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With the emergence of the new Taliban government, India’s foreign
policy towards Afghanistan has undergone a pragmatic recalibration,
shifting from disengagement to cautious re-engagement. In its outreach
to the new Taliban government, New Delhi has managed to restore
diplomatic relations with Kabul without formally recognising it. This
changed approach reflects New Delhi’s prioritisation of core interests
such as counterterrorism, regional stability, and the safeguarding of
its long-standing developmental investments in Afghanistan.
Furthermore, India has maintained strategic cooperation with regional
and major powers, such as Russia, to ensure that its diplomatic gains
in Afghanistan are consolidated. This kind of multivectoral policy
demonstrates India’s efforts to reconcile normative concerns with
strategic considerations through maintaining relations with the Taliban
without formally recognising it. This article analyses the rationale
and implications of India’s policy of engagement short of recognition
by using a descriptive-analytical methodology and content analysis,
drawing on official statements, Taliban pronouncements, UN Security
Council reports, and other scholarly works.
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Abstract

Introduction

A f g h a n i s t a n
occupies a strategic
position in the

geopolitics of South Asia. For India,
it is not just a neighbouring country,

but also a key arena for shaping the
regional balance of power,
particularly in countering the
geopolitical influence of Pakistan
and China. In terms of historical and
cultural relations, the Indo-Afghan
engagements have existed since



antiquity, rooted in several shared
linkages, such as the Indo-Aryan
connections, the Gandharan
civilisation, and the spread of
Buddhism. Being located on the
intersections of vital trade routes,
Afghanistan was regarded as a
cultural corridor linking South Asia,
Central Asia, and West Asia.1 It is this
geostrategic location which has made
it a focal point of imperial
competition, particularly during the
19th-century rivalry between the
British and Russian Empires, referred
to as the “Great Game” in world
politics. Afghanistan finally gained
independence in 1919 after three
Anglo-Afghan Wars (with British
India).

India and Afghanistan signed a
Friendship Treaty in 1950, which
marked the formalisation of their
bilateral ties. These engagements
were further strengthened by India’s
developmental investments in the
country during the Soviet-backed
government of People’s Democratic
Party of Afghanistan (PDPA)
between 1979 and 89. However, the
withdrawal of Soviet forces after a
decade-long war against the United
States-backed and Pakistan-trained
Afghan Mujahideen  saw the country
descend into civil war in the early
1990s. This anarchy resulted in the
rise of Pakistan-supported Taliban in
1994, a hardcore Deobandi Sunni
Islamist and predominantly Pashtun

militant group led by Mullah
Muhammad Omar, a veteran of
Afghan Jihad. The group
consolidated its rule over
Afghanistan by 1996, which lasted
merely five years before being
removed from power after the US
invaded the country in 2001. For
Pakistan, as the group’s external
patroniser, the Taliban’s emergence
gave Islamabad a considerable
degree of influence in shaping the
developments in Kabul. It allowed
Pakistan’s military establishment to
leverage Afghanistan in pursuing its
strategic depth doctrine, which
carried direct implications for
Kashmir, where it sponsored proxy
terrorism.2 These developments
deeply impacted India’s influence in
the country, which was further
aggravated by its backing of the
Ahmad Shah Masoud-led Northern
Alliance in the civil war context,
making it the second country to do
so, after Iran.

India’s policy during the first
Taliban regime (1996–2001) was
characterised by non-recognition
and strategic distancing, evidenced
by closing its Kabul embassy shortly
after the Taliban established its
Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan in
1996. It was primarily driven by two
reasons: firstly, due to the Taliban’s
deep ties with Pakistan, and secondly,
its association with extremist and
terrorist networks, which extended to
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Pakistan-backed Kashmir-focused
insurgent groups. Additionally, the
Taliban’s rigid interpretation and
implementation of Islamic Sharia law,
which deprived Afghan women of
their basic rights, including
undermining girls’ education, stood
in sharp contrast to India’s democratic
values. Yet, during this phase of
formal disengagement, India
adopted an indirect strategy by
cultivating ties with the anti-Taliban
Northern Alliance, as alluded to
above, and providing extensive yet
covert support between 1996 and
2001. It included military, medical,
logistical, and financial aid, which
was largely coordinated through
Tajikistan.3

