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Abstract. After the withdrawal of the U.S. and NATO from Afghanistan, the geopolitical
dynamics of the region have been significantly transformed. This power vacuum has
rendered Afghanistan a contested space for India and Pakistan to pursue their strategic depth
while countering each other’s influence. India, to achieve its national interests, utilizes soft
power and a calculated strategic approach through limited collaboration with the Taliban
to contain Pakistan’s influence. Conversely, Pakistan supports the Taliban regime and
employs non-state actors as leverage to secure and maintain strategic depth against India.
The study, while adopting the theoretical framework of the Regional Security Complex
Theory (RSCT), hypothesizes that geopolitical competition in post U.S. withdrawal
Afghanistan has influenced the role of Afghanistan in the South Asian security architecture
by fueling the proxy warfare, influencing regional security dynamics, ultimately leaving
Afghanistan as a contested geographical space central to the India—Pakistan strategic
competition.
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1. Introduction

There is a significant shift in the geopolitical landscape of South Asia after the
U.S. withdrew from Afghanistan in 2021. This geopolitical shift greatly influenced
the strategic competition between Pakistan and India, as both countries were trying
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to influence the state of Afghanistan in order to secure their national interests, in turn
reshaping the politics and security situation in the region.

Geostrategically, Afghanistan holds a significant position for both India and
Pakistan, as it opposes each other’s dominance in Afghanistan. For this reason,
India for a long time has evolved its strategic and diplomatic efforts to enhance its
engagement with the Taliban to limit or counter Pakistan’s influence in the region.

This strategic competition between India and Pakistan plays a significant role in
reshaping the power dynamics and impacting the regional dynamics. Considering the
South Asian region, the competing strategies and policies of India and Pakistan show
a pattern of amity and enmity, which is one of the core principles of the Regional
Security Complex Theory (RSCT).

This study aims to explore the grand strategies of both India and Pakistan toward
Afghanistan following the U.S. withdrawal in 2021. The study, while adopting the
theoretical framework of RSCT, which has already been used in the past to describe
Afghanistan but in this paper is more focused on explaining the post-2021 scenario
and content analysis as the methodological tool, hypothesizes that both India and
Pakistan are employing countering political, economic, security, and ideological
grand strategies and mechanisms to achieve strategic depth against each other in
Afghanistan.

2. Theoretical framework

Barry Buzan and Ole Wever’s Regional Security Complex Theory (RSCT)
provides a foundational framework for understanding security dynamics in regions
with interdependent security interests (Buzan and Waever 2003). RSCT posits that
geographically proximate states within a security complex, such as South Asia,
experience heightened insecurity from neighboring states compared to distant
powers. Scholars have extensively applied RSCT to analyze South Asia, identifying
the region’s security complexities and its susceptibility to cross-border threats
(Tapan 2021).

As Afghanistan straddles the borders of South Asia, Central Asia, and the
Middle East, it occupies a complex position as an “insulator” state, a region that
separates but is still influenced by multiple security complexes. The main security
dynamic of the region is defined by competition and traditional patterns of hostility
and, consequently, mutual securitization between India and Pakistan. The essential
structure continues to be bipolar, given that nuclear parity has allowed Pakistan to
compete on equal terms with India (Chowdhury 2022).

Under RSCT, the security dynamics between India and Pakistan are considered
central to South Asia’s regional security complex (RSC). Afghanistan’s instability
has historically served as a stage for Indo—Pak rivalry, and the Taliban’s resurgence
has intensified this competition. RSCT emphasizes the proximity factor in
understanding these tensions. Consequently, Afghanistan’s instability has magnified
Indo—Pak security concerns, aligning with RSCT’s focus on how interdependent
security issues shape regional dynamics.
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2.1. Afghanistan as an insulator state
in South Asia’s regional security complex

Contrary to the states highly integrated within an RSC, Afghanistan’s case is not
the same; it has always been present outside the structure of interdependence (Buzan
and Waever 2003).

