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Abstract: India's policy toward Afghanistan, especially since the Taliban takeover in August 2021, 

represents a delicate tightrope walk. New Delhi must balance its critical security and strategic interests—

primarily countering terrorism and regional rivals Pakistan and China—with its historic commitment to the 

Afghan people through developmental and humanitarian aid. While officially withholding formal 

recognition of the Taliban regime due to concerns over security, human rights, and inclusive governance, 

India has adopted a pragmatic engagement strategy. This approach involves continuing humanitarian 

assistance and establishing diplomatic footholds, such as the upgrading of its technical mission to a full 

embassy in Kabul (October 2025), to safeguard past investments and retain a crucial stake in regional 

stability. This article explores the motivations, mechanisms, and considerable challenges of India's dual-

track approach of "engage but not recognize". 
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Introduction 

For decades, India has been one of the largest regional donors to Afghanistan, investing over $3 billion in 

infrastructure, education, and health projects, including landmark projects like the Afghan Parliament 

building and the Afghan-India Friendship (Salma) Dam. The sudden collapse of the Western-backed 

government and the return of the Taliban in 2021 delivered a significant blow to Indian interests.  

India's central challenge in the "new normal" is navigating the deep tension between its democratic values 

and its geopolitical necessity. The priority is to prevent Afghan soil from becoming a safe haven for anti -

India terror groups and to secure its strategic connectivity projects, particularly the Chabahar Port route 

that bypasses Pakistan. The diplomatic tightrope involves active, cautious engagement with the Taliban, an 

entity still under UN sanctions and widely criticized for its governance record, without granting it the 

legitimacy of full state recognition. 
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Introduction to the political and economic situation in Kabul 

 

Kabul stands at a crossroads, teetering between turmoil and the hope of recovery. The recent political 

upheaval has sent ripples through Afghanistan's socio-economic landscape, leaving its people grappling 

with uncertainty. Amid this backdrop, India's role emerges as both crucial and complex. With a rich 

historical relationship rooted in cultural ties and shared interests, India faces the challenging task of 

navigating aid and diplomacy in an increasingly volatile region. 

 

As the Taliban reasserts control over Afghanistan, questions loom large about how India will balance its 

humanitarian commitment while strategically positioning itself against regional rivalries—especially 

concerning Pakistan’s influence. This delicate dance is not just about providing assistance; it involves 

crafting a nuanced approach to engage without legitimizing a regime that many view as oppressive.  

 

The stakes are high for India: maintaining strategic autonomy while also working towards counter-

terrorism measures that ensure stability within its borders. As developments unfold around major 

infrastructures like Chabahar Port, what lies ahead for India's involvement in Afghanistan? The answers 

could shape not only bilateral relations but also the broader geopolitical landscape involving key players 

in South Asia. 

 

India's historical relationship with Afghanistan 

Afghanistan and India’s relationship go back to the ancient times. During Mauryan empire, the Buddhism 

was brought from India and controlled the area south of the Hindu Kush; much of Afghanistan has been 

influenced by Buddhist, Hindu, and Zoroastrian cultures until the arrival of Islam in the 7th century. But 

despite many Afghans converting to Islam, the Muslims, and Hindus lived side by side. 

India’s connection with Afghanistan stretches back centuries, rooted in cultural exchanges and trade. 

Historically, the two nations shared a deep bond through the Silk Route. This vibrant trade network 

facilitated not just commerce but also ideas and traditions. 

Throughout history, India has played a pivotal role in Afghan affairs. From the Mughal Empire to British 

colonial interests, India's influence shaped various aspects of Afghan society. The rich tapestry of art, 

language, and religion reflects this intertwined history. 

In contemporary times, India's support for Afghanistan intensified after 2001. With major investments in 

infrastructure and development projects like the iconic Salma Dam, India aimed to bolster stability amid 

turmoil. 

Despite changes in political landscapes, such as the rise of the Taliban during different eras, India's 

commitment to fostering strong ties remains steadfast. This historical legacy continues to inform India's 

diplomatic strategies today amidst evolving challenges. 

 

Balancing aid and diplomacy in a volatile region 

Navigating the complex landscape of Afghanistan requires a delicate balance between aid and diplomacy. 

With the Taliban's resurgence, India's approach must be both strategic and adaptable. 

Humanitarian aid is essential for Afghans facing dire conditions. Yet, providing assistance demands careful 

consideration of how it may be perceived by the ruling authorities. Engaging with local communities 

without legitimizing the Taliban remains crucial. 
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India’s historical ties offer a foundation but come with expectations for responsible engagement. 

