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Introduction

 In recent years, India has pursued an aggressive trajectory in integrating 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) with its satellite-based Intelligence, Surveillance 
and Reconnaissance (ISR) capabilities. This transformation was part of a 
broader doctrinal shift aimed at leveraging emerging technologies to achieve 
strategic superiority in the South Asian region. New Delhi’s vision involved 
fusing AI-enabled systems with satellite-based sensors and networked 
platforms to create a seamless architecture for real-time battlefield awareness, 
autonomous decision-making and precision strike capability.3 Influenced by 
global trends in algorithmic warfare and inspired by the operational success of 
AI-enhanced ISR in Western militaries, India framed technological superiority 
as the decisive factor in future conflicts.4

 The heavy reliance on autonomous systems, vulnerable communication 
links and predictive analytics lead to inflexibility and unexpected 
vulnerabilities. Meanwhile, over-engineering and overconfidence in machine 
learning-driven command decisions could create a system optimized for 
control, but not for uncertainty, ambiguity or strategic surprise.5

 The May 2025 crisis revealed a profound disconnect between India’s 
technological ambition and its strategic effectiveness, thereby exposing the 
limits of New Delhi’s technological determinism. Despite possessing highly 
sophisticated AI-augmented ISR systems, India’s military strategy faltered 
when confronted with Pakistan’s adaptive, resilient and human-centric 
response. Rather than achieving uncontested superiority, India’s AI-centric 
doctrine proved fragile under operational stress. 

 In contrast, Pakistan responded not by attempting to match India’s 
technological sophistication but by integrating emerging technologies in a 
more modest, deliberate and adaptive manner. It approached AI and ISR tools 
through a constructivist lens, embedding them into a broader framework of 
doctrine, culture and leadership. Pakistan’s doctrine, shaped by decades of 
asymmetric military experience and a deep culture of strategic caution, 

emphasized operational resilience, mission command and the intelligent use of 
human judgment within digital systems.6 Rather than pursuing AI for prestige 
or determinism, Pakistan selectively integrated it to augment, not replace, 
human-led operations. These included defensive deception, rapid force 
dispersion, electronic warfare techniques designed to disorient AI-driven 
targeting algorithms, and ISR fusion systems. Pakistan’s strategic culture, 
rooted in defensive realism and crisis management under nuclear deterrence, 
thus provided a more flexible and resilient framework than India’s AI-centric 
operational strategy.7

 This research challenges the prevailing narrative of technological 
determinism in modern warfare, the notion that superior technology alone 
guarantees battlefield success. While emerging technologies like AI and ISR 
satellites offer transformative potential, their efficacy depends fundamentally 
on how they are embedded within national doctrines, military institutions and 
leadership cultures.8

 The May 2025 conflict underscores that it is not the technology itself, 
but its integration with strategy, adaptability and human resources that shape 
outcomes. Pakistan’s success illustrates that states with limited technological 
means can still prevail through doctrinal innovation, robust leadership and 
strategic coherence. 

 Thus, the May 2025 crisis offers a powerful case study of how 
technological determinism fails, while constructivist integration succeeds in 
shaping war outcomes. Moreover, the case holds broader implications for the 
future of warfare in the Global South. As more militaries adopt AI and ISR 
systems, the experience of South Asia in May 2025 illustrates the risks of 
overreliance on untested experimental technologies or systems and the 
enduring importance of strategic balance. It invites policymakers and military 
strategists to reconsider the assumption that cutting-edge technology will 
automatically translate into dominance, especially when adversaries possess 
the will and capacity to adapt.

India’s Militarized AI-Space Strategy: A Flawed Approach

 Significant investments in space militarization have marked India’s 
pursuit of a technologically advanced, AI-enabled military strategy. India’s 
AI-space doctrine epitomizes technological determinism: the belief that 
mastery of advanced systems would automatically yield superiority.  Platforms 
such as the Cartosat and Radar Imaging Satellite (RISAT) series of satellites, 
designed for high-resolution optical and radar imaging, respectively, form the 
core of India’s ISR constellation. The deployment of the Electromagnetic 
Intelligence-gathering Satellite (EMISAT) further augments India’s capabilities 
for monitoring electromagnetic signatures across hostile territories.9 

Complementing these systems, India experimented with autonomous drone 
swarms, battlefield robotics and AI-driven decision-support tools to create 
what appeared to be a cutting-edge military ecosystem geared toward rapid 
detection, targeting and engagement.10

 However, this technologically ambitious approach was deeply flawed in 
its overreliance on automation, centralized ISR architecture and predictive 
algorithms. Rather than enhancing strategic agility, India’s AI-space integration 
inadvertently created critical operational vulnerabilities, particularly when 
confronted by Pakistan’s decentralized, adaptive and deception-based military 
tactics during the May 2025 crisis.

Rigid AI Targeting

 One of the main weaknesses of India’s approach was the inflexibility of 
its AI-based targeting systems. Algorithms trained on historical patterns and 
predefined behavior models failed to adapt when Pakistani forces employed 
irregular and deceptive maneuvers. For instance, Pakistan successfully 
exploited these rigid targeting parameters by using decoys, electronic spoofing 
and manipulating thermal and radar signatures. These techniques confused AI 
models, which were unable to distinguish between real and false targets due to 
induced ambiguity.11 The inability of machine learning systems to grasp 

contextual nuance, a strength still retained by human operators, proved costly 
during dynamic combat situations.12

Overreliance on ISR Feeds

 India’s ISR systems, though sophisticated, operated within a highly 
centralized and latency-prone architecture. Decision-making processes were 
often bottlenecked by the need to validate satellite data and generate 
machine-analyzed threat assessments.13 In rapidly evolving tactical 
environments, such as urban or mountainous engagements, this dependence on 
ISR created delays that prevented Indian forces from responding in real-time 
during the May 2025 crisis. By contrast, Pakistan relied more on tactical 
autonomy at the unit level, enabled by commanders who were trained to act 
with limited digital oversight. This approach proved more effective in fluid, 
time-sensitive scenarios.

Misguided Strategic Assumptions

 Underlying these vulnerabilities were misguided strategic assumptions 
within Indian leadership circles. India’s military planners increasingly place 
trust in algorithmically generated assessments over traditional battlefield 
intuition and human judgment. In several instances, AI-generated threat maps 
and operational suggestions are followed with minimal human skepticism, 
leading to flawed deployments and misaligned priorities.14 This faith in 
technological objectivity ignored both the inherent biases in training data and 
the contextual blind spots of AI, particularly in unconventional warfare 
environments. By contrast, Pakistan’s strategy maintains a balance between 
machine input and human oversight, recognizing that war is as much a 
psychological and social contest as a technological one.15

The Absence of Human-Machine Synergy

 While India’s technological capabilities appear formidable on paper, 
they lack the human mastery and doctrinal adaptability required for 

high-pressure, unpredictable conflict environments. The Indian military’s 
approach to AI is largely additive, introducing automation into existing systems 
without corresponding changes in doctrine, training or command philosophy.16 

This creates a gap between capability and competence. Technologies like drone 
swarms and satellite surveillance are not inherently flawed, but their 
deployment in rigid, top-down command structures without real-time 
adaptability renders them strategically ineffective.

 Technological determinism blinded India to the social dimension of 
war. It assumed machines would reduce uncertainty, ignoring that adversaries 
actively exploit and manipulate rigid systems. In contrast, Pakistan’s emphasis 
on human-machine collaboration, flexible decision-making and the 
decentralization of command allowed it to respond creatively to India’s 
technological advancement. The 2025 conflict thus underscored that 
technological overmatch does not equate to strategic superiority, particularly 
when the adversary effectively weaponizes flexibility, deception and doctrinal 
innovation.

Indian Aggression: A Technological Gamble

 The 2025 India-Pakistan crisis marked a watershed moment in the 
strategic landscape of South Asia, testing the real-world effectiveness of 
AI-enabled warfare in a contested environment. On the night of 6–7 May 2025, 
India initiated Operation Sindoor, a high-risk military campaign grounded in 
algorithmic warfare and network-centric doctrines. The operation aimed to 
deliver a quick, decisive blow to Pakistani command and control infrastructure, 
using a constellation of AI-guided platforms operating across multiple 
domains.

 The campaign began with Rafale-led multirole fighters launching 
precision-guided cruise missiles, supported by loitering munitions and 
autonomous drone swarms, all targeting pre-designated nodes identified 
through AI-generated ISR analysis. Indian strategists, drawing confidence from 
real-time satellite feeds and machine learning-based targeting algorithms, 
sought to compress the decision-action cycle and overwhelm Pakistani 
defenses before a coherent counter-response could be mounted.17 Yet, despite 

the apparent sophistication of its operational model, India’s technological 
gamble quickly unraveled.

Pakistan’s Counter-Response: Adaptation, Deception and Doctrinal 
Excellence

 Pakistan’s approach illustrates social constructivism: technology 
acquires meaning only when embedded in doctrine, leadership and culture. 
Rather than pursuing AI for prestige or parity, Pakistan deliberately integrated 
modest technological tools within a resilient doctrinal framework.

 Pakistan responded with a layered and adaptive defense strategy that 
neutralized the advantages of India’s AI-centric offensive. Rather than 
attempting a symmetrical technological response, Pakistan weaponized 
flexibility, electronic disruption and doctrinal preparedness to confound India’s 
high-tech systems.

Electronic Warfare and Drone Disruption

 One of Pakistan’s most effective countermeasures was the deployment 
of advanced Electronic Warfare (EW) units, which targeted the communication 
links and navigational systems of India’s drone swarms and loitering 
munitions.18 These units deployed jamming, spoofing and frequency-hopping 
disruption to confuse autonomous platforms that relied on precise Global 
Navigation Satellite System (GNSS) signals and real-time data transfer for 
coordination.19 As a result, many Indian drones deviated from flight paths, 
collided mid-air or failed to locate viable targets.

Decoy Deployment and AI Confusion

 In addition, Pakistan executed a wide-scale decoy deployment 
campaign, simulating high-value military installations using radar reflectors 
and electromagnetic signatures. These measures exploited the 
pattern-recognition limitations of India’s AI targeting systems, which struck 
several decoy positions under the false assumption of their authenticity.20 As 

Horowitz has noted, algorithmic warfare is highly vulnerable to adversarial 
deception, particularly when systems are trained on datasets lacking the 
diversity to distinguish between real and engineered cues.21

 
Adaptive Air Defenses and Strategic Discipline

 Pakistan’s air defense, particularly units operating the LY-80 (HQ-16) 
platforms, adopted a strategy of selective engagement.22 Rather than reacting 
uniformly to all incursions, commanders withheld fire against decoys or 
low-value assets, preserving missile stocks for credible threats. This judicious 
use of firepower, combined with a decentralized command model, ensured 
sustained defensive capacity throughout the crisis.23 Meanwhile, Pakistan’s 
strategic reserve forces remained dispersed, avoiding detection and 
maintaining readiness for escalation, which India’s algorithms failed to 
anticipate due to their reliance on conventional massing patterns.

 India’s faith in machine-led warfare proved deeply misplaced when 
confronted by a well-prepared adversary employing a blend of human 
leadership, deception and flexible doctrine. The Indian campaign’s dependence 
on pre-scripted targeting logic and centralized ISR denied it the ability to adapt 
mid-operation, especially when its data inputs were corrupted or misleading. In 
contrast, Pakistan’s decision-making processes empowered field commanders, 
respected the ambiguity of the battlefield and adapted to the fluid nature of 
high-stakes conflict under nuclear overhang.24

 The triumph of Pakistan’s defense in this crisis reveals a fundamental 
truth in contemporary warfare: that strategic coherence and adaptability often 
matter more than technological advantage. While India possessed the more 
advanced hardware and informational capabilities, Pakistan leveraged 
cognitive and doctrinal superiority to frustrate and ultimately reverse the 
offensive. 

Pakistan’s Strategic and Operational Excellence

 During the 2025 crisis, Pakistan’s armed forces showcased a model of 
multi-domain warfare rooted in doctrinal discipline, human leadership and 
adaptive innovation. Faced with India’s AI-heavy offensive under Operation 
Sindoor, Pakistan did not attempt to match technology for technology. Instead, 
it relied on a comprehensive strategy that emphasized command flexibility, 
real-time responsiveness, precision targeting and cyber disruption. 

Superior Command and Control

 Central to Pakistan’s success was its decentralized and flexible 
command and control structure, which allowed rapid response to India’s 
unfolding strikes. Leveraging a network of mobile command posts and secure 
communication channels, Pakistan maintained operational continuity even 
under electronic duress. Unit-level commanders were granted autonomy to act 
within the commander’s intent, facilitating faster tactical adjustments than 
India’s algorithmically delayed decision loops could accommodate.25 
Pakistan’s model was consistent with historical military effectiveness 
literature, which emphasizes initiative-based leadership and bottom-up 
responsiveness in dynamic conflict environments.26

Precision Counterstrikes

 Pakistan Air Force (PAF) played a decisive role by executing precision 
counterstrikes against key Indian forward-deployed assets. Unlike India’s 
AI-targeted systems, PAF squadrons relied on manned reconnaissance, Human 
Intelligence (HUMINT) and selective electronic intercepts, which allowed 
them to engage verified, high-value targets such as supply depots, radar 
installations and mobile missile units.27 Pakistan’s strike coordination center 
integrated live intelligence with human analysis, ensuring that its air strikes 
were both accurate and strategically calibrated. The resulting impact 
neutralized significant portions of India’s offensive momentum while 
preserving Pakistan’s own operational depth.

Cyber Superiority

 Pakistan also demonstrated cyber superiority by deploying offensive 
cyber capabilities that disrupted India’s communications and ISR coordination 
networks.28 According to leaked after-action reports, Indian command units 
experienced data delays, false targeting inputs and widespread network 
instability, believed to be the result of Pakistani malware attacks on Indian 
satellite relays and tactical cloud systems.29 This cyber campaign blinded 
India’s real-time awareness, preventing effective follow-up strikes and 
delaying reinforcement movements. In modern warfare, where ISR is the 
linchpin of operational tempo, cyber dominance functioned as a strategic 
equalizer, compensating for India’s advantage in hardware.30

Moral and National Resolve

 Perhaps the most underappreciated element of Pakistan’s success was 
the moral cohesion and national resolve of its military and citizenry. Faced with 
a technologically advanced offensive, Pakistani forces responded with high 
morale, fueled by a clear national narrative of defense and sovereignty. 
Civil-military coordination ensured logistical support, national media 
reinforced public confidence and no signs of internal dissent were reported in 
the ranks.31 This human factor proved decisive, as India’s technologically 
dependent formations suffered from lower cohesion under stress, especially 
when automated systems began to fail.

 By the end of the conflict, Pakistani forces had: (i) targeted advanced 
Indian surveillance equipment and drone systems; (ii) established air 
superiority; and (iii) disrupted India’s digital battlespace in cyber and 
information domains.

Indian Strategic Collapse

 In stark contrast to Pakistan’s cohesive and adaptive campaign, India’s 
AI-reliant military strategy collapsed under battlefield conditions. While India 

entered the conflict with superior hardware including Rafale jets, S-400 missile 
systems, loitering munitions and AI-integrated ISR platforms, it failed to 
integrate these assets within an effective and adaptive doctrine. The result was 
a technologically advanced yet strategically brittle response.

Ineffective Air and Missile Defense

 India’s much-touted S-400 Triumf air defense system and the 
indigenous Akashteer battlefield air defense network was ineffective against 
Pakistan’s low-altitude, mobile and time-sensitive strikes. The S-400 system, 
optimized for high-value aerial threats, was unable to respond effectively to 
Pakistan’s precision missile attacks and manned aircraft flying at low altitude.32 
Meanwhile, Akashteer suffered coordination issues, worsened by ISR 
confusion and network degradation caused by Pakistani cyberattacks.

AI Decision Loops and Tactical Paralysis

 India’s machine-dependent decision architecture proved to be a liability 
in fast-paced combat. AI systems, trained on peacetime data and structured war 
games, struggled to adapt to the asymmetric tactics employed by Pakistan. 
Automated response algorithms created delays in engagement decisions, often 
waiting for confirmation loops that failed under cyber interference. These 
delays in action allowed Pakistani forces to seize the initiative and exploit 
Indian hesitation.33

Collapse of Morale

 As operational losses mounted and communications faltered, Indian 
morale eroded rapidly. Several forward units, unable to communicate with 
higher headquarters or confirm orders, withdrew prematurely or surrendered 
equipment intact.34 The Indian public, initially fed narratives of a quick victory 
through superior technology, grew increasingly disillusioned as reports of 
battlefield failures and strategic confusion emerged. Analysts have long warned 
of the dangers of technocratic hubris in warfighting, where overconfidence in 

tools can obscure the need for robust leadership and human adaptability.35

 Here, technology served strategy, not the other way round. By 
embedding emerging tools within its doctrinal culture of defensive realism, 
Pakistan demonstrated the constructivist logic that war is socially and 
institutionally constructed, not technologically predetermined.

Strategic Lessons: Man over Machine

 The 2025 India-Pakistan conflict stands as a pivotal moment in the 
evolution of modern warfare, not merely due to the technologies deployed but 
because of the profound strategic truths it reaffirmed. Above all, the crisis 
illustrated that warfare remains an inherently human endeavor, where 
leadership, discipline and moral cohesion ultimately determine outcomes, not 
machines alone. India’s defeat demonstrates that AI and ISR superiority cannot 
guarantee success. Deterministic thinking creates fragility when adversaries 
exploit machine rigidity and data vulnerabilities.

Technology as a Tool, not a Substitute

 As advanced as India’s AI-enabled systems appeared, they proved 
vulnerable when pitted against an adversary that understood the limits of 
technology and emphasized adaptability. India’s defeat illustrates that AI and 
ISR superiority cannot guarantee success. Deterministic thinking creates 
fragility when adversaries exploit machine rigidity and data vulnerabilities. 
Pakistan’s military demonstrated that technology must serve strategy, not 
replace it. This principle echoes classic strategic theory from Clausewitz to 
Biddle, who argue that the essence of war lies not in material superiority, but in 
the integration of technology with training, cohesion and sound judgment.36 

 India’s overreliance on automation produced an illusion of control. The 
assumption that AI could reduce the fog of war, or make real-time decisions 
faster and better than humans, collapsed when unstructured, adversarial 
behavior overwhelmed machine learning algorithms trained on peacetime 
patterns.37 In contrast, Pakistan’s forces relied on seasoned military leadership, 

honed through experience in counterinsurgency and conventional operations, 
to read battlefield cues and react effectively under pressure.

The Limits of Artificial Intelligence in War

 The 2025 war also highlighted the significant limitations of AI in 
complex, unpredictable conflict environments. AI systems, particularly those 
trained on structured datasets, struggled to process deceptive patterns, 
unexpected maneuvers and information denial strategies employed by 
Pakistan. While algorithms excel at recognizing predictable patterns, they falter 
in ambiguity-rich, adversarial decision environments, which remain the 
hallmark of high-intensity warfare.38

 Pakistan capitalized on these vulnerabilities by deploying non-standard 
tactics, employing decoys, electronic jamming and deception, which AI could 
not readily interpret. Indian autonomous systems, unable to verify data in 
real-time or question their programming, struck false targets or hesitated in 
critical moments.39 A form of algorithmic paralysis that compounded India’s 
strategic confusion.

 In contrast, Pakistan’s human-led decision-making model enabled 
flexibility and accountability at every level. Unit commanders adapted to 
battlefield contingencies, reevaluated plans in real-time and acted with clarity 
of intent, elements that AI currently cannot replicate, especially in complex, 
high-stakes scenarios. Pakistan’s victory stemmed from embedding technology 
into doctrine, training and leadership. Technology was an enabler, not a 
determinant of success.

Victory through Vigilance, Discipline and Moral Unity

 Pakistan’s strategic victory in 2025 also stemmed from qualities 
machines cannot emulate: vigilance, discipline, moral conviction and national 
unity. The military’s cohesive doctrinal training, strong command culture and 
enduring civil-military synergy allowed it to sustain operations, absorb shocks 
and respond decisively. Pakistan framed its defensive campaign around 
strategic patience and calibrated retaliation, avoiding unnecessary escalation 

while preserving military initiative.40

 Furthermore, national resolve and public morale played a critical role. 
As the crisis unfolded, Pakistan’s narrative of sovereignty, defense and national 
dignity galvanized public support. Civilian and military leadership remained 
aligned, reinforcing institutional confidence and ensuring logistical resilience. 
By contrast, India, despite apparently superior systems, suffered from a 
breakdown in morale, institutional overreach by technocratic elements and a 
public disillusioned by unmet expectations.41

Guardian of Strategic Stability

 Ultimately, Pakistan’s success reaffirmed its role as the guardian of 
strategic stability in South Asia. By defeating a technologically superior 
adversary through smart warfare, Pakistan demonstrated not only military 
capability but also strategic maturity. Its ability to integrate traditional doctrine 
with selective technological tools, while maintaining restraint under nuclear 
overhang, preserved regional deterrence equilibrium and deterred further 
escalation.

 This lesson is not new but urgently relevant in the AI age: machines can 
assist war, but cannot wage it alone. Victory still belongs to the side with 
superior leadership, doctrinal clarity and the human will to adapt.

Conclusion

 India’s aggressive pursuit of AI and space-based militarization, 
encapsulated in its 2025 military doctrine, culminated not in dominance but in 
defeat. Despite possessing a formidable array of ISR satellites, AI-guided 
weapons and automated defense systems, India failed to appreciate a central 
tenet of strategic theory: technology is a force multiplier, not a force 
determinant.42 The 2025 conflict highlighted the vulnerabilities inherent in 
over-automation, including algorithmic rigidity, decision latency and the 
erosion of human accountability in warfare.

 In stark contrast, Pakistan’s triumph was rooted in resilience, doctrinal 
clarity and human excellence. Its armed forces demonstrated that disciplined 
leadership, adaptive tactics and moral conviction could outperform algorithmic 
warfare. Pakistan’s operational doctrine, grounded in real-world experience 
and strategic restraint, enabled it to absorb the initial shock of India’s high-tech 
offensive and mount a calibrated, multi-domain response, achieving decisive 
results without crossing red lines or triggering uncontrollable escalation.43 

 More broadly, Pakistan’s success in 2025 affirms a foundational lesson 
for 21st-century military strategy: victory in war still depends on the cognitive 
and moral strengths of human actors, not the sophistication of digital systems. 
As new technologies proliferate from quantum ISR platforms to autonomous 
weapons, states must resist the temptation to delegate critical decisions to 
machines. Instead, the integration of technology must be guided by sound 
doctrine, robust institutions and ethical command structures.44

 As South Asia enters a new era of militarized AI and dual-use space 
technologies, Pakistan’s conduct in the 2025 crisis offers a model of strategic 
prudence under pressure. Far from engaging in technological arms-racing, 
Pakistan has emphasized defensive innovation, seeking to modernize its forces 
without sacrificing command responsibility or crisis stability. This approach 
reflects its consistent view that strategic deterrence and conventional readiness 
are mutually reinforcing, not mutually exclusive.45

 Pakistan’s future posture will likely be defined by:

Selective modernization of AI, cyber and space capabilities within a 
doctrinal framework;
Institutional investment in training and civil-military cohesion;
Continued emphasis on strategic restraint under the nuclear threshold; 
and
Active engagement in regional confidence-building measures and 
diplomatic initiatives to avoid unintentional escalation.

 In doing so, Pakistan reaffirms its role as the responsible custodian of 

South Asian strategic stability, a nuclear power committed not only to 
defending its sovereignty but also to preserving peace through balance, not 
brinkmanship.

 The 2025 conflict offers enduring lessons for other regional and global 
powers:

Technological superiority does not equal strategic supremacy;
Human leadership remains irreplaceable in war and peace;
National unity, institutional discipline and doctrinal clarity are the true 
pillars of deterrence in the AI age.

 The 2025 India-Pakistan conflict demonstrated the clash of two 
theoretical paradigms. India’s strategy embodied technological determinism, a 
misplaced belief that AI and space superiority would dictate outcomes. 
Pakistan’s strategy embodied social constructivism, where technology’s role 
was defined by doctrine, leadership and national culture. In the shadow of this 
conflict, Pakistan emerges not only as the tactical victor but as the strategic 
adult in the room, capable of integrating innovation with restraint, strength with 
stability and power with responsibility.

Strategic Importance of the Wakhan Corridor: Navigating 
Interests of Afghanistan, Pakistan and China
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Abstract

The Wakhan Corridor is a narrow strip of land in northeastern Afghanistan. 
Historically, it served as a “buffer zone” established by the “Tsarist 
Russia” and the “British Empire” during the “Great Game” competition to 
avoid direct conflict between the two superpowers. The ancient “Silk 
Route” passed through this Corridor until the mid-15th century, as it was 
the primary trade route between the East and the West. As Western powers 
discovered new sea and land routes, the Corridor lost its significance. 
However, in recent years, with the rise of new economic projects such as 
CPEC, BRI, oil and gas pipelines and power transmission lines, the 
Corridor has regained the interest of regional powers, which are seeking its 
revival. This research is based on a qualitative approach, relying on 
secondary sources. Data was collected from research papers, newspapers 
and internet sources. This paper explores the interests of Afghanistan, 
Pakistan and China in the Wakhan Corridor and examines its potential as a 
connectivity link between Central and South Asia. The study emphasizes 
that investment in this Corridor will foster economic prosperity in the 
region. A key finding of the study is that this project is likely to strengthen 
regional connectivity and open new avenues for economic cooperation with 
significant implications for the broader geopolitical landscape.

Keywords: Wakhan Corridor, Silk Route, BRI, CPEC, Pakistan, China, 
Afghanistan, Connectivity

Introduction

 A particular geographic place or space does not choose to become a 
strategic location. Instead, its position in a “hostile geopolitical environment” 
or its location between various ambitious and aggressive geopolitical entities 
increases its geopolitical and geostrategic importance.2 Considering this, 
Wakhan enjoys a significant strategic location in the region. Historically, this 
narrow strip of land has served as an important transit route between China, 
Tibet, Persia, Central Asia and South Asia. The ancient Silk Route passed 
through this narrow strip and remained the primary passage for travelers and 
merchandise for a long time. This famous route was not only crucial for trade 
and commerce but also played a great role in the exchange of ideas and cultures 
between the eastern and western regions of the world.3 

 Furthermore, in ancient times, this route was used by Chinese pilgrims 
to visit Buddhist centers in Gandhara and Taxila. It was a popular pilgrimage 
route during the 5th and 6th centuries. In the seventh century, the Chinese monk 
Huan Tsang traveled through this route in search of Buddhist teaching. Marco 
Polo and Portuguese travelers used this route to reach China.4 Therefore, this 
Corridor remained an essential trade path to connect China, India, Balkh and 
Bukhara until the decline of the Mughal Empire in India. However, with the 
development of new sea routes to China and India in the late 15th century, the 
ancient Silk Route lost its significance as a major trade route from Rome to 
China.5

 The modern geopolitical importance of Wakhan emerged in the 19th 
century during the “Great Game” era.6 During this time, Wakhan emerged as a 
“buffer zone” between the Tsarist Russia and the British Empire to prevent 
Russian advance toward British India and to avoid direct conflict between the 

two powers.7 Hence, the Corridor was formed in 1895 after negotiations 
between British military explorer Francis Younghusband and his Russian 
counterpart, Colonel Yanov.8 Both officers delineated the southern and northern 
borders of the Corridor and announced that neither China nor Afghanistan 
would interfere in the area. However, later Russia conceded this area as part of 
Afghanistan under a pre-established agreement.9

 During the Cold War, this area remained strategically significant due to 
its geographical proximity to the Soviet Union and Pakistan, especially after 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.10 Following the Soviet withdrawal 
from Afghanistan, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) recognized 
its significance as an alternative supply route. In 2009, the United States 
approached Chinese authorities with a proposal to open Wakhjir Pass as an 
alternative supply route for NATO forces operating in Afghanistan. However, 
China declined the proposal due to its strategic interests and security 
concerns.11

 Today, Wakhan’s proximity to China, Pakistan and Central Asia makes 
it a crucial focal point for regional powers, particularly in the context of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).12 The BRI project aims to connect the Wakhan 
Corridor to the USD 62 billion mega-infrastructure project, the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor (CPEC), due to its proximity to the Karakoram Highway. 
The Karakoram Highway was developed by the Chinese government to 
facilitate regional connectivity through pipelines, power transmission lines, 

and railway networks.13 The objective of this paper is to highlight the strategic 
importance of the Wakhan Corridor and the interest of Afghanistan, Pakistan 
and China in the development of this Corridor, particularly in terms of its 
geopolitical and geo-economic importance. This research paper is based on a 
qualitative method. The data has been collected from secondary sources, 
including articles, newspapers and credible internet sources.

Geographical Position 

 The Wakhan Corridor is typically characterized by high altitudes, 
rugged terrain, towering mountain ranges, expansive glaciers and harsh 
climatic environment. The Corridor is a long narrow strip of land in 
Badakhshan province, northeast of Afghanistan that has served as an important 
connecting point between South Asia, Central Asia and China. For centuries, it 
has been a vital passage for traders and pilgrimers. The Corridor extends from 
the Ishkashim district in the north to the south by creating boundaries between 
several geopolitical entities. The Wakhan Corridor extends approximately 350 
km in length, with its width ranging from 16 to 64 km.14 It covers an area of 
10,300 km2. On the southern side, it shares a 300 km border with Pakistan, 
while in the north and northeast, 260 km with Tajikistan and in the west, 74 km 
with China.15 Additionally, the Corridor encompasses several major mountain 
ranges, including the Pamir, Hindu Kush and Karakoram. These three ranges 
converge at what is commonly known as the Pamir Knot, while the open valley 
between these three ranges is called “Roof of the World” or (Bam-e-Dunya). 
The mountain passes in this region range from 5,000m to 6,500m above sea 
level.16 These rugged mountain ranges not only define the area’s topography 
but also reinforce the Corridor’s strategic importance. It serves as a key 
connecting point between Afghanistan and China’s Xinjiang province, while 

separating Tajikistan’s Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region from northern 
Pakistan.17 

 The Corridor is divided into two regions: The Upper Wakhan and the 
Lower Wakhan. The upper Wakhan lies to the eastern side of the Pamir River, 
while the lower Wakhan is situated on the western side, covering the Panj River 
valley and Wakhan Valley.18 Geographically, this region is divided into three 
sections: the main Wakhan strip between Pamir Knot, Qala Panj and 
Ishkesham; the great Pamir, also known as Pamir-e-Kalan, consists of the 
highest mountains in the knot. This mountain divides the Tajik Pamir across the 
deep valley of the Pamir River. The last section is little Pamir, known as “Pamir 
Khord”, located in the southern and eastern block of mountains, determined by 
the upper valley and upper ridge of the Wakhan Valley.19 To be precise, the 
Wakhan Corridor is spread between 71°50’ to 74°50’ degrees east longitude, 
36°35’ to 37°30’ degrees north latitude. Access to this region is restricted by 
terrain.20

 Geomorphologically, the Corridor is divided into two distinct parts: The 
Wakhan Corridor and the Afghan Pamir. The Wakhan Corridor lies at an 
elevation higher than 2000m and the Afghan Pamir lies above 3500m. This 
challenging topography contributes to the region’s remoteness, making it one 
of the most isolated areas within the Hindu Kush-Karakoram region. Access to 
this region is possible through Dawan, Jaman Shur on the north, Wakhjir on the 
east and Broghil, Darwazo, Kankhen, Ochili and Shahgologh on the south.21 
Additionally, this narrow strip of land has numerous routes to connect with 
neighboring countries. The Northern route connects it with Tajikistan, passing 
along the Panj Rivers. The Southern route reaches China through Wakhjir Pass, 
but this route is closed for more than half of the year due to snowfall. The third 
is the Central route, connecting both the Northern and Southern routes in 
Wakhan and leading to China through Tegermansu mountain pass at an altitude 
of 4,827m.22 The fourth route links the Afghan Tongue with the Karakoram 
Highway, located in the southeast from Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Hunza and Gilgit 

regions of Pakistan. The fifth route is located in the south, connecting 
Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Gilgit and Chitral regions. Other roads also link Wakhan 
to Chitral.23 Furthermore, the main passes of the Wakhan Corridor are Broghli 
(3882m), Darwazaa to Chitral (4288m), Irshad Uween (4979m) and Dilisan 
(5290m) to Gojal and Khodarg Werth to Ishkuman.24 The region is known for 
its snowy peaks, deep valleys, glaciers, lakes, rugged and rocky terrains and hot 
springs.

 The Oxus River (Amu Darya), one of Central Asia’s major rivers that 
ultimately flows into the Aral Sea, originates in the highlands of this region.25 
The two main tributaries of this river are the Panj and Pamir Rivers, which 
originate from the heights of Pamir and Hindukush. The joining of these two 
rivers forms the Amu River.26

Socio-Cultural Diversity of the Wakhan Corridor

 The Wakhan Corridor is a unique region with diverse customs, rituals 
and various ethnic groups living in this area.27 Wakhan has a population of 
17000 people, consisting of Wakhis and Kyrgyz,28 who have been living in this 
region for centuries. The Kyrgyz and Wakhis are followers of the Ismaili sect 
of Islam and their language is Wakhi. The Wakhis live in the border areas of 
Tajikistan, China and Pakistan at altitudes of 2000m to 3000m. The Kyrgyz live 
in the eastern part of the Wakhan Corridor, which includes mountains and 
snow-covered lakes.29

 The common religion, language, climate and environment have 
fostered similar cultures among the Wakhis and Kyrgyz.30 Despite these 

commonalities, sometimes territorial disputes, historical grievances and 
competing interests among these groups lead to tension and conflict.31 Owing 
to the extremely rugged terrain, harsh climatic conditions and geographic 
isolation, the people of Wakhan face significant challenges, including limited 
access to education, food insecurity, widespread poverty, inadequate healthcare 
and a high prevalence of opium addiction.32 The absence of education and 
development standards has kept them behind the world.33

 Currently, the livelihood of the Wakhan people primarily depends on 
livestock husbandry and, to some extent, agriculture.34 The people of Wakhan 
live in tents and follow a nomadic lifestyle. In the summer season, they move 
to higher elevations, while in winter, they go downhill to their pastures to avoid 
the extreme cold and facilitate grazing for their animals.35 Festivities in Wakhan 
include the celebration of Nowruz (Persian New Year), Eid ul-Fitr and Eid 
ul-Adha, along with the observance of local traditions and cultural practices.

Afghanistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor is often described as the “head” of Afghanistan 
due to its distinctive shape and location. In ancient times, this region held a 
significant position as a trade route between the East and West. However, in the 
modern era, it has lost its importance due to modern developments, rugged 
terrain and lack of infrastructure.36 But in recent years, the discovery of 
hydrocarbons in Central Asia and the emergence of new economic projects like 
CPEC, BRI and other ventures, including gas and oil pipelines and electric 
transmission lines like CASA-1000, have highlighted the geopolitical and 

geo-economic importance of this Corridor.37 With the rise of these projects, the 
Wakhan Corridor has once again attracted the attention of neighboring 
countries. It appears that the Corridor is regaining its historical significance 
after centuries of neglect. The revival of Wakhan is expected to increase 
Afghanistan’s political and economic significance as a transit hub.

 Afghanistan has served as a link between East and West due to its 
strategic location as a transit point for commercial exchanges in ancient times. 
Its geographical position offers a unique opportunity to transform the country 
into a commercial and economic Corridor. The Wakhan Corridor, in particular, 
holds significant potential to connect regional countries including Afghanistan, 
China, Pakistan and the Central Asian states.38 This Corridor holds strategic 
significance for Afghanistan, as it could facilitate strong relations with 
neighboring countries and enhance its global trade through the Indian Ocean. 
Moreover, its proximity with the “resource-abundant” Central Asian states and 
Pakistan, offers opportunities for trade partnership, resource exchange and 
cross-border commerce.39

 Establishing communication and commercial infrastructure in Wakhan 
will contribute to the economic development of Afghanistan, particularly 
benefiting the Northern provinces.40 By developing this Corridor, Afghanistan 
can transport its products to China easily and affordably, while simultaneously 
reaping economic and commercial benefits in return.41 It would enhance 
Afghanistan’s political leverage and help the country to balance its relations 
with regional powers. In addition, the development of infrastructure in Wakhan 
would improve the government’s access to the region, promote economic 
growth and uplift the living standard of local people.42

 China’s BRI project further underscores the significance of this 
Corridor.43 By joining BRI, Afghanistan can serve as a regional hub and enter 
into a new era of economic and political cooperation at the regional level. The 
development of the Wakhan Corridor represents a crucial step toward 
Afghanistan’s economic and political growth.44 Afghanistan stands to benefit 
significantly from becoming part of BRI, as this project would connect to both 
North-East Asian and South-West Asian nations. By integrating into this 
project, Afghanistan could achieve political and economic relevance and 
establish itself as a key global transit hub. Opening the Wakhan Corridor would 
increase Afghanistan’s strategic importance by offering an alternative route to 
the Indian Ocean through Pakistan,45 a development that holds particular 
significance for China. Therefore, China is investing in infrastructure projects 
in Wakhan region. The three key ranges, Tegermansu, the Big Pamir or Pamir 
Kalan and Wakhjir valley, have been identified as potential sites for 
development. The development of these ranges would provide Afghanistan 
with new economic prospects.46

 The opening of this Corridor would significantly enhance Afghanistan’s 
geopolitical importance, positioning it as a supplementary route for regional 
connectivity. By integrating with the Karakoram Highway, it would provide 
direct and shortest access to the Arabian Sea.47 Afghanistan could benefit 
substantially from this Corridor by generating revenue through taxation and 
creating thousands of direct and indirect job opportunities. Trade cannot 
flourish without security, therefore, realizing the full benefits of this Corridor is 
contingent upon stability in Afghanistan.

China’s Interest

 China has started efforts to revitalize the ancient Silk Road as part of the 
BRI project. The initiative includes two major components: (i) Silk Road 
Economic Belt and (ii) Maritime Silk Road. This plan aims to connect the 
continents of Asia, Europe and Africa and integrate China with the rest of the 
world through land, sea and air. This project contains an estimated USD 5 
trillion investment in infrastructure building across 65 countries.48

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor

 A major BRI project in South Asia is CPEC, with an investment of USD 
62 billion.49 This project connects the city of Kashgar in China’s Xinjiang 
province to Pakistan’s Gwadar port. An important part of CPEC is the 
reconstruction and upgrading of the Karakoram Highway, which links Kashgar 
to Abbottabad. This highway was opened in 1986 as a trade and transit route 
between China and Pakistan. The construction of this highway significantly 
reduced the travel distance. Notably, it has shortened the distance between 
China and the Middle-East from 15,900 km via the Malacca Strait to 3,700 km 
through the Khunjerab pass.50 

 Importantly, the Karakoram Highway runs close to the Wakhan 
Corridor, a crucial component of BRI. Strategically positioned at the crossroads 
of Central Asia and South Asia, this Corridor provides China access to new 
economic markets, natural resources and energy reserves in Central Asia.51 The 
construction of roads in this Corridor would integrate Afghanistan’s road 
network with the Karakoram Highway.52 Additionally, the Corridor could 
provide a direct link between China’s Xinjiang province and Central Asian 
countries. Moreover, the Corridor may facilitate easier trade and energy supply 
networks between China and its partners. It can potentially deepen China’s 

economic and strategic position in the region. This underscores the Wakhan’s 
role as a vital link in the broader regional geopolitical and economic 
landscape.53

 The Karakoram Highway has the potential to connect CPEC with the 
Wakhan Corridor to expand the infrastructure projects between South Asia and 
Central Asia. Investing in this project would provide China with a shorter trade 
route to Central Asia and beyond.54 The Wakhan Corridor is particularly 
significant as it is the only transit passage in the region that is close to China, 
West-Asia, the Persian Gulf, Caspian Sea and Europe.55 More importantly, 60% 
of China’s trade  with the Western and Middle Eastern countries passes through 
the Strait of Malacca, a vital maritime checkpoint under the strategic influence 
of United States of America, China’s main global competitor.56 Considering 
this geopolitical challenge, the opening of the Wakhan Corridor and its 
connection with Central Asia could provide an alternative route for oil and gas 
pipelines, ensuring a more secure energy supply for China.57

 The construction of alternative land-based trade routes in western 
regions of China is a strategic requirement for its commercial and economic 
security.58 Investment in Wakhan not only offers China an alternate transit route 
but also facilitates its access to Afghanistan’s natural resources, like lithium, 
copper and rare earth minerals, which are important for China’s industrial and 
technological development.59 Geological surveys estimate that Afghanistan 
holds mineral resources worth USD 1 trillion. Therefore, China has already 
invested in the Mes Aynak copper mine, the world’s second-largest copper 
deposit and in the hydrocarbon reserves of the Amu Darya Basin in Sar-e-Pol 
and Faryab provinces.60

 Afghanistan’s recent inclusion in CPEC highlights the growing 
geopolitical importance of the Wakhan Corridor. In May 2025, China, Pakistan 
and Afghanistan agreed in Beijing to formally extend the CPEC into 
Afghanistan’s territory and to hold the next trilateral meeting in Kabul, a move 
reflecting Beijing’s strategy to integrate Afghanistan into BRI frameworks and 
promote regional connectivity.61 This offers Afghanistan unprecedented access 
to Pakistan’s ports and regional trade networks, while simultaneously 
providing China with overland alternatives to traditional maritime routes 
vulnerable to strategic competition.62

 Beyond its economic benefits, the construction of road through the 
Wakhan Corridor would significantly strengthen China’s strategic foothold in 
the region.63 For China, the project could serve three key strategic objectives. 
First, it would expand trade networks with Central Asian countries to the north. 
Second, it would improve connectivity with Pakistan’s Gwadar Port to the 
south, a cornerstone of the CPEC. Third, it would provide China with direct 
access to Afghanistan.64

Pakistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor offers the shortest and most efficient trade route 
for Pakistan to enhance economic and commercial relations with Central Asian 
states. It also provides easy access at the lowest cost via Pakistan’s northern 
highland and Chitral region.65 The Corridor could facilitate trade in minerals, 
textiles, agricultural products, manufactured goods, oil, gas and electric 
transmission lines.66 At the same time, the Wakhan Corridor could function as a 
crucial transit route for Central Asian states to have direct access to the 

international markets through Gwadar Port. Gwadar holds strategic 
significance due to its location at the mouth of the Strait of Hormuz, a key 
maritime chokepoint.67 

 Geographically, Wakhan connects Pakistan’s Hunza and Chitral 
regions, with vital crossing points including Broghil, Irshad and Dilisang 
passes. Among these passes, Broghil pass is the most significant doorway 
connecting Pakistan to the Wakhan Corridor.68 Gupsi and Yasin serve as 
important joining points, connecting the Wakhan Corridor with Pakistan’s 
Ghizar and Hunza districts in Gilgit Baltistan.69 Indeed, this Corridor serves as 
a bridge between Pakistan and Central Asia, significantly reducing the distance 
between the two regions to just 13 km.70 The opening of the Wakhan Corridor 
would offer Pakistan another trading route with Afghanistan. Pakistan could 
exploit the Wakhan Corridor as a more efficient and economical route for 
importing oil and gas from Central Asia and Russia.71

 A train link from Tajikistan through the Wakhan Corridor could connect 
to the planned Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan railway line. Pakistan views 
the Wakhan Corridor not only as a strategic access point to Central Asia but 
also as a potential source of significant employment opportunities for Pakistani 
citizens. In addition to facilitating trade expansion through Gwadar port, the 
Corridor would also enhance Pakistan’s economic ties with China and Central 
Asian countries. However, the importance of Wakhan for Pakistan extends 
beyond trade. The Corridor carries political significance, especially in the 
context of Pakistan’s policy focus on enhancing relations with Central Asian 
states.

Pakistan’s National Security Policy 2022-2026 

 Pakistan’s National Security Policy (NSP) 2022-2026 recognizes 
Afghanistan’s potential as a strategic gateway for enhanced economic 
connectivity with the Central Asian Republics (CARs). Central to this is the 
“Vision Central Asia,” emphasizing five core pillars: political relations, trade 

and investment, energy and connectivity, security and defense and 
people-to-people contacts.72 The NSP marks a deliberate strategic pivot to 
geo-economics, prioritizing the expansion of trade and economic linkages with 
CARs through robust connectivity. Afghanistan plays a pivotal role in 
advancing Pakistan’s “Vision Central Asia” initiative. In alignment with 
Islamabad’s geo-economic priorities, the Wakhan Corridor would further 
facilitate trade expansion and energy projects in the region.

Shanghai Cooperation Organization

 The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) is a pivotal multilateral 
organization that plays a significant role in shaping the geopolitical and 
economic landscape of Central and South Asia, directly impacting the 
relevance of the Wakhan Corridor. Since its establishment in 2001, the SCO has 
prioritized regional stability, security cooperation and economic integration 
among its member states, which include China, Russia, Pakistan, Iran, India, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Belarus. The 
organization’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) has notably enhanced 
intelligence sharing and operational coordination, thereby strengthening 
collective efforts against terrorism, extremism and separatism. The SCO’s 
commitment to fostering mutual trust, expanding multilateral dialogue and 
promoting good neighborliness has provided a crucial platform for addressing 
common security concerns, which is essential for the stability required to 
operationalize strategic routes like the Wakhan Corridor.73

 Beyond security, the SCO is increasingly focused on economic 
cooperation and connectivity, which aligns closely with the objectives of major 
initiatives such as the BRI and the CPEC. The Wakhan Corridor holds the 
potential to become a vital trade and transit route connecting Central Asia with 
South Asia.74 The SCO’s agenda to deepen trade ties, expand infrastructure and 

harmonize regulations among its members directly supports the development 
of such Corridors, facilitating access to new markets and resources. By 
synergizing the BRI and CPEC with the SCO’s broader regional vision, the 
organization is positioned to inject new momentum into cross-border economic 
collaboration, permanently transforming the region’s connectivity and 
economic prospects. In this context, the SCO’s role is not only to ensure a 
secure environment for such projects but also to provide the institutional 
framework for sustainable and inclusive regional development.

Economic Cooperation Organization

 The Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), originally established 
as the Regional Cooperation for Development (RCD) in 1964 by Pakistan, Iran 
and Türkiye, was transformed in 1985 into a broader economic bloc. Its 
expansion in 1992 to include Afghanistan, five Central Asian republics and 
Azerbaijan significantly enhanced the organization’s strategic capacity for 
regional integration.75 Today, the ECO spans approximately eight million 
square kilometers, nearly double the size of the European Union and 
encompasses around 500 million people. Its objectives focus on facilitating 
trade, infrastructure development and energy cooperation across Eurasia, 
positioning it as a potential framework for linking landlocked Central Asian 
states with global markets through Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran and Türkiye.76 In 
this context, the Wakhan Corridor can play a significant role in further 
enhancing trade and economic cooperation among ECO members.

Challenges

 Historically, Wakhan’s natural isolation has kept this area away from 
direct conflict. Nevertheless, its position along the Durand Line and its 
geographic proximity with China and Tajikistan renders it a significant area in 
the region. The Corridor offers access to trade routes, energy resources and 
economic cooperation with Central Asia, South Asia and China. As a result, 
Wakhan remains an important component in the geopolitical landscape of the 
region.77 Despite its strategic significance, the opening of the Corridor faces 
several critical challenges.

Geographical Complexity

 Geographically, the region experiences extremely low temperatures, 
remains snow-covered for over six months in a year and is characterized by 
rugged mountainous terrain. Given these geographical conditions, the 
construction of infrastructure such as roads and tunnels presents significant 
technical and financial challenges. Nevertheless, comparable projects have 
been successfully completed in similar or even more geologically complex 
environments. A notable example is the Karakoram Highway, constructed 
through the formidable Karakoram mountains. The Pamir Mountains, where 
the Wakhan Corridor is located, exhibit similarly challenging topography.78 

Given these considerations, the construction of roads and tunnels in the 
Wakhan Corridor is feasible with the technological capabilities of China. From 
this perspective, geography does not constitute the primary obstacle to the 
development and opening of the Corridor. Instead, the principal challenges 
stem from terrorism originating in Afghanistan, political instability in the 
country and the prevalence of drug trafficking across the region.

Threat of Terrorism

 Decades of conflict and instability in Afghanistan, as well as 
destruction caused by foreign forces, have created an environment conducive to 
the presence and operation of various terrorist organizations. The terrorist 
groups often exploit the country’s ungoverned spaces and porous borders, 
particularly around the Wakhan Corridor, to establish bases and stage activities 
targeting neighboring regions, including Pakistan, Central Asia and China.79 
The use of Afghanistan’s territory as a launchpad for cross-border terrorism has 
raised serious security concerns among regional states. China and Central 
Asian countries, in particular, view the security situation as a major obstacle to 
regional connectivity.80 Due to persistent terrorist threats, China has long been 
reluctant to open or develop the Wakhan Corridor, keeping its border with 
Afghanistan effectively sealed for decades.81 In the light of these concerns, 
terrorism in Afghanistan continues to pose a significant threat to the security 
and stability of Pakistan, Central Asia and China. As long as the region remains 
insecure, the operationalization of the Wakhan Corridor will remain uncertain. 
Therefore, security and political stability in Afghanistan are essential 

prerequisites for the Corridor’s development and opening.

Drug Trafficking

 Afghanistan is the world’s leading producer of opium. And one of the 
transit routes for this drug is Wakhan Corridor, which links Afghanistan to 
neighboring countries of China, Tajikistan and Pakistan. This connectivity not 
only contributes to the increase in the regional drug trade but also provides 
considerable funding for terrorist groups in Afghanistan. In 2020 alone, the 
volume of opium sold through this Corridor was 8.3 thousand tons, with an 
estimated value of USD 350 million.82 Due to lack of infrastructure in Wakhan, 
China has remained shielded from drug trafficking originating in Afghanistan. 
The construction of roads and other means in Wakhan could facilitate drug 
trafficking, turning the Corridor into a direct transit route for drug trafficking. 
Drug trafficking remains a key concern for regional countries to develop the 
Corridor. The continued drug trafficking poses a significant threat to the 
stability and security of Wakhan and its neighboring countries. Therefore, it is 
necessary to take serious steps to prevent drug trafficking in this region.83 
However, this problem is not insurmountable and can be tackled by close 
cooperation among the anti-narcotics forces of Pakistan, China, Tajikistan and 
Afghanistan through concerted efforts.

Conclusion 

 The Wakhan Corridor holds significant geo-economic and geostrategic 
importance for China, Afghanistan and Pakistan. However, its development has 
consistently faced challenges due to geopolitical issues, including the 
19th-century “Great Game” between Russia and the British, the Soviet 
Invasion of Afghanistan (1979-1989), the Afghanistan Civil War (1992-2001), 
NATO intervention (2001-2021) and the current instability in Afghanistan.  

 Building roads and tunnels across Wakhan will enhance trade activities 
in the region. This Corridor will provide a shorter route to access Central Asia 
and, vice versa, will enable Central Asian countries to more easily reach 
Pakistan’s Gwadar and Karachi ports. It will also ease China’s access to 
Afghanistan and strengthen the link between CPEC and the broader region, 
which is a key component of BRI. In a recent development, Afghanistan has 
been included in the CPEC. Its inclusion is expected to accelerate investment 

and construction activities along the Corridor. The operationalization of this 
Corridor will not only enhance regional connectivity but also open new paths 
for economic cooperation and infrastructure development. In this context, it 
will provide researchers with a valuable opportunity to study the broader 
potential geopolitical impact of the Corridor at both regional and global levels.

 The connectivity is expected to foster peace, security, political stability 
and shared prosperity for all the countries in the region. In particular, it holds 
the potential to lift the people of Afghanistan out of poverty and diminish the 
impact of current humanitarian crisis.

Dr Zahid holds PhD in Defence and Strategic Studies from Panjab University, 
Chandigarh, India. 
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Introduction

 In recent years, India has pursued an aggressive trajectory in integrating 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) with its satellite-based Intelligence, Surveillance 
and Reconnaissance (ISR) capabilities. This transformation was part of a 
broader doctrinal shift aimed at leveraging emerging technologies to achieve 
strategic superiority in the South Asian region. New Delhi’s vision involved 
fusing AI-enabled systems with satellite-based sensors and networked 
platforms to create a seamless architecture for real-time battlefield awareness, 
autonomous decision-making and precision strike capability.3 Influenced by 
global trends in algorithmic warfare and inspired by the operational success of 
AI-enhanced ISR in Western militaries, India framed technological superiority 
as the decisive factor in future conflicts.4

 The heavy reliance on autonomous systems, vulnerable communication 
links and predictive analytics lead to inflexibility and unexpected 
vulnerabilities. Meanwhile, over-engineering and overconfidence in machine 
learning-driven command decisions could create a system optimized for 
control, but not for uncertainty, ambiguity or strategic surprise.5

 The May 2025 crisis revealed a profound disconnect between India’s 
technological ambition and its strategic effectiveness, thereby exposing the 
limits of New Delhi’s technological determinism. Despite possessing highly 
sophisticated AI-augmented ISR systems, India’s military strategy faltered 
when confronted with Pakistan’s adaptive, resilient and human-centric 
response. Rather than achieving uncontested superiority, India’s AI-centric 
doctrine proved fragile under operational stress. 

 In contrast, Pakistan responded not by attempting to match India’s 
technological sophistication but by integrating emerging technologies in a 
more modest, deliberate and adaptive manner. It approached AI and ISR tools 
through a constructivist lens, embedding them into a broader framework of 
doctrine, culture and leadership. Pakistan’s doctrine, shaped by decades of 
asymmetric military experience and a deep culture of strategic caution, 

emphasized operational resilience, mission command and the intelligent use of 
human judgment within digital systems.6 Rather than pursuing AI for prestige 
or determinism, Pakistan selectively integrated it to augment, not replace, 
human-led operations. These included defensive deception, rapid force 
dispersion, electronic warfare techniques designed to disorient AI-driven 
targeting algorithms, and ISR fusion systems. Pakistan’s strategic culture, 
rooted in defensive realism and crisis management under nuclear deterrence, 
thus provided a more flexible and resilient framework than India’s AI-centric 
operational strategy.7

 This research challenges the prevailing narrative of technological 
determinism in modern warfare, the notion that superior technology alone 
guarantees battlefield success. While emerging technologies like AI and ISR 
satellites offer transformative potential, their efficacy depends fundamentally 
on how they are embedded within national doctrines, military institutions and 
leadership cultures.8

 The May 2025 conflict underscores that it is not the technology itself, 
but its integration with strategy, adaptability and human resources that shape 
outcomes. Pakistan’s success illustrates that states with limited technological 
means can still prevail through doctrinal innovation, robust leadership and 
strategic coherence. 

 Thus, the May 2025 crisis offers a powerful case study of how 
technological determinism fails, while constructivist integration succeeds in 
shaping war outcomes. Moreover, the case holds broader implications for the 
future of warfare in the Global South. As more militaries adopt AI and ISR 
systems, the experience of South Asia in May 2025 illustrates the risks of 
overreliance on untested experimental technologies or systems and the 
enduring importance of strategic balance. It invites policymakers and military 
strategists to reconsider the assumption that cutting-edge technology will 
automatically translate into dominance, especially when adversaries possess 
the will and capacity to adapt.

India’s Militarized AI-Space Strategy: A Flawed Approach

 Significant investments in space militarization have marked India’s 
pursuit of a technologically advanced, AI-enabled military strategy. India’s 
AI-space doctrine epitomizes technological determinism: the belief that 
mastery of advanced systems would automatically yield superiority.  Platforms 
such as the Cartosat and Radar Imaging Satellite (RISAT) series of satellites, 
designed for high-resolution optical and radar imaging, respectively, form the 
core of India’s ISR constellation. The deployment of the Electromagnetic 
Intelligence-gathering Satellite (EMISAT) further augments India’s capabilities 
for monitoring electromagnetic signatures across hostile territories.9 

Complementing these systems, India experimented with autonomous drone 
swarms, battlefield robotics and AI-driven decision-support tools to create 
what appeared to be a cutting-edge military ecosystem geared toward rapid 
detection, targeting and engagement.10

 However, this technologically ambitious approach was deeply flawed in 
its overreliance on automation, centralized ISR architecture and predictive 
algorithms. Rather than enhancing strategic agility, India’s AI-space integration 
inadvertently created critical operational vulnerabilities, particularly when 
confronted by Pakistan’s decentralized, adaptive and deception-based military 
tactics during the May 2025 crisis.

Rigid AI Targeting

 One of the main weaknesses of India’s approach was the inflexibility of 
its AI-based targeting systems. Algorithms trained on historical patterns and 
predefined behavior models failed to adapt when Pakistani forces employed 
irregular and deceptive maneuvers. For instance, Pakistan successfully 
exploited these rigid targeting parameters by using decoys, electronic spoofing 
and manipulating thermal and radar signatures. These techniques confused AI 
models, which were unable to distinguish between real and false targets due to 
induced ambiguity.11 The inability of machine learning systems to grasp 

contextual nuance, a strength still retained by human operators, proved costly 
during dynamic combat situations.12

Overreliance on ISR Feeds

 India’s ISR systems, though sophisticated, operated within a highly 
centralized and latency-prone architecture. Decision-making processes were 
often bottlenecked by the need to validate satellite data and generate 
machine-analyzed threat assessments.13 In rapidly evolving tactical 
environments, such as urban or mountainous engagements, this dependence on 
ISR created delays that prevented Indian forces from responding in real-time 
during the May 2025 crisis. By contrast, Pakistan relied more on tactical 
autonomy at the unit level, enabled by commanders who were trained to act 
with limited digital oversight. This approach proved more effective in fluid, 
time-sensitive scenarios.

Misguided Strategic Assumptions

 Underlying these vulnerabilities were misguided strategic assumptions 
within Indian leadership circles. India’s military planners increasingly place 
trust in algorithmically generated assessments over traditional battlefield 
intuition and human judgment. In several instances, AI-generated threat maps 
and operational suggestions are followed with minimal human skepticism, 
leading to flawed deployments and misaligned priorities.14 This faith in 
technological objectivity ignored both the inherent biases in training data and 
the contextual blind spots of AI, particularly in unconventional warfare 
environments. By contrast, Pakistan’s strategy maintains a balance between 
machine input and human oversight, recognizing that war is as much a 
psychological and social contest as a technological one.15

The Absence of Human-Machine Synergy

 While India’s technological capabilities appear formidable on paper, 
they lack the human mastery and doctrinal adaptability required for 

high-pressure, unpredictable conflict environments. The Indian military’s 
approach to AI is largely additive, introducing automation into existing systems 
without corresponding changes in doctrine, training or command philosophy.16 

This creates a gap between capability and competence. Technologies like drone 
swarms and satellite surveillance are not inherently flawed, but their 
deployment in rigid, top-down command structures without real-time 
adaptability renders them strategically ineffective.

 Technological determinism blinded India to the social dimension of 
war. It assumed machines would reduce uncertainty, ignoring that adversaries 
actively exploit and manipulate rigid systems. In contrast, Pakistan’s emphasis 
on human-machine collaboration, flexible decision-making and the 
decentralization of command allowed it to respond creatively to India’s 
technological advancement. The 2025 conflict thus underscored that 
technological overmatch does not equate to strategic superiority, particularly 
when the adversary effectively weaponizes flexibility, deception and doctrinal 
innovation.

Indian Aggression: A Technological Gamble

 The 2025 India-Pakistan crisis marked a watershed moment in the 
strategic landscape of South Asia, testing the real-world effectiveness of 
AI-enabled warfare in a contested environment. On the night of 6–7 May 2025, 
India initiated Operation Sindoor, a high-risk military campaign grounded in 
algorithmic warfare and network-centric doctrines. The operation aimed to 
deliver a quick, decisive blow to Pakistani command and control infrastructure, 
using a constellation of AI-guided platforms operating across multiple 
domains.

 The campaign began with Rafale-led multirole fighters launching 
precision-guided cruise missiles, supported by loitering munitions and 
autonomous drone swarms, all targeting pre-designated nodes identified 
through AI-generated ISR analysis. Indian strategists, drawing confidence from 
real-time satellite feeds and machine learning-based targeting algorithms, 
sought to compress the decision-action cycle and overwhelm Pakistani 
defenses before a coherent counter-response could be mounted.17 Yet, despite 

the apparent sophistication of its operational model, India’s technological 
gamble quickly unraveled.

Pakistan’s Counter-Response: Adaptation, Deception and Doctrinal 
Excellence

 Pakistan’s approach illustrates social constructivism: technology 
acquires meaning only when embedded in doctrine, leadership and culture. 
Rather than pursuing AI for prestige or parity, Pakistan deliberately integrated 
modest technological tools within a resilient doctrinal framework.

 Pakistan responded with a layered and adaptive defense strategy that 
neutralized the advantages of India’s AI-centric offensive. Rather than 
attempting a symmetrical technological response, Pakistan weaponized 
flexibility, electronic disruption and doctrinal preparedness to confound India’s 
high-tech systems.

Electronic Warfare and Drone Disruption

 One of Pakistan’s most effective countermeasures was the deployment 
of advanced Electronic Warfare (EW) units, which targeted the communication 
links and navigational systems of India’s drone swarms and loitering 
munitions.18 These units deployed jamming, spoofing and frequency-hopping 
disruption to confuse autonomous platforms that relied on precise Global 
Navigation Satellite System (GNSS) signals and real-time data transfer for 
coordination.19 As a result, many Indian drones deviated from flight paths, 
collided mid-air or failed to locate viable targets.

Decoy Deployment and AI Confusion

 In addition, Pakistan executed a wide-scale decoy deployment 
campaign, simulating high-value military installations using radar reflectors 
and electromagnetic signatures. These measures exploited the 
pattern-recognition limitations of India’s AI targeting systems, which struck 
several decoy positions under the false assumption of their authenticity.20 As 

Horowitz has noted, algorithmic warfare is highly vulnerable to adversarial 
deception, particularly when systems are trained on datasets lacking the 
diversity to distinguish between real and engineered cues.21

 
Adaptive Air Defenses and Strategic Discipline

 Pakistan’s air defense, particularly units operating the LY-80 (HQ-16) 
platforms, adopted a strategy of selective engagement.22 Rather than reacting 
uniformly to all incursions, commanders withheld fire against decoys or 
low-value assets, preserving missile stocks for credible threats. This judicious 
use of firepower, combined with a decentralized command model, ensured 
sustained defensive capacity throughout the crisis.23 Meanwhile, Pakistan’s 
strategic reserve forces remained dispersed, avoiding detection and 
maintaining readiness for escalation, which India’s algorithms failed to 
anticipate due to their reliance on conventional massing patterns.

 India’s faith in machine-led warfare proved deeply misplaced when 
confronted by a well-prepared adversary employing a blend of human 
leadership, deception and flexible doctrine. The Indian campaign’s dependence 
on pre-scripted targeting logic and centralized ISR denied it the ability to adapt 
mid-operation, especially when its data inputs were corrupted or misleading. In 
contrast, Pakistan’s decision-making processes empowered field commanders, 
respected the ambiguity of the battlefield and adapted to the fluid nature of 
high-stakes conflict under nuclear overhang.24

 The triumph of Pakistan’s defense in this crisis reveals a fundamental 
truth in contemporary warfare: that strategic coherence and adaptability often 
matter more than technological advantage. While India possessed the more 
advanced hardware and informational capabilities, Pakistan leveraged 
cognitive and doctrinal superiority to frustrate and ultimately reverse the 
offensive. 

Pakistan’s Strategic and Operational Excellence

 During the 2025 crisis, Pakistan’s armed forces showcased a model of 
multi-domain warfare rooted in doctrinal discipline, human leadership and 
adaptive innovation. Faced with India’s AI-heavy offensive under Operation 
Sindoor, Pakistan did not attempt to match technology for technology. Instead, 
it relied on a comprehensive strategy that emphasized command flexibility, 
real-time responsiveness, precision targeting and cyber disruption. 

Superior Command and Control

 Central to Pakistan’s success was its decentralized and flexible 
command and control structure, which allowed rapid response to India’s 
unfolding strikes. Leveraging a network of mobile command posts and secure 
communication channels, Pakistan maintained operational continuity even 
under electronic duress. Unit-level commanders were granted autonomy to act 
within the commander’s intent, facilitating faster tactical adjustments than 
India’s algorithmically delayed decision loops could accommodate.25 
Pakistan’s model was consistent with historical military effectiveness 
literature, which emphasizes initiative-based leadership and bottom-up 
responsiveness in dynamic conflict environments.26

Precision Counterstrikes

 Pakistan Air Force (PAF) played a decisive role by executing precision 
counterstrikes against key Indian forward-deployed assets. Unlike India’s 
AI-targeted systems, PAF squadrons relied on manned reconnaissance, Human 
Intelligence (HUMINT) and selective electronic intercepts, which allowed 
them to engage verified, high-value targets such as supply depots, radar 
installations and mobile missile units.27 Pakistan’s strike coordination center 
integrated live intelligence with human analysis, ensuring that its air strikes 
were both accurate and strategically calibrated. The resulting impact 
neutralized significant portions of India’s offensive momentum while 
preserving Pakistan’s own operational depth.

Cyber Superiority

 Pakistan also demonstrated cyber superiority by deploying offensive 
cyber capabilities that disrupted India’s communications and ISR coordination 
networks.28 According to leaked after-action reports, Indian command units 
experienced data delays, false targeting inputs and widespread network 
instability, believed to be the result of Pakistani malware attacks on Indian 
satellite relays and tactical cloud systems.29 This cyber campaign blinded 
India’s real-time awareness, preventing effective follow-up strikes and 
delaying reinforcement movements. In modern warfare, where ISR is the 
linchpin of operational tempo, cyber dominance functioned as a strategic 
equalizer, compensating for India’s advantage in hardware.30

Moral and National Resolve

 Perhaps the most underappreciated element of Pakistan’s success was 
the moral cohesion and national resolve of its military and citizenry. Faced with 
a technologically advanced offensive, Pakistani forces responded with high 
morale, fueled by a clear national narrative of defense and sovereignty. 
Civil-military coordination ensured logistical support, national media 
reinforced public confidence and no signs of internal dissent were reported in 
the ranks.31 This human factor proved decisive, as India’s technologically 
dependent formations suffered from lower cohesion under stress, especially 
when automated systems began to fail.

 By the end of the conflict, Pakistani forces had: (i) targeted advanced 
Indian surveillance equipment and drone systems; (ii) established air 
superiority; and (iii) disrupted India’s digital battlespace in cyber and 
information domains.

Indian Strategic Collapse

 In stark contrast to Pakistan’s cohesive and adaptive campaign, India’s 
AI-reliant military strategy collapsed under battlefield conditions. While India 

entered the conflict with superior hardware including Rafale jets, S-400 missile 
systems, loitering munitions and AI-integrated ISR platforms, it failed to 
integrate these assets within an effective and adaptive doctrine. The result was 
a technologically advanced yet strategically brittle response.

Ineffective Air and Missile Defense

 India’s much-touted S-400 Triumf air defense system and the 
indigenous Akashteer battlefield air defense network was ineffective against 
Pakistan’s low-altitude, mobile and time-sensitive strikes. The S-400 system, 
optimized for high-value aerial threats, was unable to respond effectively to 
Pakistan’s precision missile attacks and manned aircraft flying at low altitude.32 
Meanwhile, Akashteer suffered coordination issues, worsened by ISR 
confusion and network degradation caused by Pakistani cyberattacks.

AI Decision Loops and Tactical Paralysis

 India’s machine-dependent decision architecture proved to be a liability 
in fast-paced combat. AI systems, trained on peacetime data and structured war 
games, struggled to adapt to the asymmetric tactics employed by Pakistan. 
Automated response algorithms created delays in engagement decisions, often 
waiting for confirmation loops that failed under cyber interference. These 
delays in action allowed Pakistani forces to seize the initiative and exploit 
Indian hesitation.33

Collapse of Morale

 As operational losses mounted and communications faltered, Indian 
morale eroded rapidly. Several forward units, unable to communicate with 
higher headquarters or confirm orders, withdrew prematurely or surrendered 
equipment intact.34 The Indian public, initially fed narratives of a quick victory 
through superior technology, grew increasingly disillusioned as reports of 
battlefield failures and strategic confusion emerged. Analysts have long warned 
of the dangers of technocratic hubris in warfighting, where overconfidence in 

tools can obscure the need for robust leadership and human adaptability.35

 Here, technology served strategy, not the other way round. By 
embedding emerging tools within its doctrinal culture of defensive realism, 
Pakistan demonstrated the constructivist logic that war is socially and 
institutionally constructed, not technologically predetermined.

Strategic Lessons: Man over Machine

 The 2025 India-Pakistan conflict stands as a pivotal moment in the 
evolution of modern warfare, not merely due to the technologies deployed but 
because of the profound strategic truths it reaffirmed. Above all, the crisis 
illustrated that warfare remains an inherently human endeavor, where 
leadership, discipline and moral cohesion ultimately determine outcomes, not 
machines alone. India’s defeat demonstrates that AI and ISR superiority cannot 
guarantee success. Deterministic thinking creates fragility when adversaries 
exploit machine rigidity and data vulnerabilities.

Technology as a Tool, not a Substitute

 As advanced as India’s AI-enabled systems appeared, they proved 
vulnerable when pitted against an adversary that understood the limits of 
technology and emphasized adaptability. India’s defeat illustrates that AI and 
ISR superiority cannot guarantee success. Deterministic thinking creates 
fragility when adversaries exploit machine rigidity and data vulnerabilities. 
Pakistan’s military demonstrated that technology must serve strategy, not 
replace it. This principle echoes classic strategic theory from Clausewitz to 
Biddle, who argue that the essence of war lies not in material superiority, but in 
the integration of technology with training, cohesion and sound judgment.36 

 India’s overreliance on automation produced an illusion of control. The 
assumption that AI could reduce the fog of war, or make real-time decisions 
faster and better than humans, collapsed when unstructured, adversarial 
behavior overwhelmed machine learning algorithms trained on peacetime 
patterns.37 In contrast, Pakistan’s forces relied on seasoned military leadership, 

honed through experience in counterinsurgency and conventional operations, 
to read battlefield cues and react effectively under pressure.

The Limits of Artificial Intelligence in War

 The 2025 war also highlighted the significant limitations of AI in 
complex, unpredictable conflict environments. AI systems, particularly those 
trained on structured datasets, struggled to process deceptive patterns, 
unexpected maneuvers and information denial strategies employed by 
Pakistan. While algorithms excel at recognizing predictable patterns, they falter 
in ambiguity-rich, adversarial decision environments, which remain the 
hallmark of high-intensity warfare.38

 Pakistan capitalized on these vulnerabilities by deploying non-standard 
tactics, employing decoys, electronic jamming and deception, which AI could 
not readily interpret. Indian autonomous systems, unable to verify data in 
real-time or question their programming, struck false targets or hesitated in 
critical moments.39 A form of algorithmic paralysis that compounded India’s 
strategic confusion.

 In contrast, Pakistan’s human-led decision-making model enabled 
flexibility and accountability at every level. Unit commanders adapted to 
battlefield contingencies, reevaluated plans in real-time and acted with clarity 
of intent, elements that AI currently cannot replicate, especially in complex, 
high-stakes scenarios. Pakistan’s victory stemmed from embedding technology 
into doctrine, training and leadership. Technology was an enabler, not a 
determinant of success.

Victory through Vigilance, Discipline and Moral Unity

 Pakistan’s strategic victory in 2025 also stemmed from qualities 
machines cannot emulate: vigilance, discipline, moral conviction and national 
unity. The military’s cohesive doctrinal training, strong command culture and 
enduring civil-military synergy allowed it to sustain operations, absorb shocks 
and respond decisively. Pakistan framed its defensive campaign around 
strategic patience and calibrated retaliation, avoiding unnecessary escalation 

while preserving military initiative.40

 Furthermore, national resolve and public morale played a critical role. 
As the crisis unfolded, Pakistan’s narrative of sovereignty, defense and national 
dignity galvanized public support. Civilian and military leadership remained 
aligned, reinforcing institutional confidence and ensuring logistical resilience. 
By contrast, India, despite apparently superior systems, suffered from a 
breakdown in morale, institutional overreach by technocratic elements and a 
public disillusioned by unmet expectations.41

Guardian of Strategic Stability

 Ultimately, Pakistan’s success reaffirmed its role as the guardian of 
strategic stability in South Asia. By defeating a technologically superior 
adversary through smart warfare, Pakistan demonstrated not only military 
capability but also strategic maturity. Its ability to integrate traditional doctrine 
with selective technological tools, while maintaining restraint under nuclear 
overhang, preserved regional deterrence equilibrium and deterred further 
escalation.

 This lesson is not new but urgently relevant in the AI age: machines can 
assist war, but cannot wage it alone. Victory still belongs to the side with 
superior leadership, doctrinal clarity and the human will to adapt.

Conclusion

 India’s aggressive pursuit of AI and space-based militarization, 
encapsulated in its 2025 military doctrine, culminated not in dominance but in 
defeat. Despite possessing a formidable array of ISR satellites, AI-guided 
weapons and automated defense systems, India failed to appreciate a central 
tenet of strategic theory: technology is a force multiplier, not a force 
determinant.42 The 2025 conflict highlighted the vulnerabilities inherent in 
over-automation, including algorithmic rigidity, decision latency and the 
erosion of human accountability in warfare.

 In stark contrast, Pakistan’s triumph was rooted in resilience, doctrinal 
clarity and human excellence. Its armed forces demonstrated that disciplined 
leadership, adaptive tactics and moral conviction could outperform algorithmic 
warfare. Pakistan’s operational doctrine, grounded in real-world experience 
and strategic restraint, enabled it to absorb the initial shock of India’s high-tech 
offensive and mount a calibrated, multi-domain response, achieving decisive 
results without crossing red lines or triggering uncontrollable escalation.43 

 More broadly, Pakistan’s success in 2025 affirms a foundational lesson 
for 21st-century military strategy: victory in war still depends on the cognitive 
and moral strengths of human actors, not the sophistication of digital systems. 
As new technologies proliferate from quantum ISR platforms to autonomous 
weapons, states must resist the temptation to delegate critical decisions to 
machines. Instead, the integration of technology must be guided by sound 
doctrine, robust institutions and ethical command structures.44

 As South Asia enters a new era of militarized AI and dual-use space 
technologies, Pakistan’s conduct in the 2025 crisis offers a model of strategic 
prudence under pressure. Far from engaging in technological arms-racing, 
Pakistan has emphasized defensive innovation, seeking to modernize its forces 
without sacrificing command responsibility or crisis stability. This approach 
reflects its consistent view that strategic deterrence and conventional readiness 
are mutually reinforcing, not mutually exclusive.45

 Pakistan’s future posture will likely be defined by:

Selective modernization of AI, cyber and space capabilities within a 
doctrinal framework;
Institutional investment in training and civil-military cohesion;
Continued emphasis on strategic restraint under the nuclear threshold; 
and
Active engagement in regional confidence-building measures and 
diplomatic initiatives to avoid unintentional escalation.

 In doing so, Pakistan reaffirms its role as the responsible custodian of 

South Asian strategic stability, a nuclear power committed not only to 
defending its sovereignty but also to preserving peace through balance, not 
brinkmanship.

 The 2025 conflict offers enduring lessons for other regional and global 
powers:

Technological superiority does not equal strategic supremacy;
Human leadership remains irreplaceable in war and peace;
National unity, institutional discipline and doctrinal clarity are the true 
pillars of deterrence in the AI age.

 The 2025 India-Pakistan conflict demonstrated the clash of two 
theoretical paradigms. India’s strategy embodied technological determinism, a 
misplaced belief that AI and space superiority would dictate outcomes. 
Pakistan’s strategy embodied social constructivism, where technology’s role 
was defined by doctrine, leadership and national culture. In the shadow of this 
conflict, Pakistan emerges not only as the tactical victor but as the strategic 
adult in the room, capable of integrating innovation with restraint, strength with 
stability and power with responsibility.

