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Brief PointsOver the last decade, the Taliban 
has gradually moved from being an 
international outcast to being seen 
as a legitimate party to the Afghan 
conflict and welcomed in a number 
of capitals around the world. The 
Taliban has worked systematically 
to expand its ties, reduce its reliance 
on Pakistan, and gain international 
recognition. The Taliban’s attempt to 
open a political office in Doha in 2013 
prepared the ground. Since late 2018, 
the US and the Taliban engaged in 
direct peace talks in Doha and signed 
an agreement in February 2020, set-
ting the stage for intra-Afghan talks. 
While the Taliban’s view of foreign 
policy orientation is far from fully 
codified, its commitment to a neu-
tral and non-interfering Afghanistan 
stands in clear contrast to the govern-
ment’s foreign policy positions.

The Foreign Policy of the Afghan 
Taliban
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• During its de facto reign over 
Afghanistan (1996–2001), the Taliban 
was recognized by only three countries.

• In the aftermath of the Taliban’s 
collapse in 2001, the group remained 
uniquely dependent on Pakistan.

• Over the past decade, the Taliban 
has invested heavily in diplomatic 
outreach, reducing its dependence on 
Pakistan and strengthening its de facto 
recognition around the world.

• The US-Taliban agreement of February 
2020, and the process leading up to 
it, boosted the Taliban’s international 
recognition and legitimacy.

• Foreign policy regarding Afghanistan, 
including the Afghan government’s 
posture and relations with neighbors, 
will be a contentious issue in any 
political settlement; however, knowledge 
about the Taliban’s position on these 
issues remains scant.

Kristian Berg Harpviken Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO)
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Introduction

In late January 2021, during a lull in peace talks 
in Doha, top-heavy Taliban delegations were re-
ceived in Tehran, Moscow and other global capi-
tals. The Taliban’s outreach was not surprising: 
over the past decade, the group has moved from 
no relations with most countries of the world 
to gaining welcome receptions with full media 
coverage in a number of capitals, not the least in 
Afghanistan’s wider neighborhood. This policy 
brief takes the Taliban’s foreign policy while 
in power (1996–2001) as a point of departure, 
and then examines the dramatic evolution of its 
diplomatic relations in recent years. Finally, it 
examines the key foreign policy issues at stake 
for the organization as it engages in peace talks 
with an Afghan government.

Hitting Rock Bottom

Going back two decades, the Taliban found 
itself – in terms of international legitimacy, 
recognition and goodwill – at the lowest point 
imaginable. The Taliban movement first ap-
peared on the scene in the fall of 1994. At first, 
the group presented itself as a transitionary 
savior from the mismanagement and power 
abuse of the conflict-ridden government that 
had taken power two years earlier, when the 
communist government fell. The movement 
was rooted in the Sunni religious networks in 
Southern Afghanistan, where the population 
was predominantly Pashtun, and extensively 
supported by Pakistan. The Taliban mounted a 
successful campaign and took control of Kabul 
in September 1996. At that point, it sought 
recognition as Afghanistan’s legitimate gov-
ernment from individual states and from the 
United Nations. While Pakistan, Saudi Arabia 
and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) moved 
quickly to recognize the Taliban’s authority, no 
other countries followed suit.

The Taliban ideology – a blend of Deobandi 
Islam, traditional norms and more radical 
Islamist ideas – sat uncomfortably with domi-
nant international norms. Immediately upon 
taking Kabul, Taliban fighters pulled former 
President Najibullah from his UN custody 
and hung him from a light pole in one of the 
capital’s main squares. This stirred stark inter-
national reactions. The Taliban, anything but 
pragmatic in its dealings with the outer world, 
managed the pressure badly. Its leadership had 
little understanding of international relations 

and, as a whole, the group possessed limited 
foreign policy capacity. Foreign diplomats found 
themselves equally poorly equipped for engag-
ing in dialogue with the movement. When the 
UN Security Council imposed sanctions on the 
Taliban in late 1999, the political view of this 
movement was filtered through three primary 
lenses that defined the group’s relationship to 
the world outside Afghanistan: drugs, human 
rights violations, and transnational terror.

