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This policy brief explores the history of security relations between India and Afghanistan 
and the prospects for any future engagement, considering the recent developments and 
disintegration of the security sector in Afghanistan. It investigates how the two countries 
can find common ground for military cooperation and what role India could take in 
helping stabilize Afghanistan and ultimately the region. The brief also elaborates on 
potential security threats to India in Afghanistan and concludes with recommendations 
for future engagement.1

A history of India’s security engagement in Afghanistan

Even though they do not share a border, India and Afghanistan 
have a long relationship based on historical and cultural links that 
can be traced back to the Indus Valley civilization.2 India’s policies 
in Afghanistan are typically characterized as driven by the aim to 
counter Pakistan’s influence and minimize its political involvement 
in the country. Until recently, India’s policies prevented Pakistan 
from expanding its regional influence and using Afghanistan 
as a bridge to connect with Central Asian countries. They also 
targeted Pakistan’s support of radical anti-Indian groups.3 India 
and Pakistan’s conflict is rooted in territorial disputes over the 
Kashmir region, which has sparked three wars between the two 
countries (in 1947, 1965 and in 1999, albeit limited).4

The Pakistan-supported Islamic militancy and the rise of China as 
a rival have been the primary impetus for India to economically 
engage and pursue strategic interests in the region. India has 
been particularly favourable to Central Asia in those pursuits, 
mainly because it sees benefit in having trade and other economic 
connections with a major provider of oil and natural gas. It has 
also wanted to establish a broader security horizon with Central 
Asian countries as a counterbalance to its adversaries.5

The friendship between the two countries encompasses an 
estimated $3 billion in development assistance since 2001. The bulk 
of that Indian investment targeted infrastructure in Afghanistan, 
including building roads, dams, electricity transmission lines and 
substations, schools and hospitals.6 India is one of the six-largest 
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donors in Afghanistan, but it has chosen humanitarian and 
development aid over military support. 

India was one of the few countries that supported the Soviet 
occupation of Afghanistan in 1979, which significantly damaged 
its reputation within the international community.7 India also 
welcomed the subsequent Soviet regime in Afghanistan out of 
recognition for its disregard of Islamist ideology while Pakistan 
backed the Mujahideen groups with a shared Islamic ideology. 
During the 1990s, India’s policy towards Afghanistan aligned with 
Russia and the Islamic Republic of Iran, both of which viewed the 
Taliban as a serious threat to their respective national security. 
Hence, the three countries helped the Northern Alliance against 
the Taliban regime.8 The Taliban’s close relationship with Pakistan’s 
Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam party, which is presumed responsible for 
several terrorist attacks across the Indian mainland fuelled India’s 
agenda.9 

After the overthrow of the Taliban regime in 2001, India moved 
to strengthen its relationship with the new government. However, 
India did not maintain parallel relations or back-channel contacts 
with any political figures or non-state armed groups at that time. 
All interactions were coursed through diplomatic, formal and other 
recognized channels between Kabul and New Delhi.10

Although India has not had military presence in Afghanistan, New 
Delhi sent military equipment, such as Mi-25 armed helicopters, 
fortified check posts and watch towers to the Afghan National 
Army.11 Indian technicians maintained the Afghan Air Forces’ 
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fleet of MiG-21 fighters and other military equipment. In one 
rare situation, India deployed a small number of Indo–Tibetan 
border police commandos to protect road construction personnel 
working with the Border Roads Organization in 2007.12 

In 2011, the governments of India and Afghanistan signed a 
Strategic Partnership Agreement on cooperation in security, law 
enforcement and justice. Both nations agreed to collaborate to 
fight international terrorism, organized crime, narcotics trafficking 
and money laundering. The agreement also committed India to 
provide training, capacity-building workshops and equipment 
to the Afghan National Defence and Security Forces.13 Although 
India trained many Afghan security forces and technicians over the 
past two decades, the training programmes were never aimed at 
countering insurgency in Afghanistan. Instead, they focused on 
building up the capacity of the Afghan security forces. Support 
measures were never part of the NATO or other joint collaborative 
programmes.14 