Introduction

 A particular geographic place or space does not choose to become a 
strategic location. Instead, its position in a “hostile geopolitical environment” 
or its location between various ambitious and aggressive geopolitical entities 
increases its geopolitical and geostrategic importance.2 Considering this, 
Wakhan enjoys a significant strategic location in the region. Historically, this 
narrow strip of land has served as an important transit route between China, 
Tibet, Persia, Central Asia and South Asia. The ancient Silk Route passed 
through this narrow strip and remained the primary passage for travelers and 
merchandise for a long time. This famous route was not only crucial for trade 
and commerce but also played a great role in the exchange of ideas and cultures 
between the eastern and western regions of the world.3 

 Furthermore, in ancient times, this route was used by Chinese pilgrims 
to visit Buddhist centers in Gandhara and Taxila. It was a popular pilgrimage 
route during the 5th and 6th centuries. In the seventh century, the Chinese monk 
Huan Tsang traveled through this route in search of Buddhist teaching. Marco 
Polo and Portuguese travelers used this route to reach China.4 Therefore, this 
Corridor remained an essential trade path to connect China, India, Balkh and 
Bukhara until the decline of the Mughal Empire in India. However, with the 
development of new sea routes to China and India in the late 15th century, the 
ancient Silk Route lost its significance as a major trade route from Rome to 
China.5

 The modern geopolitical importance of Wakhan emerged in the 19th 
century during the “Great Game” era.6 During this time, Wakhan emerged as a 
“buffer zone” between the Tsarist Russia and the British Empire to prevent 
Russian advance toward British India and to avoid direct conflict between the 

two powers.7 Hence, the Corridor was formed in 1895 after negotiations 
between British military explorer Francis Younghusband and his Russian 
counterpart, Colonel Yanov.8 Both officers delineated the southern and northern 
borders of the Corridor and announced that neither China nor Afghanistan 
would interfere in the area. However, later Russia conceded this area as part of 
Afghanistan under a pre-established agreement.9

 During the Cold War, this area remained strategically significant due to 
its geographical proximity to the Soviet Union and Pakistan, especially after 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.10 Following the Soviet withdrawal 
from Afghanistan, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) recognized 
its significance as an alternative supply route. In 2009, the United States 
approached Chinese authorities with a proposal to open Wakhjir Pass as an 
alternative supply route for NATO forces operating in Afghanistan. However, 
China declined the proposal due to its strategic interests and security 
concerns.11

 Today, Wakhan’s proximity to China, Pakistan and Central Asia makes 
it a crucial focal point for regional powers, particularly in the context of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).12 The BRI project aims to connect the Wakhan 
Corridor to the USD 62 billion mega-infrastructure project, the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor (CPEC), due to its proximity to the Karakoram Highway. 
The Karakoram Highway was developed by the Chinese government to 
facilitate regional connectivity through pipelines, power transmission lines, 

and railway networks.13 The objective of this paper is to highlight the strategic 
importance of the Wakhan Corridor and the interest of Afghanistan, Pakistan 
and China in the development of this Corridor, particularly in terms of its 
geopolitical and geo-economic importance. This research paper is based on a 
qualitative method. The data has been collected from secondary sources, 
including articles, newspapers and credible internet sources.

Geographical Position 

 The Wakhan Corridor is typically characterized by high altitudes, 
rugged terrain, towering mountain ranges, expansive glaciers and harsh 
climatic environment. The Corridor is a long narrow strip of land in 
Badakhshan province, northeast of Afghanistan that has served as an important 
connecting point between South Asia, Central Asia and China. For centuries, it 
has been a vital passage for traders and pilgrimers. The Corridor extends from 
the Ishkashim district in the north to the south by creating boundaries between 
several geopolitical entities. The Wakhan Corridor extends approximately 350 
km in length, with its width ranging from 16 to 64 km.14 It covers an area of 
10,300 km2. On the southern side, it shares a 300 km border with Pakistan, 
while in the north and northeast, 260 km with Tajikistan and in the west, 74 km 
with China.15 Additionally, the Corridor encompasses several major mountain 
ranges, including the Pamir, Hindu Kush and Karakoram. These three ranges 
converge at what is commonly known as the Pamir Knot, while the open valley 
between these three ranges is called “Roof of the World” or (Bam-e-Dunya). 
The mountain passes in this region range from 5,000m to 6,500m above sea 
level.16 These rugged mountain ranges not only define the area’s topography 
but also reinforce the Corridor’s strategic importance. It serves as a key 
connecting point between Afghanistan and China’s Xinjiang province, while 

separating Tajikistan’s Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region from northern 
Pakistan.17 

 The Corridor is divided into two regions: The Upper Wakhan and the 
Lower Wakhan. The upper Wakhan lies to the eastern side of the Pamir River, 
while the lower Wakhan is situated on the western side, covering the Panj River 
valley and Wakhan Valley.18 Geographically, this region is divided into three 
sections: the main Wakhan strip between Pamir Knot, Qala Panj and 
Ishkesham; the great Pamir, also known as Pamir-e-Kalan, consists of the 
highest mountains in the knot. This mountain divides the Tajik Pamir across the 
deep valley of the Pamir River. The last section is little Pamir, known as “Pamir 
Khord”, located in the southern and eastern block of mountains, determined by 
the upper valley and upper ridge of the Wakhan Valley.19 To be precise, the 
Wakhan Corridor is spread between 71°50’ to 74°50’ degrees east longitude, 
36°35’ to 37°30’ degrees north latitude. Access to this region is restricted by 
terrain.20

 Geomorphologically, the Corridor is divided into two distinct parts: The 
Wakhan Corridor and the Afghan Pamir. The Wakhan Corridor lies at an 
elevation higher than 2000m and the Afghan Pamir lies above 3500m. This 
challenging topography contributes to the region’s remoteness, making it one 
of the most isolated areas within the Hindu Kush-Karakoram region. Access to 
this region is possible through Dawan, Jaman Shur on the north, Wakhjir on the 
east and Broghil, Darwazo, Kankhen, Ochili and Shahgologh on the south.21 
Additionally, this narrow strip of land has numerous routes to connect with 
neighboring countries. The Northern route connects it with Tajikistan, passing 
along the Panj Rivers. The Southern route reaches China through Wakhjir Pass, 
but this route is closed for more than half of the year due to snowfall. The third 
is the Central route, connecting both the Northern and Southern routes in 
Wakhan and leading to China through Tegermansu mountain pass at an altitude 
of 4,827m.22 The fourth route links the Afghan Tongue with the Karakoram 
Highway, located in the southeast from Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Hunza and Gilgit 

regions of Pakistan. The fifth route is located in the south, connecting 
Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Gilgit and Chitral regions. Other roads also link Wakhan 
to Chitral.23 Furthermore, the main passes of the Wakhan Corridor are Broghli 
(3882m), Darwazaa to Chitral (4288m), Irshad Uween (4979m) and Dilisan 
(5290m) to Gojal and Khodarg Werth to Ishkuman.24 The region is known for 
its snowy peaks, deep valleys, glaciers, lakes, rugged and rocky terrains and hot 
springs.

 The Oxus River (Amu Darya), one of Central Asia’s major rivers that 
ultimately flows into the Aral Sea, originates in the highlands of this region.25 
The two main tributaries of this river are the Panj and Pamir Rivers, which 
originate from the heights of Pamir and Hindukush. The joining of these two 
rivers forms the Amu River.26

Socio-Cultural Diversity of the Wakhan Corridor

 The Wakhan Corridor is a unique region with diverse customs, rituals 
and various ethnic groups living in this area.27 Wakhan has a population of 
17000 people, consisting of Wakhis and Kyrgyz,28 who have been living in this 
region for centuries. The Kyrgyz and Wakhis are followers of the Ismaili sect 
of Islam and their language is Wakhi. The Wakhis live in the border areas of 
Tajikistan, China and Pakistan at altitudes of 2000m to 3000m. The Kyrgyz live 
in the eastern part of the Wakhan Corridor, which includes mountains and 
snow-covered lakes.29

 The common religion, language, climate and environment have 
fostered similar cultures among the Wakhis and Kyrgyz.30 Despite these 

commonalities, sometimes territorial disputes, historical grievances and 
competing interests among these groups lead to tension and conflict.31 Owing 
to the extremely rugged terrain, harsh climatic conditions and geographic 
isolation, the people of Wakhan face significant challenges, including limited 
access to education, food insecurity, widespread poverty, inadequate healthcare 
and a high prevalence of opium addiction.32 The absence of education and 
development standards has kept them behind the world.33

 Currently, the livelihood of the Wakhan people primarily depends on 
livestock husbandry and, to some extent, agriculture.34 The people of Wakhan 
live in tents and follow a nomadic lifestyle. In the summer season, they move 
to higher elevations, while in winter, they go downhill to their pastures to avoid 
the extreme cold and facilitate grazing for their animals.35 Festivities in Wakhan 
include the celebration of Nowruz (Persian New Year), Eid ul-Fitr and Eid 
ul-Adha, along with the observance of local traditions and cultural practices.

Afghanistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor is often described as the “head” of Afghanistan 
due to its distinctive shape and location. In ancient times, this region held a 
significant position as a trade route between the East and West. However, in the 
modern era, it has lost its importance due to modern developments, rugged 
terrain and lack of infrastructure.36 But in recent years, the discovery of 
hydrocarbons in Central Asia and the emergence of new economic projects like 
CPEC, BRI and other ventures, including gas and oil pipelines and electric 
transmission lines like CASA-1000, have highlighted the geopolitical and 

geo-economic importance of this Corridor.37 With the rise of these projects, the 
Wakhan Corridor has once again attracted the attention of neighboring 
countries. It appears that the Corridor is regaining its historical significance 
after centuries of neglect. The revival of Wakhan is expected to increase 
Afghanistan’s political and economic significance as a transit hub.

 Afghanistan has served as a link between East and West due to its 
strategic location as a transit point for commercial exchanges in ancient times. 
Its geographical position offers a unique opportunity to transform the country 
into a commercial and economic Corridor. The Wakhan Corridor, in particular, 
holds significant potential to connect regional countries including Afghanistan, 
China, Pakistan and the Central Asian states.38 This Corridor holds strategic 
significance for Afghanistan, as it could facilitate strong relations with 
neighboring countries and enhance its global trade through the Indian Ocean. 
Moreover, its proximity with the “resource-abundant” Central Asian states and 
Pakistan, offers opportunities for trade partnership, resource exchange and 
cross-border commerce.39

 Establishing communication and commercial infrastructure in Wakhan 
will contribute to the economic development of Afghanistan, particularly 
benefiting the Northern provinces.40 By developing this Corridor, Afghanistan 
can transport its products to China easily and affordably, while simultaneously 
reaping economic and commercial benefits in return.41 It would enhance 
Afghanistan’s political leverage and help the country to balance its relations 
with regional powers. In addition, the development of infrastructure in Wakhan 
would improve the government’s access to the region, promote economic 
growth and uplift the living standard of local people.42

 China’s BRI project further underscores the significance of this 
Corridor.43 By joining BRI, Afghanistan can serve as a regional hub and enter 
into a new era of economic and political cooperation at the regional level. The 
development of the Wakhan Corridor represents a crucial step toward 
Afghanistan’s economic and political growth.44 Afghanistan stands to benefit 
significantly from becoming part of BRI, as this project would connect to both 
North-East Asian and South-West Asian nations. By integrating into this 
project, Afghanistan could achieve political and economic relevance and 
establish itself as a key global transit hub. Opening the Wakhan Corridor would 
increase Afghanistan’s strategic importance by offering an alternative route to 
the Indian Ocean through Pakistan,45 a development that holds particular 
significance for China. Therefore, China is investing in infrastructure projects 
in Wakhan region. The three key ranges, Tegermansu, the Big Pamir or Pamir 
Kalan and Wakhjir valley, have been identified as potential sites for 
development. The development of these ranges would provide Afghanistan 
with new economic prospects.46

 The opening of this Corridor would significantly enhance Afghanistan’s 
geopolitical importance, positioning it as a supplementary route for regional 
connectivity. By integrating with the Karakoram Highway, it would provide 
direct and shortest access to the Arabian Sea.47 Afghanistan could benefit 
substantially from this Corridor by generating revenue through taxation and 
creating thousands of direct and indirect job opportunities. Trade cannot 
flourish without security, therefore, realizing the full benefits of this Corridor is 
contingent upon stability in Afghanistan.

China’s Interest

 China has started efforts to revitalize the ancient Silk Road as part of the 
BRI project. The initiative includes two major components: (i) Silk Road 
Economic Belt and (ii) Maritime Silk Road. This plan aims to connect the 
continents of Asia, Europe and Africa and integrate China with the rest of the 
world through land, sea and air. This project contains an estimated USD 5 
trillion investment in infrastructure building across 65 countries.48

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor

 A major BRI project in South Asia is CPEC, with an investment of USD 
62 billion.49 This project connects the city of Kashgar in China’s Xinjiang 
province to Pakistan’s Gwadar port. An important part of CPEC is the 
reconstruction and upgrading of the Karakoram Highway, which links Kashgar 
to Abbottabad. This highway was opened in 1986 as a trade and transit route 
between China and Pakistan. The construction of this highway significantly 
reduced the travel distance. Notably, it has shortened the distance between 
China and the Middle-East from 15,900 km via the Malacca Strait to 3,700 km 
through the Khunjerab pass.50 

 Importantly, the Karakoram Highway runs close to the Wakhan 
Corridor, a crucial component of BRI. Strategically positioned at the crossroads 
of Central Asia and South Asia, this Corridor provides China access to new 
economic markets, natural resources and energy reserves in Central Asia.51 The 
construction of roads in this Corridor would integrate Afghanistan’s road 
network with the Karakoram Highway.52 Additionally, the Corridor could 
provide a direct link between China’s Xinjiang province and Central Asian 
countries. Moreover, the Corridor may facilitate easier trade and energy supply 
networks between China and its partners. It can potentially deepen China’s 

economic and strategic position in the region. This underscores the Wakhan’s 
role as a vital link in the broader regional geopolitical and economic 
landscape.53

 The Karakoram Highway has the potential to connect CPEC with the 
Wakhan Corridor to expand the infrastructure projects between South Asia and 
Central Asia. Investing in this project would provide China with a shorter trade 
route to Central Asia and beyond.54 The Wakhan Corridor is particularly 
significant as it is the only transit passage in the region that is close to China, 
West-Asia, the Persian Gulf, Caspian Sea and Europe.55 More importantly, 60% 
of China’s trade  with the Western and Middle Eastern countries passes through 
the Strait of Malacca, a vital maritime checkpoint under the strategic influence 
of United States of America, China’s main global competitor.56 Considering 
this geopolitical challenge, the opening of the Wakhan Corridor and its 
connection with Central Asia could provide an alternative route for oil and gas 
pipelines, ensuring a more secure energy supply for China.57

 The construction of alternative land-based trade routes in western 
regions of China is a strategic requirement for its commercial and economic 
security.58 Investment in Wakhan not only offers China an alternate transit route 
but also facilitates its access to Afghanistan’s natural resources, like lithium, 
copper and rare earth minerals, which are important for China’s industrial and 
technological development.59 Geological surveys estimate that Afghanistan 
holds mineral resources worth USD 1 trillion. Therefore, China has already 
invested in the Mes Aynak copper mine, the world’s second-largest copper 
deposit and in the hydrocarbon reserves of the Amu Darya Basin in Sar-e-Pol 
and Faryab provinces.60

 Afghanistan’s recent inclusion in CPEC highlights the growing 
geopolitical importance of the Wakhan Corridor. In May 2025, China, Pakistan 
and Afghanistan agreed in Beijing to formally extend the CPEC into 
Afghanistan’s territory and to hold the next trilateral meeting in Kabul, a move 
reflecting Beijing’s strategy to integrate Afghanistan into BRI frameworks and 
promote regional connectivity.61 This offers Afghanistan unprecedented access 
to Pakistan’s ports and regional trade networks, while simultaneously 
providing China with overland alternatives to traditional maritime routes 
vulnerable to strategic competition.62

 Beyond its economic benefits, the construction of road through the 
Wakhan Corridor would significantly strengthen China’s strategic foothold in 
the region.63 For China, the project could serve three key strategic objectives. 
First, it would expand trade networks with Central Asian countries to the north. 
Second, it would improve connectivity with Pakistan’s Gwadar Port to the 
south, a cornerstone of the CPEC. Third, it would provide China with direct 
access to Afghanistan.64

Pakistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor offers the shortest and most efficient trade route 
for Pakistan to enhance economic and commercial relations with Central Asian 
states. It also provides easy access at the lowest cost via Pakistan’s northern 
highland and Chitral region.65 The Corridor could facilitate trade in minerals, 
textiles, agricultural products, manufactured goods, oil, gas and electric 
transmission lines.66 At the same time, the Wakhan Corridor could function as a 
crucial transit route for Central Asian states to have direct access to the 

international markets through Gwadar Port. Gwadar holds strategic 
significance due to its location at the mouth of the Strait of Hormuz, a key 
maritime chokepoint.67 

 Geographically, Wakhan connects Pakistan’s Hunza and Chitral 
regions, with vital crossing points including Broghil, Irshad and Dilisang 
passes. Among these passes, Broghil pass is the most significant doorway 
connecting Pakistan to the Wakhan Corridor.68 Gupsi and Yasin serve as 
important joining points, connecting the Wakhan Corridor with Pakistan’s 
Ghizar and Hunza districts in Gilgit Baltistan.69 Indeed, this Corridor serves as 
a bridge between Pakistan and Central Asia, significantly reducing the distance 
between the two regions to just 13 km.70 The opening of the Wakhan Corridor 
would offer Pakistan another trading route with Afghanistan. Pakistan could 
exploit the Wakhan Corridor as a more efficient and economical route for 
importing oil and gas from Central Asia and Russia.71

 A train link from Tajikistan through the Wakhan Corridor could connect 
to the planned Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan railway line. Pakistan views 
the Wakhan Corridor not only as a strategic access point to Central Asia but 
also as a potential source of significant employment opportunities for Pakistani 
citizens. In addition to facilitating trade expansion through Gwadar port, the 
Corridor would also enhance Pakistan’s economic ties with China and Central 
Asian countries. However, the importance of Wakhan for Pakistan extends 
beyond trade. The Corridor carries political significance, especially in the 
context of Pakistan’s policy focus on enhancing relations with Central Asian 
states.

Pakistan’s National Security Policy 2022-2026 

 Pakistan’s National Security Policy (NSP) 2022-2026 recognizes 
Afghanistan’s potential as a strategic gateway for enhanced economic 
connectivity with the Central Asian Republics (CARs). Central to this is the 
“Vision Central Asia,” emphasizing five core pillars: political relations, trade 

and investment, energy and connectivity, security and defense and 
people-to-people contacts.72 The NSP marks a deliberate strategic pivot to 
geo-economics, prioritizing the expansion of trade and economic linkages with 
CARs through robust connectivity. Afghanistan plays a pivotal role in 
advancing Pakistan’s “Vision Central Asia” initiative. In alignment with 
Islamabad’s geo-economic priorities, the Wakhan Corridor would further 
facilitate trade expansion and energy projects in the region.

Shanghai Cooperation Organization

 The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) is a pivotal multilateral 
organization that plays a significant role in shaping the geopolitical and 
economic landscape of Central and South Asia, directly impacting the 
relevance of the Wakhan Corridor. Since its establishment in 2001, the SCO has 
prioritized regional stability, security cooperation and economic integration 
among its member states, which include China, Russia, Pakistan, Iran, India, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Belarus. The 
organization’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) has notably enhanced 
intelligence sharing and operational coordination, thereby strengthening 
collective efforts against terrorism, extremism and separatism. The SCO’s 
commitment to fostering mutual trust, expanding multilateral dialogue and 
promoting good neighborliness has provided a crucial platform for addressing 
common security concerns, which is essential for the stability required to 
operationalize strategic routes like the Wakhan Corridor.73

 Beyond security, the SCO is increasingly focused on economic 
cooperation and connectivity, which aligns closely with the objectives of major 
initiatives such as the BRI and the CPEC. The Wakhan Corridor holds the 
potential to become a vital trade and transit route connecting Central Asia with 
South Asia.74 The SCO’s agenda to deepen trade ties, expand infrastructure and 

harmonize regulations among its members directly supports the development 
of such Corridors, facilitating access to new markets and resources. By 
synergizing the BRI and CPEC with the SCO’s broader regional vision, the 
organization is positioned to inject new momentum into cross-border economic 
collaboration, permanently transforming the region’s connectivity and 
economic prospects. In this context, the SCO’s role is not only to ensure a 
secure environment for such projects but also to provide the institutional 
framework for sustainable and inclusive regional development.

Economic Cooperation Organization

 The Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), originally established 
as the Regional Cooperation for Development (RCD) in 1964 by Pakistan, Iran 
and Türkiye, was transformed in 1985 into a broader economic bloc. Its 
expansion in 1992 to include Afghanistan, five Central Asian republics and 
Azerbaijan significantly enhanced the organization’s strategic capacity for 
regional integration.75 Today, the ECO spans approximately eight million 
square kilometers, nearly double the size of the European Union and 
encompasses around 500 million people. Its objectives focus on facilitating 
trade, infrastructure development and energy cooperation across Eurasia, 
positioning it as a potential framework for linking landlocked Central Asian 
states with global markets through Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran and Türkiye.76 In 
this context, the Wakhan Corridor can play a significant role in further 
enhancing trade and economic cooperation among ECO members.

Challenges

 Historically, Wakhan’s natural isolation has kept this area away from 
direct conflict. Nevertheless, its position along the Durand Line and its 
geographic proximity with China and Tajikistan renders it a significant area in 
the region. The Corridor offers access to trade routes, energy resources and 
economic cooperation with Central Asia, South Asia and China. As a result, 
Wakhan remains an important component in the geopolitical landscape of the 
region.77 Despite its strategic significance, the opening of the Corridor faces 
several critical challenges.

Geographical Complexity

 Geographically, the region experiences extremely low temperatures, 
remains snow-covered for over six months in a year and is characterized by 
rugged mountainous terrain. Given these geographical conditions, the 
construction of infrastructure such as roads and tunnels presents significant 
technical and financial challenges. Nevertheless, comparable projects have 
been successfully completed in similar or even more geologically complex 
environments. A notable example is the Karakoram Highway, constructed 
through the formidable Karakoram mountains. The Pamir Mountains, where 
the Wakhan Corridor is located, exhibit similarly challenging topography.78 

Given these considerations, the construction of roads and tunnels in the 
Wakhan Corridor is feasible with the technological capabilities of China. From 
this perspective, geography does not constitute the primary obstacle to the 
development and opening of the Corridor. Instead, the principal challenges 
stem from terrorism originating in Afghanistan, political instability in the 
country and the prevalence of drug trafficking across the region.

Threat of Terrorism

 Decades of conflict and instability in Afghanistan, as well as 
destruction caused by foreign forces, have created an environment conducive to 
the presence and operation of various terrorist organizations. The terrorist 
groups often exploit the country’s ungoverned spaces and porous borders, 
particularly around the Wakhan Corridor, to establish bases and stage activities 
targeting neighboring regions, including Pakistan, Central Asia and China.79 
The use of Afghanistan’s territory as a launchpad for cross-border terrorism has 
raised serious security concerns among regional states. China and Central 
Asian countries, in particular, view the security situation as a major obstacle to 
regional connectivity.80 Due to persistent terrorist threats, China has long been 
reluctant to open or develop the Wakhan Corridor, keeping its border with 
Afghanistan effectively sealed for decades.81 In the light of these concerns, 
terrorism in Afghanistan continues to pose a significant threat to the security 
and stability of Pakistan, Central Asia and China. As long as the region remains 
insecure, the operationalization of the Wakhan Corridor will remain uncertain. 
Therefore, security and political stability in Afghanistan are essential 

prerequisites for the Corridor’s development and opening.

Drug Trafficking

 Afghanistan is the world’s leading producer of opium. And one of the 
transit routes for this drug is Wakhan Corridor, which links Afghanistan to 
neighboring countries of China, Tajikistan and Pakistan. This connectivity not 
only contributes to the increase in the regional drug trade but also provides 
considerable funding for terrorist groups in Afghanistan. In 2020 alone, the 
volume of opium sold through this Corridor was 8.3 thousand tons, with an 
estimated value of USD 350 million.82 Due to lack of infrastructure in Wakhan, 
China has remained shielded from drug trafficking originating in Afghanistan. 
The construction of roads and other means in Wakhan could facilitate drug 
trafficking, turning the Corridor into a direct transit route for drug trafficking. 
Drug trafficking remains a key concern for regional countries to develop the 
Corridor. The continued drug trafficking poses a significant threat to the 
stability and security of Wakhan and its neighboring countries. Therefore, it is 
necessary to take serious steps to prevent drug trafficking in this region.83 
However, this problem is not insurmountable and can be tackled by close 
cooperation among the anti-narcotics forces of Pakistan, China, Tajikistan and 
Afghanistan through concerted efforts.

Conclusion 

 The Wakhan Corridor holds significant geo-economic and geostrategic 
importance for China, Afghanistan and Pakistan. However, its development has 
consistently faced challenges due to geopolitical issues, including the 
19th-century “Great Game” between Russia and the British, the Soviet 
Invasion of Afghanistan (1979-1989), the Afghanistan Civil War (1992-2001), 
NATO intervention (2001-2021) and the current instability in Afghanistan.  

 Building roads and tunnels across Wakhan will enhance trade activities 
in the region. This Corridor will provide a shorter route to access Central Asia 
and, vice versa, will enable Central Asian countries to more easily reach 
Pakistan’s Gwadar and Karachi ports. It will also ease China’s access to 
Afghanistan and strengthen the link between CPEC and the broader region, 
which is a key component of BRI. In a recent development, Afghanistan has 
been included in the CPEC. Its inclusion is expected to accelerate investment 

and construction activities along the Corridor. The operationalization of this 
Corridor will not only enhance regional connectivity but also open new paths 
for economic cooperation and infrastructure development. In this context, it 
will provide researchers with a valuable opportunity to study the broader 
potential geopolitical impact of the Corridor at both regional and global levels.

 The connectivity is expected to foster peace, security, political stability 
and shared prosperity for all the countries in the region. In particular, it holds 
the potential to lift the people of Afghanistan out of poverty and diminish the 
impact of current humanitarian crisis.
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Introduction

 In recent years, India has pursued an aggressive trajectory in integrating 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) with its satellite-based Intelligence, Surveillance 
and Reconnaissance (ISR) capabilities. This transformation was part of a 
broader doctrinal shift aimed at leveraging emerging technologies to achieve 
strategic superiority in the South Asian region. New Delhi’s vision involved 
fusing AI-enabled systems with satellite-based sensors and networked 
platforms to create a seamless architecture for real-time battlefield awareness, 
autonomous decision-making and precision strike capability.3 Influenced by 
global trends in algorithmic warfare and inspired by the operational success of 
AI-enhanced ISR in Western militaries, India framed technological superiority 
as the decisive factor in future conflicts.4

 The heavy reliance on autonomous systems, vulnerable communication 
links and predictive analytics lead to inflexibility and unexpected 
vulnerabilities. Meanwhile, over-engineering and overconfidence in machine 
learning-driven command decisions could create a system optimized for 
control, but not for uncertainty, ambiguity or strategic surprise.5

 The May 2025 crisis revealed a profound disconnect between India’s 
technological ambition and its strategic effectiveness, thereby exposing the 
limits of New Delhi’s technological determinism. Despite possessing highly 
sophisticated AI-augmented ISR systems, India’s military strategy faltered 
when confronted with Pakistan’s adaptive, resilient and human-centric 
response. Rather than achieving uncontested superiority, India’s AI-centric 
doctrine proved fragile under operational stress. 

 In contrast, Pakistan responded not by attempting to match India’s 
technological sophistication but by integrating emerging technologies in a 
more modest, deliberate and adaptive manner. It approached AI and ISR tools 
through a constructivist lens, embedding them into a broader framework of 
doctrine, culture and leadership. Pakistan’s doctrine, shaped by decades of 
asymmetric military experience and a deep culture of strategic caution, 

emphasized operational resilience, mission command and the intelligent use of 
human judgment within digital systems.6 Rather than pursuing AI for prestige 
or determinism, Pakistan selectively integrated it to augment, not replace, 
human-led operations. These included defensive deception, rapid force 
dispersion, electronic warfare techniques designed to disorient AI-driven 
targeting algorithms, and ISR fusion systems. Pakistan’s strategic culture, 
rooted in defensive realism and crisis management under nuclear deterrence, 
thus provided a more flexible and resilient framework than India’s AI-centric 
operational strategy.7

 This research challenges the prevailing narrative of technological 
determinism in modern warfare, the notion that superior technology alone 
guarantees battlefield success. While emerging technologies like AI and ISR 
satellites offer transformative potential, their efficacy depends fundamentally 
on how they are embedded within national doctrines, military institutions and 
leadership cultures.8

 The May 2025 conflict underscores that it is not the technology itself, 
but its integration with strategy, adaptability and human resources that shape 
outcomes. Pakistan’s success illustrates that states with limited technological 
means can still prevail through doctrinal innovation, robust leadership and 
strategic coherence. 

 Thus, the May 2025 crisis offers a powerful case study of how 
technological determinism fails, while constructivist integration succeeds in 
shaping war outcomes. Moreover, the case holds broader implications for the 
future of warfare in the Global South. As more militaries adopt AI and ISR 
systems, the experience of South Asia in May 2025 illustrates the risks of 
overreliance on untested experimental technologies or systems and the 
enduring importance of strategic balance. It invites policymakers and military 
strategists to reconsider the assumption that cutting-edge technology will 
automatically translate into dominance, especially when adversaries possess 
the will and capacity to adapt.

India’s Militarized AI-Space Strategy: A Flawed Approach

 Significant investments in space militarization have marked India’s 
pursuit of a technologically advanced, AI-enabled military strategy. India’s 
AI-space doctrine epitomizes technological determinism: the belief that 
mastery of advanced systems would automatically yield superiority.  Platforms 
such as the Cartosat and Radar Imaging Satellite (RISAT) series of satellites, 
designed for high-resolution optical and radar imaging, respectively, form the 
core of India’s ISR constellation. The deployment of the Electromagnetic 
Intelligence-gathering Satellite (EMISAT) further augments India’s capabilities 
for monitoring electromagnetic signatures across hostile territories.9 

Complementing these systems, India experimented with autonomous drone 
swarms, battlefield robotics and AI-driven decision-support tools to create 
what appeared to be a cutting-edge military ecosystem geared toward rapid 
detection, targeting and engagement.10

 However, this technologically ambitious approach was deeply flawed in 
its overreliance on automation, centralized ISR architecture and predictive 
algorithms. Rather than enhancing strategic agility, India’s AI-space integration 
inadvertently created critical operational vulnerabilities, particularly when 
confronted by Pakistan’s decentralized, adaptive and deception-based military 
tactics during the May 2025 crisis.

Rigid AI Targeting

 One of the main weaknesses of India’s approach was the inflexibility of 
its AI-based targeting systems. Algorithms trained on historical patterns and 
predefined behavior models failed to adapt when Pakistani forces employed 
irregular and deceptive maneuvers. For instance, Pakistan successfully 
exploited these rigid targeting parameters by using decoys, electronic spoofing 
and manipulating thermal and radar signatures. These techniques confused AI 
models, which were unable to distinguish between real and false targets due to 
induced ambiguity.11 The inability of machine learning systems to grasp 

contextual nuance, a strength still retained by human operators, proved costly 
during dynamic combat situations.12

Overreliance on ISR Feeds

 India’s ISR systems, though sophisticated, operated within a highly 
centralized and latency-prone architecture. Decision-making processes were 
often bottlenecked by the need to validate satellite data and generate 
machine-analyzed threat assessments.13 In rapidly evolving tactical 
environments, such as urban or mountainous engagements, this dependence on 
ISR created delays that prevented Indian forces from responding in real-time 
during the May 2025 crisis. By contrast, Pakistan relied more on tactical 
autonomy at the unit level, enabled by commanders who were trained to act 
with limited digital oversight. This approach proved more effective in fluid, 
time-sensitive scenarios.

Misguided Strategic Assumptions

 Underlying these vulnerabilities were misguided strategic assumptions 
within Indian leadership circles. India’s military planners increasingly place 
trust in algorithmically generated assessments over traditional battlefield 
intuition and human judgment. In several instances, AI-generated threat maps 
and operational suggestions are followed with minimal human skepticism, 
leading to flawed deployments and misaligned priorities.14 This faith in 
technological objectivity ignored both the inherent biases in training data and 
the contextual blind spots of AI, particularly in unconventional warfare 
environments. By contrast, Pakistan’s strategy maintains a balance between 
machine input and human oversight, recognizing that war is as much a 
psychological and social contest as a technological one.15

The Absence of Human-Machine Synergy

 While India’s technological capabilities appear formidable on paper, 
they lack the human mastery and doctrinal adaptability required for 

high-pressure, unpredictable conflict environments. The Indian military’s 
approach to AI is largely additive, introducing automation into existing systems 
without corresponding changes in doctrine, training or command philosophy.16 

This creates a gap between capability and competence. Technologies like drone 
swarms and satellite surveillance are not inherently flawed, but their 
deployment in rigid, top-down command structures without real-time 
adaptability renders them strategically ineffective.

 Technological determinism blinded India to the social dimension of 
war. It assumed machines would reduce uncertainty, ignoring that adversaries 
actively exploit and manipulate rigid systems. In contrast, Pakistan’s emphasis 
on human-machine collaboration, flexible decision-making and the 
decentralization of command allowed it to respond creatively to India’s 
technological advancement. The 2025 conflict thus underscored that 
technological overmatch does not equate to strategic superiority, particularly 
when the adversary effectively weaponizes flexibility, deception and doctrinal 
innovation.

Indian Aggression: A Technological Gamble

 The 2025 India-Pakistan crisis marked a watershed moment in the 
strategic landscape of South Asia, testing the real-world effectiveness of 
AI-enabled warfare in a contested environment. On the night of 6–7 May 2025, 
India initiated Operation Sindoor, a high-risk military campaign grounded in 
algorithmic warfare and network-centric doctrines. The operation aimed to 
deliver a quick, decisive blow to Pakistani command and control infrastructure, 
using a constellation of AI-guided platforms operating across multiple 
domains.

 The campaign began with Rafale-led multirole fighters launching 
precision-guided cruise missiles, supported by loitering munitions and 
autonomous drone swarms, all targeting pre-designated nodes identified 
through AI-generated ISR analysis. Indian strategists, drawing confidence from 
real-time satellite feeds and machine learning-based targeting algorithms, 
sought to compress the decision-action cycle and overwhelm Pakistani 
defenses before a coherent counter-response could be mounted.17 Yet, despite 

the apparent sophistication of its operational model, India’s technological 
gamble quickly unraveled.

Pakistan’s Counter-Response: Adaptation, Deception and Doctrinal 
Excellence

 Pakistan’s approach illustrates social constructivism: technology 
acquires meaning only when embedded in doctrine, leadership and culture. 
Rather than pursuing AI for prestige or parity, Pakistan deliberately integrated 
modest technological tools within a resilient doctrinal framework.

 Pakistan responded with a layered and adaptive defense strategy that 
neutralized the advantages of India’s AI-centric offensive. Rather than 
attempting a symmetrical technological response, Pakistan weaponized 
flexibility, electronic disruption and doctrinal preparedness to confound India’s 
high-tech systems.

Electronic Warfare and Drone Disruption

 One of Pakistan’s most effective countermeasures was the deployment 
of advanced Electronic Warfare (EW) units, which targeted the communication 
links and navigational systems of India’s drone swarms and loitering 
munitions.18 These units deployed jamming, spoofing and frequency-hopping 
disruption to confuse autonomous platforms that relied on precise Global 
Navigation Satellite System (GNSS) signals and real-time data transfer for 
coordination.19 As a result, many Indian drones deviated from flight paths, 
collided mid-air or failed to locate viable targets.

Decoy Deployment and AI Confusion

 In addition, Pakistan executed a wide-scale decoy deployment 
campaign, simulating high-value military installations using radar reflectors 
and electromagnetic signatures. These measures exploited the 
pattern-recognition limitations of India’s AI targeting systems, which struck 
several decoy positions under the false assumption of their authenticity.20 As 

Horowitz has noted, algorithmic warfare is highly vulnerable to adversarial 
deception, particularly when systems are trained on datasets lacking the 
diversity to distinguish between real and engineered cues.21

 
Adaptive Air Defenses and Strategic Discipline

 Pakistan’s air defense, particularly units operating the LY-80 (HQ-16) 
platforms, adopted a strategy of selective engagement.22 Rather than reacting 
uniformly to all incursions, commanders withheld fire against decoys or 
low-value assets, preserving missile stocks for credible threats. This judicious 
use of firepower, combined with a decentralized command model, ensured 
sustained defensive capacity throughout the crisis.23 Meanwhile, Pakistan’s 
strategic reserve forces remained dispersed, avoiding detection and 
maintaining readiness for escalation, which India’s algorithms failed to 
anticipate due to their reliance on conventional massing patterns.

 India’s faith in machine-led warfare proved deeply misplaced when 
confronted by a well-prepared adversary employing a blend of human 
leadership, deception and flexible doctrine. The Indian campaign’s dependence 
on pre-scripted targeting logic and centralized ISR denied it the ability to adapt 
mid-operation, especially when its data inputs were corrupted or misleading. In 
contrast, Pakistan’s decision-making processes empowered field commanders, 
respected the ambiguity of the battlefield and adapted to the fluid nature of 
high-stakes conflict under nuclear overhang.24

 The triumph of Pakistan’s defense in this crisis reveals a fundamental 
truth in contemporary warfare: that strategic coherence and adaptability often 
matter more than technological advantage. While India possessed the more 
advanced hardware and informational capabilities, Pakistan leveraged 
cognitive and doctrinal superiority to frustrate and ultimately reverse the 
offensive. 

Pakistan’s Strategic and Operational Excellence

 During the 2025 crisis, Pakistan’s armed forces showcased a model of 
multi-domain warfare rooted in doctrinal discipline, human leadership and 
adaptive innovation. Faced with India’s AI-heavy offensive under Operation 
Sindoor, Pakistan did not attempt to match technology for technology. Instead, 
it relied on a comprehensive strategy that emphasized command flexibility, 
real-time responsiveness, precision targeting and cyber disruption. 

Superior Command and Control

 Central to Pakistan’s success was its decentralized and flexible 
command and control structure, which allowed rapid response to India’s 
unfolding strikes. Leveraging a network of mobile command posts and secure 
communication channels, Pakistan maintained operational continuity even 
under electronic duress. Unit-level commanders were granted autonomy to act 
within the commander’s intent, facilitating faster tactical adjustments than 
India’s algorithmically delayed decision loops could accommodate.25 
Pakistan’s model was consistent with historical military effectiveness 
literature, which emphasizes initiative-based leadership and bottom-up 
responsiveness in dynamic conflict environments.26

Precision Counterstrikes

 Pakistan Air Force (PAF) played a decisive role by executing precision 
counterstrikes against key Indian forward-deployed assets. Unlike India’s 
AI-targeted systems, PAF squadrons relied on manned reconnaissance, Human 
Intelligence (HUMINT) and selective electronic intercepts, which allowed 
them to engage verified, high-value targets such as supply depots, radar 
installations and mobile missile units.27 Pakistan’s strike coordination center 
integrated live intelligence with human analysis, ensuring that its air strikes 
were both accurate and strategically calibrated. The resulting impact 
neutralized significant portions of India’s offensive momentum while 
preserving Pakistan’s own operational depth.

Cyber Superiority

 Pakistan also demonstrated cyber superiority by deploying offensive 
cyber capabilities that disrupted India’s communications and ISR coordination 
networks.28 According to leaked after-action reports, Indian command units 
experienced data delays, false targeting inputs and widespread network 
instability, believed to be the result of Pakistani malware attacks on Indian 
satellite relays and tactical cloud systems.29 This cyber campaign blinded 
India’s real-time awareness, preventing effective follow-up strikes and 
delaying reinforcement movements. In modern warfare, where ISR is the 
linchpin of operational tempo, cyber dominance functioned as a strategic 
equalizer, compensating for India’s advantage in hardware.30

Moral and National Resolve

 Perhaps the most underappreciated element of Pakistan’s success was 
the moral cohesion and national resolve of its military and citizenry. Faced with 
a technologically advanced offensive, Pakistani forces responded with high 
morale, fueled by a clear national narrative of defense and sovereignty. 
Civil-military coordination ensured logistical support, national media 
reinforced public confidence and no signs of internal dissent were reported in 
the ranks.31 This human factor proved decisive, as India’s technologically 
dependent formations suffered from lower cohesion under stress, especially 
when automated systems began to fail.

 By the end of the conflict, Pakistani forces had: (i) targeted advanced 
Indian surveillance equipment and drone systems; (ii) established air 
superiority; and (iii) disrupted India’s digital battlespace in cyber and 
information domains.

Indian Strategic Collapse

 In stark contrast to Pakistan’s cohesive and adaptive campaign, India’s 
AI-reliant military strategy collapsed under battlefield conditions. While India 

entered the conflict with superior hardware including Rafale jets, S-400 missile 
systems, loitering munitions and AI-integrated ISR platforms, it failed to 
integrate these assets within an effective and adaptive doctrine. The result was 
a technologically advanced yet strategically brittle response.

Ineffective Air and Missile Defense

 India’s much-touted S-400 Triumf air defense system and the 
indigenous Akashteer battlefield air defense network was ineffective against 
Pakistan’s low-altitude, mobile and time-sensitive strikes. The S-400 system, 
optimized for high-value aerial threats, was unable to respond effectively to 
Pakistan’s precision missile attacks and manned aircraft flying at low altitude.32 
Meanwhile, Akashteer suffered coordination issues, worsened by ISR 
confusion and network degradation caused by Pakistani cyberattacks.

AI Decision Loops and Tactical Paralysis

 India’s machine-dependent decision architecture proved to be a liability 
in fast-paced combat. AI systems, trained on peacetime data and structured war 
games, struggled to adapt to the asymmetric tactics employed by Pakistan. 
Automated response algorithms created delays in engagement decisions, often 
waiting for confirmation loops that failed under cyber interference. These 
delays in action allowed Pakistani forces to seize the initiative and exploit 
Indian hesitation.33

Collapse of Morale

 As operational losses mounted and communications faltered, Indian 
morale eroded rapidly. Several forward units, unable to communicate with 
higher headquarters or confirm orders, withdrew prematurely or surrendered 
equipment intact.34 The Indian public, initially fed narratives of a quick victory 
through superior technology, grew increasingly disillusioned as reports of 
battlefield failures and strategic confusion emerged. Analysts have long warned 
of the dangers of technocratic hubris in warfighting, where overconfidence in 

tools can obscure the need for robust leadership and human adaptability.35

 Here, technology served strategy, not the other way round. By 
embedding emerging tools within its doctrinal culture of defensive realism, 
Pakistan demonstrated the constructivist logic that war is socially and 
institutionally constructed, not technologically predetermined.

Strategic Lessons: Man over Machine

 The 2025 India-Pakistan conflict stands as a pivotal moment in the 
evolution of modern warfare, not merely due to the technologies deployed but 
because of the profound strategic truths it reaffirmed. Above all, the crisis 
illustrated that warfare remains an inherently human endeavor, where 
leadership, discipline and moral cohesion ultimately determine outcomes, not 
machines alone. India’s defeat demonstrates that AI and ISR superiority cannot 
guarantee success. Deterministic thinking creates fragility when adversaries 
exploit machine rigidity and data vulnerabilities.

Technology as a Tool, not a Substitute

 As advanced as India’s AI-enabled systems appeared, they proved 
vulnerable when pitted against an adversary that understood the limits of 
technology and emphasized adaptability. India’s defeat illustrates that AI and 
ISR superiority cannot guarantee success. Deterministic thinking creates 
fragility when adversaries exploit machine rigidity and data vulnerabilities. 
Pakistan’s military demonstrated that technology must serve strategy, not 
replace it. This principle echoes classic strategic theory from Clausewitz to 
Biddle, who argue that the essence of war lies not in material superiority, but in 
the integration of technology with training, cohesion and sound judgment.36 

 India’s overreliance on automation produced an illusion of control. The 
assumption that AI could reduce the fog of war, or make real-time decisions 
faster and better than humans, collapsed when unstructured, adversarial 
behavior overwhelmed machine learning algorithms trained on peacetime 
patterns.37 In contrast, Pakistan’s forces relied on seasoned military leadership, 

honed through experience in counterinsurgency and conventional operations, 
to read battlefield cues and react effectively under pressure.

The Limits of Artificial Intelligence in War

 The 2025 war also highlighted the significant limitations of AI in 
complex, unpredictable conflict environments. AI systems, particularly those 
trained on structured datasets, struggled to process deceptive patterns, 
unexpected maneuvers and information denial strategies employed by 
Pakistan. While algorithms excel at recognizing predictable patterns, they falter 
in ambiguity-rich, adversarial decision environments, which remain the 
hallmark of high-intensity warfare.38

 Pakistan capitalized on these vulnerabilities by deploying non-standard 
tactics, employing decoys, electronic jamming and deception, which AI could 
not readily interpret. Indian autonomous systems, unable to verify data in 
real-time or question their programming, struck false targets or hesitated in 
critical moments.39 A form of algorithmic paralysis that compounded India’s 
strategic confusion.

 In contrast, Pakistan’s human-led decision-making model enabled 
flexibility and accountability at every level. Unit commanders adapted to 
battlefield contingencies, reevaluated plans in real-time and acted with clarity 
of intent, elements that AI currently cannot replicate, especially in complex, 
high-stakes scenarios. Pakistan’s victory stemmed from embedding technology 
into doctrine, training and leadership. Technology was an enabler, not a 
determinant of success.

Victory through Vigilance, Discipline and Moral Unity

 Pakistan’s strategic victory in 2025 also stemmed from qualities 
machines cannot emulate: vigilance, discipline, moral conviction and national 
unity. The military’s cohesive doctrinal training, strong command culture and 
enduring civil-military synergy allowed it to sustain operations, absorb shocks 
and respond decisively. Pakistan framed its defensive campaign around 
strategic patience and calibrated retaliation, avoiding unnecessary escalation 

while preserving military initiative.40

 Furthermore, national resolve and public morale played a critical role. 
As the crisis unfolded, Pakistan’s narrative of sovereignty, defense and national 
dignity galvanized public support. Civilian and military leadership remained 
aligned, reinforcing institutional confidence and ensuring logistical resilience. 
By contrast, India, despite apparently superior systems, suffered from a 
breakdown in morale, institutional overreach by technocratic elements and a 
public disillusioned by unmet expectations.41

Guardian of Strategic Stability

 Ultimately, Pakistan’s success reaffirmed its role as the guardian of 
strategic stability in South Asia. By defeating a technologically superior 
adversary through smart warfare, Pakistan demonstrated not only military 
capability but also strategic maturity. Its ability to integrate traditional doctrine 
with selective technological tools, while maintaining restraint under nuclear 
overhang, preserved regional deterrence equilibrium and deterred further 
escalation.

 This lesson is not new but urgently relevant in the AI age: machines can 
assist war, but cannot wage it alone. Victory still belongs to the side with 
superior leadership, doctrinal clarity and the human will to adapt.

Conclusion

 India’s aggressive pursuit of AI and space-based militarization, 
encapsulated in its 2025 military doctrine, culminated not in dominance but in 
defeat. Despite possessing a formidable array of ISR satellites, AI-guided 
weapons and automated defense systems, India failed to appreciate a central 
tenet of strategic theory: technology is a force multiplier, not a force 
determinant.42 The 2025 conflict highlighted the vulnerabilities inherent in 
over-automation, including algorithmic rigidity, decision latency and the 
erosion of human accountability in warfare.

 In stark contrast, Pakistan’s triumph was rooted in resilience, doctrinal 
clarity and human excellence. Its armed forces demonstrated that disciplined 
leadership, adaptive tactics and moral conviction could outperform algorithmic 
warfare. Pakistan’s operational doctrine, grounded in real-world experience 
and strategic restraint, enabled it to absorb the initial shock of India’s high-tech 
offensive and mount a calibrated, multi-domain response, achieving decisive 
results without crossing red lines or triggering uncontrollable escalation.43 

 More broadly, Pakistan’s success in 2025 affirms a foundational lesson 
for 21st-century military strategy: victory in war still depends on the cognitive 
and moral strengths of human actors, not the sophistication of digital systems. 
As new technologies proliferate from quantum ISR platforms to autonomous 
weapons, states must resist the temptation to delegate critical decisions to 
machines. Instead, the integration of technology must be guided by sound 
doctrine, robust institutions and ethical command structures.44

 As South Asia enters a new era of militarized AI and dual-use space 
technologies, Pakistan’s conduct in the 2025 crisis offers a model of strategic 
prudence under pressure. Far from engaging in technological arms-racing, 
Pakistan has emphasized defensive innovation, seeking to modernize its forces 
without sacrificing command responsibility or crisis stability. This approach 
reflects its consistent view that strategic deterrence and conventional readiness 
are mutually reinforcing, not mutually exclusive.45

 Pakistan’s future posture will likely be defined by:

Selective modernization of AI, cyber and space capabilities within a 
doctrinal framework;
Institutional investment in training and civil-military cohesion;
Continued emphasis on strategic restraint under the nuclear threshold; 
and
Active engagement in regional confidence-building measures and 
diplomatic initiatives to avoid unintentional escalation.

 In doing so, Pakistan reaffirms its role as the responsible custodian of 

South Asian strategic stability, a nuclear power committed not only to 
defending its sovereignty but also to preserving peace through balance, not 
brinkmanship.

 The 2025 conflict offers enduring lessons for other regional and global 
powers:

Technological superiority does not equal strategic supremacy;
Human leadership remains irreplaceable in war and peace;
National unity, institutional discipline and doctrinal clarity are the true 
pillars of deterrence in the AI age.

 The 2025 India-Pakistan conflict demonstrated the clash of two 
theoretical paradigms. India’s strategy embodied technological determinism, a 
misplaced belief that AI and space superiority would dictate outcomes. 
Pakistan’s strategy embodied social constructivism, where technology’s role 
was defined by doctrine, leadership and national culture. In the shadow of this 
conflict, Pakistan emerges not only as the tactical victor but as the strategic 
adult in the room, capable of integrating innovation with restraint, strength with 
stability and power with responsibility.

Introduction

 A particular geographic place or space does not choose to become a 
strategic location. Instead, its position in a “hostile geopolitical environment” 
or its location between various ambitious and aggressive geopolitical entities 
increases its geopolitical and geostrategic importance.2 Considering this, 
Wakhan enjoys a significant strategic location in the region. Historically, this 
narrow strip of land has served as an important transit route between China, 
Tibet, Persia, Central Asia and South Asia. The ancient Silk Route passed 
through this narrow strip and remained the primary passage for travelers and 
merchandise for a long time. This famous route was not only crucial for trade 
and commerce but also played a great role in the exchange of ideas and cultures 
between the eastern and western regions of the world.3 

 Furthermore, in ancient times, this route was used by Chinese pilgrims 
to visit Buddhist centers in Gandhara and Taxila. It was a popular pilgrimage 
route during the 5th and 6th centuries. In the seventh century, the Chinese monk 
Huan Tsang traveled through this route in search of Buddhist teaching. Marco 
Polo and Portuguese travelers used this route to reach China.4 Therefore, this 
Corridor remained an essential trade path to connect China, India, Balkh and 
Bukhara until the decline of the Mughal Empire in India. However, with the 
development of new sea routes to China and India in the late 15th century, the 
ancient Silk Route lost its significance as a major trade route from Rome to 
China.5

 The modern geopolitical importance of Wakhan emerged in the 19th 
century during the “Great Game” era.6 During this time, Wakhan emerged as a 
“buffer zone” between the Tsarist Russia and the British Empire to prevent 
Russian advance toward British India and to avoid direct conflict between the 

two powers.7 Hence, the Corridor was formed in 1895 after negotiations 
between British military explorer Francis Younghusband and his Russian 
counterpart, Colonel Yanov.8 Both officers delineated the southern and northern 
borders of the Corridor and announced that neither China nor Afghanistan 
would interfere in the area. However, later Russia conceded this area as part of 
Afghanistan under a pre-established agreement.9

 During the Cold War, this area remained strategically significant due to 
its geographical proximity to the Soviet Union and Pakistan, especially after 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.10 Following the Soviet withdrawal 
from Afghanistan, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) recognized 
its significance as an alternative supply route. In 2009, the United States 
approached Chinese authorities with a proposal to open Wakhjir Pass as an 
alternative supply route for NATO forces operating in Afghanistan. However, 
China declined the proposal due to its strategic interests and security 
concerns.11

 Today, Wakhan’s proximity to China, Pakistan and Central Asia makes 
it a crucial focal point for regional powers, particularly in the context of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).12 The BRI project aims to connect the Wakhan 
Corridor to the USD 62 billion mega-infrastructure project, the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor (CPEC), due to its proximity to the Karakoram Highway. 
The Karakoram Highway was developed by the Chinese government to 
facilitate regional connectivity through pipelines, power transmission lines, 

and railway networks.13 The objective of this paper is to highlight the strategic 
importance of the Wakhan Corridor and the interest of Afghanistan, Pakistan 
and China in the development of this Corridor, particularly in terms of its 
geopolitical and geo-economic importance. This research paper is based on a 
qualitative method. The data has been collected from secondary sources, 
including articles, newspapers and credible internet sources.

Geographical Position 

 The Wakhan Corridor is typically characterized by high altitudes, 
rugged terrain, towering mountain ranges, expansive glaciers and harsh 
climatic environment. The Corridor is a long narrow strip of land in 
Badakhshan province, northeast of Afghanistan that has served as an important 
connecting point between South Asia, Central Asia and China. For centuries, it 
has been a vital passage for traders and pilgrimers. The Corridor extends from 
the Ishkashim district in the north to the south by creating boundaries between 
several geopolitical entities. The Wakhan Corridor extends approximately 350 
km in length, with its width ranging from 16 to 64 km.14 It covers an area of 
10,300 km2. On the southern side, it shares a 300 km border with Pakistan, 
while in the north and northeast, 260 km with Tajikistan and in the west, 74 km 
with China.15 Additionally, the Corridor encompasses several major mountain 
ranges, including the Pamir, Hindu Kush and Karakoram. These three ranges 
converge at what is commonly known as the Pamir Knot, while the open valley 
between these three ranges is called “Roof of the World” or (Bam-e-Dunya). 
The mountain passes in this region range from 5,000m to 6,500m above sea 
level.16 These rugged mountain ranges not only define the area’s topography 
but also reinforce the Corridor’s strategic importance. It serves as a key 
connecting point between Afghanistan and China’s Xinjiang province, while 

separating Tajikistan’s Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region from northern 
Pakistan.17 

 The Corridor is divided into two regions: The Upper Wakhan and the 
Lower Wakhan. The upper Wakhan lies to the eastern side of the Pamir River, 
while the lower Wakhan is situated on the western side, covering the Panj River 
valley and Wakhan Valley.18 Geographically, this region is divided into three 
sections: the main Wakhan strip between Pamir Knot, Qala Panj and 
Ishkesham; the great Pamir, also known as Pamir-e-Kalan, consists of the 
highest mountains in the knot. This mountain divides the Tajik Pamir across the 
deep valley of the Pamir River. The last section is little Pamir, known as “Pamir 
Khord”, located in the southern and eastern block of mountains, determined by 
the upper valley and upper ridge of the Wakhan Valley.19 To be precise, the 
Wakhan Corridor is spread between 71°50’ to 74°50’ degrees east longitude, 
36°35’ to 37°30’ degrees north latitude. Access to this region is restricted by 
terrain.20

 Geomorphologically, the Corridor is divided into two distinct parts: The 
Wakhan Corridor and the Afghan Pamir. The Wakhan Corridor lies at an 
elevation higher than 2000m and the Afghan Pamir lies above 3500m. This 
challenging topography contributes to the region’s remoteness, making it one 
of the most isolated areas within the Hindu Kush-Karakoram region. Access to 
this region is possible through Dawan, Jaman Shur on the north, Wakhjir on the 
east and Broghil, Darwazo, Kankhen, Ochili and Shahgologh on the south.21 
Additionally, this narrow strip of land has numerous routes to connect with 
neighboring countries. The Northern route connects it with Tajikistan, passing 
along the Panj Rivers. The Southern route reaches China through Wakhjir Pass, 
but this route is closed for more than half of the year due to snowfall. The third 
is the Central route, connecting both the Northern and Southern routes in 
Wakhan and leading to China through Tegermansu mountain pass at an altitude 
of 4,827m.22 The fourth route links the Afghan Tongue with the Karakoram 
Highway, located in the southeast from Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Hunza and Gilgit 

regions of Pakistan. The fifth route is located in the south, connecting 
Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Gilgit and Chitral regions. Other roads also link Wakhan 
to Chitral.23 Furthermore, the main passes of the Wakhan Corridor are Broghli 
(3882m), Darwazaa to Chitral (4288m), Irshad Uween (4979m) and Dilisan 
(5290m) to Gojal and Khodarg Werth to Ishkuman.24 The region is known for 
its snowy peaks, deep valleys, glaciers, lakes, rugged and rocky terrains and hot 
springs.

 The Oxus River (Amu Darya), one of Central Asia’s major rivers that 
ultimately flows into the Aral Sea, originates in the highlands of this region.25 
The two main tributaries of this river are the Panj and Pamir Rivers, which 
originate from the heights of Pamir and Hindukush. The joining of these two 
rivers forms the Amu River.26

Socio-Cultural Diversity of the Wakhan Corridor

 The Wakhan Corridor is a unique region with diverse customs, rituals 
and various ethnic groups living in this area.27 Wakhan has a population of 
17000 people, consisting of Wakhis and Kyrgyz,28 who have been living in this 
region for centuries. The Kyrgyz and Wakhis are followers of the Ismaili sect 
of Islam and their language is Wakhi. The Wakhis live in the border areas of 
Tajikistan, China and Pakistan at altitudes of 2000m to 3000m. The Kyrgyz live 
in the eastern part of the Wakhan Corridor, which includes mountains and 
snow-covered lakes.29

 The common religion, language, climate and environment have 
fostered similar cultures among the Wakhis and Kyrgyz.30 Despite these 

commonalities, sometimes territorial disputes, historical grievances and 
competing interests among these groups lead to tension and conflict.31 Owing 
to the extremely rugged terrain, harsh climatic conditions and geographic 
isolation, the people of Wakhan face significant challenges, including limited 
access to education, food insecurity, widespread poverty, inadequate healthcare 
and a high prevalence of opium addiction.32 The absence of education and 
development standards has kept them behind the world.33

 Currently, the livelihood of the Wakhan people primarily depends on 
livestock husbandry and, to some extent, agriculture.34 The people of Wakhan 
live in tents and follow a nomadic lifestyle. In the summer season, they move 
to higher elevations, while in winter, they go downhill to their pastures to avoid 
the extreme cold and facilitate grazing for their animals.35 Festivities in Wakhan 
include the celebration of Nowruz (Persian New Year), Eid ul-Fitr and Eid 
ul-Adha, along with the observance of local traditions and cultural practices.

Afghanistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor is often described as the “head” of Afghanistan 
due to its distinctive shape and location. In ancient times, this region held a 
significant position as a trade route between the East and West. However, in the 
modern era, it has lost its importance due to modern developments, rugged 
terrain and lack of infrastructure.36 But in recent years, the discovery of 
hydrocarbons in Central Asia and the emergence of new economic projects like 
CPEC, BRI and other ventures, including gas and oil pipelines and electric 
transmission lines like CASA-1000, have highlighted the geopolitical and 

geo-economic importance of this Corridor.37 With the rise of these projects, the 
Wakhan Corridor has once again attracted the attention of neighboring 
countries. It appears that the Corridor is regaining its historical significance 
after centuries of neglect. The revival of Wakhan is expected to increase 
Afghanistan’s political and economic significance as a transit hub.

 Afghanistan has served as a link between East and West due to its 
strategic location as a transit point for commercial exchanges in ancient times. 
Its geographical position offers a unique opportunity to transform the country 
into a commercial and economic Corridor. The Wakhan Corridor, in particular, 
holds significant potential to connect regional countries including Afghanistan, 
China, Pakistan and the Central Asian states.38 This Corridor holds strategic 
significance for Afghanistan, as it could facilitate strong relations with 
neighboring countries and enhance its global trade through the Indian Ocean. 
Moreover, its proximity with the “resource-abundant” Central Asian states and 
Pakistan, offers opportunities for trade partnership, resource exchange and 
cross-border commerce.39

 Establishing communication and commercial infrastructure in Wakhan 
will contribute to the economic development of Afghanistan, particularly 
benefiting the Northern provinces.40 By developing this Corridor, Afghanistan 
can transport its products to China easily and affordably, while simultaneously 
reaping economic and commercial benefits in return.41 It would enhance 
Afghanistan’s political leverage and help the country to balance its relations 
with regional powers. In addition, the development of infrastructure in Wakhan 
would improve the government’s access to the region, promote economic 
growth and uplift the living standard of local people.42

 China’s BRI project further underscores the significance of this 
Corridor.43 By joining BRI, Afghanistan can serve as a regional hub and enter 
into a new era of economic and political cooperation at the regional level. The 
development of the Wakhan Corridor represents a crucial step toward 
Afghanistan’s economic and political growth.44 Afghanistan stands to benefit 
significantly from becoming part of BRI, as this project would connect to both 
North-East Asian and South-West Asian nations. By integrating into this 
project, Afghanistan could achieve political and economic relevance and 
establish itself as a key global transit hub. Opening the Wakhan Corridor would 
increase Afghanistan’s strategic importance by offering an alternative route to 
the Indian Ocean through Pakistan,45 a development that holds particular 
significance for China. Therefore, China is investing in infrastructure projects 
in Wakhan region. The three key ranges, Tegermansu, the Big Pamir or Pamir 
Kalan and Wakhjir valley, have been identified as potential sites for 
development. The development of these ranges would provide Afghanistan 
with new economic prospects.46

 The opening of this Corridor would significantly enhance Afghanistan’s 
geopolitical importance, positioning it as a supplementary route for regional 
connectivity. By integrating with the Karakoram Highway, it would provide 
direct and shortest access to the Arabian Sea.47 Afghanistan could benefit 
substantially from this Corridor by generating revenue through taxation and 
creating thousands of direct and indirect job opportunities. Trade cannot 
flourish without security, therefore, realizing the full benefits of this Corridor is 
contingent upon stability in Afghanistan.

China’s Interest

 China has started efforts to revitalize the ancient Silk Road as part of the 
BRI project. The initiative includes two major components: (i) Silk Road 
Economic Belt and (ii) Maritime Silk Road. This plan aims to connect the 
continents of Asia, Europe and Africa and integrate China with the rest of the 
world through land, sea and air. This project contains an estimated USD 5 
trillion investment in infrastructure building across 65 countries.48

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor

 A major BRI project in South Asia is CPEC, with an investment of USD 
62 billion.49 This project connects the city of Kashgar in China’s Xinjiang 
province to Pakistan’s Gwadar port. An important part of CPEC is the 
reconstruction and upgrading of the Karakoram Highway, which links Kashgar 
to Abbottabad. This highway was opened in 1986 as a trade and transit route 
between China and Pakistan. The construction of this highway significantly 
reduced the travel distance. Notably, it has shortened the distance between 
China and the Middle-East from 15,900 km via the Malacca Strait to 3,700 km 
through the Khunjerab pass.50 

 Importantly, the Karakoram Highway runs close to the Wakhan 
Corridor, a crucial component of BRI. Strategically positioned at the crossroads 
of Central Asia and South Asia, this Corridor provides China access to new 
economic markets, natural resources and energy reserves in Central Asia.51 The 
construction of roads in this Corridor would integrate Afghanistan’s road 
network with the Karakoram Highway.52 Additionally, the Corridor could 
provide a direct link between China’s Xinjiang province and Central Asian 
countries. Moreover, the Corridor may facilitate easier trade and energy supply 
networks between China and its partners. It can potentially deepen China’s 

economic and strategic position in the region. This underscores the Wakhan’s 
role as a vital link in the broader regional geopolitical and economic 
landscape.53

 The Karakoram Highway has the potential to connect CPEC with the 
Wakhan Corridor to expand the infrastructure projects between South Asia and 
Central Asia. Investing in this project would provide China with a shorter trade 
route to Central Asia and beyond.54 The Wakhan Corridor is particularly 
significant as it is the only transit passage in the region that is close to China, 
West-Asia, the Persian Gulf, Caspian Sea and Europe.55 More importantly, 60% 
of China’s trade  with the Western and Middle Eastern countries passes through 
the Strait of Malacca, a vital maritime checkpoint under the strategic influence 
of United States of America, China’s main global competitor.56 Considering 
this geopolitical challenge, the opening of the Wakhan Corridor and its 
connection with Central Asia could provide an alternative route for oil and gas 
pipelines, ensuring a more secure energy supply for China.57

 The construction of alternative land-based trade routes in western 
regions of China is a strategic requirement for its commercial and economic 
security.58 Investment in Wakhan not only offers China an alternate transit route 
but also facilitates its access to Afghanistan’s natural resources, like lithium, 
copper and rare earth minerals, which are important for China’s industrial and 
technological development.59 Geological surveys estimate that Afghanistan 
holds mineral resources worth USD 1 trillion. Therefore, China has already 
invested in the Mes Aynak copper mine, the world’s second-largest copper 
deposit and in the hydrocarbon reserves of the Amu Darya Basin in Sar-e-Pol 
and Faryab provinces.60

 Afghanistan’s recent inclusion in CPEC highlights the growing 
geopolitical importance of the Wakhan Corridor. In May 2025, China, Pakistan 
and Afghanistan agreed in Beijing to formally extend the CPEC into 
Afghanistan’s territory and to hold the next trilateral meeting in Kabul, a move 
reflecting Beijing’s strategy to integrate Afghanistan into BRI frameworks and 
promote regional connectivity.61 This offers Afghanistan unprecedented access 
to Pakistan’s ports and regional trade networks, while simultaneously 
providing China with overland alternatives to traditional maritime routes 
vulnerable to strategic competition.62

 Beyond its economic benefits, the construction of road through the 
Wakhan Corridor would significantly strengthen China’s strategic foothold in 
the region.63 For China, the project could serve three key strategic objectives. 
First, it would expand trade networks with Central Asian countries to the north. 
Second, it would improve connectivity with Pakistan’s Gwadar Port to the 
south, a cornerstone of the CPEC. Third, it would provide China with direct 
access to Afghanistan.64

Pakistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor offers the shortest and most efficient trade route 
for Pakistan to enhance economic and commercial relations with Central Asian 
states. It also provides easy access at the lowest cost via Pakistan’s northern 
highland and Chitral region.65 The Corridor could facilitate trade in minerals, 
textiles, agricultural products, manufactured goods, oil, gas and electric 
transmission lines.66 At the same time, the Wakhan Corridor could function as a 
crucial transit route for Central Asian states to have direct access to the 

international markets through Gwadar Port. Gwadar holds strategic 
significance due to its location at the mouth of the Strait of Hormuz, a key 
maritime chokepoint.67 

 Geographically, Wakhan connects Pakistan’s Hunza and Chitral 
regions, with vital crossing points including Broghil, Irshad and Dilisang 
passes. Among these passes, Broghil pass is the most significant doorway 
connecting Pakistan to the Wakhan Corridor.68 Gupsi and Yasin serve as 
important joining points, connecting the Wakhan Corridor with Pakistan’s 
Ghizar and Hunza districts in Gilgit Baltistan.69 Indeed, this Corridor serves as 
a bridge between Pakistan and Central Asia, significantly reducing the distance 
between the two regions to just 13 km.70 The opening of the Wakhan Corridor 
would offer Pakistan another trading route with Afghanistan. Pakistan could 
exploit the Wakhan Corridor as a more efficient and economical route for 
importing oil and gas from Central Asia and Russia.71

 A train link from Tajikistan through the Wakhan Corridor could connect 
to the planned Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan railway line. Pakistan views 
the Wakhan Corridor not only as a strategic access point to Central Asia but 
also as a potential source of significant employment opportunities for Pakistani 
citizens. In addition to facilitating trade expansion through Gwadar port, the 
Corridor would also enhance Pakistan’s economic ties with China and Central 
Asian countries. However, the importance of Wakhan for Pakistan extends 
beyond trade. The Corridor carries political significance, especially in the 
context of Pakistan’s policy focus on enhancing relations with Central Asian 
states.

Pakistan’s National Security Policy 2022-2026 

 Pakistan’s National Security Policy (NSP) 2022-2026 recognizes 
Afghanistan’s potential as a strategic gateway for enhanced economic 
connectivity with the Central Asian Republics (CARs). Central to this is the 
“Vision Central Asia,” emphasizing five core pillars: political relations, trade 

and investment, energy and connectivity, security and defense and 
people-to-people contacts.72 The NSP marks a deliberate strategic pivot to 
geo-economics, prioritizing the expansion of trade and economic linkages with 
CARs through robust connectivity. Afghanistan plays a pivotal role in 
advancing Pakistan’s “Vision Central Asia” initiative. In alignment with 
Islamabad’s geo-economic priorities, the Wakhan Corridor would further 
facilitate trade expansion and energy projects in the region.

Shanghai Cooperation Organization

 The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) is a pivotal multilateral 
organization that plays a significant role in shaping the geopolitical and 
economic landscape of Central and South Asia, directly impacting the 
relevance of the Wakhan Corridor. Since its establishment in 2001, the SCO has 
prioritized regional stability, security cooperation and economic integration 
among its member states, which include China, Russia, Pakistan, Iran, India, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Belarus. The 
organization’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) has notably enhanced 
intelligence sharing and operational coordination, thereby strengthening 
collective efforts against terrorism, extremism and separatism. The SCO’s 
commitment to fostering mutual trust, expanding multilateral dialogue and 
promoting good neighborliness has provided a crucial platform for addressing 
common security concerns, which is essential for the stability required to 
operationalize strategic routes like the Wakhan Corridor.73

 Beyond security, the SCO is increasingly focused on economic 
cooperation and connectivity, which aligns closely with the objectives of major 
initiatives such as the BRI and the CPEC. The Wakhan Corridor holds the 
potential to become a vital trade and transit route connecting Central Asia with 
South Asia.74 The SCO’s agenda to deepen trade ties, expand infrastructure and 

harmonize regulations among its members directly supports the development 
of such Corridors, facilitating access to new markets and resources. By 
synergizing the BRI and CPEC with the SCO’s broader regional vision, the 
organization is positioned to inject new momentum into cross-border economic 
collaboration, permanently transforming the region’s connectivity and 
economic prospects. In this context, the SCO’s role is not only to ensure a 
secure environment for such projects but also to provide the institutional 
framework for sustainable and inclusive regional development.

Economic Cooperation Organization

 The Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), originally established 
as the Regional Cooperation for Development (RCD) in 1964 by Pakistan, Iran 
and Türkiye, was transformed in 1985 into a broader economic bloc. Its 
expansion in 1992 to include Afghanistan, five Central Asian republics and 
Azerbaijan significantly enhanced the organization’s strategic capacity for 
regional integration.75 Today, the ECO spans approximately eight million 
square kilometers, nearly double the size of the European Union and 
encompasses around 500 million people. Its objectives focus on facilitating 
trade, infrastructure development and energy cooperation across Eurasia, 
positioning it as a potential framework for linking landlocked Central Asian 
states with global markets through Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran and Türkiye.76 In 
this context, the Wakhan Corridor can play a significant role in further 
enhancing trade and economic cooperation among ECO members.

Challenges

 Historically, Wakhan’s natural isolation has kept this area away from 
direct conflict. Nevertheless, its position along the Durand Line and its 
geographic proximity with China and Tajikistan renders it a significant area in 
the region. The Corridor offers access to trade routes, energy resources and 
economic cooperation with Central Asia, South Asia and China. As a result, 
Wakhan remains an important component in the geopolitical landscape of the 
region.77 Despite its strategic significance, the opening of the Corridor faces 
several critical challenges.

Geographical Complexity

 Geographically, the region experiences extremely low temperatures, 
remains snow-covered for over six months in a year and is characterized by 
rugged mountainous terrain. Given these geographical conditions, the 
construction of infrastructure such as roads and tunnels presents significant 
technical and financial challenges. Nevertheless, comparable projects have 
been successfully completed in similar or even more geologically complex 
environments. A notable example is the Karakoram Highway, constructed 
through the formidable Karakoram mountains. The Pamir Mountains, where 
the Wakhan Corridor is located, exhibit similarly challenging topography.78 

Given these considerations, the construction of roads and tunnels in the 
Wakhan Corridor is feasible with the technological capabilities of China. From 
this perspective, geography does not constitute the primary obstacle to the 
development and opening of the Corridor. Instead, the principal challenges 
stem from terrorism originating in Afghanistan, political instability in the 
country and the prevalence of drug trafficking across the region.

Threat of Terrorism

 Decades of conflict and instability in Afghanistan, as well as 
destruction caused by foreign forces, have created an environment conducive to 
the presence and operation of various terrorist organizations. The terrorist 
groups often exploit the country’s ungoverned spaces and porous borders, 
particularly around the Wakhan Corridor, to establish bases and stage activities 
targeting neighboring regions, including Pakistan, Central Asia and China.79 
The use of Afghanistan’s territory as a launchpad for cross-border terrorism has 
raised serious security concerns among regional states. China and Central 
Asian countries, in particular, view the security situation as a major obstacle to 
regional connectivity.80 Due to persistent terrorist threats, China has long been 
reluctant to open or develop the Wakhan Corridor, keeping its border with 
Afghanistan effectively sealed for decades.81 In the light of these concerns, 
terrorism in Afghanistan continues to pose a significant threat to the security 
and stability of Pakistan, Central Asia and China. As long as the region remains 
insecure, the operationalization of the Wakhan Corridor will remain uncertain. 
Therefore, security and political stability in Afghanistan are essential 

prerequisites for the Corridor’s development and opening.

Drug Trafficking

 Afghanistan is the world’s leading producer of opium. And one of the 
transit routes for this drug is Wakhan Corridor, which links Afghanistan to 
neighboring countries of China, Tajikistan and Pakistan. This connectivity not 
only contributes to the increase in the regional drug trade but also provides 
considerable funding for terrorist groups in Afghanistan. In 2020 alone, the 
volume of opium sold through this Corridor was 8.3 thousand tons, with an 
estimated value of USD 350 million.82 Due to lack of infrastructure in Wakhan, 
China has remained shielded from drug trafficking originating in Afghanistan. 
The construction of roads and other means in Wakhan could facilitate drug 
trafficking, turning the Corridor into a direct transit route for drug trafficking. 
Drug trafficking remains a key concern for regional countries to develop the 
Corridor. The continued drug trafficking poses a significant threat to the 
stability and security of Wakhan and its neighboring countries. Therefore, it is 
necessary to take serious steps to prevent drug trafficking in this region.83 
However, this problem is not insurmountable and can be tackled by close 
cooperation among the anti-narcotics forces of Pakistan, China, Tajikistan and 
Afghanistan through concerted efforts.

Conclusion 

 The Wakhan Corridor holds significant geo-economic and geostrategic 
importance for China, Afghanistan and Pakistan. However, its development has 
consistently faced challenges due to geopolitical issues, including the 
19th-century “Great Game” between Russia and the British, the Soviet 
Invasion of Afghanistan (1979-1989), the Afghanistan Civil War (1992-2001), 
NATO intervention (2001-2021) and the current instability in Afghanistan.  

 Building roads and tunnels across Wakhan will enhance trade activities 
in the region. This Corridor will provide a shorter route to access Central Asia 
and, vice versa, will enable Central Asian countries to more easily reach 
Pakistan’s Gwadar and Karachi ports. It will also ease China’s access to 
Afghanistan and strengthen the link between CPEC and the broader region, 
which is a key component of BRI. In a recent development, Afghanistan has 
been included in the CPEC. Its inclusion is expected to accelerate investment 

and construction activities along the Corridor. The operationalization of this 
Corridor will not only enhance regional connectivity but also open new paths 
for economic cooperation and infrastructure development. In this context, it 
will provide researchers with a valuable opportunity to study the broader 
potential geopolitical impact of the Corridor at both regional and global levels.

