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Abstract 
 

Eight years after the fall of the Taliban and rise of Karzai government and an 

international consensus for Afghan peace and stability, Afghanistan still poses 

as an irresoluble dilemma. In fact, Afghan peace and stability is no longer 

confined to just radical groups such as the Taliban and Al Qaeda and has spilled 

over to the realm of regional and supraregional rivalries. The present article 

aims at reviewing Afghan stability and its impacts at the regional and 

supraregional levels, based on which Afghan instability has been partially 

attributed to regional rivalries among Iran, India, and Pakistan. At the 

supraregional level, instability is due to big powers such as the United States, 

Russia, and China competing over Afghanistan. As such, this article will center 

on the impact regional and supraregional rivalries will have on Afghan peace 

and stability by analyzing these countries’ mutual foreign relations, as well as 

their foreign policy vis-à-vis Afghanistan. 

 

Keywords: Afghanistan, stability, regional rivalry, international rivalry, proxy 

war. 
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Introduction 
 

The September 11, 2001 attacks on the US and the subsequent US and 
coalition war with Afghanistan to combat terrorism, as well as the fall 
of the Taliban and rise of Karzai administration, were very costly for 
the coalition forces and the international community and, as such, 
turned the Afghan peace and security into an irresoluble issue. As the 
leader of the coalition, the US administration has, since the fall of the 
Taliban, devised the general interaction policy toward Afghanistan. The 
strategies and goals of other countries and groups involved in 
Afghanistan have been devised either in agreement or disagreement 
with the United States. During George Bush’s presidency, the 
administration favored an interactive approach toward Afghanistan, 
based on which the US and NATO were major players. Whenever 
international legitimacy was needed, the United Nations would step in. 
Not much attention was paid to the role of Afghanistan and regional 
players, headed by India and Pakistan. 1 
 
The democrats’ rise to power, headed by Obama, resulted in a change 
in US strategy vis-à-vis Afghanistan. The US viewed Afghan stability 
intertwined with the interests and cooperation of regional players, as 
well as those of China, Russia, and the United States as major 
supraregional powers.2 
 
The perception was that regional players, headed by India, Pakistan, 
and the Islamic Republic of Iran, would resolve the Afghan issue; 
however, passage of time proved that the Afghan issue further 
complicated the relations among the trio. As two regional nuclear 
powers, India and Pakistan dramatically impact Afghan peace and 
security, and, as such, any study of Afghan situation will be impossible 
without focusing on the India - Pakistan differences, rivalries, and 
influence. Due to the important role India and Pakistan play in 
Afghanistan’s security, this article will study the rivalries between 
these two states and discuss Iran and its role on Afghan peace and 
stability in Part I, while Part 2 will zoom in on Afghanistan’s stability 
from the perspective of supraregional rivalries among big powers such 
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as the United States, China, and Russia. The conclusion will expound 
on the prospect of Afghan peace and security. 
 
Part I: Regional Rivalries 
A. Afghanistan’s Geopolitics 
 

Afghanistan’s strategic importance derives from the country’s vital 
geographic location. Any country that dominates Afghanistan will have 
access to land and sea routes of neighboring states such as Iran, Central 
Asia, as well as north and south East Asia. Afghanistan’s unique 
geographic location has resulted in a long array of confrontations 
between Afghanistan and major powers that attempted to dominate the 
country. Among these, reference can be made to Great Britain and 
Russia and the plan known as “big game” 3 
 
Prior to India’s 1947 independence and creation of Pakistan, 
Afghanistan was India’s border on the west. The Pashtuns that 
currently live in northwest areas and “F-Pak” region played an 
important role in India’s freedom. Apart from the time that the Taliban 
ruled Afghanistan, Afghanistan and India have had good relations. 
Afghanistan – India borders have all along been used by different 
groups and people for mutual transit.4 
 