Although India has long advocated an Afghan-led, Afghan-
owned and Afghan-controlled reconciliation and peace process, 
it was a strong backer of the American and NATO mission in 
the republic and opposed their military withdrawal. It expressed 
concerns about the recent expeditious withdrawal of the United 
States and NATO forces from Afghanistan, which would enable 
its adversaries, such as Pakistan and China, to step in and exploit 
the vacuum in their favour.15

The West undermined the Afghan government in the Doha 
negotiation partly due to Pakistan’s lobbying and its influence 
on the United States and the Taliban. India remained out of the 
US-Taliban talks, officially stating that it would only participate 
in talks that are Afghan-owned and Afghan-led. Despite the 
scepticism and coming late to the process, India’s foreign minister 
attended the inauguration ceremony of the intra-Afghan talks in 
Doha in September 2020.16

Implications of the United States and NATO withdrawal 
for India–Afghanistan relations

Indian views on the recent American withdrawal from Afghanistan 
vary: The American administration did not care or badly 
miscalculated or even deliberately facilitated the eventual takeover 
of Afghanistan by the Taliban. From the perspective of India, even 
a minimal presence of the United States and NATO in Afghanistan 
was a stabilizing influence.17

Although there is no direct threat to India’s national security from 
the Afghan conflict, there are concerns that a proxy war could 
surface between elements involved in the ongoing conflicts. 
Afghanistan under Taliban control could become a base for Islamist 

militants in Kashmir who are allied with Pakistan in its fight against 
India.18 After the takeover of the country, the Taliban issued an 
amnesty for all Afghans and released prisoners throughout the 
country, including some of the most dangerous operatives linked 
with Al-Qaeda and the Islamic State-Khorasan Province (IS-KP). 
Reports also indicate the possibility of many Lashkar-e-Taiba, Jaish 
Mohammad, Tahreek Taliban Pakistan and other insurgent fighters 
being freed who may have accessed advanced weaponry and 
ammunition left by the disintegrated security forces. Along with 
the advanced arms, these fighters are feared to have moved on 
to Kashmir, posing an extreme threat to India’s national security.19

Although Pakistan believes that India supports non-state armed 
groups, such as the Tahreek Taliban Pakistan, India’s footprint in 
Afghanistan has been too small for such activities.20 After the 
American and NATO withdrawal from Afghanistan, India’s role has 
been shattered. It no longer has direct access, and its development 
projects have been forced to stop. Nonetheless, Afghanistan will 
remain a significant point on India’s foreign policy agenda, and 
India is unlikely to abandon it.21

In the wake of the American and NATO withdrawal, terrorist 
groups may become more active under the Taliban. The Haqqani 
network, responsible for horrifying attacks in Afghanistan, controls 
key functions of the new government. IS-KP has become more 
active than ever before, and there are allegations of some degree 
of cooperation between the Haqqani network and IS-KP. Indian 
stakeholders fear that these factors will conspire to ultimately 
destabilize Afghanistan and the region.22

Another feared impact of the Taliban takeover is that radical and 
religious extremists might become more active in the region. 
The capture of Afghanistan could be inspiration for other Jihadi 
groups. Among them, the anti-India actors could become more 
active due to the broad support they receive from Pakistan. It 
is believed that the Taliban takeover will enable Pakistan to use 
such groups against India as leverage on the long-running dispute 
over Kashmir.23

For the moment, India is pursuing a “wait and see” strategy with 
the Taliban.24 India’s engagement with the Islamic Emirate of the 
Taliban will rely on the Taliban’s foreign policy and whether or 
not it commits to the social development and democratic values 
achieved in the past two decades.25 New Delhi might make re-
starting cooperation with the new government in Afghanistan 
conditional on a political settlement and assurances of distance 
from regional extremist groups. However, the humanitarian 
assistance would not be conditional and India would continue 
to provide basic aid to the people of Afghanistan.26

India is expected to continue with humanitarian aid, scholarship 
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programmes, medical assistance and, if the security issues are 
sorted out, trade and travel of Afghan citizens to India for 
humanitarian, education and medical purposes. From the Indian 
perspective and despite the urgency to accept reality, provide 
humanitarian assistance and other support that would legitimize 
the Taliban, its past atrocities should not be forgotten. And the 
Afghan people should not be abandoned in their struggle for 
their fundamental freedom.27

