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Abstract

T;ie formation of the second government of the Islamic Emirate in Afghanistan in

2021 marked the beginning of a new chapter in relations between the Islamic Republic of
Iran and Afghanistan. Given the history of hostility between Iran and the Taliban, the
group's return to power provided an opportunity to examine the transformation of the
Islamic Republic of Iran’s strategy toward developments in Afghanistan. This study aims
to reassess the reasons underlying Iran’s pragmatic approach toward the Taliban.
Employing a descriptive—explanatory method and drawing upon the theoretical
framework of symbolic interactionism, the study seeks to answer the following question:
What explains the Islamic Republic of Iran’s pragmatic approach toward the Taliban
from 2021 to 2024, despite the ideological differences and contradictions that exist
between the two sides? The research hypothesizes that, despite ongoing tensions, Iran has
prioritized pragmatism in its relations with the Taliban. The findings indicate that the
Islamic Republic of Iran, through its interpretation of the Taliban’s actions within an
interactive framework, has shifted its strategic priority regarding the group from an
ideological orientation to a pragmatic one.
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Introduction

The Taliban’s return to power in August 2021 and the subsequent
establishment of the second Islamic Emirate in Afghanistan marked a turning
point in relations between Afghanistan and the Islamic Republic of Iran.
Given the history of hostile and tense relations between the two sides during
the Taliban’s first period in power, this development represented a
significant test of whether Iran’s foreign policy approach had fundamentally
changed. Unlike in the past—when ideological and religious differences
played a prominent role in bilateral relations and contributed to deep
mistrust—Tehran adopted a pragmatic and relatively engagement-oriented
approach during this new period, rather than pursuing a policy of
confrontation. This shift was influenced not only by regional and
international developments but also by Iran’s interpretation of the Taliban’s
behavior and the signals it had conveyed over the preceding three years.

1. Research Method and Theoretical Framework

This study employs a descriptive-analytical approach grounded in the
theoretical framework of symbolic interactionism. The research data were
collected through a review of scholarly sources, an examination of official
documents, and an analysis of statements made by Iranian and Taliban
officials. The collected data were subsequently evaluated using content
analysis and comparative analysis. The study hypothesizes that, despite
profound ideological and religious differences, Iran has shifted its strategic
priority from ideological confrontation toward pragmatism and relative
cooperation with the Taliban. This shift in approach has resulted from Iran’s
reassessment of the regional environment and its positive interpretation of
certain behavioral signals conveyed by the Taliban.

Symbolic interactionism, with its emphasis on the role of meaning in
shaping behavior, offers a valuable lens for understanding relations between
Iran and the second Islamic Emirate. According to this theory, political
actions are not merely mechanical responses to the actions of another party;
rather, they are shaped by the meanings that each state attributes to the
other’s behavior. Within this framework, relations between Iran and the
Islamic Emirate can be analyzed as a process of mutual meaning-making. In
other words, the subjective perceptions and identity-based interpretations
that each side develops regarding the other play a decisive role in
determining the nature of their interaction.

2. Discussion

An analysis of the three-year trajectory of relations between Iran and the
Taliban indicates that Tehran’s policy has been significantly influenced by
the actions and signals of the other side. Four main categories of interactive
signals conveyed by the Taliban can be identified:
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2.1. Reduction of Direct Threats to Iran

The Taliban sought to project a less threatening image than in the past by
providing assurances to Afghanistan’s Shi'a communities, allowing the
relatively free observance of religious ceremonies such as Muharram, and
taking measures to restrict the production and trafficking of narcotics. From
Tehran’s perspective, these signals indicated a shift in the Taliban’s
approach and a departure from the anti-Shi'a positions associated with its
first period in power.

2.2 .Security and Border Cooperation

The two sides share common interests in areas such as combating ISIS and
maintaining security along their common border. Although border incidents
have occurred in recent years, the Taliban have, on several occasions,
attempted to manage such incidents through apologies or by attributing them
to misunderstandings. Within the framework of symbolic interactionism, this
approach was interpreted as a willingness to reduce tensions.

2.3 .Recognition of Some of Iran’s Sensitivities

On certain occasions, the Taliban have adopted political positions
compatible with Iran’s preferences, including condemning Israel over its
attack on the Iranian consulate in Damascus and expressing verbal support
for Iran’s defensive actions. Although these measures have largely remained
at the level of official statements, they have nevertheless carried symbolic
significance from a diplomatic perspective and have served as signals of
political rapprochement.

2.4 .Emphasis on Diplomacy in Resolving Disputes

In cases such as the dispute over Iran’s share of the Helmand River’s water
resources, the Taliban have advocated resolving disagreements through
dialogue and negotiation. Likewise, following an incident involving
disrespect toward Iran’s national anthem at a conference, an official apology
was issued in an attempt to restore a message of friendship and mutual
respect.

In response to these signals, Iran has also strengthened its engagement-
oriented approach. This engagement has included transferring responsibility
for the Afghan embassy in Tehran to Taliban representatives, signing
economic and security memoranda of understanding, expanding trade
cooperation, and participating in joint regional meetings. The primary
motivations behind this policy have been to manage security threats,
preserve Iran’s influence in Afghanistan, and prevent the expansion of the
presence of competitors such as Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and the United
States.

Nevertheless, the findings indicate that the positive trajectory of bilateral
relations lacks sufficient stability and durability. Issues such as the Taliban’s
failure to fulfill their commitments concerning the Helmand River’s water
resources, cultural and linguistic restrictions, recurrent border incidents, and
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the failure to contain ISIS suggest that the Taliban’s approach toward Iran is
less a consequence of a fundamental transformation in its ideological
orientation than a temporary tactic aimed at consolidating its domestic
power. Consequently, there remains a possibility that changes in
Afghanistan’s domestic conditions or regional dynamics could redirect
relations between the two sides from engagement toward confrontation.

3. Conclusion and Suggestions

The findings of the study indicate that, during the Taliban’s second period in
power, the Islamic Republic of Iran, by interpreting the group’s behavior
through the lens of symbolic interactionism, has distanced itself from its
previous ideological approach and adopted pragmatism as the principal basis
of its policy. This policy rests on several fundamental considerations:

e Maintaining security along Iran’s eastern borders and countering
common threats;

e Preventing the influence of rival powers and managing the balance
of power in Afghanistan;

o Exploiting Afghanistan’s economic, transit, and geopolitical
potential; and

e Managing the humanitarian and social consequences of the large-
scale migration of Afghans to Iran.

Nevertheless, the analysis suggests that current relations are based less on
a strategic alliance than on short-term pragmatism. Accordingly, their
sustainability depends on the continuation of the Taliban’s engagement-
oriented behavior, and any significant change in the group’s conduct would
compel Iran to reassess its policy. The study recommends that, while
maintaining channels of dialogue and engagement, Iran pursue the following
preventive measures: strengthening border and security infrastructure,
creating mutual economic interdependence, supporting aligned groups within
Afghanistan, and utilizing the capacities of regional organizations and
powers to contain threats emanating from the Taliban.
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