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Since the fall of the Taliban in Afghanistan 
regime after the Western intervention in 
2001, numerous actors continue to be 

involved in the events in the country, including 
the major powers Russia and China, but also 
the neighbouring state Iran. The consequenc-
es of the recent change of power are still un-
foreseeable. What seems to be definite is that 
the country’s security and stability have al-
ready deteriorated significantly. According to 
the Fragile State Index, Afghanistan shows the 
second highest deterioration in the world since 
2021 (Fund for Peace, 2022, p.9). In the fol-
lowing, the problematic role of the neighbour-
ing state Iran in recent political developments 
in Afghanistan will be highlighted. As will be 
shown, Iran has been a significant factor in po-
litical developments in Afghanistan since the 
1990s. Against the background of ideological 
and strategic motives, different parts of the Ira-
nian regime served both sides of the intra-Af-
ghan conflict. In addition to support for the 

regular government of the neighbouring state, 
which can clearly be identified as instrumen-
tal, various forms of support were provided for 
the Taliban and episodically also for Al-Qa-
ida. This approach is part of a familiar pat-
tern of Iranian sphere-of-influence policy and 
constitutes an important factor in the continu-
ing instability in Afghanistan. The present text 
is intended to shed light on Iran’s activities in 
Afghanistan against the background of known 
patterns of Iranian hegemonic policy and their 
ideological-strategic basis.

Iran’s sphere of influence strategy

A central pillar of Iranian foreign policy is 
a claim to hegemony and the associated con-
cept of exporting revolution. There is a con-
gruence between ideological interests and 
strategic power interests. The first indications of 
the roots of this offensive grand strategy can al-
ready be found in the constitution of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran. Here, the revolutionary state 

(1) Iranian and Afghan Presidents, Hassan Rouhani and Ashraf Ghani in Tehran
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„[…] they [Note: Army and IRGC] will be 
responsible not only for guarding and pre-
serving the frontiers of the country, but also 
for fulfilling the ideological mission of jihad 
in God’s way; that is, extending the sover-
eignty of God’s law throughout the world.“ 
(Constitution of IRI, Preamble)

Once again, the expansive and global 
claim is formulated. When thought togeth-
er, this results in a religiously underpinned, 
anti-imperialist mission to spread one’s own 
influence by diplomatic as well as military 
means. In practice, this state-ideological 
basis and its connection to strategic pow-
er interests is clearly reflected in the proj-
ect of the “Axis of Resistance”. This strategy 
is primarily directed against a perceived 
threat from the USA. Saudi Arabia, the UAE 
and Israel are also among Iran’s strate-
gic opponents. The core of this axis is an 
informal network of allied proxy groups 
such as Hezbollah in Lebanon, as well as 
Iraqi and Syrian militias. Lebanese Hezbol-
lah plays a special role as Tehran’s direct 
arm. The group was the first non-Iranian 
organisation to accept the Velayat-e Faq-
ih and thus placed itself under the religious 
and political authority of Ruhollah Kho-
meini and Ali Khamenei respectively. The 
Iranian Revolutionary Guard (IRGC) and 
its Quds Brigades are the central actors 
for the support and coordination of these 
groups (Steinberg, 2021, pp. 7-12). In the 
case of Afghanistan, this part of the Irani-
an armed forces will also prove to be an 
important driving force. Although formally 
subordinate to the supreme leader it is an 
assertive actor within the Iranian regime 
with a high degree of autonomy (Forozan, 
2016, pp. 56-, p68). This autonomy goes 
back a long way in the history of the or-

to assure the continuation of the struggle 
for the liberation of all deprived and op-
pressed peoples in the world.“(Constitu-
tion of IRI, Preamble)

The claim is primarily aimed at the states of 
the Muslim world. The reference to oppressed 
nations reflects the Manichaean worldview of 
Iran’s ideological father, Ruhollah Khomeini. 
His anti-imperialist thinking divides the world 
into oppressed and oppressors to be fought. 
Israel and the USA form the extremes of the 
oppressors’ pole. The concept of exporting 
revolution, which tends to have no borders, 
also goes back to Khomeini’s political think-
ing (Wahdat-Hagh, 2003, pp. 196).

