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Abstract

This study examines the persistent security dilemma between Afghanistan and Pakistan
in the post-2021 period following the withdrawal of U.S. forces and the return of
the Taliban to power. Despite shared religious, cultural, and historical ties, bilateral
relations have deteriorated, marked by border clashes, mutual accusations, and
deepening mistrust. Employing a historical-constructivist security-dilemma framework,
the paper argues that perception-based insecurity, rather than direct military threat,
lies at the core of the conflict. Defensive measures taken by each side, such as Pakistans
border fencing and counterterrorism operations and Afghanistans refusal to recognize
the Durand Line and its limited control over non-state actors, are interpreted by the
other as offensive and hostile. The study highlights the role of colonial legacies, national
identity, domestic political constraints, and transnational militant groups, particularly
the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), in perpetuating cycles of fear and retaliation.
Based on a qualitative analysis of official documents, academic literature, and post-
2021 developments, the paper concludes that without sustained confidence-building
measures, cooperative border management, and recognition of militancy as a shared
threat, the Afghanistan-Pakistan security dilemma is likely to persist despite ongoing
diplomatic engagement.
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2021 SONRASI AFGANISTAN VE
PAKISTAN: GUVENSIZLIK VE YANLIS ALGI
DONGUSU

Seyit Ali AVCU - Mohammad Khan SULTANI

Oz

Bu ¢aligma, ABD giiclerinin cekilmesi ve Taliban'in 2021 yilinda yeniden iktidara
gelmesinin ardindan Afganistan ile Pakistan arasinda devam eden giivenlik ikilemini
incelemektedir. Dini, kiiltiirel ve taribsel ortakliklara ragmen, iki iilke arasindaki
iliskiler sinir ¢atismalars, karsilikly suclamalar ve artan giivensizlikle daha da ki-
tiilesmigtir. Tarihsel-konstriiktivist bir giivenlik ikilemi yaklasimini benimseyen bu
calisma, catigmanin temelinde dogrudan askeri tehditlerden ziyade algrya dayaly gii-
vensizgligin yattigini savunmaktadsr. Pakistanin sinir ¢itleme politikalar: ve terorle
miicadele operasyonlar: ile Afganistanin Durand Hatti'ni tanimay: reddetmesi ve
devlet disi aktorler iizerindeki sinirly kontrolii, karsi taraf¢a saldirgan ve tehditkir
adimlar olarak algilanmaktadir. Calisma, somiirge doneminden kalan miraslarmn,
ulusal kimlik tartismalarimin, i¢ siyasi kirilganliklarm ve izellikle Tehrik-i-Taliban
Pakistan (TTP) gibi sinir asan silahls gruplarin korku ve misilleme dingiisiinii nasil
besledigini ortaya koymaktadir. 2021 sonrast gelismeler, resmi belgeler ve akademik
literatiire dayanan nitel analiz sonucunda, giiven artirics onlemler, ortak sinir yoneti-
mi ve militanligin ortak bir tehdit olarak kabul edilmemesi durumunda Afganistan—
Pakistan giivenlik ikileminin diplomatik temaslara ragmen devam edecegi sonucuna
vardmaktadhr.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Afganistan—Pakistan iliskileri, Durand Hatti, Giivenlik Ikile-
mi, Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP)
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Introduction

This paper examines one of the most perplexing security rivalries
in South Asia between Afghanistan and Pakistan. Since the Taliban
returned to power in 2021 following the withdrawal of U.S. forces, the
two countries have experienced repeated border clashes and escalating
tensions, despite Pakistan’s historical links with the Taliban. The recent
attacks on the Kandahar airport oil depot and residential areas in Kabul
highlight the imminent danger of the conflict escalating into a full-
fledged war (Yawar, 2026). Furthermore, mediation efforts by Tiirkiye,
Qatar, and Saudi Arabia in October 2025, and more recently by China,
temporarily eased the fighting. However, they failed to end the conflict,
and the parties continued to blame one another (Shahzad et al., 2026).
Against this backdrop, the study addresses three core questions: why
Afghanistan and Pakistan, despite their shared religious, cultural, and
historical ties, continue to perceive one another as security threats
after 2021; to what extent contemporary tensions are rooted in and
exacerbated by colonial-era legacies, particularly the unresolved Durand
Line dispute; and how cross-border militant activity especially by the
Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (T'TP) has reinforced cycles of mistrust and
retaliation (Shah et al., 2024). These questions are significant because,
although Afghanistan—Pakistan relations have been widely examined in
terms of borders and power politics, limited attention has been paid to
the post-2021 period through the lens of the security dilemma, where
fear, perception, and misinterpretation, rather than direct military
confrontation, serve as the primary drivers of conflict (Asma et al.,
2024).

Regional security dynamics have shifted significantly following
the U.S. withdrawal, the Talibans return to power in Afghanistan,
and the increased activity and attacks by the TTP. Some perspectives
suggest that external powers—such as the United States—could be
benefiting from this volatile situation to constrain Chinese and Russian
influence, particularly given the presence of groups like The Islamic
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State — Khorasan Province (ISIS-K). Given the complex interplay of
deep-rooted historical, political, international, and regional factors, it
is essential to reassess the situation with a fresh perspective (Popalzay,
2024).

The main argument of this article is that the persistence of the
Afghanistan-Pakistan security dilemma is driven not by material
military capabilities, but by historically constructed, incompatible state
identities and path-dependent enmity rooted in the colonial legacy of
the Durand Line, which historical constructivism explains by showing
how past beliefs and narratives continuously shape contemporary
threat perceptions and hostile interactions between the two states. The
defensive measures of each country, Pakistan’s border fences, and the
demand to acknowledge the Durand Line and Afghanistan to endure
the pressure of the outside, and a tolerance of certain militant groups,
are regarded by the other as a threat. Old historical issues, national
identity, and the actions of non-state actors perpetuate this cycle.
The paper concludes that the absence of trust-building will not allow
cooperation and will lead both parties to continue despite the existence
of diplomatic negotiations between the two countries sharing the same
religion (Azam, 2024).

