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Abstract

The emergence and subsequent dominance of the Taliban in
Afghanistan during two distinct periods (1996-2001 and 2021
present) cannot be fully understood without considering a
complex interplay of internal and external factors. This article
aims to examine the decisive influence of foreign actors in the
rise and consolidation of Taliban control over Afghanistan. The
central hypothesis posits that strategic interventions by external
powers—particularly the United States, Saudi Arabia, and most
critically Pakistan—played a pivotal role in shaping the
Taliban’s trajectory.

This research employs a historical, qualitative, and analytical
approach, drawing on archival and library-based data, as well as
credible sources from established academic databases. Findings
suggest that external factors—including the Soviet military
presence, the ideological confrontation between communism
and religious beliefs, and coordinated support from the US,
Saudi Arabia, and Pakistan—were instrumental in enabling the
Taliban’s emergence and consolidation. By examining these
dimensions, this study clarifies the significant role of foreign
actors in Afghanistan’s political transformations and deepens
understanding of the historical and geopolitical context
underpinning the phenomenon.

Introduction

Located east of Iran, Afghanistan occupies a strategic position
bordering the former Soviet sphere, the rapidly rising power of
China, and nuclear-armed Pakistan. Historically referred to as
the “Heartland,” control over Afghanistan provides a
geopolitical advantage, offering leverage over major regional
powers such as China, Russia, and Iran. Its strategic significance
has consistently attracted international and regional actors, both
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directly and indirectly, creating a contemporary iteration of the
“New Great Game.”

Despite this context, existing research has not comprehensively
analyzed the critical role of foreign factors in the Taliban’s
formation and rise. During the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
Afghanistan’s isolationist policies ensured limited political
independence but simultaneously hindered social and economic
development. Given its geography, Afghan neutrality is largely
impractical, drawing the country inevitably into regional and
global power rivalries. This paper employs an analytical-
historical framework to address this gap by elucidating the
mechanisms through which external dynamics facilitated the
Taliban’s success.

Materials and Methods

This study utilizes a historical methodology with a qualitative
and analytical approach. Data were collected primarily through
archival and library research, including systematic analysis of
documents, books, and credible datasets from authoritative
databases. The study focuses on a critical examination of
historical events and the actions of key state and non-state actors
to identify causal links between foreign interventions and the
rise of the Taliban movement.

Discussion and Results

The findings indicate that the convergence of multiple foreign
interventions created conditions that enabled the Taliban’s rise
and persistence:

A.The Soviet Invasion (1979) and Its Aftermath
The Soviet invasion provided the Mujahideen with advanced
military training and fostered transnational networks of fighters
from across the Muslim world (“Arab-Afghans”). The conflict
boosted militant morale by demonstrating that a superpower
could be defeated and facilitated an ideological shift,
strengthening ties between Wahhabism/Salafism (supported
financially by Saudi Arabia) and the military branch of the
Muslim Brotherhood. This period of international jihad laid the
foundation for subsequent extremist movements.

B. Pakistan: The Primary External Driver Pakistan’s
intervention was driven by multiple strategic objectives:

The Durand Line: Pakistan sought to maintain the colonial-era
Durand Line, which Afghanistan historically rejected. This
unresolved border dispute and the aspiration for Pashtunistan
enabled groups such as the Taliban to operate across the porous
frontier.
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Strategic Depth Against India: Afghanistan serves as strategic
depth for Pakistan, acting as a buffer and staging ground against
India. Islamabad aimed to install a dependent, ideologically
aligned government (the Taliban) to neutralize Indian influence
while disregarding the Pashtunistan issue.

Countering Iranian Influence: Pakistan supported the Taliban to
curb Iran’s influence, particularly after the Mujahideen victory
elevated Iranian-backed factions.

C. Saudi Arabia: Ideological and Financial Support
Saudi Arabia’s involvement aimed to assert leadership in the
Islamic world, counter Soviet and Iranian regional influence,
and spread Wahhabi/Salafi ideology (often via the Deobandi
school in Pakistan). The Kingdom provided substantial funding
for the Afghan jihad and post-conflict reconstruction, primarily
for religious schools (madrasas) and Islamic centers rather than
industrial infrastructure. Support for Arab-Afghans directly
reinforced Salafi and extremist ideology within Afghan militant
ranks.

D. The United States: Geopolitical and Economic Interests
US involvement evolved over time:

Cold War Era (1980s): Seeking to contain the Soviet Union and
avenge the Vietnam defeat, the US provided extensive financial
and military support to the Mujahideen via Pakistan’s ISI.
Post-Soviet Era (1990s): With the discovery of Central Asian
energy reserves, US priorities shifted to economic interests
(TAPI pipeline security) and political objectives (curbing
Iranian influence). The US covertly supported or tolerated the
Taliban through Pakistan and Saudi Arabia as a stabilizing force
in the region, while publicly condemning human rights abuses
to manage domestic and international perception.

E. China: Security and Economic Considerations
China’s engagement in Afghanistan stems from security and
economic concerns. Beijing fears that instability may embolden
Uyghur separatists (e.g., ETIM) near its borders. Economically,
Afghanistan provides access to natural resources and aligns with
China’s Belt and Road Initiative. Through the Shanghai
Cooperation Organization (SCO), China has expanded
diplomatic, security, and economic engagement to safeguard its
strategic interests.

Conclusion

This study concludes that foreign interventions—including
Soviet military engagement, Gulf state ideological and financial
support, and Western and regional geopolitical and economic
strategies—have played a central role in the emergence and
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consolidation of extremist groups such as the Taliban in
Afghanistan. The interaction of these external factors with
Afghanistan’s internal vulnerabilities created fertile ground for
the Taliban’s rise. Sustained ideological, logistical, and
financial support from Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, combined
with the strategic tolerance of the United States, were not
peripheral but pivotal variables shaping contemporary Afghan
history.
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Huntington, Samuel, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remarking
of World Order, Simon and Schuster, New York, 1999.
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