In connection with this claim to hegemo-
ny in its own politics, a military component 
is also named in the preamble of the Iranian 
constitution: 

of Iran is given a world-historical significance, 
the telos of which is the creation of an Islamic 
world community. Accordingly, the state is not 
self-sufficient, and a policy oriented towards 
the constitution always points beyond its own 
borders with religious legitimation:

„With due attention to the Islamic con-
tent of the Iranian Revolution, the Con-
stitution provides the necessary basis for 
ensuring the continuation of the Revo-
lution at home and abroad.  In particu-
lar, in the development of international 
relations, the Constitution will strive with 
other Islamic and popular movements to 
prepare the way for the formation of a 
single world community (in accordance 
with the Koranic verse “This your com-
munity is a single community, and I am 
your Lord, so worship Me” [21:92]), and 

ganisation (Katzman, 1993, pp. 393-395). 
Nevertheless, the IRGC does not operate 
independently of the rest of the regime; its 
activities can be understood as anticipato-
ry obedience (Ostovar, 2016, p.238).

Iran’s approach within the framework 
of its hegemonic sphere of influence poli-
cy can be divided analytically into the two 
dimensions of hard power and soft power. 
Eisenstadt identifies four strategic elements 
for the dimension of hard power and five 
for the dimension of soft power: Armed 
proxies, people’s war, an asymmetric navy 
and strategic missile programmes on the 
side of hard power, as well as image pro-
paganda, the export of revolutionary Islam, 
support for Shiite militias, economic depen-
dence and state propaganda on the side 
of soft power. In addition to the military 
component for asserting one’s own claim, 
an extensive programme is thus employed 
that includes cultural and religious aspects, 
e.g. by means of cadre training, classical 
propaganda via the media, as well as po-
litical pressure through economic levers 
(Eisenstadt, 2011, pp. 6-7). In the case of 
Afghanistan, the dimension of soft power is 
particularly relevant. As will be shown, Iran 
worked with all five aspects mentioned. 
Only the support of the Shiite militias is re-
placed by cooperation with Al-Qaeda and, 
more recently, with the Taliban.

Iran’s Afghanistan policy in the  
recent past

According to analysts, Iran’s Afghanistan 
policy has long been shaped by geopoliti-
cal considerations (Nader & Laha, 2011, pp. 
5-6). The country began to play a role in for-
eign policy shortly after the Iranian Revolu-
tion in 1979. The young regime supported nu-

(2) Iranian Foreign Minister Hossein Amir-Abdollahian and Taliban Foreign Minister Amir Khan Muttaqi
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not take place, marriages between Iranian 
women and Afghan refugees result in the 
loss of Iranian citizenship. Children from 
such marriages are also denied citizenship 
(Wahdat-Hagh, 2019b, p.96). At the same 
time, the Iranian regime is taking advantage 
of the situation of Afghans. Since 2014, Shi-
ite refugees from Afghanistan have been re-
cruited as fighters for the Liwa Fatemiyoun 
militia. Coordinated by the IRGC, the mili-
tia fights as an Iranian proxy group against 
Sunni rebels in Syria (Smyth, 2014).

Iran is also trying to gain a foothold in 
Afghanistan in the field of cultural policy. 
The state radio has been broadcasting pro-
grammes in Pashto and Dari for decades. The 
Iranian clergy has also been exerting great 
influence on Shiite clerics in Afghanistan 
for a long time. The Emdad Imam Khomeini 
Committee foundation, which is committed to 
conveying Iranian state ideology as a coun-
terweight to Western influence, plays a sig-