Opium production quickly evolved into a major 
income stream for the Taliban. Cultivation of 
opium certainly predates the Taliban and other 
groups continued to grow the crop after the 
Taliban took control. Opium is relatively resistant 
to drought and the poppies yielded incomes that 
other crops could not compete with. But drug 
abuse was a global concern. As Afghanistan 
became the world’s major opium producer, 
pressure on the Taliban mounted. By 2000, in 
a move to accommodate international concerns 
(while, others observed, limiting supply to give 
the Taliban better prices for its opium stock-
piles), the group launched a campaign to imple-
ment a ban on opium production. The measures 
were extremely unpopular among many farmers 
but lauded by UN drug enforcement. However, 
the gambit failed to pay off: there was little 
international appetite for accommodating the 
Taliban. The drugs ban, costly at home, yielded 
the Taliban no international goodwill.

The Taliban’s overall human rights record was 
dismal, but it would be women’s rights, specifi-
cally, that drew keen international attention. 
Indeed, in a country where gender roles vary 
greatly from one area to the next, from urban 
areas to rural, women’s rights are a delicate is-
sue. The Taliban imposed strict regulations on 
women’s mobility, access to education, and right 
to work. And they policed these restrictions rig-
orously. In the cities, where women’s freedoms 
were most developed, the religious police – the 
Department for the Promotion of Virtue and 
Suppression of Vice – punished violations vigor-
ously. Gradually, international reactions to these 
restrictions gained momentum. Civil society 
activists, artists, and leading politicians spoke 
out against the Taliban’s repression of women. 
In response, the movement’s leadership became 
more resolute, arguing that women enjoyed 
a protection under their regime that previous 
ones had failed to offer. Ultimately, they argued, 
the movement was acting in accordance with 
Islam and there was no room for compromise. 

Due to this inflexibility, the consequences for the 
Taliban’s international standing would be severe. 
However, the issue of greatest concern among the 
countries of the world, particularly in the West, 
was the hosting of international terror groups, 
and, in particular, Al-Qaeda and its leader, Osama 
bin Laden. The warlords that preceded the Taliban 
welcomed bin Laden back from Sudan in 1996. 
When the Taliban ousted these warlords, they in-
herited bin Laden and Al-Qaeda operatives.

The alliance between the Taliban and Al-Qaeda 
– two radically different organizations – was an 
uneasy one. The Taliban sprang out of tradi-
tional religious networks and its members were 
mostly rural people, educated at local mosques 
and madrasas. Al Qaeda, by contrast, was made 
up of modern radical Islamists, many of whom 
were highly educated and with international ex-
posure. Whereas the Taliban consisted of nation-
alists, fixated on making Afghanistan secure 
and law-abiding, Al-Qaeda was transnationally-
oriented, aimed at dissolving the global system 
of nation-states through violent disruption. Yet, 
the two entities strengthened relations, partly 
because of deft maneuvering by Al-Qaeda’s lead-
ership and partly because the Taliban found it-
self with few other friends in the world. Even so, 
many within the Taliban were aware of the risks 
inherent in this friendship and took measures to 
restrict the ability of Al-Qaeda to communicate, 
or to plan and execute attacks. In spite of these 
measures, Al-Qaeda successfully executed its 
attacks in the US on September 11, an assault 
that would lead to the interventions that would 
ultimately cost the Taliban its power.

The US held the Taliban fully responsible for 
the terror attacks and viewed the organization, 
from that point, as a major element in the inter-
national terror infrastructure. The US response 
quickly toppled the Taliban and the organization 
virtually collapsed. At that point, the Taliban’s 
position in the world fell to its nadir. As the 
Taliban started to rebuild, a few years later, it 
did receive support from various sources, in-
cluding a few countries (Pakistan topping the 
list, but denying it at the time). However, the 
Taliban’s international stature remained low.