The problem of Afghanistan is peripheral to, and not the core of, the security
problems of South Asia. India’s and Pakistan’s interests in Afghanistan are primarily
areflection of their own security aspirations and insecurity fears. They are motivated
by the rationale of checking on the influence of each other, continuing their proxy war
on Afghan soil, albeit indirectly and through unconventional methods. For Pakistan,
influence over Afghanistan is necessary for maintaining strategic depth against India.
For India, economic influence in Afghanistan allows it to be recognized as a major
donor in the region, while turning public opinion in the country against Pakistan and
insulating itself against the dangers of drugs and fundamentalist Islam in the region
(Tadjbakhsh 2011).

Afghanistan is placed exterior to all the regional security structures surrounding
it, while still being vulnerable to the evolving dynamics of these regional complexes
(Harpviken 2010). Within the South Asian context, this phenomenon is related to
the strategic competition between Pakistan and India counterbalancing each other’s
influence and dominance in Afghanistan and in the region as a whole (Buzan and
Waever 2003).

The resurgence of the Taliban to power after the U.S. withdrawal demonstrated
this pattern in a compelling manner. Pakistan, on the one hand, perceived the return
ofthe Taliban as a strategic opportunity to safeguard its national interests, while India,
on the other hand, recalibrated its strategic approach toward the Taliban regime by
bilateral agreements and soft power projection (Akhtar, Hussain, and Marwat 2025).

From the RSCT perspective, the position of Afghanistan within the RSC of South
Asia can be explained as both central and marginal. While continuously being absent
from a regional security framework, Afghanistan tends to act as an insulator state,
facing instabilities, contestations, and fragmentation. Being internally and externally
unable to control the external powers’ rivalry in Afghanistan, it continues to be an
insulator for the India—Pakistan competition, making it unlikely to play a proactive
role in bringing both these states toward cooperation.

3. The geopolitical landscape of Afghanistan
after the U.S. withdrawal

Afghanistan has always been among the geostrategically important states due
to its geographical positioning and historical relevance. Being a gateway to some
resourceful states in Central Asia, Afghanistan has enhanced its importance for
regional and international powers, at some instances becoming a battleground for
great power rivalries and competitions trying to achieve their strategic depth in the
country (Chaghaty and Bagramwal 2025). The strategic geopolitical location of
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Afghanistan carries significant and crucial implications for both regional and global
politics, making it a critical player on the international stage (Rasool, Mukhtarova,
and Jan 2024). From a wider perspective, India, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and other
regional states could act as the geographical juncture of the regional powers. From a
geopolitical perspective, the Pakistani establishment sees India’s growing influence
in Afghanistan as an acute security threat.

The official withdrawal of the U.S. from Afghanistan in 2021 had a significant
impact on reshaping the geopolitical landscape of the South Asian region. Pakistan,
located in close geographical proximity to Afghanistan, faced implications both
from the presence of the U.S. in Afghanistan during the war on terror as well as
from its withdrawal. However, India was considered as an important ally of the
United States in the region in its efforts to tackle extremism. Washington remained
dependent on Pakistan’s efforts to curb terrorist activities on Afghan soil, while
Pakistan was concerned about the growing Indian influence in Afghanistan, viewing
a weak Afghan governing structure as an opportunity to increase its strategic depth.

The U.S. withdrawal resulted in a power vacuum posing a significant threat to
the security of Pakistan, as the geographical proximity made Pakistan prone to the
cross-border spillover of instability and militancy. Pakistan has already dealt with
multiple security threats, including the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), Baloch
separatist groups, Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), and other organized terrorist
activities from Afghan soil (Muzaffar, Yaseen, and Afzal 2021).

Several scholars such as Kugelman have also expressed concerns regarding the
U.S. exit from Afghanistan, as it has severely affected the security and stability of
Pakistan due to the rising refugee migration, increase in drug trade, and terrorist
activities (Jamal 2021).

The foreign approach of India has also required readjustments. In order to increase
its influence, India installed its embassies and consulates all across Afghanistan.
This move was perceived as support to insurgent and separatist movements in
Balochistan, serving as a base for the Research and Analysis Wing (RAW). India,
in order to counter the presence of Pakistan in Afghanistan, increased the supply of
armed weapons, collaborating with defense experts and providing military training
to Afghans (Nath 2019).