At present, Afghanistan is facing a critical situation: On the one hand, it 
serves as a bridge linking the Middle East and Central Asia; on the 
other hand, it is landlocked and as such economically and politically 
dependent on its neighboring states. In addition, Afghanistan has 
become the major hub of 21st century rivalries in Asia. US presence in 
Afghanistan has, moreover, created new sensitivities in the region, in 
particular for Iran. For instance, Iran’s political power wielders, as an 
ideological administration, are not optimistic toward US presence in 
Afghanistan and Iraq and make efforts to bring the US down to its 
knees in these two regions. In the midst of all this, the Afghan 
administration has to maintain its political balance in tandem with 
Afghanistan’s national interests. Afghanistan’s multilateralism is aimed 
at staving off any damages and persevering under the present 
conditions to promote Afghan national interests.  
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All in all, Afghanistan’s unique geopolitical situation has all along 
made this country an inseparable part of global strategies. This has also 
resulted in international developments highly impacting Afghanistan’s 
foreign policy. 
 
Afghanistan’s prime geopolitical location practically exposes the 
Afghan foreign policy developments and strategic direction in tandem 
with the international system. As such, how Afghanistan perceives and 
understands the global system will impact fulfillment of its various 
domestic and foreign interests. 
 
B. India – Pakistan Skirmishes and Their Impacts on Afghan 
Developments 
 
The British Parliament passed India’s independence in 1947. Lord 
Louis Mountbatten announced the plan to divide India into two sections: 
Muslim and Hindu. He further declared that political power would be 
vested with the two new governments of India and Pakistan on August 
15 of the same year. The birth of these two new countries and 
formation of borders which did not previously exist for local border 
dwellers gave rise to numerous problems. 5 
 
The formation of Pakistan (the land of the pure) vis-a-vis the land of 
the Hindus (the non – pure = non – Muslims) inherently forebode 
differences and tension between the two countries. In addition, there 
was the border issue, as each side argued that a large Muslim or Hindu 
majority population should determine which of the two countries 
should control the disputed areas. 6 
 
Kashmir has been among disputed areas ever since the formation of 
Pakistan. India and Pakistan have repeatedly had skirmishes over 
Kashmir so much so that the issue has become irresoluble for both 
sides, further fanning the flames of military and political rivalries 
between the two states. India and Pakistan have both tried to outpace 
each other by making extensive efforts to gain access to nuclear 
weapons, as well as traditional and strategic arms. In tune with this, 
Pakistan has, since the Cold War, sided with the West. Before the 
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collapse of the Soviet Union, Pakistan favored the US and at present 
helps the anti – terrorism coalition, endeavoring to gain military and 
political aid from the West to combat its long – standing rival.7 
 
The two states have had two forms of political rivalries: First, both 
sides have attempted to define their foreign relations on the basis of 
uniting with one country against the rival state. On this basis, any 
country that has good relations with India or Pakistan will be deprived 
of ties with the other state. Second, both countries have made extensive 
efforts to gain control of strategic areas to pressure the other side to tilt 
the balance of power in their own favor in case of a confrontation. 
Afghanistan is one such strategic area. Throughout history, both 
Pakistan and India have made efforts to play an active role in Afghan 
politics by supporting the Afghan government or domestic groups in 
order to neutralize the role the other side has played. At present, 
researchers refer to the Afghan domestic instability as “proxy war”. 8  
 
“Proxy war” is a war that is officially or unofficially conducted in a 
third party country with the overt or covert intervention of the groups 
supporting India and Pakistan. 
 
Afghanistan is an important strategic country for both India and 
Pakistan. Attack on Indian workers in a hotel in Kabul on February 26, 
2010 is an indication of the vicarious war which India and Pakistan are 
playing on Afghan soil. This was the fourth such attack on Indians in 
Afghanistan since 2008. A day before this attack, Afghanistan was 
trying very hard to set up a meeting between the Indian and Pakistani 
foreign ministers in New Delhi. This meeting has been unprecedented 
since the terrorist attacks on Mumbai in November 2008, even though 
neither side has called the meeting official and has stressed the 
unimportance of the dialogs.9 
 
Afghan officials have not been oblivious to the India – Pakistan rivalry. 
Afghan President Hamid Karzai, while understanding the complex 
rivalry between the two states over gaining influence over Afghanistan, 
has noted, “We do not want to be a field for other (states’) wars”. He 
further has said, “In Afghanistan, we well realize that peace and 
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stability would be impossible without Pakistan and its collaboration 
with Afghanistan.” 10  
 
