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n 15 August 2021, the Tali-
O ban seized Kabul, and the Is-

lamic Republic of Afghanistan
(the US-backed Afghan govern-
ment) collapsed. The instant disin-
tegration of a political system that
the United States and its allies
had supported so vigorously over
the past two decades came as a
shock to observers around the
world.

This new development gives rise to
many questions. It is unclear, for
example, whether the Taliban will
readopt its governance style from
20 years ago based on its own in-
terpretation of sharia. Will Af-
ghanistan become a safe haven for
international terrorist

organizations once again? What
courses of action will China, Rus-
sia, India, and other regional pow-
ers take?

All the above questions need to be
answered, but the critical 1ssue
concerns the security challenges
facing the Persian Gulf and sur-
rounding region following the Af-
ghan government’s collapse. In
what follows, I place the Taliban’s
return to power within the frame-
work of the Indo-Pacific and exam-
ine the transformation in the re-
gional balance of power.

The Fundamental Question of
Legitimacy

There is no doubt that the Tali-
ban’s sophisticated military strat-
egy and the Afghan National Secu-
rity Force’s weaknesses were the
major factors behind the former’s
military takeover of Kabul. The
fact that (now former) Pres. Ashraf
Ghani fled the country when Kabul
was under siege will no doubt go
down in history as a disgrace. Deci-
sions made by two successive US
administrations regarding the
withdrawal of troops were also crit-
ical factors in explaining the col-
lapse of the US-backed govern-
ment. However, to understand the
root causes of Afghanistan’s cur-
rent political crisis, it is necessary
to go back to the 1990s.

The early 1990s was a dark period
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when various mujahideen (freedom
fighters) factions were engaged in
a power struggle. At that time,
warlords took money from citizens
on the street in the form of tolls,
and assaults and looting were ram-
pant in the city.! The Taliban of
this era had the appearance of a
political movement. The organiza-
tion was a combination of mujahi-
deen fighters and students who
had studied at madrassas. This co-
alition began to work under the
banner of saving the country from
civil war and corruption, and in
1996, they declared the establish-
ment of an Islamic state. Yet after
the toppling of the Taliban regime
in 2001, the core of the new US-
backed Afghan government was
composed of former warlords and
the technocratic diaspora.

The formation of this new Afghan
government, which would last un-
til the Taliban’s return to power
earlier this year, was not truly en-
dogenous. Rather, it was largely
the creation of outside forces. Even
the process of electing the head of
the interim government in June
2002 was heavily influenced by ex-
ternal pressures: it was on the rec-
ommendation of the US and Paki-

stani intelligence agencies that Ha-

mid Karzai was given the nod.2
Later, Karzai’s and Ghani’s
tendencies to govern via tribal pat-
ronage networks led to widespread
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corruption in the country.

Above all, it would be difficult to
conclude that nation building in
Afghanistan—supported by the
United States, NATO, Japan, In-
dia, and other allies—has been
successful. Rather, there is a sense
of helplessness among those in-
volved 1n this process. The United
States has spent USD 2 trillion in
Afghanistan since 2001, Japan has
spent USD 6.8 billion, while India
has spent more than USD 3 billion.
Now, all these investments have
come to naught.

Security Challenges Facing the
Persian Gulf and Beyond

The fall of Kabul poses a threefold
security challenge for the countries
of the Persian Gulf. First, there is
a serious risk of a humanitarian
crisis unfolding under the Taliban.
Its interim cabinet, announced on
7 September, includes 17 individu-
als who are on the UN Security
Council’s sanction list, two of
whom are on the FBI’s most
wanted list. It is highly unlikely
that the organization will be able
to establish an inclusive govern-
ment in the future, and democra-
cies will be inhibited from recogniz-
ing its interim cabinet as a legiti-
mate government for the foreseea-
ble future. The problem here is
that nonrecognition means an as-
set freeze, which will deplete
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Afghanistan’s treasury for as long
as it lasts. On 18 August, the In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF)
said that Afghanistan would not be
able to access IMF resources, in-
cluding a new allocation of Special
Drawing Rights reserves, due to
the lack of clarity over the recogni-
tion of its government.3 Likewise,
the World Bank announced that it
was halting financial support to
Afghanistan amid worries about
the fate of women under Taliban
rule.* The UN Development Pro-
gramme has estimated that as
much as 97 percent of the popula-
tion 1s at risk of sinking below the
poverty line by mid-2022 unless a
response to the country’s political
and economic crises is launched
without delay.? Failure to act
would mean a catastrophic human-
itarian crisis, one consequence of
which would be that countries
around the Persian Gulf would see
massive inflows of displaced peo-
ple, illicit drugs, and arms.