merous, mostly Shiite mujahedin groups in the 
fight against the Soviet Union. In the 1990s, 
Iran was opposed to the Sunni Taliban and 
began to support the opposition coalition. 
After the killing of several Iranian diplomats 
and a journalist by Taliban fighters in Mazar-i 
Sharif in 1998, there were brief preparations 
to intervene militarily. Until the Western inter-
vention, which was supported by intelligence, 
Iran remained the Northern Alliance’s biggest 
ally (Akbarzadeh & Ibrahimi, 2020, p.4). Af-
ter the intervention, Iran took a leading role 
in the formation of the Karzai government. 
Pressure from Tehran persuaded the Northern 
Alliance leadership to bow to compromises. 
At the same time, the focus of Iranian interest 
in Afghanistan began to change fundamen-
tally. More and more, the US presence took a 
central place as a perceived threat (Nader & 
Laha, 2011, pp. 5-6). In line with the ideology 
developed by Ruhollah Khomeini, the Amer-
ican troop presence now appeared to the 
leadership in Tehran as colonial powers alien 
to the region (Wahdat-Hagh, 2019a, p.86).

In the new Afghan state, numerous oppor-
tunities opened up for Iran to exert influence. 
Tehran has provided hundreds of millions of 
US dollars in reconstruction assistance since 
2002. Soon, the then president of Afghani-
stan publicly thanked Iran for its “limitless 
help” in restoring stability in Afghanistan (Ak-
barzadeh, 2014, p. 67). In the same year, 
Iranian President Khatami travelled to Kabul 
on a state visit and signed a joint trade agree-
ment (Nirumand, 2002, p.13). In the following 
years, economic relations grew enormously. 
According to official figures, exports between 
March 2005 and March 2006 amounted to 
300 million US dollars. Exports included oil, 
electricity, and services in the form of infra-
structure projects. The volume of imports from 
Afghanistan at the same time was three million 

nificant role. In 2008 alone, almost 10,000 
Afghans attended training courses run by the 
foundation. Anti-Semitism directed at Israel 
is also part of these targeted propaganda 
measures. In 2010 Afghan clerics close to 
Iran accused the Afghan TV station Emrooz 
TV of supporting Zionism. Between August 
and October 2010, the channel was briefly 
banned in response to Shia pressure (Wah-
dat-Hagh, 2019c, p.89-94). A final pillar of 
Iran’s power policy towards Afghanistan is 
its increased support for the Taliban since the 
late 2000s, which analysts believe serves 
as leverage against the central government 
in Kabul in addition to countering Western 
powers (Nader & Laha, 2011, pp. 13-14). 
Iran’s relationship with the Taliban is exam-
ined in more detail below.

Iran’s influence policy on Afghanistan by 
means of political-economic and cultural 
strategies thus reflects the soft power strategy 
described at the beginning. After the fall of 

dollars (Wahdat-Hagh, 2019a, p.87). Ac-
cording to official figures, 2000 Iranian com-
panies had started activities in Afghanistan by 
that time (Nader & Laha, 2011, p.7). In 2018, 
Iran became Afghanistan’s largest economic 
partner with a total trade volume of almost 
US$2 billion, ahead of the previous leader 
Pakistan, with Iranian exports accounting for 
by far the largest share of this sum (Moham-
madi, 2018). There is a clear imbalance be-
tween the trading partners. A power-political 
component has long been suspected in these 
economic relations (Wahdat-Hagh, 2019a, 
p.84).

An indication of such a politicisation is the 
partial blockade of fuel deliveries to Afghani-
stan through early 2011. Iran severely restrict-
ed the export of fuel for several weeks, with 
only 40 transporters per day allowed to cross 
the Iran-Afghanistan border. At times, up to 
2000 vehicles were jammed. Petrol prices 
rose by up to 35% nationwide. The Afghan 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry stated 
that Iranian officials had feared a transfer of 
Iranian fuel to Western troops (Shalizi, 2011). 
The end of the blockade was accompanied 
by the conclusion of a new trade agreement 
that provided for an expansion of relations 
and closer customs cooperation (Nirumand, 
2011, p.15). A power-political abuse of the 
dependence of Afghanistan’s significantly 
smaller trading partner on Iranian fuel sup-
plies in the silent conflict with Western actors 
in the country is obvious in this case.