 The connectivity is expected to foster peace, security, political stability 
and shared prosperity for all the countries in the region. In particular, it holds 
the potential to lift the people of Afghanistan out of poverty and diminish the 
impact of current humanitarian crisis.
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Introduction

 In recent years, India has pursued an aggressive trajectory in integrating 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) with its satellite-based Intelligence, Surveillance 
and Reconnaissance (ISR) capabilities. This transformation was part of a 
broader doctrinal shift aimed at leveraging emerging technologies to achieve 
strategic superiority in the South Asian region. New Delhi’s vision involved 
fusing AI-enabled systems with satellite-based sensors and networked 
platforms to create a seamless architecture for real-time battlefield awareness, 
autonomous decision-making and precision strike capability.3 Influenced by 
global trends in algorithmic warfare and inspired by the operational success of 
AI-enhanced ISR in Western militaries, India framed technological superiority 
as the decisive factor in future conflicts.4

 The heavy reliance on autonomous systems, vulnerable communication 
links and predictive analytics lead to inflexibility and unexpected 
vulnerabilities. Meanwhile, over-engineering and overconfidence in machine 
learning-driven command decisions could create a system optimized for 
control, but not for uncertainty, ambiguity or strategic surprise.5

 The May 2025 crisis revealed a profound disconnect between India’s 
technological ambition and its strategic effectiveness, thereby exposing the 
limits of New Delhi’s technological determinism. Despite possessing highly 
sophisticated AI-augmented ISR systems, India’s military strategy faltered 
when confronted with Pakistan’s adaptive, resilient and human-centric 
response. Rather than achieving uncontested superiority, India’s AI-centric 
doctrine proved fragile under operational stress. 

 In contrast, Pakistan responded not by attempting to match India’s 
technological sophistication but by integrating emerging technologies in a 
more modest, deliberate and adaptive manner. It approached AI and ISR tools 
through a constructivist lens, embedding them into a broader framework of 
doctrine, culture and leadership. Pakistan’s doctrine, shaped by decades of 
asymmetric military experience and a deep culture of strategic caution, 

emphasized operational resilience, mission command and the intelligent use of 
human judgment within digital systems.6 Rather than pursuing AI for prestige 
or determinism, Pakistan selectively integrated it to augment, not replace, 
human-led operations. These included defensive deception, rapid force 
dispersion, electronic warfare techniques designed to disorient AI-driven 
targeting algorithms, and ISR fusion systems. Pakistan’s strategic culture, 
rooted in defensive realism and crisis management under nuclear deterrence, 
thus provided a more flexible and resilient framework than India’s AI-centric 
operational strategy.7

 This research challenges the prevailing narrative of technological 
determinism in modern warfare, the notion that superior technology alone 
guarantees battlefield success. While emerging technologies like AI and ISR 
satellites offer transformative potential, their efficacy depends fundamentally 
on how they are embedded within national doctrines, military institutions and 
leadership cultures.8

 The May 2025 conflict underscores that it is not the technology itself, 
but its integration with strategy, adaptability and human resources that shape 
outcomes. Pakistan’s success illustrates that states with limited technological 
means can still prevail through doctrinal innovation, robust leadership and 
strategic coherence. 

 Thus, the May 2025 crisis offers a powerful case study of how 
technological determinism fails, while constructivist integration succeeds in 
shaping war outcomes. Moreover, the case holds broader implications for the 
future of warfare in the Global South. As more militaries adopt AI and ISR 
systems, the experience of South Asia in May 2025 illustrates the risks of 
overreliance on untested experimental technologies or systems and the 
enduring importance of strategic balance. It invites policymakers and military 
strategists to reconsider the assumption that cutting-edge technology will 
automatically translate into dominance, especially when adversaries possess 
the will and capacity to adapt.

India’s Militarized AI-Space Strategy: A Flawed Approach

 Significant investments in space militarization have marked India’s 
pursuit of a technologically advanced, AI-enabled military strategy. India’s 
AI-space doctrine epitomizes technological determinism: the belief that 
mastery of advanced systems would automatically yield superiority.  Platforms 
such as the Cartosat and Radar Imaging Satellite (RISAT) series of satellites, 
designed for high-resolution optical and radar imaging, respectively, form the 
core of India’s ISR constellation. The deployment of the Electromagnetic 
Intelligence-gathering Satellite (EMISAT) further augments India’s capabilities 
for monitoring electromagnetic signatures across hostile territories.9 

Complementing these systems, India experimented with autonomous drone 
swarms, battlefield robotics and AI-driven decision-support tools to create 
what appeared to be a cutting-edge military ecosystem geared toward rapid 
detection, targeting and engagement.10

 However, this technologically ambitious approach was deeply flawed in 
its overreliance on automation, centralized ISR architecture and predictive 
algorithms. Rather than enhancing strategic agility, India’s AI-space integration 
inadvertently created critical operational vulnerabilities, particularly when 
confronted by Pakistan’s decentralized, adaptive and deception-based military 
tactics during the May 2025 crisis.

Rigid AI Targeting

 One of the main weaknesses of India’s approach was the inflexibility of 
its AI-based targeting systems. Algorithms trained on historical patterns and 
predefined behavior models failed to adapt when Pakistani forces employed 
irregular and deceptive maneuvers. For instance, Pakistan successfully 
exploited these rigid targeting parameters by using decoys, electronic spoofing 
and manipulating thermal and radar signatures. These techniques confused AI 
models, which were unable to distinguish between real and false targets due to 
induced ambiguity.11 The inability of machine learning systems to grasp 

contextual nuance, a strength still retained by human operators, proved costly 
during dynamic combat situations.12

Overreliance on ISR Feeds

 India’s ISR systems, though sophisticated, operated within a highly 
centralized and latency-prone architecture. Decision-making processes were 
often bottlenecked by the need to validate satellite data and generate 
machine-analyzed threat assessments.13 In rapidly evolving tactical 
environments, such as urban or mountainous engagements, this dependence on 
ISR created delays that prevented Indian forces from responding in real-time 
during the May 2025 crisis. By contrast, Pakistan relied more on tactical 
autonomy at the unit level, enabled by commanders who were trained to act 
with limited digital oversight. This approach proved more effective in fluid, 
time-sensitive scenarios.

Misguided Strategic Assumptions

 Underlying these vulnerabilities were misguided strategic assumptions 
within Indian leadership circles. India’s military planners increasingly place 
trust in algorithmically generated assessments over traditional battlefield 
intuition and human judgment. In several instances, AI-generated threat maps 
and operational suggestions are followed with minimal human skepticism, 
leading to flawed deployments and misaligned priorities.14 This faith in 
technological objectivity ignored both the inherent biases in training data and 
the contextual blind spots of AI, particularly in unconventional warfare 
environments. By contrast, Pakistan’s strategy maintains a balance between 
machine input and human oversight, recognizing that war is as much a 
psychological and social contest as a technological one.15

The Absence of Human-Machine Synergy

 While India’s technological capabilities appear formidable on paper, 
they lack the human mastery and doctrinal adaptability required for 

high-pressure, unpredictable conflict environments. The Indian military’s 
approach to AI is largely additive, introducing automation into existing systems 
without corresponding changes in doctrine, training or command philosophy.16 

This creates a gap between capability and competence. Technologies like drone 
swarms and satellite surveillance are not inherently flawed, but their 
deployment in rigid, top-down command structures without real-time 
adaptability renders them strategically ineffective.

 Technological determinism blinded India to the social dimension of 
war. It assumed machines would reduce uncertainty, ignoring that adversaries 
actively exploit and manipulate rigid systems. In contrast, Pakistan’s emphasis 
on human-machine collaboration, flexible decision-making and the 
decentralization of command allowed it to respond creatively to India’s 
technological advancement. The 2025 conflict thus underscored that 
technological overmatch does not equate to strategic superiority, particularly 
when the adversary effectively weaponizes flexibility, deception and doctrinal 
innovation.

Indian Aggression: A Technological Gamble

 The 2025 India-Pakistan crisis marked a watershed moment in the 
strategic landscape of South Asia, testing the real-world effectiveness of 
AI-enabled warfare in a contested environment. On the night of 6–7 May 2025, 
India initiated Operation Sindoor, a high-risk military campaign grounded in 
algorithmic warfare and network-centric doctrines. The operation aimed to 
deliver a quick, decisive blow to Pakistani command and control infrastructure, 
using a constellation of AI-guided platforms operating across multiple 
domains.

 The campaign began with Rafale-led multirole fighters launching 
precision-guided cruise missiles, supported by loitering munitions and 
autonomous drone swarms, all targeting pre-designated nodes identified 
through AI-generated ISR analysis. Indian strategists, drawing confidence from 
real-time satellite feeds and machine learning-based targeting algorithms, 
sought to compress the decision-action cycle and overwhelm Pakistani 
defenses before a coherent counter-response could be mounted.17 Yet, despite 

the apparent sophistication of its operational model, India’s technological 
gamble quickly unraveled.

Pakistan’s Counter-Response: Adaptation, Deception and Doctrinal 
Excellence

 Pakistan’s approach illustrates social constructivism: technology 
acquires meaning only when embedded in doctrine, leadership and culture. 
Rather than pursuing AI for prestige or parity, Pakistan deliberately integrated 
modest technological tools within a resilient doctrinal framework.

 Pakistan responded with a layered and adaptive defense strategy that 
neutralized the advantages of India’s AI-centric offensive. Rather than 
attempting a symmetrical technological response, Pakistan weaponized 
flexibility, electronic disruption and doctrinal preparedness to confound India’s 
high-tech systems.

Electronic Warfare and Drone Disruption

 One of Pakistan’s most effective countermeasures was the deployment 
of advanced Electronic Warfare (EW) units, which targeted the communication 
links and navigational systems of India’s drone swarms and loitering 
munitions.18 These units deployed jamming, spoofing and frequency-hopping 
disruption to confuse autonomous platforms that relied on precise Global 
Navigation Satellite System (GNSS) signals and real-time data transfer for 
coordination.19 As a result, many Indian drones deviated from flight paths, 
collided mid-air or failed to locate viable targets.

Decoy Deployment and AI Confusion

 In addition, Pakistan executed a wide-scale decoy deployment 
campaign, simulating high-value military installations using radar reflectors 
and electromagnetic signatures. These measures exploited the 
pattern-recognition limitations of India’s AI targeting systems, which struck 
several decoy positions under the false assumption of their authenticity.20 As 

Horowitz has noted, algorithmic warfare is highly vulnerable to adversarial 
deception, particularly when systems are trained on datasets lacking the 
diversity to distinguish between real and engineered cues.21

 
Adaptive Air Defenses and Strategic Discipline

 Pakistan’s air defense, particularly units operating the LY-80 (HQ-16) 
platforms, adopted a strategy of selective engagement.22 Rather than reacting 
uniformly to all incursions, commanders withheld fire against decoys or 
low-value assets, preserving missile stocks for credible threats. This judicious 
use of firepower, combined with a decentralized command model, ensured 
sustained defensive capacity throughout the crisis.23 Meanwhile, Pakistan’s 
strategic reserve forces remained dispersed, avoiding detection and 
maintaining readiness for escalation, which India’s algorithms failed to 
anticipate due to their reliance on conventional massing patterns.

 India’s faith in machine-led warfare proved deeply misplaced when 
confronted by a well-prepared adversary employing a blend of human 
leadership, deception and flexible doctrine. The Indian campaign’s dependence 
on pre-scripted targeting logic and centralized ISR denied it the ability to adapt 
mid-operation, especially when its data inputs were corrupted or misleading. In 
contrast, Pakistan’s decision-making processes empowered field commanders, 
respected the ambiguity of the battlefield and adapted to the fluid nature of 
high-stakes conflict under nuclear overhang.24

 The triumph of Pakistan’s defense in this crisis reveals a fundamental 
truth in contemporary warfare: that strategic coherence and adaptability often 
matter more than technological advantage. While India possessed the more 
advanced hardware and informational capabilities, Pakistan leveraged 
cognitive and doctrinal superiority to frustrate and ultimately reverse the 
offensive. 

Pakistan’s Strategic and Operational Excellence

 During the 2025 crisis, Pakistan’s armed forces showcased a model of 
multi-domain warfare rooted in doctrinal discipline, human leadership and 
adaptive innovation. Faced with India’s AI-heavy offensive under Operation 
Sindoor, Pakistan did not attempt to match technology for technology. Instead, 
it relied on a comprehensive strategy that emphasized command flexibility, 
real-time responsiveness, precision targeting and cyber disruption. 

Superior Command and Control

 Central to Pakistan’s success was its decentralized and flexible 
command and control structure, which allowed rapid response to India’s 
unfolding strikes. Leveraging a network of mobile command posts and secure 
communication channels, Pakistan maintained operational continuity even 
under electronic duress. Unit-level commanders were granted autonomy to act 
within the commander’s intent, facilitating faster tactical adjustments than 
India’s algorithmically delayed decision loops could accommodate.25 
Pakistan’s model was consistent with historical military effectiveness 
literature, which emphasizes initiative-based leadership and bottom-up 
responsiveness in dynamic conflict environments.26

Precision Counterstrikes

 Pakistan Air Force (PAF) played a decisive role by executing precision 
counterstrikes against key Indian forward-deployed assets. Unlike India’s 
AI-targeted systems, PAF squadrons relied on manned reconnaissance, Human 
Intelligence (HUMINT) and selective electronic intercepts, which allowed 
them to engage verified, high-value targets such as supply depots, radar 
installations and mobile missile units.27 Pakistan’s strike coordination center 
integrated live intelligence with human analysis, ensuring that its air strikes 
were both accurate and strategically calibrated. The resulting impact 
neutralized significant portions of India’s offensive momentum while 
preserving Pakistan’s own operational depth.

Cyber Superiority

 Pakistan also demonstrated cyber superiority by deploying offensive 
cyber capabilities that disrupted India’s communications and ISR coordination 
networks.28 According to leaked after-action reports, Indian command units 
experienced data delays, false targeting inputs and widespread network 
instability, believed to be the result of Pakistani malware attacks on Indian 
satellite relays and tactical cloud systems.29 This cyber campaign blinded 
India’s real-time awareness, preventing effective follow-up strikes and 
delaying reinforcement movements. In modern warfare, where ISR is the 
linchpin of operational tempo, cyber dominance functioned as a strategic 
equalizer, compensating for India’s advantage in hardware.30

Moral and National Resolve

 Perhaps the most underappreciated element of Pakistan’s success was 
the moral cohesion and national resolve of its military and citizenry. Faced with 
a technologically advanced offensive, Pakistani forces responded with high 
morale, fueled by a clear national narrative of defense and sovereignty. 
Civil-military coordination ensured logistical support, national media 
reinforced public confidence and no signs of internal dissent were reported in 
the ranks.31 This human factor proved decisive, as India’s technologically 
dependent formations suffered from lower cohesion under stress, especially 
when automated systems began to fail.

 By the end of the conflict, Pakistani forces had: (i) targeted advanced 
Indian surveillance equipment and drone systems; (ii) established air 
superiority; and (iii) disrupted India’s digital battlespace in cyber and 
information domains.

Indian Strategic Collapse

 In stark contrast to Pakistan’s cohesive and adaptive campaign, India’s 
AI-reliant military strategy collapsed under battlefield conditions. While India 

entered the conflict with superior hardware including Rafale jets, S-400 missile 
systems, loitering munitions and AI-integrated ISR platforms, it failed to 
integrate these assets within an effective and adaptive doctrine. The result was 
a technologically advanced yet strategically brittle response.

Ineffective Air and Missile Defense

 India’s much-touted S-400 Triumf air defense system and the 
indigenous Akashteer battlefield air defense network was ineffective against 
Pakistan’s low-altitude, mobile and time-sensitive strikes. The S-400 system, 
optimized for high-value aerial threats, was unable to respond effectively to 
Pakistan’s precision missile attacks and manned aircraft flying at low altitude.32 
Meanwhile, Akashteer suffered coordination issues, worsened by ISR 
confusion and network degradation caused by Pakistani cyberattacks.

AI Decision Loops and Tactical Paralysis

 India’s machine-dependent decision architecture proved to be a liability 
in fast-paced combat. AI systems, trained on peacetime data and structured war 
games, struggled to adapt to the asymmetric tactics employed by Pakistan. 
Automated response algorithms created delays in engagement decisions, often 
waiting for confirmation loops that failed under cyber interference. These 
delays in action allowed Pakistani forces to seize the initiative and exploit 
Indian hesitation.33

Collapse of Morale

 As operational losses mounted and communications faltered, Indian 
morale eroded rapidly. Several forward units, unable to communicate with 
higher headquarters or confirm orders, withdrew prematurely or surrendered 
equipment intact.34 The Indian public, initially fed narratives of a quick victory 
through superior technology, grew increasingly disillusioned as reports of 
battlefield failures and strategic confusion emerged. Analysts have long warned 
of the dangers of technocratic hubris in warfighting, where overconfidence in 

tools can obscure the need for robust leadership and human adaptability.35

 Here, technology served strategy, not the other way round. By 
embedding emerging tools within its doctrinal culture of defensive realism, 
Pakistan demonstrated the constructivist logic that war is socially and 
institutionally constructed, not technologically predetermined.

Strategic Lessons: Man over Machine

 The 2025 India-Pakistan conflict stands as a pivotal moment in the 
evolution of modern warfare, not merely due to the technologies deployed but 
because of the profound strategic truths it reaffirmed. Above all, the crisis 
illustrated that warfare remains an inherently human endeavor, where 
leadership, discipline and moral cohesion ultimately determine outcomes, not 
machines alone. India’s defeat demonstrates that AI and ISR superiority cannot 
guarantee success. Deterministic thinking creates fragility when adversaries 
exploit machine rigidity and data vulnerabilities.

Technology as a Tool, not a Substitute

 As advanced as India’s AI-enabled systems appeared, they proved 
vulnerable when pitted against an adversary that understood the limits of 
technology and emphasized adaptability. India’s defeat illustrates that AI and 
ISR superiority cannot guarantee success. Deterministic thinking creates 
fragility when adversaries exploit machine rigidity and data vulnerabilities. 
Pakistan’s military demonstrated that technology must serve strategy, not 
replace it. This principle echoes classic strategic theory from Clausewitz to 
Biddle, who argue that the essence of war lies not in material superiority, but in 
the integration of technology with training, cohesion and sound judgment.36 

 India’s overreliance on automation produced an illusion of control. The 
assumption that AI could reduce the fog of war, or make real-time decisions 
faster and better than humans, collapsed when unstructured, adversarial 
behavior overwhelmed machine learning algorithms trained on peacetime 
patterns.37 In contrast, Pakistan’s forces relied on seasoned military leadership, 

honed through experience in counterinsurgency and conventional operations, 
to read battlefield cues and react effectively under pressure.

The Limits of Artificial Intelligence in War

 The 2025 war also highlighted the significant limitations of AI in 
complex, unpredictable conflict environments. AI systems, particularly those 
trained on structured datasets, struggled to process deceptive patterns, 
unexpected maneuvers and information denial strategies employed by 
Pakistan. While algorithms excel at recognizing predictable patterns, they falter 
in ambiguity-rich, adversarial decision environments, which remain the 
hallmark of high-intensity warfare.38

 Pakistan capitalized on these vulnerabilities by deploying non-standard 
tactics, employing decoys, electronic jamming and deception, which AI could 
not readily interpret. Indian autonomous systems, unable to verify data in 
real-time or question their programming, struck false targets or hesitated in 
critical moments.39 A form of algorithmic paralysis that compounded India’s 
strategic confusion.

 In contrast, Pakistan’s human-led decision-making model enabled 
flexibility and accountability at every level. Unit commanders adapted to 
battlefield contingencies, reevaluated plans in real-time and acted with clarity 
of intent, elements that AI currently cannot replicate, especially in complex, 
high-stakes scenarios. Pakistan’s victory stemmed from embedding technology 
into doctrine, training and leadership. Technology was an enabler, not a 
determinant of success.

Victory through Vigilance, Discipline and Moral Unity

 Pakistan’s strategic victory in 2025 also stemmed from qualities 
machines cannot emulate: vigilance, discipline, moral conviction and national 
unity. The military’s cohesive doctrinal training, strong command culture and 
enduring civil-military synergy allowed it to sustain operations, absorb shocks 
and respond decisively. Pakistan framed its defensive campaign around 
strategic patience and calibrated retaliation, avoiding unnecessary escalation 

while preserving military initiative.40

 Furthermore, national resolve and public morale played a critical role. 
As the crisis unfolded, Pakistan’s narrative of sovereignty, defense and national 
dignity galvanized public support. Civilian and military leadership remained 
aligned, reinforcing institutional confidence and ensuring logistical resilience. 
By contrast, India, despite apparently superior systems, suffered from a 
breakdown in morale, institutional overreach by technocratic elements and a 
public disillusioned by unmet expectations.41

Guardian of Strategic Stability

 Ultimately, Pakistan’s success reaffirmed its role as the guardian of 
strategic stability in South Asia. By defeating a technologically superior 
adversary through smart warfare, Pakistan demonstrated not only military 
capability but also strategic maturity. Its ability to integrate traditional doctrine 
with selective technological tools, while maintaining restraint under nuclear 
overhang, preserved regional deterrence equilibrium and deterred further 
escalation.

 This lesson is not new but urgently relevant in the AI age: machines can 
assist war, but cannot wage it alone. Victory still belongs to the side with 
superior leadership, doctrinal clarity and the human will to adapt.

Conclusion

 India’s aggressive pursuit of AI and space-based militarization, 
encapsulated in its 2025 military doctrine, culminated not in dominance but in 
defeat. Despite possessing a formidable array of ISR satellites, AI-guided 
weapons and automated defense systems, India failed to appreciate a central 
tenet of strategic theory: technology is a force multiplier, not a force 
determinant.42 The 2025 conflict highlighted the vulnerabilities inherent in 
over-automation, including algorithmic rigidity, decision latency and the 
erosion of human accountability in warfare.

 In stark contrast, Pakistan’s triumph was rooted in resilience, doctrinal 
clarity and human excellence. Its armed forces demonstrated that disciplined 
leadership, adaptive tactics and moral conviction could outperform algorithmic 
warfare. Pakistan’s operational doctrine, grounded in real-world experience 
and strategic restraint, enabled it to absorb the initial shock of India’s high-tech 
offensive and mount a calibrated, multi-domain response, achieving decisive 
results without crossing red lines or triggering uncontrollable escalation.43 

 More broadly, Pakistan’s success in 2025 affirms a foundational lesson 
for 21st-century military strategy: victory in war still depends on the cognitive 
and moral strengths of human actors, not the sophistication of digital systems. 
As new technologies proliferate from quantum ISR platforms to autonomous 
weapons, states must resist the temptation to delegate critical decisions to 
machines. Instead, the integration of technology must be guided by sound 
doctrine, robust institutions and ethical command structures.44

 As South Asia enters a new era of militarized AI and dual-use space 
technologies, Pakistan’s conduct in the 2025 crisis offers a model of strategic 
prudence under pressure. Far from engaging in technological arms-racing, 
Pakistan has emphasized defensive innovation, seeking to modernize its forces 
without sacrificing command responsibility or crisis stability. This approach 
reflects its consistent view that strategic deterrence and conventional readiness 
are mutually reinforcing, not mutually exclusive.45

 Pakistan’s future posture will likely be defined by:

Selective modernization of AI, cyber and space capabilities within a 
doctrinal framework;
Institutional investment in training and civil-military cohesion;
Continued emphasis on strategic restraint under the nuclear threshold; 
and
Active engagement in regional confidence-building measures and 
diplomatic initiatives to avoid unintentional escalation.

 In doing so, Pakistan reaffirms its role as the responsible custodian of 

South Asian strategic stability, a nuclear power committed not only to 
defending its sovereignty but also to preserving peace through balance, not 
brinkmanship.

 The 2025 conflict offers enduring lessons for other regional and global 
powers:

Technological superiority does not equal strategic supremacy;
Human leadership remains irreplaceable in war and peace;
National unity, institutional discipline and doctrinal clarity are the true 
pillars of deterrence in the AI age.

 The 2025 India-Pakistan conflict demonstrated the clash of two 
theoretical paradigms. India’s strategy embodied technological determinism, a 
misplaced belief that AI and space superiority would dictate outcomes. 
Pakistan’s strategy embodied social constructivism, where technology’s role 
was defined by doctrine, leadership and national culture. In the shadow of this 
conflict, Pakistan emerges not only as the tactical victor but as the strategic 
adult in the room, capable of integrating innovation with restraint, strength with 
stability and power with responsibility.

Introduction

 A particular geographic place or space does not choose to become a 
strategic location. Instead, its position in a “hostile geopolitical environment” 
or its location between various ambitious and aggressive geopolitical entities 
increases its geopolitical and geostrategic importance.2 Considering this, 
Wakhan enjoys a significant strategic location in the region. Historically, this 
narrow strip of land has served as an important transit route between China, 
Tibet, Persia, Central Asia and South Asia. The ancient Silk Route passed 
through this narrow strip and remained the primary passage for travelers and 
merchandise for a long time. This famous route was not only crucial for trade 
and commerce but also played a great role in the exchange of ideas and cultures 
between the eastern and western regions of the world.3 

 Furthermore, in ancient times, this route was used by Chinese pilgrims 
to visit Buddhist centers in Gandhara and Taxila. It was a popular pilgrimage 
route during the 5th and 6th centuries. In the seventh century, the Chinese monk 
Huan Tsang traveled through this route in search of Buddhist teaching. Marco 
Polo and Portuguese travelers used this route to reach China.4 Therefore, this 
Corridor remained an essential trade path to connect China, India, Balkh and 
Bukhara until the decline of the Mughal Empire in India. However, with the 
development of new sea routes to China and India in the late 15th century, the 
ancient Silk Route lost its significance as a major trade route from Rome to 
China.5

 The modern geopolitical importance of Wakhan emerged in the 19th 
century during the “Great Game” era.6 During this time, Wakhan emerged as a 
“buffer zone” between the Tsarist Russia and the British Empire to prevent 
Russian advance toward British India and to avoid direct conflict between the 

two powers.7 Hence, the Corridor was formed in 1895 after negotiations 
between British military explorer Francis Younghusband and his Russian 
counterpart, Colonel Yanov.8 Both officers delineated the southern and northern 
borders of the Corridor and announced that neither China nor Afghanistan 
would interfere in the area. However, later Russia conceded this area as part of 
Afghanistan under a pre-established agreement.9

 During the Cold War, this area remained strategically significant due to 
its geographical proximity to the Soviet Union and Pakistan, especially after 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.10 Following the Soviet withdrawal 
from Afghanistan, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) recognized 
its significance as an alternative supply route. In 2009, the United States 
approached Chinese authorities with a proposal to open Wakhjir Pass as an 
alternative supply route for NATO forces operating in Afghanistan. However, 
China declined the proposal due to its strategic interests and security 
concerns.11

 Today, Wakhan’s proximity to China, Pakistan and Central Asia makes 
it a crucial focal point for regional powers, particularly in the context of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).12 The BRI project aims to connect the Wakhan 
Corridor to the USD 62 billion mega-infrastructure project, the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor (CPEC), due to its proximity to the Karakoram Highway. 
The Karakoram Highway was developed by the Chinese government to 
facilitate regional connectivity through pipelines, power transmission lines, 

and railway networks.13 The objective of this paper is to highlight the strategic 
importance of the Wakhan Corridor and the interest of Afghanistan, Pakistan 
and China in the development of this Corridor, particularly in terms of its 
geopolitical and geo-economic importance. This research paper is based on a 
qualitative method. The data has been collected from secondary sources, 
including articles, newspapers and credible internet sources.

Geographical Position 

 The Wakhan Corridor is typically characterized by high altitudes, 
rugged terrain, towering mountain ranges, expansive glaciers and harsh 
climatic environment. The Corridor is a long narrow strip of land in 
Badakhshan province, northeast of Afghanistan that has served as an important 
connecting point between South Asia, Central Asia and China. For centuries, it 
has been a vital passage for traders and pilgrimers. The Corridor extends from 
the Ishkashim district in the north to the south by creating boundaries between 
several geopolitical entities. The Wakhan Corridor extends approximately 350 
km in length, with its width ranging from 16 to 64 km.14 It covers an area of 
10,300 km2. On the southern side, it shares a 300 km border with Pakistan, 
while in the north and northeast, 260 km with Tajikistan and in the west, 74 km 
with China.15 Additionally, the Corridor encompasses several major mountain 
ranges, including the Pamir, Hindu Kush and Karakoram. These three ranges 
converge at what is commonly known as the Pamir Knot, while the open valley 
between these three ranges is called “Roof of the World” or (Bam-e-Dunya). 
The mountain passes in this region range from 5,000m to 6,500m above sea 
level.16 These rugged mountain ranges not only define the area’s topography 
but also reinforce the Corridor’s strategic importance. It serves as a key 
connecting point between Afghanistan and China’s Xinjiang province, while 

separating Tajikistan’s Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region from northern 
Pakistan.17 

 The Corridor is divided into two regions: The Upper Wakhan and the 
Lower Wakhan. The upper Wakhan lies to the eastern side of the Pamir River, 
while the lower Wakhan is situated on the western side, covering the Panj River 
valley and Wakhan Valley.18 Geographically, this region is divided into three 
sections: the main Wakhan strip between Pamir Knot, Qala Panj and 
Ishkesham; the great Pamir, also known as Pamir-e-Kalan, consists of the 
highest mountains in the knot. This mountain divides the Tajik Pamir across the 
deep valley of the Pamir River. The last section is little Pamir, known as “Pamir 
Khord”, located in the southern and eastern block of mountains, determined by 
the upper valley and upper ridge of the Wakhan Valley.19 To be precise, the 
Wakhan Corridor is spread between 71°50’ to 74°50’ degrees east longitude, 
36°35’ to 37°30’ degrees north latitude. Access to this region is restricted by 
terrain.20

 Geomorphologically, the Corridor is divided into two distinct parts: The 
Wakhan Corridor and the Afghan Pamir. The Wakhan Corridor lies at an 
elevation higher than 2000m and the Afghan Pamir lies above 3500m. This 
challenging topography contributes to the region’s remoteness, making it one 
of the most isolated areas within the Hindu Kush-Karakoram region. Access to 
this region is possible through Dawan, Jaman Shur on the north, Wakhjir on the 
east and Broghil, Darwazo, Kankhen, Ochili and Shahgologh on the south.21 
Additionally, this narrow strip of land has numerous routes to connect with 
neighboring countries. The Northern route connects it with Tajikistan, passing 
along the Panj Rivers. The Southern route reaches China through Wakhjir Pass, 
but this route is closed for more than half of the year due to snowfall. The third 
is the Central route, connecting both the Northern and Southern routes in 
Wakhan and leading to China through Tegermansu mountain pass at an altitude 
of 4,827m.22 The fourth route links the Afghan Tongue with the Karakoram 
Highway, located in the southeast from Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Hunza and Gilgit 

regions of Pakistan. The fifth route is located in the south, connecting 
Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Gilgit and Chitral regions. Other roads also link Wakhan 
to Chitral.23 Furthermore, the main passes of the Wakhan Corridor are Broghli 
(3882m), Darwazaa to Chitral (4288m), Irshad Uween (4979m) and Dilisan 
(5290m) to Gojal and Khodarg Werth to Ishkuman.24 The region is known for 
its snowy peaks, deep valleys, glaciers, lakes, rugged and rocky terrains and hot 
springs.

 The Oxus River (Amu Darya), one of Central Asia’s major rivers that 
ultimately flows into the Aral Sea, originates in the highlands of this region.25 
The two main tributaries of this river are the Panj and Pamir Rivers, which 
originate from the heights of Pamir and Hindukush. The joining of these two 
rivers forms the Amu River.26

Socio-Cultural Diversity of the Wakhan Corridor

 The Wakhan Corridor is a unique region with diverse customs, rituals 
and various ethnic groups living in this area.27 Wakhan has a population of 
17000 people, consisting of Wakhis and Kyrgyz,28 who have been living in this 
region for centuries. The Kyrgyz and Wakhis are followers of the Ismaili sect 
of Islam and their language is Wakhi. The Wakhis live in the border areas of 
Tajikistan, China and Pakistan at altitudes of 2000m to 3000m. The Kyrgyz live 
in the eastern part of the Wakhan Corridor, which includes mountains and 
snow-covered lakes.29

 The common religion, language, climate and environment have 
fostered similar cultures among the Wakhis and Kyrgyz.30 Despite these 

commonalities, sometimes territorial disputes, historical grievances and 
competing interests among these groups lead to tension and conflict.31 Owing 
to the extremely rugged terrain, harsh climatic conditions and geographic 
isolation, the people of Wakhan face significant challenges, including limited 
access to education, food insecurity, widespread poverty, inadequate healthcare 
and a high prevalence of opium addiction.32 The absence of education and 
development standards has kept them behind the world.33

 Currently, the livelihood of the Wakhan people primarily depends on 
livestock husbandry and, to some extent, agriculture.34 The people of Wakhan 
live in tents and follow a nomadic lifestyle. In the summer season, they move 
to higher elevations, while in winter, they go downhill to their pastures to avoid 
the extreme cold and facilitate grazing for their animals.35 Festivities in Wakhan 
include the celebration of Nowruz (Persian New Year), Eid ul-Fitr and Eid 
ul-Adha, along with the observance of local traditions and cultural practices.

Afghanistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor is often described as the “head” of Afghanistan 
due to its distinctive shape and location. In ancient times, this region held a 
significant position as a trade route between the East and West. However, in the 
modern era, it has lost its importance due to modern developments, rugged 
terrain and lack of infrastructure.36 But in recent years, the discovery of 
hydrocarbons in Central Asia and the emergence of new economic projects like 
CPEC, BRI and other ventures, including gas and oil pipelines and electric 
transmission lines like CASA-1000, have highlighted the geopolitical and 

geo-economic importance of this Corridor.37 With the rise of these projects, the 
Wakhan Corridor has once again attracted the attention of neighboring 
countries. It appears that the Corridor is regaining its historical significance 
after centuries of neglect. The revival of Wakhan is expected to increase 
Afghanistan’s political and economic significance as a transit hub.

 Afghanistan has served as a link between East and West due to its 
strategic location as a transit point for commercial exchanges in ancient times. 
Its geographical position offers a unique opportunity to transform the country 
into a commercial and economic Corridor. The Wakhan Corridor, in particular, 
holds significant potential to connect regional countries including Afghanistan, 
China, Pakistan and the Central Asian states.38 This Corridor holds strategic 
significance for Afghanistan, as it could facilitate strong relations with 
neighboring countries and enhance its global trade through the Indian Ocean. 
Moreover, its proximity with the “resource-abundant” Central Asian states and 
Pakistan, offers opportunities for trade partnership, resource exchange and 
cross-border commerce.39

 Establishing communication and commercial infrastructure in Wakhan 
will contribute to the economic development of Afghanistan, particularly 
benefiting the Northern provinces.40 By developing this Corridor, Afghanistan 
can transport its products to China easily and affordably, while simultaneously 
reaping economic and commercial benefits in return.41 It would enhance 
Afghanistan’s political leverage and help the country to balance its relations 
with regional powers. In addition, the development of infrastructure in Wakhan 
would improve the government’s access to the region, promote economic 
growth and uplift the living standard of local people.42

 China’s BRI project further underscores the significance of this 
Corridor.43 By joining BRI, Afghanistan can serve as a regional hub and enter 
into a new era of economic and political cooperation at the regional level. The 
development of the Wakhan Corridor represents a crucial step toward 
Afghanistan’s economic and political growth.44 Afghanistan stands to benefit 
significantly from becoming part of BRI, as this project would connect to both 
North-East Asian and South-West Asian nations. By integrating into this 
project, Afghanistan could achieve political and economic relevance and 
establish itself as a key global transit hub. Opening the Wakhan Corridor would 
increase Afghanistan’s strategic importance by offering an alternative route to 
the Indian Ocean through Pakistan,45 a development that holds particular 
significance for China. Therefore, China is investing in infrastructure projects 
in Wakhan region. The three key ranges, Tegermansu, the Big Pamir or Pamir 
Kalan and Wakhjir valley, have been identified as potential sites for 
development. The development of these ranges would provide Afghanistan 
with new economic prospects.46

 The opening of this Corridor would significantly enhance Afghanistan’s 
geopolitical importance, positioning it as a supplementary route for regional 
connectivity. By integrating with the Karakoram Highway, it would provide 
direct and shortest access to the Arabian Sea.47 Afghanistan could benefit 
substantially from this Corridor by generating revenue through taxation and 
creating thousands of direct and indirect job opportunities. Trade cannot 
flourish without security, therefore, realizing the full benefits of this Corridor is 
contingent upon stability in Afghanistan.

China’s Interest

 China has started efforts to revitalize the ancient Silk Road as part of the 
BRI project. The initiative includes two major components: (i) Silk Road 
Economic Belt and (ii) Maritime Silk Road. This plan aims to connect the 
continents of Asia, Europe and Africa and integrate China with the rest of the 
world through land, sea and air. This project contains an estimated USD 5 
trillion investment in infrastructure building across 65 countries.48

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor

 A major BRI project in South Asia is CPEC, with an investment of USD 
62 billion.49 This project connects the city of Kashgar in China’s Xinjiang 
province to Pakistan’s Gwadar port. An important part of CPEC is the 
reconstruction and upgrading of the Karakoram Highway, which links Kashgar 
to Abbottabad. This highway was opened in 1986 as a trade and transit route 
between China and Pakistan. The construction of this highway significantly 
reduced the travel distance. Notably, it has shortened the distance between 
China and the Middle-East from 15,900 km via the Malacca Strait to 3,700 km 
through the Khunjerab pass.50 

 Importantly, the Karakoram Highway runs close to the Wakhan 
Corridor, a crucial component of BRI. Strategically positioned at the crossroads 
of Central Asia and South Asia, this Corridor provides China access to new 
economic markets, natural resources and energy reserves in Central Asia.51 The 
construction of roads in this Corridor would integrate Afghanistan’s road 
network with the Karakoram Highway.52 Additionally, the Corridor could 
provide a direct link between China’s Xinjiang province and Central Asian 
countries. Moreover, the Corridor may facilitate easier trade and energy supply 
networks between China and its partners. It can potentially deepen China’s 

economic and strategic position in the region. This underscores the Wakhan’s 
role as a vital link in the broader regional geopolitical and economic 
landscape.53

 The Karakoram Highway has the potential to connect CPEC with the 
Wakhan Corridor to expand the infrastructure projects between South Asia and 
Central Asia. Investing in this project would provide China with a shorter trade 
route to Central Asia and beyond.54 The Wakhan Corridor is particularly 
significant as it is the only transit passage in the region that is close to China, 
West-Asia, the Persian Gulf, Caspian Sea and Europe.55 More importantly, 60% 
of China’s trade  with the Western and Middle Eastern countries passes through 
the Strait of Malacca, a vital maritime checkpoint under the strategic influence 
of United States of America, China’s main global competitor.56 Considering 
this geopolitical challenge, the opening of the Wakhan Corridor and its 
connection with Central Asia could provide an alternative route for oil and gas 
pipelines, ensuring a more secure energy supply for China.57

 The construction of alternative land-based trade routes in western 
regions of China is a strategic requirement for its commercial and economic 
security.58 Investment in Wakhan not only offers China an alternate transit route 
but also facilitates its access to Afghanistan’s natural resources, like lithium, 
copper and rare earth minerals, which are important for China’s industrial and 
technological development.59 Geological surveys estimate that Afghanistan 
holds mineral resources worth USD 1 trillion. Therefore, China has already 
invested in the Mes Aynak copper mine, the world’s second-largest copper 
deposit and in the hydrocarbon reserves of the Amu Darya Basin in Sar-e-Pol 
and Faryab provinces.60

 Afghanistan’s recent inclusion in CPEC highlights the growing 
geopolitical importance of the Wakhan Corridor. In May 2025, China, Pakistan 
and Afghanistan agreed in Beijing to formally extend the CPEC into 
Afghanistan’s territory and to hold the next trilateral meeting in Kabul, a move 
reflecting Beijing’s strategy to integrate Afghanistan into BRI frameworks and 
promote regional connectivity.61 This offers Afghanistan unprecedented access 
to Pakistan’s ports and regional trade networks, while simultaneously 
providing China with overland alternatives to traditional maritime routes 
vulnerable to strategic competition.62

 Beyond its economic benefits, the construction of road through the 
Wakhan Corridor would significantly strengthen China’s strategic foothold in 
the region.63 For China, the project could serve three key strategic objectives. 
First, it would expand trade networks with Central Asian countries to the north. 
Second, it would improve connectivity with Pakistan’s Gwadar Port to the 
south, a cornerstone of the CPEC. Third, it would provide China with direct 
access to Afghanistan.64

Pakistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor offers the shortest and most efficient trade route 
for Pakistan to enhance economic and commercial relations with Central Asian 
states. It also provides easy access at the lowest cost via Pakistan’s northern 
highland and Chitral region.65 The Corridor could facilitate trade in minerals, 
textiles, agricultural products, manufactured goods, oil, gas and electric 
transmission lines.66 At the same time, the Wakhan Corridor could function as a 
crucial transit route for Central Asian states to have direct access to the 

international markets through Gwadar Port. Gwadar holds strategic 
significance due to its location at the mouth of the Strait of Hormuz, a key 
maritime chokepoint.67 

 Geographically, Wakhan connects Pakistan’s Hunza and Chitral 
regions, with vital crossing points including Broghil, Irshad and Dilisang 
passes. Among these passes, Broghil pass is the most significant doorway 
connecting Pakistan to the Wakhan Corridor.68 Gupsi and Yasin serve as 
important joining points, connecting the Wakhan Corridor with Pakistan’s 
Ghizar and Hunza districts in Gilgit Baltistan.69 Indeed, this Corridor serves as 
a bridge between Pakistan and Central Asia, significantly reducing the distance 
between the two regions to just 13 km.70 The opening of the Wakhan Corridor 
would offer Pakistan another trading route with Afghanistan. Pakistan could 
exploit the Wakhan Corridor as a more efficient and economical route for 
importing oil and gas from Central Asia and Russia.71

 A train link from Tajikistan through the Wakhan Corridor could connect 
to the planned Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan railway line. Pakistan views 
the Wakhan Corridor not only as a strategic access point to Central Asia but 
also as a potential source of significant employment opportunities for Pakistani 
citizens. In addition to facilitating trade expansion through Gwadar port, the 
Corridor would also enhance Pakistan’s economic ties with China and Central 
Asian countries. However, the importance of Wakhan for Pakistan extends 
beyond trade. The Corridor carries political significance, especially in the 
context of Pakistan’s policy focus on enhancing relations with Central Asian 
states.

Pakistan’s National Security Policy 2022-2026 

 Pakistan’s National Security Policy (NSP) 2022-2026 recognizes 
Afghanistan’s potential as a strategic gateway for enhanced economic 
connectivity with the Central Asian Republics (CARs). Central to this is the 
“Vision Central Asia,” emphasizing five core pillars: political relations, trade 

and investment, energy and connectivity, security and defense and 
people-to-people contacts.72 The NSP marks a deliberate strategic pivot to 
geo-economics, prioritizing the expansion of trade and economic linkages with 
CARs through robust connectivity. Afghanistan plays a pivotal role in 
advancing Pakistan’s “Vision Central Asia” initiative. In alignment with 
Islamabad’s geo-economic priorities, the Wakhan Corridor would further 
facilitate trade expansion and energy projects in the region.

Shanghai Cooperation Organization

 The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) is a pivotal multilateral 
organization that plays a significant role in shaping the geopolitical and 
economic landscape of Central and South Asia, directly impacting the 
relevance of the Wakhan Corridor. Since its establishment in 2001, the SCO has 
prioritized regional stability, security cooperation and economic integration 
among its member states, which include China, Russia, Pakistan, Iran, India, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Belarus. The 
organization’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) has notably enhanced 
intelligence sharing and operational coordination, thereby strengthening 
collective efforts against terrorism, extremism and separatism. The SCO’s 
commitment to fostering mutual trust, expanding multilateral dialogue and 
promoting good neighborliness has provided a crucial platform for addressing 
common security concerns, which is essential for the stability required to 
operationalize strategic routes like the Wakhan Corridor.73

 Beyond security, the SCO is increasingly focused on economic 
cooperation and connectivity, which aligns closely with the objectives of major 
initiatives such as the BRI and the CPEC. The Wakhan Corridor holds the 
potential to become a vital trade and transit route connecting Central Asia with 
South Asia.74 The SCO’s agenda to deepen trade ties, expand infrastructure and 

harmonize regulations among its members directly supports the development 
of such Corridors, facilitating access to new markets and resources. By 
synergizing the BRI and CPEC with the SCO’s broader regional vision, the 
organization is positioned to inject new momentum into cross-border economic 
collaboration, permanently transforming the region’s connectivity and 
economic prospects. In this context, the SCO’s role is not only to ensure a 
secure environment for such projects but also to provide the institutional 
framework for sustainable and inclusive regional development.

Economic Cooperation Organization

 The Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), originally established 
as the Regional Cooperation for Development (RCD) in 1964 by Pakistan, Iran 
and Türkiye, was transformed in 1985 into a broader economic bloc. Its 
expansion in 1992 to include Afghanistan, five Central Asian republics and 
Azerbaijan significantly enhanced the organization’s strategic capacity for 
regional integration.75 Today, the ECO spans approximately eight million 
square kilometers, nearly double the size of the European Union and 
encompasses around 500 million people. Its objectives focus on facilitating 
trade, infrastructure development and energy cooperation across Eurasia, 
positioning it as a potential framework for linking landlocked Central Asian 
states with global markets through Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran and Türkiye.76 In 
this context, the Wakhan Corridor can play a significant role in further 
enhancing trade and economic cooperation among ECO members.

Challenges

 Historically, Wakhan’s natural isolation has kept this area away from 
direct conflict. Nevertheless, its position along the Durand Line and its 
geographic proximity with China and Tajikistan renders it a significant area in 
the region. The Corridor offers access to trade routes, energy resources and 
economic cooperation with Central Asia, South Asia and China. As a result, 
Wakhan remains an important component in the geopolitical landscape of the 
region.77 Despite its strategic significance, the opening of the Corridor faces 
several critical challenges.

Geographical Complexity

 Geographically, the region experiences extremely low temperatures, 
remains snow-covered for over six months in a year and is characterized by 
rugged mountainous terrain. Given these geographical conditions, the 
construction of infrastructure such as roads and tunnels presents significant 
technical and financial challenges. Nevertheless, comparable projects have 
been successfully completed in similar or even more geologically complex 
environments. A notable example is the Karakoram Highway, constructed 
through the formidable Karakoram mountains. The Pamir Mountains, where 
the Wakhan Corridor is located, exhibit similarly challenging topography.78 

Given these considerations, the construction of roads and tunnels in the 
Wakhan Corridor is feasible with the technological capabilities of China. From 
this perspective, geography does not constitute the primary obstacle to the 
development and opening of the Corridor. Instead, the principal challenges 
stem from terrorism originating in Afghanistan, political instability in the 
country and the prevalence of drug trafficking across the region.

Threat of Terrorism

 Decades of conflict and instability in Afghanistan, as well as 
destruction caused by foreign forces, have created an environment conducive to 
the presence and operation of various terrorist organizations. The terrorist 
groups often exploit the country’s ungoverned spaces and porous borders, 
particularly around the Wakhan Corridor, to establish bases and stage activities 
targeting neighboring regions, including Pakistan, Central Asia and China.79 
The use of Afghanistan’s territory as a launchpad for cross-border terrorism has 
raised serious security concerns among regional states. China and Central 
Asian countries, in particular, view the security situation as a major obstacle to 
regional connectivity.80 Due to persistent terrorist threats, China has long been 
reluctant to open or develop the Wakhan Corridor, keeping its border with 
Afghanistan effectively sealed for decades.81 In the light of these concerns, 
terrorism in Afghanistan continues to pose a significant threat to the security 
and stability of Pakistan, Central Asia and China. As long as the region remains 
insecure, the operationalization of the Wakhan Corridor will remain uncertain. 
Therefore, security and political stability in Afghanistan are essential 

prerequisites for the Corridor’s development and opening.

Drug Trafficking

 Afghanistan is the world’s leading producer of opium. And one of the 
transit routes for this drug is Wakhan Corridor, which links Afghanistan to 
neighboring countries of China, Tajikistan and Pakistan. This connectivity not 
only contributes to the increase in the regional drug trade but also provides 
considerable funding for terrorist groups in Afghanistan. In 2020 alone, the 
volume of opium sold through this Corridor was 8.3 thousand tons, with an 
estimated value of USD 350 million.82 Due to lack of infrastructure in Wakhan, 
China has remained shielded from drug trafficking originating in Afghanistan. 
The construction of roads and other means in Wakhan could facilitate drug 
trafficking, turning the Corridor into a direct transit route for drug trafficking. 
Drug trafficking remains a key concern for regional countries to develop the 
Corridor. The continued drug trafficking poses a significant threat to the 
stability and security of Wakhan and its neighboring countries. Therefore, it is 
necessary to take serious steps to prevent drug trafficking in this region.83 
However, this problem is not insurmountable and can be tackled by close 
cooperation among the anti-narcotics forces of Pakistan, China, Tajikistan and 
Afghanistan through concerted efforts.

Conclusion 

 The Wakhan Corridor holds significant geo-economic and geostrategic 
importance for China, Afghanistan and Pakistan. However, its development has 
consistently faced challenges due to geopolitical issues, including the 
19th-century “Great Game” between Russia and the British, the Soviet 
Invasion of Afghanistan (1979-1989), the Afghanistan Civil War (1992-2001), 
NATO intervention (2001-2021) and the current instability in Afghanistan.  

 Building roads and tunnels across Wakhan will enhance trade activities 
in the region. This Corridor will provide a shorter route to access Central Asia 
and, vice versa, will enable Central Asian countries to more easily reach 
Pakistan’s Gwadar and Karachi ports. It will also ease China’s access to 
Afghanistan and strengthen the link between CPEC and the broader region, 
which is a key component of BRI. In a recent development, Afghanistan has 
been included in the CPEC. Its inclusion is expected to accelerate investment 

and construction activities along the Corridor. The operationalization of this 
Corridor will not only enhance regional connectivity but also open new paths 
for economic cooperation and infrastructure development. In this context, it 
will provide researchers with a valuable opportunity to study the broader 
potential geopolitical impact of the Corridor at both regional and global levels.

 The connectivity is expected to foster peace, security, political stability 
and shared prosperity for all the countries in the region. In particular, it holds 
the potential to lift the people of Afghanistan out of poverty and diminish the 
impact of current humanitarian crisis.
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Introduction

 In recent years, India has pursued an aggressive trajectory in integrating 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) with its satellite-based Intelligence, Surveillance 
and Reconnaissance (ISR) capabilities. This transformation was part of a 
broader doctrinal shift aimed at leveraging emerging technologies to achieve 
strategic superiority in the South Asian region. New Delhi’s vision involved 
fusing AI-enabled systems with satellite-based sensors and networked 
platforms to create a seamless architecture for real-time battlefield awareness, 
autonomous decision-making and precision strike capability.3 Influenced by 
global trends in algorithmic warfare and inspired by the operational success of 
AI-enhanced ISR in Western militaries, India framed technological superiority 
as the decisive factor in future conflicts.4

 The heavy reliance on autonomous systems, vulnerable communication 
links and predictive analytics lead to inflexibility and unexpected 
vulnerabilities. Meanwhile, over-engineering and overconfidence in machine 
learning-driven command decisions could create a system optimized for 
control, but not for uncertainty, ambiguity or strategic surprise.5

 The May 2025 crisis revealed a profound disconnect between India’s 
technological ambition and its strategic effectiveness, thereby exposing the 
limits of New Delhi’s technological determinism. Despite possessing highly 
sophisticated AI-augmented ISR systems, India’s military strategy faltered 
when confronted with Pakistan’s adaptive, resilient and human-centric 
response. Rather than achieving uncontested superiority, India’s AI-centric 
doctrine proved fragile under operational stress. 

 In contrast, Pakistan responded not by attempting to match India’s 
technological sophistication but by integrating emerging technologies in a 
more modest, deliberate and adaptive manner. It approached AI and ISR tools 
through a constructivist lens, embedding them into a broader framework of 
doctrine, culture and leadership. Pakistan’s doctrine, shaped by decades of 
asymmetric military experience and a deep culture of strategic caution, 

emphasized operational resilience, mission command and the intelligent use of 
human judgment within digital systems.6 Rather than pursuing AI for prestige 
or determinism, Pakistan selectively integrated it to augment, not replace, 
human-led operations. These included defensive deception, rapid force 
dispersion, electronic warfare techniques designed to disorient AI-driven 
targeting algorithms, and ISR fusion systems. Pakistan’s strategic culture, 
rooted in defensive realism and crisis management under nuclear deterrence, 
thus provided a more flexible and resilient framework than India’s AI-centric 
operational strategy.7

 This research challenges the prevailing narrative of technological 
determinism in modern warfare, the notion that superior technology alone 
guarantees battlefield success. While emerging technologies like AI and ISR 
satellites offer transformative potential, their efficacy depends fundamentally 
on how they are embedded within national doctrines, military institutions and 
leadership cultures.8

 The May 2025 conflict underscores that it is not the technology itself, 
but its integration with strategy, adaptability and human resources that shape 
outcomes. Pakistan’s success illustrates that states with limited technological 
means can still prevail through doctrinal innovation, robust leadership and 
strategic coherence. 

 Thus, the May 2025 crisis offers a powerful case study of how 
technological determinism fails, while constructivist integration succeeds in 
shaping war outcomes. Moreover, the case holds broader implications for the 
future of warfare in the Global South. As more militaries adopt AI and ISR 
systems, the experience of South Asia in May 2025 illustrates the risks of 
overreliance on untested experimental technologies or systems and the 
enduring importance of strategic balance. It invites policymakers and military 
strategists to reconsider the assumption that cutting-edge technology will 
automatically translate into dominance, especially when adversaries possess 
the will and capacity to adapt.

India’s Militarized AI-Space Strategy: A Flawed Approach

 Significant investments in space militarization have marked India’s 
pursuit of a technologically advanced, AI-enabled military strategy. India’s 
AI-space doctrine epitomizes technological determinism: the belief that 
mastery of advanced systems would automatically yield superiority.  Platforms 
such as the Cartosat and Radar Imaging Satellite (RISAT) series of satellites, 
designed for high-resolution optical and radar imaging, respectively, form the 
core of India’s ISR constellation. The deployment of the Electromagnetic 
Intelligence-gathering Satellite (EMISAT) further augments India’s capabilities 
for monitoring electromagnetic signatures across hostile territories.9 

Complementing these systems, India experimented with autonomous drone 
swarms, battlefield robotics and AI-driven decision-support tools to create 
what appeared to be a cutting-edge military ecosystem geared toward rapid 
detection, targeting and engagement.10

 However, this technologically ambitious approach was deeply flawed in 
its overreliance on automation, centralized ISR architecture and predictive 
algorithms. Rather than enhancing strategic agility, India’s AI-space integration 
inadvertently created critical operational vulnerabilities, particularly when 
confronted by Pakistan’s decentralized, adaptive and deception-based military 
tactics during the May 2025 crisis.

Rigid AI Targeting

 One of the main weaknesses of India’s approach was the inflexibility of 
its AI-based targeting systems. Algorithms trained on historical patterns and 
predefined behavior models failed to adapt when Pakistani forces employed 
irregular and deceptive maneuvers. For instance, Pakistan successfully 
exploited these rigid targeting parameters by using decoys, electronic spoofing 
and manipulating thermal and radar signatures. These techniques confused AI 
models, which were unable to distinguish between real and false targets due to 
induced ambiguity.11 The inability of machine learning systems to grasp 

contextual nuance, a strength still retained by human operators, proved costly 
during dynamic combat situations.12

Overreliance on ISR Feeds

 India’s ISR systems, though sophisticated, operated within a highly 
centralized and latency-prone architecture. Decision-making processes were 
often bottlenecked by the need to validate satellite data and generate 
machine-analyzed threat assessments.13 In rapidly evolving tactical 
environments, such as urban or mountainous engagements, this dependence on 
ISR created delays that prevented Indian forces from responding in real-time 
during the May 2025 crisis. By contrast, Pakistan relied more on tactical 
autonomy at the unit level, enabled by commanders who were trained to act 
with limited digital oversight. This approach proved more effective in fluid, 
time-sensitive scenarios.

Misguided Strategic Assumptions

 Underlying these vulnerabilities were misguided strategic assumptions 
within Indian leadership circles. India’s military planners increasingly place 
trust in algorithmically generated assessments over traditional battlefield 
intuition and human judgment. In several instances, AI-generated threat maps 
and operational suggestions are followed with minimal human skepticism, 
leading to flawed deployments and misaligned priorities.14 This faith in 
technological objectivity ignored both the inherent biases in training data and 
the contextual blind spots of AI, particularly in unconventional warfare 
environments. By contrast, Pakistan’s strategy maintains a balance between 
machine input and human oversight, recognizing that war is as much a 
psychological and social contest as a technological one.15

The Absence of Human-Machine Synergy

 While India’s technological capabilities appear formidable on paper, 
they lack the human mastery and doctrinal adaptability required for 

high-pressure, unpredictable conflict environments. The Indian military’s 
approach to AI is largely additive, introducing automation into existing systems 
without corresponding changes in doctrine, training or command philosophy.16 

This creates a gap between capability and competence. Technologies like drone 
swarms and satellite surveillance are not inherently flawed, but their 
deployment in rigid, top-down command structures without real-time 
adaptability renders them strategically ineffective.

 Technological determinism blinded India to the social dimension of 
war. It assumed machines would reduce uncertainty, ignoring that adversaries 
actively exploit and manipulate rigid systems. In contrast, Pakistan’s emphasis 
on human-machine collaboration, flexible decision-making and the 
decentralization of command allowed it to respond creatively to India’s 
technological advancement. The 2025 conflict thus underscored that 
technological overmatch does not equate to strategic superiority, particularly 
when the adversary effectively weaponizes flexibility, deception and doctrinal 
innovation.

Indian Aggression: A Technological Gamble

 The 2025 India-Pakistan crisis marked a watershed moment in the 
strategic landscape of South Asia, testing the real-world effectiveness of 
AI-enabled warfare in a contested environment. On the night of 6–7 May 2025, 
India initiated Operation Sindoor, a high-risk military campaign grounded in 
algorithmic warfare and network-centric doctrines. The operation aimed to 
deliver a quick, decisive blow to Pakistani command and control infrastructure, 
using a constellation of AI-guided platforms operating across multiple 
domains.

 The campaign began with Rafale-led multirole fighters launching 
precision-guided cruise missiles, supported by loitering munitions and 
autonomous drone swarms, all targeting pre-designated nodes identified 
through AI-generated ISR analysis. Indian strategists, drawing confidence from 
real-time satellite feeds and machine learning-based targeting algorithms, 
sought to compress the decision-action cycle and overwhelm Pakistani 
defenses before a coherent counter-response could be mounted.17 Yet, despite 

the apparent sophistication of its operational model, India’s technological 
gamble quickly unraveled.

Pakistan’s Counter-Response: Adaptation, Deception and Doctrinal 
Excellence

 Pakistan’s approach illustrates social constructivism: technology 
acquires meaning only when embedded in doctrine, leadership and culture. 
Rather than pursuing AI for prestige or parity, Pakistan deliberately integrated 
modest technological tools within a resilient doctrinal framework.

 Pakistan responded with a layered and adaptive defense strategy that 
neutralized the advantages of India’s AI-centric offensive. Rather than 
attempting a symmetrical technological response, Pakistan weaponized 
flexibility, electronic disruption and doctrinal preparedness to confound India’s 
high-tech systems.

Electronic Warfare and Drone Disruption

 One of Pakistan’s most effective countermeasures was the deployment 
of advanced Electronic Warfare (EW) units, which targeted the communication 
links and navigational systems of India’s drone swarms and loitering 
munitions.18 These units deployed jamming, spoofing and frequency-hopping 
disruption to confuse autonomous platforms that relied on precise Global 
Navigation Satellite System (GNSS) signals and real-time data transfer for 
coordination.19 As a result, many Indian drones deviated from flight paths, 
collided mid-air or failed to locate viable targets.

Decoy Deployment and AI Confusion

 In addition, Pakistan executed a wide-scale decoy deployment 
campaign, simulating high-value military installations using radar reflectors 
and electromagnetic signatures. These measures exploited the 
pattern-recognition limitations of India’s AI targeting systems, which struck 
several decoy positions under the false assumption of their authenticity.20 As 

Horowitz has noted, algorithmic warfare is highly vulnerable to adversarial 
deception, particularly when systems are trained on datasets lacking the 
diversity to distinguish between real and engineered cues.21

 
Adaptive Air Defenses and Strategic Discipline

 Pakistan’s air defense, particularly units operating the LY-80 (HQ-16) 
platforms, adopted a strategy of selective engagement.22 Rather than reacting 
uniformly to all incursions, commanders withheld fire against decoys or 
low-value assets, preserving missile stocks for credible threats. This judicious 
use of firepower, combined with a decentralized command model, ensured 
sustained defensive capacity throughout the crisis.23 Meanwhile, Pakistan’s 
strategic reserve forces remained dispersed, avoiding detection and 
maintaining readiness for escalation, which India’s algorithms failed to 
anticipate due to their reliance on conventional massing patterns.

 India’s faith in machine-led warfare proved deeply misplaced when 
confronted by a well-prepared adversary employing a blend of human 
leadership, deception and flexible doctrine. The Indian campaign’s dependence 
on pre-scripted targeting logic and centralized ISR denied it the ability to adapt 
mid-operation, especially when its data inputs were corrupted or misleading. In 
contrast, Pakistan’s decision-making processes empowered field commanders, 
respected the ambiguity of the battlefield and adapted to the fluid nature of 
high-stakes conflict under nuclear overhang.24

 The triumph of Pakistan’s defense in this crisis reveals a fundamental 
truth in contemporary warfare: that strategic coherence and adaptability often 
matter more than technological advantage. While India possessed the more 
advanced hardware and informational capabilities, Pakistan leveraged 
cognitive and doctrinal superiority to frustrate and ultimately reverse the 
offensive. 

Pakistan’s Strategic and Operational Excellence

 During the 2025 crisis, Pakistan’s armed forces showcased a model of 
multi-domain warfare rooted in doctrinal discipline, human leadership and 
adaptive innovation. Faced with India’s AI-heavy offensive under Operation 
Sindoor, Pakistan did not attempt to match technology for technology. Instead, 
it relied on a comprehensive strategy that emphasized command flexibility, 
real-time responsiveness, precision targeting and cyber disruption. 

Superior Command and Control

 Central to Pakistan’s success was its decentralized and flexible 
command and control structure, which allowed rapid response to India’s 
unfolding strikes. Leveraging a network of mobile command posts and secure 
communication channels, Pakistan maintained operational continuity even 
under electronic duress. Unit-level commanders were granted autonomy to act 
within the commander’s intent, facilitating faster tactical adjustments than 
India’s algorithmically delayed decision loops could accommodate.25 
Pakistan’s model was consistent with historical military effectiveness 
literature, which emphasizes initiative-based leadership and bottom-up 
responsiveness in dynamic conflict environments.26

Precision Counterstrikes

 Pakistan Air Force (PAF) played a decisive role by executing precision 
counterstrikes against key Indian forward-deployed assets. Unlike India’s 
AI-targeted systems, PAF squadrons relied on manned reconnaissance, Human 
Intelligence (HUMINT) and selective electronic intercepts, which allowed 
them to engage verified, high-value targets such as supply depots, radar 
installations and mobile missile units.27 Pakistan’s strike coordination center 
integrated live intelligence with human analysis, ensuring that its air strikes 
were both accurate and strategically calibrated. The resulting impact 
neutralized significant portions of India’s offensive momentum while 
preserving Pakistan’s own operational depth.

Cyber Superiority

 Pakistan also demonstrated cyber superiority by deploying offensive 
cyber capabilities that disrupted India’s communications and ISR coordination 
networks.28 According to leaked after-action reports, Indian command units 
experienced data delays, false targeting inputs and widespread network 
instability, believed to be the result of Pakistani malware attacks on Indian 
satellite relays and tactical cloud systems.29 This cyber campaign blinded 
India’s real-time awareness, preventing effective follow-up strikes and 
delaying reinforcement movements. In modern warfare, where ISR is the 
linchpin of operational tempo, cyber dominance functioned as a strategic 
equalizer, compensating for India’s advantage in hardware.30

Moral and National Resolve

 Perhaps the most underappreciated element of Pakistan’s success was 
the moral cohesion and national resolve of its military and citizenry. Faced with 
a technologically advanced offensive, Pakistani forces responded with high 
morale, fueled by a clear national narrative of defense and sovereignty. 
Civil-military coordination ensured logistical support, national media 
reinforced public confidence and no signs of internal dissent were reported in 
the ranks.31 This human factor proved decisive, as India’s technologically 
dependent formations suffered from lower cohesion under stress, especially 
when automated systems began to fail.

 By the end of the conflict, Pakistani forces had: (i) targeted advanced 
Indian surveillance equipment and drone systems; (ii) established air 
superiority; and (iii) disrupted India’s digital battlespace in cyber and 
information domains.

Indian Strategic Collapse

 In stark contrast to Pakistan’s cohesive and adaptive campaign, India’s 
AI-reliant military strategy collapsed under battlefield conditions. While India 

entered the conflict with superior hardware including Rafale jets, S-400 missile 
systems, loitering munitions and AI-integrated ISR platforms, it failed to 
integrate these assets within an effective and adaptive doctrine. The result was 
a technologically advanced yet strategically brittle response.

Ineffective Air and Missile Defense

 India’s much-touted S-400 Triumf air defense system and the 
indigenous Akashteer battlefield air defense network was ineffective against 
Pakistan’s low-altitude, mobile and time-sensitive strikes. The S-400 system, 
optimized for high-value aerial threats, was unable to respond effectively to 
Pakistan’s precision missile attacks and manned aircraft flying at low altitude.32 
Meanwhile, Akashteer suffered coordination issues, worsened by ISR 
confusion and network degradation caused by Pakistani cyberattacks.

AI Decision Loops and Tactical Paralysis

 India’s machine-dependent decision architecture proved to be a liability 
in fast-paced combat. AI systems, trained on peacetime data and structured war 
games, struggled to adapt to the asymmetric tactics employed by Pakistan. 
Automated response algorithms created delays in engagement decisions, often 
waiting for confirmation loops that failed under cyber interference. These 
delays in action allowed Pakistani forces to seize the initiative and exploit 
Indian hesitation.33

Collapse of Morale

 As operational losses mounted and communications faltered, Indian 
morale eroded rapidly. Several forward units, unable to communicate with 
higher headquarters or confirm orders, withdrew prematurely or surrendered 
equipment intact.34 The Indian public, initially fed narratives of a quick victory 
through superior technology, grew increasingly disillusioned as reports of 
battlefield failures and strategic confusion emerged. Analysts have long warned 
of the dangers of technocratic hubris in warfighting, where overconfidence in 

tools can obscure the need for robust leadership and human adaptability.35

 Here, technology served strategy, not the other way round. By 
embedding emerging tools within its doctrinal culture of defensive realism, 
Pakistan demonstrated the constructivist logic that war is socially and 
institutionally constructed, not technologically predetermined.

Strategic Lessons: Man over Machine

 The 2025 India-Pakistan conflict stands as a pivotal moment in the 
evolution of modern warfare, not merely due to the technologies deployed but 
because of the profound strategic truths it reaffirmed. Above all, the crisis 
illustrated that warfare remains an inherently human endeavor, where 
leadership, discipline and moral cohesion ultimately determine outcomes, not 
machines alone. India’s defeat demonstrates that AI and ISR superiority cannot 
guarantee success. Deterministic thinking creates fragility when adversaries 
exploit machine rigidity and data vulnerabilities.

Technology as a Tool, not a Substitute

 As advanced as India’s AI-enabled systems appeared, they proved 
vulnerable when pitted against an adversary that understood the limits of 
technology and emphasized adaptability. India’s defeat illustrates that AI and 
ISR superiority cannot guarantee success. Deterministic thinking creates 
fragility when adversaries exploit machine rigidity and data vulnerabilities. 
Pakistan’s military demonstrated that technology must serve strategy, not 
replace it. This principle echoes classic strategic theory from Clausewitz to 
Biddle, who argue that the essence of war lies not in material superiority, but in 
the integration of technology with training, cohesion and sound judgment.36 

 India’s overreliance on automation produced an illusion of control. The 
assumption that AI could reduce the fog of war, or make real-time decisions 
faster and better than humans, collapsed when unstructured, adversarial 
behavior overwhelmed machine learning algorithms trained on peacetime 
patterns.37 In contrast, Pakistan’s forces relied on seasoned military leadership, 

honed through experience in counterinsurgency and conventional operations, 
to read battlefield cues and react effectively under pressure.

The Limits of Artificial Intelligence in War

 The 2025 war also highlighted the significant limitations of AI in 
complex, unpredictable conflict environments. AI systems, particularly those 
trained on structured datasets, struggled to process deceptive patterns, 
unexpected maneuvers and information denial strategies employed by 
Pakistan. While algorithms excel at recognizing predictable patterns, they falter 
in ambiguity-rich, adversarial decision environments, which remain the 
hallmark of high-intensity warfare.38

 Pakistan capitalized on these vulnerabilities by deploying non-standard 
tactics, employing decoys, electronic jamming and deception, which AI could 
not readily interpret. Indian autonomous systems, unable to verify data in 
real-time or question their programming, struck false targets or hesitated in 
critical moments.39 A form of algorithmic paralysis that compounded India’s 
strategic confusion.

 In contrast, Pakistan’s human-led decision-making model enabled 
flexibility and accountability at every level. Unit commanders adapted to 
battlefield contingencies, reevaluated plans in real-time and acted with clarity 
of intent, elements that AI currently cannot replicate, especially in complex, 
high-stakes scenarios. Pakistan’s victory stemmed from embedding technology 
into doctrine, training and leadership. Technology was an enabler, not a 
determinant of success.

Victory through Vigilance, Discipline and Moral Unity

 Pakistan’s strategic victory in 2025 also stemmed from qualities 
machines cannot emulate: vigilance, discipline, moral conviction and national 
unity. The military’s cohesive doctrinal training, strong command culture and 
enduring civil-military synergy allowed it to sustain operations, absorb shocks 
and respond decisively. Pakistan framed its defensive campaign around 
strategic patience and calibrated retaliation, avoiding unnecessary escalation 

while preserving military initiative.40

 Furthermore, national resolve and public morale played a critical role. 
As the crisis unfolded, Pakistan’s narrative of sovereignty, defense and national 
dignity galvanized public support. Civilian and military leadership remained 
aligned, reinforcing institutional confidence and ensuring logistical resilience. 
By contrast, India, despite apparently superior systems, suffered from a 
breakdown in morale, institutional overreach by technocratic elements and a 
public disillusioned by unmet expectations.41

Guardian of Strategic Stability

 Ultimately, Pakistan’s success reaffirmed its role as the guardian of 
strategic stability in South Asia. By defeating a technologically superior 
adversary through smart warfare, Pakistan demonstrated not only military 
capability but also strategic maturity. Its ability to integrate traditional doctrine 
with selective technological tools, while maintaining restraint under nuclear 
overhang, preserved regional deterrence equilibrium and deterred further 
escalation.

 This lesson is not new but urgently relevant in the AI age: machines can 
assist war, but cannot wage it alone. Victory still belongs to the side with 
superior leadership, doctrinal clarity and the human will to adapt.

Conclusion

 India’s aggressive pursuit of AI and space-based militarization, 
encapsulated in its 2025 military doctrine, culminated not in dominance but in 
defeat. Despite possessing a formidable array of ISR satellites, AI-guided 
weapons and automated defense systems, India failed to appreciate a central 
tenet of strategic theory: technology is a force multiplier, not a force 
determinant.42 The 2025 conflict highlighted the vulnerabilities inherent in 
over-automation, including algorithmic rigidity, decision latency and the 
erosion of human accountability in warfare.

 In stark contrast, Pakistan’s triumph was rooted in resilience, doctrinal 
clarity and human excellence. Its armed forces demonstrated that disciplined 
leadership, adaptive tactics and moral conviction could outperform algorithmic 
warfare. Pakistan’s operational doctrine, grounded in real-world experience 
and strategic restraint, enabled it to absorb the initial shock of India’s high-tech 
offensive and mount a calibrated, multi-domain response, achieving decisive 
results without crossing red lines or triggering uncontrollable escalation.43 

 More broadly, Pakistan’s success in 2025 affirms a foundational lesson 
for 21st-century military strategy: victory in war still depends on the cognitive 
and moral strengths of human actors, not the sophistication of digital systems. 
As new technologies proliferate from quantum ISR platforms to autonomous 
weapons, states must resist the temptation to delegate critical decisions to 
machines. Instead, the integration of technology must be guided by sound 
doctrine, robust institutions and ethical command structures.44

 As South Asia enters a new era of militarized AI and dual-use space 
technologies, Pakistan’s conduct in the 2025 crisis offers a model of strategic 
prudence under pressure. Far from engaging in technological arms-racing, 
Pakistan has emphasized defensive innovation, seeking to modernize its forces 
without sacrificing command responsibility or crisis stability. This approach 
reflects its consistent view that strategic deterrence and conventional readiness 
are mutually reinforcing, not mutually exclusive.45

 Pakistan’s future posture will likely be defined by:

Selective modernization of AI, cyber and space capabilities within a 
doctrinal framework;
Institutional investment in training and civil-military cohesion;
Continued emphasis on strategic restraint under the nuclear threshold; 
and
Active engagement in regional confidence-building measures and 
diplomatic initiatives to avoid unintentional escalation.

 In doing so, Pakistan reaffirms its role as the responsible custodian of 

South Asian strategic stability, a nuclear power committed not only to 
defending its sovereignty but also to preserving peace through balance, not 
brinkmanship.

 The 2025 conflict offers enduring lessons for other regional and global 
powers:

Technological superiority does not equal strategic supremacy;
Human leadership remains irreplaceable in war and peace;
National unity, institutional discipline and doctrinal clarity are the true 
pillars of deterrence in the AI age.

 The 2025 India-Pakistan conflict demonstrated the clash of two 
theoretical paradigms. India’s strategy embodied technological determinism, a 
misplaced belief that AI and space superiority would dictate outcomes. 
Pakistan’s strategy embodied social constructivism, where technology’s role 
was defined by doctrine, leadership and national culture. In the shadow of this 
conflict, Pakistan emerges not only as the tactical victor but as the strategic 
adult in the room, capable of integrating innovation with restraint, strength with 
stability and power with responsibility.

