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«TALIBAN FACTOR» IN INDIA-CENTRAL ASIA RELATIONS

This article examines role of Taliban in India’s relationship with the Central Asian Republics (CARs)
in three phases — from early 1990s to 2001, from 2001 to 2021 and from 2021 onwards. In the first
phase in 1990s, both India and the CARs faced serious security threats from advent of the Taliban in
Afghanistan. Their perception of Taliban being a ‘mutual threat’ was one of the reasons why India and
some Central Asian countries like Tajikistan and Uzbekistan supported Northern Alliance in late 1990s
against the Taliban in Afghanistan. The US-NATO presence in Afghanistan since 2001 led to changes
in India and CARs response to Afghanistan. Both sides cooperated with the US for the improving the
security situation in Afghanistan. In the post-American Afghanistan since 2021, India and the CARs have
deepened their security and intelligence cooperation and both sides are maintaining regular political and
security consultations. The India-CARs cooperation over Afghanistan has the potential to be a template
that other countries could also follow in their ties with the Taliban. Sufism has a special role and potential
in shaping India-CARs response to the Taliban and terrorism in the contemporary context.

Key words: India, Central Asia, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, Tali-
ban.
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YHaicTaHHbIH BipikkeH kbi3meT kepceTy mekemeci, YHaicTaH, Hblo-Aean K.
*e-mail: kumar.raj015@gmail.com

YHaictaH meH OpTaabik A3usl KapbIM-KaTbIHaCTapblHAAFbl «TaAnb6aH chakTopbi»

BbyA Makaraaa YHaicTaHHbIH OpTaablk, A3us pecnyoankasapbiver (OAP) KapbiM — KaTbIHACbIHAAFbI
«TaAMbGaH» KO3FaAbICbIHbIH, POAI yil Ke3eHAe — 1990 KbiaaapAbiH 6acbiHaH 2001 kbiAFa aeitiH, 2001
KblApaH 2021 KbiAFa Aenid xoHe 2021 XbiapaH 6actan KapacTbipblAaAbl. bipiHwi keseHae 1990
KblAAApPbl YHAICTaH Aa, nartia Aa AyraHcTtaHFa TaAMOaHHbIH, KeAyiMeH 6aiAaHbICTbl Kayincisaikke
YAKEH Kayin TeHAipAi. OaapabiH TaAanbaHAbl «@3apa Kayirn»  peTiHAe Kabbiapaybl YHAICTaHHbIH
>koHe TaxkikcTaH mMeH ©36ekcTaH cuskTbl OpTaAbik, A3MsHbIH Keinbip eaaepiHiH 1990 >KblIAAAPAbIH
asrblHAQ AyFaHCTaHAafbl TaAMbaHaapra Kapcbl COATYCTIK AAbSIHCTbI KOAAQYbIHbIH 6ip ce6ebi GOoA-
Abl. 2001 >xkbiapaH 6actan AKLL neH HATO-HbIH AyFaHcTaHAaa GOAYbl YHAICTaHHbIH, ©3repyiHe XKeHe
OHbIH AyFaHCTaHFa peakumscbiHa aKkeAAi. Eki Tapan AyraHcTaHAaFbl KAyincCi3aik >KaFaarblH XKaKCcapTy
MakcatbiHaa AKLLI-neH bIHTbIMakTacTbikTa GOAAbL. AMEpPUKA ©3 SCKEPAEPiH AyFaHCTaHHaH aAbiM
KeTKeHHeH KeniH, YHaictaH meH OAP 2021 >xbinpaaH 6actan kKayincisaik neH 6apAay caAacbiHAAfbl
bIHTBIMAKTACTbIKTbl TEPEHAETIM KEAEAl >KOHEe eKi Taparl casicu >KaHe Kayirncisaik maceaeaepi 60MbiH-
WA TypaKTbl KOHCYAbTaumMsgAap eTKideAi. YHAICcTaH meH OAP-HbIH AyFaHCTaHAQFbl bIHTbIMAKTACTbIFbI
6acka eapep Ae «TaanbaH» KO3FaAbICbiIMeH GaiiAaHbiCTa GOAATbIH YA 60AYbl MyMKiH. Kasipri koHTek-
cTte YHAiCTaHHbIH TaAnbaH MeH TEPPOPU3BMIe KapChl OPEKETIH KAAbINTACTbIPYAA COMbIAbIK, €PEKLLIE POA
MEH aAeyeTKe ue.