There seems to be an explicit sense of su-
periority on the part of Iran towards Afghan 
refugees who have been seeking protection 
in Iran since the Soviet invasion in 1979. 
Many of those seeking protection do not 
have a recognised status even after years. 
Integration into the majority society does (3) US Army/Sgt. Ken Scar (2012).
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iban’s relations with Iran improved further 
from 2014 onwards. An important circum-
stance was the emergence and increasing 
success of the Islamic State in Afghanistan. 
Following a visit by the then Taliban leader 
Akhtar Mansour at the invitation of the IRGC, 
Iran established political relations with the 
Taliban (Rubin, 2020). In mid-2018, The Sun-
day Times reported that hundreds of Taliban 
fighters were being trained at Iranian military 
academies (Loyd, 2018). It was not until late 
2018 that Iran then openly acknowledged 
these ties. At this point, the Taliban also ac-
knowledged their ties with Iran (Akbarzadeh 
& Ibrahimi, 2020, p.6). After a delegation 
trip to Tehran, Taliban representatives stated 
that they had exchanged views with Iranian 
officials on the political future of the region 
after the end of the foreign troop presence 
(AFP, 2019). Shortly afterwards, a news site 
close to the Iranian IRGC  published a report 
that considered the Taliban as partners in the 
fight against the Islamic State as well as the 
US (Tabatabai, 2019). Once again, the cen-
tral role played by hostility towards Western 
troops in the alliance between the Taliban and 
Iran becomes obvious. The official expression 
of condolences on the occasion of the killing 
of Quds Brigades commander Qassem Solei-
mani by the USA also provides information 
about this motive. In it, the Taliban leadership 
expressed its admiration for the “great war-
rior” and its contempt for “American adven-
turism” (Fazeli, 2020b).

Iranian cooperation with the Taliban 
as of August 2021

Despite this long cooperation, scepticism 
seems to have been aroused in Tehran in view 
of the rapid triumph of the Taliban and the 
re-establishment of the Islamic Emirate of Af-
ghanistan in August 2021. Tehran seemed to 

the Taliban in 2001, Iran first appeared as a 
generous donor and economic partner. Iran’s 
highly imbalanced economic relations corre-
spond to putting Afghanistan’s smaller part-
ner in a position of dependency, the political 
dimension of which became clear in the 2011 
border blockade. Furthermore, Iran attempt-
ed to introduce its Islamist state ideology into 
Afghan society. This was not without success, 
as the number of visitors to the training cours-
es, the invitation of the Iranian cleric by the 
Afghan embassy and the temporary ban on 
Emrooz TV show. Patterns can thus be dis-
cerned that suggest a hegemonic motivation 
on the part of Iran in its Afghanistan policy.

Iran’s cooperation with the Taliban 
until August 2021

According to UK, US and NATO officials, 
evidence of Iranian support for the Taliban in 
the form of Iranian-made assault rifles and 
explosives was discovered as early as 2007. 
However, there was no direct evidence of the 
origin of the weapons. At the time, it was sus-
pected that the weapons were connected to 
the IRGC. The Iranian regime denied support-
ing the Taliban (CNN, 2007). Which of the 
two sides initiated the increasing rapproche-
ment cannot be proven. Also in 2007, the Tal-
iban launched several diplomatic forays, one 
of which was addressed to Iran. It referred to 
the common interest in withdrawing Amer-
ican troops from Afghanistan and asserted 
that they posed no threat to neighbouring 
states. Accompanying this push, the Taliban’s 
relationship with Iran’s enemy Saudi Arabia 
cooled considerably (Rubin, 2020). The indi-
cations of support for the Taliban by the Irani-
an regime was substantiated in the following 
years by investigations by the USA. In 2010, 
the U.S. Department of the Treasury identified 
two senior members of the Quds Brigades of 