Introduction

 A particular geographic place or space does not choose to become a 
strategic location. Instead, its position in a “hostile geopolitical environment” 
or its location between various ambitious and aggressive geopolitical entities 
increases its geopolitical and geostrategic importance.2 Considering this, 
Wakhan enjoys a significant strategic location in the region. Historically, this 
narrow strip of land has served as an important transit route between China, 
Tibet, Persia, Central Asia and South Asia. The ancient Silk Route passed 
through this narrow strip and remained the primary passage for travelers and 
merchandise for a long time. This famous route was not only crucial for trade 
and commerce but also played a great role in the exchange of ideas and cultures 
between the eastern and western regions of the world.3 

 Furthermore, in ancient times, this route was used by Chinese pilgrims 
to visit Buddhist centers in Gandhara and Taxila. It was a popular pilgrimage 
route during the 5th and 6th centuries. In the seventh century, the Chinese monk 
Huan Tsang traveled through this route in search of Buddhist teaching. Marco 
Polo and Portuguese travelers used this route to reach China.4 Therefore, this 
Corridor remained an essential trade path to connect China, India, Balkh and 
Bukhara until the decline of the Mughal Empire in India. However, with the 
development of new sea routes to China and India in the late 15th century, the 
ancient Silk Route lost its significance as a major trade route from Rome to 
China.5

 The modern geopolitical importance of Wakhan emerged in the 19th 
century during the “Great Game” era.6 During this time, Wakhan emerged as a 
“buffer zone” between the Tsarist Russia and the British Empire to prevent 
Russian advance toward British India and to avoid direct conflict between the 

two powers.7 Hence, the Corridor was formed in 1895 after negotiations 
between British military explorer Francis Younghusband and his Russian 
counterpart, Colonel Yanov.8 Both officers delineated the southern and northern 
borders of the Corridor and announced that neither China nor Afghanistan 
would interfere in the area. However, later Russia conceded this area as part of 
Afghanistan under a pre-established agreement.9

 During the Cold War, this area remained strategically significant due to 
its geographical proximity to the Soviet Union and Pakistan, especially after 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.10 Following the Soviet withdrawal 
from Afghanistan, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) recognized 
its significance as an alternative supply route. In 2009, the United States 
approached Chinese authorities with a proposal to open Wakhjir Pass as an 
alternative supply route for NATO forces operating in Afghanistan. However, 
China declined the proposal due to its strategic interests and security 
concerns.11

 Today, Wakhan’s proximity to China, Pakistan and Central Asia makes 
it a crucial focal point for regional powers, particularly in the context of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).12 The BRI project aims to connect the Wakhan 
Corridor to the USD 62 billion mega-infrastructure project, the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor (CPEC), due to its proximity to the Karakoram Highway. 
The Karakoram Highway was developed by the Chinese government to 
facilitate regional connectivity through pipelines, power transmission lines, 

and railway networks.13 The objective of this paper is to highlight the strategic 
importance of the Wakhan Corridor and the interest of Afghanistan, Pakistan 
and China in the development of this Corridor, particularly in terms of its 
geopolitical and geo-economic importance. This research paper is based on a 
qualitative method. The data has been collected from secondary sources, 
including articles, newspapers and credible internet sources.

Geographical Position 

 The Wakhan Corridor is typically characterized by high altitudes, 
rugged terrain, towering mountain ranges, expansive glaciers and harsh 
climatic environment. The Corridor is a long narrow strip of land in 
Badakhshan province, northeast of Afghanistan that has served as an important 
connecting point between South Asia, Central Asia and China. For centuries, it 
has been a vital passage for traders and pilgrimers. The Corridor extends from 
the Ishkashim district in the north to the south by creating boundaries between 
several geopolitical entities. The Wakhan Corridor extends approximately 350 
km in length, with its width ranging from 16 to 64 km.14 It covers an area of 
10,300 km2. On the southern side, it shares a 300 km border with Pakistan, 
while in the north and northeast, 260 km with Tajikistan and in the west, 74 km 
with China.15 Additionally, the Corridor encompasses several major mountain 
ranges, including the Pamir, Hindu Kush and Karakoram. These three ranges 
converge at what is commonly known as the Pamir Knot, while the open valley 
between these three ranges is called “Roof of the World” or (Bam-e-Dunya). 
The mountain passes in this region range from 5,000m to 6,500m above sea 
level.16 These rugged mountain ranges not only define the area’s topography 
but also reinforce the Corridor’s strategic importance. It serves as a key 
connecting point between Afghanistan and China’s Xinjiang province, while 

separating Tajikistan’s Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region from northern 
Pakistan.17 

 The Corridor is divided into two regions: The Upper Wakhan and the 
Lower Wakhan. The upper Wakhan lies to the eastern side of the Pamir River, 
while the lower Wakhan is situated on the western side, covering the Panj River 
valley and Wakhan Valley.18 Geographically, this region is divided into three 
sections: the main Wakhan strip between Pamir Knot, Qala Panj and 
Ishkesham; the great Pamir, also known as Pamir-e-Kalan, consists of the 
highest mountains in the knot. This mountain divides the Tajik Pamir across the 
deep valley of the Pamir River. The last section is little Pamir, known as “Pamir 
Khord”, located in the southern and eastern block of mountains, determined by 
the upper valley and upper ridge of the Wakhan Valley.19 To be precise, the 
Wakhan Corridor is spread between 71°50’ to 74°50’ degrees east longitude, 
36°35’ to 37°30’ degrees north latitude. Access to this region is restricted by 
terrain.20

 Geomorphologically, the Corridor is divided into two distinct parts: The 
Wakhan Corridor and the Afghan Pamir. The Wakhan Corridor lies at an 
elevation higher than 2000m and the Afghan Pamir lies above 3500m. This 
challenging topography contributes to the region’s remoteness, making it one 
of the most isolated areas within the Hindu Kush-Karakoram region. Access to 
this region is possible through Dawan, Jaman Shur on the north, Wakhjir on the 
east and Broghil, Darwazo, Kankhen, Ochili and Shahgologh on the south.21 
Additionally, this narrow strip of land has numerous routes to connect with 
neighboring countries. The Northern route connects it with Tajikistan, passing 
along the Panj Rivers. The Southern route reaches China through Wakhjir Pass, 
but this route is closed for more than half of the year due to snowfall. The third 
is the Central route, connecting both the Northern and Southern routes in 
Wakhan and leading to China through Tegermansu mountain pass at an altitude 
of 4,827m.22 The fourth route links the Afghan Tongue with the Karakoram 
Highway, located in the southeast from Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Hunza and Gilgit 

regions of Pakistan. The fifth route is located in the south, connecting 
Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Gilgit and Chitral regions. Other roads also link Wakhan 
to Chitral.23 Furthermore, the main passes of the Wakhan Corridor are Broghli 
(3882m), Darwazaa to Chitral (4288m), Irshad Uween (4979m) and Dilisan 
(5290m) to Gojal and Khodarg Werth to Ishkuman.24 The region is known for 
its snowy peaks, deep valleys, glaciers, lakes, rugged and rocky terrains and hot 
springs.

 The Oxus River (Amu Darya), one of Central Asia’s major rivers that 
ultimately flows into the Aral Sea, originates in the highlands of this region.25 
The two main tributaries of this river are the Panj and Pamir Rivers, which 
originate from the heights of Pamir and Hindukush. The joining of these two 
rivers forms the Amu River.26

Socio-Cultural Diversity of the Wakhan Corridor

 The Wakhan Corridor is a unique region with diverse customs, rituals 
and various ethnic groups living in this area.27 Wakhan has a population of 
17000 people, consisting of Wakhis and Kyrgyz,28 who have been living in this 
region for centuries. The Kyrgyz and Wakhis are followers of the Ismaili sect 
of Islam and their language is Wakhi. The Wakhis live in the border areas of 
Tajikistan, China and Pakistan at altitudes of 2000m to 3000m. The Kyrgyz live 
in the eastern part of the Wakhan Corridor, which includes mountains and 
snow-covered lakes.29

 The common religion, language, climate and environment have 
fostered similar cultures among the Wakhis and Kyrgyz.30 Despite these 

commonalities, sometimes territorial disputes, historical grievances and 
competing interests among these groups lead to tension and conflict.31 Owing 
to the extremely rugged terrain, harsh climatic conditions and geographic 
isolation, the people of Wakhan face significant challenges, including limited 
access to education, food insecurity, widespread poverty, inadequate healthcare 
and a high prevalence of opium addiction.32 The absence of education and 
development standards has kept them behind the world.33

 Currently, the livelihood of the Wakhan people primarily depends on 
livestock husbandry and, to some extent, agriculture.34 The people of Wakhan 
live in tents and follow a nomadic lifestyle. In the summer season, they move 
to higher elevations, while in winter, they go downhill to their pastures to avoid 
the extreme cold and facilitate grazing for their animals.35 Festivities in Wakhan 
include the celebration of Nowruz (Persian New Year), Eid ul-Fitr and Eid 
ul-Adha, along with the observance of local traditions and cultural practices.

Afghanistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor is often described as the “head” of Afghanistan 
due to its distinctive shape and location. In ancient times, this region held a 
significant position as a trade route between the East and West. However, in the 
modern era, it has lost its importance due to modern developments, rugged 
terrain and lack of infrastructure.36 But in recent years, the discovery of 
hydrocarbons in Central Asia and the emergence of new economic projects like 
CPEC, BRI and other ventures, including gas and oil pipelines and electric 
transmission lines like CASA-1000, have highlighted the geopolitical and 

geo-economic importance of this Corridor.37 With the rise of these projects, the 
Wakhan Corridor has once again attracted the attention of neighboring 
countries. It appears that the Corridor is regaining its historical significance 
after centuries of neglect. The revival of Wakhan is expected to increase 
Afghanistan’s political and economic significance as a transit hub.

 Afghanistan has served as a link between East and West due to its 
strategic location as a transit point for commercial exchanges in ancient times. 
Its geographical position offers a unique opportunity to transform the country 
into a commercial and economic Corridor. The Wakhan Corridor, in particular, 
holds significant potential to connect regional countries including Afghanistan, 
China, Pakistan and the Central Asian states.38 This Corridor holds strategic 
significance for Afghanistan, as it could facilitate strong relations with 
neighboring countries and enhance its global trade through the Indian Ocean. 
Moreover, its proximity with the “resource-abundant” Central Asian states and 
Pakistan, offers opportunities for trade partnership, resource exchange and 
cross-border commerce.39

 Establishing communication and commercial infrastructure in Wakhan 
will contribute to the economic development of Afghanistan, particularly 
benefiting the Northern provinces.40 By developing this Corridor, Afghanistan 
can transport its products to China easily and affordably, while simultaneously 
reaping economic and commercial benefits in return.41 It would enhance 
Afghanistan’s political leverage and help the country to balance its relations 
with regional powers. In addition, the development of infrastructure in Wakhan 
would improve the government’s access to the region, promote economic 
growth and uplift the living standard of local people.42

 China’s BRI project further underscores the significance of this 
Corridor.43 By joining BRI, Afghanistan can serve as a regional hub and enter 
into a new era of economic and political cooperation at the regional level. The 
development of the Wakhan Corridor represents a crucial step toward 
Afghanistan’s economic and political growth.44 Afghanistan stands to benefit 
significantly from becoming part of BRI, as this project would connect to both 
North-East Asian and South-West Asian nations. By integrating into this 
project, Afghanistan could achieve political and economic relevance and 
establish itself as a key global transit hub. Opening the Wakhan Corridor would 
increase Afghanistan’s strategic importance by offering an alternative route to 
the Indian Ocean through Pakistan,45 a development that holds particular 
significance for China. Therefore, China is investing in infrastructure projects 
in Wakhan region. The three key ranges, Tegermansu, the Big Pamir or Pamir 
Kalan and Wakhjir valley, have been identified as potential sites for 
development. The development of these ranges would provide Afghanistan 
with new economic prospects.46

 The opening of this Corridor would significantly enhance Afghanistan’s 
geopolitical importance, positioning it as a supplementary route for regional 
connectivity. By integrating with the Karakoram Highway, it would provide 
direct and shortest access to the Arabian Sea.47 Afghanistan could benefit 
substantially from this Corridor by generating revenue through taxation and 
creating thousands of direct and indirect job opportunities. Trade cannot 
flourish without security, therefore, realizing the full benefits of this Corridor is 
contingent upon stability in Afghanistan.

China’s Interest

 China has started efforts to revitalize the ancient Silk Road as part of the 
BRI project. The initiative includes two major components: (i) Silk Road 
Economic Belt and (ii) Maritime Silk Road. This plan aims to connect the 
continents of Asia, Europe and Africa and integrate China with the rest of the 
world through land, sea and air. This project contains an estimated USD 5 
trillion investment in infrastructure building across 65 countries.48

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor

 A major BRI project in South Asia is CPEC, with an investment of USD 
62 billion.49 This project connects the city of Kashgar in China’s Xinjiang 
province to Pakistan’s Gwadar port. An important part of CPEC is the 
reconstruction and upgrading of the Karakoram Highway, which links Kashgar 
to Abbottabad. This highway was opened in 1986 as a trade and transit route 
between China and Pakistan. The construction of this highway significantly 
reduced the travel distance. Notably, it has shortened the distance between 
China and the Middle-East from 15,900 km via the Malacca Strait to 3,700 km 
through the Khunjerab pass.50 

 Importantly, the Karakoram Highway runs close to the Wakhan 
Corridor, a crucial component of BRI. Strategically positioned at the crossroads 
of Central Asia and South Asia, this Corridor provides China access to new 
economic markets, natural resources and energy reserves in Central Asia.51 The 
construction of roads in this Corridor would integrate Afghanistan’s road 
network with the Karakoram Highway.52 Additionally, the Corridor could 
provide a direct link between China’s Xinjiang province and Central Asian 
countries. Moreover, the Corridor may facilitate easier trade and energy supply 
networks between China and its partners. It can potentially deepen China’s 

economic and strategic position in the region. This underscores the Wakhan’s 
role as a vital link in the broader regional geopolitical and economic 
landscape.53

 The Karakoram Highway has the potential to connect CPEC with the 
Wakhan Corridor to expand the infrastructure projects between South Asia and 
Central Asia. Investing in this project would provide China with a shorter trade 
route to Central Asia and beyond.54 The Wakhan Corridor is particularly 
significant as it is the only transit passage in the region that is close to China, 
West-Asia, the Persian Gulf, Caspian Sea and Europe.55 More importantly, 60% 
of China’s trade  with the Western and Middle Eastern countries passes through 
the Strait of Malacca, a vital maritime checkpoint under the strategic influence 
of United States of America, China’s main global competitor.56 Considering 
this geopolitical challenge, the opening of the Wakhan Corridor and its 
connection with Central Asia could provide an alternative route for oil and gas 
pipelines, ensuring a more secure energy supply for China.57

 The construction of alternative land-based trade routes in western 
regions of China is a strategic requirement for its commercial and economic 
security.58 Investment in Wakhan not only offers China an alternate transit route 
but also facilitates its access to Afghanistan’s natural resources, like lithium, 
copper and rare earth minerals, which are important for China’s industrial and 
technological development.59 Geological surveys estimate that Afghanistan 
holds mineral resources worth USD 1 trillion. Therefore, China has already 
invested in the Mes Aynak copper mine, the world’s second-largest copper 
deposit and in the hydrocarbon reserves of the Amu Darya Basin in Sar-e-Pol 
and Faryab provinces.60

 Afghanistan’s recent inclusion in CPEC highlights the growing 
geopolitical importance of the Wakhan Corridor. In May 2025, China, Pakistan 
and Afghanistan agreed in Beijing to formally extend the CPEC into 
Afghanistan’s territory and to hold the next trilateral meeting in Kabul, a move 
reflecting Beijing’s strategy to integrate Afghanistan into BRI frameworks and 
promote regional connectivity.61 This offers Afghanistan unprecedented access 
to Pakistan’s ports and regional trade networks, while simultaneously 
providing China with overland alternatives to traditional maritime routes 
vulnerable to strategic competition.62

 Beyond its economic benefits, the construction of road through the 
Wakhan Corridor would significantly strengthen China’s strategic foothold in 
the region.63 For China, the project could serve three key strategic objectives. 
First, it would expand trade networks with Central Asian countries to the north. 
Second, it would improve connectivity with Pakistan’s Gwadar Port to the 
south, a cornerstone of the CPEC. Third, it would provide China with direct 
access to Afghanistan.64

Pakistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor offers the shortest and most efficient trade route 
for Pakistan to enhance economic and commercial relations with Central Asian 
states. It also provides easy access at the lowest cost via Pakistan’s northern 
highland and Chitral region.65 The Corridor could facilitate trade in minerals, 
textiles, agricultural products, manufactured goods, oil, gas and electric 
transmission lines.66 At the same time, the Wakhan Corridor could function as a 
crucial transit route for Central Asian states to have direct access to the 

international markets through Gwadar Port. Gwadar holds strategic 
significance due to its location at the mouth of the Strait of Hormuz, a key 
maritime chokepoint.67 

 Geographically, Wakhan connects Pakistan’s Hunza and Chitral 
regions, with vital crossing points including Broghil, Irshad and Dilisang 
passes. Among these passes, Broghil pass is the most significant doorway 
connecting Pakistan to the Wakhan Corridor.68 Gupsi and Yasin serve as 
important joining points, connecting the Wakhan Corridor with Pakistan’s 
Ghizar and Hunza districts in Gilgit Baltistan.69 Indeed, this Corridor serves as 
a bridge between Pakistan and Central Asia, significantly reducing the distance 
between the two regions to just 13 km.70 The opening of the Wakhan Corridor 
would offer Pakistan another trading route with Afghanistan. Pakistan could 
exploit the Wakhan Corridor as a more efficient and economical route for 
importing oil and gas from Central Asia and Russia.71

 A train link from Tajikistan through the Wakhan Corridor could connect 
to the planned Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan railway line. Pakistan views 
the Wakhan Corridor not only as a strategic access point to Central Asia but 
also as a potential source of significant employment opportunities for Pakistani 
citizens. In addition to facilitating trade expansion through Gwadar port, the 
Corridor would also enhance Pakistan’s economic ties with China and Central 
Asian countries. However, the importance of Wakhan for Pakistan extends 
beyond trade. The Corridor carries political significance, especially in the 
context of Pakistan’s policy focus on enhancing relations with Central Asian 
states.

Pakistan’s National Security Policy 2022-2026 

 Pakistan’s National Security Policy (NSP) 2022-2026 recognizes 
Afghanistan’s potential as a strategic gateway for enhanced economic 
connectivity with the Central Asian Republics (CARs). Central to this is the 
“Vision Central Asia,” emphasizing five core pillars: political relations, trade 

and investment, energy and connectivity, security and defense and 
people-to-people contacts.72 The NSP marks a deliberate strategic pivot to 
geo-economics, prioritizing the expansion of trade and economic linkages with 
CARs through robust connectivity. Afghanistan plays a pivotal role in 
advancing Pakistan’s “Vision Central Asia” initiative. In alignment with 
Islamabad’s geo-economic priorities, the Wakhan Corridor would further 
facilitate trade expansion and energy projects in the region.

Shanghai Cooperation Organization

 The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) is a pivotal multilateral 
organization that plays a significant role in shaping the geopolitical and 
economic landscape of Central and South Asia, directly impacting the 
relevance of the Wakhan Corridor. Since its establishment in 2001, the SCO has 
prioritized regional stability, security cooperation and economic integration 
among its member states, which include China, Russia, Pakistan, Iran, India, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Belarus. The 
organization’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) has notably enhanced 
intelligence sharing and operational coordination, thereby strengthening 
collective efforts against terrorism, extremism and separatism. The SCO’s 
commitment to fostering mutual trust, expanding multilateral dialogue and 
promoting good neighborliness has provided a crucial platform for addressing 
common security concerns, which is essential for the stability required to 
operationalize strategic routes like the Wakhan Corridor.73

 Beyond security, the SCO is increasingly focused on economic 
cooperation and connectivity, which aligns closely with the objectives of major 
initiatives such as the BRI and the CPEC. The Wakhan Corridor holds the 
potential to become a vital trade and transit route connecting Central Asia with 
South Asia.74 The SCO’s agenda to deepen trade ties, expand infrastructure and 

harmonize regulations among its members directly supports the development 
of such Corridors, facilitating access to new markets and resources. By 
synergizing the BRI and CPEC with the SCO’s broader regional vision, the 
organization is positioned to inject new momentum into cross-border economic 
collaboration, permanently transforming the region’s connectivity and 
economic prospects. In this context, the SCO’s role is not only to ensure a 
secure environment for such projects but also to provide the institutional 
framework for sustainable and inclusive regional development.

Economic Cooperation Organization

 The Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), originally established 
as the Regional Cooperation for Development (RCD) in 1964 by Pakistan, Iran 
and Türkiye, was transformed in 1985 into a broader economic bloc. Its 
expansion in 1992 to include Afghanistan, five Central Asian republics and 
Azerbaijan significantly enhanced the organization’s strategic capacity for 
regional integration.75 Today, the ECO spans approximately eight million 
square kilometers, nearly double the size of the European Union and 
encompasses around 500 million people. Its objectives focus on facilitating 
trade, infrastructure development and energy cooperation across Eurasia, 
positioning it as a potential framework for linking landlocked Central Asian 
states with global markets through Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran and Türkiye.76 In 
this context, the Wakhan Corridor can play a significant role in further 
enhancing trade and economic cooperation among ECO members.

Challenges

 Historically, Wakhan’s natural isolation has kept this area away from 
direct conflict. Nevertheless, its position along the Durand Line and its 
geographic proximity with China and Tajikistan renders it a significant area in 
the region. The Corridor offers access to trade routes, energy resources and 
economic cooperation with Central Asia, South Asia and China. As a result, 
Wakhan remains an important component in the geopolitical landscape of the 
region.77 Despite its strategic significance, the opening of the Corridor faces 
several critical challenges.

Geographical Complexity

 Geographically, the region experiences extremely low temperatures, 
remains snow-covered for over six months in a year and is characterized by 
rugged mountainous terrain. Given these geographical conditions, the 
construction of infrastructure such as roads and tunnels presents significant 
technical and financial challenges. Nevertheless, comparable projects have 
been successfully completed in similar or even more geologically complex 
environments. A notable example is the Karakoram Highway, constructed 
through the formidable Karakoram mountains. The Pamir Mountains, where 
the Wakhan Corridor is located, exhibit similarly challenging topography.78 

Given these considerations, the construction of roads and tunnels in the 
Wakhan Corridor is feasible with the technological capabilities of China. From 
this perspective, geography does not constitute the primary obstacle to the 
development and opening of the Corridor. Instead, the principal challenges 
stem from terrorism originating in Afghanistan, political instability in the 
country and the prevalence of drug trafficking across the region.

Threat of Terrorism

 Decades of conflict and instability in Afghanistan, as well as 
destruction caused by foreign forces, have created an environment conducive to 
the presence and operation of various terrorist organizations. The terrorist 
groups often exploit the country’s ungoverned spaces and porous borders, 
particularly around the Wakhan Corridor, to establish bases and stage activities 
targeting neighboring regions, including Pakistan, Central Asia and China.79 
The use of Afghanistan’s territory as a launchpad for cross-border terrorism has 
raised serious security concerns among regional states. China and Central 
Asian countries, in particular, view the security situation as a major obstacle to 
regional connectivity.80 Due to persistent terrorist threats, China has long been 
reluctant to open or develop the Wakhan Corridor, keeping its border with 
Afghanistan effectively sealed for decades.81 In the light of these concerns, 
terrorism in Afghanistan continues to pose a significant threat to the security 
and stability of Pakistan, Central Asia and China. As long as the region remains 
insecure, the operationalization of the Wakhan Corridor will remain uncertain. 
Therefore, security and political stability in Afghanistan are essential 

prerequisites for the Corridor’s development and opening.

Drug Trafficking

 Afghanistan is the world’s leading producer of opium. And one of the 
transit routes for this drug is Wakhan Corridor, which links Afghanistan to 
neighboring countries of China, Tajikistan and Pakistan. This connectivity not 
only contributes to the increase in the regional drug trade but also provides 
considerable funding for terrorist groups in Afghanistan. In 2020 alone, the 
volume of opium sold through this Corridor was 8.3 thousand tons, with an 
estimated value of USD 350 million.82 Due to lack of infrastructure in Wakhan, 
China has remained shielded from drug trafficking originating in Afghanistan. 
The construction of roads and other means in Wakhan could facilitate drug 
trafficking, turning the Corridor into a direct transit route for drug trafficking. 
Drug trafficking remains a key concern for regional countries to develop the 
Corridor. The continued drug trafficking poses a significant threat to the 
stability and security of Wakhan and its neighboring countries. Therefore, it is 
necessary to take serious steps to prevent drug trafficking in this region.83 
However, this problem is not insurmountable and can be tackled by close 
cooperation among the anti-narcotics forces of Pakistan, China, Tajikistan and 
Afghanistan through concerted efforts.

Conclusion 

 The Wakhan Corridor holds significant geo-economic and geostrategic 
importance for China, Afghanistan and Pakistan. However, its development has 
consistently faced challenges due to geopolitical issues, including the 
19th-century “Great Game” between Russia and the British, the Soviet 
Invasion of Afghanistan (1979-1989), the Afghanistan Civil War (1992-2001), 
NATO intervention (2001-2021) and the current instability in Afghanistan.  

 Building roads and tunnels across Wakhan will enhance trade activities 
in the region. This Corridor will provide a shorter route to access Central Asia 
and, vice versa, will enable Central Asian countries to more easily reach 
Pakistan’s Gwadar and Karachi ports. It will also ease China’s access to 
Afghanistan and strengthen the link between CPEC and the broader region, 
which is a key component of BRI. In a recent development, Afghanistan has 
been included in the CPEC. Its inclusion is expected to accelerate investment 

and construction activities along the Corridor. The operationalization of this 
Corridor will not only enhance regional connectivity but also open new paths 
for economic cooperation and infrastructure development. In this context, it 
will provide researchers with a valuable opportunity to study the broader 
potential geopolitical impact of the Corridor at both regional and global levels.

 The connectivity is expected to foster peace, security, political stability 
and shared prosperity for all the countries in the region. In particular, it holds 
the potential to lift the people of Afghanistan out of poverty and diminish the 
impact of current humanitarian crisis.
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Introduction

 In recent years, India has pursued an aggressive trajectory in integrating 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) with its satellite-based Intelligence, Surveillance 
and Reconnaissance (ISR) capabilities. This transformation was part of a 
broader doctrinal shift aimed at leveraging emerging technologies to achieve 
strategic superiority in the South Asian region. New Delhi’s vision involved 
fusing AI-enabled systems with satellite-based sensors and networked 
platforms to create a seamless architecture for real-time battlefield awareness, 
autonomous decision-making and precision strike capability.3 Influenced by 
global trends in algorithmic warfare and inspired by the operational success of 
AI-enhanced ISR in Western militaries, India framed technological superiority 
as the decisive factor in future conflicts.4

 The heavy reliance on autonomous systems, vulnerable communication 
links and predictive analytics lead to inflexibility and unexpected 
vulnerabilities. Meanwhile, over-engineering and overconfidence in machine 
learning-driven command decisions could create a system optimized for 
control, but not for uncertainty, ambiguity or strategic surprise.5

 The May 2025 crisis revealed a profound disconnect between India’s 
technological ambition and its strategic effectiveness, thereby exposing the 
limits of New Delhi’s technological determinism. Despite possessing highly 
sophisticated AI-augmented ISR systems, India’s military strategy faltered 
when confronted with Pakistan’s adaptive, resilient and human-centric 
response. Rather than achieving uncontested superiority, India’s AI-centric 
doctrine proved fragile under operational stress. 

 In contrast, Pakistan responded not by attempting to match India’s 
technological sophistication but by integrating emerging technologies in a 
more modest, deliberate and adaptive manner. It approached AI and ISR tools 
through a constructivist lens, embedding them into a broader framework of 
doctrine, culture and leadership. Pakistan’s doctrine, shaped by decades of 
asymmetric military experience and a deep culture of strategic caution, 

emphasized operational resilience, mission command and the intelligent use of 
human judgment within digital systems.6 Rather than pursuing AI for prestige 
or determinism, Pakistan selectively integrated it to augment, not replace, 
human-led operations. These included defensive deception, rapid force 
dispersion, electronic warfare techniques designed to disorient AI-driven 
targeting algorithms, and ISR fusion systems. Pakistan’s strategic culture, 
rooted in defensive realism and crisis management under nuclear deterrence, 
thus provided a more flexible and resilient framework than India’s AI-centric 
operational strategy.7

 This research challenges the prevailing narrative of technological 
determinism in modern warfare, the notion that superior technology alone 
guarantees battlefield success. While emerging technologies like AI and ISR 
satellites offer transformative potential, their efficacy depends fundamentally 
on how they are embedded within national doctrines, military institutions and 
leadership cultures.8

 The May 2025 conflict underscores that it is not the technology itself, 
but its integration with strategy, adaptability and human resources that shape 
outcomes. Pakistan’s success illustrates that states with limited technological 
means can still prevail through doctrinal innovation, robust leadership and 
strategic coherence. 

 Thus, the May 2025 crisis offers a powerful case study of how 
technological determinism fails, while constructivist integration succeeds in 
shaping war outcomes. Moreover, the case holds broader implications for the 
future of warfare in the Global South. As more militaries adopt AI and ISR 
systems, the experience of South Asia in May 2025 illustrates the risks of 
overreliance on untested experimental technologies or systems and the 
enduring importance of strategic balance. It invites policymakers and military 
strategists to reconsider the assumption that cutting-edge technology will 
automatically translate into dominance, especially when adversaries possess 
the will and capacity to adapt.

India’s Militarized AI-Space Strategy: A Flawed Approach

 Significant investments in space militarization have marked India’s 
pursuit of a technologically advanced, AI-enabled military strategy. India’s 
AI-space doctrine epitomizes technological determinism: the belief that 
mastery of advanced systems would automatically yield superiority.  Platforms 
such as the Cartosat and Radar Imaging Satellite (RISAT) series of satellites, 
designed for high-resolution optical and radar imaging, respectively, form the 
core of India’s ISR constellation. The deployment of the Electromagnetic 
Intelligence-gathering Satellite (EMISAT) further augments India’s capabilities 
for monitoring electromagnetic signatures across hostile territories.9 

Complementing these systems, India experimented with autonomous drone 
swarms, battlefield robotics and AI-driven decision-support tools to create 
what appeared to be a cutting-edge military ecosystem geared toward rapid 
detection, targeting and engagement.10

 However, this technologically ambitious approach was deeply flawed in 
its overreliance on automation, centralized ISR architecture and predictive 
algorithms. Rather than enhancing strategic agility, India’s AI-space integration 
inadvertently created critical operational vulnerabilities, particularly when 
confronted by Pakistan’s decentralized, adaptive and deception-based military 
tactics during the May 2025 crisis.

Rigid AI Targeting

 One of the main weaknesses of India’s approach was the inflexibility of 
its AI-based targeting systems. Algorithms trained on historical patterns and 
predefined behavior models failed to adapt when Pakistani forces employed 
irregular and deceptive maneuvers. For instance, Pakistan successfully 
exploited these rigid targeting parameters by using decoys, electronic spoofing 
and manipulating thermal and radar signatures. These techniques confused AI 
models, which were unable to distinguish between real and false targets due to 
induced ambiguity.11 The inability of machine learning systems to grasp 

contextual nuance, a strength still retained by human operators, proved costly 
during dynamic combat situations.12

Overreliance on ISR Feeds

 India’s ISR systems, though sophisticated, operated within a highly 
centralized and latency-prone architecture. Decision-making processes were 
often bottlenecked by the need to validate satellite data and generate 
machine-analyzed threat assessments.13 In rapidly evolving tactical 
environments, such as urban or mountainous engagements, this dependence on 
ISR created delays that prevented Indian forces from responding in real-time 
during the May 2025 crisis. By contrast, Pakistan relied more on tactical 
autonomy at the unit level, enabled by commanders who were trained to act 
with limited digital oversight. This approach proved more effective in fluid, 
time-sensitive scenarios.

Misguided Strategic Assumptions

 Underlying these vulnerabilities were misguided strategic assumptions 
within Indian leadership circles. India’s military planners increasingly place 
trust in algorithmically generated assessments over traditional battlefield 
intuition and human judgment. In several instances, AI-generated threat maps 
and operational suggestions are followed with minimal human skepticism, 
leading to flawed deployments and misaligned priorities.14 This faith in 
technological objectivity ignored both the inherent biases in training data and 
the contextual blind spots of AI, particularly in unconventional warfare 
environments. By contrast, Pakistan’s strategy maintains a balance between 
machine input and human oversight, recognizing that war is as much a 
psychological and social contest as a technological one.15

The Absence of Human-Machine Synergy

 While India’s technological capabilities appear formidable on paper, 
they lack the human mastery and doctrinal adaptability required for 

high-pressure, unpredictable conflict environments. The Indian military’s 
approach to AI is largely additive, introducing automation into existing systems 
without corresponding changes in doctrine, training or command philosophy.16 

This creates a gap between capability and competence. Technologies like drone 
swarms and satellite surveillance are not inherently flawed, but their 
deployment in rigid, top-down command structures without real-time 
adaptability renders them strategically ineffective.

 Technological determinism blinded India to the social dimension of 
war. It assumed machines would reduce uncertainty, ignoring that adversaries 
actively exploit and manipulate rigid systems. In contrast, Pakistan’s emphasis 
on human-machine collaboration, flexible decision-making and the 
decentralization of command allowed it to respond creatively to India’s 
technological advancement. The 2025 conflict thus underscored that 
technological overmatch does not equate to strategic superiority, particularly 
when the adversary effectively weaponizes flexibility, deception and doctrinal 
innovation.

Indian Aggression: A Technological Gamble

 The 2025 India-Pakistan crisis marked a watershed moment in the 
strategic landscape of South Asia, testing the real-world effectiveness of 
AI-enabled warfare in a contested environment. On the night of 6–7 May 2025, 
India initiated Operation Sindoor, a high-risk military campaign grounded in 
algorithmic warfare and network-centric doctrines. The operation aimed to 
deliver a quick, decisive blow to Pakistani command and control infrastructure, 
using a constellation of AI-guided platforms operating across multiple 
domains.

 The campaign began with Rafale-led multirole fighters launching 
precision-guided cruise missiles, supported by loitering munitions and 
autonomous drone swarms, all targeting pre-designated nodes identified 
through AI-generated ISR analysis. Indian strategists, drawing confidence from 
real-time satellite feeds and machine learning-based targeting algorithms, 
sought to compress the decision-action cycle and overwhelm Pakistani 
defenses before a coherent counter-response could be mounted.17 Yet, despite 

the apparent sophistication of its operational model, India’s technological 
gamble quickly unraveled.

Pakistan’s Counter-Response: Adaptation, Deception and Doctrinal 
Excellence

 Pakistan’s approach illustrates social constructivism: technology 
acquires meaning only when embedded in doctrine, leadership and culture. 
Rather than pursuing AI for prestige or parity, Pakistan deliberately integrated 
modest technological tools within a resilient doctrinal framework.

 Pakistan responded with a layered and adaptive defense strategy that 
neutralized the advantages of India’s AI-centric offensive. Rather than 
attempting a symmetrical technological response, Pakistan weaponized 
flexibility, electronic disruption and doctrinal preparedness to confound India’s 
high-tech systems.

Electronic Warfare and Drone Disruption

 One of Pakistan’s most effective countermeasures was the deployment 
of advanced Electronic Warfare (EW) units, which targeted the communication 
links and navigational systems of India’s drone swarms and loitering 
munitions.18 These units deployed jamming, spoofing and frequency-hopping 
disruption to confuse autonomous platforms that relied on precise Global 
Navigation Satellite System (GNSS) signals and real-time data transfer for 
coordination.19 As a result, many Indian drones deviated from flight paths, 
collided mid-air or failed to locate viable targets.

Decoy Deployment and AI Confusion

 In addition, Pakistan executed a wide-scale decoy deployment 
campaign, simulating high-value military installations using radar reflectors 
and electromagnetic signatures. These measures exploited the 
pattern-recognition limitations of India’s AI targeting systems, which struck 
several decoy positions under the false assumption of their authenticity.20 As 

Horowitz has noted, algorithmic warfare is highly vulnerable to adversarial 
deception, particularly when systems are trained on datasets lacking the 
diversity to distinguish between real and engineered cues.21

 
Adaptive Air Defenses and Strategic Discipline

 Pakistan’s air defense, particularly units operating the LY-80 (HQ-16) 
platforms, adopted a strategy of selective engagement.22 Rather than reacting 
uniformly to all incursions, commanders withheld fire against decoys or 
low-value assets, preserving missile stocks for credible threats. This judicious 
use of firepower, combined with a decentralized command model, ensured 
sustained defensive capacity throughout the crisis.23 Meanwhile, Pakistan’s 
strategic reserve forces remained dispersed, avoiding detection and 
maintaining readiness for escalation, which India’s algorithms failed to 
anticipate due to their reliance on conventional massing patterns.

 India’s faith in machine-led warfare proved deeply misplaced when 
confronted by a well-prepared adversary employing a blend of human 
leadership, deception and flexible doctrine. The Indian campaign’s dependence 
on pre-scripted targeting logic and centralized ISR denied it the ability to adapt 
mid-operation, especially when its data inputs were corrupted or misleading. In 
contrast, Pakistan’s decision-making processes empowered field commanders, 
respected the ambiguity of the battlefield and adapted to the fluid nature of 
high-stakes conflict under nuclear overhang.24

 The triumph of Pakistan’s defense in this crisis reveals a fundamental 
truth in contemporary warfare: that strategic coherence and adaptability often 
matter more than technological advantage. While India possessed the more 
advanced hardware and informational capabilities, Pakistan leveraged 
cognitive and doctrinal superiority to frustrate and ultimately reverse the 
offensive. 

Pakistan’s Strategic and Operational Excellence

 During the 2025 crisis, Pakistan’s armed forces showcased a model of 
multi-domain warfare rooted in doctrinal discipline, human leadership and 
adaptive innovation. Faced with India’s AI-heavy offensive under Operation 
Sindoor, Pakistan did not attempt to match technology for technology. Instead, 
it relied on a comprehensive strategy that emphasized command flexibility, 
real-time responsiveness, precision targeting and cyber disruption. 

Superior Command and Control

 Central to Pakistan’s success was its decentralized and flexible 
command and control structure, which allowed rapid response to India’s 
unfolding strikes. Leveraging a network of mobile command posts and secure 
communication channels, Pakistan maintained operational continuity even 
under electronic duress. Unit-level commanders were granted autonomy to act 
within the commander’s intent, facilitating faster tactical adjustments than 
India’s algorithmically delayed decision loops could accommodate.25 
Pakistan’s model was consistent with historical military effectiveness 
literature, which emphasizes initiative-based leadership and bottom-up 
responsiveness in dynamic conflict environments.26

Precision Counterstrikes

 Pakistan Air Force (PAF) played a decisive role by executing precision 
counterstrikes against key Indian forward-deployed assets. Unlike India’s 
AI-targeted systems, PAF squadrons relied on manned reconnaissance, Human 
Intelligence (HUMINT) and selective electronic intercepts, which allowed 
them to engage verified, high-value targets such as supply depots, radar 
installations and mobile missile units.27 Pakistan’s strike coordination center 
integrated live intelligence with human analysis, ensuring that its air strikes 
were both accurate and strategically calibrated. The resulting impact 
neutralized significant portions of India’s offensive momentum while 
preserving Pakistan’s own operational depth.

Cyber Superiority

 Pakistan also demonstrated cyber superiority by deploying offensive 
cyber capabilities that disrupted India’s communications and ISR coordination 
networks.28 According to leaked after-action reports, Indian command units 
experienced data delays, false targeting inputs and widespread network 
instability, believed to be the result of Pakistani malware attacks on Indian 
satellite relays and tactical cloud systems.29 This cyber campaign blinded 
India’s real-time awareness, preventing effective follow-up strikes and 
delaying reinforcement movements. In modern warfare, where ISR is the 
linchpin of operational tempo, cyber dominance functioned as a strategic 
equalizer, compensating for India’s advantage in hardware.30

Moral and National Resolve

 Perhaps the most underappreciated element of Pakistan’s success was 
the moral cohesion and national resolve of its military and citizenry. Faced with 
a technologically advanced offensive, Pakistani forces responded with high 
morale, fueled by a clear national narrative of defense and sovereignty. 
Civil-military coordination ensured logistical support, national media 
reinforced public confidence and no signs of internal dissent were reported in 
the ranks.31 This human factor proved decisive, as India’s technologically 
dependent formations suffered from lower cohesion under stress, especially 
when automated systems began to fail.

 By the end of the conflict, Pakistani forces had: (i) targeted advanced 
Indian surveillance equipment and drone systems; (ii) established air 
superiority; and (iii) disrupted India’s digital battlespace in cyber and 
information domains.

Indian Strategic Collapse

 In stark contrast to Pakistan’s cohesive and adaptive campaign, India’s 
AI-reliant military strategy collapsed under battlefield conditions. While India 

entered the conflict with superior hardware including Rafale jets, S-400 missile 
systems, loitering munitions and AI-integrated ISR platforms, it failed to 
integrate these assets within an effective and adaptive doctrine. The result was 
a technologically advanced yet strategically brittle response.

Ineffective Air and Missile Defense

 India’s much-touted S-400 Triumf air defense system and the 
indigenous Akashteer battlefield air defense network was ineffective against 
Pakistan’s low-altitude, mobile and time-sensitive strikes. The S-400 system, 
optimized for high-value aerial threats, was unable to respond effectively to 
Pakistan’s precision missile attacks and manned aircraft flying at low altitude.32 
Meanwhile, Akashteer suffered coordination issues, worsened by ISR 
confusion and network degradation caused by Pakistani cyberattacks.

AI Decision Loops and Tactical Paralysis

 India’s machine-dependent decision architecture proved to be a liability 
in fast-paced combat. AI systems, trained on peacetime data and structured war 
games, struggled to adapt to the asymmetric tactics employed by Pakistan. 
Automated response algorithms created delays in engagement decisions, often 
waiting for confirmation loops that failed under cyber interference. These 
delays in action allowed Pakistani forces to seize the initiative and exploit 
Indian hesitation.33

Collapse of Morale

 As operational losses mounted and communications faltered, Indian 
morale eroded rapidly. Several forward units, unable to communicate with 
higher headquarters or confirm orders, withdrew prematurely or surrendered 
equipment intact.34 The Indian public, initially fed narratives of a quick victory 
through superior technology, grew increasingly disillusioned as reports of 
battlefield failures and strategic confusion emerged. Analysts have long warned 
of the dangers of technocratic hubris in warfighting, where overconfidence in 

tools can obscure the need for robust leadership and human adaptability.35

 Here, technology served strategy, not the other way round. By 
embedding emerging tools within its doctrinal culture of defensive realism, 
Pakistan demonstrated the constructivist logic that war is socially and 
institutionally constructed, not technologically predetermined.

Strategic Lessons: Man over Machine

 The 2025 India-Pakistan conflict stands as a pivotal moment in the 
evolution of modern warfare, not merely due to the technologies deployed but 
because of the profound strategic truths it reaffirmed. Above all, the crisis 
illustrated that warfare remains an inherently human endeavor, where 
leadership, discipline and moral cohesion ultimately determine outcomes, not 
machines alone. India’s defeat demonstrates that AI and ISR superiority cannot 
guarantee success. Deterministic thinking creates fragility when adversaries 
exploit machine rigidity and data vulnerabilities.

Technology as a Tool, not a Substitute

 As advanced as India’s AI-enabled systems appeared, they proved 
vulnerable when pitted against an adversary that understood the limits of 
technology and emphasized adaptability. India’s defeat illustrates that AI and 
ISR superiority cannot guarantee success. Deterministic thinking creates 
fragility when adversaries exploit machine rigidity and data vulnerabilities. 
Pakistan’s military demonstrated that technology must serve strategy, not 
replace it. This principle echoes classic strategic theory from Clausewitz to 
Biddle, who argue that the essence of war lies not in material superiority, but in 
the integration of technology with training, cohesion and sound judgment.36 

 India’s overreliance on automation produced an illusion of control. The 
assumption that AI could reduce the fog of war, or make real-time decisions 
faster and better than humans, collapsed when unstructured, adversarial 
behavior overwhelmed machine learning algorithms trained on peacetime 
patterns.37 In contrast, Pakistan’s forces relied on seasoned military leadership, 

honed through experience in counterinsurgency and conventional operations, 
to read battlefield cues and react effectively under pressure.

The Limits of Artificial Intelligence in War

 The 2025 war also highlighted the significant limitations of AI in 
complex, unpredictable conflict environments. AI systems, particularly those 
trained on structured datasets, struggled to process deceptive patterns, 
unexpected maneuvers and information denial strategies employed by 
Pakistan. While algorithms excel at recognizing predictable patterns, they falter 
in ambiguity-rich, adversarial decision environments, which remain the 
hallmark of high-intensity warfare.38

 Pakistan capitalized on these vulnerabilities by deploying non-standard 
tactics, employing decoys, electronic jamming and deception, which AI could 
not readily interpret. Indian autonomous systems, unable to verify data in 
real-time or question their programming, struck false targets or hesitated in 
critical moments.39 A form of algorithmic paralysis that compounded India’s 
strategic confusion.

 In contrast, Pakistan’s human-led decision-making model enabled 
flexibility and accountability at every level. Unit commanders adapted to 
battlefield contingencies, reevaluated plans in real-time and acted with clarity 
of intent, elements that AI currently cannot replicate, especially in complex, 
high-stakes scenarios. Pakistan’s victory stemmed from embedding technology 
into doctrine, training and leadership. Technology was an enabler, not a 
determinant of success.

Victory through Vigilance, Discipline and Moral Unity

 Pakistan’s strategic victory in 2025 also stemmed from qualities 
machines cannot emulate: vigilance, discipline, moral conviction and national 
unity. The military’s cohesive doctrinal training, strong command culture and 
enduring civil-military synergy allowed it to sustain operations, absorb shocks 
and respond decisively. Pakistan framed its defensive campaign around 
strategic patience and calibrated retaliation, avoiding unnecessary escalation 

while preserving military initiative.40

 Furthermore, national resolve and public morale played a critical role. 
As the crisis unfolded, Pakistan’s narrative of sovereignty, defense and national 
dignity galvanized public support. Civilian and military leadership remained 
aligned, reinforcing institutional confidence and ensuring logistical resilience. 
By contrast, India, despite apparently superior systems, suffered from a 
breakdown in morale, institutional overreach by technocratic elements and a 
public disillusioned by unmet expectations.41

Guardian of Strategic Stability

 Ultimately, Pakistan’s success reaffirmed its role as the guardian of 
strategic stability in South Asia. By defeating a technologically superior 
adversary through smart warfare, Pakistan demonstrated not only military 
capability but also strategic maturity. Its ability to integrate traditional doctrine 
with selective technological tools, while maintaining restraint under nuclear 
overhang, preserved regional deterrence equilibrium and deterred further 
escalation.

 This lesson is not new but urgently relevant in the AI age: machines can 
assist war, but cannot wage it alone. Victory still belongs to the side with 
superior leadership, doctrinal clarity and the human will to adapt.

Conclusion

 India’s aggressive pursuit of AI and space-based militarization, 
encapsulated in its 2025 military doctrine, culminated not in dominance but in 
defeat. Despite possessing a formidable array of ISR satellites, AI-guided 
weapons and automated defense systems, India failed to appreciate a central 
tenet of strategic theory: technology is a force multiplier, not a force 
determinant.42 The 2025 conflict highlighted the vulnerabilities inherent in 
over-automation, including algorithmic rigidity, decision latency and the 
erosion of human accountability in warfare.

 In stark contrast, Pakistan’s triumph was rooted in resilience, doctrinal 
clarity and human excellence. Its armed forces demonstrated that disciplined 
leadership, adaptive tactics and moral conviction could outperform algorithmic 
warfare. Pakistan’s operational doctrine, grounded in real-world experience 
and strategic restraint, enabled it to absorb the initial shock of India’s high-tech 
offensive and mount a calibrated, multi-domain response, achieving decisive 
results without crossing red lines or triggering uncontrollable escalation.43 

 More broadly, Pakistan’s success in 2025 affirms a foundational lesson 
for 21st-century military strategy: victory in war still depends on the cognitive 
and moral strengths of human actors, not the sophistication of digital systems. 
As new technologies proliferate from quantum ISR platforms to autonomous 
weapons, states must resist the temptation to delegate critical decisions to 
machines. Instead, the integration of technology must be guided by sound 
doctrine, robust institutions and ethical command structures.44

 As South Asia enters a new era of militarized AI and dual-use space 
technologies, Pakistan’s conduct in the 2025 crisis offers a model of strategic 
prudence under pressure. Far from engaging in technological arms-racing, 
Pakistan has emphasized defensive innovation, seeking to modernize its forces 
without sacrificing command responsibility or crisis stability. This approach 
reflects its consistent view that strategic deterrence and conventional readiness 
are mutually reinforcing, not mutually exclusive.45

 Pakistan’s future posture will likely be defined by:

Selective modernization of AI, cyber and space capabilities within a 
doctrinal framework;
Institutional investment in training and civil-military cohesion;
Continued emphasis on strategic restraint under the nuclear threshold; 
and
Active engagement in regional confidence-building measures and 
diplomatic initiatives to avoid unintentional escalation.

 In doing so, Pakistan reaffirms its role as the responsible custodian of 

South Asian strategic stability, a nuclear power committed not only to 
defending its sovereignty but also to preserving peace through balance, not 
brinkmanship.

 The 2025 conflict offers enduring lessons for other regional and global 
powers:

Technological superiority does not equal strategic supremacy;
Human leadership remains irreplaceable in war and peace;
National unity, institutional discipline and doctrinal clarity are the true 
pillars of deterrence in the AI age.

 The 2025 India-Pakistan conflict demonstrated the clash of two 
theoretical paradigms. India’s strategy embodied technological determinism, a 
misplaced belief that AI and space superiority would dictate outcomes. 
Pakistan’s strategy embodied social constructivism, where technology’s role 
was defined by doctrine, leadership and national culture. In the shadow of this 
conflict, Pakistan emerges not only as the tactical victor but as the strategic 
adult in the room, capable of integrating innovation with restraint, strength with 
stability and power with responsibility.

Introduction

 A particular geographic place or space does not choose to become a 
strategic location. Instead, its position in a “hostile geopolitical environment” 
or its location between various ambitious and aggressive geopolitical entities 
increases its geopolitical and geostrategic importance.2 Considering this, 
Wakhan enjoys a significant strategic location in the region. Historically, this 
narrow strip of land has served as an important transit route between China, 
Tibet, Persia, Central Asia and South Asia. The ancient Silk Route passed 
through this narrow strip and remained the primary passage for travelers and 
merchandise for a long time. This famous route was not only crucial for trade 
and commerce but also played a great role in the exchange of ideas and cultures 
between the eastern and western regions of the world.3 

 Furthermore, in ancient times, this route was used by Chinese pilgrims 
to visit Buddhist centers in Gandhara and Taxila. It was a popular pilgrimage 
route during the 5th and 6th centuries. In the seventh century, the Chinese monk 
Huan Tsang traveled through this route in search of Buddhist teaching. Marco 
Polo and Portuguese travelers used this route to reach China.4 Therefore, this 
Corridor remained an essential trade path to connect China, India, Balkh and 
Bukhara until the decline of the Mughal Empire in India. However, with the 
development of new sea routes to China and India in the late 15th century, the 
ancient Silk Route lost its significance as a major trade route from Rome to 
China.5

 The modern geopolitical importance of Wakhan emerged in the 19th 
century during the “Great Game” era.6 During this time, Wakhan emerged as a 
“buffer zone” between the Tsarist Russia and the British Empire to prevent 
Russian advance toward British India and to avoid direct conflict between the 

two powers.7 Hence, the Corridor was formed in 1895 after negotiations 
between British military explorer Francis Younghusband and his Russian 
counterpart, Colonel Yanov.8 Both officers delineated the southern and northern 
borders of the Corridor and announced that neither China nor Afghanistan 
would interfere in the area. However, later Russia conceded this area as part of 
Afghanistan under a pre-established agreement.9

 During the Cold War, this area remained strategically significant due to 
its geographical proximity to the Soviet Union and Pakistan, especially after 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.10 Following the Soviet withdrawal 
from Afghanistan, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) recognized 
its significance as an alternative supply route. In 2009, the United States 
approached Chinese authorities with a proposal to open Wakhjir Pass as an 
alternative supply route for NATO forces operating in Afghanistan. However, 
China declined the proposal due to its strategic interests and security 
concerns.11

 Today, Wakhan’s proximity to China, Pakistan and Central Asia makes 
it a crucial focal point for regional powers, particularly in the context of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).12 The BRI project aims to connect the Wakhan 
Corridor to the USD 62 billion mega-infrastructure project, the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor (CPEC), due to its proximity to the Karakoram Highway. 
The Karakoram Highway was developed by the Chinese government to 
facilitate regional connectivity through pipelines, power transmission lines, 

and railway networks.13 The objective of this paper is to highlight the strategic 
importance of the Wakhan Corridor and the interest of Afghanistan, Pakistan 
and China in the development of this Corridor, particularly in terms of its 
geopolitical and geo-economic importance. This research paper is based on a 
qualitative method. The data has been collected from secondary sources, 
including articles, newspapers and credible internet sources.

Geographical Position 

 The Wakhan Corridor is typically characterized by high altitudes, 
rugged terrain, towering mountain ranges, expansive glaciers and harsh 
climatic environment. The Corridor is a long narrow strip of land in 
Badakhshan province, northeast of Afghanistan that has served as an important 
connecting point between South Asia, Central Asia and China. For centuries, it 
has been a vital passage for traders and pilgrimers. The Corridor extends from 
the Ishkashim district in the north to the south by creating boundaries between 
several geopolitical entities. The Wakhan Corridor extends approximately 350 
km in length, with its width ranging from 16 to 64 km.14 It covers an area of 
10,300 km2. On the southern side, it shares a 300 km border with Pakistan, 
while in the north and northeast, 260 km with Tajikistan and in the west, 74 km 
with China.15 Additionally, the Corridor encompasses several major mountain 
ranges, including the Pamir, Hindu Kush and Karakoram. These three ranges 
converge at what is commonly known as the Pamir Knot, while the open valley 
between these three ranges is called “Roof of the World” or (Bam-e-Dunya). 
The mountain passes in this region range from 5,000m to 6,500m above sea 
level.16 These rugged mountain ranges not only define the area’s topography 
but also reinforce the Corridor’s strategic importance. It serves as a key 
connecting point between Afghanistan and China’s Xinjiang province, while 

separating Tajikistan’s Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region from northern 
Pakistan.17 

 The Corridor is divided into two regions: The Upper Wakhan and the 
Lower Wakhan. The upper Wakhan lies to the eastern side of the Pamir River, 
while the lower Wakhan is situated on the western side, covering the Panj River 
valley and Wakhan Valley.18 Geographically, this region is divided into three 
sections: the main Wakhan strip between Pamir Knot, Qala Panj and 
Ishkesham; the great Pamir, also known as Pamir-e-Kalan, consists of the 
highest mountains in the knot. This mountain divides the Tajik Pamir across the 
deep valley of the Pamir River. The last section is little Pamir, known as “Pamir 
Khord”, located in the southern and eastern block of mountains, determined by 
the upper valley and upper ridge of the Wakhan Valley.19 To be precise, the 
Wakhan Corridor is spread between 71°50’ to 74°50’ degrees east longitude, 
36°35’ to 37°30’ degrees north latitude. Access to this region is restricted by 
terrain.20

 Geomorphologically, the Corridor is divided into two distinct parts: The 
Wakhan Corridor and the Afghan Pamir. The Wakhan Corridor lies at an 
elevation higher than 2000m and the Afghan Pamir lies above 3500m. This 
challenging topography contributes to the region’s remoteness, making it one 
of the most isolated areas within the Hindu Kush-Karakoram region. Access to 
this region is possible through Dawan, Jaman Shur on the north, Wakhjir on the 
east and Broghil, Darwazo, Kankhen, Ochili and Shahgologh on the south.21 
Additionally, this narrow strip of land has numerous routes to connect with 
neighboring countries. The Northern route connects it with Tajikistan, passing 
along the Panj Rivers. The Southern route reaches China through Wakhjir Pass, 
but this route is closed for more than half of the year due to snowfall. The third 
is the Central route, connecting both the Northern and Southern routes in 
Wakhan and leading to China through Tegermansu mountain pass at an altitude 
of 4,827m.22 The fourth route links the Afghan Tongue with the Karakoram 
Highway, located in the southeast from Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Hunza and Gilgit 

regions of Pakistan. The fifth route is located in the south, connecting 
Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Gilgit and Chitral regions. Other roads also link Wakhan 
to Chitral.23 Furthermore, the main passes of the Wakhan Corridor are Broghli 
(3882m), Darwazaa to Chitral (4288m), Irshad Uween (4979m) and Dilisan 
(5290m) to Gojal and Khodarg Werth to Ishkuman.24 The region is known for 
its snowy peaks, deep valleys, glaciers, lakes, rugged and rocky terrains and hot 
springs.

 The Oxus River (Amu Darya), one of Central Asia’s major rivers that 
ultimately flows into the Aral Sea, originates in the highlands of this region.25 
The two main tributaries of this river are the Panj and Pamir Rivers, which 
originate from the heights of Pamir and Hindukush. The joining of these two 
rivers forms the Amu River.26

Socio-Cultural Diversity of the Wakhan Corridor

 The Wakhan Corridor is a unique region with diverse customs, rituals 
and various ethnic groups living in this area.27 Wakhan has a population of 
17000 people, consisting of Wakhis and Kyrgyz,28 who have been living in this 
region for centuries. The Kyrgyz and Wakhis are followers of the Ismaili sect 
of Islam and their language is Wakhi. The Wakhis live in the border areas of 
Tajikistan, China and Pakistan at altitudes of 2000m to 3000m. The Kyrgyz live 
in the eastern part of the Wakhan Corridor, which includes mountains and 
snow-covered lakes.29

 The common religion, language, climate and environment have 
fostered similar cultures among the Wakhis and Kyrgyz.30 Despite these 

commonalities, sometimes territorial disputes, historical grievances and 
competing interests among these groups lead to tension and conflict.31 Owing 
to the extremely rugged terrain, harsh climatic conditions and geographic 
isolation, the people of Wakhan face significant challenges, including limited 
access to education, food insecurity, widespread poverty, inadequate healthcare 
and a high prevalence of opium addiction.32 The absence of education and 
development standards has kept them behind the world.33

 Currently, the livelihood of the Wakhan people primarily depends on 
livestock husbandry and, to some extent, agriculture.34 The people of Wakhan 
live in tents and follow a nomadic lifestyle. In the summer season, they move 
to higher elevations, while in winter, they go downhill to their pastures to avoid 
the extreme cold and facilitate grazing for their animals.35 Festivities in Wakhan 
include the celebration of Nowruz (Persian New Year), Eid ul-Fitr and Eid 
ul-Adha, along with the observance of local traditions and cultural practices.

Afghanistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor is often described as the “head” of Afghanistan 
due to its distinctive shape and location. In ancient times, this region held a 
significant position as a trade route between the East and West. However, in the 
modern era, it has lost its importance due to modern developments, rugged 
terrain and lack of infrastructure.36 But in recent years, the discovery of 
hydrocarbons in Central Asia and the emergence of new economic projects like 
CPEC, BRI and other ventures, including gas and oil pipelines and electric 
transmission lines like CASA-1000, have highlighted the geopolitical and 

geo-economic importance of this Corridor.37 With the rise of these projects, the 
Wakhan Corridor has once again attracted the attention of neighboring 
countries. It appears that the Corridor is regaining its historical significance 
after centuries of neglect. The revival of Wakhan is expected to increase 
Afghanistan’s political and economic significance as a transit hub.

 Afghanistan has served as a link between East and West due to its 
strategic location as a transit point for commercial exchanges in ancient times. 
Its geographical position offers a unique opportunity to transform the country 
into a commercial and economic Corridor. The Wakhan Corridor, in particular, 
holds significant potential to connect regional countries including Afghanistan, 
China, Pakistan and the Central Asian states.38 This Corridor holds strategic 
significance for Afghanistan, as it could facilitate strong relations with 
neighboring countries and enhance its global trade through the Indian Ocean. 
Moreover, its proximity with the “resource-abundant” Central Asian states and 
Pakistan, offers opportunities for trade partnership, resource exchange and 
cross-border commerce.39

 Establishing communication and commercial infrastructure in Wakhan 
will contribute to the economic development of Afghanistan, particularly 
benefiting the Northern provinces.40 By developing this Corridor, Afghanistan 
can transport its products to China easily and affordably, while simultaneously 
reaping economic and commercial benefits in return.41 It would enhance 
Afghanistan’s political leverage and help the country to balance its relations 
with regional powers. In addition, the development of infrastructure in Wakhan 
would improve the government’s access to the region, promote economic 
growth and uplift the living standard of local people.42

 China’s BRI project further underscores the significance of this 
Corridor.43 By joining BRI, Afghanistan can serve as a regional hub and enter 
into a new era of economic and political cooperation at the regional level. The 
development of the Wakhan Corridor represents a crucial step toward 
Afghanistan’s economic and political growth.44 Afghanistan stands to benefit 
significantly from becoming part of BRI, as this project would connect to both 
North-East Asian and South-West Asian nations. By integrating into this 
project, Afghanistan could achieve political and economic relevance and 
establish itself as a key global transit hub. Opening the Wakhan Corridor would 
increase Afghanistan’s strategic importance by offering an alternative route to 
the Indian Ocean through Pakistan,45 a development that holds particular 
significance for China. Therefore, China is investing in infrastructure projects 
in Wakhan region. The three key ranges, Tegermansu, the Big Pamir or Pamir 
Kalan and Wakhjir valley, have been identified as potential sites for 
development. The development of these ranges would provide Afghanistan 
with new economic prospects.46

 The opening of this Corridor would significantly enhance Afghanistan’s 
geopolitical importance, positioning it as a supplementary route for regional 
connectivity. By integrating with the Karakoram Highway, it would provide 
direct and shortest access to the Arabian Sea.47 Afghanistan could benefit 
substantially from this Corridor by generating revenue through taxation and 
creating thousands of direct and indirect job opportunities. Trade cannot 
flourish without security, therefore, realizing the full benefits of this Corridor is 
contingent upon stability in Afghanistan.

China’s Interest

 China has started efforts to revitalize the ancient Silk Road as part of the 
BRI project. The initiative includes two major components: (i) Silk Road 
Economic Belt and (ii) Maritime Silk Road. This plan aims to connect the 
continents of Asia, Europe and Africa and integrate China with the rest of the 
world through land, sea and air. This project contains an estimated USD 5 
trillion investment in infrastructure building across 65 countries.48

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor

 A major BRI project in South Asia is CPEC, with an investment of USD 
62 billion.49 This project connects the city of Kashgar in China’s Xinjiang 
province to Pakistan’s Gwadar port. An important part of CPEC is the 
reconstruction and upgrading of the Karakoram Highway, which links Kashgar 
to Abbottabad. This highway was opened in 1986 as a trade and transit route 
between China and Pakistan. The construction of this highway significantly 
reduced the travel distance. Notably, it has shortened the distance between 
China and the Middle-East from 15,900 km via the Malacca Strait to 3,700 km 
through the Khunjerab pass.50 

 Importantly, the Karakoram Highway runs close to the Wakhan 
Corridor, a crucial component of BRI. Strategically positioned at the crossroads 
of Central Asia and South Asia, this Corridor provides China access to new 
economic markets, natural resources and energy reserves in Central Asia.51 The 
construction of roads in this Corridor would integrate Afghanistan’s road 
network with the Karakoram Highway.52 Additionally, the Corridor could 
provide a direct link between China’s Xinjiang province and Central Asian 
countries. Moreover, the Corridor may facilitate easier trade and energy supply 
networks between China and its partners. It can potentially deepen China’s 

economic and strategic position in the region. This underscores the Wakhan’s 
role as a vital link in the broader regional geopolitical and economic 
landscape.53

 The Karakoram Highway has the potential to connect CPEC with the 
Wakhan Corridor to expand the infrastructure projects between South Asia and 
Central Asia. Investing in this project would provide China with a shorter trade 
route to Central Asia and beyond.54 The Wakhan Corridor is particularly 
significant as it is the only transit passage in the region that is close to China, 
West-Asia, the Persian Gulf, Caspian Sea and Europe.55 More importantly, 60% 
of China’s trade  with the Western and Middle Eastern countries passes through 
the Strait of Malacca, a vital maritime checkpoint under the strategic influence 
of United States of America, China’s main global competitor.56 Considering 
this geopolitical challenge, the opening of the Wakhan Corridor and its 
connection with Central Asia could provide an alternative route for oil and gas 
pipelines, ensuring a more secure energy supply for China.57

 The construction of alternative land-based trade routes in western 
regions of China is a strategic requirement for its commercial and economic 
security.58 Investment in Wakhan not only offers China an alternate transit route 
but also facilitates its access to Afghanistan’s natural resources, like lithium, 
copper and rare earth minerals, which are important for China’s industrial and 
technological development.59 Geological surveys estimate that Afghanistan 
holds mineral resources worth USD 1 trillion. Therefore, China has already 
invested in the Mes Aynak copper mine, the world’s second-largest copper 
deposit and in the hydrocarbon reserves of the Amu Darya Basin in Sar-e-Pol 
and Faryab provinces.60

 Afghanistan’s recent inclusion in CPEC highlights the growing 
geopolitical importance of the Wakhan Corridor. In May 2025, China, Pakistan 
and Afghanistan agreed in Beijing to formally extend the CPEC into 
Afghanistan’s territory and to hold the next trilateral meeting in Kabul, a move 
reflecting Beijing’s strategy to integrate Afghanistan into BRI frameworks and 
promote regional connectivity.61 This offers Afghanistan unprecedented access 
to Pakistan’s ports and regional trade networks, while simultaneously 
providing China with overland alternatives to traditional maritime routes 
vulnerable to strategic competition.62

 Beyond its economic benefits, the construction of road through the 
Wakhan Corridor would significantly strengthen China’s strategic foothold in 
the region.63 For China, the project could serve three key strategic objectives. 
First, it would expand trade networks with Central Asian countries to the north. 
Second, it would improve connectivity with Pakistan’s Gwadar Port to the 
south, a cornerstone of the CPEC. Third, it would provide China with direct 
access to Afghanistan.64

Pakistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor offers the shortest and most efficient trade route 
for Pakistan to enhance economic and commercial relations with Central Asian 
states. It also provides easy access at the lowest cost via Pakistan’s northern 
highland and Chitral region.65 The Corridor could facilitate trade in minerals, 
textiles, agricultural products, manufactured goods, oil, gas and electric 
transmission lines.66 At the same time, the Wakhan Corridor could function as a 
crucial transit route for Central Asian states to have direct access to the 

international markets through Gwadar Port. Gwadar holds strategic 
significance due to its location at the mouth of the Strait of Hormuz, a key 
maritime chokepoint.67 

 Geographically, Wakhan connects Pakistan’s Hunza and Chitral 
regions, with vital crossing points including Broghil, Irshad and Dilisang 
passes. Among these passes, Broghil pass is the most significant doorway 
connecting Pakistan to the Wakhan Corridor.68 Gupsi and Yasin serve as 
important joining points, connecting the Wakhan Corridor with Pakistan’s 
Ghizar and Hunza districts in Gilgit Baltistan.69 Indeed, this Corridor serves as 
a bridge between Pakistan and Central Asia, significantly reducing the distance 
between the two regions to just 13 km.70 The opening of the Wakhan Corridor 
would offer Pakistan another trading route with Afghanistan. Pakistan could 
exploit the Wakhan Corridor as a more efficient and economical route for 
importing oil and gas from Central Asia and Russia.71

 A train link from Tajikistan through the Wakhan Corridor could connect 
to the planned Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan railway line. Pakistan views 
the Wakhan Corridor not only as a strategic access point to Central Asia but 
also as a potential source of significant employment opportunities for Pakistani 
citizens. In addition to facilitating trade expansion through Gwadar port, the 
Corridor would also enhance Pakistan’s economic ties with China and Central 
Asian countries. However, the importance of Wakhan for Pakistan extends 
beyond trade. The Corridor carries political significance, especially in the 
context of Pakistan’s policy focus on enhancing relations with Central Asian 
states.

Pakistan’s National Security Policy 2022-2026 

 Pakistan’s National Security Policy (NSP) 2022-2026 recognizes 
Afghanistan’s potential as a strategic gateway for enhanced economic 
connectivity with the Central Asian Republics (CARs). Central to this is the 
“Vision Central Asia,” emphasizing five core pillars: political relations, trade 

and investment, energy and connectivity, security and defense and 
people-to-people contacts.72 The NSP marks a deliberate strategic pivot to 
geo-economics, prioritizing the expansion of trade and economic linkages with 
CARs through robust connectivity. Afghanistan plays a pivotal role in 
advancing Pakistan’s “Vision Central Asia” initiative. In alignment with 
Islamabad’s geo-economic priorities, the Wakhan Corridor would further 
facilitate trade expansion and energy projects in the region.

Shanghai Cooperation Organization

 The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) is a pivotal multilateral 
organization that plays a significant role in shaping the geopolitical and 
economic landscape of Central and South Asia, directly impacting the 
relevance of the Wakhan Corridor. Since its establishment in 2001, the SCO has 
prioritized regional stability, security cooperation and economic integration 
among its member states, which include China, Russia, Pakistan, Iran, India, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Belarus. The 
organization’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) has notably enhanced 
intelligence sharing and operational coordination, thereby strengthening 
collective efforts against terrorism, extremism and separatism. The SCO’s 
commitment to fostering mutual trust, expanding multilateral dialogue and 
promoting good neighborliness has provided a crucial platform for addressing 
common security concerns, which is essential for the stability required to 
operationalize strategic routes like the Wakhan Corridor.73

 Beyond security, the SCO is increasingly focused on economic 
cooperation and connectivity, which aligns closely with the objectives of major 
initiatives such as the BRI and the CPEC. The Wakhan Corridor holds the 
potential to become a vital trade and transit route connecting Central Asia with 
South Asia.74 The SCO’s agenda to deepen trade ties, expand infrastructure and 

harmonize regulations among its members directly supports the development 
of such Corridors, facilitating access to new markets and resources. By 
synergizing the BRI and CPEC with the SCO’s broader regional vision, the 
organization is positioned to inject new momentum into cross-border economic 
collaboration, permanently transforming the region’s connectivity and 
economic prospects. In this context, the SCO’s role is not only to ensure a 
secure environment for such projects but also to provide the institutional 
framework for sustainable and inclusive regional development.

Economic Cooperation Organization

 The Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), originally established 
as the Regional Cooperation for Development (RCD) in 1964 by Pakistan, Iran 
and Türkiye, was transformed in 1985 into a broader economic bloc. Its 
expansion in 1992 to include Afghanistan, five Central Asian republics and 
Azerbaijan significantly enhanced the organization’s strategic capacity for 
regional integration.75 Today, the ECO spans approximately eight million 
square kilometers, nearly double the size of the European Union and 
encompasses around 500 million people. Its objectives focus on facilitating 
trade, infrastructure development and energy cooperation across Eurasia, 
positioning it as a potential framework for linking landlocked Central Asian 
states with global markets through Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran and Türkiye.76 In 
this context, the Wakhan Corridor can play a significant role in further 
enhancing trade and economic cooperation among ECO members.

Challenges

 Historically, Wakhan’s natural isolation has kept this area away from 
direct conflict. Nevertheless, its position along the Durand Line and its 
geographic proximity with China and Tajikistan renders it a significant area in 
the region. The Corridor offers access to trade routes, energy resources and 
economic cooperation with Central Asia, South Asia and China. As a result, 
Wakhan remains an important component in the geopolitical landscape of the 
region.77 Despite its strategic significance, the opening of the Corridor faces 
several critical challenges.

Geographical Complexity

 Geographically, the region experiences extremely low temperatures, 
remains snow-covered for over six months in a year and is characterized by 
rugged mountainous terrain. Given these geographical conditions, the 
construction of infrastructure such as roads and tunnels presents significant 
technical and financial challenges. Nevertheless, comparable projects have 
been successfully completed in similar or even more geologically complex 
environments. A notable example is the Karakoram Highway, constructed 
through the formidable Karakoram mountains. The Pamir Mountains, where 
the Wakhan Corridor is located, exhibit similarly challenging topography.78 

Given these considerations, the construction of roads and tunnels in the 
Wakhan Corridor is feasible with the technological capabilities of China. From 
this perspective, geography does not constitute the primary obstacle to the 
development and opening of the Corridor. Instead, the principal challenges 
stem from terrorism originating in Afghanistan, political instability in the 
country and the prevalence of drug trafficking across the region.

Threat of Terrorism

 Decades of conflict and instability in Afghanistan, as well as 
destruction caused by foreign forces, have created an environment conducive to 
the presence and operation of various terrorist organizations. The terrorist 
groups often exploit the country’s ungoverned spaces and porous borders, 
particularly around the Wakhan Corridor, to establish bases and stage activities 
targeting neighboring regions, including Pakistan, Central Asia and China.79 
The use of Afghanistan’s territory as a launchpad for cross-border terrorism has 
raised serious security concerns among regional states. China and Central 
Asian countries, in particular, view the security situation as a major obstacle to 
regional connectivity.80 Due to persistent terrorist threats, China has long been 
reluctant to open or develop the Wakhan Corridor, keeping its border with 
Afghanistan effectively sealed for decades.81 In the light of these concerns, 
terrorism in Afghanistan continues to pose a significant threat to the security 
and stability of Pakistan, Central Asia and China. As long as the region remains 
insecure, the operationalization of the Wakhan Corridor will remain uncertain. 
Therefore, security and political stability in Afghanistan are essential 

prerequisites for the Corridor’s development and opening.

Drug Trafficking

 Afghanistan is the world’s leading producer of opium. And one of the 
transit routes for this drug is Wakhan Corridor, which links Afghanistan to 
neighboring countries of China, Tajikistan and Pakistan. This connectivity not 
only contributes to the increase in the regional drug trade but also provides 
considerable funding for terrorist groups in Afghanistan. In 2020 alone, the 
volume of opium sold through this Corridor was 8.3 thousand tons, with an 
estimated value of USD 350 million.82 Due to lack of infrastructure in Wakhan, 
China has remained shielded from drug trafficking originating in Afghanistan. 
The construction of roads and other means in Wakhan could facilitate drug 
trafficking, turning the Corridor into a direct transit route for drug trafficking. 
Drug trafficking remains a key concern for regional countries to develop the 
Corridor. The continued drug trafficking poses a significant threat to the 
stability and security of Wakhan and its neighboring countries. Therefore, it is 
necessary to take serious steps to prevent drug trafficking in this region.83 
However, this problem is not insurmountable and can be tackled by close 
cooperation among the anti-narcotics forces of Pakistan, China, Tajikistan and 
Afghanistan through concerted efforts.

Conclusion 

 The Wakhan Corridor holds significant geo-economic and geostrategic 
importance for China, Afghanistan and Pakistan. However, its development has 
consistently faced challenges due to geopolitical issues, including the 
19th-century “Great Game” between Russia and the British, the Soviet 
Invasion of Afghanistan (1979-1989), the Afghanistan Civil War (1992-2001), 
NATO intervention (2001-2021) and the current instability in Afghanistan.  

 Building roads and tunnels across Wakhan will enhance trade activities 
in the region. This Corridor will provide a shorter route to access Central Asia 
and, vice versa, will enable Central Asian countries to more easily reach 
Pakistan’s Gwadar and Karachi ports. It will also ease China’s access to 
Afghanistan and strengthen the link between CPEC and the broader region, 
which is a key component of BRI. In a recent development, Afghanistan has 
been included in the CPEC. Its inclusion is expected to accelerate investment 

and construction activities along the Corridor. The operationalization of this 
Corridor will not only enhance regional connectivity but also open new paths 
for economic cooperation and infrastructure development. In this context, it 
will provide researchers with a valuable opportunity to study the broader 
potential geopolitical impact of the Corridor at both regional and global levels.