If the Taliban do not establish an inclusive government, grievances 
and resistance against their rule might grow by the day, especially 
among Tajiks, Hazaras, Uzbeks and other minorities living in 
Afghanistan. India is seen as a potential supporter of such 
a resistance in the future but unlikely to intervene militarily.  
Although India would want to continue efforts to stabilize 
the country and support an inclusive process acceptable for all 
stakeholders, it appears that the Taliban would not bring any 
substantial stability on its own. The Taliban lack the legitimacy 
to rule the country, and noticeable divisions and rivalries within 
the Taliban are already surfacing.28

Considering their history, it is not easy for India to start engaging 
with the Taliban. And yet, it has no option. Each year, a vast 
volume of trade transits to Central Asia through Afghanistan. 
Afghanistan’s strategic location is crucial for regional connectivity, 
and it is central to India’s New Silk Road project to connect with 
trade, transit and energy in the Central Asia region. Transit 
through the Chabahar port, for instance, gives India the leverage 
to transform trade in South and Central Asia.

The considerable investments of India in Afghanistan include the 
Salma Dam in western Afghanistan, the Delaram-Zaranj highway 
and the building of Afghanistan Parliament. The Taliban appear 
not completely opposed to engagement. The Taliban government 
reached out recently to the Indian authorities to facilitate the 
departure of Afghan students to India and to resume commercial 
flights between the two countries. 

The Islamic Emirate lacks national and international legitimacy 
and needs to establish an inclusive and structured government 
in Afghanistan. India’s cooperation with the Taliban might be 
conditional on a political settlement whereby all people of 
Afghanistan see themselves in a government that ensures distance 
from the regional and international extremist groups. Should 
cooperation also reach the area of security policies, India would 
require the Islamic Emirate to ensure no links between the Taliban 
and extremist elements in the Indian mainland, especially in 
Jammu and Kashmir.  

India, Australia, Japan and the United States established the 
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, or Quad,29  a collaborative 
platform to promote the rule of law, democratic values, peaceful 
resolution of disputes and territorial integrity. India can use that 
influence towards stabilizing the region and contributing to the 
peace process in Afghanistan. The Regional Security Dialogue in 
India30 will be an important event for India to discuss possible 
threats emerging from Afghanistan with the national security 
advisers of regional countries, including the Islamic Republic of 
Iran, Russia, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and the other Central Asian 
republics.
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	� India should keep an open communication channel with the Taliban to safeguard its investments in Afghanistan and to 
prevent loss of its strategic interests in the region. 

	� India should continue strengthening the institutional capacity-building in Afghanistan through knowledge exchange 
programmes, such as the Indian Council for Cultural Relations programme, which provides hundreds of Afghan students with 
scholarships to study in India each year. 

	� Because India no longer has an active presence in Afghanistan, it should channel its humanitarian support, especially to 
internally displaced people, through other neutral organizations, such as the International Committee of the Red Cross or the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. India should also help mobilize resources and support from other countries 
through existing platforms, such as the Shanghai Cooperation Organization and the South Asian Association for Regional 
Cooperation.

	� India should cooperate with the United States to counter terrorism stemming from Afghanistan. Both have worked together 
in the past, for example through the United States–India Comprehensive Global Strategic Partnership,31 which is a platform for 
information-sharing, consultations on potential terrorist threats and combating the financing of terrorism.  

	� To safeguard two decades of investment in Afghanistan, India needs to reconsider its policy towards the Taliban and establish 
relations with the Islamic Emirate warily. 

	� Regional countries as a coalition should initiate a robust diplomatic effort to find a regional solution for the crisis in Afghanistan. 
Such a coalition would ensure that no country would use the current situation for their benefit and thus turning Afghanistan 
into another battlefield of proxies. 

	� The Islamic Emirate should ensure that Afghanistan does not become a safe haven and breeding ground for radical groups and 
extremists that would thus pose a threat to the security and stability of the region and the world.
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