Other explanations, such as attributing the conflict to religious
extremism or ideology, are not complete explanations of the problem.
In the same way, laying the blame solely on the Taliban or the military
of Pakistan overlooks the history and structural distrust. This paper
utilizes a historical-constructivist framework for security studies. This
approach prioritizes the role of perceptions, historical context, and
miscommunication, moving beyond a narrow focus on politics.

This study employs a theory-testing qualitative case study method,
utilizing process tracing (Van Evera, 1997) to assess the explanatory
power of the historical-constructivist framework against empirical
evidence from the 2021-2026 period. In a theory-testing case study
method, the researcher begins with a pre-existing theory and uses a
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single, carefully selected case to examine whether that theory holds
explanatory power in a real-world setting. Rather than trying to build
a new theory from the ground up, the goal is to assess the theory’s
validity by deriving specific predictions or hypotheses from it and
then comparing those against the empirical evidence of the case.
If the evidence aligns with the theory’s expectations, the theory is
strengthened; if not, its limitations are exposed, potentially leading to
refinement or rejection. As Van Evera (1997) describes, this approach is
particularly useful for identifying the scope and conditions under which
a theory applies, offering a rigorous test of its causal logic without the
need for large-scale statistical analysis (Van Evera, 1997: 55). Process-
tracing is defined as “the systematic examination of evidence selected
and analyzed in light of research questions and hypotheses posed by the
investigator” (Collier, 2011, p. 823).

The security dilemma between Pakistan and Afghanistan after 2021
raises several critical questions. First, Pakistan argues that Afghanistan
is using its territory to launch attacks against it. This claim requires
careful examination, as there is ground-level evidence suggesting this is
a central issue that must be addressed. Second, the study must examine
Pakistan’s ethnic composition. Decades of political imbalance within
Pakistan have fuelled internal tensions and created space for non-state
actors such as the Baloch Liberation Army (BLA) and the Sindhudesh
Liberation Army (SLA)—not just the TTP. The roots of these insecurities
lie in Pakistan’s own political asymmetries. Therefore, analysing the
causes of internal instability in Pakistan offers a broader perspective on
the overall problem.

The paper is divided into three major sections. In the first section,
we critique the existing literature on explaining the conflict between
Afghanistan and Pakistan, identifying the limitations of purely strategic
and materialist approaches. The second section lays out the potential
theories, especially historical constructivism, to explain the conflict,
establishing the conceptual framework of the security dilemma, path-
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dependent enmity, and incompatible constitutional structures. The third
section presents the empirical analysis of the Afghanistan—Pakistan
case, demonstrating how the Durand Line functions as a constitutive
symbol of colonial legacy, how domestic instability and transnational
militancy reinforce the cycle of violence, and how regional dimensions
and diplomatic diversification shape bilateral tensions, ultimately
supporting the argument that historically constructed identities and
perceptions—not material capabilities—drive the persistent security
dilemma between the two states.

Literature Review

Scholars have consistently indicated that relations between Pakistan
and Afghanistan remain characterized by deep distrust, shifting threat
perceptions, and persistent security tensions, particularly following the
Taliban’s return to power in 2021. This bilateral relationship has been
extensively examined through the lens of the security dilemma (Khan,
2025; Zarawar et al., 2024; Kamran and Chitrali, 2025). Khan (2025)
states that the governance of the Islamic Emirate has increased the
perceived vulnerability of Pakistan, whereas Zarawar et al. (2024) focus
on the differences in relations between Pakistan and the Taliban and
the past Kabul government, and on how conflicting security priorities
keep the bilateral relationship on the edge of conflict. Similarly, Kamran
and Chitrali (2025) indicate that China may be a confidence-building
actor, but their discussion does not incorporate the domestic factors
within Afghanistan completely. Together, these are studies that focus
on the continuity of mistrust, but this time, the Pakistani point of view
takes the lead, and little opportunity is provided to understand how the
Afghan population perceives threats.

The other research direction is the TTP-Afghan Taliban nexus as
one of the key obstacles to stable relations. Asma, Akhtar, and Ullah
(2024) are inclined to demonstrate that ideological and operational
correlations between the two groups exacerbate the security issues of
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Pakistan and diminish the chances of bilateral cooperation. Khan and
Igbal (2025) further claim that the resurgence of the TTP under a careless
Afghan government poses risks to intersectional and regional security,
but their work does not provide adequate field-based confirmation
on claims regarding said militant revival. Ali (2014) gives a previous
Afghanistan-Pakistan insecurity and mutual threats, but his work
naturally is pre-2021 changes and thus does not address the post 2021
changes. Combined, this scholarship highlights the destabilizing impact
of militant sanctuaries but still fails to consider the side of Afghanistan
on the matter, and fails to explain the exact extent of control that Kabul
has on the group TTP.

The relationship between Pakistan and Afghanistan in terms of trust
and mistrust is analysed in terms of a wider historical and political
context. Kaleem et al. (2023) document the progress of events leading
up to and following 9/11, stating that the shift in ideological solidarity
to strategic competition is gradual. Taye and Ahmed (2021) describe the
trust-mistrust paradox on the example of regional political psychology,
whereas Idrees and Naazer (2022) demonstrate that the lack of
meaningful counterterrorism cooperation until 2018 was caused by the
suspicion that had existed since the year 2001. Kaleem et al., (2023) also
emphasize the long-term shift in trust but fail to consider the changes
that occurred once the U.S. withdrew. In general, both works show that
mistrust has structural resiliency, yet they do not reflect the strategic
environment after 2021.