 The connectivity is expected to foster peace, security, political stability 
and shared prosperity for all the countries in the region. In particular, it holds 
the potential to lift the people of Afghanistan out of poverty and diminish the 
impact of current humanitarian crisis.
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Introduction

 A particular geographic place or space does not choose to become a 
strategic location. Instead, its position in a “hostile geopolitical environment” 
or its location between various ambitious and aggressive geopolitical entities 
increases its geopolitical and geostrategic importance.2 Considering this, 
Wakhan enjoys a significant strategic location in the region. Historically, this 
narrow strip of land has served as an important transit route between China, 
Tibet, Persia, Central Asia and South Asia. The ancient Silk Route passed 
through this narrow strip and remained the primary passage for travelers and 
merchandise for a long time. This famous route was not only crucial for trade 
and commerce but also played a great role in the exchange of ideas and cultures 
between the eastern and western regions of the world.3 

 Furthermore, in ancient times, this route was used by Chinese pilgrims 
to visit Buddhist centers in Gandhara and Taxila. It was a popular pilgrimage 
route during the 5th and 6th centuries. In the seventh century, the Chinese monk 
Huan Tsang traveled through this route in search of Buddhist teaching. Marco 
Polo and Portuguese travelers used this route to reach China.4 Therefore, this 
Corridor remained an essential trade path to connect China, India, Balkh and 
Bukhara until the decline of the Mughal Empire in India. However, with the 
development of new sea routes to China and India in the late 15th century, the 
ancient Silk Route lost its significance as a major trade route from Rome to 
China.5

 The modern geopolitical importance of Wakhan emerged in the 19th 
century during the “Great Game” era.6 During this time, Wakhan emerged as a 
“buffer zone” between the Tsarist Russia and the British Empire to prevent 
Russian advance toward British India and to avoid direct conflict between the 

two powers.7 Hence, the Corridor was formed in 1895 after negotiations 
between British military explorer Francis Younghusband and his Russian 
counterpart, Colonel Yanov.8 Both officers delineated the southern and northern 
borders of the Corridor and announced that neither China nor Afghanistan 
would interfere in the area. However, later Russia conceded this area as part of 
Afghanistan under a pre-established agreement.9

 During the Cold War, this area remained strategically significant due to 
its geographical proximity to the Soviet Union and Pakistan, especially after 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.10 Following the Soviet withdrawal 
from Afghanistan, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) recognized 
its significance as an alternative supply route. In 2009, the United States 
approached Chinese authorities with a proposal to open Wakhjir Pass as an 
alternative supply route for NATO forces operating in Afghanistan. However, 
China declined the proposal due to its strategic interests and security 
concerns.11

 Today, Wakhan’s proximity to China, Pakistan and Central Asia makes 
it a crucial focal point for regional powers, particularly in the context of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).12 The BRI project aims to connect the Wakhan 
Corridor to the USD 62 billion mega-infrastructure project, the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor (CPEC), due to its proximity to the Karakoram Highway. 
The Karakoram Highway was developed by the Chinese government to 
facilitate regional connectivity through pipelines, power transmission lines, 

and railway networks.13 The objective of this paper is to highlight the strategic 
importance of the Wakhan Corridor and the interest of Afghanistan, Pakistan 
and China in the development of this Corridor, particularly in terms of its 
geopolitical and geo-economic importance. This research paper is based on a 
qualitative method. The data has been collected from secondary sources, 
including articles, newspapers and credible internet sources.

Geographical Position 

 The Wakhan Corridor is typically characterized by high altitudes, 
rugged terrain, towering mountain ranges, expansive glaciers and harsh 
climatic environment. The Corridor is a long narrow strip of land in 
Badakhshan province, northeast of Afghanistan that has served as an important 
connecting point between South Asia, Central Asia and China. For centuries, it 
has been a vital passage for traders and pilgrimers. The Corridor extends from 
the Ishkashim district in the north to the south by creating boundaries between 
several geopolitical entities. The Wakhan Corridor extends approximately 350 
km in length, with its width ranging from 16 to 64 km.14 It covers an area of 
10,300 km2. On the southern side, it shares a 300 km border with Pakistan, 
while in the north and northeast, 260 km with Tajikistan and in the west, 74 km 
with China.15 Additionally, the Corridor encompasses several major mountain 
ranges, including the Pamir, Hindu Kush and Karakoram. These three ranges 
converge at what is commonly known as the Pamir Knot, while the open valley 
between these three ranges is called “Roof of the World” or (Bam-e-Dunya). 
The mountain passes in this region range from 5,000m to 6,500m above sea 
level.16 These rugged mountain ranges not only define the area’s topography 
but also reinforce the Corridor’s strategic importance. It serves as a key 
connecting point between Afghanistan and China’s Xinjiang province, while 

separating Tajikistan’s Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region from northern 
Pakistan.17 

 The Corridor is divided into two regions: The Upper Wakhan and the 
Lower Wakhan. The upper Wakhan lies to the eastern side of the Pamir River, 
while the lower Wakhan is situated on the western side, covering the Panj River 
valley and Wakhan Valley.18 Geographically, this region is divided into three 
sections: the main Wakhan strip between Pamir Knot, Qala Panj and 
Ishkesham; the great Pamir, also known as Pamir-e-Kalan, consists of the 
highest mountains in the knot. This mountain divides the Tajik Pamir across the 
deep valley of the Pamir River. The last section is little Pamir, known as “Pamir 
Khord”, located in the southern and eastern block of mountains, determined by 
the upper valley and upper ridge of the Wakhan Valley.19 To be precise, the 
Wakhan Corridor is spread between 71°50’ to 74°50’ degrees east longitude, 
36°35’ to 37°30’ degrees north latitude. Access to this region is restricted by 
terrain.20

 Geomorphologically, the Corridor is divided into two distinct parts: The 
Wakhan Corridor and the Afghan Pamir. The Wakhan Corridor lies at an 
elevation higher than 2000m and the Afghan Pamir lies above 3500m. This 
challenging topography contributes to the region’s remoteness, making it one 
of the most isolated areas within the Hindu Kush-Karakoram region. Access to 
this region is possible through Dawan, Jaman Shur on the north, Wakhjir on the 
east and Broghil, Darwazo, Kankhen, Ochili and Shahgologh on the south.21 
Additionally, this narrow strip of land has numerous routes to connect with 
neighboring countries. The Northern route connects it with Tajikistan, passing 
along the Panj Rivers. The Southern route reaches China through Wakhjir Pass, 
but this route is closed for more than half of the year due to snowfall. The third 
is the Central route, connecting both the Northern and Southern routes in 
Wakhan and leading to China through Tegermansu mountain pass at an altitude 
of 4,827m.22 The fourth route links the Afghan Tongue with the Karakoram 
Highway, located in the southeast from Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Hunza and Gilgit 

regions of Pakistan. The fifth route is located in the south, connecting 
Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Gilgit and Chitral regions. Other roads also link Wakhan 
to Chitral.23 Furthermore, the main passes of the Wakhan Corridor are Broghli 
(3882m), Darwazaa to Chitral (4288m), Irshad Uween (4979m) and Dilisan 
(5290m) to Gojal and Khodarg Werth to Ishkuman.24 The region is known for 
its snowy peaks, deep valleys, glaciers, lakes, rugged and rocky terrains and hot 
springs.

 The Oxus River (Amu Darya), one of Central Asia’s major rivers that 
ultimately flows into the Aral Sea, originates in the highlands of this region.25 
The two main tributaries of this river are the Panj and Pamir Rivers, which 
originate from the heights of Pamir and Hindukush. The joining of these two 
rivers forms the Amu River.26

Socio-Cultural Diversity of the Wakhan Corridor

 The Wakhan Corridor is a unique region with diverse customs, rituals 
and various ethnic groups living in this area.27 Wakhan has a population of 
17000 people, consisting of Wakhis and Kyrgyz,28 who have been living in this 
region for centuries. The Kyrgyz and Wakhis are followers of the Ismaili sect 
of Islam and their language is Wakhi. The Wakhis live in the border areas of 
Tajikistan, China and Pakistan at altitudes of 2000m to 3000m. The Kyrgyz live 
in the eastern part of the Wakhan Corridor, which includes mountains and 
snow-covered lakes.29

 The common religion, language, climate and environment have 
fostered similar cultures among the Wakhis and Kyrgyz.30 Despite these 

commonalities, sometimes territorial disputes, historical grievances and 
competing interests among these groups lead to tension and conflict.31 Owing 
to the extremely rugged terrain, harsh climatic conditions and geographic 
isolation, the people of Wakhan face significant challenges, including limited 
access to education, food insecurity, widespread poverty, inadequate healthcare 
and a high prevalence of opium addiction.32 The absence of education and 
development standards has kept them behind the world.33

 Currently, the livelihood of the Wakhan people primarily depends on 
livestock husbandry and, to some extent, agriculture.34 The people of Wakhan 
live in tents and follow a nomadic lifestyle. In the summer season, they move 
to higher elevations, while in winter, they go downhill to their pastures to avoid 
the extreme cold and facilitate grazing for their animals.35 Festivities in Wakhan 
include the celebration of Nowruz (Persian New Year), Eid ul-Fitr and Eid 
ul-Adha, along with the observance of local traditions and cultural practices.

Afghanistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor is often described as the “head” of Afghanistan 
due to its distinctive shape and location. In ancient times, this region held a 
significant position as a trade route between the East and West. However, in the 
modern era, it has lost its importance due to modern developments, rugged 
terrain and lack of infrastructure.36 But in recent years, the discovery of 
hydrocarbons in Central Asia and the emergence of new economic projects like 
CPEC, BRI and other ventures, including gas and oil pipelines and electric 
transmission lines like CASA-1000, have highlighted the geopolitical and 

geo-economic importance of this Corridor.37 With the rise of these projects, the 
Wakhan Corridor has once again attracted the attention of neighboring 
countries. It appears that the Corridor is regaining its historical significance 
after centuries of neglect. The revival of Wakhan is expected to increase 
Afghanistan’s political and economic significance as a transit hub.

 Afghanistan has served as a link between East and West due to its 
strategic location as a transit point for commercial exchanges in ancient times. 
Its geographical position offers a unique opportunity to transform the country 
into a commercial and economic Corridor. The Wakhan Corridor, in particular, 
holds significant potential to connect regional countries including Afghanistan, 
China, Pakistan and the Central Asian states.38 This Corridor holds strategic 
significance for Afghanistan, as it could facilitate strong relations with 
neighboring countries and enhance its global trade through the Indian Ocean. 
Moreover, its proximity with the “resource-abundant” Central Asian states and 
Pakistan, offers opportunities for trade partnership, resource exchange and 
cross-border commerce.39

 Establishing communication and commercial infrastructure in Wakhan 
will contribute to the economic development of Afghanistan, particularly 
benefiting the Northern provinces.40 By developing this Corridor, Afghanistan 
can transport its products to China easily and affordably, while simultaneously 
reaping economic and commercial benefits in return.41 It would enhance 
Afghanistan’s political leverage and help the country to balance its relations 
with regional powers. In addition, the development of infrastructure in Wakhan 
would improve the government’s access to the region, promote economic 
growth and uplift the living standard of local people.42

 China’s BRI project further underscores the significance of this 
Corridor.43 By joining BRI, Afghanistan can serve as a regional hub and enter 
into a new era of economic and political cooperation at the regional level. The 
development of the Wakhan Corridor represents a crucial step toward 
Afghanistan’s economic and political growth.44 Afghanistan stands to benefit 
significantly from becoming part of BRI, as this project would connect to both 
North-East Asian and South-West Asian nations. By integrating into this 
project, Afghanistan could achieve political and economic relevance and 
establish itself as a key global transit hub. Opening the Wakhan Corridor would 
increase Afghanistan’s strategic importance by offering an alternative route to 
the Indian Ocean through Pakistan,45 a development that holds particular 
significance for China. Therefore, China is investing in infrastructure projects 
in Wakhan region. The three key ranges, Tegermansu, the Big Pamir or Pamir 
Kalan and Wakhjir valley, have been identified as potential sites for 
development. The development of these ranges would provide Afghanistan 
with new economic prospects.46

 The opening of this Corridor would significantly enhance Afghanistan’s 
geopolitical importance, positioning it as a supplementary route for regional 
connectivity. By integrating with the Karakoram Highway, it would provide 
direct and shortest access to the Arabian Sea.47 Afghanistan could benefit 
substantially from this Corridor by generating revenue through taxation and 
creating thousands of direct and indirect job opportunities. Trade cannot 
flourish without security, therefore, realizing the full benefits of this Corridor is 
contingent upon stability in Afghanistan.

China’s Interest

 China has started efforts to revitalize the ancient Silk Road as part of the 
BRI project. The initiative includes two major components: (i) Silk Road 
Economic Belt and (ii) Maritime Silk Road. This plan aims to connect the 
continents of Asia, Europe and Africa and integrate China with the rest of the 
world through land, sea and air. This project contains an estimated USD 5 
trillion investment in infrastructure building across 65 countries.48

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor

 A major BRI project in South Asia is CPEC, with an investment of USD 
62 billion.49 This project connects the city of Kashgar in China’s Xinjiang 
province to Pakistan’s Gwadar port. An important part of CPEC is the 
reconstruction and upgrading of the Karakoram Highway, which links Kashgar 
to Abbottabad. This highway was opened in 1986 as a trade and transit route 
between China and Pakistan. The construction of this highway significantly 
reduced the travel distance. Notably, it has shortened the distance between 
China and the Middle-East from 15,900 km via the Malacca Strait to 3,700 km 
through the Khunjerab pass.50 

 Importantly, the Karakoram Highway runs close to the Wakhan 
Corridor, a crucial component of BRI. Strategically positioned at the crossroads 
of Central Asia and South Asia, this Corridor provides China access to new 
economic markets, natural resources and energy reserves in Central Asia.51 The 
construction of roads in this Corridor would integrate Afghanistan’s road 
network with the Karakoram Highway.52 Additionally, the Corridor could 
provide a direct link between China’s Xinjiang province and Central Asian 
countries. Moreover, the Corridor may facilitate easier trade and energy supply 
networks between China and its partners. It can potentially deepen China’s 

economic and strategic position in the region. This underscores the Wakhan’s 
role as a vital link in the broader regional geopolitical and economic 
landscape.53

 The Karakoram Highway has the potential to connect CPEC with the 
Wakhan Corridor to expand the infrastructure projects between South Asia and 
Central Asia. Investing in this project would provide China with a shorter trade 
route to Central Asia and beyond.54 The Wakhan Corridor is particularly 
significant as it is the only transit passage in the region that is close to China, 
West-Asia, the Persian Gulf, Caspian Sea and Europe.55 More importantly, 60% 
of China’s trade  with the Western and Middle Eastern countries passes through 
the Strait of Malacca, a vital maritime checkpoint under the strategic influence 
of United States of America, China’s main global competitor.56 Considering 
this geopolitical challenge, the opening of the Wakhan Corridor and its 
connection with Central Asia could provide an alternative route for oil and gas 
pipelines, ensuring a more secure energy supply for China.57

 The construction of alternative land-based trade routes in western 
regions of China is a strategic requirement for its commercial and economic 
security.58 Investment in Wakhan not only offers China an alternate transit route 
but also facilitates its access to Afghanistan’s natural resources, like lithium, 
copper and rare earth minerals, which are important for China’s industrial and 
technological development.59 Geological surveys estimate that Afghanistan 
holds mineral resources worth USD 1 trillion. Therefore, China has already 
invested in the Mes Aynak copper mine, the world’s second-largest copper 
deposit and in the hydrocarbon reserves of the Amu Darya Basin in Sar-e-Pol 
and Faryab provinces.60

 Afghanistan’s recent inclusion in CPEC highlights the growing 
geopolitical importance of the Wakhan Corridor. In May 2025, China, Pakistan 
and Afghanistan agreed in Beijing to formally extend the CPEC into 
Afghanistan’s territory and to hold the next trilateral meeting in Kabul, a move 
reflecting Beijing’s strategy to integrate Afghanistan into BRI frameworks and 
promote regional connectivity.61 This offers Afghanistan unprecedented access 
to Pakistan’s ports and regional trade networks, while simultaneously 
providing China with overland alternatives to traditional maritime routes 
vulnerable to strategic competition.62

 Beyond its economic benefits, the construction of road through the 
Wakhan Corridor would significantly strengthen China’s strategic foothold in 
the region.63 For China, the project could serve three key strategic objectives. 
First, it would expand trade networks with Central Asian countries to the north. 
Second, it would improve connectivity with Pakistan’s Gwadar Port to the 
south, a cornerstone of the CPEC. Third, it would provide China with direct 
access to Afghanistan.64

Pakistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor offers the shortest and most efficient trade route 
for Pakistan to enhance economic and commercial relations with Central Asian 
states. It also provides easy access at the lowest cost via Pakistan’s northern 
highland and Chitral region.65 The Corridor could facilitate trade in minerals, 
textiles, agricultural products, manufactured goods, oil, gas and electric 
transmission lines.66 At the same time, the Wakhan Corridor could function as a 
crucial transit route for Central Asian states to have direct access to the 

international markets through Gwadar Port. Gwadar holds strategic 
significance due to its location at the mouth of the Strait of Hormuz, a key 
maritime chokepoint.67 

 Geographically, Wakhan connects Pakistan’s Hunza and Chitral 
regions, with vital crossing points including Broghil, Irshad and Dilisang 
passes. Among these passes, Broghil pass is the most significant doorway 
connecting Pakistan to the Wakhan Corridor.68 Gupsi and Yasin serve as 
important joining points, connecting the Wakhan Corridor with Pakistan’s 
Ghizar and Hunza districts in Gilgit Baltistan.69 Indeed, this Corridor serves as 
a bridge between Pakistan and Central Asia, significantly reducing the distance 
between the two regions to just 13 km.70 The opening of the Wakhan Corridor 
would offer Pakistan another trading route with Afghanistan. Pakistan could 
exploit the Wakhan Corridor as a more efficient and economical route for 
importing oil and gas from Central Asia and Russia.71

 A train link from Tajikistan through the Wakhan Corridor could connect 
to the planned Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan railway line. Pakistan views 
the Wakhan Corridor not only as a strategic access point to Central Asia but 
also as a potential source of significant employment opportunities for Pakistani 
citizens. In addition to facilitating trade expansion through Gwadar port, the 
Corridor would also enhance Pakistan’s economic ties with China and Central 
Asian countries. However, the importance of Wakhan for Pakistan extends 
beyond trade. The Corridor carries political significance, especially in the 
context of Pakistan’s policy focus on enhancing relations with Central Asian 
states.

Pakistan’s National Security Policy 2022-2026 

 Pakistan’s National Security Policy (NSP) 2022-2026 recognizes 
Afghanistan’s potential as a strategic gateway for enhanced economic 
connectivity with the Central Asian Republics (CARs). Central to this is the 
“Vision Central Asia,” emphasizing five core pillars: political relations, trade 

and investment, energy and connectivity, security and defense and 
people-to-people contacts.72 The NSP marks a deliberate strategic pivot to 
geo-economics, prioritizing the expansion of trade and economic linkages with 
CARs through robust connectivity. Afghanistan plays a pivotal role in 
advancing Pakistan’s “Vision Central Asia” initiative. In alignment with 
Islamabad’s geo-economic priorities, the Wakhan Corridor would further 
facilitate trade expansion and energy projects in the region.

Shanghai Cooperation Organization

 The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) is a pivotal multilateral 
organization that plays a significant role in shaping the geopolitical and 
economic landscape of Central and South Asia, directly impacting the 
relevance of the Wakhan Corridor. Since its establishment in 2001, the SCO has 
prioritized regional stability, security cooperation and economic integration 
among its member states, which include China, Russia, Pakistan, Iran, India, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Belarus. The 
organization’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) has notably enhanced 
intelligence sharing and operational coordination, thereby strengthening 
collective efforts against terrorism, extremism and separatism. The SCO’s 
commitment to fostering mutual trust, expanding multilateral dialogue and 
promoting good neighborliness has provided a crucial platform for addressing 
common security concerns, which is essential for the stability required to 
operationalize strategic routes like the Wakhan Corridor.73

 Beyond security, the SCO is increasingly focused on economic 
cooperation and connectivity, which aligns closely with the objectives of major 
initiatives such as the BRI and the CPEC. The Wakhan Corridor holds the 
potential to become a vital trade and transit route connecting Central Asia with 
South Asia.74 The SCO’s agenda to deepen trade ties, expand infrastructure and 

harmonize regulations among its members directly supports the development 
of such Corridors, facilitating access to new markets and resources. By 
synergizing the BRI and CPEC with the SCO’s broader regional vision, the 
organization is positioned to inject new momentum into cross-border economic 
collaboration, permanently transforming the region’s connectivity and 
economic prospects. In this context, the SCO’s role is not only to ensure a 
secure environment for such projects but also to provide the institutional 
framework for sustainable and inclusive regional development.

Economic Cooperation Organization

 The Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), originally established 
as the Regional Cooperation for Development (RCD) in 1964 by Pakistan, Iran 
and Türkiye, was transformed in 1985 into a broader economic bloc. Its 
expansion in 1992 to include Afghanistan, five Central Asian republics and 
Azerbaijan significantly enhanced the organization’s strategic capacity for 
regional integration.75 Today, the ECO spans approximately eight million 
square kilometers, nearly double the size of the European Union and 
encompasses around 500 million people. Its objectives focus on facilitating 
trade, infrastructure development and energy cooperation across Eurasia, 
positioning it as a potential framework for linking landlocked Central Asian 
states with global markets through Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran and Türkiye.76 In 
this context, the Wakhan Corridor can play a significant role in further 
enhancing trade and economic cooperation among ECO members.

Challenges

 Historically, Wakhan’s natural isolation has kept this area away from 
direct conflict. Nevertheless, its position along the Durand Line and its 
geographic proximity with China and Tajikistan renders it a significant area in 
the region. The Corridor offers access to trade routes, energy resources and 
economic cooperation with Central Asia, South Asia and China. As a result, 
Wakhan remains an important component in the geopolitical landscape of the 
region.77 Despite its strategic significance, the opening of the Corridor faces 
several critical challenges.

Geographical Complexity

 Geographically, the region experiences extremely low temperatures, 
remains snow-covered for over six months in a year and is characterized by 
rugged mountainous terrain. Given these geographical conditions, the 
construction of infrastructure such as roads and tunnels presents significant 
technical and financial challenges. Nevertheless, comparable projects have 
been successfully completed in similar or even more geologically complex 
environments. A notable example is the Karakoram Highway, constructed 
through the formidable Karakoram mountains. The Pamir Mountains, where 
the Wakhan Corridor is located, exhibit similarly challenging topography.78 

Given these considerations, the construction of roads and tunnels in the 
Wakhan Corridor is feasible with the technological capabilities of China. From 
this perspective, geography does not constitute the primary obstacle to the 
development and opening of the Corridor. Instead, the principal challenges 
stem from terrorism originating in Afghanistan, political instability in the 
country and the prevalence of drug trafficking across the region.

Threat of Terrorism

 Decades of conflict and instability in Afghanistan, as well as 
destruction caused by foreign forces, have created an environment conducive to 
the presence and operation of various terrorist organizations. The terrorist 
groups often exploit the country’s ungoverned spaces and porous borders, 
particularly around the Wakhan Corridor, to establish bases and stage activities 
targeting neighboring regions, including Pakistan, Central Asia and China.79 
The use of Afghanistan’s territory as a launchpad for cross-border terrorism has 
raised serious security concerns among regional states. China and Central 
Asian countries, in particular, view the security situation as a major obstacle to 
regional connectivity.80 Due to persistent terrorist threats, China has long been 
reluctant to open or develop the Wakhan Corridor, keeping its border with 
Afghanistan effectively sealed for decades.81 In the light of these concerns, 
terrorism in Afghanistan continues to pose a significant threat to the security 
and stability of Pakistan, Central Asia and China. As long as the region remains 
insecure, the operationalization of the Wakhan Corridor will remain uncertain. 
Therefore, security and political stability in Afghanistan are essential 

prerequisites for the Corridor’s development and opening.

Drug Trafficking

 Afghanistan is the world’s leading producer of opium. And one of the 
transit routes for this drug is Wakhan Corridor, which links Afghanistan to 
neighboring countries of China, Tajikistan and Pakistan. This connectivity not 
only contributes to the increase in the regional drug trade but also provides 
considerable funding for terrorist groups in Afghanistan. In 2020 alone, the 
volume of opium sold through this Corridor was 8.3 thousand tons, with an 
estimated value of USD 350 million.82 Due to lack of infrastructure in Wakhan, 
China has remained shielded from drug trafficking originating in Afghanistan. 
The construction of roads and other means in Wakhan could facilitate drug 
trafficking, turning the Corridor into a direct transit route for drug trafficking. 
Drug trafficking remains a key concern for regional countries to develop the 
Corridor. The continued drug trafficking poses a significant threat to the 
stability and security of Wakhan and its neighboring countries. Therefore, it is 
necessary to take serious steps to prevent drug trafficking in this region.83 
However, this problem is not insurmountable and can be tackled by close 
cooperation among the anti-narcotics forces of Pakistan, China, Tajikistan and 
Afghanistan through concerted efforts.

Conclusion 

 The Wakhan Corridor holds significant geo-economic and geostrategic 
importance for China, Afghanistan and Pakistan. However, its development has 
consistently faced challenges due to geopolitical issues, including the 
19th-century “Great Game” between Russia and the British, the Soviet 
Invasion of Afghanistan (1979-1989), the Afghanistan Civil War (1992-2001), 
NATO intervention (2001-2021) and the current instability in Afghanistan.  

 Building roads and tunnels across Wakhan will enhance trade activities 
in the region. This Corridor will provide a shorter route to access Central Asia 
and, vice versa, will enable Central Asian countries to more easily reach 
Pakistan’s Gwadar and Karachi ports. It will also ease China’s access to 
Afghanistan and strengthen the link between CPEC and the broader region, 
which is a key component of BRI. In a recent development, Afghanistan has 
been included in the CPEC. Its inclusion is expected to accelerate investment 

and construction activities along the Corridor. The operationalization of this 
Corridor will not only enhance regional connectivity but also open new paths 
for economic cooperation and infrastructure development. In this context, it 
will provide researchers with a valuable opportunity to study the broader 
potential geopolitical impact of the Corridor at both regional and global levels.

 The connectivity is expected to foster peace, security, political stability 
and shared prosperity for all the countries in the region. In particular, it holds 
the potential to lift the people of Afghanistan out of poverty and diminish the 
impact of current humanitarian crisis.
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Introduction

 A particular geographic place or space does not choose to become a 
strategic location. Instead, its position in a “hostile geopolitical environment” 
or its location between various ambitious and aggressive geopolitical entities 
increases its geopolitical and geostrategic importance.2 Considering this, 
Wakhan enjoys a significant strategic location in the region. Historically, this 
narrow strip of land has served as an important transit route between China, 
Tibet, Persia, Central Asia and South Asia. The ancient Silk Route passed 
through this narrow strip and remained the primary passage for travelers and 
merchandise for a long time. This famous route was not only crucial for trade 
and commerce but also played a great role in the exchange of ideas and cultures 
between the eastern and western regions of the world.3 

 Furthermore, in ancient times, this route was used by Chinese pilgrims 
to visit Buddhist centers in Gandhara and Taxila. It was a popular pilgrimage 
route during the 5th and 6th centuries. In the seventh century, the Chinese monk 
Huan Tsang traveled through this route in search of Buddhist teaching. Marco 
Polo and Portuguese travelers used this route to reach China.4 Therefore, this 
Corridor remained an essential trade path to connect China, India, Balkh and 
Bukhara until the decline of the Mughal Empire in India. However, with the 
development of new sea routes to China and India in the late 15th century, the 
ancient Silk Route lost its significance as a major trade route from Rome to 
China.5

 The modern geopolitical importance of Wakhan emerged in the 19th 
century during the “Great Game” era.6 During this time, Wakhan emerged as a 
“buffer zone” between the Tsarist Russia and the British Empire to prevent 
Russian advance toward British India and to avoid direct conflict between the 

two powers.7 Hence, the Corridor was formed in 1895 after negotiations 
between British military explorer Francis Younghusband and his Russian 
counterpart, Colonel Yanov.8 Both officers delineated the southern and northern 
borders of the Corridor and announced that neither China nor Afghanistan 
would interfere in the area. However, later Russia conceded this area as part of 
Afghanistan under a pre-established agreement.9

 During the Cold War, this area remained strategically significant due to 
its geographical proximity to the Soviet Union and Pakistan, especially after 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.10 Following the Soviet withdrawal 
from Afghanistan, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) recognized 
its significance as an alternative supply route. In 2009, the United States 
approached Chinese authorities with a proposal to open Wakhjir Pass as an 
alternative supply route for NATO forces operating in Afghanistan. However, 
China declined the proposal due to its strategic interests and security 
concerns.11

 Today, Wakhan’s proximity to China, Pakistan and Central Asia makes 
it a crucial focal point for regional powers, particularly in the context of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).12 The BRI project aims to connect the Wakhan 
Corridor to the USD 62 billion mega-infrastructure project, the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor (CPEC), due to its proximity to the Karakoram Highway. 
The Karakoram Highway was developed by the Chinese government to 
facilitate regional connectivity through pipelines, power transmission lines, 

and railway networks.13 The objective of this paper is to highlight the strategic 
importance of the Wakhan Corridor and the interest of Afghanistan, Pakistan 
and China in the development of this Corridor, particularly in terms of its 
geopolitical and geo-economic importance. This research paper is based on a 
qualitative method. The data has been collected from secondary sources, 
including articles, newspapers and credible internet sources.

Geographical Position 

 The Wakhan Corridor is typically characterized by high altitudes, 
rugged terrain, towering mountain ranges, expansive glaciers and harsh 
climatic environment. The Corridor is a long narrow strip of land in 
Badakhshan province, northeast of Afghanistan that has served as an important 
connecting point between South Asia, Central Asia and China. For centuries, it 
has been a vital passage for traders and pilgrimers. The Corridor extends from 
the Ishkashim district in the north to the south by creating boundaries between 
several geopolitical entities. The Wakhan Corridor extends approximately 350 
km in length, with its width ranging from 16 to 64 km.14 It covers an area of 
10,300 km2. On the southern side, it shares a 300 km border with Pakistan, 
while in the north and northeast, 260 km with Tajikistan and in the west, 74 km 
with China.15 Additionally, the Corridor encompasses several major mountain 
ranges, including the Pamir, Hindu Kush and Karakoram. These three ranges 
converge at what is commonly known as the Pamir Knot, while the open valley 
between these three ranges is called “Roof of the World” or (Bam-e-Dunya). 
The mountain passes in this region range from 5,000m to 6,500m above sea 
level.16 These rugged mountain ranges not only define the area’s topography 
but also reinforce the Corridor’s strategic importance. It serves as a key 
connecting point between Afghanistan and China’s Xinjiang province, while 

separating Tajikistan’s Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region from northern 
Pakistan.17 

 The Corridor is divided into two regions: The Upper Wakhan and the 
Lower Wakhan. The upper Wakhan lies to the eastern side of the Pamir River, 
while the lower Wakhan is situated on the western side, covering the Panj River 
valley and Wakhan Valley.18 Geographically, this region is divided into three 
sections: the main Wakhan strip between Pamir Knot, Qala Panj and 
Ishkesham; the great Pamir, also known as Pamir-e-Kalan, consists of the 
highest mountains in the knot. This mountain divides the Tajik Pamir across the 
deep valley of the Pamir River. The last section is little Pamir, known as “Pamir 
Khord”, located in the southern and eastern block of mountains, determined by 
the upper valley and upper ridge of the Wakhan Valley.19 To be precise, the 
Wakhan Corridor is spread between 71°50’ to 74°50’ degrees east longitude, 
36°35’ to 37°30’ degrees north latitude. Access to this region is restricted by 
terrain.20

 Geomorphologically, the Corridor is divided into two distinct parts: The 
Wakhan Corridor and the Afghan Pamir. The Wakhan Corridor lies at an 
elevation higher than 2000m and the Afghan Pamir lies above 3500m. This 
challenging topography contributes to the region’s remoteness, making it one 
of the most isolated areas within the Hindu Kush-Karakoram region. Access to 
this region is possible through Dawan, Jaman Shur on the north, Wakhjir on the 
east and Broghil, Darwazo, Kankhen, Ochili and Shahgologh on the south.21 
Additionally, this narrow strip of land has numerous routes to connect with 
neighboring countries. The Northern route connects it with Tajikistan, passing 
along the Panj Rivers. The Southern route reaches China through Wakhjir Pass, 
but this route is closed for more than half of the year due to snowfall. The third 
is the Central route, connecting both the Northern and Southern routes in 
Wakhan and leading to China through Tegermansu mountain pass at an altitude 
of 4,827m.22 The fourth route links the Afghan Tongue with the Karakoram 
Highway, located in the southeast from Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Hunza and Gilgit 

regions of Pakistan. The fifth route is located in the south, connecting 
Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Gilgit and Chitral regions. Other roads also link Wakhan 
to Chitral.23 Furthermore, the main passes of the Wakhan Corridor are Broghli 
(3882m), Darwazaa to Chitral (4288m), Irshad Uween (4979m) and Dilisan 
(5290m) to Gojal and Khodarg Werth to Ishkuman.24 The region is known for 
its snowy peaks, deep valleys, glaciers, lakes, rugged and rocky terrains and hot 
springs.

 The Oxus River (Amu Darya), one of Central Asia’s major rivers that 
ultimately flows into the Aral Sea, originates in the highlands of this region.25 
The two main tributaries of this river are the Panj and Pamir Rivers, which 
originate from the heights of Pamir and Hindukush. The joining of these two 
rivers forms the Amu River.26

Socio-Cultural Diversity of the Wakhan Corridor

 The Wakhan Corridor is a unique region with diverse customs, rituals 
and various ethnic groups living in this area.27 Wakhan has a population of 
17000 people, consisting of Wakhis and Kyrgyz,28 who have been living in this 
region for centuries. The Kyrgyz and Wakhis are followers of the Ismaili sect 
of Islam and their language is Wakhi. The Wakhis live in the border areas of 
Tajikistan, China and Pakistan at altitudes of 2000m to 3000m. The Kyrgyz live 
in the eastern part of the Wakhan Corridor, which includes mountains and 
snow-covered lakes.29

 The common religion, language, climate and environment have 
fostered similar cultures among the Wakhis and Kyrgyz.30 Despite these 

commonalities, sometimes territorial disputes, historical grievances and 
competing interests among these groups lead to tension and conflict.31 Owing 
to the extremely rugged terrain, harsh climatic conditions and geographic 
isolation, the people of Wakhan face significant challenges, including limited 
access to education, food insecurity, widespread poverty, inadequate healthcare 
and a high prevalence of opium addiction.32 The absence of education and 
development standards has kept them behind the world.33

 Currently, the livelihood of the Wakhan people primarily depends on 
livestock husbandry and, to some extent, agriculture.34 The people of Wakhan 
live in tents and follow a nomadic lifestyle. In the summer season, they move 
to higher elevations, while in winter, they go downhill to their pastures to avoid 
the extreme cold and facilitate grazing for their animals.35 Festivities in Wakhan 
include the celebration of Nowruz (Persian New Year), Eid ul-Fitr and Eid 
ul-Adha, along with the observance of local traditions and cultural practices.

Afghanistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor is often described as the “head” of Afghanistan 
due to its distinctive shape and location. In ancient times, this region held a 
significant position as a trade route between the East and West. However, in the 
modern era, it has lost its importance due to modern developments, rugged 
terrain and lack of infrastructure.36 But in recent years, the discovery of 
hydrocarbons in Central Asia and the emergence of new economic projects like 
CPEC, BRI and other ventures, including gas and oil pipelines and electric 
transmission lines like CASA-1000, have highlighted the geopolitical and 

geo-economic importance of this Corridor.37 With the rise of these projects, the 
Wakhan Corridor has once again attracted the attention of neighboring 
countries. It appears that the Corridor is regaining its historical significance 
after centuries of neglect. The revival of Wakhan is expected to increase 
Afghanistan’s political and economic significance as a transit hub.

 Afghanistan has served as a link between East and West due to its 
strategic location as a transit point for commercial exchanges in ancient times. 
Its geographical position offers a unique opportunity to transform the country 
into a commercial and economic Corridor. The Wakhan Corridor, in particular, 
holds significant potential to connect regional countries including Afghanistan, 
China, Pakistan and the Central Asian states.38 This Corridor holds strategic 
significance for Afghanistan, as it could facilitate strong relations with 
neighboring countries and enhance its global trade through the Indian Ocean. 
Moreover, its proximity with the “resource-abundant” Central Asian states and 
Pakistan, offers opportunities for trade partnership, resource exchange and 
cross-border commerce.39

 Establishing communication and commercial infrastructure in Wakhan 
will contribute to the economic development of Afghanistan, particularly 
benefiting the Northern provinces.40 By developing this Corridor, Afghanistan 
can transport its products to China easily and affordably, while simultaneously 
reaping economic and commercial benefits in return.41 It would enhance 
Afghanistan’s political leverage and help the country to balance its relations 
with regional powers. In addition, the development of infrastructure in Wakhan 
would improve the government’s access to the region, promote economic 
growth and uplift the living standard of local people.42

 China’s BRI project further underscores the significance of this 
Corridor.43 By joining BRI, Afghanistan can serve as a regional hub and enter 
into a new era of economic and political cooperation at the regional level. The 
development of the Wakhan Corridor represents a crucial step toward 
Afghanistan’s economic and political growth.44 Afghanistan stands to benefit 
significantly from becoming part of BRI, as this project would connect to both 
North-East Asian and South-West Asian nations. By integrating into this 
project, Afghanistan could achieve political and economic relevance and 
establish itself as a key global transit hub. Opening the Wakhan Corridor would 
increase Afghanistan’s strategic importance by offering an alternative route to 
the Indian Ocean through Pakistan,45 a development that holds particular 
significance for China. Therefore, China is investing in infrastructure projects 
in Wakhan region. The three key ranges, Tegermansu, the Big Pamir or Pamir 
Kalan and Wakhjir valley, have been identified as potential sites for 
development. The development of these ranges would provide Afghanistan 
with new economic prospects.46

 The opening of this Corridor would significantly enhance Afghanistan’s 
geopolitical importance, positioning it as a supplementary route for regional 
connectivity. By integrating with the Karakoram Highway, it would provide 
direct and shortest access to the Arabian Sea.47 Afghanistan could benefit 
substantially from this Corridor by generating revenue through taxation and 
creating thousands of direct and indirect job opportunities. Trade cannot 
flourish without security, therefore, realizing the full benefits of this Corridor is 
contingent upon stability in Afghanistan.

China’s Interest

 China has started efforts to revitalize the ancient Silk Road as part of the 
BRI project. The initiative includes two major components: (i) Silk Road 
Economic Belt and (ii) Maritime Silk Road. This plan aims to connect the 
continents of Asia, Europe and Africa and integrate China with the rest of the 
world through land, sea and air. This project contains an estimated USD 5 
trillion investment in infrastructure building across 65 countries.48

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor

 A major BRI project in South Asia is CPEC, with an investment of USD 
62 billion.49 This project connects the city of Kashgar in China’s Xinjiang 
province to Pakistan’s Gwadar port. An important part of CPEC is the 
reconstruction and upgrading of the Karakoram Highway, which links Kashgar 
to Abbottabad. This highway was opened in 1986 as a trade and transit route 
between China and Pakistan. The construction of this highway significantly 
reduced the travel distance. Notably, it has shortened the distance between 
China and the Middle-East from 15,900 km via the Malacca Strait to 3,700 km 
through the Khunjerab pass.50 

 Importantly, the Karakoram Highway runs close to the Wakhan 
Corridor, a crucial component of BRI. Strategically positioned at the crossroads 
of Central Asia and South Asia, this Corridor provides China access to new 
economic markets, natural resources and energy reserves in Central Asia.51 The 
construction of roads in this Corridor would integrate Afghanistan’s road 
network with the Karakoram Highway.52 Additionally, the Corridor could 
provide a direct link between China’s Xinjiang province and Central Asian 
countries. Moreover, the Corridor may facilitate easier trade and energy supply 
networks between China and its partners. It can potentially deepen China’s 

economic and strategic position in the region. This underscores the Wakhan’s 
role as a vital link in the broader regional geopolitical and economic 
landscape.53

 The Karakoram Highway has the potential to connect CPEC with the 
Wakhan Corridor to expand the infrastructure projects between South Asia and 
Central Asia. Investing in this project would provide China with a shorter trade 
route to Central Asia and beyond.54 The Wakhan Corridor is particularly 
significant as it is the only transit passage in the region that is close to China, 
West-Asia, the Persian Gulf, Caspian Sea and Europe.55 More importantly, 60% 
of China’s trade  with the Western and Middle Eastern countries passes through 
the Strait of Malacca, a vital maritime checkpoint under the strategic influence 
of United States of America, China’s main global competitor.56 Considering 
this geopolitical challenge, the opening of the Wakhan Corridor and its 
connection with Central Asia could provide an alternative route for oil and gas 
pipelines, ensuring a more secure energy supply for China.57

 The construction of alternative land-based trade routes in western 
regions of China is a strategic requirement for its commercial and economic 
security.58 Investment in Wakhan not only offers China an alternate transit route 
but also facilitates its access to Afghanistan’s natural resources, like lithium, 
copper and rare earth minerals, which are important for China’s industrial and 
technological development.59 Geological surveys estimate that Afghanistan 
holds mineral resources worth USD 1 trillion. Therefore, China has already 
invested in the Mes Aynak copper mine, the world’s second-largest copper 
deposit and in the hydrocarbon reserves of the Amu Darya Basin in Sar-e-Pol 
and Faryab provinces.60

 Afghanistan’s recent inclusion in CPEC highlights the growing 
geopolitical importance of the Wakhan Corridor. In May 2025, China, Pakistan 
and Afghanistan agreed in Beijing to formally extend the CPEC into 
Afghanistan’s territory and to hold the next trilateral meeting in Kabul, a move 
reflecting Beijing’s strategy to integrate Afghanistan into BRI frameworks and 
promote regional connectivity.61 This offers Afghanistan unprecedented access 
to Pakistan’s ports and regional trade networks, while simultaneously 
providing China with overland alternatives to traditional maritime routes 
vulnerable to strategic competition.62

 Beyond its economic benefits, the construction of road through the 
Wakhan Corridor would significantly strengthen China’s strategic foothold in 
the region.63 For China, the project could serve three key strategic objectives. 
First, it would expand trade networks with Central Asian countries to the north. 
Second, it would improve connectivity with Pakistan’s Gwadar Port to the 
south, a cornerstone of the CPEC. Third, it would provide China with direct 
access to Afghanistan.64

Pakistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor offers the shortest and most efficient trade route 
for Pakistan to enhance economic and commercial relations with Central Asian 
states. It also provides easy access at the lowest cost via Pakistan’s northern 
highland and Chitral region.65 The Corridor could facilitate trade in minerals, 
textiles, agricultural products, manufactured goods, oil, gas and electric 
transmission lines.66 At the same time, the Wakhan Corridor could function as a 
crucial transit route for Central Asian states to have direct access to the 

international markets through Gwadar Port. Gwadar holds strategic 
significance due to its location at the mouth of the Strait of Hormuz, a key 
maritime chokepoint.67 

 Geographically, Wakhan connects Pakistan’s Hunza and Chitral 
regions, with vital crossing points including Broghil, Irshad and Dilisang 
passes. Among these passes, Broghil pass is the most significant doorway 
connecting Pakistan to the Wakhan Corridor.68 Gupsi and Yasin serve as 
important joining points, connecting the Wakhan Corridor with Pakistan’s 
Ghizar and Hunza districts in Gilgit Baltistan.69 Indeed, this Corridor serves as 
a bridge between Pakistan and Central Asia, significantly reducing the distance 
between the two regions to just 13 km.70 The opening of the Wakhan Corridor 
would offer Pakistan another trading route with Afghanistan. Pakistan could 
exploit the Wakhan Corridor as a more efficient and economical route for 
importing oil and gas from Central Asia and Russia.71

 A train link from Tajikistan through the Wakhan Corridor could connect 
to the planned Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan railway line. Pakistan views 
the Wakhan Corridor not only as a strategic access point to Central Asia but 
also as a potential source of significant employment opportunities for Pakistani 
citizens. In addition to facilitating trade expansion through Gwadar port, the 
Corridor would also enhance Pakistan’s economic ties with China and Central 
Asian countries. However, the importance of Wakhan for Pakistan extends 
beyond trade. The Corridor carries political significance, especially in the 
context of Pakistan’s policy focus on enhancing relations with Central Asian 
states.

Pakistan’s National Security Policy 2022-2026 

 Pakistan’s National Security Policy (NSP) 2022-2026 recognizes 
Afghanistan’s potential as a strategic gateway for enhanced economic 
connectivity with the Central Asian Republics (CARs). Central to this is the 
“Vision Central Asia,” emphasizing five core pillars: political relations, trade 

and investment, energy and connectivity, security and defense and 
people-to-people contacts.72 The NSP marks a deliberate strategic pivot to 
geo-economics, prioritizing the expansion of trade and economic linkages with 
CARs through robust connectivity. Afghanistan plays a pivotal role in 
advancing Pakistan’s “Vision Central Asia” initiative. In alignment with 
Islamabad’s geo-economic priorities, the Wakhan Corridor would further 
facilitate trade expansion and energy projects in the region.

Shanghai Cooperation Organization

 The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) is a pivotal multilateral 
organization that plays a significant role in shaping the geopolitical and 
economic landscape of Central and South Asia, directly impacting the 
relevance of the Wakhan Corridor. Since its establishment in 2001, the SCO has 
prioritized regional stability, security cooperation and economic integration 
among its member states, which include China, Russia, Pakistan, Iran, India, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Belarus. The 
organization’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) has notably enhanced 
intelligence sharing and operational coordination, thereby strengthening 
collective efforts against terrorism, extremism and separatism. The SCO’s 
commitment to fostering mutual trust, expanding multilateral dialogue and 
promoting good neighborliness has provided a crucial platform for addressing 
common security concerns, which is essential for the stability required to 
operationalize strategic routes like the Wakhan Corridor.73

 Beyond security, the SCO is increasingly focused on economic 
cooperation and connectivity, which aligns closely with the objectives of major 
initiatives such as the BRI and the CPEC. The Wakhan Corridor holds the 
potential to become a vital trade and transit route connecting Central Asia with 
South Asia.74 The SCO’s agenda to deepen trade ties, expand infrastructure and 

harmonize regulations among its members directly supports the development 
of such Corridors, facilitating access to new markets and resources. By 
synergizing the BRI and CPEC with the SCO’s broader regional vision, the 
organization is positioned to inject new momentum into cross-border economic 
collaboration, permanently transforming the region’s connectivity and 
economic prospects. In this context, the SCO’s role is not only to ensure a 
secure environment for such projects but also to provide the institutional 
framework for sustainable and inclusive regional development.

Economic Cooperation Organization

 The Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), originally established 
as the Regional Cooperation for Development (RCD) in 1964 by Pakistan, Iran 
and Türkiye, was transformed in 1985 into a broader economic bloc. Its 
expansion in 1992 to include Afghanistan, five Central Asian republics and 
Azerbaijan significantly enhanced the organization’s strategic capacity for 
regional integration.75 Today, the ECO spans approximately eight million 
square kilometers, nearly double the size of the European Union and 
encompasses around 500 million people. Its objectives focus on facilitating 
trade, infrastructure development and energy cooperation across Eurasia, 
positioning it as a potential framework for linking landlocked Central Asian 
states with global markets through Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran and Türkiye.76 In 
this context, the Wakhan Corridor can play a significant role in further 
enhancing trade and economic cooperation among ECO members.

Challenges

 Historically, Wakhan’s natural isolation has kept this area away from 
direct conflict. Nevertheless, its position along the Durand Line and its 
geographic proximity with China and Tajikistan renders it a significant area in 
the region. The Corridor offers access to trade routes, energy resources and 
economic cooperation with Central Asia, South Asia and China. As a result, 
Wakhan remains an important component in the geopolitical landscape of the 
region.77 Despite its strategic significance, the opening of the Corridor faces 
several critical challenges.

Geographical Complexity

 Geographically, the region experiences extremely low temperatures, 
remains snow-covered for over six months in a year and is characterized by 
rugged mountainous terrain. Given these geographical conditions, the 
construction of infrastructure such as roads and tunnels presents significant 
technical and financial challenges. Nevertheless, comparable projects have 
been successfully completed in similar or even more geologically complex 
environments. A notable example is the Karakoram Highway, constructed 
through the formidable Karakoram mountains. The Pamir Mountains, where 
the Wakhan Corridor is located, exhibit similarly challenging topography.78 

Given these considerations, the construction of roads and tunnels in the 
Wakhan Corridor is feasible with the technological capabilities of China. From 
this perspective, geography does not constitute the primary obstacle to the 
development and opening of the Corridor. Instead, the principal challenges 
stem from terrorism originating in Afghanistan, political instability in the 
country and the prevalence of drug trafficking across the region.

Threat of Terrorism

 Decades of conflict and instability in Afghanistan, as well as 
destruction caused by foreign forces, have created an environment conducive to 
the presence and operation of various terrorist organizations. The terrorist 
groups often exploit the country’s ungoverned spaces and porous borders, 
particularly around the Wakhan Corridor, to establish bases and stage activities 
targeting neighboring regions, including Pakistan, Central Asia and China.79 
The use of Afghanistan’s territory as a launchpad for cross-border terrorism has 
raised serious security concerns among regional states. China and Central 
Asian countries, in particular, view the security situation as a major obstacle to 
regional connectivity.80 Due to persistent terrorist threats, China has long been 
reluctant to open or develop the Wakhan Corridor, keeping its border with 
Afghanistan effectively sealed for decades.81 In the light of these concerns, 
terrorism in Afghanistan continues to pose a significant threat to the security 
and stability of Pakistan, Central Asia and China. As long as the region remains 
insecure, the operationalization of the Wakhan Corridor will remain uncertain. 
Therefore, security and political stability in Afghanistan are essential 

prerequisites for the Corridor’s development and opening.

Drug Trafficking

 Afghanistan is the world’s leading producer of opium. And one of the 
transit routes for this drug is Wakhan Corridor, which links Afghanistan to 
neighboring countries of China, Tajikistan and Pakistan. This connectivity not 
only contributes to the increase in the regional drug trade but also provides 
considerable funding for terrorist groups in Afghanistan. In 2020 alone, the 
volume of opium sold through this Corridor was 8.3 thousand tons, with an 
estimated value of USD 350 million.82 Due to lack of infrastructure in Wakhan, 
China has remained shielded from drug trafficking originating in Afghanistan. 
The construction of roads and other means in Wakhan could facilitate drug 
trafficking, turning the Corridor into a direct transit route for drug trafficking. 
Drug trafficking remains a key concern for regional countries to develop the 
Corridor. The continued drug trafficking poses a significant threat to the 
stability and security of Wakhan and its neighboring countries. Therefore, it is 
necessary to take serious steps to prevent drug trafficking in this region.83 
However, this problem is not insurmountable and can be tackled by close 
cooperation among the anti-narcotics forces of Pakistan, China, Tajikistan and 
Afghanistan through concerted efforts.

Conclusion 

 The Wakhan Corridor holds significant geo-economic and geostrategic 
importance for China, Afghanistan and Pakistan. However, its development has 
consistently faced challenges due to geopolitical issues, including the 
19th-century “Great Game” between Russia and the British, the Soviet 
Invasion of Afghanistan (1979-1989), the Afghanistan Civil War (1992-2001), 
NATO intervention (2001-2021) and the current instability in Afghanistan.  

 Building roads and tunnels across Wakhan will enhance trade activities 
in the region. This Corridor will provide a shorter route to access Central Asia 
and, vice versa, will enable Central Asian countries to more easily reach 
Pakistan’s Gwadar and Karachi ports. It will also ease China’s access to 
Afghanistan and strengthen the link between CPEC and the broader region, 
which is a key component of BRI. In a recent development, Afghanistan has 
been included in the CPEC. Its inclusion is expected to accelerate investment 

and construction activities along the Corridor. The operationalization of this 
Corridor will not only enhance regional connectivity but also open new paths 
for economic cooperation and infrastructure development. In this context, it 
will provide researchers with a valuable opportunity to study the broader 
potential geopolitical impact of the Corridor at both regional and global levels.

 The connectivity is expected to foster peace, security, political stability 
and shared prosperity for all the countries in the region. In particular, it holds 
the potential to lift the people of Afghanistan out of poverty and diminish the 
impact of current humanitarian crisis.
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Introduction

 A particular geographic place or space does not choose to become a 
strategic location. Instead, its position in a “hostile geopolitical environment” 
or its location between various ambitious and aggressive geopolitical entities 
increases its geopolitical and geostrategic importance.2 Considering this, 
Wakhan enjoys a significant strategic location in the region. Historically, this 
narrow strip of land has served as an important transit route between China, 
Tibet, Persia, Central Asia and South Asia. The ancient Silk Route passed 
through this narrow strip and remained the primary passage for travelers and 
merchandise for a long time. This famous route was not only crucial for trade 
and commerce but also played a great role in the exchange of ideas and cultures 
between the eastern and western regions of the world.3 

 Furthermore, in ancient times, this route was used by Chinese pilgrims 
to visit Buddhist centers in Gandhara and Taxila. It was a popular pilgrimage 
route during the 5th and 6th centuries. In the seventh century, the Chinese monk 
Huan Tsang traveled through this route in search of Buddhist teaching. Marco 
Polo and Portuguese travelers used this route to reach China.4 Therefore, this 
Corridor remained an essential trade path to connect China, India, Balkh and 
Bukhara until the decline of the Mughal Empire in India. However, with the 
development of new sea routes to China and India in the late 15th century, the 
ancient Silk Route lost its significance as a major trade route from Rome to 
China.5

 The modern geopolitical importance of Wakhan emerged in the 19th 
century during the “Great Game” era.6 During this time, Wakhan emerged as a 
“buffer zone” between the Tsarist Russia and the British Empire to prevent 
Russian advance toward British India and to avoid direct conflict between the 

two powers.7 Hence, the Corridor was formed in 1895 after negotiations 
between British military explorer Francis Younghusband and his Russian 
counterpart, Colonel Yanov.8 Both officers delineated the southern and northern 
borders of the Corridor and announced that neither China nor Afghanistan 
would interfere in the area. However, later Russia conceded this area as part of 
Afghanistan under a pre-established agreement.9

 During the Cold War, this area remained strategically significant due to 
its geographical proximity to the Soviet Union and Pakistan, especially after 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.10 Following the Soviet withdrawal 
from Afghanistan, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) recognized 
its significance as an alternative supply route. In 2009, the United States 
approached Chinese authorities with a proposal to open Wakhjir Pass as an 
alternative supply route for NATO forces operating in Afghanistan. However, 
China declined the proposal due to its strategic interests and security 
concerns.11

 Today, Wakhan’s proximity to China, Pakistan and Central Asia makes 
it a crucial focal point for regional powers, particularly in the context of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).12 The BRI project aims to connect the Wakhan 
Corridor to the USD 62 billion mega-infrastructure project, the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor (CPEC), due to its proximity to the Karakoram Highway. 
The Karakoram Highway was developed by the Chinese government to 
facilitate regional connectivity through pipelines, power transmission lines, 

and railway networks.13 The objective of this paper is to highlight the strategic 
importance of the Wakhan Corridor and the interest of Afghanistan, Pakistan 
and China in the development of this Corridor, particularly in terms of its 
geopolitical and geo-economic importance. This research paper is based on a 
qualitative method. The data has been collected from secondary sources, 
including articles, newspapers and credible internet sources.

Geographical Position 

 The Wakhan Corridor is typically characterized by high altitudes, 
rugged terrain, towering mountain ranges, expansive glaciers and harsh 
climatic environment. The Corridor is a long narrow strip of land in 
Badakhshan province, northeast of Afghanistan that has served as an important 
connecting point between South Asia, Central Asia and China. For centuries, it 
has been a vital passage for traders and pilgrimers. The Corridor extends from 
the Ishkashim district in the north to the south by creating boundaries between 
several geopolitical entities. The Wakhan Corridor extends approximately 350 
km in length, with its width ranging from 16 to 64 km.14 It covers an area of 
10,300 km2. On the southern side, it shares a 300 km border with Pakistan, 
while in the north and northeast, 260 km with Tajikistan and in the west, 74 km 
with China.15 Additionally, the Corridor encompasses several major mountain 
ranges, including the Pamir, Hindu Kush and Karakoram. These three ranges 
converge at what is commonly known as the Pamir Knot, while the open valley 
between these three ranges is called “Roof of the World” or (Bam-e-Dunya). 
The mountain passes in this region range from 5,000m to 6,500m above sea 
level.16 These rugged mountain ranges not only define the area’s topography 
but also reinforce the Corridor’s strategic importance. It serves as a key 
connecting point between Afghanistan and China’s Xinjiang province, while 

separating Tajikistan’s Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region from northern 
Pakistan.17 

 The Corridor is divided into two regions: The Upper Wakhan and the 
Lower Wakhan. The upper Wakhan lies to the eastern side of the Pamir River, 
while the lower Wakhan is situated on the western side, covering the Panj River 
valley and Wakhan Valley.18 Geographically, this region is divided into three 
sections: the main Wakhan strip between Pamir Knot, Qala Panj and 
Ishkesham; the great Pamir, also known as Pamir-e-Kalan, consists of the 
highest mountains in the knot. This mountain divides the Tajik Pamir across the 
deep valley of the Pamir River. The last section is little Pamir, known as “Pamir 
Khord”, located in the southern and eastern block of mountains, determined by 
the upper valley and upper ridge of the Wakhan Valley.19 To be precise, the 
Wakhan Corridor is spread between 71°50’ to 74°50’ degrees east longitude, 
36°35’ to 37°30’ degrees north latitude. Access to this region is restricted by 
terrain.20

 Geomorphologically, the Corridor is divided into two distinct parts: The 
Wakhan Corridor and the Afghan Pamir. The Wakhan Corridor lies at an 
elevation higher than 2000m and the Afghan Pamir lies above 3500m. This 
challenging topography contributes to the region’s remoteness, making it one 
of the most isolated areas within the Hindu Kush-Karakoram region. Access to 
this region is possible through Dawan, Jaman Shur on the north, Wakhjir on the 
east and Broghil, Darwazo, Kankhen, Ochili and Shahgologh on the south.21 
Additionally, this narrow strip of land has numerous routes to connect with 
neighboring countries. The Northern route connects it with Tajikistan, passing 
along the Panj Rivers. The Southern route reaches China through Wakhjir Pass, 
but this route is closed for more than half of the year due to snowfall. The third 
is the Central route, connecting both the Northern and Southern routes in 
Wakhan and leading to China through Tegermansu mountain pass at an altitude 
of 4,827m.22 The fourth route links the Afghan Tongue with the Karakoram 
Highway, located in the southeast from Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Hunza and Gilgit 

regions of Pakistan. The fifth route is located in the south, connecting 
Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Gilgit and Chitral regions. Other roads also link Wakhan 
to Chitral.23 Furthermore, the main passes of the Wakhan Corridor are Broghli 
(3882m), Darwazaa to Chitral (4288m), Irshad Uween (4979m) and Dilisan 
(5290m) to Gojal and Khodarg Werth to Ishkuman.24 The region is known for 
its snowy peaks, deep valleys, glaciers, lakes, rugged and rocky terrains and hot 
springs.

 The Oxus River (Amu Darya), one of Central Asia’s major rivers that 
ultimately flows into the Aral Sea, originates in the highlands of this region.25 
The two main tributaries of this river are the Panj and Pamir Rivers, which 
originate from the heights of Pamir and Hindukush. The joining of these two 
rivers forms the Amu River.26

Socio-Cultural Diversity of the Wakhan Corridor

 The Wakhan Corridor is a unique region with diverse customs, rituals 
and various ethnic groups living in this area.27 Wakhan has a population of 
17000 people, consisting of Wakhis and Kyrgyz,28 who have been living in this 
region for centuries. The Kyrgyz and Wakhis are followers of the Ismaili sect 
of Islam and their language is Wakhi. The Wakhis live in the border areas of 
Tajikistan, China and Pakistan at altitudes of 2000m to 3000m. The Kyrgyz live 
in the eastern part of the Wakhan Corridor, which includes mountains and 
snow-covered lakes.29

 The common religion, language, climate and environment have 
fostered similar cultures among the Wakhis and Kyrgyz.30 Despite these 

commonalities, sometimes territorial disputes, historical grievances and 
competing interests among these groups lead to tension and conflict.31 Owing 
to the extremely rugged terrain, harsh climatic conditions and geographic 
isolation, the people of Wakhan face significant challenges, including limited 
access to education, food insecurity, widespread poverty, inadequate healthcare 
and a high prevalence of opium addiction.32 The absence of education and 
development standards has kept them behind the world.33

 Currently, the livelihood of the Wakhan people primarily depends on 
livestock husbandry and, to some extent, agriculture.34 The people of Wakhan 
live in tents and follow a nomadic lifestyle. In the summer season, they move 
to higher elevations, while in winter, they go downhill to their pastures to avoid 
the extreme cold and facilitate grazing for their animals.35 Festivities in Wakhan 
include the celebration of Nowruz (Persian New Year), Eid ul-Fitr and Eid 
ul-Adha, along with the observance of local traditions and cultural practices.

Afghanistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor is often described as the “head” of Afghanistan 
due to its distinctive shape and location. In ancient times, this region held a 
significant position as a trade route between the East and West. However, in the 
modern era, it has lost its importance due to modern developments, rugged 
terrain and lack of infrastructure.36 But in recent years, the discovery of 
hydrocarbons in Central Asia and the emergence of new economic projects like 
CPEC, BRI and other ventures, including gas and oil pipelines and electric 
transmission lines like CASA-1000, have highlighted the geopolitical and 

geo-economic importance of this Corridor.37 With the rise of these projects, the 
Wakhan Corridor has once again attracted the attention of neighboring 
countries. It appears that the Corridor is regaining its historical significance 
after centuries of neglect. The revival of Wakhan is expected to increase 
Afghanistan’s political and economic significance as a transit hub.

 Afghanistan has served as a link between East and West due to its 
strategic location as a transit point for commercial exchanges in ancient times. 
Its geographical position offers a unique opportunity to transform the country 
into a commercial and economic Corridor. The Wakhan Corridor, in particular, 
holds significant potential to connect regional countries including Afghanistan, 
China, Pakistan and the Central Asian states.38 This Corridor holds strategic 
significance for Afghanistan, as it could facilitate strong relations with 
neighboring countries and enhance its global trade through the Indian Ocean. 
Moreover, its proximity with the “resource-abundant” Central Asian states and 
Pakistan, offers opportunities for trade partnership, resource exchange and 
cross-border commerce.39

 Establishing communication and commercial infrastructure in Wakhan 
will contribute to the economic development of Afghanistan, particularly 
benefiting the Northern provinces.40 By developing this Corridor, Afghanistan 
can transport its products to China easily and affordably, while simultaneously 
reaping economic and commercial benefits in return.41 It would enhance 
Afghanistan’s political leverage and help the country to balance its relations 
with regional powers. In addition, the development of infrastructure in Wakhan 
would improve the government’s access to the region, promote economic 
growth and uplift the living standard of local people.42

 China’s BRI project further underscores the significance of this 
Corridor.43 By joining BRI, Afghanistan can serve as a regional hub and enter 
into a new era of economic and political cooperation at the regional level. The 
development of the Wakhan Corridor represents a crucial step toward 
Afghanistan’s economic and political growth.44 Afghanistan stands to benefit 
significantly from becoming part of BRI, as this project would connect to both 
North-East Asian and South-West Asian nations. By integrating into this 
project, Afghanistan could achieve political and economic relevance and 
establish itself as a key global transit hub. Opening the Wakhan Corridor would 
increase Afghanistan’s strategic importance by offering an alternative route to 
the Indian Ocean through Pakistan,45 a development that holds particular 
significance for China. Therefore, China is investing in infrastructure projects 
in Wakhan region. The three key ranges, Tegermansu, the Big Pamir or Pamir 
Kalan and Wakhjir valley, have been identified as potential sites for 
development. The development of these ranges would provide Afghanistan 
with new economic prospects.46

 The opening of this Corridor would significantly enhance Afghanistan’s 
geopolitical importance, positioning it as a supplementary route for regional 
connectivity. By integrating with the Karakoram Highway, it would provide 
direct and shortest access to the Arabian Sea.47 Afghanistan could benefit 
substantially from this Corridor by generating revenue through taxation and 
creating thousands of direct and indirect job opportunities. Trade cannot 
flourish without security, therefore, realizing the full benefits of this Corridor is 
contingent upon stability in Afghanistan.

China’s Interest

 China has started efforts to revitalize the ancient Silk Road as part of the 
BRI project. The initiative includes two major components: (i) Silk Road 
Economic Belt and (ii) Maritime Silk Road. This plan aims to connect the 
continents of Asia, Europe and Africa and integrate China with the rest of the 
world through land, sea and air. This project contains an estimated USD 5 
trillion investment in infrastructure building across 65 countries.48

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor

 A major BRI project in South Asia is CPEC, with an investment of USD 
62 billion.49 This project connects the city of Kashgar in China’s Xinjiang 
province to Pakistan’s Gwadar port. An important part of CPEC is the 
reconstruction and upgrading of the Karakoram Highway, which links Kashgar 
to Abbottabad. This highway was opened in 1986 as a trade and transit route 
between China and Pakistan. The construction of this highway significantly 
reduced the travel distance. Notably, it has shortened the distance between 
China and the Middle-East from 15,900 km via the Malacca Strait to 3,700 km 
through the Khunjerab pass.50 

 Importantly, the Karakoram Highway runs close to the Wakhan 
Corridor, a crucial component of BRI. Strategically positioned at the crossroads 
of Central Asia and South Asia, this Corridor provides China access to new 
economic markets, natural resources and energy reserves in Central Asia.51 The 
construction of roads in this Corridor would integrate Afghanistan’s road 
network with the Karakoram Highway.52 Additionally, the Corridor could 
provide a direct link between China’s Xinjiang province and Central Asian 
countries. Moreover, the Corridor may facilitate easier trade and energy supply 
networks between China and its partners. It can potentially deepen China’s 

economic and strategic position in the region. This underscores the Wakhan’s 
role as a vital link in the broader regional geopolitical and economic 
landscape.53

 The Karakoram Highway has the potential to connect CPEC with the 
Wakhan Corridor to expand the infrastructure projects between South Asia and 
Central Asia. Investing in this project would provide China with a shorter trade 
route to Central Asia and beyond.54 The Wakhan Corridor is particularly 
significant as it is the only transit passage in the region that is close to China, 
West-Asia, the Persian Gulf, Caspian Sea and Europe.55 More importantly, 60% 
of China’s trade  with the Western and Middle Eastern countries passes through 
the Strait of Malacca, a vital maritime checkpoint under the strategic influence 
of United States of America, China’s main global competitor.56 Considering 
this geopolitical challenge, the opening of the Wakhan Corridor and its 
connection with Central Asia could provide an alternative route for oil and gas 
pipelines, ensuring a more secure energy supply for China.57

 The construction of alternative land-based trade routes in western 
regions of China is a strategic requirement for its commercial and economic 
security.58 Investment in Wakhan not only offers China an alternate transit route 
but also facilitates its access to Afghanistan’s natural resources, like lithium, 
copper and rare earth minerals, which are important for China’s industrial and 
technological development.59 Geological surveys estimate that Afghanistan 
holds mineral resources worth USD 1 trillion. Therefore, China has already 
invested in the Mes Aynak copper mine, the world’s second-largest copper 
deposit and in the hydrocarbon reserves of the Amu Darya Basin in Sar-e-Pol 
and Faryab provinces.60

 Afghanistan’s recent inclusion in CPEC highlights the growing 
geopolitical importance of the Wakhan Corridor. In May 2025, China, Pakistan 
and Afghanistan agreed in Beijing to formally extend the CPEC into 
Afghanistan’s territory and to hold the next trilateral meeting in Kabul, a move 
reflecting Beijing’s strategy to integrate Afghanistan into BRI frameworks and 
promote regional connectivity.61 This offers Afghanistan unprecedented access 
to Pakistan’s ports and regional trade networks, while simultaneously 
providing China with overland alternatives to traditional maritime routes 
vulnerable to strategic competition.62

 Beyond its economic benefits, the construction of road through the 
Wakhan Corridor would significantly strengthen China’s strategic foothold in 
the region.63 For China, the project could serve three key strategic objectives. 
First, it would expand trade networks with Central Asian countries to the north. 
Second, it would improve connectivity with Pakistan’s Gwadar Port to the 
south, a cornerstone of the CPEC. Third, it would provide China with direct 
access to Afghanistan.64

Pakistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor offers the shortest and most efficient trade route 
for Pakistan to enhance economic and commercial relations with Central Asian 
states. It also provides easy access at the lowest cost via Pakistan’s northern 
highland and Chitral region.65 The Corridor could facilitate trade in minerals, 
textiles, agricultural products, manufactured goods, oil, gas and electric 
transmission lines.66 At the same time, the Wakhan Corridor could function as a 
crucial transit route for Central Asian states to have direct access to the 

international markets through Gwadar Port. Gwadar holds strategic 
significance due to its location at the mouth of the Strait of Hormuz, a key 
maritime chokepoint.67 

 Geographically, Wakhan connects Pakistan’s Hunza and Chitral 
regions, with vital crossing points including Broghil, Irshad and Dilisang 
passes. Among these passes, Broghil pass is the most significant doorway 
connecting Pakistan to the Wakhan Corridor.68 Gupsi and Yasin serve as 
important joining points, connecting the Wakhan Corridor with Pakistan’s 
Ghizar and Hunza districts in Gilgit Baltistan.69 Indeed, this Corridor serves as 
a bridge between Pakistan and Central Asia, significantly reducing the distance 
between the two regions to just 13 km.70 The opening of the Wakhan Corridor 
would offer Pakistan another trading route with Afghanistan. Pakistan could 
exploit the Wakhan Corridor as a more efficient and economical route for 
importing oil and gas from Central Asia and Russia.71

 A train link from Tajikistan through the Wakhan Corridor could connect 
to the planned Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan railway line. Pakistan views 
the Wakhan Corridor not only as a strategic access point to Central Asia but 
also as a potential source of significant employment opportunities for Pakistani 
citizens. In addition to facilitating trade expansion through Gwadar port, the 
Corridor would also enhance Pakistan’s economic ties with China and Central 
Asian countries. However, the importance of Wakhan for Pakistan extends 
beyond trade. The Corridor carries political significance, especially in the 
context of Pakistan’s policy focus on enhancing relations with Central Asian 
states.

Pakistan’s National Security Policy 2022-2026 

 Pakistan’s National Security Policy (NSP) 2022-2026 recognizes 
Afghanistan’s potential as a strategic gateway for enhanced economic 
connectivity with the Central Asian Republics (CARs). Central to this is the 
“Vision Central Asia,” emphasizing five core pillars: political relations, trade 

and investment, energy and connectivity, security and defense and 
people-to-people contacts.72 The NSP marks a deliberate strategic pivot to 
geo-economics, prioritizing the expansion of trade and economic linkages with 
CARs through robust connectivity. Afghanistan plays a pivotal role in 
advancing Pakistan’s “Vision Central Asia” initiative. In alignment with 
Islamabad’s geo-economic priorities, the Wakhan Corridor would further 
facilitate trade expansion and energy projects in the region.

Shanghai Cooperation Organization

 The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) is a pivotal multilateral 
organization that plays a significant role in shaping the geopolitical and 
economic landscape of Central and South Asia, directly impacting the 
relevance of the Wakhan Corridor. Since its establishment in 2001, the SCO has 
prioritized regional stability, security cooperation and economic integration 
among its member states, which include China, Russia, Pakistan, Iran, India, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Belarus. The 
organization’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) has notably enhanced 
intelligence sharing and operational coordination, thereby strengthening 
collective efforts against terrorism, extremism and separatism. The SCO’s 
commitment to fostering mutual trust, expanding multilateral dialogue and 
promoting good neighborliness has provided a crucial platform for addressing 
common security concerns, which is essential for the stability required to 
operationalize strategic routes like the Wakhan Corridor.73

 Beyond security, the SCO is increasingly focused on economic 
cooperation and connectivity, which aligns closely with the objectives of major 
initiatives such as the BRI and the CPEC. The Wakhan Corridor holds the 
potential to become a vital trade and transit route connecting Central Asia with 
South Asia.74 The SCO’s agenda to deepen trade ties, expand infrastructure and 

harmonize regulations among its members directly supports the development 
of such Corridors, facilitating access to new markets and resources. By 
synergizing the BRI and CPEC with the SCO’s broader regional vision, the 
organization is positioned to inject new momentum into cross-border economic 
collaboration, permanently transforming the region’s connectivity and 
economic prospects. In this context, the SCO’s role is not only to ensure a 
secure environment for such projects but also to provide the institutional 
framework for sustainable and inclusive regional development.

Economic Cooperation Organization

 The Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), originally established 
as the Regional Cooperation for Development (RCD) in 1964 by Pakistan, Iran 
and Türkiye, was transformed in 1985 into a broader economic bloc. Its 
expansion in 1992 to include Afghanistan, five Central Asian republics and 
Azerbaijan significantly enhanced the organization’s strategic capacity for 
regional integration.75 Today, the ECO spans approximately eight million 
square kilometers, nearly double the size of the European Union and 
encompasses around 500 million people. Its objectives focus on facilitating 
trade, infrastructure development and energy cooperation across Eurasia, 
positioning it as a potential framework for linking landlocked Central Asian 
states with global markets through Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran and Türkiye.76 In 
this context, the Wakhan Corridor can play a significant role in further 
enhancing trade and economic cooperation among ECO members.

Challenges

 Historically, Wakhan’s natural isolation has kept this area away from 
direct conflict. Nevertheless, its position along the Durand Line and its 
geographic proximity with China and Tajikistan renders it a significant area in 
the region. The Corridor offers access to trade routes, energy resources and 
economic cooperation with Central Asia, South Asia and China. As a result, 
Wakhan remains an important component in the geopolitical landscape of the 
region.77 Despite its strategic significance, the opening of the Corridor faces 
several critical challenges.

Geographical Complexity

 Geographically, the region experiences extremely low temperatures, 
remains snow-covered for over six months in a year and is characterized by 
rugged mountainous terrain. Given these geographical conditions, the 
construction of infrastructure such as roads and tunnels presents significant 
technical and financial challenges. Nevertheless, comparable projects have 
been successfully completed in similar or even more geologically complex 
environments. A notable example is the Karakoram Highway, constructed 
through the formidable Karakoram mountains. The Pamir Mountains, where 
the Wakhan Corridor is located, exhibit similarly challenging topography.78 

Given these considerations, the construction of roads and tunnels in the 
Wakhan Corridor is feasible with the technological capabilities of China. From 
this perspective, geography does not constitute the primary obstacle to the 
development and opening of the Corridor. Instead, the principal challenges 
stem from terrorism originating in Afghanistan, political instability in the 
country and the prevalence of drug trafficking across the region.

Threat of Terrorism

 Decades of conflict and instability in Afghanistan, as well as 
destruction caused by foreign forces, have created an environment conducive to 
the presence and operation of various terrorist organizations. The terrorist 
groups often exploit the country’s ungoverned spaces and porous borders, 
particularly around the Wakhan Corridor, to establish bases and stage activities 
targeting neighboring regions, including Pakistan, Central Asia and China.79 
The use of Afghanistan’s territory as a launchpad for cross-border terrorism has 
raised serious security concerns among regional states. China and Central 
Asian countries, in particular, view the security situation as a major obstacle to 
regional connectivity.80 Due to persistent terrorist threats, China has long been 
reluctant to open or develop the Wakhan Corridor, keeping its border with 
Afghanistan effectively sealed for decades.81 In the light of these concerns, 
terrorism in Afghanistan continues to pose a significant threat to the security 
and stability of Pakistan, Central Asia and China. As long as the region remains 
insecure, the operationalization of the Wakhan Corridor will remain uncertain. 
Therefore, security and political stability in Afghanistan are essential 

prerequisites for the Corridor’s development and opening.

Drug Trafficking

 Afghanistan is the world’s leading producer of opium. And one of the 
transit routes for this drug is Wakhan Corridor, which links Afghanistan to 
neighboring countries of China, Tajikistan and Pakistan. This connectivity not 
only contributes to the increase in the regional drug trade but also provides 
considerable funding for terrorist groups in Afghanistan. In 2020 alone, the 
volume of opium sold through this Corridor was 8.3 thousand tons, with an 
estimated value of USD 350 million.82 Due to lack of infrastructure in Wakhan, 
China has remained shielded from drug trafficking originating in Afghanistan. 
The construction of roads and other means in Wakhan could facilitate drug 
trafficking, turning the Corridor into a direct transit route for drug trafficking. 
Drug trafficking remains a key concern for regional countries to develop the 
Corridor. The continued drug trafficking poses a significant threat to the 
stability and security of Wakhan and its neighboring countries. Therefore, it is 
necessary to take serious steps to prevent drug trafficking in this region.83 
However, this problem is not insurmountable and can be tackled by close 
cooperation among the anti-narcotics forces of Pakistan, China, Tajikistan and 
Afghanistan through concerted efforts.