Though the Taliban’s ouster in 2001
saw India rapidly rebuild its relations
with the new Afghan government led
by Hamid Karzai, emerging as its
major development partner and
reasserting its influence in the
regional landscape,4 the group’s
return in August 2021 following the
withdrawal of the US forces marked
a critical turning point in New Delhi’s
Kabul policy. Initially, India
responded by closing its embassy
and evacuating personnel amid the
collapse of the previous Afghan
government. However, rather than
remaining in prolonged
disengagement, India has since
demonstrated the capacity for policy
adaptation, with its approach

evolving into a calibrated yet cautious
re-engagement. This shift is reflected
in the restoration of a limited
diplomatic presence in Kabul and the
exchange of envoys, signalling a
functional reset in relations, albeit
without extending formal recognition
to the Taliban government. As such,
India’s policy reflects neither
passivity nor compulsion, but a
pragmatic effort to reinsert itself into
Afghanistan’s evolving political
landscape while safeguarding its
core interests. This engagement is
driven by New Delhi’s strategic
priorities, including counterterrorism,
regional stability, and the protection
of its earlier developmental
investments in Afghanistan.
Concurrently, it has sought to
maintain its influence by preserving
relations with actors such as Iran and
Russia, which play significant roles
in Afghanistan’s geopolitical
environment alongside China and
Pakistan (till a few years ago).

As such, a  strategic duality has
long characterised India’s approach
towards Afghanistan. On the one
hand, realism emphasises the
imperatives of security, power, and
survival within an anarchic
international system, framing India’s
engagement with the Taliban as a
rational response to shifting regional
dynamics.5 On the other hand,
constructivism highlights the
importance of identity, norms, and

ENGAGEMENT WITHOUT RECOGNITION: INDIA’S RECALIBRATED
AFGHANISTAN POLICY UNDER TALIBAN 2.0



values, which help explain India’s
continued reluctance to formally
recognise a regime whose ideological
orientation diverges from its
democratic principles.6 This interplay
between realist and constructivist
considerations is central to
understanding India’s current policy.
Against this backdrop, India’s
Afghanistan policy is best
understood not as a reaction to
external pressure, but as a deliberate
strategy of engagement without
recognition. By reopening channels
of communication and restoring a
diplomatic presence while
withholding legitimacy, India has
sought to “get its act right” in
navigating the complexities of
Taliban rule. This article examines
this evolving approach through the
lenses of realism and constructivism,
analysing how India has recalibrated
its policy to adapt to new geopolitical
realities while preserving its long-
term strategic interests.

India’s interest in
Afghanistan

Afghanistan’s location at the
intersection of South and Central Asia
not only makes it a gateway to
landlocked inner Asian republics but
is also strategically significant to both
global and regional powers,
including India. India’s interests in
the country primarily concern
security, economic interests, regional

balance, and diplomacy. A stable
Afghanistan with a functional
government is therefore essential to
New Delhi’s strategic interests, as
any instability there carries both
direct and indirect implications for
the region and beyond, including
India’s internal security and regional
trade. In this context, India’s
approach reflects a pragmatic effort
to safeguard its interests through
calibrated engagement rather than
disengagement, even in the absence
of formal recognition of the Taliban
regime.