Several theorists emphasize the role of external forces and
multilateral processes. Adem Cakir (2023) puts Pakistan-Afghanistan
relations in a broader global competition and contends that the U.S.-
China rivalry forms the regional politics and constrains the bilateral
independence (Cakur, 2023: 45-46). The role of China, as highlighted by
Kamran and Chitrali (2025), enhances this view, but Shukla (2011) and
Budihas (2011) give a more detailed history of the strategic motives of
Pakistan, especially the need to achieve a sense of strategic depth, All
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these studies point to the role of external forces and fail to adequately
attribute multilateral diplomacy to domestic politics in both states.

After 2021, scholars are more interested in the Taliban coming back
and what it would mean to the stability of the region. Akbar (2024)
discusses the extent to which Taliban 2.0 has escalated the border
insecurity and militancy difficulties facing Pakistan. Although he is less
concerned with the internal strategic argument of Pakistan, Popalzay
(2024) examines the way in which the Taliban resurgence is transforming
regional diplomatic alliances. Adding to these results, Khan and Igbal
(2025) suggest policy directions in decreasing tensions and promoting
institutional collaboration and trust building. All these works indicate
that the resurgence of the Taliban has intensified the security dilemma
and put bilateral engagement avenues in a complex position.

Lastly, the literature on the Durand Line conflict shows that it
has continued to influence mistrust. Hashimy (2023) introduces the
historical and political background of the disputable situation, whereas
Azam (2024) associates the conflict with the larger geopolitical struggle
and the conflicting regional interests. Despite providing some useful
conceptual understanding, these studies are mostly theoretical, with
no empirical investigation into the practice of border management, the
socio-economic situation, and realities within frontier communities,

and the effects of the latest diplomatic negotiations.

Altogether, the literature at hand gives valuable information on
Pakistan-Afghanistan relations, although there are still major gaps. Most
of the research focuses on the strategic concerns of Pakistan and provides
minimal coverage of Afghanistan narratives. The quality of field-based
evidence is usually limited, particularly in terms of the on-the-ground
operations of the TTP and Kabul’s ability to contain them. Furthermore,
although there are works that cover external forces, such as China or
the US., the other players in the region, including Iran, India, and
Central Asian states, are not explored in depth. Lastly, the fast-changing
context of the post-2021 period, characterized by a change in domestic

232 SDE AKADEMI DERGISI




Seyit Ali Aveu - Mohammad Khan Sultant

politics in Pakistan and the governance in Afghanistan, is still under-
investigated. This study is thus set to fill these gaps by incorporating
the views of Afghans, merging factual evidence, and placing bilateral

tensions in a larger regional security context.

2. Theoretical Framework: Historical Constructivism

To explain why Afghanistan and Pakistan still view one another as
threats despite the Taliban re-taking power in 2021, and to examine the
security dilemma, this paper uses a historical-constructivist approach.
Historical constructivism emerged as a distinctive approach within
International Relations theory that challenges the timeless assumptions
of mainstream theories like neorealism by demonstrating that the
structures and dynamics of international politics are historically specific
rather than eternal givens. As Christian Reus-Smit (2008) explains, if
scholars conceive of all human agents as rational egoists animated
by universal rationality, “then the stuff of history drops out” (p. 396).
In contrast, constructivists attend to the ‘intersubjective beliefs’ that
constitute actors’ identities and interests across different epochs. Quentin
Bruneau (2021) observes that constructivism is particularly well-suited
for historical analysis because it “examines how ideational structures
and processes—such as norms, identities, and cultures—constitute
actors’ understandings of their interests and shape political outcomes
over time” (p. 123). Christian Reus-Smit’s (1999) work demonstrates
how different international systems develop fundamentally different
institutions based on varying ‘constitutional structures’ comprising
beliefs about the moral purpose of the state, sovereignty, and procedural
justice, while Rodney Bruce Hall (1999) shows how transformations
from dynastic to national sovereignty reconfigured the international
system by altering not only states’ internal legitimacy but also their
external behavior and understandings of interest.

Together, these scholarsilluminate the core contributions of historical
constructivism: demonstrating the historical specificity of the modern
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international system, revealing how intersubjective beliefs shape state
identities and interests, and emphasizing the role of constitutive ideas
in shaping international dynamics. As Bruneau (2021) notes, historical
constructivism “privileges the study of systemic change, demonstrating
how transformations in the ideational foundations of international
orders produce new configurations of power and purpose” (p. 128),
and reveals how “different international systems are characterized by
different logics of anarchy, depending on the identities and purposes
of their constituent units” (p. 125). Methodologically, historical
constructivism is interpretive, seeking to understand the meanings
actors attached to their world rather than imposing contemporary
categories on the past. As Reus-Smit (2008) argues, this approach marks
constructivist history off from both positivist social science seeking law-
like generalizations and traditional intellectual history treating ideas as
autonomous from political practice. Bruneau (2021) emphasizes that
historical constructivism “is not simply the application of constructivist
concepts to historical cases, but a distinctive orientation that recognizes
history as the very medium through which international politics is
constituted” (p. 132).