Tyiin ce3saep: YHaictaH, Oprtaablk, A3susi, Kasakcran, ©36ekctaH, TexikcTaH, KbIpfFbi3CTaH,
TypikmeHcTaH, TaanbaH.
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«Maktop TaanbaHa» B oTHoweHusix MHaAun u LieHTpaabHoi A3um

B aTOM cTaTbhe paccMaTpUBAETCS POAb ABVMXKEHMST «TaAmMbaH» B OTHOLEHUSX MHAMM ¢ LleHTpaAbHO-
asunarckumm pecnybamkamm (LLAP) B Tpm sTana — ¢ Havaaa 1990-x no 2001 roa, ¢ 2001 no 2021 roa
n c 2021 ropa n panee. Ha nepom atane B 1990-x roaax n MHamg, n LIAP cToAKHyAMCb C cepbe3-
HbIMM yrpo3amm 6e30MacHOCTM, CBS3aHHbIMM C MPUXOAOM TaAMOOB B AdraHucTaH. Mx BocnpusTme
TaAnbGaHa KakK «B3aMMHOM Yrpo3bl» ObIAO OAHOM M3 MPUYMH, MO KOTOPOM MHAMS M HEKOTOPbIE CTPaHbI
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LleHTpaAbHOM A3umn, Takme Kak TaaXKMKMCTaH 1 Y36eknctaH, noaaep>kaan CeBepHblii aAbsSHC B KOHLE
1990-x roaos npoTme Taanbor B Adranucrare. MNpucytcrene CLUA n HATO B Adpranmncrane ¢ 2001
roAa rMpPMBEAO K M3MeHEHUSIM B MHAMM 1 ee peakumn Ha AdraHncraH. O6e CTOPOHbI COTPYAHWMYAAM
c CLLIA B ueAsix yAyulleHUs cuTyaumm B obAactu 6e3onacHocTn B AdpraHucrare. MNMocae BbiIBeAEHUS
BoeHHbIx cuA CLLIA 13 Adranucrana ¢ 2021 roaa MHams u LleHTpaabHoasuatckue pecnyBAmMKu yray-
6UAM COTPYAHMYECTBO B 06AACTM 6€30MacHOCTU U pa3BEeAKM, U 06e CTOPOHbI MPOBOASIT PEryASpHbIe
KOHCYAbTALMM MO MOAUTUYECKMM BOMpocam M Bonpocam 6esonacHoctn. CotpyaHmuyectso MHaum n
LIAP no AcdraHucraHy NnoTeHUMaAbHO MOXET CTaTb 06pasLLOM, KOTOPOMY APYTMe CTPaHbl Tak>Ke MOTAK
Obl CAEAOBATb B CBOMX CBA3SX C ABMXKeHMeM «TaanbaH». Cydnsm nrpaet ocobyto poAb 1 o6AasaeT no-
TEHUMAAOM B (DOPMMPOBaHMM peakumm MHAMK Ha «TaAMbaH» M TEPPOPU3M B COBPEMEHHOM KOHTEKCTE.

KatoueBble caoBa: MHams, LleHTpaabHas Asus, KasaxcraH, Y3s6ekucTaH, TaaxkmkmcTaH, Kbiprbis-

ctaH, TypkmeHucTaH, TaanbaH.