Firstly, New Delhi considers Kabul
as a strategic site to counter
Islamabad, shaped by its interest in
ensuring that Afghanistan does not
become a platform for anti-India
terrorist activities, extremist
networks and offsetting Islamabad’s
so-called ‘strategic depth’ policy
through its presence in the country.7

However, this objective is no longer
pursued through overt alignment
with any particular regime but,
driven by realism, is maintained
through relevance and influence by
engaging with the existing power
structure. Secondly, it has direct
economic interconnections, with
Afghanistan serving as a potential
trade and transport bridge to the
hydrocarbon-rich regions of Central
Asia.8 This necessitates maintaining
channels of communication with the
Afghan Taliban and restoring a
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limited diplomatic presence to allow
India to preserve its long-term
economic and strategic stakes in the
region despite the absence of formal
diplomatic recognition. As such,
India’s Afghan policy demonstrates
how Afghanistan continues to
function as its strategic buffer space,
where considerations of security,
power, and regional balance guide
engagement with the Taliban
government.

After the US invasion of
Afghanistan in 2001, following the
9/11 attacks on American soil,
removed Mullah Omar ’s IEA
government and reestablished a new
republican government under
President Hamid Karzai, extensive
international assistance flowed to the
country to rebuild its economy,
infrastructure and military.9 India
leveraged its anti-Taliban policy
under which it had backed the
Northern Alliance, to reestablish its
relations with the new republican
government and reopened its Kabul
embassy within two months of the
Taliban’s removal in December 2001.
It emerged as a major international
supporter of the Karzai government,
aligning itself with the broader
international commitment to
Afghanistan’s unity, integrity, and
prosperity. New Delhi relied heavily
on a soft-power approach and
extended generous developmental

assistance over the next two decades
to help rebuild the war-torn country.
By the time Taliban returned in 2021,
it had spent over $3 billion in
Afghan’s reconstruction, which
positioned it as Afghanistan’s major
development partner and the largest
regional and fifth largest
international donor to Afghanistan.

Some of India’s notable projects in
Afghanistan included the provision
of food aid under the United Nations
World Food Programme in 2002, the
launch of the Indian Medical Mission
(IMM) in the same year to provide
healthcare assistance, and the Salma
Dam project, later renamed the
Afghanistan-India Friendship Dam
in 2016, initiated in 2004 to support
electricity generation. In 2009,
Afghan President Hamid Karzai and
Indian Foreign Minister Pranab
Mukherjee inaugurated the Zaranj-
Delaram Highway to expand trade
connectivity. India also constructed
the Afghan Parliament Building in
2009 as a symbol of democratic
partnership and, in 2014, supported
the establishment of the Afghan
Agriculture Science and Technology
University, the country’s only
agricultural university. Through these
efforts, India contributed to
governance, trained and supported
security personnel, expanded
education and healthcare services,
improved transportation and
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communication infrastructure,
enhanced telecommunications, and
strengthened power systems. While
these initiatives were framed in terms
of development and capacity-
building, they also reflected India’s
long-term strategic objectives in
Afghanistan.10

When the Taliban returned to
power in 2021 with explicit support
from Pakistan’s military
establishment, it was perceived by
many in Islamabad as a vindication
of its regional policy seeking
‘strategic depth’ in Kabul. This caused
visible strategic anxieties in capitals
far and near, including New Delhi,
given its previous policy of
perceiving the group with suspicion
due to its deep ties with both
Pakistan’s intelligence and Pakistan-
based India-focussed terrorist groups
such as Lashkar-e-Toiba and Jaish-
e-Muhammad. These groups have
been involved in sustained terrorism
against India, including orchestrating
attacks such as in Mumbai (2008), Uri
(2016), Pulwama (2019) and
Pahalgam (2025).11 These precedents
reinforced apprehensions in New
Delhi that Afghanistan could once
again emerge as a haven for anti-
India terrorist networks, thereby
posing risks to the security and
stability of Jammu and Kashmir.12