Historical constructivists employ methodological pluralism in their
approach to understanding the past, combining interpretive analysis,
process-tracing, and careful attention to actors’ own understandings
of their world. This methodological diversity reflects the constructivist
commitment to recovering the meanings that structured political action
rather than imposing contemporary categories on historical actors.
As Bruneau (2021) notes, historical constructivists “employ a range
of methods, from discourse analysis to genealogical investigation, all
aimed at recovering the meanings that structured political action in
different historical contexts” (p. 130). This approach distinguishes
historical constructivism from positivist social science that seeks law-
like generalizations, as it recognizes that the categories and concepts
through which actors understand their world are themselves products
of historical processes that require careful interpretive recovery.
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Historical constructivists engage with the security dilemma concept
but explain it in fundamentally different terms than traditional realist
theories, treating it as a socially constructed phenomenon rather than
an inevitable structural condition arising from anarchy. As Raluca-
Andreea Manea (2018) argues, constructivism allows for “a proper
apprehension of the security dilemma through transcending its rigid
understanding as an outcome of structure of the international system”
(p. 20), focusing instead on “the manner in which the security dilemma
emerges as a result of the social construction of world politics, the
subjective understandings conceived by actors on the international
arena and the ensuing perceptions about their counterparts and their
actions” (p. 21). Because threat perceptions depend on how states
identify each other through language, historical analogies, and shared
understandings, constructivists demonstrate that security dilemmas
vary across historical contexts and can be transformed through changes
in identity and norms (Er, 2010; Frederking, 2000). Research by Win
Tan Er (2010) illustrates this through analysis of how the Truman
Administration’s invocation of analogies to 1930s appeasement shaped
the identification of North Korea “as part of a monolithic communist
bloc that had to be deterred” (p. 5), while Brian Frederking (2000)
shows how superpowers resolved their security dilemma through the
Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF Treaty) by developing
new shared understandings and identities. By demonstrating how threat
perceptions are constituted through intersubjective meanings rather
than material capabilities alone, historical constructivists open space for
understanding how security dilemmas might be resolved rather than
simply managed across different historical contexts.

While historical institutionalism stresses ‘sticky’ institutions,
historical constructivism argues for path dependence in the realm of
ideas: the cultural meanings and intersubjective beliefs established
in the past continue to shape contemporary practices. This approach
explicitly breaks from materialist histories by showing how constitutive
ideas—like sovereignty or the moral purpose of the state—create
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cognitive paths that constrain and enable actors. The past endures not
just in rules, but in the ‘sticky’ beliefs and identities through which

actors define themselves and their world (Reus-Smit, 2008).

From a historical constructivist perspective, a country’s domestic
structure constitutes the interpretive site where state identity is
formed through shared understandings of historical experience.
As Krotz (2015) argues, historical domestic construction refers to
“dominant interpretations of the meaning and implications of historical
experiences’ (p.24) that become embedded within a state’s political
culture, shaping national role conceptions and the state’s sense of
purpose. Rather than treating domestic politics as merely institutional
arrangements or material capabilities, this approach views the domestic
realm as the locus where ‘constitutional structures’—deep, historically
embedded beliefs about the ‘moral purpose of the state’ originate
and are sustained (Reus-Smit, 1999). These domestically constituted
identities function as cognitive and normative filters through which
external events are interpreted, shaping how states perceive others
and construct threat perceptions. Thus, for historical constructivists,
domestic structure matters not as a constraint on state action but as the
very source of the intersubjective understandings that constitute state

identity and, consequently, foreign policy behavior.

Building on the historical constructivist framework outlined above,
this paper evaluates the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Pakistan and Afghanistan view each other as threats
becausetheirstateidentitiesareconstitutedbyincompatible constitutional
structures (Reus-Smit, 1999). Pakistan’s domestic structure produces a
Westphalian identity rooted in territorial sovereignty and fixed borders,
while the Taliban’s domestic structure produces a transnational identity
rooted in Islamic solidarity that rejects the Durand Line as legitimate.
This clash in the very ‘moral purpose’ of the state generates existential

threat perception.
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Hypothesis 2: This conflict remains intractable because it is sustained
by apath-dependentlogic of enmity (Wendt, 1992). Historical grievances
have constituted Pakistan and Afghanistan as ‘enemies’—a social role
resistant to change—such that even the Talibans 2021 takeover has
failed to transform the relationship.

3. Empirical Analysis: The Security Dilemma in Afghanistan—
Pakistan Relations

This paper reveals that Afghanistan—Pakistan tensions are deeply
rooted in colonial history, contested identities, and socially constructed
narratives of threat and legitimacy. Understanding these factors is
essential for explaining why the conflict persists and why purely strategic
or security-based solutions have repeatedly failed. Instead of analyzing
the conflict solely through material military capabilities, the framework
focuses on perceptions, identity, history, and non-state actors as primary
sources of insecurity.

The core argument is that historical and identity-driven influences
form the narratives and perceptions of threat for each state. The
unresolved Durand Line issue, colonial-era territorial boundaries, the
question of Pashtunistan, and decades of mistrust between 1947 and
2021 constitute these historical legacies (Booth and Wheeler, 2008;
Jervis, 1978; Wendt, 1992). These legacies define how each state views
the other’s intentions—predominantly as hostile, even when both act in
self-defense.

We use the term security dilemma to describe a situation in which
measures taken by one state to enhance its security are perceived as
threatening by another, leading to countermeasures that increase
insecurity for both. In the Afghanistan-Pakistan conflict, Pakistan’s
efforts to increase its armed forces along the Durand Line and conduct
counterterrorism operations are viewed by Afghanistan as violations
of sovereignty. Conversely, Afghanistan’s military build-up and its
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historical contacts with the Taliban and TTP are seen by Pakistan as
direct security threats. This dilemma is intensified by non-state actors
such as the TTP, which operate across the porous border and blur
the line between internal and external security, increasing mistrust,
complicating accountability, and reinforcing hostile perceptions.

3.1.The Foundational Clash of Constitutional Structures and
Sovereignty

From a historical constructivist perspective, a state’s identity is
formed through shared interpretations of its historical experiences.
These interpretations become embedded in political culture and shape
the state’s sense of purpose and national role. Rather than viewing
domestic politics as mere institutional arrangements, this approach sees
the domestic realm as the source of deep, historically rooted beliefs about
the moral purpose of the state. These domestically formed identities act
as filters through which states interpret external events, shaping how
they perceive others and construct threats.