Conclusion 

 The Wakhan Corridor holds significant geo-economic and geostrategic 
importance for China, Afghanistan and Pakistan. However, its development has 
consistently faced challenges due to geopolitical issues, including the 
19th-century “Great Game” between Russia and the British, the Soviet 
Invasion of Afghanistan (1979-1989), the Afghanistan Civil War (1992-2001), 
NATO intervention (2001-2021) and the current instability in Afghanistan.  

 Building roads and tunnels across Wakhan will enhance trade activities 
in the region. This Corridor will provide a shorter route to access Central Asia 
and, vice versa, will enable Central Asian countries to more easily reach 
Pakistan’s Gwadar and Karachi ports. It will also ease China’s access to 
Afghanistan and strengthen the link between CPEC and the broader region, 
which is a key component of BRI. In a recent development, Afghanistan has 
been included in the CPEC. Its inclusion is expected to accelerate investment 

and construction activities along the Corridor. The operationalization of this 
Corridor will not only enhance regional connectivity but also open new paths 
for economic cooperation and infrastructure development. In this context, it 
will provide researchers with a valuable opportunity to study the broader 
potential geopolitical impact of the Corridor at both regional and global levels.

 The connectivity is expected to foster peace, security, political stability 
and shared prosperity for all the countries in the region. In particular, it holds 
the potential to lift the people of Afghanistan out of poverty and diminish the 
impact of current humanitarian crisis.
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Introduction

 A particular geographic place or space does not choose to become a 
strategic location. Instead, its position in a “hostile geopolitical environment” 
or its location between various ambitious and aggressive geopolitical entities 
increases its geopolitical and geostrategic importance.2 Considering this, 
Wakhan enjoys a significant strategic location in the region. Historically, this 
narrow strip of land has served as an important transit route between China, 
Tibet, Persia, Central Asia and South Asia. The ancient Silk Route passed 
through this narrow strip and remained the primary passage for travelers and 
merchandise for a long time. This famous route was not only crucial for trade 
and commerce but also played a great role in the exchange of ideas and cultures 
between the eastern and western regions of the world.3 

 Furthermore, in ancient times, this route was used by Chinese pilgrims 
to visit Buddhist centers in Gandhara and Taxila. It was a popular pilgrimage 
route during the 5th and 6th centuries. In the seventh century, the Chinese monk 
Huan Tsang traveled through this route in search of Buddhist teaching. Marco 
Polo and Portuguese travelers used this route to reach China.4 Therefore, this 
Corridor remained an essential trade path to connect China, India, Balkh and 
Bukhara until the decline of the Mughal Empire in India. However, with the 
development of new sea routes to China and India in the late 15th century, the 
ancient Silk Route lost its significance as a major trade route from Rome to 
China.5

 The modern geopolitical importance of Wakhan emerged in the 19th 
century during the “Great Game” era.6 During this time, Wakhan emerged as a 
“buffer zone” between the Tsarist Russia and the British Empire to prevent 
Russian advance toward British India and to avoid direct conflict between the 

two powers.7 Hence, the Corridor was formed in 1895 after negotiations 
between British military explorer Francis Younghusband and his Russian 
counterpart, Colonel Yanov.8 Both officers delineated the southern and northern 
borders of the Corridor and announced that neither China nor Afghanistan 
would interfere in the area. However, later Russia conceded this area as part of 
Afghanistan under a pre-established agreement.9

 During the Cold War, this area remained strategically significant due to 
its geographical proximity to the Soviet Union and Pakistan, especially after 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.10 Following the Soviet withdrawal 
from Afghanistan, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) recognized 
its significance as an alternative supply route. In 2009, the United States 
approached Chinese authorities with a proposal to open Wakhjir Pass as an 
alternative supply route for NATO forces operating in Afghanistan. However, 
China declined the proposal due to its strategic interests and security 
concerns.11

 Today, Wakhan’s proximity to China, Pakistan and Central Asia makes 
it a crucial focal point for regional powers, particularly in the context of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).12 The BRI project aims to connect the Wakhan 
Corridor to the USD 62 billion mega-infrastructure project, the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor (CPEC), due to its proximity to the Karakoram Highway. 
The Karakoram Highway was developed by the Chinese government to 
facilitate regional connectivity through pipelines, power transmission lines, 

and railway networks.13 The objective of this paper is to highlight the strategic 
importance of the Wakhan Corridor and the interest of Afghanistan, Pakistan 
and China in the development of this Corridor, particularly in terms of its 
geopolitical and geo-economic importance. This research paper is based on a 
qualitative method. The data has been collected from secondary sources, 
including articles, newspapers and credible internet sources.

Geographical Position 

 The Wakhan Corridor is typically characterized by high altitudes, 
rugged terrain, towering mountain ranges, expansive glaciers and harsh 
climatic environment. The Corridor is a long narrow strip of land in 
Badakhshan province, northeast of Afghanistan that has served as an important 
connecting point between South Asia, Central Asia and China. For centuries, it 
has been a vital passage for traders and pilgrimers. The Corridor extends from 
the Ishkashim district in the north to the south by creating boundaries between 
several geopolitical entities. The Wakhan Corridor extends approximately 350 
km in length, with its width ranging from 16 to 64 km.14 It covers an area of 
10,300 km2. On the southern side, it shares a 300 km border with Pakistan, 
while in the north and northeast, 260 km with Tajikistan and in the west, 74 km 
with China.15 Additionally, the Corridor encompasses several major mountain 
ranges, including the Pamir, Hindu Kush and Karakoram. These three ranges 
converge at what is commonly known as the Pamir Knot, while the open valley 
between these three ranges is called “Roof of the World” or (Bam-e-Dunya). 
The mountain passes in this region range from 5,000m to 6,500m above sea 
level.16 These rugged mountain ranges not only define the area’s topography 
but also reinforce the Corridor’s strategic importance. It serves as a key 
connecting point between Afghanistan and China’s Xinjiang province, while 

separating Tajikistan’s Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region from northern 
Pakistan.17 

 The Corridor is divided into two regions: The Upper Wakhan and the 
Lower Wakhan. The upper Wakhan lies to the eastern side of the Pamir River, 
while the lower Wakhan is situated on the western side, covering the Panj River 
valley and Wakhan Valley.18 Geographically, this region is divided into three 
sections: the main Wakhan strip between Pamir Knot, Qala Panj and 
Ishkesham; the great Pamir, also known as Pamir-e-Kalan, consists of the 
highest mountains in the knot. This mountain divides the Tajik Pamir across the 
deep valley of the Pamir River. The last section is little Pamir, known as “Pamir 
Khord”, located in the southern and eastern block of mountains, determined by 
the upper valley and upper ridge of the Wakhan Valley.19 To be precise, the 
Wakhan Corridor is spread between 71°50’ to 74°50’ degrees east longitude, 
36°35’ to 37°30’ degrees north latitude. Access to this region is restricted by 
terrain.20

 Geomorphologically, the Corridor is divided into two distinct parts: The 
Wakhan Corridor and the Afghan Pamir. The Wakhan Corridor lies at an 
elevation higher than 2000m and the Afghan Pamir lies above 3500m. This 
challenging topography contributes to the region’s remoteness, making it one 
of the most isolated areas within the Hindu Kush-Karakoram region. Access to 
this region is possible through Dawan, Jaman Shur on the north, Wakhjir on the 
east and Broghil, Darwazo, Kankhen, Ochili and Shahgologh on the south.21 
Additionally, this narrow strip of land has numerous routes to connect with 
neighboring countries. The Northern route connects it with Tajikistan, passing 
along the Panj Rivers. The Southern route reaches China through Wakhjir Pass, 
but this route is closed for more than half of the year due to snowfall. The third 
is the Central route, connecting both the Northern and Southern routes in 
Wakhan and leading to China through Tegermansu mountain pass at an altitude 
of 4,827m.22 The fourth route links the Afghan Tongue with the Karakoram 
Highway, located in the southeast from Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Hunza and Gilgit 

regions of Pakistan. The fifth route is located in the south, connecting 
Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Gilgit and Chitral regions. Other roads also link Wakhan 
to Chitral.23 Furthermore, the main passes of the Wakhan Corridor are Broghli 
(3882m), Darwazaa to Chitral (4288m), Irshad Uween (4979m) and Dilisan 
(5290m) to Gojal and Khodarg Werth to Ishkuman.24 The region is known for 
its snowy peaks, deep valleys, glaciers, lakes, rugged and rocky terrains and hot 
springs.

 The Oxus River (Amu Darya), one of Central Asia’s major rivers that 
ultimately flows into the Aral Sea, originates in the highlands of this region.25 
The two main tributaries of this river are the Panj and Pamir Rivers, which 
originate from the heights of Pamir and Hindukush. The joining of these two 
rivers forms the Amu River.26

Socio-Cultural Diversity of the Wakhan Corridor

 The Wakhan Corridor is a unique region with diverse customs, rituals 
and various ethnic groups living in this area.27 Wakhan has a population of 
17000 people, consisting of Wakhis and Kyrgyz,28 who have been living in this 
region for centuries. The Kyrgyz and Wakhis are followers of the Ismaili sect 
of Islam and their language is Wakhi. The Wakhis live in the border areas of 
Tajikistan, China and Pakistan at altitudes of 2000m to 3000m. The Kyrgyz live 
in the eastern part of the Wakhan Corridor, which includes mountains and 
snow-covered lakes.29

 The common religion, language, climate and environment have 
fostered similar cultures among the Wakhis and Kyrgyz.30 Despite these 

commonalities, sometimes territorial disputes, historical grievances and 
competing interests among these groups lead to tension and conflict.31 Owing 
to the extremely rugged terrain, harsh climatic conditions and geographic 
isolation, the people of Wakhan face significant challenges, including limited 
access to education, food insecurity, widespread poverty, inadequate healthcare 
and a high prevalence of opium addiction.32 The absence of education and 
development standards has kept them behind the world.33

 Currently, the livelihood of the Wakhan people primarily depends on 
livestock husbandry and, to some extent, agriculture.34 The people of Wakhan 
live in tents and follow a nomadic lifestyle. In the summer season, they move 
to higher elevations, while in winter, they go downhill to their pastures to avoid 
the extreme cold and facilitate grazing for their animals.35 Festivities in Wakhan 
include the celebration of Nowruz (Persian New Year), Eid ul-Fitr and Eid 
ul-Adha, along with the observance of local traditions and cultural practices.

Afghanistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor is often described as the “head” of Afghanistan 
due to its distinctive shape and location. In ancient times, this region held a 
significant position as a trade route between the East and West. However, in the 
modern era, it has lost its importance due to modern developments, rugged 
terrain and lack of infrastructure.36 But in recent years, the discovery of 
hydrocarbons in Central Asia and the emergence of new economic projects like 
CPEC, BRI and other ventures, including gas and oil pipelines and electric 
transmission lines like CASA-1000, have highlighted the geopolitical and 

geo-economic importance of this Corridor.37 With the rise of these projects, the 
Wakhan Corridor has once again attracted the attention of neighboring 
countries. It appears that the Corridor is regaining its historical significance 
after centuries of neglect. The revival of Wakhan is expected to increase 
Afghanistan’s political and economic significance as a transit hub.

 Afghanistan has served as a link between East and West due to its 
strategic location as a transit point for commercial exchanges in ancient times. 
Its geographical position offers a unique opportunity to transform the country 
into a commercial and economic Corridor. The Wakhan Corridor, in particular, 
holds significant potential to connect regional countries including Afghanistan, 
China, Pakistan and the Central Asian states.38 This Corridor holds strategic 
significance for Afghanistan, as it could facilitate strong relations with 
neighboring countries and enhance its global trade through the Indian Ocean. 
Moreover, its proximity with the “resource-abundant” Central Asian states and 
Pakistan, offers opportunities for trade partnership, resource exchange and 
cross-border commerce.39

 Establishing communication and commercial infrastructure in Wakhan 
will contribute to the economic development of Afghanistan, particularly 
benefiting the Northern provinces.40 By developing this Corridor, Afghanistan 
can transport its products to China easily and affordably, while simultaneously 
reaping economic and commercial benefits in return.41 It would enhance 
Afghanistan’s political leverage and help the country to balance its relations 
with regional powers. In addition, the development of infrastructure in Wakhan 
would improve the government’s access to the region, promote economic 
growth and uplift the living standard of local people.42

 China’s BRI project further underscores the significance of this 
Corridor.43 By joining BRI, Afghanistan can serve as a regional hub and enter 
into a new era of economic and political cooperation at the regional level. The 
development of the Wakhan Corridor represents a crucial step toward 
Afghanistan’s economic and political growth.44 Afghanistan stands to benefit 
significantly from becoming part of BRI, as this project would connect to both 
North-East Asian and South-West Asian nations. By integrating into this 
project, Afghanistan could achieve political and economic relevance and 
establish itself as a key global transit hub. Opening the Wakhan Corridor would 
increase Afghanistan’s strategic importance by offering an alternative route to 
the Indian Ocean through Pakistan,45 a development that holds particular 
significance for China. Therefore, China is investing in infrastructure projects 
in Wakhan region. The three key ranges, Tegermansu, the Big Pamir or Pamir 
Kalan and Wakhjir valley, have been identified as potential sites for 
development. The development of these ranges would provide Afghanistan 
with new economic prospects.46

 The opening of this Corridor would significantly enhance Afghanistan’s 
geopolitical importance, positioning it as a supplementary route for regional 
connectivity. By integrating with the Karakoram Highway, it would provide 
direct and shortest access to the Arabian Sea.47 Afghanistan could benefit 
substantially from this Corridor by generating revenue through taxation and 
creating thousands of direct and indirect job opportunities. Trade cannot 
flourish without security, therefore, realizing the full benefits of this Corridor is 
contingent upon stability in Afghanistan.

China’s Interest

 China has started efforts to revitalize the ancient Silk Road as part of the 
BRI project. The initiative includes two major components: (i) Silk Road 
Economic Belt and (ii) Maritime Silk Road. This plan aims to connect the 
continents of Asia, Europe and Africa and integrate China with the rest of the 
world through land, sea and air. This project contains an estimated USD 5 
trillion investment in infrastructure building across 65 countries.48

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor

 A major BRI project in South Asia is CPEC, with an investment of USD 
62 billion.49 This project connects the city of Kashgar in China’s Xinjiang 
province to Pakistan’s Gwadar port. An important part of CPEC is the 
reconstruction and upgrading of the Karakoram Highway, which links Kashgar 
to Abbottabad. This highway was opened in 1986 as a trade and transit route 
between China and Pakistan. The construction of this highway significantly 
reduced the travel distance. Notably, it has shortened the distance between 
China and the Middle-East from 15,900 km via the Malacca Strait to 3,700 km 
through the Khunjerab pass.50 

 Importantly, the Karakoram Highway runs close to the Wakhan 
Corridor, a crucial component of BRI. Strategically positioned at the crossroads 
of Central Asia and South Asia, this Corridor provides China access to new 
economic markets, natural resources and energy reserves in Central Asia.51 The 
construction of roads in this Corridor would integrate Afghanistan’s road 
network with the Karakoram Highway.52 Additionally, the Corridor could 
provide a direct link between China’s Xinjiang province and Central Asian 
countries. Moreover, the Corridor may facilitate easier trade and energy supply 
networks between China and its partners. It can potentially deepen China’s 

economic and strategic position in the region. This underscores the Wakhan’s 
role as a vital link in the broader regional geopolitical and economic 
landscape.53

 The Karakoram Highway has the potential to connect CPEC with the 
Wakhan Corridor to expand the infrastructure projects between South Asia and 
Central Asia. Investing in this project would provide China with a shorter trade 
route to Central Asia and beyond.54 The Wakhan Corridor is particularly 
significant as it is the only transit passage in the region that is close to China, 
West-Asia, the Persian Gulf, Caspian Sea and Europe.55 More importantly, 60% 
of China’s trade  with the Western and Middle Eastern countries passes through 
the Strait of Malacca, a vital maritime checkpoint under the strategic influence 
of United States of America, China’s main global competitor.56 Considering 
this geopolitical challenge, the opening of the Wakhan Corridor and its 
connection with Central Asia could provide an alternative route for oil and gas 
pipelines, ensuring a more secure energy supply for China.57

 The construction of alternative land-based trade routes in western 
regions of China is a strategic requirement for its commercial and economic 
security.58 Investment in Wakhan not only offers China an alternate transit route 
but also facilitates its access to Afghanistan’s natural resources, like lithium, 
copper and rare earth minerals, which are important for China’s industrial and 
technological development.59 Geological surveys estimate that Afghanistan 
holds mineral resources worth USD 1 trillion. Therefore, China has already 
invested in the Mes Aynak copper mine, the world’s second-largest copper 
deposit and in the hydrocarbon reserves of the Amu Darya Basin in Sar-e-Pol 
and Faryab provinces.60

 Afghanistan’s recent inclusion in CPEC highlights the growing 
geopolitical importance of the Wakhan Corridor. In May 2025, China, Pakistan 
and Afghanistan agreed in Beijing to formally extend the CPEC into 
Afghanistan’s territory and to hold the next trilateral meeting in Kabul, a move 
reflecting Beijing’s strategy to integrate Afghanistan into BRI frameworks and 
promote regional connectivity.61 This offers Afghanistan unprecedented access 
to Pakistan’s ports and regional trade networks, while simultaneously 
providing China with overland alternatives to traditional maritime routes 
vulnerable to strategic competition.62

 Beyond its economic benefits, the construction of road through the 
Wakhan Corridor would significantly strengthen China’s strategic foothold in 
the region.63 For China, the project could serve three key strategic objectives. 
First, it would expand trade networks with Central Asian countries to the north. 
Second, it would improve connectivity with Pakistan’s Gwadar Port to the 
south, a cornerstone of the CPEC. Third, it would provide China with direct 
access to Afghanistan.64

Pakistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor offers the shortest and most efficient trade route 
for Pakistan to enhance economic and commercial relations with Central Asian 
states. It also provides easy access at the lowest cost via Pakistan’s northern 
highland and Chitral region.65 The Corridor could facilitate trade in minerals, 
textiles, agricultural products, manufactured goods, oil, gas and electric 
transmission lines.66 At the same time, the Wakhan Corridor could function as a 
crucial transit route for Central Asian states to have direct access to the 

international markets through Gwadar Port. Gwadar holds strategic 
significance due to its location at the mouth of the Strait of Hormuz, a key 
maritime chokepoint.67 

 Geographically, Wakhan connects Pakistan’s Hunza and Chitral 
regions, with vital crossing points including Broghil, Irshad and Dilisang 
passes. Among these passes, Broghil pass is the most significant doorway 
connecting Pakistan to the Wakhan Corridor.68 Gupsi and Yasin serve as 
important joining points, connecting the Wakhan Corridor with Pakistan’s 
Ghizar and Hunza districts in Gilgit Baltistan.69 Indeed, this Corridor serves as 
a bridge between Pakistan and Central Asia, significantly reducing the distance 
between the two regions to just 13 km.70 The opening of the Wakhan Corridor 
would offer Pakistan another trading route with Afghanistan. Pakistan could 
exploit the Wakhan Corridor as a more efficient and economical route for 
importing oil and gas from Central Asia and Russia.71

 A train link from Tajikistan through the Wakhan Corridor could connect 
to the planned Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan railway line. Pakistan views 
the Wakhan Corridor not only as a strategic access point to Central Asia but 
also as a potential source of significant employment opportunities for Pakistani 
citizens. In addition to facilitating trade expansion through Gwadar port, the 
Corridor would also enhance Pakistan’s economic ties with China and Central 
Asian countries. However, the importance of Wakhan for Pakistan extends 
beyond trade. The Corridor carries political significance, especially in the 
context of Pakistan’s policy focus on enhancing relations with Central Asian 
states.

Pakistan’s National Security Policy 2022-2026 

 Pakistan’s National Security Policy (NSP) 2022-2026 recognizes 
Afghanistan’s potential as a strategic gateway for enhanced economic 
connectivity with the Central Asian Republics (CARs). Central to this is the 
“Vision Central Asia,” emphasizing five core pillars: political relations, trade 

and investment, energy and connectivity, security and defense and 
people-to-people contacts.72 The NSP marks a deliberate strategic pivot to 
geo-economics, prioritizing the expansion of trade and economic linkages with 
CARs through robust connectivity. Afghanistan plays a pivotal role in 
advancing Pakistan’s “Vision Central Asia” initiative. In alignment with 
Islamabad’s geo-economic priorities, the Wakhan Corridor would further 
facilitate trade expansion and energy projects in the region.

Shanghai Cooperation Organization

 The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) is a pivotal multilateral 
organization that plays a significant role in shaping the geopolitical and 
economic landscape of Central and South Asia, directly impacting the 
relevance of the Wakhan Corridor. Since its establishment in 2001, the SCO has 
prioritized regional stability, security cooperation and economic integration 
among its member states, which include China, Russia, Pakistan, Iran, India, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Belarus. The 
organization’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) has notably enhanced 
intelligence sharing and operational coordination, thereby strengthening 
collective efforts against terrorism, extremism and separatism. The SCO’s 
commitment to fostering mutual trust, expanding multilateral dialogue and 
promoting good neighborliness has provided a crucial platform for addressing 
common security concerns, which is essential for the stability required to 
operationalize strategic routes like the Wakhan Corridor.73

 Beyond security, the SCO is increasingly focused on economic 
cooperation and connectivity, which aligns closely with the objectives of major 
initiatives such as the BRI and the CPEC. The Wakhan Corridor holds the 
potential to become a vital trade and transit route connecting Central Asia with 
South Asia.74 The SCO’s agenda to deepen trade ties, expand infrastructure and 

harmonize regulations among its members directly supports the development 
of such Corridors, facilitating access to new markets and resources. By 
synergizing the BRI and CPEC with the SCO’s broader regional vision, the 
organization is positioned to inject new momentum into cross-border economic 
collaboration, permanently transforming the region’s connectivity and 
economic prospects. In this context, the SCO’s role is not only to ensure a 
secure environment for such projects but also to provide the institutional 
framework for sustainable and inclusive regional development.

Economic Cooperation Organization

 The Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), originally established 
as the Regional Cooperation for Development (RCD) in 1964 by Pakistan, Iran 
and Türkiye, was transformed in 1985 into a broader economic bloc. Its 
expansion in 1992 to include Afghanistan, five Central Asian republics and 
Azerbaijan significantly enhanced the organization’s strategic capacity for 
regional integration.75 Today, the ECO spans approximately eight million 
square kilometers, nearly double the size of the European Union and 
encompasses around 500 million people. Its objectives focus on facilitating 
trade, infrastructure development and energy cooperation across Eurasia, 
positioning it as a potential framework for linking landlocked Central Asian 
states with global markets through Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran and Türkiye.76 In 
this context, the Wakhan Corridor can play a significant role in further 
enhancing trade and economic cooperation among ECO members.

Challenges

 Historically, Wakhan’s natural isolation has kept this area away from 
direct conflict. Nevertheless, its position along the Durand Line and its 
geographic proximity with China and Tajikistan renders it a significant area in 
the region. The Corridor offers access to trade routes, energy resources and 
economic cooperation with Central Asia, South Asia and China. As a result, 
Wakhan remains an important component in the geopolitical landscape of the 
region.77 Despite its strategic significance, the opening of the Corridor faces 
several critical challenges.

Geographical Complexity

 Geographically, the region experiences extremely low temperatures, 
remains snow-covered for over six months in a year and is characterized by 
rugged mountainous terrain. Given these geographical conditions, the 
construction of infrastructure such as roads and tunnels presents significant 
technical and financial challenges. Nevertheless, comparable projects have 
been successfully completed in similar or even more geologically complex 
environments. A notable example is the Karakoram Highway, constructed 
through the formidable Karakoram mountains. The Pamir Mountains, where 
the Wakhan Corridor is located, exhibit similarly challenging topography.78 

Given these considerations, the construction of roads and tunnels in the 
Wakhan Corridor is feasible with the technological capabilities of China. From 
this perspective, geography does not constitute the primary obstacle to the 
development and opening of the Corridor. Instead, the principal challenges 
stem from terrorism originating in Afghanistan, political instability in the 
country and the prevalence of drug trafficking across the region.

Threat of Terrorism

 Decades of conflict and instability in Afghanistan, as well as 
destruction caused by foreign forces, have created an environment conducive to 
the presence and operation of various terrorist organizations. The terrorist 
groups often exploit the country’s ungoverned spaces and porous borders, 
particularly around the Wakhan Corridor, to establish bases and stage activities 
targeting neighboring regions, including Pakistan, Central Asia and China.79 
The use of Afghanistan’s territory as a launchpad for cross-border terrorism has 
raised serious security concerns among regional states. China and Central 
Asian countries, in particular, view the security situation as a major obstacle to 
regional connectivity.80 Due to persistent terrorist threats, China has long been 
reluctant to open or develop the Wakhan Corridor, keeping its border with 
Afghanistan effectively sealed for decades.81 In the light of these concerns, 
terrorism in Afghanistan continues to pose a significant threat to the security 
and stability of Pakistan, Central Asia and China. As long as the region remains 
insecure, the operationalization of the Wakhan Corridor will remain uncertain. 
Therefore, security and political stability in Afghanistan are essential 

prerequisites for the Corridor’s development and opening.

Drug Trafficking

 Afghanistan is the world’s leading producer of opium. And one of the 
transit routes for this drug is Wakhan Corridor, which links Afghanistan to 
neighboring countries of China, Tajikistan and Pakistan. This connectivity not 
only contributes to the increase in the regional drug trade but also provides 
considerable funding for terrorist groups in Afghanistan. In 2020 alone, the 
volume of opium sold through this Corridor was 8.3 thousand tons, with an 
estimated value of USD 350 million.82 Due to lack of infrastructure in Wakhan, 
China has remained shielded from drug trafficking originating in Afghanistan. 
The construction of roads and other means in Wakhan could facilitate drug 
trafficking, turning the Corridor into a direct transit route for drug trafficking. 
Drug trafficking remains a key concern for regional countries to develop the 
Corridor. The continued drug trafficking poses a significant threat to the 
stability and security of Wakhan and its neighboring countries. Therefore, it is 
necessary to take serious steps to prevent drug trafficking in this region.83 
However, this problem is not insurmountable and can be tackled by close 
cooperation among the anti-narcotics forces of Pakistan, China, Tajikistan and 
Afghanistan through concerted efforts.

Conclusion 

 The Wakhan Corridor holds significant geo-economic and geostrategic 
importance for China, Afghanistan and Pakistan. However, its development has 
consistently faced challenges due to geopolitical issues, including the 
19th-century “Great Game” between Russia and the British, the Soviet 
Invasion of Afghanistan (1979-1989), the Afghanistan Civil War (1992-2001), 
NATO intervention (2001-2021) and the current instability in Afghanistan.  

 Building roads and tunnels across Wakhan will enhance trade activities 
in the region. This Corridor will provide a shorter route to access Central Asia 
and, vice versa, will enable Central Asian countries to more easily reach 
Pakistan’s Gwadar and Karachi ports. It will also ease China’s access to 
Afghanistan and strengthen the link between CPEC and the broader region, 
which is a key component of BRI. In a recent development, Afghanistan has 
been included in the CPEC. Its inclusion is expected to accelerate investment 

and construction activities along the Corridor. The operationalization of this 
Corridor will not only enhance regional connectivity but also open new paths 
for economic cooperation and infrastructure development. In this context, it 
will provide researchers with a valuable opportunity to study the broader 
potential geopolitical impact of the Corridor at both regional and global levels.

 The connectivity is expected to foster peace, security, political stability 
and shared prosperity for all the countries in the region. In particular, it holds 
the potential to lift the people of Afghanistan out of poverty and diminish the 
impact of current humanitarian crisis.
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Introduction

 A particular geographic place or space does not choose to become a 
strategic location. Instead, its position in a “hostile geopolitical environment” 
or its location between various ambitious and aggressive geopolitical entities 
increases its geopolitical and geostrategic importance.2 Considering this, 
Wakhan enjoys a significant strategic location in the region. Historically, this 
narrow strip of land has served as an important transit route between China, 
Tibet, Persia, Central Asia and South Asia. The ancient Silk Route passed 
through this narrow strip and remained the primary passage for travelers and 
merchandise for a long time. This famous route was not only crucial for trade 
and commerce but also played a great role in the exchange of ideas and cultures 
between the eastern and western regions of the world.3 

 Furthermore, in ancient times, this route was used by Chinese pilgrims 
to visit Buddhist centers in Gandhara and Taxila. It was a popular pilgrimage 
route during the 5th and 6th centuries. In the seventh century, the Chinese monk 
Huan Tsang traveled through this route in search of Buddhist teaching. Marco 
Polo and Portuguese travelers used this route to reach China.4 Therefore, this 
Corridor remained an essential trade path to connect China, India, Balkh and 
Bukhara until the decline of the Mughal Empire in India. However, with the 
development of new sea routes to China and India in the late 15th century, the 
ancient Silk Route lost its significance as a major trade route from Rome to 
China.5

 The modern geopolitical importance of Wakhan emerged in the 19th 
century during the “Great Game” era.6 During this time, Wakhan emerged as a 
“buffer zone” between the Tsarist Russia and the British Empire to prevent 
Russian advance toward British India and to avoid direct conflict between the 

two powers.7 Hence, the Corridor was formed in 1895 after negotiations 
between British military explorer Francis Younghusband and his Russian 
counterpart, Colonel Yanov.8 Both officers delineated the southern and northern 
borders of the Corridor and announced that neither China nor Afghanistan 
would interfere in the area. However, later Russia conceded this area as part of 
Afghanistan under a pre-established agreement.9

 During the Cold War, this area remained strategically significant due to 
its geographical proximity to the Soviet Union and Pakistan, especially after 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.10 Following the Soviet withdrawal 
from Afghanistan, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) recognized 
its significance as an alternative supply route. In 2009, the United States 
approached Chinese authorities with a proposal to open Wakhjir Pass as an 
alternative supply route for NATO forces operating in Afghanistan. However, 
China declined the proposal due to its strategic interests and security 
concerns.11

 Today, Wakhan’s proximity to China, Pakistan and Central Asia makes 
it a crucial focal point for regional powers, particularly in the context of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).12 The BRI project aims to connect the Wakhan 
Corridor to the USD 62 billion mega-infrastructure project, the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor (CPEC), due to its proximity to the Karakoram Highway. 
The Karakoram Highway was developed by the Chinese government to 
facilitate regional connectivity through pipelines, power transmission lines, 

and railway networks.13 The objective of this paper is to highlight the strategic 
importance of the Wakhan Corridor and the interest of Afghanistan, Pakistan 
and China in the development of this Corridor, particularly in terms of its 
geopolitical and geo-economic importance. This research paper is based on a 
qualitative method. The data has been collected from secondary sources, 
including articles, newspapers and credible internet sources.

Geographical Position 

 The Wakhan Corridor is typically characterized by high altitudes, 
rugged terrain, towering mountain ranges, expansive glaciers and harsh 
climatic environment. The Corridor is a long narrow strip of land in 
Badakhshan province, northeast of Afghanistan that has served as an important 
connecting point between South Asia, Central Asia and China. For centuries, it 
has been a vital passage for traders and pilgrimers. The Corridor extends from 
the Ishkashim district in the north to the south by creating boundaries between 
several geopolitical entities. The Wakhan Corridor extends approximately 350 
km in length, with its width ranging from 16 to 64 km.14 It covers an area of 
10,300 km2. On the southern side, it shares a 300 km border with Pakistan, 
while in the north and northeast, 260 km with Tajikistan and in the west, 74 km 
with China.15 Additionally, the Corridor encompasses several major mountain 
ranges, including the Pamir, Hindu Kush and Karakoram. These three ranges 
converge at what is commonly known as the Pamir Knot, while the open valley 
between these three ranges is called “Roof of the World” or (Bam-e-Dunya). 
The mountain passes in this region range from 5,000m to 6,500m above sea 
level.16 These rugged mountain ranges not only define the area’s topography 
but also reinforce the Corridor’s strategic importance. It serves as a key 
connecting point between Afghanistan and China’s Xinjiang province, while 

separating Tajikistan’s Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region from northern 
Pakistan.17 

 The Corridor is divided into two regions: The Upper Wakhan and the 
Lower Wakhan. The upper Wakhan lies to the eastern side of the Pamir River, 
while the lower Wakhan is situated on the western side, covering the Panj River 
valley and Wakhan Valley.18 Geographically, this region is divided into three 
sections: the main Wakhan strip between Pamir Knot, Qala Panj and 
Ishkesham; the great Pamir, also known as Pamir-e-Kalan, consists of the 
highest mountains in the knot. This mountain divides the Tajik Pamir across the 
deep valley of the Pamir River. The last section is little Pamir, known as “Pamir 
Khord”, located in the southern and eastern block of mountains, determined by 
the upper valley and upper ridge of the Wakhan Valley.19 To be precise, the 
Wakhan Corridor is spread between 71°50’ to 74°50’ degrees east longitude, 
36°35’ to 37°30’ degrees north latitude. Access to this region is restricted by 
terrain.20

 Geomorphologically, the Corridor is divided into two distinct parts: The 
Wakhan Corridor and the Afghan Pamir. The Wakhan Corridor lies at an 
elevation higher than 2000m and the Afghan Pamir lies above 3500m. This 
challenging topography contributes to the region’s remoteness, making it one 
of the most isolated areas within the Hindu Kush-Karakoram region. Access to 
this region is possible through Dawan, Jaman Shur on the north, Wakhjir on the 
east and Broghil, Darwazo, Kankhen, Ochili and Shahgologh on the south.21 
Additionally, this narrow strip of land has numerous routes to connect with 
neighboring countries. The Northern route connects it with Tajikistan, passing 
along the Panj Rivers. The Southern route reaches China through Wakhjir Pass, 
but this route is closed for more than half of the year due to snowfall. The third 
is the Central route, connecting both the Northern and Southern routes in 
Wakhan and leading to China through Tegermansu mountain pass at an altitude 
of 4,827m.22 The fourth route links the Afghan Tongue with the Karakoram 
Highway, located in the southeast from Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Hunza and Gilgit 

regions of Pakistan. The fifth route is located in the south, connecting 
Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Gilgit and Chitral regions. Other roads also link Wakhan 
to Chitral.23 Furthermore, the main passes of the Wakhan Corridor are Broghli 
(3882m), Darwazaa to Chitral (4288m), Irshad Uween (4979m) and Dilisan 
(5290m) to Gojal and Khodarg Werth to Ishkuman.24 The region is known for 
its snowy peaks, deep valleys, glaciers, lakes, rugged and rocky terrains and hot 
springs.

 The Oxus River (Amu Darya), one of Central Asia’s major rivers that 
ultimately flows into the Aral Sea, originates in the highlands of this region.25 
The two main tributaries of this river are the Panj and Pamir Rivers, which 
originate from the heights of Pamir and Hindukush. The joining of these two 
rivers forms the Amu River.26

Socio-Cultural Diversity of the Wakhan Corridor

 The Wakhan Corridor is a unique region with diverse customs, rituals 
and various ethnic groups living in this area.27 Wakhan has a population of 
17000 people, consisting of Wakhis and Kyrgyz,28 who have been living in this 
region for centuries. The Kyrgyz and Wakhis are followers of the Ismaili sect 
of Islam and their language is Wakhi. The Wakhis live in the border areas of 
Tajikistan, China and Pakistan at altitudes of 2000m to 3000m. The Kyrgyz live 
in the eastern part of the Wakhan Corridor, which includes mountains and 
snow-covered lakes.29

 The common religion, language, climate and environment have 
fostered similar cultures among the Wakhis and Kyrgyz.30 Despite these 

commonalities, sometimes territorial disputes, historical grievances and 
competing interests among these groups lead to tension and conflict.31 Owing 
to the extremely rugged terrain, harsh climatic conditions and geographic 
isolation, the people of Wakhan face significant challenges, including limited 
access to education, food insecurity, widespread poverty, inadequate healthcare 
and a high prevalence of opium addiction.32 The absence of education and 
development standards has kept them behind the world.33

 Currently, the livelihood of the Wakhan people primarily depends on 
livestock husbandry and, to some extent, agriculture.34 The people of Wakhan 
live in tents and follow a nomadic lifestyle. In the summer season, they move 
to higher elevations, while in winter, they go downhill to their pastures to avoid 
the extreme cold and facilitate grazing for their animals.35 Festivities in Wakhan 
include the celebration of Nowruz (Persian New Year), Eid ul-Fitr and Eid 
ul-Adha, along with the observance of local traditions and cultural practices.

Afghanistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor is often described as the “head” of Afghanistan 
due to its distinctive shape and location. In ancient times, this region held a 
significant position as a trade route between the East and West. However, in the 
modern era, it has lost its importance due to modern developments, rugged 
terrain and lack of infrastructure.36 But in recent years, the discovery of 
hydrocarbons in Central Asia and the emergence of new economic projects like 
CPEC, BRI and other ventures, including gas and oil pipelines and electric 
transmission lines like CASA-1000, have highlighted the geopolitical and 

geo-economic importance of this Corridor.37 With the rise of these projects, the 
Wakhan Corridor has once again attracted the attention of neighboring 
countries. It appears that the Corridor is regaining its historical significance 
after centuries of neglect. The revival of Wakhan is expected to increase 
Afghanistan’s political and economic significance as a transit hub.

 Afghanistan has served as a link between East and West due to its 
strategic location as a transit point for commercial exchanges in ancient times. 
Its geographical position offers a unique opportunity to transform the country 
into a commercial and economic Corridor. The Wakhan Corridor, in particular, 
holds significant potential to connect regional countries including Afghanistan, 
China, Pakistan and the Central Asian states.38 This Corridor holds strategic 
significance for Afghanistan, as it could facilitate strong relations with 
neighboring countries and enhance its global trade through the Indian Ocean. 
Moreover, its proximity with the “resource-abundant” Central Asian states and 
Pakistan, offers opportunities for trade partnership, resource exchange and 
cross-border commerce.39

 Establishing communication and commercial infrastructure in Wakhan 
will contribute to the economic development of Afghanistan, particularly 
benefiting the Northern provinces.40 By developing this Corridor, Afghanistan 
can transport its products to China easily and affordably, while simultaneously 
reaping economic and commercial benefits in return.41 It would enhance 
Afghanistan’s political leverage and help the country to balance its relations 
with regional powers. In addition, the development of infrastructure in Wakhan 
would improve the government’s access to the region, promote economic 
growth and uplift the living standard of local people.42

 China’s BRI project further underscores the significance of this 
Corridor.43 By joining BRI, Afghanistan can serve as a regional hub and enter 
into a new era of economic and political cooperation at the regional level. The 
development of the Wakhan Corridor represents a crucial step toward 
Afghanistan’s economic and political growth.44 Afghanistan stands to benefit 
significantly from becoming part of BRI, as this project would connect to both 
North-East Asian and South-West Asian nations. By integrating into this 
project, Afghanistan could achieve political and economic relevance and 
establish itself as a key global transit hub. Opening the Wakhan Corridor would 
increase Afghanistan’s strategic importance by offering an alternative route to 
the Indian Ocean through Pakistan,45 a development that holds particular 
significance for China. Therefore, China is investing in infrastructure projects 
in Wakhan region. The three key ranges, Tegermansu, the Big Pamir or Pamir 
Kalan and Wakhjir valley, have been identified as potential sites for 
development. The development of these ranges would provide Afghanistan 
with new economic prospects.46

 The opening of this Corridor would significantly enhance Afghanistan’s 
geopolitical importance, positioning it as a supplementary route for regional 
connectivity. By integrating with the Karakoram Highway, it would provide 
direct and shortest access to the Arabian Sea.47 Afghanistan could benefit 
substantially from this Corridor by generating revenue through taxation and 
creating thousands of direct and indirect job opportunities. Trade cannot 
flourish without security, therefore, realizing the full benefits of this Corridor is 
contingent upon stability in Afghanistan.

China’s Interest

 China has started efforts to revitalize the ancient Silk Road as part of the 
BRI project. The initiative includes two major components: (i) Silk Road 
Economic Belt and (ii) Maritime Silk Road. This plan aims to connect the 
continents of Asia, Europe and Africa and integrate China with the rest of the 
world through land, sea and air. This project contains an estimated USD 5 
trillion investment in infrastructure building across 65 countries.48

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor

 A major BRI project in South Asia is CPEC, with an investment of USD 
62 billion.49 This project connects the city of Kashgar in China’s Xinjiang 
province to Pakistan’s Gwadar port. An important part of CPEC is the 
reconstruction and upgrading of the Karakoram Highway, which links Kashgar 
to Abbottabad. This highway was opened in 1986 as a trade and transit route 
between China and Pakistan. The construction of this highway significantly 
reduced the travel distance. Notably, it has shortened the distance between 
China and the Middle-East from 15,900 km via the Malacca Strait to 3,700 km 
through the Khunjerab pass.50 

 Importantly, the Karakoram Highway runs close to the Wakhan 
Corridor, a crucial component of BRI. Strategically positioned at the crossroads 
of Central Asia and South Asia, this Corridor provides China access to new 
economic markets, natural resources and energy reserves in Central Asia.51 The 
construction of roads in this Corridor would integrate Afghanistan’s road 
network with the Karakoram Highway.52 Additionally, the Corridor could 
provide a direct link between China’s Xinjiang province and Central Asian 
countries. Moreover, the Corridor may facilitate easier trade and energy supply 
networks between China and its partners. It can potentially deepen China’s 

economic and strategic position in the region. This underscores the Wakhan’s 
role as a vital link in the broader regional geopolitical and economic 
landscape.53

 The Karakoram Highway has the potential to connect CPEC with the 
Wakhan Corridor to expand the infrastructure projects between South Asia and 
Central Asia. Investing in this project would provide China with a shorter trade 
route to Central Asia and beyond.54 The Wakhan Corridor is particularly 
significant as it is the only transit passage in the region that is close to China, 
West-Asia, the Persian Gulf, Caspian Sea and Europe.55 More importantly, 60% 
of China’s trade  with the Western and Middle Eastern countries passes through 
the Strait of Malacca, a vital maritime checkpoint under the strategic influence 
of United States of America, China’s main global competitor.56 Considering 
this geopolitical challenge, the opening of the Wakhan Corridor and its 
connection with Central Asia could provide an alternative route for oil and gas 
pipelines, ensuring a more secure energy supply for China.57

 The construction of alternative land-based trade routes in western 
regions of China is a strategic requirement for its commercial and economic 
security.58 Investment in Wakhan not only offers China an alternate transit route 
but also facilitates its access to Afghanistan’s natural resources, like lithium, 
copper and rare earth minerals, which are important for China’s industrial and 
technological development.59 Geological surveys estimate that Afghanistan 
holds mineral resources worth USD 1 trillion. Therefore, China has already 
invested in the Mes Aynak copper mine, the world’s second-largest copper 
deposit and in the hydrocarbon reserves of the Amu Darya Basin in Sar-e-Pol 
and Faryab provinces.60

 Afghanistan’s recent inclusion in CPEC highlights the growing 
geopolitical importance of the Wakhan Corridor. In May 2025, China, Pakistan 
and Afghanistan agreed in Beijing to formally extend the CPEC into 
Afghanistan’s territory and to hold the next trilateral meeting in Kabul, a move 
reflecting Beijing’s strategy to integrate Afghanistan into BRI frameworks and 
promote regional connectivity.61 This offers Afghanistan unprecedented access 
to Pakistan’s ports and regional trade networks, while simultaneously 
providing China with overland alternatives to traditional maritime routes 
vulnerable to strategic competition.62

 Beyond its economic benefits, the construction of road through the 
Wakhan Corridor would significantly strengthen China’s strategic foothold in 
the region.63 For China, the project could serve three key strategic objectives. 
First, it would expand trade networks with Central Asian countries to the north. 
Second, it would improve connectivity with Pakistan’s Gwadar Port to the 
south, a cornerstone of the CPEC. Third, it would provide China with direct 
access to Afghanistan.64

Pakistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor offers the shortest and most efficient trade route 
for Pakistan to enhance economic and commercial relations with Central Asian 
states. It also provides easy access at the lowest cost via Pakistan’s northern 
highland and Chitral region.65 The Corridor could facilitate trade in minerals, 
textiles, agricultural products, manufactured goods, oil, gas and electric 
transmission lines.66 At the same time, the Wakhan Corridor could function as a 
crucial transit route for Central Asian states to have direct access to the 

international markets through Gwadar Port. Gwadar holds strategic 
significance due to its location at the mouth of the Strait of Hormuz, a key 
maritime chokepoint.67 

 Geographically, Wakhan connects Pakistan’s Hunza and Chitral 
regions, with vital crossing points including Broghil, Irshad and Dilisang 
passes. Among these passes, Broghil pass is the most significant doorway 
connecting Pakistan to the Wakhan Corridor.68 Gupsi and Yasin serve as 
important joining points, connecting the Wakhan Corridor with Pakistan’s 
Ghizar and Hunza districts in Gilgit Baltistan.69 Indeed, this Corridor serves as 
a bridge between Pakistan and Central Asia, significantly reducing the distance 
between the two regions to just 13 km.70 The opening of the Wakhan Corridor 
would offer Pakistan another trading route with Afghanistan. Pakistan could 
exploit the Wakhan Corridor as a more efficient and economical route for 
importing oil and gas from Central Asia and Russia.71

 A train link from Tajikistan through the Wakhan Corridor could connect 
to the planned Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan railway line. Pakistan views 
the Wakhan Corridor not only as a strategic access point to Central Asia but 
also as a potential source of significant employment opportunities for Pakistani 
citizens. In addition to facilitating trade expansion through Gwadar port, the 
Corridor would also enhance Pakistan’s economic ties with China and Central 
Asian countries. However, the importance of Wakhan for Pakistan extends 
beyond trade. The Corridor carries political significance, especially in the 
context of Pakistan’s policy focus on enhancing relations with Central Asian 
states.

Pakistan’s National Security Policy 2022-2026 

 Pakistan’s National Security Policy (NSP) 2022-2026 recognizes 
Afghanistan’s potential as a strategic gateway for enhanced economic 
connectivity with the Central Asian Republics (CARs). Central to this is the 
“Vision Central Asia,” emphasizing five core pillars: political relations, trade 

and investment, energy and connectivity, security and defense and 
people-to-people contacts.72 The NSP marks a deliberate strategic pivot to 
geo-economics, prioritizing the expansion of trade and economic linkages with 
CARs through robust connectivity. Afghanistan plays a pivotal role in 
advancing Pakistan’s “Vision Central Asia” initiative. In alignment with 
Islamabad’s geo-economic priorities, the Wakhan Corridor would further 
facilitate trade expansion and energy projects in the region.

Shanghai Cooperation Organization

 The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) is a pivotal multilateral 
organization that plays a significant role in shaping the geopolitical and 
economic landscape of Central and South Asia, directly impacting the 
relevance of the Wakhan Corridor. Since its establishment in 2001, the SCO has 
prioritized regional stability, security cooperation and economic integration 
among its member states, which include China, Russia, Pakistan, Iran, India, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Belarus. The 
organization’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) has notably enhanced 
intelligence sharing and operational coordination, thereby strengthening 
collective efforts against terrorism, extremism and separatism. The SCO’s 
commitment to fostering mutual trust, expanding multilateral dialogue and 
promoting good neighborliness has provided a crucial platform for addressing 
common security concerns, which is essential for the stability required to 
operationalize strategic routes like the Wakhan Corridor.73

 Beyond security, the SCO is increasingly focused on economic 
cooperation and connectivity, which aligns closely with the objectives of major 
initiatives such as the BRI and the CPEC. The Wakhan Corridor holds the 
potential to become a vital trade and transit route connecting Central Asia with 
South Asia.74 The SCO’s agenda to deepen trade ties, expand infrastructure and 

harmonize regulations among its members directly supports the development 
of such Corridors, facilitating access to new markets and resources. By 
synergizing the BRI and CPEC with the SCO’s broader regional vision, the 
organization is positioned to inject new momentum into cross-border economic 
collaboration, permanently transforming the region’s connectivity and 
economic prospects. In this context, the SCO’s role is not only to ensure a 
secure environment for such projects but also to provide the institutional 
framework for sustainable and inclusive regional development.

Economic Cooperation Organization

 The Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), originally established 
as the Regional Cooperation for Development (RCD) in 1964 by Pakistan, Iran 
and Türkiye, was transformed in 1985 into a broader economic bloc. Its 
expansion in 1992 to include Afghanistan, five Central Asian republics and 
Azerbaijan significantly enhanced the organization’s strategic capacity for 
regional integration.75 Today, the ECO spans approximately eight million 
square kilometers, nearly double the size of the European Union and 
encompasses around 500 million people. Its objectives focus on facilitating 
trade, infrastructure development and energy cooperation across Eurasia, 
positioning it as a potential framework for linking landlocked Central Asian 
states with global markets through Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran and Türkiye.76 In 
this context, the Wakhan Corridor can play a significant role in further 
enhancing trade and economic cooperation among ECO members.

Challenges

 Historically, Wakhan’s natural isolation has kept this area away from 
direct conflict. Nevertheless, its position along the Durand Line and its 
geographic proximity with China and Tajikistan renders it a significant area in 
the region. The Corridor offers access to trade routes, energy resources and 
economic cooperation with Central Asia, South Asia and China. As a result, 
Wakhan remains an important component in the geopolitical landscape of the 
region.77 Despite its strategic significance, the opening of the Corridor faces 
several critical challenges.

Geographical Complexity

 Geographically, the region experiences extremely low temperatures, 
remains snow-covered for over six months in a year and is characterized by 
rugged mountainous terrain. Given these geographical conditions, the 
construction of infrastructure such as roads and tunnels presents significant 
technical and financial challenges. Nevertheless, comparable projects have 
been successfully completed in similar or even more geologically complex 
environments. A notable example is the Karakoram Highway, constructed 
through the formidable Karakoram mountains. The Pamir Mountains, where 
the Wakhan Corridor is located, exhibit similarly challenging topography.78 

Given these considerations, the construction of roads and tunnels in the 
Wakhan Corridor is feasible with the technological capabilities of China. From 
this perspective, geography does not constitute the primary obstacle to the 
development and opening of the Corridor. Instead, the principal challenges 
stem from terrorism originating in Afghanistan, political instability in the 
country and the prevalence of drug trafficking across the region.

Threat of Terrorism

 Decades of conflict and instability in Afghanistan, as well as 
destruction caused by foreign forces, have created an environment conducive to 
the presence and operation of various terrorist organizations. The terrorist 
groups often exploit the country’s ungoverned spaces and porous borders, 
particularly around the Wakhan Corridor, to establish bases and stage activities 
targeting neighboring regions, including Pakistan, Central Asia and China.79 
The use of Afghanistan’s territory as a launchpad for cross-border terrorism has 
raised serious security concerns among regional states. China and Central 
Asian countries, in particular, view the security situation as a major obstacle to 
regional connectivity.80 Due to persistent terrorist threats, China has long been 
reluctant to open or develop the Wakhan Corridor, keeping its border with 
Afghanistan effectively sealed for decades.81 In the light of these concerns, 
terrorism in Afghanistan continues to pose a significant threat to the security 
and stability of Pakistan, Central Asia and China. As long as the region remains 
insecure, the operationalization of the Wakhan Corridor will remain uncertain. 
Therefore, security and political stability in Afghanistan are essential 

prerequisites for the Corridor’s development and opening.

Drug Trafficking

 Afghanistan is the world’s leading producer of opium. And one of the 
transit routes for this drug is Wakhan Corridor, which links Afghanistan to 
neighboring countries of China, Tajikistan and Pakistan. This connectivity not 
only contributes to the increase in the regional drug trade but also provides 
considerable funding for terrorist groups in Afghanistan. In 2020 alone, the 
volume of opium sold through this Corridor was 8.3 thousand tons, with an 
estimated value of USD 350 million.82 Due to lack of infrastructure in Wakhan, 
China has remained shielded from drug trafficking originating in Afghanistan. 
The construction of roads and other means in Wakhan could facilitate drug 
trafficking, turning the Corridor into a direct transit route for drug trafficking. 
Drug trafficking remains a key concern for regional countries to develop the 
Corridor. The continued drug trafficking poses a significant threat to the 
stability and security of Wakhan and its neighboring countries. Therefore, it is 
necessary to take serious steps to prevent drug trafficking in this region.83 
However, this problem is not insurmountable and can be tackled by close 
cooperation among the anti-narcotics forces of Pakistan, China, Tajikistan and 
Afghanistan through concerted efforts.

Conclusion 

 The Wakhan Corridor holds significant geo-economic and geostrategic 
importance for China, Afghanistan and Pakistan. However, its development has 
consistently faced challenges due to geopolitical issues, including the 
19th-century “Great Game” between Russia and the British, the Soviet 
Invasion of Afghanistan (1979-1989), the Afghanistan Civil War (1992-2001), 
NATO intervention (2001-2021) and the current instability in Afghanistan.  

 Building roads and tunnels across Wakhan will enhance trade activities 
in the region. This Corridor will provide a shorter route to access Central Asia 
and, vice versa, will enable Central Asian countries to more easily reach 
Pakistan’s Gwadar and Karachi ports. It will also ease China’s access to 
Afghanistan and strengthen the link between CPEC and the broader region, 
which is a key component of BRI. In a recent development, Afghanistan has 
been included in the CPEC. Its inclusion is expected to accelerate investment 

and construction activities along the Corridor. The operationalization of this 
Corridor will not only enhance regional connectivity but also open new paths 
for economic cooperation and infrastructure development. In this context, it 
will provide researchers with a valuable opportunity to study the broader 
potential geopolitical impact of the Corridor at both regional and global levels.

 The connectivity is expected to foster peace, security, political stability 
and shared prosperity for all the countries in the region. In particular, it holds 
the potential to lift the people of Afghanistan out of poverty and diminish the 
impact of current humanitarian crisis.
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Introduction

 A particular geographic place or space does not choose to become a 
strategic location. Instead, its position in a “hostile geopolitical environment” 
or its location between various ambitious and aggressive geopolitical entities 
increases its geopolitical and geostrategic importance.2 Considering this, 
Wakhan enjoys a significant strategic location in the region. Historically, this 
narrow strip of land has served as an important transit route between China, 
Tibet, Persia, Central Asia and South Asia. The ancient Silk Route passed 
through this narrow strip and remained the primary passage for travelers and 
merchandise for a long time. This famous route was not only crucial for trade 
and commerce but also played a great role in the exchange of ideas and cultures 
between the eastern and western regions of the world.3 

 Furthermore, in ancient times, this route was used by Chinese pilgrims 
to visit Buddhist centers in Gandhara and Taxila. It was a popular pilgrimage 
route during the 5th and 6th centuries. In the seventh century, the Chinese monk 
Huan Tsang traveled through this route in search of Buddhist teaching. Marco 
Polo and Portuguese travelers used this route to reach China.4 Therefore, this 
Corridor remained an essential trade path to connect China, India, Balkh and 
Bukhara until the decline of the Mughal Empire in India. However, with the 
development of new sea routes to China and India in the late 15th century, the 
ancient Silk Route lost its significance as a major trade route from Rome to 
China.5

 The modern geopolitical importance of Wakhan emerged in the 19th 
century during the “Great Game” era.6 During this time, Wakhan emerged as a 
“buffer zone” between the Tsarist Russia and the British Empire to prevent 
Russian advance toward British India and to avoid direct conflict between the 

two powers.7 Hence, the Corridor was formed in 1895 after negotiations 
between British military explorer Francis Younghusband and his Russian 
counterpart, Colonel Yanov.8 Both officers delineated the southern and northern 
borders of the Corridor and announced that neither China nor Afghanistan 
would interfere in the area. However, later Russia conceded this area as part of 
Afghanistan under a pre-established agreement.9

 During the Cold War, this area remained strategically significant due to 
its geographical proximity to the Soviet Union and Pakistan, especially after 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.10 Following the Soviet withdrawal 
from Afghanistan, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) recognized 
its significance as an alternative supply route. In 2009, the United States 
approached Chinese authorities with a proposal to open Wakhjir Pass as an 
alternative supply route for NATO forces operating in Afghanistan. However, 
China declined the proposal due to its strategic interests and security 
concerns.11

 Today, Wakhan’s proximity to China, Pakistan and Central Asia makes 
it a crucial focal point for regional powers, particularly in the context of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).12 The BRI project aims to connect the Wakhan 
Corridor to the USD 62 billion mega-infrastructure project, the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor (CPEC), due to its proximity to the Karakoram Highway. 
The Karakoram Highway was developed by the Chinese government to 
facilitate regional connectivity through pipelines, power transmission lines, 

and railway networks.13 The objective of this paper is to highlight the strategic 
importance of the Wakhan Corridor and the interest of Afghanistan, Pakistan 
and China in the development of this Corridor, particularly in terms of its 
geopolitical and geo-economic importance. This research paper is based on a 
qualitative method. The data has been collected from secondary sources, 
including articles, newspapers and credible internet sources.

Geographical Position 

 The Wakhan Corridor is typically characterized by high altitudes, 
rugged terrain, towering mountain ranges, expansive glaciers and harsh 
climatic environment. The Corridor is a long narrow strip of land in 
Badakhshan province, northeast of Afghanistan that has served as an important 
connecting point between South Asia, Central Asia and China. For centuries, it 
has been a vital passage for traders and pilgrimers. The Corridor extends from 
the Ishkashim district in the north to the south by creating boundaries between 
several geopolitical entities. The Wakhan Corridor extends approximately 350 
km in length, with its width ranging from 16 to 64 km.14 It covers an area of 
10,300 km2. On the southern side, it shares a 300 km border with Pakistan, 
while in the north and northeast, 260 km with Tajikistan and in the west, 74 km 
with China.15 Additionally, the Corridor encompasses several major mountain 
ranges, including the Pamir, Hindu Kush and Karakoram. These three ranges 
converge at what is commonly known as the Pamir Knot, while the open valley 
between these three ranges is called “Roof of the World” or (Bam-e-Dunya). 
The mountain passes in this region range from 5,000m to 6,500m above sea 
level.16 These rugged mountain ranges not only define the area’s topography 
but also reinforce the Corridor’s strategic importance. It serves as a key 
connecting point between Afghanistan and China’s Xinjiang province, while 

separating Tajikistan’s Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region from northern 
Pakistan.17 

 The Corridor is divided into two regions: The Upper Wakhan and the 
Lower Wakhan. The upper Wakhan lies to the eastern side of the Pamir River, 
while the lower Wakhan is situated on the western side, covering the Panj River 
valley and Wakhan Valley.18 Geographically, this region is divided into three 
sections: the main Wakhan strip between Pamir Knot, Qala Panj and 
Ishkesham; the great Pamir, also known as Pamir-e-Kalan, consists of the 
highest mountains in the knot. This mountain divides the Tajik Pamir across the 
deep valley of the Pamir River. The last section is little Pamir, known as “Pamir 
Khord”, located in the southern and eastern block of mountains, determined by 
the upper valley and upper ridge of the Wakhan Valley.19 To be precise, the 
Wakhan Corridor is spread between 71°50’ to 74°50’ degrees east longitude, 
36°35’ to 37°30’ degrees north latitude. Access to this region is restricted by 
terrain.20

 Geomorphologically, the Corridor is divided into two distinct parts: The 
Wakhan Corridor and the Afghan Pamir. The Wakhan Corridor lies at an 
elevation higher than 2000m and the Afghan Pamir lies above 3500m. This 
challenging topography contributes to the region’s remoteness, making it one 
of the most isolated areas within the Hindu Kush-Karakoram region. Access to 
this region is possible through Dawan, Jaman Shur on the north, Wakhjir on the 
east and Broghil, Darwazo, Kankhen, Ochili and Shahgologh on the south.21 
Additionally, this narrow strip of land has numerous routes to connect with 
neighboring countries. The Northern route connects it with Tajikistan, passing 
along the Panj Rivers. The Southern route reaches China through Wakhjir Pass, 
but this route is closed for more than half of the year due to snowfall. The third 
is the Central route, connecting both the Northern and Southern routes in 
Wakhan and leading to China through Tegermansu mountain pass at an altitude 
of 4,827m.22 The fourth route links the Afghan Tongue with the Karakoram 
Highway, located in the southeast from Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Hunza and Gilgit 

regions of Pakistan. The fifth route is located in the south, connecting 
Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Gilgit and Chitral regions. Other roads also link Wakhan 
to Chitral.23 Furthermore, the main passes of the Wakhan Corridor are Broghli 
(3882m), Darwazaa to Chitral (4288m), Irshad Uween (4979m) and Dilisan 
(5290m) to Gojal and Khodarg Werth to Ishkuman.24 The region is known for 
its snowy peaks, deep valleys, glaciers, lakes, rugged and rocky terrains and hot 
springs.

 The Oxus River (Amu Darya), one of Central Asia’s major rivers that 
ultimately flows into the Aral Sea, originates in the highlands of this region.25 
The two main tributaries of this river are the Panj and Pamir Rivers, which 
originate from the heights of Pamir and Hindukush. The joining of these two 
rivers forms the Amu River.26

Socio-Cultural Diversity of the Wakhan Corridor

 The Wakhan Corridor is a unique region with diverse customs, rituals 
and various ethnic groups living in this area.27 Wakhan has a population of 
17000 people, consisting of Wakhis and Kyrgyz,28 who have been living in this 
region for centuries. The Kyrgyz and Wakhis are followers of the Ismaili sect 
of Islam and their language is Wakhi. The Wakhis live in the border areas of 
Tajikistan, China and Pakistan at altitudes of 2000m to 3000m. The Kyrgyz live 
in the eastern part of the Wakhan Corridor, which includes mountains and 
snow-covered lakes.29

 The common religion, language, climate and environment have 
fostered similar cultures among the Wakhis and Kyrgyz.30 Despite these 

commonalities, sometimes territorial disputes, historical grievances and 
competing interests among these groups lead to tension and conflict.31 Owing 
to the extremely rugged terrain, harsh climatic conditions and geographic 
isolation, the people of Wakhan face significant challenges, including limited 
access to education, food insecurity, widespread poverty, inadequate healthcare 
and a high prevalence of opium addiction.32 The absence of education and 
development standards has kept them behind the world.33

 Currently, the livelihood of the Wakhan people primarily depends on 
livestock husbandry and, to some extent, agriculture.34 The people of Wakhan 
live in tents and follow a nomadic lifestyle. In the summer season, they move 
to higher elevations, while in winter, they go downhill to their pastures to avoid 
the extreme cold and facilitate grazing for their animals.35 Festivities in Wakhan 
include the celebration of Nowruz (Persian New Year), Eid ul-Fitr and Eid 
ul-Adha, along with the observance of local traditions and cultural practices.

Afghanistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor is often described as the “head” of Afghanistan 
due to its distinctive shape and location. In ancient times, this region held a 
significant position as a trade route between the East and West. However, in the 
modern era, it has lost its importance due to modern developments, rugged 
terrain and lack of infrastructure.36 But in recent years, the discovery of 
hydrocarbons in Central Asia and the emergence of new economic projects like 
CPEC, BRI and other ventures, including gas and oil pipelines and electric 
transmission lines like CASA-1000, have highlighted the geopolitical and 

geo-economic importance of this Corridor.37 With the rise of these projects, the 
Wakhan Corridor has once again attracted the attention of neighboring 
countries. It appears that the Corridor is regaining its historical significance 
after centuries of neglect. The revival of Wakhan is expected to increase 
Afghanistan’s political and economic significance as a transit hub.

 Afghanistan has served as a link between East and West due to its 
strategic location as a transit point for commercial exchanges in ancient times. 
Its geographical position offers a unique opportunity to transform the country 
into a commercial and economic Corridor. The Wakhan Corridor, in particular, 
holds significant potential to connect regional countries including Afghanistan, 
China, Pakistan and the Central Asian states.38 This Corridor holds strategic 
significance for Afghanistan, as it could facilitate strong relations with 
neighboring countries and enhance its global trade through the Indian Ocean. 
Moreover, its proximity with the “resource-abundant” Central Asian states and 
Pakistan, offers opportunities for trade partnership, resource exchange and 
cross-border commerce.39

 Establishing communication and commercial infrastructure in Wakhan 
will contribute to the economic development of Afghanistan, particularly 
benefiting the Northern provinces.40 By developing this Corridor, Afghanistan 
can transport its products to China easily and affordably, while simultaneously 
reaping economic and commercial benefits in return.41 It would enhance 
Afghanistan’s political leverage and help the country to balance its relations 
with regional powers. In addition, the development of infrastructure in Wakhan 
would improve the government’s access to the region, promote economic 
growth and uplift the living standard of local people.42

 China’s BRI project further underscores the significance of this 
Corridor.43 By joining BRI, Afghanistan can serve as a regional hub and enter 
into a new era of economic and political cooperation at the regional level. The 
development of the Wakhan Corridor represents a crucial step toward 
Afghanistan’s economic and political growth.44 Afghanistan stands to benefit 
significantly from becoming part of BRI, as this project would connect to both 
North-East Asian and South-West Asian nations. By integrating into this 
project, Afghanistan could achieve political and economic relevance and 
establish itself as a key global transit hub. Opening the Wakhan Corridor would 
increase Afghanistan’s strategic importance by offering an alternative route to 
the Indian Ocean through Pakistan,45 a development that holds particular 
significance for China. Therefore, China is investing in infrastructure projects 
in Wakhan region. The three key ranges, Tegermansu, the Big Pamir or Pamir 
Kalan and Wakhjir valley, have been identified as potential sites for 
development. The development of these ranges would provide Afghanistan 
with new economic prospects.46

 The opening of this Corridor would significantly enhance Afghanistan’s 
geopolitical importance, positioning it as a supplementary route for regional 
connectivity. By integrating with the Karakoram Highway, it would provide 
direct and shortest access to the Arabian Sea.47 Afghanistan could benefit 
substantially from this Corridor by generating revenue through taxation and 
creating thousands of direct and indirect job opportunities. Trade cannot 
flourish without security, therefore, realizing the full benefits of this Corridor is 
contingent upon stability in Afghanistan.

China’s Interest

 China has started efforts to revitalize the ancient Silk Road as part of the 
BRI project. The initiative includes two major components: (i) Silk Road 
Economic Belt and (ii) Maritime Silk Road. This plan aims to connect the 
continents of Asia, Europe and Africa and integrate China with the rest of the 
world through land, sea and air. This project contains an estimated USD 5 
trillion investment in infrastructure building across 65 countries.48

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor

 A major BRI project in South Asia is CPEC, with an investment of USD 
62 billion.49 This project connects the city of Kashgar in China’s Xinjiang 
province to Pakistan’s Gwadar port. An important part of CPEC is the 
reconstruction and upgrading of the Karakoram Highway, which links Kashgar 
to Abbottabad. This highway was opened in 1986 as a trade and transit route 
between China and Pakistan. The construction of this highway significantly 
reduced the travel distance. Notably, it has shortened the distance between 
China and the Middle-East from 15,900 km via the Malacca Strait to 3,700 km 
through the Khunjerab pass.50 

 Importantly, the Karakoram Highway runs close to the Wakhan 
Corridor, a crucial component of BRI. Strategically positioned at the crossroads 
of Central Asia and South Asia, this Corridor provides China access to new 
economic markets, natural resources and energy reserves in Central Asia.51 The 
construction of roads in this Corridor would integrate Afghanistan’s road 
network with the Karakoram Highway.52 Additionally, the Corridor could 
provide a direct link between China’s Xinjiang province and Central Asian 
countries. Moreover, the Corridor may facilitate easier trade and energy supply 
networks between China and its partners. It can potentially deepen China’s 

economic and strategic position in the region. This underscores the Wakhan’s 
role as a vital link in the broader regional geopolitical and economic 
landscape.53

 The Karakoram Highway has the potential to connect CPEC with the 
Wakhan Corridor to expand the infrastructure projects between South Asia and 
Central Asia. Investing in this project would provide China with a shorter trade 
route to Central Asia and beyond.54 The Wakhan Corridor is particularly 
significant as it is the only transit passage in the region that is close to China, 
West-Asia, the Persian Gulf, Caspian Sea and Europe.55 More importantly, 60% 
of China’s trade  with the Western and Middle Eastern countries passes through 
the Strait of Malacca, a vital maritime checkpoint under the strategic influence 
of United States of America, China’s main global competitor.56 Considering 
this geopolitical challenge, the opening of the Wakhan Corridor and its 
connection with Central Asia could provide an alternative route for oil and gas 
pipelines, ensuring a more secure energy supply for China.57

 The construction of alternative land-based trade routes in western 
regions of China is a strategic requirement for its commercial and economic 
security.58 Investment in Wakhan not only offers China an alternate transit route 
but also facilitates its access to Afghanistan’s natural resources, like lithium, 
copper and rare earth minerals, which are important for China’s industrial and 
technological development.59 Geological surveys estimate that Afghanistan 
holds mineral resources worth USD 1 trillion. Therefore, China has already 
invested in the Mes Aynak copper mine, the world’s second-largest copper 
deposit and in the hydrocarbon reserves of the Amu Darya Basin in Sar-e-Pol 
and Faryab provinces.60

 Afghanistan’s recent inclusion in CPEC highlights the growing 
geopolitical importance of the Wakhan Corridor. In May 2025, China, Pakistan 
and Afghanistan agreed in Beijing to formally extend the CPEC into 
Afghanistan’s territory and to hold the next trilateral meeting in Kabul, a move 
reflecting Beijing’s strategy to integrate Afghanistan into BRI frameworks and 
promote regional connectivity.61 This offers Afghanistan unprecedented access 
to Pakistan’s ports and regional trade networks, while simultaneously 
providing China with overland alternatives to traditional maritime routes 
vulnerable to strategic competition.62

 Beyond its economic benefits, the construction of road through the 
Wakhan Corridor would significantly strengthen China’s strategic foothold in 
the region.63 For China, the project could serve three key strategic objectives. 
First, it would expand trade networks with Central Asian countries to the north. 
Second, it would improve connectivity with Pakistan’s Gwadar Port to the 
south, a cornerstone of the CPEC. Third, it would provide China with direct 
access to Afghanistan.64

Pakistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor offers the shortest and most efficient trade route 
for Pakistan to enhance economic and commercial relations with Central Asian 
states. It also provides easy access at the lowest cost via Pakistan’s northern 
highland and Chitral region.65 The Corridor could facilitate trade in minerals, 
textiles, agricultural products, manufactured goods, oil, gas and electric 
transmission lines.66 At the same time, the Wakhan Corridor could function as a 
crucial transit route for Central Asian states to have direct access to the 

international markets through Gwadar Port. Gwadar holds strategic 
significance due to its location at the mouth of the Strait of Hormuz, a key 
maritime chokepoint.67 

 Geographically, Wakhan connects Pakistan’s Hunza and Chitral 
regions, with vital crossing points including Broghil, Irshad and Dilisang 
passes. Among these passes, Broghil pass is the most significant doorway 
connecting Pakistan to the Wakhan Corridor.68 Gupsi and Yasin serve as 
important joining points, connecting the Wakhan Corridor with Pakistan’s 
Ghizar and Hunza districts in Gilgit Baltistan.69 Indeed, this Corridor serves as 
a bridge between Pakistan and Central Asia, significantly reducing the distance 
between the two regions to just 13 km.70 The opening of the Wakhan Corridor 
would offer Pakistan another trading route with Afghanistan. Pakistan could 
exploit the Wakhan Corridor as a more efficient and economical route for 
importing oil and gas from Central Asia and Russia.71

 A train link from Tajikistan through the Wakhan Corridor could connect 
to the planned Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan railway line. Pakistan views 
the Wakhan Corridor not only as a strategic access point to Central Asia but 
also as a potential source of significant employment opportunities for Pakistani 
citizens. In addition to facilitating trade expansion through Gwadar port, the 
Corridor would also enhance Pakistan’s economic ties with China and Central 
Asian countries. However, the importance of Wakhan for Pakistan extends 
beyond trade. The Corridor carries political significance, especially in the 
context of Pakistan’s policy focus on enhancing relations with Central Asian 
states.

Pakistan’s National Security Policy 2022-2026 

 Pakistan’s National Security Policy (NSP) 2022-2026 recognizes 
Afghanistan’s potential as a strategic gateway for enhanced economic 
connectivity with the Central Asian Republics (CARs). Central to this is the 
“Vision Central Asia,” emphasizing five core pillars: political relations, trade 

and investment, energy and connectivity, security and defense and 
people-to-people contacts.72 The NSP marks a deliberate strategic pivot to 
geo-economics, prioritizing the expansion of trade and economic linkages with 
CARs through robust connectivity. Afghanistan plays a pivotal role in 
advancing Pakistan’s “Vision Central Asia” initiative. In alignment with 
Islamabad’s geo-economic priorities, the Wakhan Corridor would further 
facilitate trade expansion and energy projects in the region.

Shanghai Cooperation Organization

 The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) is a pivotal multilateral 
organization that plays a significant role in shaping the geopolitical and 
economic landscape of Central and South Asia, directly impacting the 
relevance of the Wakhan Corridor. Since its establishment in 2001, the SCO has 
prioritized regional stability, security cooperation and economic integration 
among its member states, which include China, Russia, Pakistan, Iran, India, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Belarus. The 
organization’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) has notably enhanced 
intelligence sharing and operational coordination, thereby strengthening 
collective efforts against terrorism, extremism and separatism. The SCO’s 
commitment to fostering mutual trust, expanding multilateral dialogue and 
promoting good neighborliness has provided a crucial platform for addressing 
common security concerns, which is essential for the stability required to 
operationalize strategic routes like the Wakhan Corridor.73

 Beyond security, the SCO is increasingly focused on economic 
cooperation and connectivity, which aligns closely with the objectives of major 
initiatives such as the BRI and the CPEC. The Wakhan Corridor holds the 
potential to become a vital trade and transit route connecting Central Asia with 
South Asia.74 The SCO’s agenda to deepen trade ties, expand infrastructure and 

harmonize regulations among its members directly supports the development 
of such Corridors, facilitating access to new markets and resources. By 
synergizing the BRI and CPEC with the SCO’s broader regional vision, the 
organization is positioned to inject new momentum into cross-border economic 
collaboration, permanently transforming the region’s connectivity and 
economic prospects. In this context, the SCO’s role is not only to ensure a 
secure environment for such projects but also to provide the institutional 
framework for sustainable and inclusive regional development.

Economic Cooperation Organization

 The Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), originally established 
as the Regional Cooperation for Development (RCD) in 1964 by Pakistan, Iran 
and Türkiye, was transformed in 1985 into a broader economic bloc. Its 
expansion in 1992 to include Afghanistan, five Central Asian republics and 
Azerbaijan significantly enhanced the organization’s strategic capacity for 
regional integration.75 Today, the ECO spans approximately eight million 
square kilometers, nearly double the size of the European Union and 
encompasses around 500 million people. Its objectives focus on facilitating 
trade, infrastructure development and energy cooperation across Eurasia, 
positioning it as a potential framework for linking landlocked Central Asian 
states with global markets through Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran and Türkiye.76 In 
this context, the Wakhan Corridor can play a significant role in further 
enhancing trade and economic cooperation among ECO members.

Challenges

 Historically, Wakhan’s natural isolation has kept this area away from 
direct conflict. Nevertheless, its position along the Durand Line and its 
geographic proximity with China and Tajikistan renders it a significant area in 
the region. The Corridor offers access to trade routes, energy resources and 
economic cooperation with Central Asia, South Asia and China. As a result, 
Wakhan remains an important component in the geopolitical landscape of the 
region.77 Despite its strategic significance, the opening of the Corridor faces 
several critical challenges.

Geographical Complexity

 Geographically, the region experiences extremely low temperatures, 
remains snow-covered for over six months in a year and is characterized by 
rugged mountainous terrain. Given these geographical conditions, the 
construction of infrastructure such as roads and tunnels presents significant 
technical and financial challenges. Nevertheless, comparable projects have 
been successfully completed in similar or even more geologically complex 
environments. A notable example is the Karakoram Highway, constructed 
through the formidable Karakoram mountains. The Pamir Mountains, where 
the Wakhan Corridor is located, exhibit similarly challenging topography.78 

Given these considerations, the construction of roads and tunnels in the 
Wakhan Corridor is feasible with the technological capabilities of China. From 
this perspective, geography does not constitute the primary obstacle to the 
development and opening of the Corridor. Instead, the principal challenges 
stem from terrorism originating in Afghanistan, political instability in the 
country and the prevalence of drug trafficking across the region.

