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Background and Objective: Afghanistan’s foreign policy during the presidency
of Ashraf Ghani (2014-2021), despite an emphasis on regionalism, economic
connectivity, and expanded cooperation with neighboring countries, failed to
achieve a desirable level of effectiveness. The main problem addressed in this
study was to explain the role of regional security factors and dynamics in
constraining the effectiveness of Afghanistan’s foreign policy. The significance
of this issue stems from the fact that many of Afghanistan’s foreign-policy
challenges, ranging from the peace process to relations with Pakistan, India, Iran,
China, and Russia, have developed within an interconnected security
environment. The objective of this study was to examine how the regional
security structure affected Afghanistan’s capacity to achieve its foreign-policy
objectives during the period under study.

Method: In terms of its nature, this study is descriptive-analytical and adopts a
qualitative approach. Data were collected through documentary and library
research based on Persian- and English-language scholarly sources, reliable
reports, and official documents. The temporal scope of the study covers 2014—
2021, while its geographical scope encompasses Afghanistan and its relevant
regional security environment.

Results: The findings indicate that competition between India and Pakistan,
mistrust between Kabul and Islamabad, divergent security perceptions of Iran,
China, and Russia, and the influence of extra-regional powers hindered the
formation of a sustainable security consensus.

Conclusion: Consequently, Afghanistan’s economic regionalism was unable to
transform the competitive and security-oriented regional structure into
sustainable cooperation. Nevertheless, moving toward a balanced and realistic
foreign policy, strengthening regional diplomacy, and promoting confidence-
building measures can be effective.

Keywords: Afghanistan, Ashraf Ghani, Foreign Policy, Regional Factors,
Regional Security Complex, Foreign Policy Effectiveness.
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Introduction

Due to its geographical position at the intersection of South Asia, Central Asia, and the
Middle East, Afghanistan has consistently faced the consequences of rivalry and
divergent interests among surrounding actors. The country’s security issues have also
been intertwined with the security concerns of Pakistan, India, Iran, China, Russia, and
the Central Asian states. From the perspective of Regional Security Complex Theory,
examining the security of a state without considering the patterns of amity, enmity,
rivalry, and the distribution of power in its surrounding environment does not provide a
complete picture (Wever & Buzan, 2003). This issue became more prominent during
the presidency of Ashraf Ghani, as the new government sought to transform
Afghanistan from a landlocked country dependent on foreign assistance into an
economic link between Central and South Asia. Accordingly, regionalism, economic
connectivity, increased trade and transit, development of cross-border infrastructure,
and attracting cooperation from neighboring countries became important components of
the Ghani government’s foreign policy.

Nevertheless, there was a considerable gap between the Ghani government’s
perception of the region and the security reality surrounding Afghanistan. Pakistan
viewed developments in Afghanistan largely in relation to its own security and its
rivalry with India; India expanded its political and developmental relations with the
Afghan government; Iran, alongside its official and economic relations with Kabul, had
independent concerns regarding the presence of the United States, border security,
migration, water, and the expansion of extremist groups; China associated
Afghanistan’s stability primarily with the security of its western regions, its relations
with Pakistan, and regional stability; and Russia, with increasing concerns about the
expansion of ISIS and instability toward Central Asia, became more active in Afghan
diplomacy during the final years of the republic. A review of previous studies shows
that different dimensions of this issue have been examined, but there remains a need for
focused analysis of the relationship between the regional security structure and the
effectiveness of Afghanistan’s foreign policy. The main objective of the present study is
to explain the impact of regional security factors and dynamics on the declining
effectiveness of Afghanistan’s foreign policy during the presidency of Ashraf Ghani
using Regional Security Complex Theory. The main research question is: How and
through what mechanisms did regional security factors and dynamics reduce the
effectiveness of Afghanistan’s foreign policy during the Ashraf Ghani administration?
The study argues that the interconnectedness of insecurities, the continuation of patterns
of rivalry and mistrust, conflicting interests of regional powers, and the intervention of
extra-regional powers created an environment in which the Afghan government could
not transform its economic regionalism into a sustainable pattern of political-security
cooperation; consequently, Kabul’s foreign-policy maneuvering space was constrained
and the achievement of its regional objectives became more difficult.
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Methodology