The Durand Line (Map 1) functions as precisely such a constitutive
symbol. To Pakistan, it is a fixed international border; to Afghanistan,
it is a colonial imposition forced upon Amir Abdur Rahman Khan
Barakzai in 1893 without ratification by any representative Afghan
body, and historically rejected by successive governments, including
the present one (Rubin, 1995. The two states are locked into overriding
historical accounts that complicate cooperation. Defensive behaviour
is explained by old-time anticipation of aggression, and even technical
border control is transformed into a geopolitical struggle. Therefore,
the Durand Line is not merely a border but a construct of mutually
reinforcing insecurity.

Regardless of the regime or which party holds power, Afghan
governments have consistently rejected the Durand Line. As Harrison
states, “Ironically, during its rule in Kabul, the Taliban refused to
endorse the Durand Line despite pressure from Islamabad. Afghan
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President Hamid Karzai has also resisted, calling it “a line of hatred that
raised a wall between the two brothers”(Harrison, 2009). The border
separates Pashtun tribes and disrupts centuries-old social, cultural, and
economic networks. Pakistan exploits the Durand Line to implement
coercive border policies—fencing, expansion of outposts, firing
incidents—which Afghanistan perceives as violations of its sovereignty.
Afghan airstrikes by Pakistan (2022-2026) are framed by Islamabad as
legitimate responses to cross-border terrorism, yet they also reflect a
troubling power imbalance: a stronger Pakistan imposing its will on a
weaker, diplomatically constrained Afghanistan, often at the expense of
civilian lives. Afghanistan claims that Pakistan uses border closures at
Torkham or Chaman to impose political or economic pressure when
bilateral disputes arise.

Map 1. The Durand Line (National Geographlc Society, 2025)
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Conversely, Pakistan argues that Afghanistan’s non-recognition of the
border endangers its territorial integrity. TTP fighters are cross-border
militants whose main origin is Afghan territory. Pakistan contends
that Afghanistan either knowingly fails to stop militant operations
or is unable to govern its territory, whereas Afghanistan rejects these
claims as unjustified means to further destabilize the region (Rubin,
1995; Rashid, 2022). The Durand Line’s colonial roots and rival Afghan
Pakistani national identities have generated repeated incompatibilities
in threat perceptions (Rubin, 1995; Misra, 2004; Rashid, 2022).

These perceptions contribute to a security dilemma where defensive
policies by one party are seen as offensive by the other. To Pakistan,
border fencing, insisting on Durand Line recognition, and compelling
Kabul to enforce control over the TTP are presented as necessary
security measures (Rashid, 2022; Misra, 2004; Asma, Akhtar, and Ullah,
2024). Afghanistan views these as efforts to enforce territorial claims
and weaken sovereignty (Rubin, 1995; Rashid, 2022). The unwillingness
to acknowledge the border, insufficient action against the TTP, and
attempts to assert independence are seen by Pakistan as direct aggression
(Asma et al., 2024; International Crisis Group, 2023).

Pakistan’s strategic community has long worried that a strong,
unified Afghanistan would renew historical claims to Pashtun-
dominated regions east of the Durand Line. This fear is amplified by
Afghanistan’s past rejection of the border and its opposition to Pakistan’s
UN membership in 1947. Pakistan fears that a strong Afghan state
could practice territorial revisionism, that Pashtun identity politics in
Pakistani frontier provinces could be mobilized by Afghan nationalism,
and that Afghanistan’s relations with India might be used as leverage
against Pakistan. Conversely, Afghanistan fears that Pakistan does not
desire a strong Afghanistan, as that would reduce Afghan dependency.
Afghanistan alleges that Pakistan meddlesin its politics to ensureleverage
over Kabul—using border closures, trade restrictions, intelligence
activities, and differential treatment of Afghan refugees as political

240 SDE AKADEMI DERGISI




Seyit Ali Aveu - Mohammad Khan Sultant

pressure. Afghanistan also claims that Pakistan has traditionally favored
militant networks to affect its internal affairs. These mutually reinforcing
fears render it exceedingly difficult for either side to interpret the other’s
conduct as benign. The competition is structurally embedded in the
regional order, consistent with Walt’s (1987) argument that perceived
vulnerability drives alliance behavior and external balancing.

Pakistan’s creation of a border fence, fortified checkpoints, and
biometric systems—undertaken as an effort to curb illegal migration
and counterterrorism—is framed domestically as a sovereign right
and necessity (International Crisis Group, 2026). But Afghanistan
perceives this as a unilateral alteration of a contentious boundary,
implemented without consultation and usually by force. Afghanistan
claims the fence interferes with local trade, grazing paths, and separates
families. Before the fences, there was free flow of local trade, border
crossing, and joint families living across the line. Afghanistan argues
that Pakistan suppressed its economic activity through border controls,
such as stalling fuel tankers, closing crossings during political disputes,
or restricting Afghan exports. Afghanistan also points to incidents
where Pakistani troops crossed the perceived border to construct posts,
which Kabul believes constitutes encroachment. Pakistan claims it must
prevent militant infiltration and human trafficking, that fortification
is a defence strategy, not expansion, and that any Afghan opposition
to fencing reflects a denial of security realities. The security dilemma
manifests here: Pakistan views Afghanistan’s responses to fencing as
aggression, while Afghanistan views fencing as coercion. The defensive
reasoning of each party offends the other, increasing mistrust.