The Road to Recognition

Secret contacts between the Taliban and inter-
national diplomats took place as early as 2007, 
possibly earlier. By 2008, the Afghan President, 
Hamid Karzai, started to float the idea that a 
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Taliban representation abroad could be advanta-
geous and mentioned Saudi Arabia as a pos-
sible host. The US under Bush, however, firmly 
opposed any political outreach to the Taliban. 
This principled stance would change somewhat 
under Obama, starting in 2009, but overall the 
US’s approach was still guarded.

Discrete dialogue between representatives of the 
Taliban leadership and the UN, as well as some 
states outside the neighborhood (e.g., Germany, 
Norway), continued. Then in early February 
2010, the deputy leader of the Taliban, Mullah 
Baradar, was arrested in Pakistan (in a joint 
operation with the CIA). The arrest was widely 
interpreted as a Pakistani message that no 
political consultations with the Taliban would 
be allowed without its involvement. The arrest 
closed the ongoing UN-Taliban dialogues, and 
also prevented a meeting planned in Norway 
for late February, between six top Taliban rep-
resentatives (Baradar among them) and Afghan 
government confidantes.1

In 2010, the Taliban participated in several meet-
ings, including one with US representatives and 
facilitated by Germany. In 2012, two meetings 
hosted by academic institutions took place, one 
in Tokyo and the other in Chantilly, France. By 
then, Doha, Qatar, had emerged as a preferred 
venue by the Taliban, who emphasized Qatar’s 
neutrality and Islamic character, effectively im-
plying that Doha (not Pakistan, Saudi Arabia or 
Turkey) would be the host that would best serve 
its scheme to strengthen independence, certainly 
more so than Pakistan. By 2011, the Taliban had 
its Political Commission present in Doha, and 
while Qatar facilitated its presence in multiple 
ways, the country did not in any way recognize 
the Taliban’s presence in public. Eventually a 
Taliban office would open in 2013 complete 
with a flag representing the ‘Islamic Emirate of 
Afghanistan’. The flag, as a symbol of statehood, 
drew a noisy public response and stirred especial-
ly strong reactions from the Afghan government 
in Kabul, which closed the Taliban office there. 
Even so, the de facto establishment of a Taliban 
representation abroad was a huge leap forward, 
a signal of the Taliban’s renewed emergence as a 
legitimate representative of parts of Afghan soci-
ety. These developments laid the basis for scaling 
up the organization’s interaction with govern-
ments and multilateral organizations.

In 2015, Pakistan would take center stage again 
through an interesting twist of events, hosting 

a meeting between the Afghan government and 
the Taliban in the mountain resort of Murree, 
with China and the US included as observ-
ers. China had an interest in the stability of 
Afghanistan and Pakistan, and the US – who 
shared some Chinese interest in said stability 
– had long lobbied Beijing to exert pressure on 
Pakistan to make the Taliban come to the table. 
This meeting marked the first time the Afghan 
government and the Taliban openly met (quieter 
encounters had been hosted in Doha, Oslo and 
Urumqi in the months prior). When the news 
of Mullah Omar’s passing was made public (he 
is believed to have died some two years prior to 
the announcement), the Taliban pulled out of 
the planned second round of talks, which were 
replaced by a quadrilateral meeting between 
Afghanistan, China, Pakistan and the US.

The next major breakthrough in terms of the 
Taliban’s international recognition would come 
when the US committed publicly to direct 
talks in the fall of 2018, culminating in the 
US-Taliban deal signed in February 2020. The 
talks began in the aftermath of a three-day Eid 
ceasefire observed by the Afghan government 
and the Taliban. In September 2018, President 
Trump appointed Zalmay Khalilzad as a Special 
Representative for Afghanistan Reconciliation. 
Khalilzad engaged the Taliban directly, disre-
garding the Afghan government’s insistence 
that there should be no talks without its pres-
ence. The resulting agreement committed the 
US to full military withdrawal by May 2021 and 
the Taliban pledged to prevent Afghanistan 
from being used by any group ‘against the secu-
rity of the United States and its allies’.