This study is qualitative in approach and descriptive-analytical in nature, and examines
Afghanistan’s foreign policy from 2014 to 2021 as a case study. Data were collected
through documentary and library research from peer-reviewed scholarly articles,
specialized books, documents and reports of credible research and international
institutions, and Persian- and English-language sources. The data were analyzed
according to the components of Regional Security Complex Theory, particularly
security interdependence, patterns of amity and enmity, regional competition and
distribution of power, and the penetration of extra-regional powers. The temporal scope
of the study extends from the beginning of Ashraf Ghani’s presidency in 2014 to the
collapse of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan in August 2021. The geographical
scope covers Afghanistan and the regional environment related to its foreign policy,
with greater focus on Pakistan, India, Iran, China, and Russia.

Results

The findings indicate that Afghanistan’s foreign policy during the Ashraf Ghani
administration developed through a confrontation between two different logics: first, the
logic of economic regionalism, which sought to transform Afghanistan’s geographical
position from a constraint into a geoeconomic advantage; and second, the security-
geopolitical logic that guided the behavior of many surrounding powers. The Ghani
government sought to create common interests through regionalism and economic
connectivity and to transform these interests into a basis for political and security
cooperation. Projects such as TAPI, CASA-1000, the Chabahar Port, and the expansion
of cooperation with Central Asia were situated within this framework. However,
economic connectivity could not be transformed at the same pace into positive security
interdependence. Security concerns, weak infrastructure, illegal trade, and neighboring
countries’ perceptions of Afghanistan as a source of threat remained serious obstacles.
Major regional connectivity projects faced lengthy delays, and even evident economic
benefits could not eliminate deeply rooted security patterns. Thus, the economic
regionalism of the Ghani government was logical in its design, but it was based on the
assumption that increasing shared economic interests would gradually change the
security behavior of the actors; in practice, the security logic operated more rapidly and
more powerfully than the economic logic.

Pakistan was the most important and, at the same time, the most difficult regional
relationship for the Ghani government. At the beginning of his administration, Ghani
sought to improve Kabul-Islamabad relations because, without Pakistan’s cooperation,
moving the Islamic Emirate from the battlefield to political negotiations would be
difficult. However, relations between the two countries again became affected by the
issue of the Islamic Emirate, cross-border sanctuaries, border disputes, and political
mistrust. From the perspective of RSCT, this relationship represented security
interdependence accompanied by a pattern of enmity. Afghanistan needed Pakistan’s
cooperation for its security, while at the same time associating an important part of its
security threat with Pakistan’s policy. Conversely, Pakistan’s security structure did not
assess Afghanistan separately from its historical rivalry with India. Therefore, Ghani’s
problem was not merely establishing better diplomatic relations with Islamabad; it was
changing a security pattern that had developed over decades.
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The India—Pakistan rivalry also restricted Kabul’s room for maneuver. Close
relations between Afghanistan and India provided Kabul with important political and
developmental benefits, and India played a significant role in reconstruction, training,
infrastructure projects, and political support for the Afghan republic. However,
Islamabad interpreted this relationship within the framework of the balance of power
with India. Therefore, Kabul’s decision concerning India was not merely a bilateral
decision, and any expansion of cooperation with New Delhi could affect Pakistan’s
security perceptions. Afghanistan consequently found itself between two powers that
viewed many developments in Kabul through the lens of their mutual rivalry, increasing
the cost of a policy of “balancing” and reducing Kabul’s room for maneuver.

Regarding Iran, Kabul-Tehran relations represented a coexistence of elements of
amity and enmity. Trade, transit, Afghan migrants, cultural ties, border security, the
Helmand water issue, ISIS, the Taliban, and the presence of the United States were
simultaneously present in Tehran’s calculations. The Chabahar Port was one of the most
important examples of cooperation; however, Iran’s policy was not merely economic,
and concerns about the presence of the United States, ISIS, and Afghanistan’s future
security also affected its behavior. Regarding China, the Ghani government regarded the
country as an important actor because of its economic power, strategic relationship with
Pakistan, and potential capacity to influence the peace process. Nevertheless, China’s
policy was driven by security concerns rather than being purely economic, and its close
interaction with Pakistan meant that Kabul could not assess China’s policy toward
Afghanistan separately from Beijing—Islamabad relations. Regarding Russia, Moscow’s
major concerns included ISIS, cross-border extremism, drug trafficking, Central Asian
security, and the consequences of the presence and subsequent withdrawal of the United
States. Russia increased its contacts with the Islamic Emirate during the final years of
the republic and pursued initiatives such as the “Moscow Format”; however, from
Kabul’s perspective, these actions sometimes weakened the negotiating position of the
Afghan government.