3.2.Domestic Instability, Transnational Militancy, and the Cycle
of Violence

Domestic political structures also influence the dilemma. The civil-
military imbalance in Pakistan, ethnic concerns, and internal uprisings
make the country more sensitive to Afghan policies (Zarawar, Alokozay,
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and Numan, 2024; Ali, 2014). The same applies to Afghanistan in terms
of government constraints and limited financial capabilities affecting its
defensive stances (Rubin, 1995; Rashid, 2022). Domestic instability leads
to heightened dependence on external threat discourse and exacerbates
bilateral distrust (Kaleem et al., 2023; Taye and Ahmed, 2021).

Arguments on both sides point out that insecurity is strengthened
by patterns of internal governance. Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and
Baluchistan are underdeveloped compared to Punjab (Khan, 2025).
Militant recruitment is enabled by limited economic opportunity
and insufficient state penetration. Pakistan attributes this instability
partly to alleged Afghan or Indian backing of insurgent elements. As
Siddiqi states “Daud supported the insurgency in Pakistani Baluchistan,
sheltering rebels and establishing training camps on Afghan territory, a
resumption of Afghanistan’s proxy intervention in Pakistan.” (Siddiqi,
2008: 18). Afghanistan claims that Pakistan’s own extractive economic
policies—such as using natural resources in Baluchistan without
redistribution—have led to inequalities (Harrison, 1981; Siddiqi, 2008).
Pakistan’s use of unrest in Baluchistan and the tribal belt as a pretext for
military-centered policies has spilled into the Afghanistan borderlands.
Stabilization of domestic instability is thus perceived in terms of
external threats: Pakistan sees Afghanistan’s diplomatic acts as possible
sources of separatism, while Afghanistan views Pakistan as dominating
the frontier rather than defending it. Thus, internal political economy is
directly connected to external security behavior.

Non-state actors—particularly the TTP, ISIS-K, BLA, and SLA—
aggravate the problem (Asma et al., 2024; International Crisis Group,
2026). Their transnational nature creates accusations, retaliation, and
political pressure that increase the difficulty of trusting one another
(Zarawar et al., 2024). This framework appreciates that Kabul’s power
to control such groups is minimal, and internal political division in
Islamabad is another contributing factor to insecurity (Kamran and
Chitrali, 2025). Pakistan argues that the recent surge in TTP violence
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is linked to militant sanctuaries operating from Afghan territory. From
Islamabad’s perspective, the Afghan government is either unwilling or
unable to restrain these groups, forcing Pakistan to rely on airstrikes,
stricter border controls, and other defensive countermeasures.
Afghanistan offers a contrasting interpretation: Kabul maintains that
Pakistan exaggerates Afghan responsibility to justify its own actions
and externalize a problem with deep roots inside Pakistan. Afghan
officials argue that Pakistani airstrikes within Afghan territory violate
sovereignty, cause civilian harm, and further destabilize border
regions. They also point out that Pakistan historically tolerated—or
at times strategically supported—certain militant networks, which
later contributed to regional instability on both sides. These opposing
narratives reflect how each state interprets the same events through its
own security lens, reinforcing mistrust and perpetuating the broader

security dilemma.

This path-dependent enmity is empirically observable in the cyclical
relationship between TTP attacks and border incidents. The graphs
(Figure 1&2) below indicate a rise in TTP attack trends followed
by tensions on the border. The graphs share nearly the same trend,
suggesting that Pakistan initiates border confrontations following TTP
attacks on Pakistani soil. This directly translates to Pakistan blaming
Afghanistan for the attacks and retaliating by causing tensions on the
border. This pattern illustrates Wendt’s (1992) argument that anarchy is
socially constructed: the “enemy” role, once constituted, becomes self-
reinforcing through repeated practices of threat and retaliation.
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Figure 1. TTP attacks in Pakistan. (SATP, 2024; PIPS, 2022)
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This problem of misunderstanding strengthens a vicious circle of fear
and retaliation (Booth and Wheeler, 2008; Jervis, 1978; Wendt, 1992).
The cycle of militant violence and security dilemma produces persistent
insecurity, where self-defense by one party is repeatedly perceived as an
attack by the other, and cycles of intensification preclude opportunities

for stabilization.

3.3.Regional Dimensions, Diplomatic Diversification, and
Mitigation Pathways

Regional and international forces impact how each government

understands the other’s actions. Perceived threats are modified by
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the strategic interests of China, U.S. intervention in the region, Iran’s
increasing role, Indias presence, and multilateral forums like the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) and the Organization of
Islamic Cooperation (OIC) (Cakir, 2023; Kamran and Chitrali, 2025;
Shukla, 2011; Budihas, 2011). These combinations lead to further
mistrust, border disputes, deficient counterterrorism cooperation, and
insufficient diplomatic development (Booth and Wheeler, 2008; Jervis,
1978).

India has historically been a significant Afghan trade and
development partner (Dupree, 2002; Mukhopadhyay, 2014). Since
2021, Afghanistan has intensified engagement with India to diversify
economic support and diplomatic relations. The 2025 upgrade of India’s
Technical Mission in Kabul to a full Embassy is a key development.
Afghanistan sees this as a pragmatic decision: diversifying partnerships,
fostering humanitarian access, and reducing dependence on Pakistan.
India presents it as a functional step to manage development programs
and consular services. But Pakistan sees this as a threat to its strategic
depth in Afghanistan, believing that anti-Pakistan sentiment will grow
if Afghan-Indian relations continue to develop. Afghanistan claims
that Pakistan interprets normal diplomacy as hostile due to entrenched
insecurity. Afghanistan seeks autonomy, not alignment against
Pakistan. This divergence reflects the security dilemma’s logic: identical
behaviours generate opposite interpretations depending on historical
fears. The Taliban government’s closer ties with India, despite Pakistan’s
past role in facilitating their return to power, demonstrate that path-

dependent enmity resets regime change (Wendt, 1999).