The US, as the leader of the coalition, has a major responsibility toward 
Afghanistan and its stability, as this is inextricably linked with US 
interests in the region. As such, the US has exerted pressure on 
Islamabad and New Delhi to resume direct negotiations, since any 
conflict between India and Pakistan will directly impact the “F-Pak” 
operations which US forces have launched along Afghanistan – 
Pakistan borders. The US does not want anything to overshadow its 
war against the Taliban for which it has stationed a major part of its 
troops alongside Afghanistan’s borders. US military and information 
officials stress that the Taliban and Al Qaida use Pakistan to attack the 
coalition troops and launch other terrorist attacks on Afghanistan. They 
also contend that if Pakistan watches over the area, it will help put an 
end to the Afghan war.11  
 
C. Iran’s Role in Afghan Developments 
 
Afghanistan and Iran share around 978 kilometers of borders. Iran is a 
major trade waterway for Afghanistan, while Afghanistan is Iran’s 
gateway to Central Asia and China. Afghanistan has a population of 23 
million which belong to 300 tribes. There are four major races in 
Afghanistan: Pashtun 40%, Tajik 30 %, Uzbek 10%, and Hezareh less 
than 8%. Most of the population is Hanafi Sunni, only 5 % of the 
Afghans are Shiites, while a smaller percentage of the Shiites are 
Ismailis. 60 % of the Afghans speak Farsi which is the official language 
of the Afghan Tajiks. 12 
 
Ever since the former Soviet occupation of Afghanistan, Tehran and 
Islam Abad have become homes to Afghan refugees and warriors. 
Efforts made by the former Soviet Union and its puppet regimes to fan 
the flames of the Baluchistan issue met Iran’s resentment. Ever since 
the formation of the Taliban, Iran has condemned the West and has 
played a major role in the Bonn Conference and formation of the 
transition government after the fall of the Taliban. Iran also committed 
to earmarking $500 million to Afghanistan’s reconstruction. Iran plays 
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a major role in decision makings on some Afghan issues such as drug 
trafficking, refugees and asylees, trade, Shiite concerns, war with 
terrorism, among others. 13 
 
Iran’s involvement in Afghan issues has increased with the democrats’ 
rise to power in the US, since the democrats believe in regional 
solutions and collaboration to establish stability in Afghanistan while 
the republicans believed in solving any issues with the help of NATO 
and the United Nations. The Hague Conference convened in line with 
the Obama administration goals and Iran was invited to attend it in 
March 2009. 
 

• Iran’s Strategic Objectives in Afghanistan 
 
Iran’s strategy in Afghanistan is centered on a range of political, 
security, and economic interests. Given Afghanistan’s position in 
Central Asia and long – standing cultural commonalties between Iran 
and Afghanistan, the fall of the Taliban provided the best opportunity 
for the Islamic Republic of Iran to play a more active role in 
Afghanistan. 
 
If Iran intends to serve as a major regional player, Afghanistan will 
afford it a fit opportunity to do so, especially as Arab states have 
vehemently opposed Iran’s influence by bringing up issues such as 
Shiite phobia and Shiite Crescent. Overall, if Iran decides to sway 
toward the East, Afghanistan will serve as the hub for this move. 14 
 
Afghanistan is a profitable market for Iranian goods, thanks to cultural 
commonalties (Iran – Afghanistan trade has raised from $10 million in 
2001 to $500 million in 2006 to $1 billion in 2008).15 
 
Combat with drug trafficking is also a major national interest priority 
for Iran vis-a-vis Afghanistan. One third of narcotics manufactured 
transit via Iranian soil. This amounts to 2500 tons. According to a 
report by Antonio Costa, executive director of the United Nations 
Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), Afghanistan has the highest 
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global narcotics production, amounting to 8200 tons per year while Iran 
is the largest consumer worldwide.16  
 
In the regional geopolitics, Iran is focusing on one of its midterm 
objectives: preventing the disintegration of Afghanistan and 
establishment of the Baluchistan and Pashtun government in line with 
“the Plan for the Middle East and the New Mideast Map” which was 
presented in the US - based Militarist in 2006. Based on this plan, 
several Middle East countries will be disintegrated into smaller 
autonomies. 
 
