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Extended Abstract

Introduction

For over a century, the Durand border region between Afghanistan and Pakistan - shaped
by an imposed colonial boundary - has evolved into a geopolitical node with geoeconomic,
geostrategic, and geocultural ramifications for both South Asia and Central Asia.
Afghanistan, drawing on historical and cultural claims, advocates for the integration of
Pashtun-populated territories, whereas Pakistan, grounded in legal legitimacy and ethno-
political control, advances a counter-narrative. These divergent stances have fueled
enduring bilateral tensions.

This research aims to elucidate the geopolitical dimensions of the Afghan-Pakistani
dispute over the Durand Line and to analyze its multifaceted consequences. Afghanistan
perceives the border as a coercive colonial legacy that partitions the Pashtun nation, while
Pakistan views it as a legitimate, inherited, and firmly established international boundary
essential to its national security and territorial integrity. Moving beyond mere historical
description, this study systematically investigates the interplay of power, culture,
economy, and security within the Durand border region.

Utilizing a multi-layered theoretical framework, the study reveals that beyond its
security implications, the Durand border region occupies a pivotal role in the regional
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balance of power - functioning as a hub for transit corridors, energy projects, and Pashtun
cultural connections.

Methodology

This study adopts a descriptive-analytical design and utilizes a qualitative approach
grounded in documentary content analysis and geopolitical discourse analysis. Data were
gathered from two tiers of sources: library-based materials (books, peer-reviewed
journals) and digital sources/ international databases. The analytical framework was
developed based on the theoretical underpinnings of political geography. The collected
data were systematically organized and coded according to four principal dimensions -
geopolitics, geoculture, geoeconomics, and geostrategy - at the national scale of
Afghanistan and Pakistan. The unit of analysis encompasses official and analytical
discourses concerning the Durand Line at both regional and international levels.

Through a critical examination and synthesis of classical geopolitical theories (Ratzel,
Mackinder, Spykman), critical geopolitics (O Tuathail), network geopolitics, along with
concepts such as geoeconomics (Luttwak), geoculture (Wallerstein), neopolitics, and the
Thucydides Trap, this study offers a systematic explication of the interactions between
state and non-state actors. In this way, it transcends a mere historical narrative to achieve
a structured and theoretically informed geopolitical analysis.

Results and Discussion

The findings reveal that in the Durand Line border region - conceptualized as a
"geopolitical node" - changes in any single dimension trigger chain reactions across the
others. Pakistan, adhering to classical geopolitics (Ratzel, Kjellén), views the border as
indispensable to its survival and strategic depth vis-a-vis India, employing it as both a
defensive line and a platform for asymmetric warfare. Pakistan's longstanding strategy of
cultivating a weak and dependent Afghanistan to secure its western frontiers has proven
counterproductive, as formerly supported groups (notably the Taliban) now challenge its
authority. Conversely, Afghanistan, grounded in critical geopolitics, rejects the border's
legitimacy on historical, legal (the treaty was concluded with Britain, not Pakistan), and
ethno-cultural grounds, regarding the Pashtun-populated territories across the border as
part of its historic homeland.

The Durand region represents a critical geoeconomic node situated at the intersection
of Central and South Asia. Control over this area directly influences major transit
corridors, including the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), the International
North-South Transport Corridor (INSTC) via Iran's Chabahar port, and energy
infrastructure such as the TAPI gas pipeline. The ongoing conflict disrupts these flows,
generating a zero-sum competition. Pakistan exploits its command over overland routes
to the Indian Ocean, while Afghanistan pursues alternative pathways through Iran.
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Moreover, the illicit narcotics economy emanating from Afghanistan functions as an
intervening geoeconomic variable, shaping security policies and fueling instability in
neighboring states, including Iran.

Shared Pashtun ethnicity and a common Sunni Hanafi Islamic identity (Deobandi
School) across the border foster powerful cross-border solidarities that undermine the
official boundary. This geocultural factor simultaneously enhances social cohesion and
serves as a mechanism for political mobilization and insurgency. Divergent manifestations
of Islam - "ethnic Islam" in Afghanistan (intertwined with Pashtunwali) and "political
Islam™ in Pakistan (linked to national identity) - propel conflicting national narratives and
legitimize proxy warfare.

Regional Implications: The conflict engenders substantial consequences for adjacent
states.

For Iran, the dispute presents a dual threat-opportunity dynamic: threats encompass
increased irregular migration and potential geostrategic encirclement, whereas
opportunities include assuming the role of an independent mediator, developing
alternative transit corridors (e.g., Chabahar), and expanding geocultural influence among
Shia communities in Afghanistan (Hazarajat).

For China, the Durand region is pivotal to CPEC investments and the broader Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI). Beijing pursues a two-pronged strategy: geoeconomic engagement
with Pakistan alongside geostrategic security cooperation with Afghanistan to safeguard
its western Xinjiang province from extremism.

For India, the conflict serves as a lever to neutralize Pakistan's strategic depth by
investing in Afghanistan and Iran's Chabahar port, thereby establishing trade routes that
circumvent Pakistan.

For Central Asian states, the conflict elevates transit costs and impedes their access to
South Asian markets.

Conclusion
The Durand Line dispute is not a simple bilateral boundary conflict; it is deeply rooted in
a colonial-era imposition that fragmented a once-cohesive ethnic group.

This study arrives at the following conclusions:

Managing ethno-cultural dynamics (geoculture) is indispensable for mitigating
security and identity-based tensions.

The principal consequence of the dispute is the disruption of regional geoeconomic
networks, incurring costs that extend well beyond Afghanistan and Pakistan.

The conflict erodes the territorial cohesion of both states and heightens their
susceptibility to external pressures.

Iran can act as a central geoeconomic node in Southwest Asia, leveraging its SCO
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(Shanghai Cooperation Organisation) membership and strategic location to manage transit
corridors and cultural ties. Resolving the Durand dispute requires regional cooperation
beyond the two rivals' traditional positions.

Keywords: Durand Line, South Asia, Geopolitics, Geoeconomics, Afghanistan, Pakistan.
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