One of the most tangible economic consequences has been the renewed influx of
Afghan refugees into Pakistan. By continuing to uphold an open-border policy and
avoiding direct confrontation with the Taliban, Islamabad has absorbed yet another
wave of displaced individuals, adding to the millions already residing in Pakistan since
the 1980s. This influx has placed a disproportionate burden on border provinces such
as Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Balochistan, where resources for housing, healthcare,
education, and employment are already strained. The refugee crisis has thus become
not only a humanitarian issue but also a governance challenge, exacerbating social
unrest and straining provincial administrations (Bhattacharya 2024). Based on the
estimates, Pakistan’s economy got further destabilized because of an additional
influx of 700,000 Afghan refugees, costing Pakistan almost $2.2 billion.

Zafar Moeen Nasir, the former Vice Chancellor of Punjab University, Lahore,
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argued that a shift in the foreign policy from geopolitics to geo-economics will
have significant financial consequences for Pakistan. He stated, “As Pakistan has
already shifted towards geo-economics, so Pakistan will focus more on the economic
outcome rather than geopolitical gains, and constructive role in Afghanistan by
Pakistan will bring dividends for both nations” (Sajid 2021).

On the other hand, the exit of the U.S. from Afghanistan has resulted in a number
of opportunities for India to strengthen its presence and influence in Afghanistan.
The Indian national security perspective has focused on the need to assert power in
the region, filling the gap left behind by the U.S. after its withdrawal, while further
increasing its involvement in Afghanistan’s internal politics.

4. Pakistan’s engagement in Afghanistan:
balancing security concerns and strategic depth

The withdrawal of the United States from Afghanistan in 2021 fundamentally
altered the regional order and immediately pushed Pakistan—Afghanistan relations
into a far more complex and uncertain phase. The departure of American and NATO
forces created a vacuum in South Asia’s security architecture, compelling Islamabad
to re-evaluate its long-term strategy toward Kabul (Behera 2002). In the recent past,
Pakistan has sought to have strategic depth in Afghanistan, with the notion of a client
regime in Afghanistan that would let the Pak-armed forces to install military assets in
Afghanistan in the case of any future conflict with India (Budihas 2011).

The resurgence of the Taliban in Kabul offered Islamabad both a sense of strategic
opportunity and, at the same time, deep domestic instability. While the Taliban
leadership attempted to realign its policies in response to international and regional
pressures, it proved largely ineffective in addressing Pakistan’s principal concerns,
particularly the persistence of cross-border terrorism and militant activities that
threatened national security.

Within this environment of uncertainty, Pakistan’s foreign policy choices became
structurally hybrid, combining historical and cultural linkages with Kabul, on the
one hand, and the persistent objective of achieving strategic depth against India, on
the other, to secure its vulnerable western border (Behera 2002).

In practical terms, Pakistan initially adopted what may be described as a cautious
but tolerant approach toward Afghanistan in the immediate aftermath of the U.S. exit.
Rather than repeating the patterns of earlier decades, when Islamabad had pursued
overtly deep political involvement in Kabul, Pakistan chose to limit itself to a more
carefully calculated and strategically managed engagement. By refraining from full
political endorsement of the Taliban regime, Pakistan sought to minimize the risks
of diplomatic isolation, while still keeping open channels of influence in Kabul.
However, this readjusted policy stance soon revealed the inability of the Taliban
leadership to control militant groups such as TTP, which continued to operate and
expand their activities, thereby posing severe challenges to Pakistan’s internal
stability and national security (Ahmed and Ahlawat 2024).
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Consequently, Pakistan’s relations with Afghanistan in this period are best
described as conditional and pragmatic, dependent above all on the Taliban regime’s
willingness to address terrorism and to contribute meaningfully to regional peace
and stability (Ghaznawi 2025).