Threat of Terrorism

 Decades of conflict and instability in Afghanistan, as well as 
destruction caused by foreign forces, have created an environment conducive to 
the presence and operation of various terrorist organizations. The terrorist 
groups often exploit the country’s ungoverned spaces and porous borders, 
particularly around the Wakhan Corridor, to establish bases and stage activities 
targeting neighboring regions, including Pakistan, Central Asia and China.79 
The use of Afghanistan’s territory as a launchpad for cross-border terrorism has 
raised serious security concerns among regional states. China and Central 
Asian countries, in particular, view the security situation as a major obstacle to 
regional connectivity.80 Due to persistent terrorist threats, China has long been 
reluctant to open or develop the Wakhan Corridor, keeping its border with 
Afghanistan effectively sealed for decades.81 In the light of these concerns, 
terrorism in Afghanistan continues to pose a significant threat to the security 
and stability of Pakistan, Central Asia and China. As long as the region remains 
insecure, the operationalization of the Wakhan Corridor will remain uncertain. 
Therefore, security and political stability in Afghanistan are essential 

prerequisites for the Corridor’s development and opening.

Drug Trafficking

 Afghanistan is the world’s leading producer of opium. And one of the 
transit routes for this drug is Wakhan Corridor, which links Afghanistan to 
neighboring countries of China, Tajikistan and Pakistan. This connectivity not 
only contributes to the increase in the regional drug trade but also provides 
considerable funding for terrorist groups in Afghanistan. In 2020 alone, the 
volume of opium sold through this Corridor was 8.3 thousand tons, with an 
estimated value of USD 350 million.82 Due to lack of infrastructure in Wakhan, 
China has remained shielded from drug trafficking originating in Afghanistan. 
The construction of roads and other means in Wakhan could facilitate drug 
trafficking, turning the Corridor into a direct transit route for drug trafficking. 
Drug trafficking remains a key concern for regional countries to develop the 
Corridor. The continued drug trafficking poses a significant threat to the 
stability and security of Wakhan and its neighboring countries. Therefore, it is 
necessary to take serious steps to prevent drug trafficking in this region.83 
However, this problem is not insurmountable and can be tackled by close 
cooperation among the anti-narcotics forces of Pakistan, China, Tajikistan and 
Afghanistan through concerted efforts.

Conclusion 

 The Wakhan Corridor holds significant geo-economic and geostrategic 
importance for China, Afghanistan and Pakistan. However, its development has 
consistently faced challenges due to geopolitical issues, including the 
19th-century “Great Game” between Russia and the British, the Soviet 
Invasion of Afghanistan (1979-1989), the Afghanistan Civil War (1992-2001), 
NATO intervention (2001-2021) and the current instability in Afghanistan.  

 Building roads and tunnels across Wakhan will enhance trade activities 
in the region. This Corridor will provide a shorter route to access Central Asia 
and, vice versa, will enable Central Asian countries to more easily reach 
Pakistan’s Gwadar and Karachi ports. It will also ease China’s access to 
Afghanistan and strengthen the link between CPEC and the broader region, 
which is a key component of BRI. In a recent development, Afghanistan has 
been included in the CPEC. Its inclusion is expected to accelerate investment 

and construction activities along the Corridor. The operationalization of this 
Corridor will not only enhance regional connectivity but also open new paths 
for economic cooperation and infrastructure development. In this context, it 
will provide researchers with a valuable opportunity to study the broader 
potential geopolitical impact of the Corridor at both regional and global levels.

 The connectivity is expected to foster peace, security, political stability 
and shared prosperity for all the countries in the region. In particular, it holds 
the potential to lift the people of Afghanistan out of poverty and diminish the 
impact of current humanitarian crisis.
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Introduction

 A particular geographic place or space does not choose to become a 
strategic location. Instead, its position in a “hostile geopolitical environment” 
or its location between various ambitious and aggressive geopolitical entities 
increases its geopolitical and geostrategic importance.2 Considering this, 
Wakhan enjoys a significant strategic location in the region. Historically, this 
narrow strip of land has served as an important transit route between China, 
Tibet, Persia, Central Asia and South Asia. The ancient Silk Route passed 
through this narrow strip and remained the primary passage for travelers and 
merchandise for a long time. This famous route was not only crucial for trade 
and commerce but also played a great role in the exchange of ideas and cultures 
between the eastern and western regions of the world.3 

 Furthermore, in ancient times, this route was used by Chinese pilgrims 
to visit Buddhist centers in Gandhara and Taxila. It was a popular pilgrimage 
route during the 5th and 6th centuries. In the seventh century, the Chinese monk 
Huan Tsang traveled through this route in search of Buddhist teaching. Marco 
Polo and Portuguese travelers used this route to reach China.4 Therefore, this 
Corridor remained an essential trade path to connect China, India, Balkh and 
Bukhara until the decline of the Mughal Empire in India. However, with the 
development of new sea routes to China and India in the late 15th century, the 
ancient Silk Route lost its significance as a major trade route from Rome to 
China.5

 The modern geopolitical importance of Wakhan emerged in the 19th 
century during the “Great Game” era.6 During this time, Wakhan emerged as a 
“buffer zone” between the Tsarist Russia and the British Empire to prevent 
Russian advance toward British India and to avoid direct conflict between the 

two powers.7 Hence, the Corridor was formed in 1895 after negotiations 
between British military explorer Francis Younghusband and his Russian 
counterpart, Colonel Yanov.8 Both officers delineated the southern and northern 
borders of the Corridor and announced that neither China nor Afghanistan 
would interfere in the area. However, later Russia conceded this area as part of 
Afghanistan under a pre-established agreement.9

 During the Cold War, this area remained strategically significant due to 
its geographical proximity to the Soviet Union and Pakistan, especially after 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.10 Following the Soviet withdrawal 
from Afghanistan, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) recognized 
its significance as an alternative supply route. In 2009, the United States 
approached Chinese authorities with a proposal to open Wakhjir Pass as an 
alternative supply route for NATO forces operating in Afghanistan. However, 
China declined the proposal due to its strategic interests and security 
concerns.11

 Today, Wakhan’s proximity to China, Pakistan and Central Asia makes 
it a crucial focal point for regional powers, particularly in the context of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).12 The BRI project aims to connect the Wakhan 
Corridor to the USD 62 billion mega-infrastructure project, the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor (CPEC), due to its proximity to the Karakoram Highway. 
The Karakoram Highway was developed by the Chinese government to 
facilitate regional connectivity through pipelines, power transmission lines, 

and railway networks.13 The objective of this paper is to highlight the strategic 
importance of the Wakhan Corridor and the interest of Afghanistan, Pakistan 
and China in the development of this Corridor, particularly in terms of its 
geopolitical and geo-economic importance. This research paper is based on a 
qualitative method. The data has been collected from secondary sources, 
including articles, newspapers and credible internet sources.

Geographical Position 

 The Wakhan Corridor is typically characterized by high altitudes, 
rugged terrain, towering mountain ranges, expansive glaciers and harsh 
climatic environment. The Corridor is a long narrow strip of land in 
Badakhshan province, northeast of Afghanistan that has served as an important 
connecting point between South Asia, Central Asia and China. For centuries, it 
has been a vital passage for traders and pilgrimers. The Corridor extends from 
the Ishkashim district in the north to the south by creating boundaries between 
several geopolitical entities. The Wakhan Corridor extends approximately 350 
km in length, with its width ranging from 16 to 64 km.14 It covers an area of 
10,300 km2. On the southern side, it shares a 300 km border with Pakistan, 
while in the north and northeast, 260 km with Tajikistan and in the west, 74 km 
with China.15 Additionally, the Corridor encompasses several major mountain 
ranges, including the Pamir, Hindu Kush and Karakoram. These three ranges 
converge at what is commonly known as the Pamir Knot, while the open valley 
between these three ranges is called “Roof of the World” or (Bam-e-Dunya). 
The mountain passes in this region range from 5,000m to 6,500m above sea 
level.16 These rugged mountain ranges not only define the area’s topography 
but also reinforce the Corridor’s strategic importance. It serves as a key 
connecting point between Afghanistan and China’s Xinjiang province, while 

separating Tajikistan’s Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region from northern 
Pakistan.17 

 The Corridor is divided into two regions: The Upper Wakhan and the 
Lower Wakhan. The upper Wakhan lies to the eastern side of the Pamir River, 
while the lower Wakhan is situated on the western side, covering the Panj River 
valley and Wakhan Valley.18 Geographically, this region is divided into three 
sections: the main Wakhan strip between Pamir Knot, Qala Panj and 
Ishkesham; the great Pamir, also known as Pamir-e-Kalan, consists of the 
highest mountains in the knot. This mountain divides the Tajik Pamir across the 
deep valley of the Pamir River. The last section is little Pamir, known as “Pamir 
Khord”, located in the southern and eastern block of mountains, determined by 
the upper valley and upper ridge of the Wakhan Valley.19 To be precise, the 
Wakhan Corridor is spread between 71°50’ to 74°50’ degrees east longitude, 
36°35’ to 37°30’ degrees north latitude. Access to this region is restricted by 
terrain.20

 Geomorphologically, the Corridor is divided into two distinct parts: The 
Wakhan Corridor and the Afghan Pamir. The Wakhan Corridor lies at an 
elevation higher than 2000m and the Afghan Pamir lies above 3500m. This 
challenging topography contributes to the region’s remoteness, making it one 
of the most isolated areas within the Hindu Kush-Karakoram region. Access to 
this region is possible through Dawan, Jaman Shur on the north, Wakhjir on the 
east and Broghil, Darwazo, Kankhen, Ochili and Shahgologh on the south.21 
Additionally, this narrow strip of land has numerous routes to connect with 
neighboring countries. The Northern route connects it with Tajikistan, passing 
along the Panj Rivers. The Southern route reaches China through Wakhjir Pass, 
but this route is closed for more than half of the year due to snowfall. The third 
is the Central route, connecting both the Northern and Southern routes in 
Wakhan and leading to China through Tegermansu mountain pass at an altitude 
of 4,827m.22 The fourth route links the Afghan Tongue with the Karakoram 
Highway, located in the southeast from Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Hunza and Gilgit 

regions of Pakistan. The fifth route is located in the south, connecting 
Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Gilgit and Chitral regions. Other roads also link Wakhan 
to Chitral.23 Furthermore, the main passes of the Wakhan Corridor are Broghli 
(3882m), Darwazaa to Chitral (4288m), Irshad Uween (4979m) and Dilisan 
(5290m) to Gojal and Khodarg Werth to Ishkuman.24 The region is known for 
its snowy peaks, deep valleys, glaciers, lakes, rugged and rocky terrains and hot 
springs.

 The Oxus River (Amu Darya), one of Central Asia’s major rivers that 
ultimately flows into the Aral Sea, originates in the highlands of this region.25 
The two main tributaries of this river are the Panj and Pamir Rivers, which 
originate from the heights of Pamir and Hindukush. The joining of these two 
rivers forms the Amu River.26

Socio-Cultural Diversity of the Wakhan Corridor

 The Wakhan Corridor is a unique region with diverse customs, rituals 
and various ethnic groups living in this area.27 Wakhan has a population of 
17000 people, consisting of Wakhis and Kyrgyz,28 who have been living in this 
region for centuries. The Kyrgyz and Wakhis are followers of the Ismaili sect 
of Islam and their language is Wakhi. The Wakhis live in the border areas of 
Tajikistan, China and Pakistan at altitudes of 2000m to 3000m. The Kyrgyz live 
in the eastern part of the Wakhan Corridor, which includes mountains and 
snow-covered lakes.29

 The common religion, language, climate and environment have 
fostered similar cultures among the Wakhis and Kyrgyz.30 Despite these 

commonalities, sometimes territorial disputes, historical grievances and 
competing interests among these groups lead to tension and conflict.31 Owing 
to the extremely rugged terrain, harsh climatic conditions and geographic 
isolation, the people of Wakhan face significant challenges, including limited 
access to education, food insecurity, widespread poverty, inadequate healthcare 
and a high prevalence of opium addiction.32 The absence of education and 
development standards has kept them behind the world.33

 Currently, the livelihood of the Wakhan people primarily depends on 
livestock husbandry and, to some extent, agriculture.34 The people of Wakhan 
live in tents and follow a nomadic lifestyle. In the summer season, they move 
to higher elevations, while in winter, they go downhill to their pastures to avoid 
the extreme cold and facilitate grazing for their animals.35 Festivities in Wakhan 
include the celebration of Nowruz (Persian New Year), Eid ul-Fitr and Eid 
ul-Adha, along with the observance of local traditions and cultural practices.

Afghanistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor is often described as the “head” of Afghanistan 
due to its distinctive shape and location. In ancient times, this region held a 
significant position as a trade route between the East and West. However, in the 
modern era, it has lost its importance due to modern developments, rugged 
terrain and lack of infrastructure.36 But in recent years, the discovery of 
hydrocarbons in Central Asia and the emergence of new economic projects like 
CPEC, BRI and other ventures, including gas and oil pipelines and electric 
transmission lines like CASA-1000, have highlighted the geopolitical and 

geo-economic importance of this Corridor.37 With the rise of these projects, the 
Wakhan Corridor has once again attracted the attention of neighboring 
countries. It appears that the Corridor is regaining its historical significance 
after centuries of neglect. The revival of Wakhan is expected to increase 
Afghanistan’s political and economic significance as a transit hub.

 Afghanistan has served as a link between East and West due to its 
strategic location as a transit point for commercial exchanges in ancient times. 
Its geographical position offers a unique opportunity to transform the country 
into a commercial and economic Corridor. The Wakhan Corridor, in particular, 
holds significant potential to connect regional countries including Afghanistan, 
China, Pakistan and the Central Asian states.38 This Corridor holds strategic 
significance for Afghanistan, as it could facilitate strong relations with 
neighboring countries and enhance its global trade through the Indian Ocean. 
Moreover, its proximity with the “resource-abundant” Central Asian states and 
Pakistan, offers opportunities for trade partnership, resource exchange and 
cross-border commerce.39

 Establishing communication and commercial infrastructure in Wakhan 
will contribute to the economic development of Afghanistan, particularly 
benefiting the Northern provinces.40 By developing this Corridor, Afghanistan 
can transport its products to China easily and affordably, while simultaneously 
reaping economic and commercial benefits in return.41 It would enhance 
Afghanistan’s political leverage and help the country to balance its relations 
with regional powers. In addition, the development of infrastructure in Wakhan 
would improve the government’s access to the region, promote economic 
growth and uplift the living standard of local people.42

 China’s BRI project further underscores the significance of this 
Corridor.43 By joining BRI, Afghanistan can serve as a regional hub and enter 
into a new era of economic and political cooperation at the regional level. The 
development of the Wakhan Corridor represents a crucial step toward 
Afghanistan’s economic and political growth.44 Afghanistan stands to benefit 
significantly from becoming part of BRI, as this project would connect to both 
North-East Asian and South-West Asian nations. By integrating into this 
project, Afghanistan could achieve political and economic relevance and 
establish itself as a key global transit hub. Opening the Wakhan Corridor would 
increase Afghanistan’s strategic importance by offering an alternative route to 
the Indian Ocean through Pakistan,45 a development that holds particular 
significance for China. Therefore, China is investing in infrastructure projects 
in Wakhan region. The three key ranges, Tegermansu, the Big Pamir or Pamir 
Kalan and Wakhjir valley, have been identified as potential sites for 
development. The development of these ranges would provide Afghanistan 
with new economic prospects.46

 The opening of this Corridor would significantly enhance Afghanistan’s 
geopolitical importance, positioning it as a supplementary route for regional 
connectivity. By integrating with the Karakoram Highway, it would provide 
direct and shortest access to the Arabian Sea.47 Afghanistan could benefit 
substantially from this Corridor by generating revenue through taxation and 
creating thousands of direct and indirect job opportunities. Trade cannot 
flourish without security, therefore, realizing the full benefits of this Corridor is 
contingent upon stability in Afghanistan.

China’s Interest

 China has started efforts to revitalize the ancient Silk Road as part of the 
BRI project. The initiative includes two major components: (i) Silk Road 
Economic Belt and (ii) Maritime Silk Road. This plan aims to connect the 
continents of Asia, Europe and Africa and integrate China with the rest of the 
world through land, sea and air. This project contains an estimated USD 5 
trillion investment in infrastructure building across 65 countries.48

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor

 A major BRI project in South Asia is CPEC, with an investment of USD 
62 billion.49 This project connects the city of Kashgar in China’s Xinjiang 
province to Pakistan’s Gwadar port. An important part of CPEC is the 
reconstruction and upgrading of the Karakoram Highway, which links Kashgar 
to Abbottabad. This highway was opened in 1986 as a trade and transit route 
between China and Pakistan. The construction of this highway significantly 
reduced the travel distance. Notably, it has shortened the distance between 
China and the Middle-East from 15,900 km via the Malacca Strait to 3,700 km 
through the Khunjerab pass.50 

 Importantly, the Karakoram Highway runs close to the Wakhan 
Corridor, a crucial component of BRI. Strategically positioned at the crossroads 
of Central Asia and South Asia, this Corridor provides China access to new 
economic markets, natural resources and energy reserves in Central Asia.51 The 
construction of roads in this Corridor would integrate Afghanistan’s road 
network with the Karakoram Highway.52 Additionally, the Corridor could 
provide a direct link between China’s Xinjiang province and Central Asian 
countries. Moreover, the Corridor may facilitate easier trade and energy supply 
networks between China and its partners. It can potentially deepen China’s 

economic and strategic position in the region. This underscores the Wakhan’s 
role as a vital link in the broader regional geopolitical and economic 
landscape.53

 The Karakoram Highway has the potential to connect CPEC with the 
Wakhan Corridor to expand the infrastructure projects between South Asia and 
Central Asia. Investing in this project would provide China with a shorter trade 
route to Central Asia and beyond.54 The Wakhan Corridor is particularly 
significant as it is the only transit passage in the region that is close to China, 
West-Asia, the Persian Gulf, Caspian Sea and Europe.55 More importantly, 60% 
of China’s trade  with the Western and Middle Eastern countries passes through 
the Strait of Malacca, a vital maritime checkpoint under the strategic influence 
of United States of America, China’s main global competitor.56 Considering 
this geopolitical challenge, the opening of the Wakhan Corridor and its 
connection with Central Asia could provide an alternative route for oil and gas 
pipelines, ensuring a more secure energy supply for China.57

 The construction of alternative land-based trade routes in western 
regions of China is a strategic requirement for its commercial and economic 
security.58 Investment in Wakhan not only offers China an alternate transit route 
but also facilitates its access to Afghanistan’s natural resources, like lithium, 
copper and rare earth minerals, which are important for China’s industrial and 
technological development.59 Geological surveys estimate that Afghanistan 
holds mineral resources worth USD 1 trillion. Therefore, China has already 
invested in the Mes Aynak copper mine, the world’s second-largest copper 
deposit and in the hydrocarbon reserves of the Amu Darya Basin in Sar-e-Pol 
and Faryab provinces.60

 Afghanistan’s recent inclusion in CPEC highlights the growing 
geopolitical importance of the Wakhan Corridor. In May 2025, China, Pakistan 
and Afghanistan agreed in Beijing to formally extend the CPEC into 
Afghanistan’s territory and to hold the next trilateral meeting in Kabul, a move 
reflecting Beijing’s strategy to integrate Afghanistan into BRI frameworks and 
promote regional connectivity.61 This offers Afghanistan unprecedented access 
to Pakistan’s ports and regional trade networks, while simultaneously 
providing China with overland alternatives to traditional maritime routes 
vulnerable to strategic competition.62

 Beyond its economic benefits, the construction of road through the 
Wakhan Corridor would significantly strengthen China’s strategic foothold in 
the region.63 For China, the project could serve three key strategic objectives. 
First, it would expand trade networks with Central Asian countries to the north. 
Second, it would improve connectivity with Pakistan’s Gwadar Port to the 
south, a cornerstone of the CPEC. Third, it would provide China with direct 
access to Afghanistan.64

Pakistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor offers the shortest and most efficient trade route 
for Pakistan to enhance economic and commercial relations with Central Asian 
states. It also provides easy access at the lowest cost via Pakistan’s northern 
highland and Chitral region.65 The Corridor could facilitate trade in minerals, 
textiles, agricultural products, manufactured goods, oil, gas and electric 
transmission lines.66 At the same time, the Wakhan Corridor could function as a 
crucial transit route for Central Asian states to have direct access to the 

international markets through Gwadar Port. Gwadar holds strategic 
significance due to its location at the mouth of the Strait of Hormuz, a key 
maritime chokepoint.67 

 Geographically, Wakhan connects Pakistan’s Hunza and Chitral 
regions, with vital crossing points including Broghil, Irshad and Dilisang 
passes. Among these passes, Broghil pass is the most significant doorway 
connecting Pakistan to the Wakhan Corridor.68 Gupsi and Yasin serve as 
important joining points, connecting the Wakhan Corridor with Pakistan’s 
Ghizar and Hunza districts in Gilgit Baltistan.69 Indeed, this Corridor serves as 
a bridge between Pakistan and Central Asia, significantly reducing the distance 
between the two regions to just 13 km.70 The opening of the Wakhan Corridor 
would offer Pakistan another trading route with Afghanistan. Pakistan could 
exploit the Wakhan Corridor as a more efficient and economical route for 
importing oil and gas from Central Asia and Russia.71

 A train link from Tajikistan through the Wakhan Corridor could connect 
to the planned Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan railway line. Pakistan views 
the Wakhan Corridor not only as a strategic access point to Central Asia but 
also as a potential source of significant employment opportunities for Pakistani 
citizens. In addition to facilitating trade expansion through Gwadar port, the 
Corridor would also enhance Pakistan’s economic ties with China and Central 
Asian countries. However, the importance of Wakhan for Pakistan extends 
beyond trade. The Corridor carries political significance, especially in the 
context of Pakistan’s policy focus on enhancing relations with Central Asian 
states.

Pakistan’s National Security Policy 2022-2026 

 Pakistan’s National Security Policy (NSP) 2022-2026 recognizes 
Afghanistan’s potential as a strategic gateway for enhanced economic 
connectivity with the Central Asian Republics (CARs). Central to this is the 
“Vision Central Asia,” emphasizing five core pillars: political relations, trade 

and investment, energy and connectivity, security and defense and 
people-to-people contacts.72 The NSP marks a deliberate strategic pivot to 
geo-economics, prioritizing the expansion of trade and economic linkages with 
CARs through robust connectivity. Afghanistan plays a pivotal role in 
advancing Pakistan’s “Vision Central Asia” initiative. In alignment with 
Islamabad’s geo-economic priorities, the Wakhan Corridor would further 
facilitate trade expansion and energy projects in the region.

Shanghai Cooperation Organization

 The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) is a pivotal multilateral 
organization that plays a significant role in shaping the geopolitical and 
economic landscape of Central and South Asia, directly impacting the 
relevance of the Wakhan Corridor. Since its establishment in 2001, the SCO has 
prioritized regional stability, security cooperation and economic integration 
among its member states, which include China, Russia, Pakistan, Iran, India, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Belarus. The 
organization’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) has notably enhanced 
intelligence sharing and operational coordination, thereby strengthening 
collective efforts against terrorism, extremism and separatism. The SCO’s 
commitment to fostering mutual trust, expanding multilateral dialogue and 
promoting good neighborliness has provided a crucial platform for addressing 
common security concerns, which is essential for the stability required to 
operationalize strategic routes like the Wakhan Corridor.73

 Beyond security, the SCO is increasingly focused on economic 
cooperation and connectivity, which aligns closely with the objectives of major 
initiatives such as the BRI and the CPEC. The Wakhan Corridor holds the 
potential to become a vital trade and transit route connecting Central Asia with 
South Asia.74 The SCO’s agenda to deepen trade ties, expand infrastructure and 

harmonize regulations among its members directly supports the development 
of such Corridors, facilitating access to new markets and resources. By 
synergizing the BRI and CPEC with the SCO’s broader regional vision, the 
organization is positioned to inject new momentum into cross-border economic 
collaboration, permanently transforming the region’s connectivity and 
economic prospects. In this context, the SCO’s role is not only to ensure a 
secure environment for such projects but also to provide the institutional 
framework for sustainable and inclusive regional development.

Economic Cooperation Organization

 The Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), originally established 
as the Regional Cooperation for Development (RCD) in 1964 by Pakistan, Iran 
and Türkiye, was transformed in 1985 into a broader economic bloc. Its 
expansion in 1992 to include Afghanistan, five Central Asian republics and 
Azerbaijan significantly enhanced the organization’s strategic capacity for 
regional integration.75 Today, the ECO spans approximately eight million 
square kilometers, nearly double the size of the European Union and 
encompasses around 500 million people. Its objectives focus on facilitating 
trade, infrastructure development and energy cooperation across Eurasia, 
positioning it as a potential framework for linking landlocked Central Asian 
states with global markets through Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran and Türkiye.76 In 
this context, the Wakhan Corridor can play a significant role in further 
enhancing trade and economic cooperation among ECO members.

Challenges

 Historically, Wakhan’s natural isolation has kept this area away from 
direct conflict. Nevertheless, its position along the Durand Line and its 
geographic proximity with China and Tajikistan renders it a significant area in 
the region. The Corridor offers access to trade routes, energy resources and 
economic cooperation with Central Asia, South Asia and China. As a result, 
Wakhan remains an important component in the geopolitical landscape of the 
region.77 Despite its strategic significance, the opening of the Corridor faces 
several critical challenges.

Geographical Complexity

 Geographically, the region experiences extremely low temperatures, 
remains snow-covered for over six months in a year and is characterized by 
rugged mountainous terrain. Given these geographical conditions, the 
construction of infrastructure such as roads and tunnels presents significant 
technical and financial challenges. Nevertheless, comparable projects have 
been successfully completed in similar or even more geologically complex 
environments. A notable example is the Karakoram Highway, constructed 
through the formidable Karakoram mountains. The Pamir Mountains, where 
the Wakhan Corridor is located, exhibit similarly challenging topography.78 

Given these considerations, the construction of roads and tunnels in the 
Wakhan Corridor is feasible with the technological capabilities of China. From 
this perspective, geography does not constitute the primary obstacle to the 
development and opening of the Corridor. Instead, the principal challenges 
stem from terrorism originating in Afghanistan, political instability in the 
country and the prevalence of drug trafficking across the region.

Threat of Terrorism

 Decades of conflict and instability in Afghanistan, as well as 
destruction caused by foreign forces, have created an environment conducive to 
the presence and operation of various terrorist organizations. The terrorist 
groups often exploit the country’s ungoverned spaces and porous borders, 
particularly around the Wakhan Corridor, to establish bases and stage activities 
targeting neighboring regions, including Pakistan, Central Asia and China.79 
The use of Afghanistan’s territory as a launchpad for cross-border terrorism has 
raised serious security concerns among regional states. China and Central 
Asian countries, in particular, view the security situation as a major obstacle to 
regional connectivity.80 Due to persistent terrorist threats, China has long been 
reluctant to open or develop the Wakhan Corridor, keeping its border with 
Afghanistan effectively sealed for decades.81 In the light of these concerns, 
terrorism in Afghanistan continues to pose a significant threat to the security 
and stability of Pakistan, Central Asia and China. As long as the region remains 
insecure, the operationalization of the Wakhan Corridor will remain uncertain. 
Therefore, security and political stability in Afghanistan are essential 

prerequisites for the Corridor’s development and opening.

Drug Trafficking

 Afghanistan is the world’s leading producer of opium. And one of the 
transit routes for this drug is Wakhan Corridor, which links Afghanistan to 
neighboring countries of China, Tajikistan and Pakistan. This connectivity not 
only contributes to the increase in the regional drug trade but also provides 
considerable funding for terrorist groups in Afghanistan. In 2020 alone, the 
volume of opium sold through this Corridor was 8.3 thousand tons, with an 
estimated value of USD 350 million.82 Due to lack of infrastructure in Wakhan, 
China has remained shielded from drug trafficking originating in Afghanistan. 
The construction of roads and other means in Wakhan could facilitate drug 
trafficking, turning the Corridor into a direct transit route for drug trafficking. 
Drug trafficking remains a key concern for regional countries to develop the 
Corridor. The continued drug trafficking poses a significant threat to the 
stability and security of Wakhan and its neighboring countries. Therefore, it is 
necessary to take serious steps to prevent drug trafficking in this region.83 
However, this problem is not insurmountable and can be tackled by close 
cooperation among the anti-narcotics forces of Pakistan, China, Tajikistan and 
Afghanistan through concerted efforts.

Conclusion 

 The Wakhan Corridor holds significant geo-economic and geostrategic 
importance for China, Afghanistan and Pakistan. However, its development has 
consistently faced challenges due to geopolitical issues, including the 
19th-century “Great Game” between Russia and the British, the Soviet 
Invasion of Afghanistan (1979-1989), the Afghanistan Civil War (1992-2001), 
NATO intervention (2001-2021) and the current instability in Afghanistan.  

 Building roads and tunnels across Wakhan will enhance trade activities 
in the region. This Corridor will provide a shorter route to access Central Asia 
and, vice versa, will enable Central Asian countries to more easily reach 
Pakistan’s Gwadar and Karachi ports. It will also ease China’s access to 
Afghanistan and strengthen the link between CPEC and the broader region, 
which is a key component of BRI. In a recent development, Afghanistan has 
been included in the CPEC. Its inclusion is expected to accelerate investment 

and construction activities along the Corridor. The operationalization of this 
Corridor will not only enhance regional connectivity but also open new paths 
for economic cooperation and infrastructure development. In this context, it 
will provide researchers with a valuable opportunity to study the broader 
potential geopolitical impact of the Corridor at both regional and global levels.

 The connectivity is expected to foster peace, security, political stability 
and shared prosperity for all the countries in the region. In particular, it holds 
the potential to lift the people of Afghanistan out of poverty and diminish the 
impact of current humanitarian crisis.
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Introduction

 A particular geographic place or space does not choose to become a 
strategic location. Instead, its position in a “hostile geopolitical environment” 
or its location between various ambitious and aggressive geopolitical entities 
increases its geopolitical and geostrategic importance.2 Considering this, 
Wakhan enjoys a significant strategic location in the region. Historically, this 
narrow strip of land has served as an important transit route between China, 
Tibet, Persia, Central Asia and South Asia. The ancient Silk Route passed 
through this narrow strip and remained the primary passage for travelers and 
merchandise for a long time. This famous route was not only crucial for trade 
and commerce but also played a great role in the exchange of ideas and cultures 
between the eastern and western regions of the world.3 

 Furthermore, in ancient times, this route was used by Chinese pilgrims 
to visit Buddhist centers in Gandhara and Taxila. It was a popular pilgrimage 
route during the 5th and 6th centuries. In the seventh century, the Chinese monk 
Huan Tsang traveled through this route in search of Buddhist teaching. Marco 
Polo and Portuguese travelers used this route to reach China.4 Therefore, this 
Corridor remained an essential trade path to connect China, India, Balkh and 
Bukhara until the decline of the Mughal Empire in India. However, with the 
development of new sea routes to China and India in the late 15th century, the 
ancient Silk Route lost its significance as a major trade route from Rome to 
China.5

 The modern geopolitical importance of Wakhan emerged in the 19th 
century during the “Great Game” era.6 During this time, Wakhan emerged as a 
“buffer zone” between the Tsarist Russia and the British Empire to prevent 
Russian advance toward British India and to avoid direct conflict between the 

two powers.7 Hence, the Corridor was formed in 1895 after negotiations 
between British military explorer Francis Younghusband and his Russian 
counterpart, Colonel Yanov.8 Both officers delineated the southern and northern 
borders of the Corridor and announced that neither China nor Afghanistan 
would interfere in the area. However, later Russia conceded this area as part of 
Afghanistan under a pre-established agreement.9

 During the Cold War, this area remained strategically significant due to 
its geographical proximity to the Soviet Union and Pakistan, especially after 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.10 Following the Soviet withdrawal 
from Afghanistan, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) recognized 
its significance as an alternative supply route. In 2009, the United States 
approached Chinese authorities with a proposal to open Wakhjir Pass as an 
alternative supply route for NATO forces operating in Afghanistan. However, 
China declined the proposal due to its strategic interests and security 
concerns.11

 Today, Wakhan’s proximity to China, Pakistan and Central Asia makes 
it a crucial focal point for regional powers, particularly in the context of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).12 The BRI project aims to connect the Wakhan 
Corridor to the USD 62 billion mega-infrastructure project, the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor (CPEC), due to its proximity to the Karakoram Highway. 
The Karakoram Highway was developed by the Chinese government to 
facilitate regional connectivity through pipelines, power transmission lines, 

and railway networks.13 The objective of this paper is to highlight the strategic 
importance of the Wakhan Corridor and the interest of Afghanistan, Pakistan 
and China in the development of this Corridor, particularly in terms of its 
geopolitical and geo-economic importance. This research paper is based on a 
qualitative method. The data has been collected from secondary sources, 
including articles, newspapers and credible internet sources.

Geographical Position 

 The Wakhan Corridor is typically characterized by high altitudes, 
rugged terrain, towering mountain ranges, expansive glaciers and harsh 
climatic environment. The Corridor is a long narrow strip of land in 
Badakhshan province, northeast of Afghanistan that has served as an important 
connecting point between South Asia, Central Asia and China. For centuries, it 
has been a vital passage for traders and pilgrimers. The Corridor extends from 
the Ishkashim district in the north to the south by creating boundaries between 
several geopolitical entities. The Wakhan Corridor extends approximately 350 
km in length, with its width ranging from 16 to 64 km.14 It covers an area of 
10,300 km2. On the southern side, it shares a 300 km border with Pakistan, 
while in the north and northeast, 260 km with Tajikistan and in the west, 74 km 
with China.15 Additionally, the Corridor encompasses several major mountain 
ranges, including the Pamir, Hindu Kush and Karakoram. These three ranges 
converge at what is commonly known as the Pamir Knot, while the open valley 
between these three ranges is called “Roof of the World” or (Bam-e-Dunya). 
The mountain passes in this region range from 5,000m to 6,500m above sea 
level.16 These rugged mountain ranges not only define the area’s topography 
but also reinforce the Corridor’s strategic importance. It serves as a key 
connecting point between Afghanistan and China’s Xinjiang province, while 

separating Tajikistan’s Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region from northern 
Pakistan.17 

 The Corridor is divided into two regions: The Upper Wakhan and the 
Lower Wakhan. The upper Wakhan lies to the eastern side of the Pamir River, 
while the lower Wakhan is situated on the western side, covering the Panj River 
valley and Wakhan Valley.18 Geographically, this region is divided into three 
sections: the main Wakhan strip between Pamir Knot, Qala Panj and 
Ishkesham; the great Pamir, also known as Pamir-e-Kalan, consists of the 
highest mountains in the knot. This mountain divides the Tajik Pamir across the 
deep valley of the Pamir River. The last section is little Pamir, known as “Pamir 
Khord”, located in the southern and eastern block of mountains, determined by 
the upper valley and upper ridge of the Wakhan Valley.19 To be precise, the 
Wakhan Corridor is spread between 71°50’ to 74°50’ degrees east longitude, 
36°35’ to 37°30’ degrees north latitude. Access to this region is restricted by 
terrain.20

 Geomorphologically, the Corridor is divided into two distinct parts: The 
Wakhan Corridor and the Afghan Pamir. The Wakhan Corridor lies at an 
elevation higher than 2000m and the Afghan Pamir lies above 3500m. This 
challenging topography contributes to the region’s remoteness, making it one 
of the most isolated areas within the Hindu Kush-Karakoram region. Access to 
this region is possible through Dawan, Jaman Shur on the north, Wakhjir on the 
east and Broghil, Darwazo, Kankhen, Ochili and Shahgologh on the south.21 
Additionally, this narrow strip of land has numerous routes to connect with 
neighboring countries. The Northern route connects it with Tajikistan, passing 
along the Panj Rivers. The Southern route reaches China through Wakhjir Pass, 
but this route is closed for more than half of the year due to snowfall. The third 
is the Central route, connecting both the Northern and Southern routes in 
Wakhan and leading to China through Tegermansu mountain pass at an altitude 
of 4,827m.22 The fourth route links the Afghan Tongue with the Karakoram 
Highway, located in the southeast from Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Hunza and Gilgit 

regions of Pakistan. The fifth route is located in the south, connecting 
Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Gilgit and Chitral regions. Other roads also link Wakhan 
to Chitral.23 Furthermore, the main passes of the Wakhan Corridor are Broghli 
(3882m), Darwazaa to Chitral (4288m), Irshad Uween (4979m) and Dilisan 
(5290m) to Gojal and Khodarg Werth to Ishkuman.24 The region is known for 
its snowy peaks, deep valleys, glaciers, lakes, rugged and rocky terrains and hot 
springs.

 The Oxus River (Amu Darya), one of Central Asia’s major rivers that 
ultimately flows into the Aral Sea, originates in the highlands of this region.25 
The two main tributaries of this river are the Panj and Pamir Rivers, which 
originate from the heights of Pamir and Hindukush. The joining of these two 
rivers forms the Amu River.26

Socio-Cultural Diversity of the Wakhan Corridor

 The Wakhan Corridor is a unique region with diverse customs, rituals 
and various ethnic groups living in this area.27 Wakhan has a population of 
17000 people, consisting of Wakhis and Kyrgyz,28 who have been living in this 
region for centuries. The Kyrgyz and Wakhis are followers of the Ismaili sect 
of Islam and their language is Wakhi. The Wakhis live in the border areas of 
Tajikistan, China and Pakistan at altitudes of 2000m to 3000m. The Kyrgyz live 
in the eastern part of the Wakhan Corridor, which includes mountains and 
snow-covered lakes.29

 The common religion, language, climate and environment have 
fostered similar cultures among the Wakhis and Kyrgyz.30 Despite these 

commonalities, sometimes territorial disputes, historical grievances and 
competing interests among these groups lead to tension and conflict.31 Owing 
to the extremely rugged terrain, harsh climatic conditions and geographic 
isolation, the people of Wakhan face significant challenges, including limited 
access to education, food insecurity, widespread poverty, inadequate healthcare 
and a high prevalence of opium addiction.32 The absence of education and 
development standards has kept them behind the world.33

 Currently, the livelihood of the Wakhan people primarily depends on 
livestock husbandry and, to some extent, agriculture.34 The people of Wakhan 
live in tents and follow a nomadic lifestyle. In the summer season, they move 
to higher elevations, while in winter, they go downhill to their pastures to avoid 
the extreme cold and facilitate grazing for their animals.35 Festivities in Wakhan 
include the celebration of Nowruz (Persian New Year), Eid ul-Fitr and Eid 
ul-Adha, along with the observance of local traditions and cultural practices.

Afghanistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor is often described as the “head” of Afghanistan 
due to its distinctive shape and location. In ancient times, this region held a 
significant position as a trade route between the East and West. However, in the 
modern era, it has lost its importance due to modern developments, rugged 
terrain and lack of infrastructure.36 But in recent years, the discovery of 
hydrocarbons in Central Asia and the emergence of new economic projects like 
CPEC, BRI and other ventures, including gas and oil pipelines and electric 
transmission lines like CASA-1000, have highlighted the geopolitical and 

geo-economic importance of this Corridor.37 With the rise of these projects, the 
Wakhan Corridor has once again attracted the attention of neighboring 
countries. It appears that the Corridor is regaining its historical significance 
after centuries of neglect. The revival of Wakhan is expected to increase 
Afghanistan’s political and economic significance as a transit hub.

 Afghanistan has served as a link between East and West due to its 
strategic location as a transit point for commercial exchanges in ancient times. 
Its geographical position offers a unique opportunity to transform the country 
into a commercial and economic Corridor. The Wakhan Corridor, in particular, 
holds significant potential to connect regional countries including Afghanistan, 
China, Pakistan and the Central Asian states.38 This Corridor holds strategic 
significance for Afghanistan, as it could facilitate strong relations with 
neighboring countries and enhance its global trade through the Indian Ocean. 
Moreover, its proximity with the “resource-abundant” Central Asian states and 
Pakistan, offers opportunities for trade partnership, resource exchange and 
cross-border commerce.39

 Establishing communication and commercial infrastructure in Wakhan 
will contribute to the economic development of Afghanistan, particularly 
benefiting the Northern provinces.40 By developing this Corridor, Afghanistan 
can transport its products to China easily and affordably, while simultaneously 
reaping economic and commercial benefits in return.41 It would enhance 
Afghanistan’s political leverage and help the country to balance its relations 
with regional powers. In addition, the development of infrastructure in Wakhan 
would improve the government’s access to the region, promote economic 
growth and uplift the living standard of local people.42

 China’s BRI project further underscores the significance of this 
Corridor.43 By joining BRI, Afghanistan can serve as a regional hub and enter 
into a new era of economic and political cooperation at the regional level. The 
development of the Wakhan Corridor represents a crucial step toward 
Afghanistan’s economic and political growth.44 Afghanistan stands to benefit 
significantly from becoming part of BRI, as this project would connect to both 
North-East Asian and South-West Asian nations. By integrating into this 
project, Afghanistan could achieve political and economic relevance and 
establish itself as a key global transit hub. Opening the Wakhan Corridor would 
increase Afghanistan’s strategic importance by offering an alternative route to 
the Indian Ocean through Pakistan,45 a development that holds particular 
significance for China. Therefore, China is investing in infrastructure projects 
in Wakhan region. The three key ranges, Tegermansu, the Big Pamir or Pamir 
Kalan and Wakhjir valley, have been identified as potential sites for 
development. The development of these ranges would provide Afghanistan 
with new economic prospects.46

 The opening of this Corridor would significantly enhance Afghanistan’s 
geopolitical importance, positioning it as a supplementary route for regional 
connectivity. By integrating with the Karakoram Highway, it would provide 
direct and shortest access to the Arabian Sea.47 Afghanistan could benefit 
substantially from this Corridor by generating revenue through taxation and 
creating thousands of direct and indirect job opportunities. Trade cannot 
flourish without security, therefore, realizing the full benefits of this Corridor is 
contingent upon stability in Afghanistan.

China’s Interest

 China has started efforts to revitalize the ancient Silk Road as part of the 
BRI project. The initiative includes two major components: (i) Silk Road 
Economic Belt and (ii) Maritime Silk Road. This plan aims to connect the 
continents of Asia, Europe and Africa and integrate China with the rest of the 
world through land, sea and air. This project contains an estimated USD 5 
trillion investment in infrastructure building across 65 countries.48

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor

 A major BRI project in South Asia is CPEC, with an investment of USD 
62 billion.49 This project connects the city of Kashgar in China’s Xinjiang 
province to Pakistan’s Gwadar port. An important part of CPEC is the 
reconstruction and upgrading of the Karakoram Highway, which links Kashgar 
to Abbottabad. This highway was opened in 1986 as a trade and transit route 
between China and Pakistan. The construction of this highway significantly 
reduced the travel distance. Notably, it has shortened the distance between 
China and the Middle-East from 15,900 km via the Malacca Strait to 3,700 km 
through the Khunjerab pass.50 

 Importantly, the Karakoram Highway runs close to the Wakhan 
Corridor, a crucial component of BRI. Strategically positioned at the crossroads 
of Central Asia and South Asia, this Corridor provides China access to new 
economic markets, natural resources and energy reserves in Central Asia.51 The 
construction of roads in this Corridor would integrate Afghanistan’s road 
network with the Karakoram Highway.52 Additionally, the Corridor could 
provide a direct link between China’s Xinjiang province and Central Asian 
countries. Moreover, the Corridor may facilitate easier trade and energy supply 
networks between China and its partners. It can potentially deepen China’s 

economic and strategic position in the region. This underscores the Wakhan’s 
role as a vital link in the broader regional geopolitical and economic 
landscape.53

 The Karakoram Highway has the potential to connect CPEC with the 
Wakhan Corridor to expand the infrastructure projects between South Asia and 
Central Asia. Investing in this project would provide China with a shorter trade 
route to Central Asia and beyond.54 The Wakhan Corridor is particularly 
significant as it is the only transit passage in the region that is close to China, 
West-Asia, the Persian Gulf, Caspian Sea and Europe.55 More importantly, 60% 
of China’s trade  with the Western and Middle Eastern countries passes through 
the Strait of Malacca, a vital maritime checkpoint under the strategic influence 
of United States of America, China’s main global competitor.56 Considering 
this geopolitical challenge, the opening of the Wakhan Corridor and its 
connection with Central Asia could provide an alternative route for oil and gas 
pipelines, ensuring a more secure energy supply for China.57

 The construction of alternative land-based trade routes in western 
regions of China is a strategic requirement for its commercial and economic 
security.58 Investment in Wakhan not only offers China an alternate transit route 
but also facilitates its access to Afghanistan’s natural resources, like lithium, 
copper and rare earth minerals, which are important for China’s industrial and 
technological development.59 Geological surveys estimate that Afghanistan 
holds mineral resources worth USD 1 trillion. Therefore, China has already 
invested in the Mes Aynak copper mine, the world’s second-largest copper 
deposit and in the hydrocarbon reserves of the Amu Darya Basin in Sar-e-Pol 
and Faryab provinces.60

 Afghanistan’s recent inclusion in CPEC highlights the growing 
geopolitical importance of the Wakhan Corridor. In May 2025, China, Pakistan 
and Afghanistan agreed in Beijing to formally extend the CPEC into 
Afghanistan’s territory and to hold the next trilateral meeting in Kabul, a move 
reflecting Beijing’s strategy to integrate Afghanistan into BRI frameworks and 
promote regional connectivity.61 This offers Afghanistan unprecedented access 
to Pakistan’s ports and regional trade networks, while simultaneously 
providing China with overland alternatives to traditional maritime routes 
vulnerable to strategic competition.62

 Beyond its economic benefits, the construction of road through the 
Wakhan Corridor would significantly strengthen China’s strategic foothold in 
the region.63 For China, the project could serve three key strategic objectives. 
First, it would expand trade networks with Central Asian countries to the north. 
Second, it would improve connectivity with Pakistan’s Gwadar Port to the 
south, a cornerstone of the CPEC. Third, it would provide China with direct 
access to Afghanistan.64

Pakistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor offers the shortest and most efficient trade route 
for Pakistan to enhance economic and commercial relations with Central Asian 
states. It also provides easy access at the lowest cost via Pakistan’s northern 
highland and Chitral region.65 The Corridor could facilitate trade in minerals, 
textiles, agricultural products, manufactured goods, oil, gas and electric 
transmission lines.66 At the same time, the Wakhan Corridor could function as a 
crucial transit route for Central Asian states to have direct access to the 

international markets through Gwadar Port. Gwadar holds strategic 
significance due to its location at the mouth of the Strait of Hormuz, a key 
maritime chokepoint.67 

 Geographically, Wakhan connects Pakistan’s Hunza and Chitral 
regions, with vital crossing points including Broghil, Irshad and Dilisang 
passes. Among these passes, Broghil pass is the most significant doorway 
connecting Pakistan to the Wakhan Corridor.68 Gupsi and Yasin serve as 
important joining points, connecting the Wakhan Corridor with Pakistan’s 
Ghizar and Hunza districts in Gilgit Baltistan.69 Indeed, this Corridor serves as 
a bridge between Pakistan and Central Asia, significantly reducing the distance 
between the two regions to just 13 km.70 The opening of the Wakhan Corridor 
would offer Pakistan another trading route with Afghanistan. Pakistan could 
exploit the Wakhan Corridor as a more efficient and economical route for 
importing oil and gas from Central Asia and Russia.71

 A train link from Tajikistan through the Wakhan Corridor could connect 
to the planned Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan railway line. Pakistan views 
the Wakhan Corridor not only as a strategic access point to Central Asia but 
also as a potential source of significant employment opportunities for Pakistani 
citizens. In addition to facilitating trade expansion through Gwadar port, the 
Corridor would also enhance Pakistan’s economic ties with China and Central 
Asian countries. However, the importance of Wakhan for Pakistan extends 
beyond trade. The Corridor carries political significance, especially in the 
context of Pakistan’s policy focus on enhancing relations with Central Asian 
states.

Pakistan’s National Security Policy 2022-2026 

 Pakistan’s National Security Policy (NSP) 2022-2026 recognizes 
Afghanistan’s potential as a strategic gateway for enhanced economic 
connectivity with the Central Asian Republics (CARs). Central to this is the 
“Vision Central Asia,” emphasizing five core pillars: political relations, trade 

and investment, energy and connectivity, security and defense and 
people-to-people contacts.72 The NSP marks a deliberate strategic pivot to 
geo-economics, prioritizing the expansion of trade and economic linkages with 
CARs through robust connectivity. Afghanistan plays a pivotal role in 
advancing Pakistan’s “Vision Central Asia” initiative. In alignment with 
Islamabad’s geo-economic priorities, the Wakhan Corridor would further 
facilitate trade expansion and energy projects in the region.

Shanghai Cooperation Organization

 The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) is a pivotal multilateral 
organization that plays a significant role in shaping the geopolitical and 
economic landscape of Central and South Asia, directly impacting the 
relevance of the Wakhan Corridor. Since its establishment in 2001, the SCO has 
prioritized regional stability, security cooperation and economic integration 
among its member states, which include China, Russia, Pakistan, Iran, India, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Belarus. The 
organization’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) has notably enhanced 
intelligence sharing and operational coordination, thereby strengthening 
collective efforts against terrorism, extremism and separatism. The SCO’s 
commitment to fostering mutual trust, expanding multilateral dialogue and 
promoting good neighborliness has provided a crucial platform for addressing 
common security concerns, which is essential for the stability required to 
operationalize strategic routes like the Wakhan Corridor.73

 Beyond security, the SCO is increasingly focused on economic 
cooperation and connectivity, which aligns closely with the objectives of major 
initiatives such as the BRI and the CPEC. The Wakhan Corridor holds the 
potential to become a vital trade and transit route connecting Central Asia with 
South Asia.74 The SCO’s agenda to deepen trade ties, expand infrastructure and 

harmonize regulations among its members directly supports the development 
of such Corridors, facilitating access to new markets and resources. By 
synergizing the BRI and CPEC with the SCO’s broader regional vision, the 
organization is positioned to inject new momentum into cross-border economic 
collaboration, permanently transforming the region’s connectivity and 
economic prospects. In this context, the SCO’s role is not only to ensure a 
secure environment for such projects but also to provide the institutional 
framework for sustainable and inclusive regional development.

Economic Cooperation Organization

 The Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), originally established 
as the Regional Cooperation for Development (RCD) in 1964 by Pakistan, Iran 
and Türkiye, was transformed in 1985 into a broader economic bloc. Its 
expansion in 1992 to include Afghanistan, five Central Asian republics and 
Azerbaijan significantly enhanced the organization’s strategic capacity for 
regional integration.75 Today, the ECO spans approximately eight million 
square kilometers, nearly double the size of the European Union and 
encompasses around 500 million people. Its objectives focus on facilitating 
trade, infrastructure development and energy cooperation across Eurasia, 
positioning it as a potential framework for linking landlocked Central Asian 
states with global markets through Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran and Türkiye.76 In 
this context, the Wakhan Corridor can play a significant role in further 
enhancing trade and economic cooperation among ECO members.

Challenges

 Historically, Wakhan’s natural isolation has kept this area away from 
direct conflict. Nevertheless, its position along the Durand Line and its 
geographic proximity with China and Tajikistan renders it a significant area in 
the region. The Corridor offers access to trade routes, energy resources and 
economic cooperation with Central Asia, South Asia and China. As a result, 
Wakhan remains an important component in the geopolitical landscape of the 
region.77 Despite its strategic significance, the opening of the Corridor faces 
several critical challenges.

Geographical Complexity

 Geographically, the region experiences extremely low temperatures, 
remains snow-covered for over six months in a year and is characterized by 
rugged mountainous terrain. Given these geographical conditions, the 
construction of infrastructure such as roads and tunnels presents significant 
technical and financial challenges. Nevertheless, comparable projects have 
been successfully completed in similar or even more geologically complex 
environments. A notable example is the Karakoram Highway, constructed 
through the formidable Karakoram mountains. The Pamir Mountains, where 
the Wakhan Corridor is located, exhibit similarly challenging topography.78 

Given these considerations, the construction of roads and tunnels in the 
Wakhan Corridor is feasible with the technological capabilities of China. From 
this perspective, geography does not constitute the primary obstacle to the 
development and opening of the Corridor. Instead, the principal challenges 
stem from terrorism originating in Afghanistan, political instability in the 
country and the prevalence of drug trafficking across the region.

Threat of Terrorism

 Decades of conflict and instability in Afghanistan, as well as 
destruction caused by foreign forces, have created an environment conducive to 
the presence and operation of various terrorist organizations. The terrorist 
groups often exploit the country’s ungoverned spaces and porous borders, 
particularly around the Wakhan Corridor, to establish bases and stage activities 
targeting neighboring regions, including Pakistan, Central Asia and China.79 
The use of Afghanistan’s territory as a launchpad for cross-border terrorism has 
raised serious security concerns among regional states. China and Central 
Asian countries, in particular, view the security situation as a major obstacle to 
regional connectivity.80 Due to persistent terrorist threats, China has long been 
reluctant to open or develop the Wakhan Corridor, keeping its border with 
Afghanistan effectively sealed for decades.81 In the light of these concerns, 
terrorism in Afghanistan continues to pose a significant threat to the security 
and stability of Pakistan, Central Asia and China. As long as the region remains 
insecure, the operationalization of the Wakhan Corridor will remain uncertain. 
Therefore, security and political stability in Afghanistan are essential 

prerequisites for the Corridor’s development and opening.

Drug Trafficking

 Afghanistan is the world’s leading producer of opium. And one of the 
transit routes for this drug is Wakhan Corridor, which links Afghanistan to 
neighboring countries of China, Tajikistan and Pakistan. This connectivity not 
only contributes to the increase in the regional drug trade but also provides 
considerable funding for terrorist groups in Afghanistan. In 2020 alone, the 
volume of opium sold through this Corridor was 8.3 thousand tons, with an 
estimated value of USD 350 million.82 Due to lack of infrastructure in Wakhan, 
China has remained shielded from drug trafficking originating in Afghanistan. 
The construction of roads and other means in Wakhan could facilitate drug 
trafficking, turning the Corridor into a direct transit route for drug trafficking. 
Drug trafficking remains a key concern for regional countries to develop the 
Corridor. The continued drug trafficking poses a significant threat to the 
stability and security of Wakhan and its neighboring countries. Therefore, it is 
necessary to take serious steps to prevent drug trafficking in this region.83 
However, this problem is not insurmountable and can be tackled by close 
cooperation among the anti-narcotics forces of Pakistan, China, Tajikistan and 
Afghanistan through concerted efforts.

Conclusion 

 The Wakhan Corridor holds significant geo-economic and geostrategic 
importance for China, Afghanistan and Pakistan. However, its development has 
consistently faced challenges due to geopolitical issues, including the 
19th-century “Great Game” between Russia and the British, the Soviet 
Invasion of Afghanistan (1979-1989), the Afghanistan Civil War (1992-2001), 
NATO intervention (2001-2021) and the current instability in Afghanistan.  

 Building roads and tunnels across Wakhan will enhance trade activities 
in the region. This Corridor will provide a shorter route to access Central Asia 
and, vice versa, will enable Central Asian countries to more easily reach 
Pakistan’s Gwadar and Karachi ports. It will also ease China’s access to 
Afghanistan and strengthen the link between CPEC and the broader region, 
which is a key component of BRI. In a recent development, Afghanistan has 
been included in the CPEC. Its inclusion is expected to accelerate investment 

and construction activities along the Corridor. The operationalization of this 
Corridor will not only enhance regional connectivity but also open new paths 
for economic cooperation and infrastructure development. In this context, it 
will provide researchers with a valuable opportunity to study the broader 
potential geopolitical impact of the Corridor at both regional and global levels.

 The connectivity is expected to foster peace, security, political stability 
and shared prosperity for all the countries in the region. In particular, it holds 
the potential to lift the people of Afghanistan out of poverty and diminish the 
impact of current humanitarian crisis.
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Introduction

 A particular geographic place or space does not choose to become a 
strategic location. Instead, its position in a “hostile geopolitical environment” 
or its location between various ambitious and aggressive geopolitical entities 
increases its geopolitical and geostrategic importance.2 Considering this, 
Wakhan enjoys a significant strategic location in the region. Historically, this 
narrow strip of land has served as an important transit route between China, 
Tibet, Persia, Central Asia and South Asia. The ancient Silk Route passed 
through this narrow strip and remained the primary passage for travelers and 
merchandise for a long time. This famous route was not only crucial for trade 
and commerce but also played a great role in the exchange of ideas and cultures 
between the eastern and western regions of the world.3 

 Furthermore, in ancient times, this route was used by Chinese pilgrims 
to visit Buddhist centers in Gandhara and Taxila. It was a popular pilgrimage 
route during the 5th and 6th centuries. In the seventh century, the Chinese monk 
Huan Tsang traveled through this route in search of Buddhist teaching. Marco 
Polo and Portuguese travelers used this route to reach China.4 Therefore, this 
Corridor remained an essential trade path to connect China, India, Balkh and 
Bukhara until the decline of the Mughal Empire in India. However, with the 
development of new sea routes to China and India in the late 15th century, the 
ancient Silk Route lost its significance as a major trade route from Rome to 
China.5

 The modern geopolitical importance of Wakhan emerged in the 19th 
century during the “Great Game” era.6 During this time, Wakhan emerged as a 
“buffer zone” between the Tsarist Russia and the British Empire to prevent 
Russian advance toward British India and to avoid direct conflict between the 

two powers.7 Hence, the Corridor was formed in 1895 after negotiations 
between British military explorer Francis Younghusband and his Russian 
counterpart, Colonel Yanov.8 Both officers delineated the southern and northern 
borders of the Corridor and announced that neither China nor Afghanistan 
would interfere in the area. However, later Russia conceded this area as part of 
Afghanistan under a pre-established agreement.9

 During the Cold War, this area remained strategically significant due to 
its geographical proximity to the Soviet Union and Pakistan, especially after 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.10 Following the Soviet withdrawal 
from Afghanistan, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) recognized 
its significance as an alternative supply route. In 2009, the United States 
approached Chinese authorities with a proposal to open Wakhjir Pass as an 
alternative supply route for NATO forces operating in Afghanistan. However, 
China declined the proposal due to its strategic interests and security 
concerns.11

 Today, Wakhan’s proximity to China, Pakistan and Central Asia makes 
it a crucial focal point for regional powers, particularly in the context of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).12 The BRI project aims to connect the Wakhan 
Corridor to the USD 62 billion mega-infrastructure project, the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor (CPEC), due to its proximity to the Karakoram Highway. 
The Karakoram Highway was developed by the Chinese government to 
facilitate regional connectivity through pipelines, power transmission lines, 

and railway networks.13 The objective of this paper is to highlight the strategic 
importance of the Wakhan Corridor and the interest of Afghanistan, Pakistan 
and China in the development of this Corridor, particularly in terms of its 
geopolitical and geo-economic importance. This research paper is based on a 
qualitative method. The data has been collected from secondary sources, 
including articles, newspapers and credible internet sources.

Geographical Position 

 The Wakhan Corridor is typically characterized by high altitudes, 
rugged terrain, towering mountain ranges, expansive glaciers and harsh 
climatic environment. The Corridor is a long narrow strip of land in 
Badakhshan province, northeast of Afghanistan that has served as an important 
connecting point between South Asia, Central Asia and China. For centuries, it 
has been a vital passage for traders and pilgrimers. The Corridor extends from 
the Ishkashim district in the north to the south by creating boundaries between 
several geopolitical entities. The Wakhan Corridor extends approximately 350 
km in length, with its width ranging from 16 to 64 km.14 It covers an area of 
10,300 km2. On the southern side, it shares a 300 km border with Pakistan, 
while in the north and northeast, 260 km with Tajikistan and in the west, 74 km 
with China.15 Additionally, the Corridor encompasses several major mountain 
ranges, including the Pamir, Hindu Kush and Karakoram. These three ranges 
converge at what is commonly known as the Pamir Knot, while the open valley 
between these three ranges is called “Roof of the World” or (Bam-e-Dunya). 
The mountain passes in this region range from 5,000m to 6,500m above sea 
level.16 These rugged mountain ranges not only define the area’s topography 
but also reinforce the Corridor’s strategic importance. It serves as a key 
connecting point between Afghanistan and China’s Xinjiang province, while 

separating Tajikistan’s Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region from northern 
Pakistan.17 

 The Corridor is divided into two regions: The Upper Wakhan and the 
Lower Wakhan. The upper Wakhan lies to the eastern side of the Pamir River, 
while the lower Wakhan is situated on the western side, covering the Panj River 
valley and Wakhan Valley.18 Geographically, this region is divided into three 
sections: the main Wakhan strip between Pamir Knot, Qala Panj and 
Ishkesham; the great Pamir, also known as Pamir-e-Kalan, consists of the 
highest mountains in the knot. This mountain divides the Tajik Pamir across the 
deep valley of the Pamir River. The last section is little Pamir, known as “Pamir 
Khord”, located in the southern and eastern block of mountains, determined by 
the upper valley and upper ridge of the Wakhan Valley.19 To be precise, the 
Wakhan Corridor is spread between 71°50’ to 74°50’ degrees east longitude, 
36°35’ to 37°30’ degrees north latitude. Access to this region is restricted by 
terrain.20

 Geomorphologically, the Corridor is divided into two distinct parts: The 
Wakhan Corridor and the Afghan Pamir. The Wakhan Corridor lies at an 
elevation higher than 2000m and the Afghan Pamir lies above 3500m. This 
challenging topography contributes to the region’s remoteness, making it one 
of the most isolated areas within the Hindu Kush-Karakoram region. Access to 
this region is possible through Dawan, Jaman Shur on the north, Wakhjir on the 
east and Broghil, Darwazo, Kankhen, Ochili and Shahgologh on the south.21 
Additionally, this narrow strip of land has numerous routes to connect with 
neighboring countries. The Northern route connects it with Tajikistan, passing 
along the Panj Rivers. The Southern route reaches China through Wakhjir Pass, 
but this route is closed for more than half of the year due to snowfall. The third 
is the Central route, connecting both the Northern and Southern routes in 
Wakhan and leading to China through Tegermansu mountain pass at an altitude 
of 4,827m.22 The fourth route links the Afghan Tongue with the Karakoram 
Highway, located in the southeast from Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Hunza and Gilgit 

regions of Pakistan. The fifth route is located in the south, connecting 
Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Gilgit and Chitral regions. Other roads also link Wakhan 
to Chitral.23 Furthermore, the main passes of the Wakhan Corridor are Broghli 
(3882m), Darwazaa to Chitral (4288m), Irshad Uween (4979m) and Dilisan 
(5290m) to Gojal and Khodarg Werth to Ishkuman.24 The region is known for 
its snowy peaks, deep valleys, glaciers, lakes, rugged and rocky terrains and hot 
springs.

 The Oxus River (Amu Darya), one of Central Asia’s major rivers that 
ultimately flows into the Aral Sea, originates in the highlands of this region.25 
The two main tributaries of this river are the Panj and Pamir Rivers, which 
originate from the heights of Pamir and Hindukush. The joining of these two 
rivers forms the Amu River.26

Socio-Cultural Diversity of the Wakhan Corridor

 The Wakhan Corridor is a unique region with diverse customs, rituals 
and various ethnic groups living in this area.27 Wakhan has a population of 
17000 people, consisting of Wakhis and Kyrgyz,28 who have been living in this 
region for centuries. The Kyrgyz and Wakhis are followers of the Ismaili sect 
of Islam and their language is Wakhi. The Wakhis live in the border areas of 
Tajikistan, China and Pakistan at altitudes of 2000m to 3000m. The Kyrgyz live 
in the eastern part of the Wakhan Corridor, which includes mountains and 
snow-covered lakes.29

 The common religion, language, climate and environment have 
fostered similar cultures among the Wakhis and Kyrgyz.30 Despite these 

commonalities, sometimes territorial disputes, historical grievances and 
competing interests among these groups lead to tension and conflict.31 Owing 
to the extremely rugged terrain, harsh climatic conditions and geographic 
isolation, the people of Wakhan face significant challenges, including limited 
access to education, food insecurity, widespread poverty, inadequate healthcare 
and a high prevalence of opium addiction.32 The absence of education and 
development standards has kept them behind the world.33

 Currently, the livelihood of the Wakhan people primarily depends on 
livestock husbandry and, to some extent, agriculture.34 The people of Wakhan 
live in tents and follow a nomadic lifestyle. In the summer season, they move 
to higher elevations, while in winter, they go downhill to their pastures to avoid 
the extreme cold and facilitate grazing for their animals.35 Festivities in Wakhan 
include the celebration of Nowruz (Persian New Year), Eid ul-Fitr and Eid 
ul-Adha, along with the observance of local traditions and cultural practices.

Afghanistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor is often described as the “head” of Afghanistan 
due to its distinctive shape and location. In ancient times, this region held a 
significant position as a trade route between the East and West. However, in the 
modern era, it has lost its importance due to modern developments, rugged 
terrain and lack of infrastructure.36 But in recent years, the discovery of 
hydrocarbons in Central Asia and the emergence of new economic projects like 
CPEC, BRI and other ventures, including gas and oil pipelines and electric 
transmission lines like CASA-1000, have highlighted the geopolitical and 

geo-economic importance of this Corridor.37 With the rise of these projects, the 
Wakhan Corridor has once again attracted the attention of neighboring 
countries. It appears that the Corridor is regaining its historical significance 
after centuries of neglect. The revival of Wakhan is expected to increase 
Afghanistan’s political and economic significance as a transit hub.

 Afghanistan has served as a link between East and West due to its 
strategic location as a transit point for commercial exchanges in ancient times. 
Its geographical position offers a unique opportunity to transform the country 
into a commercial and economic Corridor. The Wakhan Corridor, in particular, 
holds significant potential to connect regional countries including Afghanistan, 
China, Pakistan and the Central Asian states.38 This Corridor holds strategic 
significance for Afghanistan, as it could facilitate strong relations with 
neighboring countries and enhance its global trade through the Indian Ocean. 
Moreover, its proximity with the “resource-abundant” Central Asian states and 
Pakistan, offers opportunities for trade partnership, resource exchange and 
cross-border commerce.39

 Establishing communication and commercial infrastructure in Wakhan 
will contribute to the economic development of Afghanistan, particularly 
benefiting the Northern provinces.40 By developing this Corridor, Afghanistan 
can transport its products to China easily and affordably, while simultaneously 
reaping economic and commercial benefits in return.41 It would enhance 
Afghanistan’s political leverage and help the country to balance its relations 
with regional powers. In addition, the development of infrastructure in Wakhan 
would improve the government’s access to the region, promote economic 
growth and uplift the living standard of local people.42

 China’s BRI project further underscores the significance of this 
Corridor.43 By joining BRI, Afghanistan can serve as a regional hub and enter 
into a new era of economic and political cooperation at the regional level. The 
development of the Wakhan Corridor represents a crucial step toward 
Afghanistan’s economic and political growth.44 Afghanistan stands to benefit 
significantly from becoming part of BRI, as this project would connect to both 
North-East Asian and South-West Asian nations. By integrating into this 
project, Afghanistan could achieve political and economic relevance and 
establish itself as a key global transit hub. Opening the Wakhan Corridor would 
increase Afghanistan’s strategic importance by offering an alternative route to 
the Indian Ocean through Pakistan,45 a development that holds particular 
significance for China. Therefore, China is investing in infrastructure projects 
in Wakhan region. The three key ranges, Tegermansu, the Big Pamir or Pamir 
Kalan and Wakhjir valley, have been identified as potential sites for 
development. The development of these ranges would provide Afghanistan 
with new economic prospects.46

 The opening of this Corridor would significantly enhance Afghanistan’s 
geopolitical importance, positioning it as a supplementary route for regional 
connectivity. By integrating with the Karakoram Highway, it would provide 
direct and shortest access to the Arabian Sea.47 Afghanistan could benefit 
substantially from this Corridor by generating revenue through taxation and 
creating thousands of direct and indirect job opportunities. Trade cannot 
flourish without security, therefore, realizing the full benefits of this Corridor is 
contingent upon stability in Afghanistan.

China’s Interest

 China has started efforts to revitalize the ancient Silk Road as part of the 
BRI project. The initiative includes two major components: (i) Silk Road 
Economic Belt and (ii) Maritime Silk Road. This plan aims to connect the 
continents of Asia, Europe and Africa and integrate China with the rest of the 
world through land, sea and air. This project contains an estimated USD 5 
trillion investment in infrastructure building across 65 countries.48

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor

 A major BRI project in South Asia is CPEC, with an investment of USD 
62 billion.49 This project connects the city of Kashgar in China’s Xinjiang 
province to Pakistan’s Gwadar port. An important part of CPEC is the 
reconstruction and upgrading of the Karakoram Highway, which links Kashgar 
to Abbottabad. This highway was opened in 1986 as a trade and transit route 
between China and Pakistan. The construction of this highway significantly 
reduced the travel distance. Notably, it has shortened the distance between 
China and the Middle-East from 15,900 km via the Malacca Strait to 3,700 km 
through the Khunjerab pass.50 

 Importantly, the Karakoram Highway runs close to the Wakhan 
Corridor, a crucial component of BRI. Strategically positioned at the crossroads 
of Central Asia and South Asia, this Corridor provides China access to new 
economic markets, natural resources and energy reserves in Central Asia.51 The 
construction of roads in this Corridor would integrate Afghanistan’s road 
network with the Karakoram Highway.52 Additionally, the Corridor could 
provide a direct link between China’s Xinjiang province and Central Asian 
countries. Moreover, the Corridor may facilitate easier trade and energy supply 
networks between China and its partners. It can potentially deepen China’s 

economic and strategic position in the region. This underscores the Wakhan’s 
role as a vital link in the broader regional geopolitical and economic 
landscape.53

 The Karakoram Highway has the potential to connect CPEC with the 
Wakhan Corridor to expand the infrastructure projects between South Asia and 
Central Asia. Investing in this project would provide China with a shorter trade 
route to Central Asia and beyond.54 The Wakhan Corridor is particularly 
significant as it is the only transit passage in the region that is close to China, 
West-Asia, the Persian Gulf, Caspian Sea and Europe.55 More importantly, 60% 
of China’s trade  with the Western and Middle Eastern countries passes through 
the Strait of Malacca, a vital maritime checkpoint under the strategic influence 
of United States of America, China’s main global competitor.56 Considering 
this geopolitical challenge, the opening of the Wakhan Corridor and its 
connection with Central Asia could provide an alternative route for oil and gas 
pipelines, ensuring a more secure energy supply for China.57

 The construction of alternative land-based trade routes in western 
regions of China is a strategic requirement for its commercial and economic 
security.58 Investment in Wakhan not only offers China an alternate transit route 
but also facilitates its access to Afghanistan’s natural resources, like lithium, 
copper and rare earth minerals, which are important for China’s industrial and 
technological development.59 Geological surveys estimate that Afghanistan 
holds mineral resources worth USD 1 trillion. Therefore, China has already 
invested in the Mes Aynak copper mine, the world’s second-largest copper 
deposit and in the hydrocarbon reserves of the Amu Darya Basin in Sar-e-Pol 
and Faryab provinces.60

 Afghanistan’s recent inclusion in CPEC highlights the growing 
geopolitical importance of the Wakhan Corridor. In May 2025, China, Pakistan 
and Afghanistan agreed in Beijing to formally extend the CPEC into 
Afghanistan’s territory and to hold the next trilateral meeting in Kabul, a move 
reflecting Beijing’s strategy to integrate Afghanistan into BRI frameworks and 
promote regional connectivity.61 This offers Afghanistan unprecedented access 
to Pakistan’s ports and regional trade networks, while simultaneously 
providing China with overland alternatives to traditional maritime routes 
vulnerable to strategic competition.62

 Beyond its economic benefits, the construction of road through the 
Wakhan Corridor would significantly strengthen China’s strategic foothold in 
the region.63 For China, the project could serve three key strategic objectives. 
First, it would expand trade networks with Central Asian countries to the north. 
Second, it would improve connectivity with Pakistan’s Gwadar Port to the 
south, a cornerstone of the CPEC. Third, it would provide China with direct 
access to Afghanistan.64

Pakistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor offers the shortest and most efficient trade route 
for Pakistan to enhance economic and commercial relations with Central Asian 
states. It also provides easy access at the lowest cost via Pakistan’s northern 
highland and Chitral region.65 The Corridor could facilitate trade in minerals, 
textiles, agricultural products, manufactured goods, oil, gas and electric 
transmission lines.66 At the same time, the Wakhan Corridor could function as a 
crucial transit route for Central Asian states to have direct access to the 

international markets through Gwadar Port. Gwadar holds strategic 
significance due to its location at the mouth of the Strait of Hormuz, a key 
maritime chokepoint.67 

 Geographically, Wakhan connects Pakistan’s Hunza and Chitral 
regions, with vital crossing points including Broghil, Irshad and Dilisang 
passes. Among these passes, Broghil pass is the most significant doorway 
connecting Pakistan to the Wakhan Corridor.68 Gupsi and Yasin serve as 
important joining points, connecting the Wakhan Corridor with Pakistan’s 
Ghizar and Hunza districts in Gilgit Baltistan.69 Indeed, this Corridor serves as 
a bridge between Pakistan and Central Asia, significantly reducing the distance 
between the two regions to just 13 km.70 The opening of the Wakhan Corridor 
would offer Pakistan another trading route with Afghanistan. Pakistan could 
exploit the Wakhan Corridor as a more efficient and economical route for 
importing oil and gas from Central Asia and Russia.71

 A train link from Tajikistan through the Wakhan Corridor could connect 
to the planned Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan railway line. Pakistan views 
the Wakhan Corridor not only as a strategic access point to Central Asia but 
also as a potential source of significant employment opportunities for Pakistani 
citizens. In addition to facilitating trade expansion through Gwadar port, the 
Corridor would also enhance Pakistan’s economic ties with China and Central 
Asian countries. However, the importance of Wakhan for Pakistan extends 
beyond trade. The Corridor carries political significance, especially in the 
context of Pakistan’s policy focus on enhancing relations with Central Asian 
states.

Pakistan’s National Security Policy 2022-2026 

 Pakistan’s National Security Policy (NSP) 2022-2026 recognizes 
Afghanistan’s potential as a strategic gateway for enhanced economic 
connectivity with the Central Asian Republics (CARs). Central to this is the 
“Vision Central Asia,” emphasizing five core pillars: political relations, trade 

and investment, energy and connectivity, security and defense and 
people-to-people contacts.72 The NSP marks a deliberate strategic pivot to 
geo-economics, prioritizing the expansion of trade and economic linkages with 
CARs through robust connectivity. Afghanistan plays a pivotal role in 
advancing Pakistan’s “Vision Central Asia” initiative. In alignment with 
Islamabad’s geo-economic priorities, the Wakhan Corridor would further 
facilitate trade expansion and energy projects in the region.

Shanghai Cooperation Organization

 The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) is a pivotal multilateral 
organization that plays a significant role in shaping the geopolitical and 
economic landscape of Central and South Asia, directly impacting the 
relevance of the Wakhan Corridor. Since its establishment in 2001, the SCO has 
prioritized regional stability, security cooperation and economic integration 
among its member states, which include China, Russia, Pakistan, Iran, India, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Belarus. The 
organization’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) has notably enhanced 
intelligence sharing and operational coordination, thereby strengthening 
collective efforts against terrorism, extremism and separatism. The SCO’s 
commitment to fostering mutual trust, expanding multilateral dialogue and 
promoting good neighborliness has provided a crucial platform for addressing 
common security concerns, which is essential for the stability required to 
operationalize strategic routes like the Wakhan Corridor.73

 Beyond security, the SCO is increasingly focused on economic 
cooperation and connectivity, which aligns closely with the objectives of major 
initiatives such as the BRI and the CPEC. The Wakhan Corridor holds the 
potential to become a vital trade and transit route connecting Central Asia with 
South Asia.74 The SCO’s agenda to deepen trade ties, expand infrastructure and 

harmonize regulations among its members directly supports the development 
of such Corridors, facilitating access to new markets and resources. By 
synergizing the BRI and CPEC with the SCO’s broader regional vision, the 
organization is positioned to inject new momentum into cross-border economic 
collaboration, permanently transforming the region’s connectivity and 
economic prospects. In this context, the SCO’s role is not only to ensure a 
secure environment for such projects but also to provide the institutional 
framework for sustainable and inclusive regional development.