In its initial response, India, like
during the Taliban’s previous power

consolidation, closed its Kabul
embassy and evacuated its
diplomats, civilians, several foreign
nationals, besides many from
Afghan minorities, including Hindus
and Sikhs, under ‘Operation
Devshakti’.13 Analysts suggest that
Taliban 2.0 represents both continuity
and change when compared to its
earlier iteration. While there have
been concerns about the Taliban’s
governance, which has been
characterised by authoritarianism,
brutal oppression of women,
repression of minorities and cultural
intolerance,14 the Taliban 2.0 has been
able to navigate the regional
geopolitics in a better way, even as
formal recognition has eluded it, save
for Moscow. Giustozzi (2019) argues
that the Taliban has evolved towards
a more centralised and pragmatic
governance structure, particularly in
its approach to international
diplomacy and regional engagement
post-2001. Similarly, Rubin (2013)
observes that the movement has
acquired greater political awareness
during its years of isolation and is
more inclined to seek external
legitimacy, even while maintaining
restrictive domestic policies. This
dual character of being externally
pragmatic and internally rigid helps
explain both the Taliban’s outreach
to India and New Delhi’s cautious but
deliberate response. Accordingly,
India has opted to engage selectively
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with the Taliban to secure its interests,
preserve its developmental footprint,
and influence outcomes wherever
possible. This reflects a strategic shift
from reactive apprehension to
managed engagement,
demonstrating how India has
adapted to the realities of Taliban rule
while maintaining both its security
priorities and normative reservations.

In such a context, the significance
of India’s previous developmental
investments has acquired renewed
relevance in the post-2021
Afghanistan. Rather than
abandoning its developmental
footprint following the Taliban’s
return, India has sought to preserve
and protect these assets through
calibrated engagement with the new
regime. These developmental
investments now function not only
as instruments of soft power but also
as strategic leverage in its re-
engagement with Afghanistan. The
continuation of humanitarian
assistance and limited cooperation
with the Taliban reflects an effort to
sustain India’s presence and goodwill
among the Afghan population, even
in the absence of formal diplomatic
recognition. While India had
previously sought to prevent the
resurgence of fundamentalist groups
like the Taliban, its current approach
acknowledges the political reality of
the Taliban’s control and hence
prioritises safeguarding its long-term

investments and interests. In this
sense, India’s use of soft power has
evolved into a pragmatic tool for
maintaining relevance under altered
circumstances: companies from a
democracy investing in another. 15

At the same time, these initiatives
continue to serve broader realist
objectives, including balancing
Pakistan’s influence and preventing
Afghanistan from being used as a
strategic space against India.16 Thus,
India’s investment strategy in
Afghanistan reflects a continuity of
purpose but an adaptation in
approach, where earlier
developmental engagement now
underpins a policy of cautious re-
engagement with the Taliban. This
demonstrates how India has
recalibrated its tools of influence,
using its developmental legacy as a
foundation to “get its act right” in
navigating the complexities of
Taliban-led Afghanistan while
maintaining a position short of formal
recognition.

India’s Regional
Challenges in
Afghanistan

The withdrawal of the United
States from Afghanistan and the
return of the Taliban government
created a significant geopolitical
churn in the region. The resultant
vacuum led China, Russia, Pakistan,
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and Iran to seek a role in the country.
China became an early mover and
wooed the Taliban regime by
proposing to extend the Belt and
Road Initiative and the China-
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC)
to Afghanistan, thereby streng-
thening its strategic dominance in
South and Central Asia.17

For India, which withdrew from
Kabul by closing its embassy and
evacuating diplomatic staff, this was
a challenge, as this absence could be
construed as a handover of its
carefully nurtured diplomatic capital
and popular goodwill in the country
to its competing powers, such as
China and Pakistan. Despite their
substantive economic relations, with
annual bilateral trade exceeding $150
billion as of 2025, India and China
remain geopolitical competitors with
deeply contested borders, along
which there have been multiple
confrontations over the years. For
instance, in 2020, their militaries
clashed in Ladakh’s Galwan Valley
with casualties on both sides –20
Indian and four Chinese, even as
independent assessments put
China’s casualty count up to 44. This
border clash also affected their
bilateral political relations with India,
imposing restrictions on several
Chinese-owned companies,
including ByteDance, the company
behind TikTok. At the same time,
China is considered an all-weather

friend of Pakistan, another hostile
state toward India, and allowing the
two states to consolidate Afghanistan
would have put India in a restrictive
position to preserve its influence not
only in Afghanistan but also in the
broader Central Asian region.18

Therefore, any expanding and
deepening Chinese role in
Afghanistan becomes a challenge for
India’s regional interests.