Iran also pursues another goal: creating balance among all groups 
vested or involved in Afghanistan: be they the occupiers, central 
Afghan government, the Taliban and Pashtuns, northern alliance, as 
well as India and Pakistan. 
 

• Iran – Pakistan Relations after the Emergence of the 
Taliban in Afghanistan 
 
Apparently, the emergence of the Taliban serves as a milestone in Iran 
– Pakistan relations. Pakistan’s support of the Taliban, the Taliban’s 
rise to power in Afghanistan, assassination of Iranian diplomats in 
Mazare Sharif in 1998, and 200,000 Iranian soldiers being based 
alongside Iran – Afghanistan borders changed the tone of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran toward the Taliban and its supporters. Evidently, 
Pakistan was the sole ally and powerful supporter of the Taliban, and 
any attempt by Iran to combat the Taliban was considered to clash 
directly with Pakistan’s interests in Afghanistan. This could have tilted 
the balance of power in favor of India, since the emergence of the 
Taliban had diminished India’s influence in Afghanistan on the one 
hand and granted the Islamic Republic of Iran carte blanche in Central 
Asia on the other hand. 17 
 
 
During that time period, Iran used a harsh tone of voice toward the 
Taliban, but spoke more mildly toward Pakistan. As such, Iran – 
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Pakistan relations were not negatively impacted. In addition, official 
visits and economic relations between Iran and Pakistan never stopped. 
Continued Iran – Pakistan economic ties were coupled with 
negotiations on Iran’s oil pipeline spanning to India. It should be noted 
that until September 11, 2001, the Taliban rule in Afghanistan did not 
adversely affect Iran – Pakistan relations. 
 
D. Impact of Economic Interests on Afghan Developments 
 
Economic interests are undoubtedly a major motive behind regional 
and supraregional rivalries over Afghanistan and have played a major 
role in relations between Afghanistan and global and regional powers. 
 
Following the collapse of the Soviet Union and rise of Central Asian 
republics, new countries, rich with gold and silver mines, emerged 
along Afghanistan’s northern borders. The region became more 
important due to Turkmenistan’s natural gas resources and US 
companies’ commitment to set up Turkmenistan – Pakistan gas pipeline 
via Afghanistan, a project that required stability in Afghanistan. With 
such interests at stake in Afghanistan, foreign powers vied to gain a 
foothold there. For instance, Pakistan became resolved to turn into the 
economic power of southwest Asia and to enter the Central Asian 
markets to access their rich oil and gas resources. As such, Pakistan 
signed an agreement to import natural gas from Turkmenistan. This, 
however, was contingent on a strong central government in 
Afghanistan that would create stability which in turn would ensure that 
the project would go through successfully. 18 
 
American companies also attempted to control the transit of Central 
Asian oil and gas worldwide. As such, the American company Uno Cal 
signed an agreement with Turkmenistan to transfer its natural gas to 
Afghanistan via Pakistan. This contract was actually a concession the 
US gave Pakistan so as to sideline Iran in Central Asia and to prioritize 
Pakistan’s interests in the region over those of Iran. Another issue 
worthy of consideration is transit of oil and gas via Russian soil. If 
Russia decides to play an active role in regional equations, this scenario 
can serve as its winning ace to exert pressure on the US.19 
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Some analysts contend that foreign military presence in Afghanistan 
can be justified only by economic gains. Just as the Russians destroyed 
the mountains to transfer pieces of rock out of Afghanistan with 
helicopters, today, too, the Western powers have divided Afghanistan 
amongst themselves and each is digging for treasures in this virgin land. 
 
Many priceless historic and artistic Afghan treasures have been looted 
by foreign governments, treasures whose values may be realized years 
later by the Afghan people. 
 
Some analysts believe that continued instability and insecurity in 
Afghanistan is a means to divert the Afghan public opinion from 
foreign powers, including the US, pursuing their economic interests 
there. 
 