Notably, the conflict cannot be attributed to religious, cultural, or
civilizational differences. Pakistan and Afghanistan share a common
religious identity, culture, and expansive social connections across the
border. These similarities have not succeeded in preventing escalation

nor led to long-term trust. This proves that the conflict is not caused
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by incompatibility of ideologies; rather, the predominant factors are
geopolitical, security, and material (Rubin, 1995; Giustozzi, 2016). The
dynamics are driven by border control, militant violence, territorial
sovereignty, and shifting threat perceptions, not religious divergence.
This supports the explanatory capacity of the security dilemma model

over civilizational explanations.

Nevertheless, the framework also outlines ways to mitigate tensions,
including confidence-building strategies, joint management along the
border, regional mediation, and institutional dialogue (Khan and Igbal,
2025; Akbar, 2024). These perception-based insecurities are necessary
to explain why the security dilemma remains persistent and to find
practical strategies for stabilization and long-term cooperation (Jervis,
1978; Asma et al., 2024).

Conclusion

Afghanistan-Pakistan relations are trapped in a long-term security
dilemma driven by the Durand Line dispute, conflicting sovereignty
claims, frontier underdevelopment, militant networks, and shifting
regional alignments. Both sides hold legitimate security concerns, and
their interactions are shaped by historical expectations of aggression.
Pakistan’s interference and coercion mirror the very claims Afghanistan
makes about Pakistani interference and coercion. Neither narrative
is entirely objective; both reflect the structural constraints of fear and
uncertainty.

Combined, the empirical data support both hypotheses. The first
hypothesis is supported by evidence that Pakistan and Afghanistan
possess fundamentally incompatible constitutional structures: Pakistan’s
Westphalian identity, rooted in territorial sovereignty and fixed borders,
clashes with Afghanistan’s transnational identity, rooted in Islamic
solidarity and rejection of colonial boundaries. This foundational clash
generates existential threat perception regardless of material capabilities.
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The second hypothesis is supported by evidence that this conflict is
sustained by a path-dependent logic of enmity.

The Durand Line functions as a constitutive symbol through which
historical grievances reproduce mutual suspicion, and the cycle of TTP
attacks and border retaliation demonstrates that self-defense by one
party is repeatedly perceived as an attack by the other. The post-2021
period represents continuity, not discontinuity, conditioned by path
dependence and compounded by contemporary security anxieties.
The conflict is not motivated only by material threats but by historical
memories, identity narratives, domestic politics, and non-state actors.
These perception-based insecurities explain why the security dilemma
remains persistent and point toward practical strategies for stabilization
and long-term cooperation.
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Genisletilmis Ozet

Bu ¢alisma, ABD'nin gekilmesinin ardindan 2021'de Taliban’in yeni-
den iktidara gelmesiyle Afganistan ve Pakistan arasinda devam eden gii-
venlik rekabetini incelemektedir. Ortak dini, kiiltiirel ve tarihi baglara
tismalari, karsilikli suglamalar ve derinlesen giivensizlik ile karakterize
olmustur. Bu makale {i¢ temel soruyu ele almaktadir: Bu iki komsu iilke,
ortak yonlerine ragmen neden birbirlerini giivenlik tehdidi olarak gor-
meye devam ediyor? Giincel gerilimler, 6zellikle ¢6ziilmemis Durand
Hatt1 anlagmazlig1 olmak {izere, kolonyal dénem mirasindan ne 6l¢iide
kaynaklantyor? Sinir Gtesi militan faaliyetler, 6zellikle Tehrik-i-Taliban
Pakistan (TTP) tarafindan yiriitiilenler, korku ve misilleme dongiistinii
nasil pekistirdi? Bu sorular 6nemlidir, ¢iinkii Afganistan-Pakistan ilis-
kileri gii¢ politikas1 merceginden genis ¢apta incelenirken, alg1 ve yanlis
yorumlamalarin baglica ¢atigma faktorleri oldugu giivenlik ikilemi ¢er-
gevesi araciligryla 2021 sonrasi doneme sinirli ilgi gosterilmistir.