For the Taliban, signing an agreement with the 
US was a leap in its international recognition 
and it implied the achievement of the organiza-
tion’s most desired outcome – a US military 
exit. The Doha agreement also laid the basis 
for intra-Afghan talks. However, these settle-
ments were disturbed in March 2020 when 
US Secretary of State Pompeo, in a diplomatic 
bombshell, visited Kabul and threatened the 
Afghan government leadership with major cuts 
in aid unless they could safeguard democratic 
electoral outcomes and commit more seriously 
to peace talks with the Taliban, then travelled to 
Doha where he praised the Taliban for uphold-
ing the previously-made agreement.

The Contours of a Taliban Foreign 
Policy

Their systematic building of relations to other 
states – reducing dependence, gaining recogni-
tion – does imply that the Taliban leadership 
have learned lessons of the past and acted stra-
tegically. Their foreign relations steps over the 
past decade or more also gives some clues as 
to their thinking on foreign policy in broader 
terms. The Taliban itself has not come out with 
anything close to a ‘white paper’ on foreign 
policy and documented statements on the sub-
ject are sparse. The organization has not devoted 
many resources to developing a program. This 
author is also not aware of any comprehensive 
current analysis on the issue.2 Even so, foreign 
policy is critically important to the Taliban and 
the Afghan government, and this item was listed 
high by both parties when themes for negotia-
tions were exchanged in mid-December 2020.3 
Foreign policy remains one area wherein deep 
discrepancies between the two parties’ visions 
are likely to be found, and this topic will demand 
a significant place on the agenda in any future 
peace talks. For all of these reasons, examining 
the contours of what a Taliban foreign policy pro-
gram could entail is a worthwhile endeavor.

The Taliban seems committed to a foreign policy 
orientation with an emphasis on neutrality and 
non-interference. This commitment is informed 
by an analysis of Afghanistan’s past in which 
balancing the influence of neighboring pow-
ers, global powers, and various alliances served 
as a guiding principle. The tone in post-2001 
Afghanistan, both within the government and 
among international stakeholders, has been 
different, with a view of Afghanistan as a con-
nector at the heart of a wider region encompass-
ing Central Asia, South Asia and parts of the 
Gulf. While this ‘Heart-of-Asia’ vision captures 
a potential that Afghanistan holds, the tensions 
inherent to each of the regions surrounding 
Afghanistan continue to inform its neighbors’ 
engagements there.4 The Taliban is keenly aware 
of this complication. For example, the Taliban 
displays a sharp interest in Turkmenistan’s 
neutrality (which is internationally recognized) 
because it offers a possible model.

Neutrality as an ideal will have major implica-
tions for Afghanistan’s relations to the global 
powers. To the Taliban, the past 40 years of 
Afghan violent history – first with the Soviet oc-
cupation of the 1980s, then with what they see 
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the Uighurs, or with Islamic minorities in the 
West or in Russia. The Taliban’s silence on the 
Uighur question in China is perhaps instruc-
tive on this point. The Taliban’s reluctance to 
criticize China and draw Chinese ire places the 
Taliban in the company of virtually all states in 
the Islamic world. This silence also implies that 
the question of Islamic solidarity at large will 
not be a source of significant difference between 
the Taliban and the Afghan government.

Ultimately, the Taliban remains committed to 
an international order based on states, which 
places them at the other end of the spectrum 
from the transnational extremist movements 
with which they have been associated (Al-
Qaeda, in particular). While the differences 
between the Taliban and the Afghan govern-
ment are real with regard to Afghanistan’s 
foreign policy orientation, their mutual com-
mitment to the current system of states – and to 
Afghanistan’s integrity – implies there is a com-
mon foundation on which to build.  