 
Part II: Supraregional Rivalries 

• Afghanistan and Interaction among Supraregional 
Powers 
 

Another constant variable in Afghanistan’s stability is supraregional 
rivalries over Afghan developments. This can expedite either stability 
or instability in the country. As already noted, Afghan peace and 
security will be unrealistic without considering the role of major 
regional players such as Iran, Pakistan, and India. On the other hand, 
Afghan peace and stability will be further complicated by supraregional 
rivalries among major international players such as the US, Russia, and 
China which not only have bilateral and direct interests with 
Afghanistan but which also have complex, conflicting, and, at times, 
mutual relations with countries in the region. What follows is an 
analysis of supraregional powers’ relations with Afghanistan and 
interaction with regional states over Kabul. 
 
Interests of supraregional powers in Afghanistan have been formed in 
two phases and can be analyzed in two stages: First stage spans from 



Comparative Analysis of Regional Rivalries… Mehdi Mahmoudi 

 

11 

the Soviet pullout to the rise of the Taliban. This stage has two 
components: 
 
1) US – Pakistan interests 

2) Russia – Iran – India interests which clash with the above 

 
Some analysts consider US interests in Afghanistan tied to those of 
Pakistan and summarize it as US attempting to dominate terrorist 
resources in Afghanistan while also getting rid of Islamic groups that 
are known as Arab Afghans. Other stages of this US strategy include 
stopping drug trafficking, political and economic boycott of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran, sidelining Russia, and preventing it from having 
regional influence. Pakistan simultaneously attempted to free itself of 
the economic and social impacts caused by around a million and a half 
Afghan refugees. In addition, Pakistan prevented any influence by 
radical groups that oppose Pakistan’s influence over Afghanistan. 
Pakistan, moreover, is endeavoring to redefine its regional role in 
tandem with US regional objectives. This has resulted in Pakistan and 
the US collaboration in the face of constant crises in Afghanistan. 20 
 
On the other hand, Pakistan considers Kashmir and Durand as two 
critical border and territorial issues. Apparently, Pakistan’s intervention 
in Afghanistan is due to the complexity and sensitivity of Kashmir and 
Durand. In other words, Pakistan’s involvement in Afghanistan has two 
major objectives: strategically using Afghanistan against India and 
creating conditions that Afghanistan would officially recognize Durand 
as the official border between the two states. 
 
Pakistan deems it inevitable to support the Taliban to reach these two 
objectives, unless the US resolves the Kashmir and Durand issues 
through peaceful measures. 
 
Pakistan anticipates that in return for its collaboration with the US in 
the war against the Taliban and Al Qaida, it will reap benefit of US 
enticing India to enter into talks with Islam Abad to resolve the 
Kashmir crisis. Pakistan expects the US to use its hegemonic power 
over Afghanistan to force it into accepting Durand as the official border 
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between the two states. This demand seems unattainable and unrealistic 
in the short term. The issue of Kashmir is very complicated and cannot 
be resolved easily. At least seven scenarios have been presented to 
solve this crisis, all of which face many obstacles when translated into 
action. 21 
 
Forcing Afghanistan to accept Durand Line is a logical yet ambitious 
demand, since none of the Afghan administrations have officially 
recognized it as the two countries’ border. Any Afghan head of state 
that has shown any willingness to do so has also been ousted. 22 
 
The next component is the Russia, Iran, India trio. Russia is bent on 
restoring its traditional role in Afghanistan. This attempt should be such 
that it does not instigate Islamic groups in Central Asian states; 
otherwise, Russian national security will be jeopardized. Russia, 
furthermore, endeavors to revisit its role in Afghanistan to somehow 
counter the US unilateralism in the region. This is a preventive move to 
keep the crisis from spreading to the Central Asian republics and to 
preclude Russia from being sidelined.23 
 
Contrary to the US which is located far away, Russia is in Central Asia 
and, as such, more logical for it to be involved in Central Asia than the 
US. Russia has consistently had a special vested interest in the south 
and in Afghanistan. The Afghan administration is purchasing Russian 
military equipment, while the US has to get permission from Russia to 
transit NATO freight through northern Afghanistan borders. 
 