be particularly concerned about the diplomats 
in the Herat region. Ebrahim Raisi welcomed 
the withdrawal of the USA and the West, but 
did not address the Taliban. He called for Af-
ghan unity, including the Taliban, and said Iran 
stood ready as a partner for a future of peace. 
He also repeated this view to Chinese President 
Xi Jinping as well as Vladimir Putin (Nirumand, 
2021, p.17). The leader of the pro-Iranian Af-
ghan Hezbollah expressed his confidence in 
the new leadership to provide security for Shi-
as in Afghanistan to the Iranian news agency 
Tasnim (Tasnim, 2021). Raisi repeated the call 
for an inclusive government in June 2022 (Fars 
News, 2022a). Ali Khamenei spoke of making 
Iran’s next steps dependent on the behaviour 
of his counterpart (Fazeli, 2021). After the visit 
of a Taliban delegation to Tehran in January 
2022, a spokesperson for the Iranian Foreign 
Ministry stated that the talks had been positive, 
but that Iran would not recognise the Taliban 
as the government in Afghanistan at this point 
in time (Motamedi, 2022). Strategically, this 
ambivalent position of Iran can also be inter-
preted as an attempt to keep the Taliban in un-
certainty about future support from Tehran. As 
things stand, Iran is one of only ten states that 
maintain diplomatic relations with the Taliban 
(Voice of America, 2022). Iran also returned 
to its normal economic mode quite quickly; at 
the Taliban’s request, oil exports to Afghanistan 
were resumed as early as the end of August 
2021. The country remains dependent on these 
supplies (Sharafedin & Payne, 2021). In ear-
ly June 2022, the Iranian news agency Fars 
reported that Afghanistan was one of the five 
main importers of Iranian goods even after the 
Taliban took power. Trade relations are to be 
expanded further, and official representatives 
from both sides are in close exchange to this 
end (Fars News, 2022b). 

the IRGC, Hossein Musavi and Hasan Mor-
tezavi, as responsible for supporting the Tal-
iban with financial resources and hardware. 
Selected Taliban fighters were also support-
ed through military training (U.S. Department 
of the Treasury, 2010). The central interest for 
Iranian aid at this time was to fight Ameri-
can troops in Afghanistan, and the Taliban in 
practice worked in the role of a proxy group 
for the Iranian regime. As The Sunday Times 
reported, citing a Taliban financial manager, 
tens of thousands of US dollars flowed to the 
Taliban through a network of Iranian compa-
nies. Up to 1000 dollars would be paid as 
a bounty for each US soldier killed (Amoore, 
2010).

Yet, there is also evidence that points to 
a scepticism towards Iran that existed at the 
time, at least in parts of the Taliban. The Tali-
ban representative Tayyab Agha reportedly 
described Iran as Afghanistan’s most danger-
ous neighbour in talks with a US representa-
tive (Rubin, 2020). This scepticism was only 
clarified in the following years. In 2012, the 
Iranian regime had allowed the Taliban to 
set up a representative office in the country. 
In addition, there had been concrete con-
siderations in IRGC circles to supply the Tal-
iban with surface-to-air missiles (Abi-Habib, 
2012). According to Afghan sources, such 
weapons were supplied to the Taliban until 
at least 2020 (Fazeli, 2020a). Also in 2012, 
the U.S. Department of the Treasury identi-
fied the Quds Brigades general Gholamre-
za Baghbani as a crucial player in support-
ing the Taliban. Through existing networks 
of drug smuggling from Afghanistan through 
Iran, Baghbani orchestrated the delivery of 
weapons to the Taliban (U.S. Department of 
the Treasury, 2012).