Notes

1. Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Min-
istry of Defence (2016) ‘A Good Ally: Norway 
in Afghanistan, 2001–2014’, NOU, 2016:8, p 
164. Available at: www.regjeringen.no/en/doku-
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‘The Foreign Policy of the Taliban’, Council of 
Foreign Relations.
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Demands for Talks Agenda’, TOLO News, 15 
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Afghanistan has tensions with Iran over the 
sharing of water resources. Afghanistan’s re-
lationship to Iran, historically, is far from ami-
cable: the two nearly went to war in 1998. But in 
recent years, Taliban leadership has made mul-
tiple high-level visits to Tehran. Traditionally, 
the Taliban has much more resonance in the 
Gulf countries. The UAE and Saudi Arabia were 
two of the three countries that recognized the 
Taliban while in power. But sympathy with the 
Taliban has since declined. In spite of these rifts 
(vis-à-vis the Gulf and within individual Gulf 
countries), the prospects for a balanced relation-
ship is better with the Gulf than for South Asia, 
and government-Taliban differences seem not 
insurmountable.

Pursuing some sort of neutrality, of course, 
also has implications for Afghanistan’s military 
orientation. Iran, for one, has voiced extreme 
concern about the large-scale international mili-
tary presence in Afghanistan, a concern shared 
by all other countries of the neighborhood. But 
a large Afghan security force – particularly one 
tied up in an alliance with specific actors in the 
region or beyond – would also raise apprehen-
sions among the country’s neighbors. Target fig-
ures for the Afghan government’s security forc-
es have hovered around 400,000 over the past 
decade. The future of the security sector, includ-
ing how to integrate and demobilize fighters 
from the government and the Taliban, is a tricky 
issue. Pursuing neutrality implies sending a 
strong signal to neighbors that Afghanistan 
does not in any way represent a military threat 
and adds a different dimension to how the secu-
rity sector will figure in peace talks. 

A final question asks how Afghanistan should 
relate to the Islamic world. The Taliban remains 
fixated on Afghanistan, and in that sense, it is 
a nationalist organization. Yet, its strong iden-
tification as an Islamic movement implies calls 
for Islamic solidarity, be it with the Palestinians, 

as a US-led occupation from 2001 to the present 
– imply that staying out of global power rivalries 
is essential. At the same time, they see a need to 
engage with global powers. The agreement with 
the US, for example, is motivated not only by 
their interest to secure an orderly military exit 
and gaining international recognition, but also 
to maintain US economic support as they look 
ahead. The extensive outreach of the Taliban to 
both Russia and China must also be understood 
in this light.

Within the neighborhood, the Taliban is equally 
wary of becoming overly dependent on one 
state. While over the past decade, the Taliban 
has worked to gradually loosen the grip that 
Pakistan has on the movement, some leader-
ship and many fighters and constituents are still 
based in Pakistan and rely on Pakistan for many 
supplies. Hence, while seeking to maximize 
its freedom of maneuver vis-à-vis Pakistan, the 
Taliban will also recognize that Pakistan has 
a long contiguous border with Afghanistan 
(which remains unrecognized) and that interac-
tion is a must. Meanwhile, with regard to India, 
it is the other way around. There have been no 
official encounters between Indian represen-
tatives and the Taliban (although the Indian 
Minister of External Affairs did take part, digi-
tally, at the signing of the US-Taliban deal in 
February 2020). On this, the distance between 
the Taliban and the government could hardly 
be larger, yet both parties are at risk of tilting 
towards one or the other party in the interstate 
conflict that dominates South Asia. In other 
words, declaring neutrality as a principle is one 
thing, but translating it into practice may prove 
more difficult. The distance on how the parties 
to the Afghan conflict relate to South Asia may 
very well prove to be a stumbling block.

The same may be the case for the Taliban’s 
relationships to other countries in the regions 
surrounding Afghanistan. As with Pakistan, 
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