Introduction

Advent of the Taliban in Afghanistan has been
a multifaceted challenge for the regional countries
in South and Central Asia. Religion and radical-
ization have been intertwined with each other in
Afghanistan, especially after 1979. Developments
in Afghanistan have an impact on both, India and
the CARs, from security, economic to cultural
and social spheres. When the CARs gained inde-
pendence in 1991-92, they inherited the Afghani-
stan problem from the former Soviet Union. India
was also trying to adjust its Afghanistan policy in
a post-Soviet phase at that time. India’s Ministry
of External Affairs in its 1996-97 Annual Report
had written that New Delhi’s bilateral relations
with the CARs were shaped by common concerns
and challenges faced by the region. The report
further added that the Taliban’s northern advance
and seizing of Kabul was a security threat for the
CARs (Annual Report, 1996-97). Taliban’s ascent
to power was seen as ‘Pakistan’s larger game plan
to extend her influence in Central Asia’ (Annual
Report, 1995-1996). Some of these concerns have
been expressed this time also when the Taliban
came to power again in Afghanistan in August
2021. The history seems to be repeating itself;
however, the regional response to the Taliban is
different this time. India and CARs have been en-
gaging the Taliban without recognizing its gov-
ernment in Afghanistan. It is, therefore, important
to analyze the change in India-CARs response to
Taliban this time. Due to lack of any serious inter-
nal challenge this time and no substantial external
pressure, the Taliban is likely to rule for a longer
period in Afghanistan. Hence, the Taliban would
be an important factor in India-CARs ties in near
to mid-term and there is need for an academic un-
derstanding to bring out its contours.
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Materials and Methods

This article uses open source material, both
primary and secondary with descriptive methodol-
ogy to find answer to the research question: how
is the Taliban a factor in India-CARs relationship.
The article is based on the hypothesis that since the
Taliban is a security and ideological threat to both
India and the CARs, their response in dealing with
the Taliban should include a strong ideological and
strategic basis. There is lack of academic writing to
highlight the Taliban factor in India-CARs relations.
This article is one such attempt to cover this theme
mainly from an Indian perspective.

Results and Discussion

Taliban’s Ideology

Taliban came to power for the first time in Af-
ghanistan in September 1996 and established Islam-
ic Emirate of Afghanistan which sent shockwaves
around the region and the world alike. One of the
first moves made by the Taliban was to institute a
strict implementation of Quranic interpretation and
jurisprudence. While in practice, it turned into mer-
ciless policies for women, political opponents and
religious minorities devoid of any respect for hu-
man rights (www.dni.gov). Taliban resorted to strict
religious ideology mixing Deobandi traditionalism,
Wahhabi puritanism with a conservative Pashtun
social code known as Pashtunwali to create a bru-
tal and repressive regime (www.britannica.com).
Deobandi Islam has roots in British colonial India.
The regional countries were very concerned regard-
ing Taliban’s intolerance and barbarism leading to
anti-Taliban sentiment. One of the well known Pak-
istani voices on Taliban, journalist Ahmed Rashid
had argued that Taliban created a new radical model
for Islamic revolution and as an ever expanding en-
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terprise; it sought new markets like Central Asia
(Ahmed, 1999).

India, CARs Response to the Taliban in First
Phase (Early 1990s to 2001)

In the first phase from early 1990s to 2001, the
Taliban proved to be a security threat for both India
and the CARs. Taliban aided and actively supported
terrorist groups which targeted India and Central
Asian countries. Afghanistan under the Taliban rule
also became sanctuary for such terrorists groups.
Due to presence of Osama bin Laden in Afghani-
stan, the terrorism emanating out of Afghanistan
had global ambitions that threatened India and the
CARs equally. According to Shivshankar Menon,
India’s former Foreign Secretary & National Se-
curity Advisor, Pakistan was paying the Taliban to
take Kashmiri militants under its protection while
it also encouraged Osama bin Laden to join hands
with the Taliban, since he was also sponsoring bases
for Kashmiri terrorists in Khost province of Afghan-
istan. Taliban leader Mullah Omar had openly sup-
ported jihad in Kashmir in 1998. It was clear to the
Taliban that as long as they provide safe havens for
Pakistani and Kashmiri militants, Pakistan would
not refuse them anything (Shivshankar, 2021). Well
known American investigative journalist, Steve
Coll has argued that Pakistan’s intelligence agency,
Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) facilitated training
for Kashmiri radicals in Afghanistan, apart from
providing funds and arms supplies (Coll, 2004).