Second, whether the Taliban poses
a threat to neighboring countries
should be assessed carefully. Its
fighters managed to capture a
large number of state-of-the-art
US-made weapons during the
course of its takeover; if it gains
airpower, that could be a game
changer. For now, it is too early to
speculate about the threat of Tali-
ban attacks on other countries. As

mentioned above, the organiza-
tion’s main objective was to restore
Islamic governance in Afghanistan;
thus, it 1s unlikely that the Taliban
poses a threat to neighboring coun-
tries—or at least, there would be
no justification for such attacks.
However, considering that the situ-
ation in Afghanistan is volatile,
staying alert is advisable.

Third, the heightened threat of ter-
rorism caused by the Taliban’s re-
turn to power will likely necessi-
tate future counterterrorism opera-
tions from outside powers. More
than 20 foreign terrorist organiza-
tions are operating in the country,
including al-Qaeda (AQ), the Is-
lamic State—Khorasan Province
(ISKP), and Tahreek-e-Taliban Pa-
kistan. It is particularly notable
that many analysts believe that
the Taliban has not cut ties with
AQ. While it is true that the activi-
ties of international terrorist or-
ganizations have slowed down in
recent years, it would be impru-
dent to take the increased threat
lightly. In the future, the United
States may even consider collabo-
rating with the Taliban to counter
the ISKP, especially if Washington
judges that over-the-horizon air-
strikes need a local partner.®

Transformation in Regional
Balance of Power

Afghanistan has regularly been
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subject to the interference of great
powers. In the nineteenth century,
it was forced to play the role of a
buffer state between the Russian
Empire and British India; in the
latter half of the twentieth cen-
tury, in the context of the Cold
War, it became the stage for a
proxy war between the United
States and Soviet Union; and in
the twenty-first century, it became
the front line of the US-led “global
war on terror.” Because of its geo-
strategic location, Afghanistan is a
fault line of world order.

Now that the Taliban has achieved
a military victory, it is certain that
outside powers—perhaps including
China and Russia—will attempt to
fill the “power vacuum” created by
the US exit. Indeed, both China
and Russia have been establishing
channels of communication with
the Taliban for some time now. In
addition, regional powers such as
Pakistan, Iran, Qatar, and Turkey
are vying to hold the casting vote
over the future of Afghanistan. In
particular, Qatar, as a host of
peace talks, 1s thought to hold
some leverage over the Taliban
and 1is expected to play a crucial
role in bridging the communication
gap between the new government
and foreign countries.

Viewed in a wider Indo-Pacific
frame, how India (an existing re-
gional power) and Japan (which
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has not been involved militarily)
plan to deal the Taliban may be
1mportant in shaping the new gov-
ernment’s actions. After all, the po-
litical future of Afghanistan will be
1mportant not only regarding the
lives of its inhabitants but also as
a test of the universal values con-
tained within the supposedly
“rules-based” regional order. The
Taliban’s disregard for basic hu-
man rights cannot be tolerated
within this framework and must be
challenged if the framework is not
to be exposed as toothless. At the
same time, however, G7 countries
and their regional partners have
no choice but to continue engaging
with the Taliban, perhaps using
diplomatic recognition and human-
itarian aid as bargaining chips.
Alas, it seems unlikely that the
most complicated and fundamental
1ssues surrounding Afghanistan’s
future will be resolved any time
soon. m
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