Similarly, Iran and Russia also
remain important regional actors
with significant stakes in
Afghanistan, with both engaging the
Afghan Taliban government from the
very beginning to secure their
interests in the country. For Iran,
which shares a long border with
Afghanistan, any instability across
the fence carries direct implications,
including drug smuggling, arms
smuggling, refugees and illegal
immigration, political disagreements
over water, and financial pressures.19

Similarly, in the case of Russia, whose
predecessor, the Soviet Union, had a
bitter Cold War experience in
Afghanistan, which contributed to its
eventual disintegration in 1991, it left
the previous inhibitions and engaged
with the Taliban’s Islamic Emirate
government. Moscow removed the
group from the list of proscribed
insurgent organisations in 2023
before eventually recognising the
Taliban government in July 2025 –
the only country to do so as of today.
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Russia’s engagement is driven by its
interests in regional trade, access to
mineral resources, and the
containment of terrorist threats such
as the Islamic State of Khorasan
Province (ISKP) in its periphery. 20

In the case of Pakistan, it saw the
withdrawal of American forces with
much pragmatism, hoping that the
Taliban’s return, whom it supported
through two decades of American
War on Terror (WoT), would grant it
the so-called ‘strategic depth’ in the
country. This, as many Pakistani
policymakers believed, would also
deny India a strategic space in the
country, which it accuses of backing
Baloch nationalist militant groups
besides TTP from Afghanistan,
which have emerged as the biggest
internal security threats for Pakistan.
However, that balloon of strategic
depth was punctured within two
years of the Taliban’s return,21 with
Islamabad blaming TTP resurgence
on Kabul’s patronisation. Adding to
Pakistan’s woes is the Afghan
Taliban’s refusal to recognise the
legitimacy of the Durand Line as an
international boundary.22 Resultantly,
Islamabad has adopted a hardline
coercive approach to get the Afghan
Taliban to accede to its demands,
including repatriating hundreds of
thousands of Afghan refugees from
Pakistan23 and military strikes across
the border targeting dozens of

Afghan provinces from Kabul to
Kandahar and Nangarhar, among
others. As this approach hardened the
Afghan Taliban’s response and
deteriorated bilateral relations to the
lowest point yet, it has complicated
Pakistan’s long-standing objective of
maintaining strategic influence in
Afghanistan and created a more fluid
regional environment.

A comparative analysis highlights
how India’s approach to Taliban 2.0
differs from that of other major
powers. For instance, while Russia
transitioned from hesitation to formal
recognition in 2025, driven by
counterterrorism and economic
interests,24 China has prioritised
integrating Afghanistan into its
connectivity and security
frameworks.25 Iran, despite
ideological differences with the
Sunni Taliban, has also engaged it
pragmatically to protect Shia
communities and manage refugee
flows. 26 Pakistan, historically the
Taliban’s principal backer, now faces
a more complex relationship marked
by tensions over the Durand Line
and the resurgence of Tehrik-i-
Taliban Pakistan (TTP).27

In this context, India has adopted a
“middle path” — engaging without
formal recognition, providing
assistance without political
endorsement and nurturing
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dialoguing channels while ensuring
the country’s democratic credentials
at home. From a realist perspective,
India is advancing its own interests
while balancing against adversaries.
Simultaneously, from a constructivist
perspective, it underscores India’s
self-perception as a democratic actor,
which constrains full political
endorsement of the Taliban regime
while still enabling pragmatic
engagement.28 This dual strategy
illustrates how India has adapted to
a complex regional environment by
neither withdrawing nor fully
embracing the Taliban, but by
navigating a nuanced path that aligns
with its long-term geopolitical
objectives.

