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Abstract

Afghanistan is a country located to the east of Iran that has experienced varying
patterns of relations with Iran across different historical periods. Geographical
proximity and historical ties between the two countries have enabled Iran to play
an important role in Afghan society. Accordingly, Iran and Afghanistan have
maintained diverse political, economic, and security relations and interactions
throughout different periods. Hydropolitical disputes, drug trafficking, illegal
migration, the presence of ISIS-Khorasan, and economic and cultural cooperation
have been among the most important issues shaping relations between the two
countries during the period under study. In this regard, the main research question
is: How have geopolitical developments affected Iran’s relations with
Afghanistan? To address this question, the study proposes the following
hypothesis: Despite the civilizational and cultural proximity and economic
cooperation between Tehran and Kabul, the zero-sum nature of the geopolitical
developments in Southwest Asia, particularly following the Taliban’s return to
power in 2021, has contributed to increasing tensions between Iran and
Afghanistan. Threats such as the refugee crisis, drug trafficking, the presence of
ISIS-Khorasan, and the issue of sharing the Helmand River’s water resources, or
broader hydropolitical disputes, have contributed to the escalation of tensions
between the two countries. This study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach
and uses trend analysis and case studies as qualitative research methods. Data
were collected from documentary and library sources, as well as reliable websites.
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Introduction

Most geopolitical developments in the world have
occurred in Southwest and Central Asia because of
the spatial distribution and concentration of wealth
and energy resources in these regions. Within this
broader geographical context, Afghanistan occupies
an important position. In addition to its
civilizational, religious, and ethnic ties with Iran,
Afghanistan has faced various geopolitical and
geoeconomic challenges in recent decades due to
weak political institutions, the presence of the
Taliban, and geopolitical and geoeconomic rivalries
among regional and global actors in relation to
Afghanistan. These developments have affected
Iran’s relations with Afghanistan.

Iran and Afghanistan have maintained relatively
peaceful relations for centuries due to their
civilizational and geographical proximity, although
this proximity has also been a source of humerous
conflicts, particularly over the use of water
resources from rivers shared by the two countries.
Other contentious issues between Iran and
Afghanistan include Iran’s recognition of the
Taliban government, large-scale Afghan migration
to Iranian cities, tensions between Iran and drug
traffickers operating from Afghanistan, and the
porous nature of the Afghan borders.

Theoretically, relations between Tehran and Kabul
are expected to be close and stable in view of their
historical, cultural, and religious ties. In practice,
however, the pull factors have been less effective
than the push factors, thereby adversely affecting
relations between Iran and the Islamic Republic of
Afghanistan. Afghanistan has also developed
relations with Iran’s rivals and established closer
ties with Saudi Arabia and Pakistan, which have, at
times, posed threats to Iran’s national security.
Given the extensive borders shared with
Afghanistan, Iran can no longer remain indifferent
to political and cultural issues and the activities of
terrorist actors along the common borders. Before
formulating an effective and rational foreign policy
toward these threats, it is necessary to identify and
recognize them.

Main Research Question

How have developments in Southwest Asia affected
Iran’s relations with Afghanistan?

To answer this question, the following hypothesis is
proposed: Despite the civilizational, cultural, and
economic cooperation between Tehran and Kabul,
the zero-sum nature of geopolitical changes in
Southwest  Asia, particularly following the
Taliban’s return to power in Afghanistan, has
increased tensions between the two countries
through threats arising from the refugee crisis, drug
trafficking, the presence of ISIS-Khorasan terrorist
groups, and hydropolitical disputes over water
sharing.
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Materials and Methods

The present study adopts a descriptive-analytical
approach, and its research methods include trend
analysis and case studies as qualitative research
methods. The necessary data were collected from
library and documentary sources, as well as reliable
online platforms.

Discussion and Findings
Iran’s involvement in Afghanistan is not limited to
a particular field; rather, Iran maintains relations
with most Afghan actors. For example, Iran has
strong political relations with the Afghan central
government and tribal leaders. However, several
issues may put bilateral relations between Iran and
Afghanistan under pressure in the future. These
issues include:
1. Hydropolitical disputes.
2. Drug trafficking through Afghan routes.
3. The increasing number of Afghan refugees
in Iran.
4. The presence of terrorist groups.
The Taliban, for its part, may use its control over
water resources to exert pressure on Iran on other
issues, such as obtaining legitimacy for its rule or
preventing Iran from supporting its rivals. Iran, on
the other hand, may be compelled to exercise
restraint regarding water disputes because of
broader geopolitical considerations and its
prioritization of security concerns, particularly the
rise of ISIS in Afghanistan and its potential
implications along Iran’s borders.
Iran’s pragmatic policy toward water disputes with
Afghanistan was evident in its relatively restrained
response to the provocative statements made by
Ashraf Ghani during the inauguration of the Kamal
Khan Dam. At that time, Tehran sought to ease
tensions by emphasizing its water rights and
expressing its readiness to transform the issue into
an area of cooperation. This approach has continued
alongside Iran’s ongoing social and economic
support for Afghanistan, including under the current
Taliban government.
Migration and the large number of Afghans residing
in Iran have, on the one hand, played an important
role in the Iranian economy by providing low-cost
labor. On the other hand, their presence has
contributed to  socioeconomic  pressures,
particularly in the eastern and southeastern regions,
which could become a source of tension in Iran-
Afghanistan relations. Some of the most important
issues include:
1. An increase in the unemployment rate in
Iran.
2. Adecline in wage levels.
3. Disruption of demographic ratios.
4. The formation of ethno-religious ghettos
in major urban centers such as Mashhad
and Zahedan.
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5. An increase in illegal border crossings,
espionage, and other security-related
consequences.