After internal leadership disputes, the Tal-
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Once again the Taliban and Iran are facing 
a common enemy and once again Iran can 
play a role as a stronger partner in Afghani-
stan. In the current situation also without being 
hindered in its grip by Western actors. Iran’s 
position in Afghanistan has thus been sig-
nificantly strengthened by the withdrawal of 
Western troops. Further cooperation with the 
Taliban is thus to be expected despite partial 
ambivalences. The close ties to the new rulers 
and their dependence continue to bring stra-
tegic advantages for Iran beyond the imme-
diate region. Against the background of the 
events in Afghanistan, Tehran appears to be 
an anchor of stability. A first consequence is 
strengthening the geopolitical alliance of the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) 
around China and Russia. Following a change 
of course by the Afghan neighbouring states 
Tajikistan and Uzbekistan in the light of the 
events of August 2021, which had previously 
been sceptical about Iran’s too close involve-
ment, the possibility of full membership in the 
SCO opened up for Iran in September of that 
year (Silk Road Briefing, 2021). An official 
application for membership in the organisa-
tion was signed by Iranian Foreign Minister 
Hossein Amirabdollahian on 15 September 
2022 (Hafezi, 2022). It must be explicitly 
emphasised at this point that an intention re-
garding the support of Afghan actors for this 
purpose cannot be proven.

Iran’s cooperation with Al-Qaida

Contacts between the Iranian regime and 
Al-Qaida have reportedly existed since the 
early 1990s. In 1995, for example, the Quds 
Brigade of the IRGC offered leading cadre 
Mahfouz Ould al-Walid the use of a Hezbol-
lah training camp in Lebanon to train Al-Qae-
da fighters. The extent to which this offer was 
taken up is not known (Levy & Scott-Clark, 

There is also circumstantial evidence to 
suggest a pre-emptive concession by the 
Taliban. Social media reports from Septem-
ber 2021 suggest that American-made Af-
ghan army military equipment has been sold 
to Iran. The equipment passed on, including 
Humvees and MRAPs, is said to be used for 
reverse engineering purposes (Mousaviza-
deh, 2021). The Taliban leadership also con-
tinued to send positive signals towards Teh-
ran. As the pro-regime newspaper Tehran 
Times reported, the Taliban welcomed calls 
by Ali Khameinei to fight American influenc-
es to overcome the historical rifts between 
Sunnis and Shiites. According to a Taliban 
spokesman, Afghans would stand firmly to-
gether against foreign conspiracies (Tehran 
Times, 2021). Despite these positive refer-
ences, a violent clash occurred on the Irani-
an-Afghan border in late November 2021. 
According to the IRGC news organisation 
Tasnim, it was a mere “misunderstanding”. 
A Taliban representative confirmed the inci-
dent but did not give further details. Reuters 
cites tensions over escape routes across the 
border as a possible background (Reuters, 
2021). The situation on the border between 
the two countries remains unstable. A similar 
incident with equally unclear circumstances 
occurred at the end of July 2022. According 
to Iranian media, a Taliban flag had been 
hoisted on Iranian territory. The Taliban re-
ported one Afghan border guard killed (Re-
uters, 2022). An official statement by the Ira-
nian army names misunderstandings about 
the course of the border on the Afghan side 
as the cause of the repeated conflicts. The 
friction can be resolved through diplomat-
ic efforts, and there is no need for military 
action (Mehr News, 2022). Further ten-
sions between Tehran and the rulers in Ka-
bul as well as the Afghan population exist 

2017). Also since the 1990s, the Iranian re-
gime allowed members of Al-Qaeda to tran-
sit through Iran to Afghanistan. At that time, 
Al-Qaeda sometimes acted as a mediator for 
the Iranian regime with the Taliban, who were 
enemies at the time. The decisive actor on Iran’s 
side was again the IRGC, and the coordina-
tor on Al-Qaida’s side was Mustafa Hamid, 
who was temporarily resident in Iran (U.S. 
Department of the Treasury, 2009).  After the 
Western invasion of Afghanistan in 2001, the 
Quds Brigade again offered Al-Qaida help, 
and members were promised refuge from 
American attacks. Parts of the Iranian regime 
went along with this plan with the ulterior mo-
tive of handing over the cadres to the USA in 
the course of an easing of relations. This plan 
failed, among other things, because of the 
unwillingness of the American government 
under George W. Bush to approach Iran. 
Among the members of Al-Qaeda who found 
shelter in Iran were the leading figures Saif al-
Adel, Abu Mohamed al-Masri and parts of 
Osama bin Laden’s family, including his son 
Hamza bin Laden (Levy & Scott-Clark, 2017). 
Al-Masri as well as his daughter, Hamza bin 
Laden’s widow, were killed by Israeli intelli-
gence in Tehran in August 2020 (Goldman 
et al, 2020). This circumstance suggests that 
cadres remain in Iran to this day, thus evading 
international prosecution. Iran is not merely a 
retreat for Al-Qaeda, but is actively used as 
an operational base. The US Department of 
the Treasury identified Iran as the central hub 
of the terrorist network. There is an agreement 
between Al-Qaida and the Iranian govern-
ment that grants operational freedom such as 
unhindered entry and exit in exchange for a 
security guarantee on Iranian soil (U.S. De-
partment of the Treasury, 2012). In its Country 
Reports on Terrorism, the US State Depart-
ment emphatically points out that such coop-