On the other hand, Russia is still concerned about new waterways that 
free the Central Asian states from dependence on the Russian transit 
routes, especially as Russia considers Central Asia and the Caucasus as 
its backyard. As such, Russia does not want to lose control of its old 
interests in these republics and regards itself more deserving than any 
other country to invest on the region’s gas and exports to Europe. 
 
China’s penchant to interfere in Afghan affairs is also tied to its Central 
Asia policy which is based on two tenets: controlling the extremist 
Islamism and providing fuel for China. 
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In addition, Afghanistan’s virgin natural resources have prompted 
China to seriously follow up on Afghan issues. 
 
China is one of the world’s most important industrial countries and an 
exporter of commercial goods. China’s exports are increasing 
worldwide, prompting the country to find the shortest and most cost 
effective routes to export its goods. Afghanistan is one of the shortest 
routes for China to export its products to Central Asia, South Asia, Iran, 
and Arab states in the region. 
 
One reason behind China’s support of the Islamic Republic of Iran is 
China’s dire need for fuel and raw material. In addition, by building 
routes (such as Singh Yang – Fayzabad), China can transit goods to 
Iran and Afghanistan and also get its needed fuel through the shortest 
routes from Iran, Turkmenistan, and Central Asian republics. 
 
China, however, faces debacles in reaching its objectives: China is 
extremely unhappy with US military presence in Afghanistan and US 
unilateralism. China follows Afghanistan’s developments very closely. 
As the top economic and military power in Asia, China feels entitled to 
play a palpable role in issues related to its neighbors. 
 
Iran’s role is also very crucial, as it uses Afghanistan to strengthen its 
foothold in Central Asia and the Caucasus, especially in Tajikistan and 
Azerbaijan which have cultural and ethnic commonalties with Iran. 
This strategy of the Islamic Republic of Iran directly contradicts US 
interests. The US tries to increase its influence in Central Asia and the 
Caucasus in order to ostracize and sideline Iran. In general, US strategy 
in the region benefits Pakistan and clashes with the interests of Iran and 
India, Pakistan’s traditional rival. 
 
Iran is eager to bolster its economic relations with the Central Asian 
republics. As such, it has signed two separate agreements with 
Kazakhstan and Azerbaijan. In addition, there is the Iran – 
Turkmenistan railroad project. Iran also feels more entitled than the US 
and Pakistan to invest on and reap benefit of transiting Turkmenistan’s 
gas. 
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India, however, is avid to preclude its traditional rival, namely Pakistan, 
from gaining access to more interests in the region. India has felt all 
alone since 1992 in dealing with Afghanistan’s developments. In fact, 
India believes that Pakistan is to blame for India being sidelined in 
Afghanistan. This is because Pakistan has a more impactful strategy in 
confronting India over Afghanistan and in international conferences on 
Afghanistan. For instance, India was not invited to the sixth 
international conference on Afghanistan which was held in 1998. This 
absence diminished India’s importance as a regional power and leader 
of non aligned movement. As such, India has all along declared to the 
United Nations its concern over the Taliban role in Kashmir, since 
India considers the Taliban the main cohort of Pakistan in Kashmir 
insecurity. 24 
 
An American analyst based at the US War College has referred to the 
India, Pakistan, and Iran triangle as the tension triangle. He deems the 
US presence (in the region) exigent to reduce the tensions. Asia Times 
has carried a story by Athena Siadis who noted that these three 
countries’ relations are vital trio ties. India, Pakistan, and Iran relations 
are simultaneously marked by cooperation, conflict and differences. 
Iran would like strong relations with its neighboring states so that in the 
confrontation with the US, it can tilt the balance of power in its own 
favor. On the other hand, India and Pakistan would like to free 
themselves of US influence in the region, while they concurrently 
attempt, in their rivalries, to get advanced weapons from US arsenals. 25 
 
After the Shiites gained some control of power in Iraq, Iran was able to 
rest assured about security and peace along its western borders and cast 
a glance at the eastern borders with peace of mind. Iran got the chance 
to normalize ties with India, Pakistan and Afghanistan in a bid to use 
these relations in the face of pressure exerted on it by the US. The US 
in turn justified its presence in the region by coining the term “triangle 
of tension” to refer to these three countries. 
 