Diplomatic channels need to remain open while ensuring that support aligns with broader goals like 

counter-terrorism and regional stability. 

The Chabahar Port stands as a symbol of India’s commitment to economic cooperation in Central Asia. 

However, Pakistan’s influence complicates matters significantly, often casting shadows over intentions. 

Thus, India finds itself at a crossroads where every decision hold weight not just for its interests but also 

for Afghanistan's future stability and welfare. 

 

Challenges faced by India in its involvement in Afghanistan 

India faces a myriad of challenges in its efforts to engage with Afghanistan. The most pressing issue is the 

return of the Taliban, which complicates diplomatic ties and aid distribution. With a regime that has 

historically been hostile towards India, navigating this relationship requires immense caution.  

The geopolitical landscape adds another layer of complexity. Pakistan's influence over Afghanistan can 

undermine India's initiatives and investments in the region. New Delhi must carefully balance its 

relationships while pursuing strategic autonomy. 

Additionally, security concerns are paramount. The threat of terrorism looms large, as extremist groups 

may exploit instability within Afghanistan to launch attacks against Indian interests or citizens. 

Humanitarian aid poses logistical hurdles amid ongoing conflict and political uncertainty. Ensuring 

assistance reaches those in need without legitimizing the Taliban remains a delicate task for Indian 

policymakers working on the ground. 

 

Impact of the Taliban's return on India-Afghanistan relations 

The resurgence of the Taliban has dramatically shifted the landscape of India-Afghanistan relations. 

Historically, India has been a staunch supporter of the Afghan government and its democratic institutions. 

However, with the Taliban's return to power, this dynamic faces unprecedented challenges.  

India’s strategic interests are now at risk. The vacuum created by reduced Western influence invites 

regional adversaries like Pakistan to expand their reach in Afghanistan. This complicates India's efforts for 

stability in South Asia. 

While India is cautious about direct engagement with the Taliban, it recognizes the need for humanitarian 

aid. Providing support without legitimizing a regime that opposes many democratic values poses a tricky 

dilemma. 

 

Increased instability could also prompt more refugee flows into Indian territory, raising security concerns 

and straining resources further. Balancing these elements will be crucial as India navigates its role in an 

unpredictable environment shaped by renewed Taliban authority. 

 

Future prospects for India's role in Afghanistan 

 

India's future role in Afghanistan appears multifaceted and complex. With the Taliban back in power, New 

Delhi faces a challenging landscape. Engaging with the current regime without formal recognition demands 

diplomacy that treads carefully. 
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Humanitarian aid remains a crucial avenue for India to maintain its influence. By providing essential 

support to Afghan citizens, India can build goodwill while adhering to its values of compassion and 

humanitarianism. 

Furthermore, strategic initiatives like the Chabahar Port offer avenues for trade that bypass Pakistan. This 

not only strengthens economic ties but also enhances India's standing as a regional player committed to 

stability. 

Counter-terrorism collaboration may become vital as well. As threats evolve within Afghanistan, India’s 

expertise could prove beneficial in fostering security arrangements even amidst diplomatic tensions.  

Navigating this intricate web requires finesse; every move will be scrutinized by both allies and adversaries 

alike. The stakes are undeniably high for India's engagement strategy moving forward. 

 

Conclusion: The delicate balancing act for India in Kabul's crossroads 

 

Navigating the complicated landscape of Afghanistan is no small feat for India. The geopolitical dynamics 

have shifted dramatically since the Taliban's return to power. India's long-standing historical ties with 

Afghanistan are being tested amid rising tensions and security concerns. 

India has traditionally provided humanitarian aid to support Afghan citizens, focusing on infrastructure 

development, education, and health care. However, engaging with a regime like the Taliban poses unique 

challenges. While India seeks to maintain its strategic autonomy in shaping regional policies, it must also 

tread carefully around issues of recognition and legitimacy when dealing with an unrecognized 

government. 

The Chabahar Port project remains crucial as it offers an alternative trade route while reducing dependence 

on Pakistan. But this ambition faces hurdles due to changing alliances within Afghanistan itself and 

apprehensions about counter-terrorism efforts. 

As India attempts to balance diplomacy and aid without officially recognizing the Taliban-led government, 

it is clear that vigilance will be key moving forward. The stakes are high—not just for bilateral relations 

but for stability in South Asia at large. 

The path ahead requires nuanced strategies that prioritize both humanitarian needs and national interests 

while fostering dialogue among various factions within Afghanistan’s political landscape. 
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