Similarly, Taliban became a destabilizing factor
for the CARs as well. Three Central Asian countries
can be termed as frontline states — Turkmenistan,
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan as they share a porous
border with Afghanistan and are directly impacted
by its security scenario. Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan
do not share border with Afghanistan. However, ter-
rorism became a serious security concern for all the
CARs in 1990s. In 1999 and 2000, the connections
between Taliban and terrorist organizations in Cen-
tral Asia became public when Islamic Movement of
Uzbekistan (IMU) used its bases in Tajikistan and
some Taliban controlled areas in North Afghanistan
to launch raids in south Kyrgyzstan. In February
1999, IMU had also attempted but failed to assas-
sinate President Karimov through six car bombings
to establish a Taliban-like regime in Uzbekistan.
IMU terrorists were seen as important allies by the
Taliban and bin Laden. IMU also fought against the
Northern Alliance to support the Taliban. IMU, the
Taliban and bin Laden also wanted to overthrow the
secular regimes in CARs and replace them with Is-

lamic Caliphate (Coll, 2004). On the contrary, In-
dia desired to see that the secular orientation of the
CARSs remained intact (Joshi, 2007). This is because
rise of Islamic Caliphate in the CARs would have
threatened India’s Jammu and Kashmir due to its
geographic proximity with the region. That is why;
security planners in India saw the CARs as a strate-
gic buffer which should have been protected against
any fundamentalist threat.

The Northern Alliance headed by Ahmad Shah
Massoud was strongly contesting the Taliban in
northern Afghanistan. They had also promised that
all militant camps would be closed if they come to
power [Withington, 2002]. These were enough rea-
sons for countries like India, Russia, Iran, Tajikistan
and Uzbekistan to support the Northern Alliance
against the Taliban. This was also the wider regional
consensus that since the Taliban is a mutual secu-
rity threat, there should be regional cooperation to
tackle this issue. It can be said that response to the
Taliban from India and the CARs was aligned with
the regional and international approach which was
to isolate and contain them. Hence, India and the
CARs did not recognize the Taliban government in
Afghanistan.

Second Phase (2001-2021)

The second phase starts when the US-NATO
troops intervened in Afghanistan following the 9/11
terror attacks on the US. America’s war on terror-
ism received support from both, India and the CARs
as it overthrew Taliban from power, something they
wanted but were not able to achieve. Uzbekistan
and Kyrgyzstan even allowed the US to maintain
its military bases on their territory to support its
counter-terrorism operations in Afghanistan. Due
to improved security situation in Afghanistan after
2001, India strengthened its links with Afghanistan
and provided almost $3 billion in development as-
sistance. In 2012, India also announced its ‘Con-
nect Central Asia Policy’ which sought to work on
finding connectivity to the CARs. The shortest land
route from India to the CARs passes through Paki-
stan. However, given its perennial strategic rivalry
with India, Pakistan has never allowed India tran-
sit right to access the CARs. Hence, India started to
work with Iran via Chabahar port to access Afghani-
stan and the CARs. Afghanistan now became a land
bridge that would reconnect India and the CARs,
constituting a single geopolitical space (Joshi,
2017). Under the Taliban rule, India was not engag-
ing Afghanistan and hence, such economic initia-
tives were not possible. Better security situation in
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Afghanistan also led India to sign agreements re-
lated to Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India
(TAPI) pipeline which was also supported by the
US as an alternate to Iran-Pakistan-India (IPI) pipe-
line. At the same time, there was gradual increase in
India’s bilateral security cooperation with the CARs
which focused on Afghanistan. India established
Joint Working Groups (JWGs) on Counter Terror-
ism with Uzbekistan in 2003, Kazakhstan in 2004
and Tajikistan in 2012 (Joshi, 2017). Security devel-
opments in Afghanistan are central to discussions
of these groups. Bilateral military exercises have
been started between India and some of the CARs
in this phase that include Exercise Prabal Dostyk
now renamed Kazind with Kazakhstan since 2016,
Exercise Khanjar with Kyrgyzstan since 2011 and
Exercise Dustilk with Uzbekistan in 2019. Military
training institutes in India have been training mili-
tary officers from the CARs except Turkmenistan.
India has also upgraded its relations to the level of
strategic partnership with Kazakhstan (2009), Uz-
bekistan (2011), Tajikistan (2012) and Kyrgyzstan
(2019). As the Taliban was gaining back territory in
Afghanistan after 2015, Turkmenistan and Uzbeki-
stan had established contacts with the Taliban even
before they came to power in 2021. India refrained
from officially engaging the Taliban in this phase
due to uncertainty and complexity of the Afghan
war. Two years before the US-NATO withdrawal
from Afghanistan, first India-Central Asia Dialogue
at the level of Foreign Ministers was held in 2019
in Samarkand where Afghanistan had also partici-
pated.