regarding the situation of Afghan refugees 
in Iran. After several videos of mistreatment 
surfaced, violent protests broke out in April 
2022 in front of the Iranian embassy in Kabul 
and the consulate in Herat. Iran summoned 
the Afghan representative and suspended its 
diplomatic service for a short period for se-
curity reasons (Mehdi, 2022). 

Although the relationship is still not smooth, 
it is clear that the Taliban have been and 
continue to be an important partner for Iran. 
The longstanding support for the Taliban sug-
gests a relationship of dependency between 
the two sides, and the repeated ambivalent 
affirmations of the need for national unity 
in Afghanistan appear to be an attempt to 
strengthen this relationship through an im-
plied uncertainty about the future course. 
In the past, Iran acted as a donor and arms 
supplier, while the Taliban filled the role of a 
proxy group in the fight against Western troop 
presence and as a lever against the central 
government. By supporting the Taliban, Iran’s 
role in destabilising Afghanistan and seizing 
power in August 2021 cannot be denied. The 
IRGC, which belongs to the faction of radical 
hardliners, has repeatedly presented itself as 
a driving force in the Iranian regime. The state-
ments made in connection with the collapse 
of the Afghan government suggest that other 
parts of the regime are less convinced of the 
Taliban’s suitability as an ally, or that this im-
age is to be conveyed. In any case, Afghani-
stan remains dependent on Iran’s oil supplies 
at the present time. The expressed intention to 
further expand economic relations suggests 
a projected increase in Afghan dependence 
beyond the energy market. An important se-
curity-related factor for the future of this alli-
ance is the ongoing war of the Islamic State in 
Afghanistan (Jadoon et al, 2022, pp.33-43). 
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Taliban and Al-Qaida. Again and again, the 
IRGC and its Quds Brigade appear as driv-
ing sub-actors of the Iranian regime. It seems 
plausible to interpret the organisation’s in-
volvement in activities as a source of its po-
litical power within the regime. At least until 
2021, the Taliban functioned in Afghanistan in 
the role of a proxy group in the fight against 
Western troops per-
ceived as hostile, es-
pecially the US Army. 
However, unlike other 
proxies of Iran, most 
notably Lebanon’s 
Hezbollah, there is no 
ideological control and 
no Taliban commitment 
to the Velayat-e Faqih. 
The Sunni orientation 
of the group may play 
a decisive role in this. 
It is thus not an Iranian 
proxy in the sense of 
Hezbollah. This differ-
ence is clearer in the case of Al-Qaida. The 
organisation served the Iranian regime as a 
bargaining chip and bargaining chip beyond 
strategic purposes directed against the USA.

All in all, Iranian activity in Afghanistan 
can be seen as an important concomitant of 
the destabilisation of the state. The Iranian re-

eration continues to this day. Iran continues to 
be unwilling to identify or extradite leading 
Al-Qaeda cadres residing in the country (U.S. 
Department of State, 2021, p.200). This co-
operation with Al-Qaeda remains ambivalent 
in tendency, the Iranian regime also seems to 
pursue strategic purposes, as repeatedly oc-
curring arrests of Al-Qaeda members by Ira-
nian authorities suggest. In 2015, for example, 
five senior cadres were extradited to Yemen in 
exchange for a kidnapped Iranian diplomat 
(U.S. Department of State, 2021, p.299).