Pakistan’s strategic orientation has been profoundly shaped by its India-centric
security framework. Historically, Islamabad’s military elite has viewed Afghanistan
through the lens of strategic depth: a friendly Kabul regime could offset the threat
of Indian encirclement and provide Pakistan with greater geostrategic flexibility.
Maintaining ties with Kabul has therefore been considered essential not only for
western border stability but also as a counterbalance to India’s expanding social,
economic, and political presence in Afghanistan (Riedel 2012). The India dimension
remains central to understanding Islamabad’s Afghan calculus. Pakistan’s security
establishment has long relied on Islamist proxies, including the Afghan Taliban, to
blunt India’s influence in Kabul and preserve its leverage in regional geopolitics
(Fair 2016). As a result, Pakistani elites increasingly perceive Afghanistan as a
contested space within a broader India—Pakistan competition. Concerns about
Indian support for separatist movements in Balochistan reinforce this perception,
encouraging Islamabad to pursue coercive and political dominance over Afghan
entities, particularly the Taliban (Hanauer and Chalk 2012). Ultimately, the U.S.
exit in 2021 triggered systemic disarray, destabilizing the external security order and
creating a vacuum that heightened regional uncertainty. The Taliban’s rapid takeover
disrupted Islamabad’s expectation of a negotiated political settlement and forced a
fundamental reassessment of its Afghan strategy.

A combination of internal factors, such as public opinion, leadership views,
national security imperatives, and military strategies, has influenced Pakistan’s
foreign policy toward Afghanistan in the years following the United States’ exit.
In accordance with these domestic concerns, Pakistan’s government and military
leadership modified their foreign policy toward Afghanistan with the expectations
of strategic collaboration.

The foreign policy prioritized initiatives to counter terrorism and militant
tendencies. This recognition produced a dual-track policy involving, on the one
hand, cautious engagement with the Taliban regime and, on the other, protective
measures designed to insulate Pakistan’s domestic order from Afghan turbulence.

Recently, the Pakistani military carried out airstrikes in Afghanistan targeting the
head of TTP, Noor Wali Mehsud, accusing the Afghan government of supporting
TTP’s extremist activities, which resulted in a spillover of Islamist militants killing
11 Pakistani soldiers in the Tirah Valley of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. The Afghan
government refused these allegations, calling them a violation of Afghan sovereignty,
affecting the bilateral trust between the two states and further escalating tensions
(Shah, Yawar, and Ali 2025).
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5. India’s engagement in Afghanistan:
balancing soft power and strategic depth

The geostrategic significance of Afghanistan plays a decisive role in Indian foreign
policy choices. The presence of huge reserves of natural resources, including oil,
gas, and minerals, makes it an ideal region for India’s natural resources’ diplomacy
(Basu 2007). Therefore, the engagement of India in Afghanistan represents a
complete security approach, dealing with both internal and external security issues
(Raja and Rani 2023).

The geopolitical competition, however, defines the basic structure of India’s
engagement in Afghanistan. Through its investment in the development of
Afghanistan, India seeks to counter Pakistan’s “strategic depth” dilemma, while
simultaneously opposing Islamabad’s dominance and influence in Afghanistan’s
internal affairs. From the perspective of Kautilyan realism and the Mandala theory,
Afghanistan serves as a crucial geographical location, vital to maintaining India’s
security.

The withdrawal of the U.S. from Afghanistan compelled India to readjust its
strategic approach from solely focusing on development toward a more cautious,
interest-based engagement, while officially refraining from recognizing the Taliban
regime and preserving options to promote Indian influence in Afghanistan. Itis largely
based on the evolving regional security dynamics, soft power projection, balance
of power, geopolitical rivalries, and post-U.S. withdrawal engagement (Ganaie and
Ganaie 2022). India’s empathy for Afghan citizens affected by natural disasters and
post-war instabilities demonstrates the dual nature of India’s approach — namely,
humanitarian diplomacy and pragmatic calculations — as stability in Afghanistan is
important to protect India’s national interests and security in the region (Mullen
2017).

Within this framework, India’s assistance has taken both humanitarian and
developmental forms, serving dual purposes of compassion and strategic influence.
This strategy of Narendra Modi successfully utilized the emotions of Afghans
regarding the Pashtunistan issue and the Durand Line to decrease the political
influence of Islamabad in Kabul. India has accelerated its efforts to enhance its
influence via diplomatic initiatives and collaborations in Afghanistan’s politics
and economy. During a virtual address at the Shanghai Cooperation Organization
(SCO)—Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) event, Modi affirmed the
continuation of humanitarian and developmental assistance to Afghanistan in the
education, healthcare, and infrastructure sectors, to achieve its strategic goals while
securing the favor of the Taliban regime (Farooq 2022).