Larry Johnson adds that the US has to have a presence in the region so 
as to firstly provide for its national interests and secondly restore order 
in the region. Johnson is of the view that US presence in the region will 
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instigate and intensify Islamic radical activities. In fact, anti US 
sentiments have reached the highest peak in some of these countries 
and the US is in bad shape, since it has to reduce its military troop size 
on the one hand and has to have a more active presence in the region to 
safeguard its interests on the other hand. 26 
 
Johnson further notes that the US uses the carrot and stick policy 
toward Iran’s neighbors. The US contends that these countries have 
precluded the Islamic Republic of Iran from being sidelined. The carrot 
and stick policy can be seen in US selling F16s to India and Pakistan, 
and these aircraft can carry nuclear warheads. While agreeing to the 
sales of US aircraft to Pakistan, India has tried to get close to the 
European Union (EU) and Russia in order to make the US understand 
that if needed it will provide its required weapons from the European 
Union (EU) and Russia rather than the US.27 
 
To compete with India, Pakistan welcomes US (military) presence in 
Afghanistan to tilt the balance of power in its ties with its long standing 
enemy. Pakistan administration simultaneously tries to play a 
mediator’s role in solving Iran’s nuclear issues, thus preventing Iran 
from getting closer to India. Tehran is aware that in case of a conflict, 
Pakistan can be a threat to Iran’s national security due to its advanced 
military warfare and radical Sunni groups. 
 
On the other hand, by selling F 16s to Pakistan, the US succeeded in 
somewhat balancing Pakistan’s stance vis- a-vis Iran’s nuclear issue. 
Some Pakistani officials have criticized Iran for not cooperating with 
the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) to put an end to this 
debacle.  
 
In order to confront and bridle India, Pakistan, meanwhile, tries to 
expand its ties with its historical ally, namely China. Pakistan was able 
to sign the free trade pact with China in March 2004; however, Pakistan 
– China relations lack a strategic dimension. This is something that 
New Delhi has focused on in its relations with Beijing. 28 
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In contrast, India has succeeded in expanding its strategic relations with 
China following the first round of official talks with Chinese officials 
in 2004 in New Delhi. Two weeks after this meeting, the two countries 
started resolving their border disputes. India boosted its trade relations 
with China to the highest in history. At present, India – China trade 
exchanges amount to $13.6 billion.29 
 
Reference should also be made to Iran – China relations. Iran has very 
good relations with China so much so that most of China’s gas and oil 
is imported from Iran. Also the two sides have an agreement to 
discover and drill oil along the Iran – Iraq border. This agreement has 
made China’s interests clash directly with US presence in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. 
 
In tune with its policy to work on lifting US embargoes, Iran has 
established firm trade relations with India and strategic Central Asian 
republics. To this end, “India Oil Group” has signed an agreement with 
Iran’s Petro Pars Company for the South Pars operations. This 
agreement, as well as other areas of cooperation in the realm of energy, 
marine transportation, commercial port establishment, and Iran’s gas 
exports to India amount to $4.5 billion which in itself reflects Iran’s 
penchant for peaceful coexistence in the region. On the other hand, 
improved Iran – India relations as well as joint Iran – India naval 
maneuvers in March 2009 have alarmed Pakistan. In order to fulfill its 
strategic objectives, especially to meet its scientific needs in regards to 
MIG 29s, the Islamic Republic of Iran has to take steps to bolster its 
relations with India. 30 
 
Israel is also concerned about regional developments. This concern was 
voiced by Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon during his 2003 visit to 
Iran. India, meantime, strives to prevent its ties with Iran from 
damaging its relations with the US. Improved Iran – India relations 
have also impacted Iran – Pakistan ties. Issa Sadeq, director general of 
Pakistan’s Marine Research Center, has noted that strategically 
Pakistan has to pursue a hostile policy toward Iran and support 
permanent US military presence in the region. He is of the view that 
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US military presence in the region will benefit Pakistan when it 
confronts its enemies in the region.31 
 
Nonetheless, the US has used Pakistan’s fear and insecurity to set up 
new bases in the region. Christopher Candland, US researcher in 
Pakistan, contends that Pakistan has started a dangerous game in its 
interaction with the US and the Islamic community and uses these 
Islamic groups to get military assistance from the US. 
 