6. Changes in religious composition along
the borders and in some major urban
centers.

7. The spread of crime, smuggling, and
narcotics.

Iran constitutes one of the shortest and least costly
routes for the transit of drugs to Europe. In other
words, the increase in drug production in
Afghanistan poses a growing threat to Iran’s
national security. Iran is also an important transit
route for drugs destined for Europe and Central Asia
and is therefore more wvulnerable than other
countries in the region. One consequence of this
threat is the increasing number of drug users and
drug-related crimes within the country. This threat
may become more pronounced with the expansion
of synthetic drugs and their increasing replacement
of traditional narcotics.

Iran’s religious and political discourse in support of
peace in Afghanistan and Pakistan has also made
Iran a persistent opponent of ISIS-Khorasan. The
deadly nature of 1SIS-Khorasan’s terrorist attacks in
Afghanistan has led Tehran and the Taliban to
overlook some of their religious and political
differences in confronting this common enemy. Iran
is particularly sensitive to 1SIS-Khorasan’s jihadist
ideology because of the group’s strong anti-Shiite
orientation and its capacity to recruit disaffected
extremists.

Since Iran and the Taliban share a common enemy
in 1SIS-Khorasan, Tehran may seek to expand
border-security cooperation with the Taliban. Such
cooperation may include intelligence sharing and
joint intelligence operations, in which the Taliban
could allow Iranian forces to target identified ISIS-
Khorasan terrorist camps.

Conclusion

Based on the available information, although
Tehran is currently engaging pragmatically with
Kabul, Iran and the Taliban are neither old friends
nor traditional allies, and their relationship remains
far from stable. Iran’s position toward the Taliban
is influenced by multifaceted bilateral and regional
factors. The disputes between the two sides also
have religious dimensions. In addition, long-
standing disagreements over water resources,
migration, and drug trafficking have contributed to
tensions between the two countries.

It is true that the Taliban were regarded as an
adversary of Iran in the 1990s and that some of the
serious  consequences of that adversarial
relationship remain visible today. Nevertheless,
Tehran has not returned to the hostile position it
adopted toward the Taliban in the 1990s. Instead, it
has sought to normalize relations with Afghanistan
through economic and cultural channels. In this
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context, Iran has also sought to contribute to the
stabilization of the Taliban regime following its
seizure of power in Kabul in August 2021. Iran
cautiously welcomed the Taliban’s military victory
because Tehran had long called for the withdrawal
of U.S. and Western forces from Afghanistan,
viewing their presence as a source of regional
instability.

In this sense, Iran likely viewed the Taliban’s
decisive victory as an opportunity to stabilize its
turbulent neighbor. Although some economic and
cultural continuities from the past remain, Iran’s
current engagement with the Taliban differs fromits
previous interactions because Tehran’s objectives
have changed. First, Iran seeks an inclusive
government in Afghanistan that represents the
country’s ethnic diversity and can contribute to
maintaining stability both within Afghanistan and
along the borders. Second, Iran seeks to deepen its
strategic footprint in Afghanistan in order to pursue
its long-term regional objectives, limit external
interference, such as that of the United States, and
contain ideological threats such as ISIS.

Of course, it is still too early to draw definitive
conclusions about the prospects for Iran-
Afghanistan relations in the near and medium term.
Nevertheless, both countries remain in an unstable
region and continue to face geopolitical rivalries
and jihadist terrorism, circumstances that are
unlikely to facilitate closer bilateral relations. While
the 1SIS-Khorasan threat may provide grounds for
Iran and the Taliban to deepen their security
cooperation, border tensions, sporadic drug
trafficking, hydropolitical disputes and
disagreements over water sharing, as well as illegal
migration, will continue to test the depth of Iran-
Taliban relations.

At the same time, it appears that Iranian
policymakers have come to recognize that, in
dealing with certain negative aspects of their
relations with Afghanistan, they may need to
tolerate or set aside some of these issues in order to
focus on broader geopolitical objectives.
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