Third Phase (After Taliban Takeover in Au-
gust 2021)

India-Central Asia engagement changed after
the Taliban took over Afghanistan again in Au-
gust 2021. India had closed its embassy in Kabul
after Taliban’s return; however, the CARs did not
do so. In June 2022, India reopened its Kabul em-
bassy with downgraded presence. New Delhi has
been maintaining official contacts with the Taliban
government. Both India and the CARs are engaging
the Taliban government without recognizing it. On
its part, the Taliban this time has been very diplo-
matic while engaging the regional countries. Unlike
the last time, the Taliban government has not made
any hostile statements against India and the CARs
this time. They have been also conveying that they
have the desire and capability to rein in other terror-
ist groups operating in Afghanistan. In Central Asia,
there is a belief this time that attempts to isolate the
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Taliban regime could turn it rogue and engagement
may be better than isolation. This observation is
based on author’s interactions with Central Asian
experts at an international conference organized by
India-Central Asia Foundation in April 2023 in New
Delhi. On the other hand, India believes that contin-
ued isolation of Afghanistan would create problems
for Afghan people and a working relationship with
the Taliban should be maintained in order to coor-
dinate assistance for Afghan people. By contesting
Pakistan’s attempts to control its policies, the Tali-
ban is showing its autonomous character, which is
also one of the primary reasons why India began to
engage the Taliban government in this phase. Both
India and the CARs want Afghanistan to be peaceful
so that economic interdependence and connectivity
projects could pass through Afghan territory con-
necting South and Central Asia. Since the Taliban
looks firmly entrenched in Afghanistan this time,
India and the CARs may be betting on engagement
with the Taliban to gauge its intentions and explore
possibilities of regional cooperation.

However, there is more to this than meets the
eye. A UN report in June 2023 had highlighted that
the Taliban continues to have a strong relation-
ship with al Qaeda which is allowing al Qaeda to
regroup. The report also says that foreign terrorist
organizations continue to operate in Afghanistan.
To put it straight, the Taliban is showing the will
to control the foreign terror outfits from attacking
regional countries; however, they may not have the
capability to do so. This necessitates further secu-
rity cooperation between India and the CARs. Two
important things have happened in this regard after
the Taliban came to power in Afghanistan. One, In-
dia has started to hold biennial Annual Summit with
the CARs beginning in January 2022. The two sides
also agreed to establish a Joint Working Group on
Afghanistan during this summit. Second, India also
started to hold meeting with the CARs at the lev-
el of National Security Advisors and the first such
meeting took place in December 2022. It must be
mentioned that India and the CARs deal with the
Afghanistan issue at the bilateral level in their ties
while the recent initiatives by India make it ‘India-
Central Asia’ issue, since the threat is regional in
nature. India and CARs (except Turkmenistan) are
members in the Shanghai Cooperation Organiza-
tion (SCO) which also has mechanisms to address
the current situation in Afghanistan. However, SCO
cannot play an active role in Afghanistan’s future
due to differences among members over their re-
spective Afghanistan policies. The Delhi Declara-
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tion issued after first India-Central Asia Summit in
2022 highlighted that ‘Afghan territory not be used
for sheltering, training, planning or financing terror-
ist acts and called for concerted action against all
terrorist groups, including those sanctioned by the
United Nations Security Council (UNSC)’. India-
CARs relations with the Taliban would depend on
two critical elements in future: Taliban’s ability to
address their security concerns, internal challenges
to Taliban’s rule and Taliban’s willingness to ac-
commodate political opponents to form an inclusive
government.