After the withdrawal of the U.S. from Afghanistan, India considered the bilateral
agreements with the Taliban regime strategically essential, understanding that
disengagement with the Taliban regime can weaken India’s position in Afghanistan,
making it difficult for New Delhi to achieve its strategic interests. The Taliban’s
failure to address Afghanistan’s economic crisis provided India with further space to
expand its role through aid and assistance.
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In this regard, the humanitarian assistance provided by India served as the most
prominent means of engagement. Between 2021 and 2023, India offered 50,000 tons
of wheat, medical supplies, winter items, and COVID-19 vaccines through the UN
and the World Food Programme (Raja and Rani 2023). This aid, while humanitarian
in nature, also enhanced India’s strategic position in Afghanistan’s evolving security
framework.

To further improve the bilateral relations, India has established its embassy in
Kabul to safeguard its national interests beyond humanitarian aid. India has also
relied on capacity building and soft power, rooted in education, health, and limited
security cooperation (Farooq 2022). By investing nearly $3 billion in developmental
projects, India successfully avoided the use of military force while maintaining its
image of a reliable strategic ally. This “winning hearts and minds” policy of India
further strengthened the bilateral relations during the Ghani and Karzai regimes
(Ganaie and Ganaie 2022). India has trained 25 Afghan military officials since July
2022 by offering them additional language and professional development programs
besides military training. Likewise, India has permitted opportunities for Afghan
students to pursue their studies and for medical patients to attain medical assistance
in India (Farooq 2022). Alongside these efforts, New Delhi has also reinforced its
diplomatic presence to coordinate aid and sustain engagement.

In June 2022, a technical team was deployed by the Ministry of External Affairs
(MEA) to the Indian Embassy in Kabul to coordinate assistance, thereby reaftfirming
India’s presence in Afghanistan while maintaining the non-recognition stance
currently held. Ministerial discussions held in Dubai in January 2025 between the
Foreign Minister of Afghanistan and the Foreign Secretary of India solely focused
on trade enhancement and regional connectivity through the Chabahar Port, while
India made it clear that recognition of the Taliban regime remained off the agenda
(Reuters 2025). Additionally, after 2021, multiple significant initiatives were taken
regarding education and scholarships for Afghan students in India (ICCR 2023).
Viewed through RSCT, these policies reflect the interconnected security dynamics
of South Asia.

These engagements demonstrate the utilization of strategic policies by India
toward Afghanistan, influenced by its strategic competition with Pakistan in the
South Asian region. By setting aside the disagreements with the Taliban regime,
India seeks to counter the monopolization of Pakistan’s influence in Kabul, which
increases the security threat directly affecting India’s national interests in the broader
regional competition. India’s increasing engagement with the Taliban regime depicts
the practicality of RSCT, underscoring the interdependence of security concerns and
strategic objectives with Afghanistan as the center and crucial arena for the ongoing
strategic competition between India and Pakistan.
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6. Comparative analysis of India’s and Pakistan’s
competing strategies in post-U.S. withdrawal Afghanistan

The strategic competition between Pakistan and India establishes Afghanistan
as a crucial arena for their rivalry. Both Pakistan and India consider Afghanistan a
vital element for maintaining their strategic depth and for achieving their strategic
interests. Pakistan perceives Afghanistan as a means to achieve strategic depth
against India and to protect its western border, whereas India aims to maintain its
influence in Afghanistan to counter Pakistan’s dominance. Both Pakistan and India
are engaging with the Taliban regime, utilizing different strategic moves to attain
regional and strategic leverage against each other (Chaudhuri and Shende 2020;

Popalzay 2024).

Table 1. India’s and Pakistan’s competing strategies in post-U.S. withdrawal Afghanistan

Dimensions

India’s strategies

Pakistan’s strategies

Strategic approach

India’s strategic approach focuses
more on the cautious developmental
and economic engagement.

It does not completely recognize
the Taliban regime but still
maintains enough strategic presence
to ensure its strategic depth.

Pakistan’s strategic approach
remains purely security-oriented
to maintain strategic depth against
India by ensuring cordial relations
with the Taliban regime and other
religious non-state actors

in Afghanistan.

