use of its airspace.[90] This has led to a trust deficit 
and strained Taliban-Pakistani relations. 

This situation has brought Pakistan to a crossroads. It does not want to lose a friendly Taliban government 
in Afghanistan, whereas the Taliban continues to support the TTP. At the same time, Pakistan is neither in 
a position to provide sufficient financial aid nor get the Taliban government international recognition. Thus, 
Pakistan appears to be left with limited leverage while, at the same time, it does not want to cede Afghan space; 
it worries that India may fill the void and harm Pakistan’s interests. 

b) Border Dispute 
In anticipating the withdrawal of U.S. forces from Afghanistan and a subsequent spill-over of refugees and a 
flow of militants across the border, Pakistan had started to fence the disputed Durand Line since 2018. The 
then–Ashraf Ghani government objected to this move.[91] In witnessing the continuation of the fence instal-
lation, the Taliban militants started breaking down the fence, firing at the Pakistani forces, and killing several 
soldiers. In a sharp reaction, Pakistan’s military asserted that there would be a continuation of the Pak-Afghan 
border fencing and that the fence’s construction involved martyred soldiers’ blood.[92] The Taliban’s ministry 
of defense spokesman at the time, Enayatullah Khwarizmi, condemned the fence construction by Pakistan as 
“illegal.” He warned that Pakistan had “‘no right’ to divide Pashtuns living on both sides of the border.”[93]

Moreover, to deter increasing TTP attacks from Afghan soil, Pakistan launched air raids on TTP hideouts in 
eastern Afghanistan in April 2022 which killed dozens of civilians. Instead of controlling the TTP activities, 
the Taliban took strong notice of Pakistan’s breach of its sovereignty. Taliban spokesman Zabiullah Mujahid 
termed the killing of civilians “cruelty” and stated such actions by Pakistan would lead to “enmity between Af-
ghanistan and Pakistan.”[94] This situation has diluted Pakistan’s influence and reinforced the notion in some 
quarters that TTP’s attacks against the Pakistani state were somehow justified.

Conceptual Analysis: Zero-Sum Behavior and Strategic Theory
Given the preceding discussion, it may be argued that Afghanistan has been turning into a battleground for 
India and Pakistan, wherefrom both countries face terrorism challenges. India denies proxy engagements in 
Afghanistan, but as Fair points out, claims of complete innocence on the part of India are questionable.[95] The 
Taliban assured the UN of its “commitment not to allow Afghan soil” to threaten other countries.[96] But its 
inaction and the undertakings between India and Pakistan to outmaneuver each other on Afghan soil can be 
viewed as zero-sum behavior. While some scholars may treat Pakistan’s engagement in Afghanistan as merely 
seeking to expand its economic space in that country as opposed to countering India and that India’s engage-
ment in and with Afghanistan relates to its regional standing, the long-standing rivalry over Kashmir between 
the two states suggests otherwise. 
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A zero-sum game is a situation where one country’s gain is equivalent to another country’s loss. To achieve 
their geostrategic interests, rivals vie for power/influence in a third country and use government and non-state 
actors as proxies to gain an advantage over the other. A zero-sum game is all encompassing; it assumes to in-
corporate the entire range of power instruments.[97] 

If one state gains influence, it will be at the expense of the opponent’s loss. This may have two outcomes: either 
the external rival states are so strong as to make the third country vulnerable and subject to external manip-
ulation, or the third country enjoys a degree of autonomy and has the capacity to play one rival state against 
the other.[98] There can be substantial effects on the third country: its territory may be used, its people may 
become polarized, and even the third country’s sovereignty itself may be affected. Taking cognizance of the 
India-Pakistan conflict of interests, Perkovich notes that they perceive the “phenomena around them so diver-
gently that they have become world leaders in zero-sum thinking.”[99] 

A problem with a zero-sum conceptualization is that while it gives a rough picture of the situation, it is difficult 
to measure the actual weight of each player’s undertaking. That would require an elaborate empirical design 
going well beyond the ambition of this article. Zero-sum games are based on the idea of rational choice. Ratio-
nal choice theory has been criticized in criminology because of certain assumptions of agency and actors’ time 
and effort to carefully compute the loss and gains of each situation before making a move.

From the standpoint of political theory, there may be questions about whether there really exists a zero-sum 
outcome, considering that many situations may yield positive-sum (as in multilateral initiatives) or nega-
tive-sum outcomes where both sides become losers. In other words, non-zero-sum outcomes seem more prob-
able. Nevertheless, while the net outcome of the situation in the India-Pakistan rivalry in Afghanistan may not 
necessarily be an actual zero-sum, the undertaking as each state actor perceives it in taking countermeasures 
to offset any gains and influence by the other in Afghanistan in some fundamental respect points to a zero-sum 
mentality of both state actors. 