One of the strongest findings of the study is the absence of a regional consensus
concerning peace in Afghanistan. Almost all regional actors supported “peace in
Afghanistan,” but they did not agree on the meaning of peace or the desired post-peace
order. For the Afghan government, peace was linked to preserving the republic, the
constitution, and the achievements of the post-2001 system. For Pakistan, Afghanistan’s
future was associated with the degree of Indian influence and the position of the
Taliban; for India, preventing Afghanistan from again becoming an environment
conducive to anti-Indian groups was important; for Iran, border security, ISIS, and the
presence of the United States were central concerns; and for Russia and China,
preventing the spread of extremism and instability into their surrounding environment
was a priority. Consequently, shared verbal support for peace never became a common
regional security consensus.

Overall, four principal mechanisms operated simultaneously in Afghanistan’s
environment: security interdependence, patterns of amity and enmity, an uneven
distribution of power, and the penetration of extra-regional powers. Security
interdependence connected developments in Afghanistan to the security of Pakistan,
Iran, China, Russia, and Central Asia; Kabul-Islamabad mistrust and India—Pakistan
rivalry prevented sustainable confidence-building; the unequal distribution of power
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restricted Afghanistan’s freedom of action; and the presence of the United States and
NATO altered the security calculations of Iran, Russia, China, and Pakistan.
Consequently, the issue was not simply that several countries pursued conflicting
policies in Afghanistan; rather, the behavior of each actor was shaped in response to the
behavior of others, and this reciprocal relationship placed Afghanistan within a
competitive security structure. The experiences of TAPI, CASA-1000, Chabahar, and
efforts to connect Central and South Asia demonstrated that economic integration
remains fragile without a degree of security convergence.

Conclusion
The objective of this study was to explain the impact of regional security factors and
dynamics on the declining effectiveness of Afghanistan’s foreign policy during the
Ashraf Ghani administration through the use of Regional Security Complex Theory.
The findings showed that Afghanistan’s foreign policy during this period operated in an
environment characterized by high security interdependence and low mutual trust. The
India—Pakistan rivalry, mistrust between Kabul and Islamabad, divergent interests and
security perceptions of Iran, China, and Russia, and the influence of the United States
restricted Afghanistan’s foreign-policy maneuvering space and made sustainable
regional cooperation difficult. Initiatives such as TAPI, CASA-1000, the Chabahar Port,
and expanded cooperation with Central Asia created opportunities for shared economic
interests, but they failed to produce positive and sustainable security interdependence.
Continued geopolitical rivalry and mistrust among regional actors caused security
considerations to prevail over the benefits of economic cooperation in many cases.
These findings are consistent with a significant part of the previous literature, but the
main difference of the present study lies in the way these factors are connected. The
declining effectiveness of Afghanistan’s foreign policy cannot be attributed solely to the
behavior of a particular country or the failure of a particular diplomatic initiative; rather,
it can be explained within the interaction of security interdependence, patterns of rivalry
and mistrust, competition among regional powers, and the penetration of extra-regional
powers. Therefore, the Afghan government’s strategy of regionalism and economic
connectivity, despite creating opportunities for cooperation, failed to transform the
region’s competitive security structure into a sustainable pattern of cooperation. Based
on the recommendations presented in the article, creating national consensus in foreign
policy, moving toward a balanced and realistic foreign policy, strengthening regional
diplomacy and confidence-building, strengthening economic capacity and reducing
external dependency, and professionalizing the diplomatic apparatus are the practical
recommendations of the study. Comparative study of Afghanistan’s foreign policy with
other fragile states, examination of the role of global powers in Afghanistan’s foreign
policy, study of the role of the Islamic Emirate in Afghanistan’s foreign policy after
2021, and research on Afghanistan’s economic diplomacy are the research
recommendations of the article.
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