Main objectives

The close bilateral relations
between Pakistan’s leadership and
the Taliban regime are perceived

as a threat by India. Its strategic
approach mostly focuses on shifting
an anti-Indian narrative to its favor,
to counter the Pakistani narrative

in Afghanistan. It will help India to
achieve both its strategic as well as
economic interests easily.

Pakistan views the close diplomatic
engagement between India and
Afghanistan as an attempt to
strategically encircle Pakistan.

Its main focus is to decrease and
eventually end the Indian influence,
to avoid being encircled by India,
and to maintain its strategic depth
in Afghanistan, eventually securing
both its eastern and western fronts.

RSCT perspective

Due to security interdependence,
instability in Afghanistan affects
India both externally and internally.
To maintain its security and
stability, as well as that of the
regional security environment,
India engages with Afghanistan
through soft power projection to
counter Pakistan’s primacy.

Pakistan’s support for

the Taliban regime and the religious
factions of non-state actors helps
Pakistan to limit security threats
from Afghanistan spilling over

into Pakistan due to its close
geographical proximity, as well

as to leverage its position in
Afghanistan while limiting Indian
influence.

Continued on the next page
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Table 1. Continued
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Dimensions

India’s strategies

Pakistan’s strategies

Role of Afghanistan

India perceives Afghanistan as an
insulator state, helping it to reach
Central Asian Republics (CARs)
and supporting the Indian narrative
of regional politics that counters
Pakistan’s position in the region.

Afghanistan also acts as an
insulator state for Pakistan, helping
it to maintain its strategic depth and
securing its western front against
Indian dominance.

Ideological and
political approach

India extends its support to secular
leadership, such as Abdullah’s
regime and other non-state secular
factions, which can be helpful

in promoting the Indian secular
narrative in Afghanistan and in

the wider region.

Pakistan provides complete support
to the Islamic leadership and other
non-state actors, who can serve as
proxies due to religious and cultural
commonalities while providing
Pakistan with political leverage
against India.

Security approach

India focuses on limiting

the origination and spread of
extremist and militant tendencies
from Afghanistan toward India by
encouraging the desecuritization
of militant organizations.

Pakistan focuses on direct
engagement with the Taliban
regime and other Islamic extremist
factions of the Afghan society while
avoiding the spillover of these
extremist tendencies into Pakistan’s
domestic structure.

Diplomatic
approach and
power projection

India utilizes soft power projection
and indirect engagement with

the Taliban regime to counter
Pakistan’s dominance in
Afghanistan.

Pakistan applies direct diplomatic

engagement with the Taliban
leadership and control of

the Afghan regime and security

apparatus to limit growing Indian
influence in Afghanistan.

Tools for strategic
depth

India extends developmental
aid, economic investments,
infrastructure development,
educational scholarships, and
technical assistance.

Pakistan offers religious support to

leadership and religious non-state
actors, strengthening cultural ties,
security cooperation, and border
control.

Outcome from
RSCT perspective

India’s strategies stabilize
Afghanistan to some extent,

but it is still a challenge to

gain full access to the religious
leadership and extremist factions
of the Afghan society. India
prefers to focus on soft power
projection rather than on military
confrontation in the South Asian
security complex.

Supporting the Taliban regime can

be political leverage for Pakistan,
but there are significant chances of

increase in spillover of extremist
and militant activities into Pakistan

and other regional states, eventually
affecting the regional security
environment.




Competing for strategic depth 87

The above comparative evidence shows that the grand strategies of India and
Pakistan in post-2021 Afghanistan form part of the long-term amity and enmity that
define the South Asian RSC. The two states are intertwined in the relationship of
radical security interdependence in which the actions of one state will automatically
lead to counteractions of the other state. Finally, India—Pakistan engagement in
Afghanistan re-establishes South Asian security at the regional rather than the
systemic level. This continuation of the suspicion on both sides ensures that the
stabilization processes continue to be dependent on the competitive interests of
proximity and interdependence. Afghanistan therefore survives as the center of the
South Asian security complex, where the dominant polarity of India and Pakistan
also recreates the structural insecurity of the region.