India’s Initiatives for
Afghanistan

As highlighted above, India
initially adopted a cautious approach
when the Taliban returned to power
in 2021 following the American
withdrawal. However, this caution
gradually evolved into a calibrated
strategy of engagement, with India
maintaining contact with the Taliban
through multiple diplomatic and
regional initiatives. Rather than
being compelled, India’s outreach
reflects a deliberate effort to
safeguard its internal security,
preserve regional stability, and
protect its long-term economic and

strategic interests. In this regard,
India’s first step was the convening
of a ‘Regional Security Dialogue’ on
10 November 2021 to discuss the
evolving situation in Afghanistan
and the region following the
Taliban’s takeover.29 This was
followed by the ‘Third India-Central
Asia Dialogue’ from 18-20
November 2021, during which
Afghanistan’s evolving situation,
including the need to enhance
humanitarian assistance, featured
prominently.30 India further signalled
its re-engagement by reopening its
mission in Kabul in mid-June 2022
after a 10-month closure, thereby
restoring a limited diplomatic
presence, described as a technical
mission.31

India also actively participated in
multilateral platforms to shape
outcomes in Afghanistan, including
the fourth meeting of the ‘Moscow
Format Consultations’ in November
2022, where discussions focused on
the human rights situation, the need
for an inclusive political framework,
counterterrorism, and regional
security. It is these confidence-
building measures that facilitated
bilateral engagements with the
Indian government and led to the
formal engagement of Taliban
officials. For instance, a delegation led
by J. P. Singh, Joint Secretary,
Afghanistan-Pakistan-Iran division
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of MEA, visited Kabul on 6
November 2024 to meet the Taliban
government’s Defence Minister,
Mullah Mohammad Yaqoob, during
which India offered access to Iran’s
Chabahar Port to facilitate trade and
pledged to expand humanitarian
assistance. Afghanistan reciprocated
by deputing Ikramuddin Kamil, the
first diplomat of the Taliban
government to India, as Acting
Consul in Mumbai.32 But it was the
January 2025 meeting between
India’s Foreign Secretary Vikram
Misri and Afghanistan’s Foreign
Minister Amir Khan Muttaqi in
Dubai,33 which signalled the
growing confidence and trust
between the two countries and a
gradual normalisation of functional
ties.

The relations took a further leap
after the Afghan Taliban
government categorically
condemned the Pahalgam terrorist
attack of 22 April 2025 conducted by
Pakistan based-terrorist group,
Lashkar-e-Toiba, through its local
proxy, The Resistance Front (TRF),
killing 26 Hindu tourists, barring one
local, in cold blood. The Afghan
government stated that “such
incidents undermine efforts to ensure
regional security and stability.”34

Following this, India’s EAM S.
Jaishankar held a telephonic
conversation with his Afghan

counterpart Amir Khan Muttaqi,
appreciating Kabul’s condemnation
of the attack, thereby showing how
the interests were slowly aligning
between the two countries as the
victims of terrorism originating from
the common source: Pakistan. These
high-level contacts led India to ease
travel restrictions on Afghans by
reopening its visa portal after almost
4 years.35 New Delhi also called on
Kabul to “remain vigilant” and not
be influenced by provocative
statements made against them by
Pakistan, which tried to link the
attackers to elements within
Afghanistan.36

It was these confidence-building
measures and regular engagements
that finally enabled Afghan Foreign
Minister Amir Khan Muttaqi to lead
a high-level delegation to India in
October 2025.37 This was the first visit
by a top Afghan Taliban leader to the
country since the Taliban took over
Kabul in 2021, during which the two
sides discussed diplomatic, trade, and
economic ties. Following this, India
formally restored the status of its
technical mission in Kabul to a full
embassy on 21 October 2025, with
Karan Yadav being elevated from
head of the technical mission to
Chargé d’Affaires (CDA) and Head
of Mission at the Indian Embassy in
Kabul, Afghanistan.38 These
developments were followed by
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Afghan Commerce and Industry
Minister Noorudin Azizi’s six-day
visit to India from 19 to 25 November
2025.39