One aspect that allows Al-Qaeda to ben-
efit from Iranian activity in Afghanistan is the 
group’s close ties to the Taliban. According to 
a UN Security Council report from May 2020, 
there are still strong indications that, contrary 
to the Taliban’s statements, the ties are being 
maintained. In the context of the Taliban’s ne-
gotiations with the USA in Doha, represen-
tatives of the Haqqani network repeatedly 
consulted Al-Qaeda (UN Security Council, 
2019). The follow-up reports also continue 
to see no break between the two actors (UN 
Security Council, 2020). Furthermore, with 
the Taliban coming to power, there is grow-
ing evidence that Afghanistan is again a safe 
haven for Al-Qaeda (UN Security Council, 
2021). This close relationship with the Taliban 
makes the assumption of a strengthening of 
Al-Qaeda through Iran’s policy since August 
2021 seem very plausible. This dimension of 
support became visible at the latest with the 
killing of Al-Qaida leader Ayman al-Zawa-
hiri in early August 2022. Al-Zawahiri had 
been hiding in a house of the Taliban interior 
minister Sirajuddin Haqqani in Kabul (Associ-
ated Press, 2022).

The Iranian regime has thus maintained a 
close strategic partnership with Al-Qaida 
for almost three decades. These contacts go 

gime’s actions clearly strengthen the position 
of Islamist terrorist organisations. The course 
taken since 2001 towards the Taliban has 
proved successful in preventing a confronta-
tion like the one in 1998 on the one hand, 
and in strengthening its own regional power 
on the other. Last but not least, Afghanistan, 
which is perceived as unstable under the Tal-

iban, reinforces Iran’s 
self-portrayal as an 
anchor of stability and 
an indispensable ac-
tor in the region. Even 
after the withdrawal 
of Western troops, a 
continuation of this co-
operation can be ex-
pected for the future. 
The Taliban, as the new 
rulers in Afghanistan, 
continue to see them-
selves forced to adopt 
an Iran-friendly course 
in view of the econom-

ic ties that have been built up over the years 
and the threat posed by the local offshoot of 
the Islamic State. A definitive answer to the 
subsequent question of whether and to what 
extent the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan is 
developing into an Iranian proxy state is re-
served for future research.

beyond indirect cooperation through Al-Qa-
ida’s proximity to the Taliban, even if the mo-
tive seems to lie in the common hostility to-
wards the USA. In particular, the treatment of 
the group’s cadres, which fluctuates between 
security guarantees with operational freedom 
and arrests for prisoner exchanges, also sug-
gests that this is only partly a case of cooper-
ation at eye level motivated by the common 
image of the enemy. Rather, Iran seems to see 
Al-Qaida very clearly not as a partner, but 
as a strategic means of pursuing its own inter-
ests, brought into a relationship of dependen-
cy through assistance. Furthermore, Al-Qaida 
also benefits indirectly from Iran’s course to-
wards the Taliban. Through its behaviour, Iran 
contributes directly and indirectly to the con-
tinuing danger of international terrorism.

Summary

As has been shown, there are clear indica-
tions of attempts on the part of Iran to trans-
form Afghanistan into a dependent state. Iran 
is working in many ways with the soft power 
strategies of image propaganda, the export 
of a revolutionary Islam, the support of militias 
and the creation of economic dependence. 
During the period of Western troop presence, 
the Iranian regime played both sides of the 
inner-Afghan conflict. This set the course early 
on for a positive relationship with all possible 
future rulers after the West’s withdrawal. The 
shift to support for the Taliban, who were en-
emies of Iran until the early 2000s, represents 
a remarkable adjustment of strategy. With 
regard to the prospect of membership in the 
SCO, this step has turned out to be a success 
even outside the direct reference to Afghan-
istan. The initial support of Shiite mujahedin 
associations was only substituted by coop-
eration with the Northern Alliance, and after 
Western intervention, by cooperation with the 
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