Candland believes that India – US relations are more balanced than 
those of Pakistan – US. The US has allowed India to purchase F 18s 
and to obtain advanced US military technology needed for its arsenals 
companies. Candland holds that US – India military agreements show 
the importance the US attaches to India’s security. Compared to 
Pakistan, the US has not committed to India’s security. The only area 
of bilateral security cooperation between the two states is the fight 
against terrorism. This means that as soon as the war against terrorism 
is over, the US might take measures against Pakistan and demand that 
its nuclear arsenals be demolished. US intelligence organizations have 
reported that India and China will turn into superpowers by 2020. As 
such, it is natural for the US to attach importance to this region’s 
equations from right this moment. India – Pakistan arms race is one of 
these equations which the US has to attach importance to for its 
continued influence over the region, including Afghanistan.32 
 
On the other hand, the historic tension between Afghanistan and 
Pakistan has created a difficult situation for the fledgling Afghan 
government. The sensitivity of this issue is felt more because in 
addition to the historic Durand border dispute, Afghanistan has turned 
into a realm of rivalry between India and Pakistan and has in general 
become a scene of rivalry for regional powers. Pakistan and China are 
highly concerned over India’s active presence in Afghanistan, as well 
as India – US atomic collaboration. China has decided to support 
Pakistan to create balance in the region and to prevent India from 
gaining access to Central Asian markets through Afghanistan. China 
has as such helped Pakistan stay strong in the face of India’s power and 
expanded influence. This is of prime importance for Pakistan due to its 
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past experiences with the issue of Kashmir and Bangladesh. As such, 
Pakistan does not want India to be an active and powerful player in 
Afghanistan and to serve as a serious barrier for Pakistan’s involvement. 
Over all India’s influence in the region and in Afghanistan in particular, 
as well as China’s sensitivity over Pakistan, are of utmost importance. 
This has prompted Pakistan not to combat the Taliban in order to use it 
as a means to pressure India and Afghanistan. 
 
Conclusion 
 

Nine years after the collapse of the Taliban and extensive efforts to 
restore Afghanistan’s peace and stability, the country is still grappling 
with deep rooted disputes whose resolution requires more extensive 
efforts than measures taken so far. Following the September 11, 2001 
terrorist attacks, the US realized that its security is also at risk. 
European countries can also be subject to such attacks. In order to 
provide its security, the West has had to expand its influence over the 
region. Russia too, has focused on Central Asia in order to restore its 
old role and increase its domain of influence. India and Pakistan have 
spilled their confrontation over to Afghanistan, with each one 
attempting to tilt the balance of power in its own favor. The Islamic 
Republic of Iran which has, so far, sustained the highest loss from the 
Afghan crisis attempts to expand its influence over Afghanistan and 
prevent possible future damages. Issues such as Afghan refugees, drug 
trafficking, insecurity along the eastern borders, as well as cultural, 
linguistic, and historic commonalties with Afghanistan have prompted 
Iran to seriously focus on the issue of Afghanistan. 
 
The Bush Administration policy toward Afghanistan faced a defeat, 
prompting the Obama Administration to zoom in on Afghanistan’s 
neighbors and regional powers to help establish peace and stability 
there, pursue national reconciliation plans, and involve all parties, 
including the Taliban, in the decision making process; however, the 
type of government that rules Afghanistan determines which foreign 
countries’ interests can be safeguarded there. This has spurred 
competition among different countries wanting to gain a foothold in 
Afghanistan. The situation of Afghanistan has inextricably linked 
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Afghan stability with an irresoluble difference between India and 
Pakistan at the regional level and the US, Russia, and China at the 
international level.  
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