7. Policy recommendations for sustainable regional stability

The growth of competition inside a regional complex increases externalities; there-
fore, the optimal approach is to find a solution that involves collective governance
of security externalities instead of unilateral hegemony, which is consistent with the
regional logic of RSCT. The application of RSCT to Afghanistan’s situation offers
valuable insights into policy formulation for regional actors. By understanding
Afghanistan’s role within the South Asian security complex, policymakers can better
assess how cross-border dynamics shape their security environment.

The following policy modifications can help to foster stability within Afghanistan
and regionally while focusing on enhancing cooperation between India and Pakistan.

7.1. Confidence-building measures and encouraging cooperative mechanisms

It is important to promote cooperation between India and Pakistan to achieve
stability for all — India, Pakistan, and Afghanistan. Both India and Pakistan should
focus on collaborative stability projects rather than competing strategies. By focusing
on confidence-building measures (CBMs) and transparency within their policies
and activities, both India and Pakistan can promote cooperation rather than further
escalate competition.

7.2. Policies of economic and developmental cooperation

Both India and Pakistan share their own economic interests in Afghanistan.
Given Pakistan’s historical economic relevance to Afghanistan and India’s role
as an alternative trade route, both countries can significantly benefit Afghanistan
and each other by focusing on economic collaboration and integration. Rather than
establishing Afghanistan as a contested zone for their strategic competition, both
India and Pakistan can leverage their economic relevance in reducing economic
hostilities and maintaining Afghanistan as a hub of regional connectivity and trade
corridor between South Asia, Central Asia, and the Middle East, thus helping India,
Pakistan, and Afghanistan to achieve their national economic gains.
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7.3. Limiting proxy warfare

The limited utilization of non-state actors as proxies by both India and Pakistan
can help to create trust between the two states, as the use of such proxies against each
other increases mistrust and decreases the chances of cooperation.

7.4. Supporting multilateral developmental frameworks in Afghanistan

Both India and Pakistan are solely focusing on maintaining unilateral influence
and dominance in Afghanistan, trying to achieve their own national interests and
strategic depth while leveraging their presence against each other. Such an approach
curbs the capacity to employ a multilateral developmental framework. Both states
should recognize the importance of a collective political, economic, and security
framework, encouraging India and Pakistan to cooperate to achieve their national
interests and strategic depth rather than competing for them.

8. Conclusion

With the withdrawal of the U.S. from Afghanistan, both India and Pakistan were
provided with a power vacuum and an opportunity to compete to achieve strategic
depth in Afghanistan in the absence of a major power in the country. Both India and
Pakistan have employed competing strategies that have also shaped their quest for
strategic depth. Pakistan, viewing Afghanistan as a buffer against the rising influence
of India, has always tried to maintain a friendly relationship with the Kabul regime
to achieve its national interests. These challenges have also affected Pakistan’s quest
for strategic depth, as the presence of India in Afghanistan has prevented Pakistan
from gaining leverage in achieving this objective.

India, on the other hand, considers its involvement in Afghanistan not only a
necessity to curb Pakistani influence over militancy in the region but also an
opportunity to gain respect regionally. Regardless of these concerns, India has still
chosen to engage with the Taliban regime pragmatically, focusing more on the
economic and developmental sector than solely political engagement. Pakistan,
however, has focused more on the political and cultural engagement by backing the
Taliban regime and other religious factions of the Afghan society.

The competing strategies employed by both India and Pakistan in Afghanistan
have left Afghanistan more fragile and vulnerable, further limiting its capacity to
achieve its own stability and security; rather, it is only a contested geographical space
between Pakistan and India. When analyzed through the lens of RSCT, Afghanistan
is placed as an insulator state at the center of the South Asian security complex,
where it faces competition between India and Pakistan, thereby connecting South
Asia to other important geographical regions such as Central Asia and the Middle
East.

In conclusion, this thesis argues that the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan
further intensified the strategic competition between India and Pakistan. Rather than
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stabilizing Afghanistan, it left the country as a contested space for India—Pakistan
competition to achieve strategic depth against each other within the regional security
complex of the South Asian region with significant implications for the security,
economy, and politics of all these three states.

Data availability statement: This study is qualitative; hence, no quantitative
data are used. All data supporting the findings are contained within this article and
its referenced sources.
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