Support for local terrorist groups can occur as a war-by-proxy when those holding state power are unwilling 
or unable to take on another state directly in armed conflict.[100] After having fought three wars since inde-
pendence, India and Pakistan do not appear willing to take on each other in direct armed conflict anymore. 
However, each state is engaged in acquiring as much information as possible about the other through its in-
telligence agencies, embassies, and other sources. The intelligence and other information may sometimes be 
inaccurate or insufficient, but they are gathered to contemplate one’s own and anticipate each other’s strategic 
moves. What is effectively at play is India and Pakistan strategizing to offset each other’s gain, to undermine, 
and to contain each other. While some scholars have alluded to a “zero-sum” situation, a detailed framework 
for analysis is still lacking.[101] 

Strategic theory can be another useful window, as it extends beyond the scope of a zero-sum framework in tak-
ing into account a broader range of variables and thereby avoids binary and polarized perspectives.[102] While 
it is primarily a theory of bargaining and may have good yield in an analysis of the U.S. withdrawal, it may also 
provide insights into the India-Pakistan conflict as played out in Afghanistan. As Pinfold and Smith write: “In 
a conflict-as-bargaining model, each actor watches the adversary, whilst aware that their own actions are being 
anticipated and interpreted.”[103] Yarger elaborated that insight when writing: “Strategic theory opens the 
mind to all the possibilities and forces at play, prompting us to consider the costs and risks of our decisions and 
weigh the consequences of those of our adversaries, allies, and others.”[104] 

Strategic theory takes cognizance of the complexity of the strategic environment and the inherent frictions.
[105] The theory is “proactive” and “anticipatory” as opposed to “predictive,” and is underpinned by assump-
tions that both state and non-state actors have interests that affect their focus and pursuit in various ways—
among them, national survival and economic well-being.[106] Thus, the strategy embodies a logic and assumes 
that rational actors are carefully assessing what is beneficial or costly to them in employing means to achieve 
their desired ends.[107]. State actors engage in tactical analysis concerning the ends they have in mind and the 
values associated with them. Thus, strategic theory may identify the utility of the tactics of the relevant actors. 
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 India has been very absorbed in monitoring Pakistan and the undertakings of its proxies in Afghanistan. Like-
wise, Pakistan has been similarly obsessed with India, especially concerning the conflict over Kashmir.[108] 
They each tend to take carefully strategized initiatives to neutralize the gains of the other side or to fight their 
battles on Afghan territory. They each anticipate what the other side may do and proactively undermine each 
other. Strategic theory, then, may offer a practical tool to assess each side’s objectives, methods, and outcomes. 
Like zero-sum, strategic theory also has its limitations, due to its origins in public choice economics.[109] Nev-
ertheless, it provides a valuable window to interpret and assess the India-Pakistan rivalry. 
Furthermore, it is not our objective here to elaborate on a developed theory of the long-standing rivalry be-
tween these two countries that span since the independence of each in 1947. Nor is it our intention to make a 
choice between these two frameworks. Since this conflict has been ongoing for more than 75 years, scholars 
have expended considerable energy discussing it from many angles. Our humble aim has been to outline for 
analysis some elements that are particularly relevant to the post–US withdrawal Afghan situation and sketch 
two conceptual windows through which the conflict between India and Pakistan can be viewed.

Conclusion
The different militant groups that operate in Afghanistan maintain complex networks of relations; on different 
levels they cooperate and compete, unite for a common cause and retain autonomy, experience shifts in the 
loyalty of cadres, and act as proxies for different external actors. This complexity in some ways contributed to 
the exit agreement with the United States. However, now it forms a significant hurdle for the Taliban regime 
to obtain international recognition. Different militant groups exploit this situation to pursue their respective 
agendas. In this regard, India faces challenges from AQIS, IS-K, and the ISI-supported militant groups that 
operate from Afghan soil, while Pakistan has to confront the TTP. Until now, India appears to be successfully 
countering the terrorism threats emanating from Afghan soil, whereas Pakistan is still subject to TTP attacks.
[110] 

The many militant groups existing in Afghanistan are harmful as they keep the country unstable. Currently, 
Afghanistan is experiencing a severe food shortage and human security challenges. Pakistan faces an economic 
and leadership crisis while India is on the verge of becoming a supra-regional power. Their bilateral behavior 
of mistrust and subversion will neither beget secure futures for either of them nor benefit the region.[111] The 
trust deficit among them is deep and real. An atmosphere conducive to peace, security, and stability is greatly 
needed for their societies.[112] Therefore, they ought to collaboratively take sincere steps to work with each 
other to eliminate terrorism and move forward in a spirit of cooperation.
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