Thus, India’s initiatives illustrate a
coherent strategy of engagement
without formal recognition of the
Taliban government, grounded in
pragmatic considerations of security
and regional influence, reflecting
realism. At the same time, India’s
continued humanitarian assistance, its
advocacy for inclusive governance, and
its emphasis on rights and
development demonstrate the
influence of constructivist principles.
These efforts reveal India’s ability to
balance realist pragmatism with
constructivist commitments,
enabling it to reestablish its presence
in Afghanistan while maintaining
normative distance from the Taliban
regime. This calibrated “middle
path” underscores how India has
adapted effectively to the post-2021
reality, engaging the Taliban where
necessary while preserving its
broader strategic and ideological
positions.

India’s dilemma towards
Afghanistan

In the last nearly five years, only
Russia has formally recognised the
Taliban’s Islamic Emirate
government.40 While the question of

recognition continues to present a
diplomatic and strategic challenge for
India, New Delhi has increasingly
moved beyond a static dilemma
towards a calibrated policy that
balances security, economic interests,
regional stability, and global
diplomatic positioning. Rather than
treating recognition as a binary
choice, India has adopted a flexible
approach that allows it to secure its
interests without committing to
formal legitimacy. At the same time,
significant risks persist.41 The
Taliban’s historical linkages with
militant groups, despite the current
bonhomie between New Delhi and
Kabul, do pose security concerns for
India, particularly in relation to cross-
border terrorism. Moreover, given the
absence of broad international
recognition, such a move could
complicate India’s global diplomatic
standing. Conversely, by refraining
from formal recognition, India
reinforces its commitment to
democratic values, human rights, and
alignment with broader international
positions, particularly those of
Western countries that remain
cautious of legitimising the Taliban.
However, non-recognition does not
imply disengagement. India has
mitigated the risks associated with
distancing itself by maintaining
functional ties with the Taliban,
thereby avoiding the loss of its
strategic foothold in Afghanistan.
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In this sense, India is no longer
confined to a “damned if you do,
damned if you don’t” position.
Rather, it has transformed this
apparent dilemma into a
manageable strategic framework. By
combining short-term security
imperatives with long-term
normative commitments,42 India has
demonstrated an ability to navigate
a complex geopolitical environment
with flexibility and restraint. The
“middle path” thus emerges not
merely as a compromise, but as a
deliberate and adaptive strategy that
enables India to engage Taliban 2.0
while safeguarding both its strategic
interests and its international
standing.

Conclusion

An analysis of India-Afghanistan
relations demonstrates how the
strategic calculations and evolving
interests shape their policies. India
has consistently aimed for a stable
and sovereign Afghanistan that is
not a sanctuary for terrorist
organisations, while Afghanistan
itself continues to seek security,
economic stability, and autonomy
from excessive external influence.
Within this dynamic, India’s policy
has undergone a notable
transformation, reflecting not
hesitation but strategic recalibration

in response to changing regional
realities. Thus, it can be argued that
India’s approach, ranging from
reopening diplomatic channels and
sustaining humanitarian assistance
to engaging the Taliban without
granting formal recognition,
represents a coherent and adaptive
strategy suited to the current context.
Rather than being constrained by a
rigid dilemma, India has
demonstrated an ability to navigate
competing pressures by adopting a
flexible “middle path” that
preserves its interests while
maintaining its normative stance.
This approach allows India to remain
an active and relevant stakeholder
in Afghanistan’s future while
avoiding the risks associated with
both full recognition and complete
disengagement. At the same time,
New Delhi’s Afghan strategy
continues to reflect the interplay of
Realism and Constructivism, given
its emphasis on security, regional
balance, and economic interests,
which align with realist imperatives,
while its commitment to democratic
values, human rights, and
humanitarian assistance reflects
constructivist considerations. Such a
calibrated approach underscores
India’s ability to adapt effectively to
Taliban 2.0, reinforcing its position as
a pragmatic yet principled actor in
the evolving regional order.
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