There is, however, need to highlight the fact
that the Taliban is not only a security but also an
ideological threat to the regional countries. They
may have dropped their plans to expand beyond Af-
ghanistan but their conservative ideology needs to
be countered. The Taliban claims to be inspired by
Deobandi Islam that has roots in India. Deobandi
Islamic scholars in India claim that Taliban’s view
of Islam is an extreme version that has nothing to
do with them. This message needs to be amplified
to ideologically discredit the Taliban. One area in
which India and the CARs can directly cooperate
is propagation of Sufism as a counter to religious
radicalization. The Central Asian countries have a
secular outlook; have historical Sufi influence and
nomadic psyche which do not favor any fundamen-
tal tendency. Sufism supports humane view towards
other beliefs while eschewing any conservative and
fundamentalist view. Sufism was very popular dur-
ing the Mughal era in India. In contemporary con-
text, Sufism has a calming impact in the context of
terrorism and violence being spread in Central and
South Asia. The CARs have been promoting Sufism
through Islamic education to counter social radical-
ization. India and Central Asia have a lot in com-
mon to promote Sufi tourism, cultural exchange and
educational cooperation in order to deal with the
threat of terrorism (Khan, 2015). Indian Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi had highlighted Sufi heritage
of the CARs to counter terrorism during his address
at the Shanghai Cooperation Organization Summit
in 2021.

Conclusion
The Taliban has been an important factor in In-

dia’s relationship with the CARs. Taliban rose to
power in Afghanistan around the same time when

the CARs gained independence in 1991-92. From
early 1990s to 2001, Afghanistan faced political
violence. When Taliban came to power in 1996,
they allied with bin Laden which made Afghanistan
vanguard of global terrorism. The Taliban directly
threatened India and the CAR’s by sheltering, fi-
nancing and training those terrorist groups which
were a direct security threat to them. The Taliban
supported jihad in Kashmir while they dreamt to
topple the governments in CARs and replace them
with Islamic Caliphate. The impact was equally felt
in Kashmir and Batken, Kyrgyzstan. The Taliban’s
conservative view of Islam was in contradiction to
secular orientation of India and the CARs. Given
Taliban’s outright hostility for India and the CAR’s,
the two sides had supported the Northern Alliance
in order to contain the Taliban in Afghanistan. In
the second phase from 2001 to 2021, India and the
CARs consolidated their bilateral relations and plans
to connect the two regions via Afghanistan were an-
nounced under India’s Connect Central Asia Policy.
The two sides had also supported America’s war
on terrorism as it was directed against the Taliban
and other terror outfits in Afghanistan. India further
strengthened its military diplomacy with the CARs
through military training, military exercises and ca-
pacity building programs. In this phase, there was
a potential that Afghanistan could become a land
bridge between India and the CARs, however, Tali-
ban resurgence and return to power in August 2021
put questions marks over such plans. This also start-
ed the third phase in which India and the CARs have
been engaging the Taliban without recognizing it.
The Taliban has been totally neglected by the West-
ern world that is focused on the Russia-Ukraine con-
flict. The West may be trying to isolate the Taliban,
however, the regional sentiment is to engage them
and help the common Afghan people. India and the
CARs have further strengthened their political and
security links to deal with the Taliban. However,
the two sides also need to counter terrorism from
an ideological point of view in which Sufism has a
lot of contribution to make. To a great extent, Tali-
ban’s willingness to address security concerns of In-
dia and the CARs would determine the trajectory of
their relations with Afghanistan in future.
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