Calisma, Booth ve Wheeler (2008), Jervis (1978) ve Wendt (1992)
tarafindan yapilan ¢aligmalardan yararlanarak tarihsel-yapilandirmaci
glivenlik ikilemi yaklagimini kullanmaktadir. Bu ¢erceve, giivensizligin
yalnizca maddi askeri yeteneklerden degil, sosyal olarak insa edilmis
algilardan, tarihsel hatiralardan ve kimlik anlatilarindan kaynaklandi-
gin1 varsaymaktadir. Bir devletin aldigi savunma onlemleri —sinir ¢it-
leri veya terorle miicadele operasyonlar1 gibi— diger devlet tarafindan
saldirgan ve diigmanca olarak yorumlanarak giivensizlik sarmalina yol
a¢maktadir. Bu cerceve, somiirge tarihi, tartismali ulusal kimlikler ve
ulusotesi militan aglarin i¢ ve dig giivenlik arasindaki sinir1 bulaniklag-
tirdig1 Afganistan-Pakistan baglamina 6zellikle uygundur. Metodolojik
olarak, makale niteliksel vaka ¢alismasi analizini kullanarak 2021'den
2025%¢ kadar resmi belgeleri, hitkiimet yayinlarini, diisiince kurulusu
raporlarini, akademik literatiirii ve haber medyasini incelemektedir. Si-
nir &tesi militan faaliyetlerin karsilikli giivensizligi artirdig: ve giivenlik
ikileminin sarmal dinamiklerini pekistirdigi hipotezini test etmektedir.
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Afganistan ve Pakistan arasindaki giivenlik ikilemi, yola bagl ta-
rihsel miraslara atifta bulunulmadan anlasilamaz. 1893 yilinda Britan-
ya Hindistan: ile Afganistan arasinda somiirge sinir1 olarak kurulan
Durand Hatti, temelde tartismali olmaya devam etmektedir. Pakistan,
bu hatt1 uluslararasi alanda taninan ve miras yoluyla devralinan bir s1-
nir olarak goriirken, Afganistan ise bu hattin dayatildigini savunarak
stirekli olarak reddetmistir. Talibanin iktidara geri donmesi stratejik
manzaray1 kokten degistirdi. Tarihsel olarak stratejik derinlik araci ola-
rak Taliban ile baglarini siirdiiren Pakistanin is birligine dayali iliskiler
bekliyordu. Bunun yerine, ikili gerilimler keskin bir sekilde tirmandu.
2021den 2025 kadar olan doneme ait ampirik veriler net bir 6riintii or-
taya koymaktadir: Pakistan icindeki TTP saldirilarindaki artiglarin ar-
dindan, Pakistan sinir boyunca hava saldirilari, topgu atesi ve Torkham
ve Chamandaki gecis noktalarinin kapatilmasi gibi misilleme eylemleri
gelmektedir. Pakistan'in Afganistan topraklarindaki militan siginaklari-
na kars1 mesru miidafaa olarak sundugu bu eylemler, Afganistan tara-
findan egemenligin ihlali ve orantisiz ceza olarak algilanmaktadir. Afga-
nistan, Pakistan’in siyasi asimetriler, sinir bolgelerinin azgelismisligi ve
militan aglara kars: tarihsel hoggoriiden kaynaklanan i¢ sorunlarini dig-
sallagtirmak i¢in Afganistanin sorumlulugunu abarttigini1 savunuyor.
TTP gibi gruplarin ulusotesi niteligi, hesap verebilirligin siirekli olarak
daginik olmas: anlamina geliyor ve bu da her iki devletin de i¢ denetimi
saptirarak birbirini su¢lamasina olanak tanryor.

Bu ikilemi daha da karmagsik hale getiren ise Afganistann 2021
sonras1 diplomatik cesitlendirme politikasi, 6zellikle de Hindistan ile
iligkilerinin derinlesmesidir. 2025 yilinda Hindistan, Kabildeki Teknik
Misyonunu tam tesekkiillii bir biiyiikelgilige ytikseltti. Afganistan bu
adimi, ekonomik ortakliklarin pragmatik ¢esitlendirilmesi ve Pakistan'a
bagimliligin azaltilmasi olarak degerlendiriyor. Ancak Pakistan, bu adi-
my, tarihsel kokenli kusatilma korkusu ve bati sinirlarinda Hindistan'in
etkisinin artmasi olarak yorumluyor. Giivenlik ikileminin mantig1 bu-
rada tam olarak isliyor: ayn1 davranislar, 6nceden var olan tehdit algi-
larina bagli olarak zit yorumlara yol agiyor. Afganistan, Pakistana kars1
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ittifak degil, 6zerklik pesinde, ancak Pakistan normal diplomasiyi stra-
tejik diigmanlik olarak yorumluyor.

Ampirik kanitlar, sinir 6tesi militan faaliyetlerin karsilikl1 giivensiz-
ligi tetikledigi ve pekistirdigi, boylece giivenlik ikilemini stirdiirdiiga
hipotezini desteklemektedir. Onemli olan, ¢atismanin dini veya mede-
niyet farkliliklarina atfedilemeyecegidir — Pakistan ve Afganistan dini
kimlik, kiiltiirel benzerlikler ve kapsamli sosyal baglantilar paylasmak-
tadir. Bu ortak noktalarin giiven yaratamamis olmasi, jeopolitik, bol-
gesel ve algiya dayal: faktorlerin 6nceligini vurgulamaktadir. Gerilimin
azaltilmas: i¢cin sembolik pozisyonlarin Otesine gecilmesi gerekmek-
tedir. Her iki devlet de Durand Hatt1 konusundaki yasal tutumundan
vazge¢meyecektir, ancak sinir yonetimi, olay 6nleme mekanizmalar1 ve
sivil ticaretin korunmasi konusunda pratik is birligi siirtiismeleri azal-
tabilir. Her iki taraf da militanlig1 devlet politikasinin bir araci olarak
degil, ortak bir diigman olarak kabul etmelidir. Afganistanin diplomatik
cesitliligi glivenliklestirilmek yerine normallestirilmeli ve sinir bolgele-
ri, diizenlenmis ticaret ve altyap: yatirimlari yoluyla is birligi bolgeleri
olarak yeniden yapilandirilmalidir.

Afganistan-Pakistan giivenlik ikilemi, her iki devletin de birbirleri-
ni tarihsel olarak sartlanmis korku merceginden gordiikleri i¢in devam
etmektedir. Savunma 6nlemleri siirekli olarak saldir1 niyeti olarak yan-
lis yorumlanmaktadir; normal diplomasi diismanca bir ittifak olarak
yorumlanmaktadir ve ulusotesi militanlik sonsuz suglamalara yol a¢-
maktadir. Siirdiiriilebilir giiven artirici 6nlemler, is birligine dayali sinir
yonetimi ve ortak zayifliklarin kabulii olmadan, diplomatik ¢abalar ne
olursa olsun giivensizlik sarmali devam edecektir. Bu ¢alisma, giivenlik
analizlerinde genellikle marjinallestirilen Afgan bakis agilarin1 merke-
ze alarak, militan faaliyet modellerine iliskin ampirik kanitlar1 enteg-
re ederek ve Giiney Asyanin en ¢oziimsiiz ikili iligkilerinden birinde
giivenlik ikilemi ¢ercevesinin devam eden agiklayici giiclinii gostererek
literatiire katkida bulunmaktadir.
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