Economic Cooperation Organization

 The Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), originally established 
as the Regional Cooperation for Development (RCD) in 1964 by Pakistan, Iran 
and Türkiye, was transformed in 1985 into a broader economic bloc. Its 
expansion in 1992 to include Afghanistan, five Central Asian republics and 
Azerbaijan significantly enhanced the organization’s strategic capacity for 
regional integration.75 Today, the ECO spans approximately eight million 
square kilometers, nearly double the size of the European Union and 
encompasses around 500 million people. Its objectives focus on facilitating 
trade, infrastructure development and energy cooperation across Eurasia, 
positioning it as a potential framework for linking landlocked Central Asian 
states with global markets through Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran and Türkiye.76 In 
this context, the Wakhan Corridor can play a significant role in further 
enhancing trade and economic cooperation among ECO members.

Challenges

 Historically, Wakhan’s natural isolation has kept this area away from 
direct conflict. Nevertheless, its position along the Durand Line and its 
geographic proximity with China and Tajikistan renders it a significant area in 
the region. The Corridor offers access to trade routes, energy resources and 
economic cooperation with Central Asia, South Asia and China. As a result, 
Wakhan remains an important component in the geopolitical landscape of the 
region.77 Despite its strategic significance, the opening of the Corridor faces 
several critical challenges.

Geographical Complexity

 Geographically, the region experiences extremely low temperatures, 
remains snow-covered for over six months in a year and is characterized by 
rugged mountainous terrain. Given these geographical conditions, the 
construction of infrastructure such as roads and tunnels presents significant 
technical and financial challenges. Nevertheless, comparable projects have 
been successfully completed in similar or even more geologically complex 
environments. A notable example is the Karakoram Highway, constructed 
through the formidable Karakoram mountains. The Pamir Mountains, where 
the Wakhan Corridor is located, exhibit similarly challenging topography.78 

Given these considerations, the construction of roads and tunnels in the 
Wakhan Corridor is feasible with the technological capabilities of China. From 
this perspective, geography does not constitute the primary obstacle to the 
development and opening of the Corridor. Instead, the principal challenges 
stem from terrorism originating in Afghanistan, political instability in the 
country and the prevalence of drug trafficking across the region.

Threat of Terrorism

 Decades of conflict and instability in Afghanistan, as well as 
destruction caused by foreign forces, have created an environment conducive to 
the presence and operation of various terrorist organizations. The terrorist 
groups often exploit the country’s ungoverned spaces and porous borders, 
particularly around the Wakhan Corridor, to establish bases and stage activities 
targeting neighboring regions, including Pakistan, Central Asia and China.79 
The use of Afghanistan’s territory as a launchpad for cross-border terrorism has 
raised serious security concerns among regional states. China and Central 
Asian countries, in particular, view the security situation as a major obstacle to 
regional connectivity.80 Due to persistent terrorist threats, China has long been 
reluctant to open or develop the Wakhan Corridor, keeping its border with 
Afghanistan effectively sealed for decades.81 In the light of these concerns, 
terrorism in Afghanistan continues to pose a significant threat to the security 
and stability of Pakistan, Central Asia and China. As long as the region remains 
insecure, the operationalization of the Wakhan Corridor will remain uncertain. 
Therefore, security and political stability in Afghanistan are essential 

prerequisites for the Corridor’s development and opening.

Drug Trafficking

 Afghanistan is the world’s leading producer of opium. And one of the 
transit routes for this drug is Wakhan Corridor, which links Afghanistan to 
neighboring countries of China, Tajikistan and Pakistan. This connectivity not 
only contributes to the increase in the regional drug trade but also provides 
considerable funding for terrorist groups in Afghanistan. In 2020 alone, the 
volume of opium sold through this Corridor was 8.3 thousand tons, with an 
estimated value of USD 350 million.82 Due to lack of infrastructure in Wakhan, 
China has remained shielded from drug trafficking originating in Afghanistan. 
The construction of roads and other means in Wakhan could facilitate drug 
trafficking, turning the Corridor into a direct transit route for drug trafficking. 
Drug trafficking remains a key concern for regional countries to develop the 
Corridor. The continued drug trafficking poses a significant threat to the 
stability and security of Wakhan and its neighboring countries. Therefore, it is 
necessary to take serious steps to prevent drug trafficking in this region.83 
However, this problem is not insurmountable and can be tackled by close 
cooperation among the anti-narcotics forces of Pakistan, China, Tajikistan and 
Afghanistan through concerted efforts.

Conclusion 

 The Wakhan Corridor holds significant geo-economic and geostrategic 
importance for China, Afghanistan and Pakistan. However, its development has 
consistently faced challenges due to geopolitical issues, including the 
19th-century “Great Game” between Russia and the British, the Soviet 
Invasion of Afghanistan (1979-1989), the Afghanistan Civil War (1992-2001), 
NATO intervention (2001-2021) and the current instability in Afghanistan.  

 Building roads and tunnels across Wakhan will enhance trade activities 
in the region. This Corridor will provide a shorter route to access Central Asia 
and, vice versa, will enable Central Asian countries to more easily reach 
Pakistan’s Gwadar and Karachi ports. It will also ease China’s access to 
Afghanistan and strengthen the link between CPEC and the broader region, 
which is a key component of BRI. In a recent development, Afghanistan has 
been included in the CPEC. Its inclusion is expected to accelerate investment 

and construction activities along the Corridor. The operationalization of this 
Corridor will not only enhance regional connectivity but also open new paths 
for economic cooperation and infrastructure development. In this context, it 
will provide researchers with a valuable opportunity to study the broader 
potential geopolitical impact of the Corridor at both regional and global levels.

 The connectivity is expected to foster peace, security, political stability 
and shared prosperity for all the countries in the region. In particular, it holds 
the potential to lift the people of Afghanistan out of poverty and diminish the 
impact of current humanitarian crisis.
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Theoretical Framework

 Realism serves as an important framework for analyzing the dynamics 
of the Quad. Central to Realism is the idea that the international system is 
anarchic. States operate in a self-help environment focused on survival. India’s 
role in the Quad exemplifies this concept.

 Realism posits that states act primarily in pursuit of their national 
interests, often leading to alliances based on shared strategic goals rather than 
ideological similarities. In the case of the Quad, the unstated primary objective 
has been to counter China’s rise in the “Indo-Pacific” region. The member 
states have formed a coordinated front, exemplified by joint military exercises 
such as Malabar and the Rim of the Pacific Exercise (RIMPAC), aimed at 
enhancing regional security and maintaining the balance of power.

 However, India’s position within this framework is plagued by 
contradictions. With the role of a “net security provider” assigned to it by the 
US under its so-called Indo-Pacific Strategy, its simultaneous engagement with 
China and Russia has raised questions about its reliability as a Quad partner. 
This dichotomy underscores the realist assertion that alliances are often 
precarious and contingent upon the alignment of national interests.

 Besides national security and power politics of a state, the balance of 
power is a core concept in Realism, suggesting that stability is achieved when 
military capabilities are distributed among states in a way that no single entity 
can dominate. The Quad aims to create such a balance of power to contain 
China’s growing regional influence and maintain the dominant status of the US 
in the Asia Pacific region. 

 The theory also emphasizes that states often face a security dilemma, 
where action taken by one state to enhance security leads to increased tension 
and insecurity for others. India’s military confrontation with China, particularly 
the Galwan Valley clash in 2020, illustrates this dilemma. India’s history of 
conflicts with its neighbours, coupled with its territorial disputes and internal 
socio-economic issues, has degraded its capacity to engage constructively in 
any regional security architecture. Hence, India’s commitment to the Quad’s 
objectives, which are primarily aimed at containing China, is held back by its 
assertion of strategic autonomy.

 India’s abstention on the UN resolutions against Russia in the context of 
the Ukraine crisis, along with its deepening ties with Moscow amid Western 
sanctions, highlights the complexities of its foreign policy and the resulting 
implications for the Quad’s coherence. This behaviour is reflective of the realist 
view that states will prioritize their strategic interests, sometimes at the expense 
of collective goals.

 The geographical and strategic context in which the Quad operates 
further emphasizes the theory’s focus on power and security. The Quad 
members are aligned in their interests in the “Indo-Pacific” but India’s 
geographical limitations place it at a distinct disadvantage. While the US, 
Australia and Japan pursue a coordinated naval strategy, India’s location in 
South Asia complicates its involvement. This disconnect suggests that the Quad 
may operate in “two distinct theatres of war,” potentially benefiting China by 
allowing it to engage on Interior Lines of Operation during a conflict. 

 India’s dual engagement with both the Quad and its relationship with 
China and Russia support the realist perspective that alliances can be fragile 
and state behaviour is often driven by immediate strategic considerations rather 
than long-term commitments. The agreement between China and India on 21 
October 2024 on easing the prevailing tension along the Line of Actual Control 
(LAC) on the eve of the BRICS Summit held in Kazan (Russia), aims at the 
disengagement of troops and the resumption of patrolling along LAC. On the 
one hand, the agreement created diplomatic space for India to work 
harmoniously as a BRICS and SCO member state, while, on the other hand, 
effectively eliminated one of the strong arguments for India inclining towards 
the US-led Quad. Ultimately, this changing scenario will lessen India’s interest 
in confrontation with China. This rapprochement has created difficulty for the 
US and other Quad members, especially in the context of the US “Indo-Pacific 
Strategy.”   

 By applying the theoretical framework of Realism to the analysis of the 
Quad, it becomes evident that the dynamics of this coalition are shaped by the 
interplay of national interests, the balance of power and the security dilemma 
faced by its members. India’s position within the Quad raises questions about 
its reliability and effectiveness, reflecting the broader Realist assertion that 
states navigate a world of competing interests, often leading to tensions and 

contradictions within alliances.3 The research paper employs qualitative 
analysis to explore the underlying concerns related to India’s Quad 
membership in the context of New Delhi’s policy of strategic autonomy. It also 
examines alternative options available to the other Quad members and their 
effectiveness in pursuing its strategic objectives.

Introduction

 The Quad, officially known as the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, 
comprises the US, Australia, India and Japan. Initially focused on maritime 
cooperation following the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami, it remained dormant 
except for one summit meeting in 2007. Finally, converging interests brought 
the Quad members to the table once again in 2017. It has since expanded its 
agenda to encompass security, economic and health issues. By 2021, the 
member countries, all democracies with robust economies, had intensified 
collaboration, particularly in response to the rise of China. Notably, they 
conducted their first joint naval exercise, Malabar, in over a decade in 
November 2020. In March 2021, US President Joe Biden held a virtual meeting 
with the Quad leaders of all four countries, during which they formed working 
groups to tackle issues related to COVID-19 vaccines, climate change, 
technological advancements and supply chains. The most recent Quad summit 
took place in Delaware, USA, on 21 September 2024.4

 Lately, the composition of the Quad has come into question, reflecting 
specifically on India’s viability as a reliable partner.5 The doubts raised are not 
rhetorical or unfounded. The concerns are based on facts and the track record 
of India. When compared with the remaining the Quad members, India’s policy 
is characterized by its acceptance of the role as “net security provider” in the 
region as part of the US “Indo-Pacific Strategy” while maintaining intimate 
trade and strategic ties with China and Russia, respectively. Simultaneously, 
India has been involved in state-sponsored acts of terrorism within and outside 
the state, including the US, Canada and Pakistan, subjecting it to criticism and 
raising doubts about it being a credible partner. 

 When considering the strategic interests of the like-minded countries 
that brought them together, it is important also to recognize the differences that 
set them apart and how they affect the Quad.

Quad’s Anomaly

 Though economically all members of the Quad stand on sound footings, 
India is still decades away from being declared as a “Developed State”, a status 
already attained long ago by the other three members. Poverty and a large 
population are afflicting India, hampering its rise. According to a 2024 report 
of the World Bank, India continued to be a “lower-middle-income” country. It 
faced serious obstacles that hindered its efforts to become a high-income 
country for at least the next two decades.6 It further restricts India’s capacity to 
be at par with the other members of the Quad, who fall in the high-income 
category. Its commercial potential and foreign exchange reserves of over USD 
600 billion are undone by the sheer size of its impoverished population.7

 There is a distinct dichotomy in the geopolitical and geo-economic 
interests of the Quad states. Their geopolitical convergence belies the fact that 
China happens to be their major trading partner. Any economic strangulation of 
China will be at the cost of their own economic well-being, as evident from the 
Sino-US trade war during the Trump presidency (2016-2020).8

 According to a recent study by the Global Trade Research Initiative 
(GTRI), a Delhi-based think tank, China was India’s biggest source of major 
industrial products in 2023, accounting for around 30 percent in categories such 
as electronics, machinery, cars, chemicals and textiles.9 Beijing was the largest 
trade partner of New Delhi, with bilateral trade volume reaching USD 113.83 
billion in 2023, surpassing the US. Trade with China crossed the mammoth 

USD 100 billion mark, driven by a 21 percent rise in imports from China into 
India.10 

 From the Diaoyu/Senkaku islands contested by China and Japan to the 
US and Australia’s concern of maintaining dominance in the Western Pacific 
and Indian Oceans with uninterrupted Sea Lines of Communication (SLOC), 
there are several dimensions to this contestation. In this context, the regional 
countries of ASEAN and Pacific Island states have assumed immense 
significance and there is a race to win over these strategically placed island 
nations in the Oceania region.

 The Solomon Islands, situated 1,200 nautical miles to the northeast of 
Australia, entered into a bilateral security pact with China in April 2022, which 
has significantly influenced the geopolitical dynamics of the Pacific Island 
nations and Oceania.11 This bilateral security deal marks China’s first 
recognized agreement in the region and provides Beijing with the option to 
deploy Chinese forces close to crucial shipping routes. Reports indicate that the 
arrangement permits the Solomon Islands to seek assistance from China, 
including support from police, military personnel and other law enforcement 
bodies.12 Similarly, China has signed a Comprehensive Strategic Agreement 
with Timor-Leste, which is situated 1085 nautical miles due North of 
Australia.13   

 These Chinese moves led to Australian attempts to sign an agreement of 
cooperation with Vanuatu. However, it is likely to face strong resistance from 

the opposition in the Island’s parliament.14 The US, on its part, scrambled to 
establish its embassy in the Solomon Islands to counter growing Chinese 
influence there. Papua New Guinea’s autonomous region, Bougainville, is 
poised to assume independence by 2027 if the referendum on the issue carried 
out in July 2021 is ratified by the parliament of Papua New Guinea. The 
ratification is pending. However, the independence of Bougainville, if it comes 
about, is likely to create a domino effect, creating more independent states in 
the region.15 The Oceania region is therefore seen as the next area of 
contestation between the US and China. It is pertinent to note that while the 
southern edge of the Oceania region rests on Australia, its northern and 
northwestern limits are bound by the islands of Guam (US) and the Philippines, 
respectively.    

Reliability of India as a Quad Partner 

 The inherent geographical limitation of Quad and its likely outcome 
raise serious doubts about this conjoined “Indo-Pacific Strategy” when seen in 
conjunction with other factors affecting India’s viability, as explained below. 
These factors do not plague other Quad members.

 Despite an agreement leading to a détente in the Galwan Valley along 
the LAC, the Sino-Indian border dispute persists. However, India is unlikely to 
confront China for several significant reasons: Firstly, it suffered a humiliating 
defeat in the Galwan Valley in 2020. Secondly, it lacks comparative capabilities 
to match China militarily. Thirdly, the inhospitable mountainous terrain of LAC 
restricts force projection and sustenance. Lastly, it has significant economic 
and trade interests with China. The recent détente between China and India 
along the LAC is the outcome of these Indian limitations.

 At the same time, India’s abstention from the UN resolutions against 
Russia and its role as a conduit for discounted Russian oil to EU countries have 
further accentuated the unreliability of India, raising concerns in the 

international community.16 Indian External Affairs Minister (EAM) 
Jaishankar’s visit to Moscow in December 2023 was indicative of India’s 
geopolitical priorities, where he called India’s relations with Russia “the only 
constant in global politics.” Both sides also agreed to expand their partnership 
in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR).17 Jaishankar, in a Joint Panel discussion with 
Antony Blinken and German Foreign Minister Ms Baerbock during the 60th 
Munich Security Conference (16-18 February 2024), stressed that India had 
multiple options, asserting its freedom and right of choice.18

 Despite Western pressure, India is unlikely to part ways with Russia 
anytime soon, as it has profited in multiple ways, especially after the Ukraine 
crisis, in terms of crude oil, trade and technology. Similarly, Russia, despite 
Western sanctions, remains the biggest oil exporter to India. The trade turnover 
between Russia and India increased from about USD 13 billion in 2021 to USD 
49 billion in 2022 and over USD 65 billion in 2024, driven largely by India’s 
purchase of Russian oil.19 During the same period, India’s oil exports to 
Western European countries increased significantly. This suggests that India 
helped Western countries in bypassing their self-imposed trade ban on Russia.20

 India is a prominent member of the BRICS, which includes Russia and 
China as key members besides Brazil and South Africa. This dual membership 
underscores India’s strategic maneuvering, as it engages with both Quad and 

BRICS to maximize its geopolitical influence and economic interests. BRICS 
serves as a platform to contest the prevailing economic and political hegemony 
of Western nations. The group prioritises collaborative initiatives and engages 
in discussions aimed at redefining global governance structures that have 
historically favored Western powers. A central view uniting the BRICS nations 
is their collective disillusionment with Western-led institutions, particularly 
those related to financial issues. BRICS members have articulated a desire to 
reduce their reliance on the US dollar, which has long served as the dominant 
currency in international trade. This desire has further strengthened in the wake 
of the Kazan BRICS Summit.21 Additionally, there is a concerted effort to move 
away from the Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunications 
(SWIFT) system, an international messaging network to facilitate financial 
transactions that was notably leveraged to isolate Russian banks in 2022.22 

Following the US President Donald Trump’s threats of a 100 percent tariff on 
imports from the bloc, India, while reaffirming its commitment to BRICS, has 
distanced itself from any initiative to weaken the dollar or introduce a common 
BRICS currency.23 

 India is also a member of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation 
(SCO), another significant multilateral entity that includes China and Russia. 
This Organisation is often perceived as countering Western interests, with both 
China and Russia regarded as adversaries by the US. The primary objectives of 
the SCO include enhancing economic collaboration and fostering security 
cooperation among its member states. 

 With concurrent membership of BRICS, SCO and Quad, India is 
pursuing a policy of strategic autonomy and trying to navigate smoothly in a 

complex geopolitical landscape by aligning itself with key global players in 
pursuit of its national interest. However, two days after Modi’s July 2024 visit 
to Moscow, the US ambassador to India stated, “In times of conflict, there is no 
such thing as strategic autonomy; we will, in crisis moments, need to know 
each other.” President Joe Biden’s National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan on 
13 July 2024 suggested that India’s bet on Russia as a long-term reliable partner 
was not a good bet. Russia would side with China over India any day of the 
week.24

Western Vulnerabilities

 India has been taking full advantage of the West’s vulnerabilities and its 
strategic and economic interests vis-à-vis China and Russia. India has 
conveyed its policy through various statements that its economic interests are 
not directly or entirely dependent on the West. At the same time, it has 
expressed its desire to avoid entering a war in the “Indo-Pacific” region, as its 
major economic interests are linked with Russia and China. The Economic 
Times, in its article titled “Congress Calls EAM S. Jaishankar a Failed Foreign 
Minister” (February 2023), mentioned Jaishankar’s statement that India cannot 
engage in a conflict with China due to its larger economy.25 He also reiterated 
that India should engage with China based on realism. In 2023-24, China 
remained India’s major trading partner and India’s membership in the SCO and 
BRICS further complicates its position as a “net security provider” under the 
US “Indo-Pacific Strategy.”26

 US diplomat of Indian origin, Ashely J. Tellis, in his article, “America’s 
Bad Bet on India,” published in Foreign Affairs Magazine (May 2023), asserted 
that India sought the US support in addressing its tensions with China, while 
simultaneously aiming to avoid getting involved in any confrontation between 
the US and China that does not directly threaten its national interests.27 

Furthermore, Ashley Tellis, in his article “India’s Great-Power Delusions. How 
New Delhi’s Grand Strategy Thwarts Its Grand Ambitions” published in 
Foreign Affairs on 17 June 2025, states that “Indian economy is unlikely to 
match its Chinese counterpart before the middle of the century, if at all. By 
2050, in all probability, Chinese economy will be closer to three times as large 
as that of India”. Furthermore, repudiating India’s aspirations to become a 
Great-Power, he writes, “India should not delude itself that it can contain China 
on its own, and even by the middle of 21st century, India may still have to rely 
on foreign partners.”28

Impact of the US Policy Shift from Geopolitics to Geo-economics

 The policy shift under the US President Donald Trump’s administration 
from geopolitical interests to economic interests has further tarnished India’s 
image. Prior to assumption of office by Trump, India had been enjoying 
unlimited access to the US corporate world and academic institutions, with a 
Foreign Policy that distinctly reflected India’s desire to pursue its interests with 
total disregard of the US sensitivities and interests. Washington’s shift from 
geopolitics to geo-economics has raised concerns about India’s nearly USD 46 
billion trade surplus with the US in 2024.29 The lopsided Indian trade policy 
favoring itself vis-à-vis the US and assertion of strategic autonomy have led to 
the imposition of punitive tariffs on India by the US. The Trump 
administration, despite having longstanding strategic relationship with 
European countries, historically close relations with countries such as Japan 
and South Korea, and membership of alliances such as NATO and AUKUS, has 
imposed tariffs on all countries that have enjoyed trade surplus with the US. 
The imposition of tariffs by the US on its key allies has underscored that India 
does not qualify for any preferential treatment as a member of the Quad.    

India’s Internal Dynamics 

 Internal dynamics of India are increasingly driven by the extremist 
ideology of “Hindutva” and “Akhand Bharat”. According to the Indian 
government report presented in the parliament on 29 March 2022, India 
witnessed 3,399 cases of communal or religious riots during the period 

2016-2020.30 The US State Department Annual Report on Religious Freedom 
202531, particularly mentions severe violations of religious freedom and the use 
of misinformation and disinformation, including hate speech, by Indian 
government officials to incite violent attacks against religious minorities and 
their places of worship. The report also describes changes made in India’s legal 
framework since 2008, and specially under ten-year rule of Bharatiya Janata 
Party (BJP), to target and disenfranchise religious minorities, including the 
Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA), a Uniform Civil Code (UCC) and several 
state-level anti-conversion, cow slaughter laws and their enforcement.

 India’s claim to be the world’s largest democracy is not commensurate 
with its internal policies.32 According to Sweden’s V-Dem Institute 2025 
democracy report, India is categorized as an “Electoral Autocracy”. The report 
states that India’s autocratization started from 2008 with the slow but 
systematic dismantling of democratic institutions. The ruling anti-pluralist, 
Hindu-nationalist BJP and Prime Minister Modi’s derailing of democracy is 
thoroughly documented, including deterioration in freedom of expression and 
independence of the media, harassment of journalists critical of the 
government, attacks on civil society and the opposition using laws on sedition, 
defamation and counterterrorism. The elections in June 2024 were a setback for 
the BJP, forcing it to govern in a coalition. 2024 was the first year since 2008 
with no deterioration in democracy level for India but it has continued to 
remain an electoral autocracy since 2017.33

State-Sponsored Terrorism by India

 Canada and the US have presented undeniable evidence against India 
relating to the assassination and attempts to assassinate Sikh nationalist leaders 
in the two countries. On 14 October 2024, Canada announced the expulsion of 
six Indian diplomats, including the High Commissioner, following police 

investigation that Indian government agents were connected to murders, 
intimidation and other “acts of violence” targeting Sikhs in Canada. Canadian 
Foreign Affairs Minister Mélanie Joly stated that the choice to expel the 
diplomats “was taken after thorough deliberation and only after Canadian 
police collected sufficient, clear and solid evidence that identified six 
individuals as persons of interest in the Nijjar case”.34

 Indian Defense Minister Rajnath Singh, in a televised interview on 5 
April 2024, admitted that India orchestrated the killing of Sikh and Kashmiri 
leaders in Pakistan.  It has exposed the real face of India and its murderous 
intelligence agency, Research and Analysis Wing (RAW), operating under the 
diplomatic cover of its Embassies and Consulates.35 

 The ruling BJP in December 2024 accused the US State Department 
and “deep state” elements in the US of trying to destabilize India with the 
support of the Organized Crime and Corruption Reporting Project (OCCRP), a 
group of investigative journalists and Indian opposition leader Rahul Gandhi.36 
The OCCRP report accused Indian PM Modi of having close ties with 
billionaire Gautam Adani, who was involved in a USD 250 million scam to 
bribe Indian officials and Indian state-sponsored hackers for using Israeli-made 
Pegasus spyware to target government critics.37 

 The State Department expressed its disappointment with the Indian 
accusation and stated that the US supports freedom of the Press. The US also 
charged Nikhil Gupta and Vikash Yadav, two Indian officials working for RAW 
in the murder plot of Gurpatwant Singh Pannun, a dual US-Canadian citizen.38 

The US government is taking this criminal act very seriously. While criticizing 

New Delhi’s plot to kill the prominent Sikh leader in New York, the US 
Ambassador to India stated in April 2024 that any government’s involvement in 
assassination attempts on foreign soil crosses “an unacceptable red line”.39

Overhyped Military Prowess

 Notwithstanding its unrelenting procurement of latest weapon systems 
to modernize its Armed Forces, India’s inability to undertake military 
operations in a modern battlefield environment was exposed during Pakistan 
Air Force’s counter-strikes on 27 February 2019, in response to the Indian 
attack on Balakot a day earlier. Pakistan Air Force (PAF) shot down two Indian 
fighter aircraft and captured one Indian pilot, Wing Commander Abhinandan. 
He was later handed over to Indian authorities at the Wagah border as a gesture 
of goodwill. 

 India’s dismal military capability and the lack of dynamic 
professionalism of its armed forces for operating in a modern battlefield 
environment, were further exposed in the wake of the Pahalgam false flag 
operation, when the Indian Air Force (IAF) launched a massive attack on 
Pakistan on the night of 6–7 May 2025. A major aerial battle was fought 
between 72 Indian and 42 PAF fighter aircraft. Pakistan’s befitting yet 
measured response under operation “Bunyanum Marsoos” during the IAF 
attack, and to the Indian attacks on its territory during the ensuing four-day war 
fought from 7–10 May 2025, resulted in India losing six frontline IAF aircraft, 
including four Rafale, and 78 drones of Israeli origin, including a Heron 
combat drone. In addition, Pakistan destroyed 26 Indian military installations, 
including two BrahMos missile depots and two batteries of S-400 missile 
defence system. Pakistan achieved the success without loss of even a single 
fighter jet or a high-value military asset.40 

 Throughout the crisis, Pakistan maintained escalation dominance. 
Despite India’s recklessness in not taking into account that both Pakistan and 
India are nuclear-armed states, the nuclear deterrence was at play. The 
controlled and calibrated “Quid-Pro-Quo Plus” response by Pakistan has 

established conventional deterrence against India. Indian leaders miscalculated 
Pakistan’s conventional military power and the resolve to protect its 
sovereignty. It has also dispelled any notion of India’s conventional military 
dominance. 

 The Indian miscalculations about its significance, the belief that in a 
prevailing international environment it could still sell its worn-out mantra of 
victimhood of terrorism and get away with attacking an independent nation, 
that too a nuclear power, have placed it in an embarrassing position. In doing 
so, India has exposed itself internationally as a paper tiger that could not live up 
to the image it had created about its dominance and invincibility in South Asia.

 India is finding it hard to swallow its pride and digest its defeat during 
the four-day mini-war. Significantly, in less than two months after India’s 
humiliating defeat, the Indian military started blaming political leadership for 
the failure. Indian Defence Attache in Indonesia, Captain Shiv Kumar, during a 
Seminar explicitly blamed the Indian political leadership for the losses suffered 
by the IAF.41 The Indian Deputy Chief of Defence Staff has blamed the close 
support provided to Pakistan by China and Türkiye as the cause of heavy 
military losses and defeat suffered by India.42

 On both occasions, in February 2019 and May 2025, Washington 
intervened at India’s request to de-escalate the situation resulting from Indian 
aggression. However, India has refused to acknowledge the role played by the 
Trump administration in brokering a ceasefire between the two nuclear-armed 
states on 10 May 2025.

 India’s defeat during the Galwan Valley clash, where it lost 2000 sq km 
of territory and 20 soldiers, also shattered the myth of Indian military might.43 
It raises serious questions about India’s ability as a dependable partner of the 
US in any future military confrontation with China and to act as “net security 
provider” in the region. The bulk of Indian military equipment is of Russian 

origin and its incompatibility with Quad partners is a foregone conclusion. It is 
practically impossible for India to meet the operational parameters desired by 
Quad. Thus, for Quad to pitch India, a regional power, against China, a global 
power, in hostile Himalayan heights is a recipe for disaster for India. On the 
military front, India’s misery does not end there. In any future conflict with 
China, it will always be conscious of the strong Pakistan military poised on one 
of its flanks, further curtailing the options and capacity it possesses. India has 
also suffered setbacks in its relations with its other neighbours that have further 
diminished its prospects of achieving regional dominance. 

 Recent developments in Bangladesh and Maldives have proved 
detrimental to India’s aspirations for dominance in South Asia. With the 
unceremonious ouster of former pro-India Bangladeshi Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina in August 2024, India has lost its 53-year-long effort to keep 
Bangladesh as a compliant state.44 The election of right-wing People’s National 
Congress candidate Mohamed Muizzu as President of Maldives in November 
2023 was another setback for India. Maldives was quick to order India to 
remove its military personnel from the country.  

 Despite the Nepal and India Friendship Treaty of 1950 and the open 
borders policy, there have been persistent border disputes between the two 
countries. These areas include the Kalapani-Limpiyadhur, which is the largest 
Indian encroachment of 370 km2 at the tri-junction of China, Nepal and India 
borders. The Susta encroachment comprises 24 km2 and various small 
territories of around 15 km2 in the region. In all, there are around 71 territorial 
disputes between India and Nepal covering a total of 606 km2.45 

Assessment of Indian Membership of Quad

 India sees Quad as an opportunity to play in the big league at the global 
level, punching above its weight, casting aside its stigma of regional power and 
an opportunity to settle score with China. Secondly, India is using Quad to gain 
access to advanced Western technologies and expand its economic ingress in 
the capitalist West, only to back out when the chips are down. India has already 

done it in the case of purchase of discounted Russian crude oil and weapons 
like the S-400 missile defense system, where India brushed aside all Western 
objections.46    

 India’s involvement in the Quad is often justified as a strategic measure 
to counterbalance China’s growing influence in the “Indo-Pacific” region. 
However, India’s participation in the Quad is not essential for achieving this 
objective. The strategic chokepoints, particularly the Strait of Malacca, a 
strategic maritime corridor, present a more operationally viable and rational 
approach to Western countries for containing Chinese maritime trade and 
influence. However, China, in a display of wisdom, has prioritized the China 
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) as the flagship project of Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI) to counter such a possibility. 

 India is also wary of the US due to its exclusion from the AUKUS and 
the resulting relegation of its status vis-à-vis Australia. The complexities of its 
foreign relations and state-sponsored terrorism further undermine India’s 
ambitions and its utility in the evolving new world order. These ground realities 
indicate that India neither has the requisite capability to act as a “net security 
provider” in the “Indo-Pacific” region nor can it be trusted to do so. India only 
wants to accrue all the benefits that come with the status of “net security 
provider” but has articulated no real intention of taking on the responsibilities 
and risks associated with it. 

 While India’s inclusion in the Quad may be seen as a strategic 
countermeasure against China, it is not aimed at stifling China economically. 
Instead, in any kinetic operation, India will be employed as a diversionary 
belligerent to dilute Chinese capability in the Western Pacific. In other words, 
the Indian Army will be used as ‘Cannon Fodder’ to alleviate the threat to the 
US and its allies in the Pacific. The recent Sino-Indian LAC agreement has 
effectively checkmated this US desire, which is now scrambling to keep the 
feud alive somehow.47 

The Squad 

 Derek Grossman, a senior defence analyst at Rand Corporation, 
mentioned on the social media platform X in 2024 that India’s support for the 
Quad in countering China in the South China Sea will have its limits, 
highlighting that “New Delhi’s primary concentration is on its immediate 
surroundings, which has created a necessity for a substitute to the Quad.”48 The 
US seems to agree with this assessment, as former US Secretary of Defence 
Lloyd Austin announced at a press conference on 2 May 2024 the formation of 
a new strategic quadrilateral group called the “Squad,” comprising the United 
States, Australia, Japan and the Philippines.49 The first informal meeting of the 
Squad’s Defence Chiefs took place during the Shangri-La Security Dialogue in 
June 2023 in Singapore.50 Considering the growing focus on the Oceania 
region, the significance of the Philippines is accentuated, making it the obvious 
choice for the Squad membership for two reasons: (i) its geographical location 
on the Northwestern limit of Oceania, close to the Chinese Nine-dash Line 
region; and (ii) because of the historically close ties between the US and the 
Philippines. 

 The latest meeting of the Squad Defence Chiefs was held in May 2024 
in Hawaii.51 It was followed by cooperative marine patrols conducted in the 
Philippines’ exclusive economic zone in September 2024.52 This alliance aims 
to address growing tensions and security challenges in the Pacific, particularly 
due to the rise of China and conflicting territorial claims. The coalition 
leverages the substantial naval and defence resources of the US, Australia and 
Japan, and the strategic geographic significance of the Philippines. The rise of 
informal alliances such as the Squad, besides the Quad and AUKUS, highlights 
a shift towards more flexible and adaptive security frameworks to address 
modern challenges. This trend aligns with the concept of a “ring of informal 

alliances,” focusing on cooperation among like-minded nations in the 
“Indo-Pacific” region. The Philippines is not replacing India in the Quad, but 
India’s hesitancy towards meeting the objectives of the “Indo-Pacific Strategy” 
with efforts to refrain from aggressive engagement with China dilutes the 
Quad’s focus.53 The Squad grouping is meant to pose a more focused challenge 
to Beijing, which India seems unable to provide to the US.

Conclusion

 India’s pursuit of “Strategic Autonomy” amid a high-stakes power play 
of global powers in the Asia-Pacific region and its efforts to act as a key player, 
both for the West and Russia as a member of the SCO and BRICS, make it an 
unreliable partner. Both sides understand that India will not take a firm position 
in favour of one side against the other as long as it serves its interests.     

 India’s participation in the Quad as an opportunist partner and its 
foot-dragging have led to the creation of the Squad. If India continues to show 
blatant disregard for the objectives of the Quad while enjoying the benefits of 
the West’s pro-India policies, it could ultimately be replaced by South Korea as 
the fourth member of the Quad. This explains why India is keeping its options 
open by participating in the Quad, BRICS and SCO initiatives to serve its 
interests, and using the uncertainty thus created as a bargaining chip, as both 
Russia and the US may be wary of India’s attitude, yet neither wants New Delhi 
to be in the other’s camp.

 In the regional framework, South Asia has remained in a near-perpetual 
state of instability due to India’s aggressive policy towards regional states 
vis-à-vis its relationship with global powers and desire to act as a regional 
hegemon. The four-day war initiated by India against Pakistan and fought from 
6 to 10 May 2025, has redrawn the politico-military map of South Asia and 
shattered India’s myth of dominance in conventional military power. The role 
of “net security provider” assigned to India under the US “Indo-Pacific 
Strategy” is now raising questions on the ability of India to successfully fulfil 
the role, as India is not even able to match Pakistan Military’s superior 
technology and fighting skills. This has led to reassessment of India’s relevance 
for the achievement of the US strategic objectives in the “Indo-Pacific”. 

 The trustworthiness of India as a reliable member of the Quad continues 
to diminish, as the remaining three Quad members move towards more viable 
security arrangements to address their security concerns. India’s participation 
in the Quad reflects its pursuit of regional dominance and aspiration to be a 
global power, though its desire to match China is nothing more than a dream. 
India’s policy to exercise Strategic Autonomy while not entering a formal 
alliance will make it an unreliable partner and make its desire to become a 
Great Power unattainable. Resultantly, due to the volatility created by India, the 
potential for conflict in the region will remain high amid the broader challenges 
posed by regional and global power dynamics.



Introduction

 A particular geographic place or space does not choose to become a 
strategic location. Instead, its position in a “hostile geopolitical environment” 
or its location between various ambitious and aggressive geopolitical entities 
increases its geopolitical and geostrategic importance.2 Considering this, 
Wakhan enjoys a significant strategic location in the region. Historically, this 
narrow strip of land has served as an important transit route between China, 
Tibet, Persia, Central Asia and South Asia. The ancient Silk Route passed 
through this narrow strip and remained the primary passage for travelers and 
merchandise for a long time. This famous route was not only crucial for trade 
and commerce but also played a great role in the exchange of ideas and cultures 
between the eastern and western regions of the world.3 

 Furthermore, in ancient times, this route was used by Chinese pilgrims 
to visit Buddhist centers in Gandhara and Taxila. It was a popular pilgrimage 
route during the 5th and 6th centuries. In the seventh century, the Chinese monk 
Huan Tsang traveled through this route in search of Buddhist teaching. Marco 
Polo and Portuguese travelers used this route to reach China.4 Therefore, this 
Corridor remained an essential trade path to connect China, India, Balkh and 
Bukhara until the decline of the Mughal Empire in India. However, with the 
development of new sea routes to China and India in the late 15th century, the 
ancient Silk Route lost its significance as a major trade route from Rome to 
China.5

 The modern geopolitical importance of Wakhan emerged in the 19th 
century during the “Great Game” era.6 During this time, Wakhan emerged as a 
“buffer zone” between the Tsarist Russia and the British Empire to prevent 
Russian advance toward British India and to avoid direct conflict between the 

two powers.7 Hence, the Corridor was formed in 1895 after negotiations 
between British military explorer Francis Younghusband and his Russian 
counterpart, Colonel Yanov.8 Both officers delineated the southern and northern 
borders of the Corridor and announced that neither China nor Afghanistan 
would interfere in the area. However, later Russia conceded this area as part of 
Afghanistan under a pre-established agreement.9

 During the Cold War, this area remained strategically significant due to 
its geographical proximity to the Soviet Union and Pakistan, especially after 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.10 Following the Soviet withdrawal 
from Afghanistan, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) recognized 
its significance as an alternative supply route. In 2009, the United States 
approached Chinese authorities with a proposal to open Wakhjir Pass as an 
alternative supply route for NATO forces operating in Afghanistan. However, 
China declined the proposal due to its strategic interests and security 
concerns.11

 Today, Wakhan’s proximity to China, Pakistan and Central Asia makes 
it a crucial focal point for regional powers, particularly in the context of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).12 The BRI project aims to connect the Wakhan 
Corridor to the USD 62 billion mega-infrastructure project, the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor (CPEC), due to its proximity to the Karakoram Highway. 
The Karakoram Highway was developed by the Chinese government to 
facilitate regional connectivity through pipelines, power transmission lines, 

and railway networks.13 The objective of this paper is to highlight the strategic 
importance of the Wakhan Corridor and the interest of Afghanistan, Pakistan 
and China in the development of this Corridor, particularly in terms of its 
geopolitical and geo-economic importance. This research paper is based on a 
qualitative method. The data has been collected from secondary sources, 
including articles, newspapers and credible internet sources.

Geographical Position 

 The Wakhan Corridor is typically characterized by high altitudes, 
rugged terrain, towering mountain ranges, expansive glaciers and harsh 
climatic environment. The Corridor is a long narrow strip of land in 
Badakhshan province, northeast of Afghanistan that has served as an important 
connecting point between South Asia, Central Asia and China. For centuries, it 
has been a vital passage for traders and pilgrimers. The Corridor extends from 
the Ishkashim district in the north to the south by creating boundaries between 
several geopolitical entities. The Wakhan Corridor extends approximately 350 
km in length, with its width ranging from 16 to 64 km.14 It covers an area of 
10,300 km2. On the southern side, it shares a 300 km border with Pakistan, 
while in the north and northeast, 260 km with Tajikistan and in the west, 74 km 
with China.15 Additionally, the Corridor encompasses several major mountain 
ranges, including the Pamir, Hindu Kush and Karakoram. These three ranges 
converge at what is commonly known as the Pamir Knot, while the open valley 
between these three ranges is called “Roof of the World” or (Bam-e-Dunya). 
The mountain passes in this region range from 5,000m to 6,500m above sea 
level.16 These rugged mountain ranges not only define the area’s topography 
but also reinforce the Corridor’s strategic importance. It serves as a key 
connecting point between Afghanistan and China’s Xinjiang province, while 

separating Tajikistan’s Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region from northern 
Pakistan.17 

 The Corridor is divided into two regions: The Upper Wakhan and the 
Lower Wakhan. The upper Wakhan lies to the eastern side of the Pamir River, 
while the lower Wakhan is situated on the western side, covering the Panj River 
valley and Wakhan Valley.18 Geographically, this region is divided into three 
sections: the main Wakhan strip between Pamir Knot, Qala Panj and 
Ishkesham; the great Pamir, also known as Pamir-e-Kalan, consists of the 
highest mountains in the knot. This mountain divides the Tajik Pamir across the 
deep valley of the Pamir River. The last section is little Pamir, known as “Pamir 
Khord”, located in the southern and eastern block of mountains, determined by 
the upper valley and upper ridge of the Wakhan Valley.19 To be precise, the 
Wakhan Corridor is spread between 71°50’ to 74°50’ degrees east longitude, 
36°35’ to 37°30’ degrees north latitude. Access to this region is restricted by 
terrain.20

 Geomorphologically, the Corridor is divided into two distinct parts: The 
Wakhan Corridor and the Afghan Pamir. The Wakhan Corridor lies at an 
elevation higher than 2000m and the Afghan Pamir lies above 3500m. This 
challenging topography contributes to the region’s remoteness, making it one 
of the most isolated areas within the Hindu Kush-Karakoram region. Access to 
this region is possible through Dawan, Jaman Shur on the north, Wakhjir on the 
east and Broghil, Darwazo, Kankhen, Ochili and Shahgologh on the south.21 
Additionally, this narrow strip of land has numerous routes to connect with 
neighboring countries. The Northern route connects it with Tajikistan, passing 
along the Panj Rivers. The Southern route reaches China through Wakhjir Pass, 
but this route is closed for more than half of the year due to snowfall. The third 
is the Central route, connecting both the Northern and Southern routes in 
Wakhan and leading to China through Tegermansu mountain pass at an altitude 
of 4,827m.22 The fourth route links the Afghan Tongue with the Karakoram 
Highway, located in the southeast from Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Hunza and Gilgit 

regions of Pakistan. The fifth route is located in the south, connecting 
Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Gilgit and Chitral regions. Other roads also link Wakhan 
to Chitral.23 Furthermore, the main passes of the Wakhan Corridor are Broghli 
(3882m), Darwazaa to Chitral (4288m), Irshad Uween (4979m) and Dilisan 
(5290m) to Gojal and Khodarg Werth to Ishkuman.24 The region is known for 
its snowy peaks, deep valleys, glaciers, lakes, rugged and rocky terrains and hot 
springs.

 The Oxus River (Amu Darya), one of Central Asia’s major rivers that 
ultimately flows into the Aral Sea, originates in the highlands of this region.25 
The two main tributaries of this river are the Panj and Pamir Rivers, which 
originate from the heights of Pamir and Hindukush. The joining of these two 
rivers forms the Amu River.26

Socio-Cultural Diversity of the Wakhan Corridor

 The Wakhan Corridor is a unique region with diverse customs, rituals 
and various ethnic groups living in this area.27 Wakhan has a population of 
17000 people, consisting of Wakhis and Kyrgyz,28 who have been living in this 
region for centuries. The Kyrgyz and Wakhis are followers of the Ismaili sect 
of Islam and their language is Wakhi. The Wakhis live in the border areas of 
Tajikistan, China and Pakistan at altitudes of 2000m to 3000m. The Kyrgyz live 
in the eastern part of the Wakhan Corridor, which includes mountains and 
snow-covered lakes.29

 The common religion, language, climate and environment have 
fostered similar cultures among the Wakhis and Kyrgyz.30 Despite these 

commonalities, sometimes territorial disputes, historical grievances and 
competing interests among these groups lead to tension and conflict.31 Owing 
to the extremely rugged terrain, harsh climatic conditions and geographic 
isolation, the people of Wakhan face significant challenges, including limited 
access to education, food insecurity, widespread poverty, inadequate healthcare 
and a high prevalence of opium addiction.32 The absence of education and 
development standards has kept them behind the world.33

 Currently, the livelihood of the Wakhan people primarily depends on 
livestock husbandry and, to some extent, agriculture.34 The people of Wakhan 
live in tents and follow a nomadic lifestyle. In the summer season, they move 
to higher elevations, while in winter, they go downhill to their pastures to avoid 
the extreme cold and facilitate grazing for their animals.35 Festivities in Wakhan 
include the celebration of Nowruz (Persian New Year), Eid ul-Fitr and Eid 
ul-Adha, along with the observance of local traditions and cultural practices.

Afghanistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor is often described as the “head” of Afghanistan 
due to its distinctive shape and location. In ancient times, this region held a 
significant position as a trade route between the East and West. However, in the 
modern era, it has lost its importance due to modern developments, rugged 
terrain and lack of infrastructure.36 But in recent years, the discovery of 
hydrocarbons in Central Asia and the emergence of new economic projects like 
CPEC, BRI and other ventures, including gas and oil pipelines and electric 
transmission lines like CASA-1000, have highlighted the geopolitical and 

geo-economic importance of this Corridor.37 With the rise of these projects, the 
Wakhan Corridor has once again attracted the attention of neighboring 
countries. It appears that the Corridor is regaining its historical significance 
after centuries of neglect. The revival of Wakhan is expected to increase 
Afghanistan’s political and economic significance as a transit hub.

 Afghanistan has served as a link between East and West due to its 
strategic location as a transit point for commercial exchanges in ancient times. 
Its geographical position offers a unique opportunity to transform the country 
into a commercial and economic Corridor. The Wakhan Corridor, in particular, 
holds significant potential to connect regional countries including Afghanistan, 
China, Pakistan and the Central Asian states.38 This Corridor holds strategic 
significance for Afghanistan, as it could facilitate strong relations with 
neighboring countries and enhance its global trade through the Indian Ocean. 
Moreover, its proximity with the “resource-abundant” Central Asian states and 
Pakistan, offers opportunities for trade partnership, resource exchange and 
cross-border commerce.39

 Establishing communication and commercial infrastructure in Wakhan 
will contribute to the economic development of Afghanistan, particularly 
benefiting the Northern provinces.40 By developing this Corridor, Afghanistan 
can transport its products to China easily and affordably, while simultaneously 
reaping economic and commercial benefits in return.41 It would enhance 
Afghanistan’s political leverage and help the country to balance its relations 
with regional powers. In addition, the development of infrastructure in Wakhan 
would improve the government’s access to the region, promote economic 
growth and uplift the living standard of local people.42

 China’s BRI project further underscores the significance of this 
Corridor.43 By joining BRI, Afghanistan can serve as a regional hub and enter 
into a new era of economic and political cooperation at the regional level. The 
development of the Wakhan Corridor represents a crucial step toward 
Afghanistan’s economic and political growth.44 Afghanistan stands to benefit 
significantly from becoming part of BRI, as this project would connect to both 
North-East Asian and South-West Asian nations. By integrating into this 
project, Afghanistan could achieve political and economic relevance and 
establish itself as a key global transit hub. Opening the Wakhan Corridor would 
increase Afghanistan’s strategic importance by offering an alternative route to 
the Indian Ocean through Pakistan,45 a development that holds particular 
significance for China. Therefore, China is investing in infrastructure projects 
in Wakhan region. The three key ranges, Tegermansu, the Big Pamir or Pamir 
Kalan and Wakhjir valley, have been identified as potential sites for 
development. The development of these ranges would provide Afghanistan 
with new economic prospects.46

 The opening of this Corridor would significantly enhance Afghanistan’s 
geopolitical importance, positioning it as a supplementary route for regional 
connectivity. By integrating with the Karakoram Highway, it would provide 
direct and shortest access to the Arabian Sea.47 Afghanistan could benefit 
substantially from this Corridor by generating revenue through taxation and 
creating thousands of direct and indirect job opportunities. Trade cannot 
flourish without security, therefore, realizing the full benefits of this Corridor is 
contingent upon stability in Afghanistan.

China’s Interest

 China has started efforts to revitalize the ancient Silk Road as part of the 
BRI project. The initiative includes two major components: (i) Silk Road 
Economic Belt and (ii) Maritime Silk Road. This plan aims to connect the 
continents of Asia, Europe and Africa and integrate China with the rest of the 
world through land, sea and air. This project contains an estimated USD 5 
trillion investment in infrastructure building across 65 countries.48

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor

 A major BRI project in South Asia is CPEC, with an investment of USD 
62 billion.49 This project connects the city of Kashgar in China’s Xinjiang 
province to Pakistan’s Gwadar port. An important part of CPEC is the 
reconstruction and upgrading of the Karakoram Highway, which links Kashgar 
to Abbottabad. This highway was opened in 1986 as a trade and transit route 
between China and Pakistan. The construction of this highway significantly 
reduced the travel distance. Notably, it has shortened the distance between 
China and the Middle-East from 15,900 km via the Malacca Strait to 3,700 km 
through the Khunjerab pass.50 

 Importantly, the Karakoram Highway runs close to the Wakhan 
Corridor, a crucial component of BRI. Strategically positioned at the crossroads 
of Central Asia and South Asia, this Corridor provides China access to new 
economic markets, natural resources and energy reserves in Central Asia.51 The 
construction of roads in this Corridor would integrate Afghanistan’s road 
network with the Karakoram Highway.52 Additionally, the Corridor could 
provide a direct link between China’s Xinjiang province and Central Asian 
countries. Moreover, the Corridor may facilitate easier trade and energy supply 
networks between China and its partners. It can potentially deepen China’s 

economic and strategic position in the region. This underscores the Wakhan’s 
role as a vital link in the broader regional geopolitical and economic 
landscape.53

 The Karakoram Highway has the potential to connect CPEC with the 
Wakhan Corridor to expand the infrastructure projects between South Asia and 
Central Asia. Investing in this project would provide China with a shorter trade 
route to Central Asia and beyond.54 The Wakhan Corridor is particularly 
significant as it is the only transit passage in the region that is close to China, 
West-Asia, the Persian Gulf, Caspian Sea and Europe.55 More importantly, 60% 
of China’s trade  with the Western and Middle Eastern countries passes through 
the Strait of Malacca, a vital maritime checkpoint under the strategic influence 
of United States of America, China’s main global competitor.56 Considering 
this geopolitical challenge, the opening of the Wakhan Corridor and its 
connection with Central Asia could provide an alternative route for oil and gas 
pipelines, ensuring a more secure energy supply for China.57

 The construction of alternative land-based trade routes in western 
regions of China is a strategic requirement for its commercial and economic 
security.58 Investment in Wakhan not only offers China an alternate transit route 
but also facilitates its access to Afghanistan’s natural resources, like lithium, 
copper and rare earth minerals, which are important for China’s industrial and 
technological development.59 Geological surveys estimate that Afghanistan 
holds mineral resources worth USD 1 trillion. Therefore, China has already 
invested in the Mes Aynak copper mine, the world’s second-largest copper 
deposit and in the hydrocarbon reserves of the Amu Darya Basin in Sar-e-Pol 
and Faryab provinces.60

 Afghanistan’s recent inclusion in CPEC highlights the growing 
geopolitical importance of the Wakhan Corridor. In May 2025, China, Pakistan 
and Afghanistan agreed in Beijing to formally extend the CPEC into 
Afghanistan’s territory and to hold the next trilateral meeting in Kabul, a move 
reflecting Beijing’s strategy to integrate Afghanistan into BRI frameworks and 
promote regional connectivity.61 This offers Afghanistan unprecedented access 
to Pakistan’s ports and regional trade networks, while simultaneously 
providing China with overland alternatives to traditional maritime routes 
vulnerable to strategic competition.62

 Beyond its economic benefits, the construction of road through the 
Wakhan Corridor would significantly strengthen China’s strategic foothold in 
the region.63 For China, the project could serve three key strategic objectives. 
First, it would expand trade networks with Central Asian countries to the north. 
Second, it would improve connectivity with Pakistan’s Gwadar Port to the 
south, a cornerstone of the CPEC. Third, it would provide China with direct 
access to Afghanistan.64

Pakistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor offers the shortest and most efficient trade route 
for Pakistan to enhance economic and commercial relations with Central Asian 
states. It also provides easy access at the lowest cost via Pakistan’s northern 
highland and Chitral region.65 The Corridor could facilitate trade in minerals, 
textiles, agricultural products, manufactured goods, oil, gas and electric 
transmission lines.66 At the same time, the Wakhan Corridor could function as a 
crucial transit route for Central Asian states to have direct access to the 

international markets through Gwadar Port. Gwadar holds strategic 
significance due to its location at the mouth of the Strait of Hormuz, a key 
maritime chokepoint.67 

 Geographically, Wakhan connects Pakistan’s Hunza and Chitral 
regions, with vital crossing points including Broghil, Irshad and Dilisang 
passes. Among these passes, Broghil pass is the most significant doorway 
connecting Pakistan to the Wakhan Corridor.68 Gupsi and Yasin serve as 
important joining points, connecting the Wakhan Corridor with Pakistan’s 
Ghizar and Hunza districts in Gilgit Baltistan.69 Indeed, this Corridor serves as 
a bridge between Pakistan and Central Asia, significantly reducing the distance 
between the two regions to just 13 km.70 The opening of the Wakhan Corridor 
would offer Pakistan another trading route with Afghanistan. Pakistan could 
exploit the Wakhan Corridor as a more efficient and economical route for 
importing oil and gas from Central Asia and Russia.71

 A train link from Tajikistan through the Wakhan Corridor could connect 
to the planned Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan railway line. Pakistan views 
the Wakhan Corridor not only as a strategic access point to Central Asia but 
also as a potential source of significant employment opportunities for Pakistani 
citizens. In addition to facilitating trade expansion through Gwadar port, the 
Corridor would also enhance Pakistan’s economic ties with China and Central 
Asian countries. However, the importance of Wakhan for Pakistan extends 
beyond trade. The Corridor carries political significance, especially in the 
context of Pakistan’s policy focus on enhancing relations with Central Asian 
states.

Pakistan’s National Security Policy 2022-2026 

 Pakistan’s National Security Policy (NSP) 2022-2026 recognizes 
Afghanistan’s potential as a strategic gateway for enhanced economic 
connectivity with the Central Asian Republics (CARs). Central to this is the 
“Vision Central Asia,” emphasizing five core pillars: political relations, trade 

and investment, energy and connectivity, security and defense and 
people-to-people contacts.72 The NSP marks a deliberate strategic pivot to 
geo-economics, prioritizing the expansion of trade and economic linkages with 
CARs through robust connectivity. Afghanistan plays a pivotal role in 
advancing Pakistan’s “Vision Central Asia” initiative. In alignment with 
Islamabad’s geo-economic priorities, the Wakhan Corridor would further 
facilitate trade expansion and energy projects in the region.

Shanghai Cooperation Organization

 The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) is a pivotal multilateral 
organization that plays a significant role in shaping the geopolitical and 
economic landscape of Central and South Asia, directly impacting the 
relevance of the Wakhan Corridor. Since its establishment in 2001, the SCO has 
prioritized regional stability, security cooperation and economic integration 
among its member states, which include China, Russia, Pakistan, Iran, India, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Belarus. The 
organization’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) has notably enhanced 
intelligence sharing and operational coordination, thereby strengthening 
collective efforts against terrorism, extremism and separatism. The SCO’s 
commitment to fostering mutual trust, expanding multilateral dialogue and 
promoting good neighborliness has provided a crucial platform for addressing 
common security concerns, which is essential for the stability required to 
operationalize strategic routes like the Wakhan Corridor.73

 Beyond security, the SCO is increasingly focused on economic 
cooperation and connectivity, which aligns closely with the objectives of major 
initiatives such as the BRI and the CPEC. The Wakhan Corridor holds the 
potential to become a vital trade and transit route connecting Central Asia with 
South Asia.74 The SCO’s agenda to deepen trade ties, expand infrastructure and 

harmonize regulations among its members directly supports the development 
of such Corridors, facilitating access to new markets and resources. By 
synergizing the BRI and CPEC with the SCO’s broader regional vision, the 
organization is positioned to inject new momentum into cross-border economic 
collaboration, permanently transforming the region’s connectivity and 
economic prospects. In this context, the SCO’s role is not only to ensure a 
secure environment for such projects but also to provide the institutional 
framework for sustainable and inclusive regional development.

Economic Cooperation Organization

 The Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), originally established 
as the Regional Cooperation for Development (RCD) in 1964 by Pakistan, Iran 
and Türkiye, was transformed in 1985 into a broader economic bloc. Its 
expansion in 1992 to include Afghanistan, five Central Asian republics and 
Azerbaijan significantly enhanced the organization’s strategic capacity for 
regional integration.75 Today, the ECO spans approximately eight million 
square kilometers, nearly double the size of the European Union and 
encompasses around 500 million people. Its objectives focus on facilitating 
trade, infrastructure development and energy cooperation across Eurasia, 
positioning it as a potential framework for linking landlocked Central Asian 
states with global markets through Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran and Türkiye.76 In 
this context, the Wakhan Corridor can play a significant role in further 
enhancing trade and economic cooperation among ECO members.

Challenges

 Historically, Wakhan’s natural isolation has kept this area away from 
direct conflict. Nevertheless, its position along the Durand Line and its 
geographic proximity with China and Tajikistan renders it a significant area in 
the region. The Corridor offers access to trade routes, energy resources and 
economic cooperation with Central Asia, South Asia and China. As a result, 
Wakhan remains an important component in the geopolitical landscape of the 
region.77 Despite its strategic significance, the opening of the Corridor faces 
several critical challenges.

Geographical Complexity

 Geographically, the region experiences extremely low temperatures, 
remains snow-covered for over six months in a year and is characterized by 
rugged mountainous terrain. Given these geographical conditions, the 
construction of infrastructure such as roads and tunnels presents significant 
technical and financial challenges. Nevertheless, comparable projects have 
been successfully completed in similar or even more geologically complex 
environments. A notable example is the Karakoram Highway, constructed 
through the formidable Karakoram mountains. The Pamir Mountains, where 
the Wakhan Corridor is located, exhibit similarly challenging topography.78 

Given these considerations, the construction of roads and tunnels in the 
Wakhan Corridor is feasible with the technological capabilities of China. From 
this perspective, geography does not constitute the primary obstacle to the 
development and opening of the Corridor. Instead, the principal challenges 
stem from terrorism originating in Afghanistan, political instability in the 
country and the prevalence of drug trafficking across the region.

Threat of Terrorism

 Decades of conflict and instability in Afghanistan, as well as 
destruction caused by foreign forces, have created an environment conducive to 
the presence and operation of various terrorist organizations. The terrorist 
groups often exploit the country’s ungoverned spaces and porous borders, 
particularly around the Wakhan Corridor, to establish bases and stage activities 
targeting neighboring regions, including Pakistan, Central Asia and China.79 
The use of Afghanistan’s territory as a launchpad for cross-border terrorism has 
raised serious security concerns among regional states. China and Central 
Asian countries, in particular, view the security situation as a major obstacle to 
regional connectivity.80 Due to persistent terrorist threats, China has long been 
reluctant to open or develop the Wakhan Corridor, keeping its border with 
Afghanistan effectively sealed for decades.81 In the light of these concerns, 
terrorism in Afghanistan continues to pose a significant threat to the security 
and stability of Pakistan, Central Asia and China. As long as the region remains 
insecure, the operationalization of the Wakhan Corridor will remain uncertain. 
Therefore, security and political stability in Afghanistan are essential 

prerequisites for the Corridor’s development and opening.

Drug Trafficking

 Afghanistan is the world’s leading producer of opium. And one of the 
transit routes for this drug is Wakhan Corridor, which links Afghanistan to 
neighboring countries of China, Tajikistan and Pakistan. This connectivity not 
only contributes to the increase in the regional drug trade but also provides 
considerable funding for terrorist groups in Afghanistan. In 2020 alone, the 
volume of opium sold through this Corridor was 8.3 thousand tons, with an 
estimated value of USD 350 million.82 Due to lack of infrastructure in Wakhan, 
China has remained shielded from drug trafficking originating in Afghanistan. 
The construction of roads and other means in Wakhan could facilitate drug 
trafficking, turning the Corridor into a direct transit route for drug trafficking. 
Drug trafficking remains a key concern for regional countries to develop the 
Corridor. The continued drug trafficking poses a significant threat to the 
stability and security of Wakhan and its neighboring countries. Therefore, it is 
necessary to take serious steps to prevent drug trafficking in this region.83 
However, this problem is not insurmountable and can be tackled by close 
cooperation among the anti-narcotics forces of Pakistan, China, Tajikistan and 
Afghanistan through concerted efforts.

Conclusion 

 The Wakhan Corridor holds significant geo-economic and geostrategic 
importance for China, Afghanistan and Pakistan. However, its development has 
consistently faced challenges due to geopolitical issues, including the 
19th-century “Great Game” between Russia and the British, the Soviet 
Invasion of Afghanistan (1979-1989), the Afghanistan Civil War (1992-2001), 
NATO intervention (2001-2021) and the current instability in Afghanistan.  

 Building roads and tunnels across Wakhan will enhance trade activities 
in the region. This Corridor will provide a shorter route to access Central Asia 
and, vice versa, will enable Central Asian countries to more easily reach 
Pakistan’s Gwadar and Karachi ports. It will also ease China’s access to 
Afghanistan and strengthen the link between CPEC and the broader region, 
which is a key component of BRI. In a recent development, Afghanistan has 
been included in the CPEC. Its inclusion is expected to accelerate investment 

and construction activities along the Corridor. The operationalization of this 
Corridor will not only enhance regional connectivity but also open new paths 
for economic cooperation and infrastructure development. In this context, it 
will provide researchers with a valuable opportunity to study the broader 
potential geopolitical impact of the Corridor at both regional and global levels.

 The connectivity is expected to foster peace, security, political stability 
and shared prosperity for all the countries in the region. In particular, it holds 
the potential to lift the people of Afghanistan out of poverty and diminish the 
impact of current humanitarian crisis.

Mirwais Parsa, 2017.
I. Amir, 2023
M. A. Sadat, M. Hassan, and M. Zeb, 2023. 
D. K. Shahi, 2022.
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Theoretical Framework

 Realism serves as an important framework for analyzing the dynamics 
of the Quad. Central to Realism is the idea that the international system is 
anarchic. States operate in a self-help environment focused on survival. India’s 
role in the Quad exemplifies this concept.

 Realism posits that states act primarily in pursuit of their national 
interests, often leading to alliances based on shared strategic goals rather than 
ideological similarities. In the case of the Quad, the unstated primary objective 
has been to counter China’s rise in the “Indo-Pacific” region. The member 
states have formed a coordinated front, exemplified by joint military exercises 
such as Malabar and the Rim of the Pacific Exercise (RIMPAC), aimed at 
enhancing regional security and maintaining the balance of power.

 However, India’s position within this framework is plagued by 
contradictions. With the role of a “net security provider” assigned to it by the 
US under its so-called Indo-Pacific Strategy, its simultaneous engagement with 
China and Russia has raised questions about its reliability as a Quad partner. 
This dichotomy underscores the realist assertion that alliances are often 
precarious and contingent upon the alignment of national interests.

 Besides national security and power politics of a state, the balance of 
power is a core concept in Realism, suggesting that stability is achieved when 
military capabilities are distributed among states in a way that no single entity 
can dominate. The Quad aims to create such a balance of power to contain 
China’s growing regional influence and maintain the dominant status of the US 
in the Asia Pacific region. 

 The theory also emphasizes that states often face a security dilemma, 
where action taken by one state to enhance security leads to increased tension 
and insecurity for others. India’s military confrontation with China, particularly 
the Galwan Valley clash in 2020, illustrates this dilemma. India’s history of 
conflicts with its neighbours, coupled with its territorial disputes and internal 
socio-economic issues, has degraded its capacity to engage constructively in 
any regional security architecture. Hence, India’s commitment to the Quad’s 
objectives, which are primarily aimed at containing China, is held back by its 
assertion of strategic autonomy.

 India’s abstention on the UN resolutions against Russia in the context of 
the Ukraine crisis, along with its deepening ties with Moscow amid Western 
sanctions, highlights the complexities of its foreign policy and the resulting 
implications for the Quad’s coherence. This behaviour is reflective of the realist 
view that states will prioritize their strategic interests, sometimes at the expense 
of collective goals.

 The geographical and strategic context in which the Quad operates 
further emphasizes the theory’s focus on power and security. The Quad 
members are aligned in their interests in the “Indo-Pacific” but India’s 
geographical limitations place it at a distinct disadvantage. While the US, 
Australia and Japan pursue a coordinated naval strategy, India’s location in 
South Asia complicates its involvement. This disconnect suggests that the Quad 
may operate in “two distinct theatres of war,” potentially benefiting China by 
allowing it to engage on Interior Lines of Operation during a conflict. 

 India’s dual engagement with both the Quad and its relationship with 
China and Russia support the realist perspective that alliances can be fragile 
and state behaviour is often driven by immediate strategic considerations rather 
than long-term commitments. The agreement between China and India on 21 
October 2024 on easing the prevailing tension along the Line of Actual Control 
(LAC) on the eve of the BRICS Summit held in Kazan (Russia), aims at the 
disengagement of troops and the resumption of patrolling along LAC. On the 
one hand, the agreement created diplomatic space for India to work 
harmoniously as a BRICS and SCO member state, while, on the other hand, 
effectively eliminated one of the strong arguments for India inclining towards 
the US-led Quad. Ultimately, this changing scenario will lessen India’s interest 
in confrontation with China. This rapprochement has created difficulty for the 
US and other Quad members, especially in the context of the US “Indo-Pacific 
Strategy.”   

 By applying the theoretical framework of Realism to the analysis of the 
Quad, it becomes evident that the dynamics of this coalition are shaped by the 
interplay of national interests, the balance of power and the security dilemma 
faced by its members. India’s position within the Quad raises questions about 
its reliability and effectiveness, reflecting the broader Realist assertion that 
states navigate a world of competing interests, often leading to tensions and 

contradictions within alliances.3 The research paper employs qualitative 
analysis to explore the underlying concerns related to India’s Quad 
membership in the context of New Delhi’s policy of strategic autonomy. It also 
examines alternative options available to the other Quad members and their 
effectiveness in pursuing its strategic objectives.

Introduction

 The Quad, officially known as the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, 
comprises the US, Australia, India and Japan. Initially focused on maritime 
cooperation following the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami, it remained dormant 
except for one summit meeting in 2007. Finally, converging interests brought 
the Quad members to the table once again in 2017. It has since expanded its 
agenda to encompass security, economic and health issues. By 2021, the 
member countries, all democracies with robust economies, had intensified 
collaboration, particularly in response to the rise of China. Notably, they 
conducted their first joint naval exercise, Malabar, in over a decade in 
November 2020. In March 2021, US President Joe Biden held a virtual meeting 
with the Quad leaders of all four countries, during which they formed working 
groups to tackle issues related to COVID-19 vaccines, climate change, 
technological advancements and supply chains. The most recent Quad summit 
took place in Delaware, USA, on 21 September 2024.4

 Lately, the composition of the Quad has come into question, reflecting 
specifically on India’s viability as a reliable partner.5 The doubts raised are not 
rhetorical or unfounded. The concerns are based on facts and the track record 
of India. When compared with the remaining the Quad members, India’s policy 
is characterized by its acceptance of the role as “net security provider” in the 
region as part of the US “Indo-Pacific Strategy” while maintaining intimate 
trade and strategic ties with China and Russia, respectively. Simultaneously, 
India has been involved in state-sponsored acts of terrorism within and outside 
the state, including the US, Canada and Pakistan, subjecting it to criticism and 
raising doubts about it being a credible partner. 

 When considering the strategic interests of the like-minded countries 
that brought them together, it is important also to recognize the differences that 
set them apart and how they affect the Quad.

Quad’s Anomaly

 Though economically all members of the Quad stand on sound footings, 
India is still decades away from being declared as a “Developed State”, a status 
already attained long ago by the other three members. Poverty and a large 
population are afflicting India, hampering its rise. According to a 2024 report 
of the World Bank, India continued to be a “lower-middle-income” country. It 
faced serious obstacles that hindered its efforts to become a high-income 
country for at least the next two decades.6 It further restricts India’s capacity to 
be at par with the other members of the Quad, who fall in the high-income 
category. Its commercial potential and foreign exchange reserves of over USD 
600 billion are undone by the sheer size of its impoverished population.7

 There is a distinct dichotomy in the geopolitical and geo-economic 
interests of the Quad states. Their geopolitical convergence belies the fact that 
China happens to be their major trading partner. Any economic strangulation of 
China will be at the cost of their own economic well-being, as evident from the 
Sino-US trade war during the Trump presidency (2016-2020).8

 According to a recent study by the Global Trade Research Initiative 
(GTRI), a Delhi-based think tank, China was India’s biggest source of major 
industrial products in 2023, accounting for around 30 percent in categories such 
as electronics, machinery, cars, chemicals and textiles.9 Beijing was the largest 
trade partner of New Delhi, with bilateral trade volume reaching USD 113.83 
billion in 2023, surpassing the US. Trade with China crossed the mammoth 

USD 100 billion mark, driven by a 21 percent rise in imports from China into 
India.10 

 From the Diaoyu/Senkaku islands contested by China and Japan to the 
US and Australia’s concern of maintaining dominance in the Western Pacific 
and Indian Oceans with uninterrupted Sea Lines of Communication (SLOC), 
there are several dimensions to this contestation. In this context, the regional 
countries of ASEAN and Pacific Island states have assumed immense 
significance and there is a race to win over these strategically placed island 
nations in the Oceania region.

 The Solomon Islands, situated 1,200 nautical miles to the northeast of 
Australia, entered into a bilateral security pact with China in April 2022, which 
has significantly influenced the geopolitical dynamics of the Pacific Island 
nations and Oceania.11 This bilateral security deal marks China’s first 
recognized agreement in the region and provides Beijing with the option to 
deploy Chinese forces close to crucial shipping routes. Reports indicate that the 
arrangement permits the Solomon Islands to seek assistance from China, 
including support from police, military personnel and other law enforcement 
bodies.12 Similarly, China has signed a Comprehensive Strategic Agreement 
with Timor-Leste, which is situated 1085 nautical miles due North of 
Australia.13   

 These Chinese moves led to Australian attempts to sign an agreement of 
cooperation with Vanuatu. However, it is likely to face strong resistance from 

the opposition in the Island’s parliament.14 The US, on its part, scrambled to 
establish its embassy in the Solomon Islands to counter growing Chinese 
influence there. Papua New Guinea’s autonomous region, Bougainville, is 
poised to assume independence by 2027 if the referendum on the issue carried 
out in July 2021 is ratified by the parliament of Papua New Guinea. The 
ratification is pending. However, the independence of Bougainville, if it comes 
about, is likely to create a domino effect, creating more independent states in 
the region.15 The Oceania region is therefore seen as the next area of 
contestation between the US and China. It is pertinent to note that while the 
southern edge of the Oceania region rests on Australia, its northern and 
northwestern limits are bound by the islands of Guam (US) and the Philippines, 
respectively.    

Reliability of India as a Quad Partner 

 The inherent geographical limitation of Quad and its likely outcome 
raise serious doubts about this conjoined “Indo-Pacific Strategy” when seen in 
conjunction with other factors affecting India’s viability, as explained below. 
These factors do not plague other Quad members.

 Despite an agreement leading to a détente in the Galwan Valley along 
the LAC, the Sino-Indian border dispute persists. However, India is unlikely to 
confront China for several significant reasons: Firstly, it suffered a humiliating 
defeat in the Galwan Valley in 2020. Secondly, it lacks comparative capabilities 
to match China militarily. Thirdly, the inhospitable mountainous terrain of LAC 
restricts force projection and sustenance. Lastly, it has significant economic 
and trade interests with China. The recent détente between China and India 
along the LAC is the outcome of these Indian limitations.

 At the same time, India’s abstention from the UN resolutions against 
Russia and its role as a conduit for discounted Russian oil to EU countries have 
further accentuated the unreliability of India, raising concerns in the 

international community.16 Indian External Affairs Minister (EAM) 
Jaishankar’s visit to Moscow in December 2023 was indicative of India’s 
geopolitical priorities, where he called India’s relations with Russia “the only 
constant in global politics.” Both sides also agreed to expand their partnership 
in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR).17 Jaishankar, in a Joint Panel discussion with 
Antony Blinken and German Foreign Minister Ms Baerbock during the 60th 
Munich Security Conference (16-18 February 2024), stressed that India had 
multiple options, asserting its freedom and right of choice.18

 Despite Western pressure, India is unlikely to part ways with Russia 
anytime soon, as it has profited in multiple ways, especially after the Ukraine 
crisis, in terms of crude oil, trade and technology. Similarly, Russia, despite 
Western sanctions, remains the biggest oil exporter to India. The trade turnover 
between Russia and India increased from about USD 13 billion in 2021 to USD 
49 billion in 2022 and over USD 65 billion in 2024, driven largely by India’s 
purchase of Russian oil.19 During the same period, India’s oil exports to 
Western European countries increased significantly. This suggests that India 
helped Western countries in bypassing their self-imposed trade ban on Russia.20

 India is a prominent member of the BRICS, which includes Russia and 
China as key members besides Brazil and South Africa. This dual membership 
underscores India’s strategic maneuvering, as it engages with both Quad and 

BRICS to maximize its geopolitical influence and economic interests. BRICS 
serves as a platform to contest the prevailing economic and political hegemony 
of Western nations. The group prioritises collaborative initiatives and engages 
in discussions aimed at redefining global governance structures that have 
historically favored Western powers. A central view uniting the BRICS nations 
is their collective disillusionment with Western-led institutions, particularly 
those related to financial issues. BRICS members have articulated a desire to 
reduce their reliance on the US dollar, which has long served as the dominant 
currency in international trade. This desire has further strengthened in the wake 
of the Kazan BRICS Summit.21 Additionally, there is a concerted effort to move 
away from the Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunications 
(SWIFT) system, an international messaging network to facilitate financial 
transactions that was notably leveraged to isolate Russian banks in 2022.22 

Following the US President Donald Trump’s threats of a 100 percent tariff on 
imports from the bloc, India, while reaffirming its commitment to BRICS, has 
distanced itself from any initiative to weaken the dollar or introduce a common 
BRICS currency.23 

 India is also a member of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation 
(SCO), another significant multilateral entity that includes China and Russia. 
This Organisation is often perceived as countering Western interests, with both 
China and Russia regarded as adversaries by the US. The primary objectives of 
the SCO include enhancing economic collaboration and fostering security 
cooperation among its member states. 

 With concurrent membership of BRICS, SCO and Quad, India is 
pursuing a policy of strategic autonomy and trying to navigate smoothly in a 

complex geopolitical landscape by aligning itself with key global players in 
pursuit of its national interest. However, two days after Modi’s July 2024 visit 
to Moscow, the US ambassador to India stated, “In times of conflict, there is no 
such thing as strategic autonomy; we will, in crisis moments, need to know 
each other.” President Joe Biden’s National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan on 
13 July 2024 suggested that India’s bet on Russia as a long-term reliable partner 
was not a good bet. Russia would side with China over India any day of the 
week.24

Western Vulnerabilities

 India has been taking full advantage of the West’s vulnerabilities and its 
strategic and economic interests vis-à-vis China and Russia. India has 
conveyed its policy through various statements that its economic interests are 
not directly or entirely dependent on the West. At the same time, it has 
expressed its desire to avoid entering a war in the “Indo-Pacific” region, as its 
major economic interests are linked with Russia and China. The Economic 
Times, in its article titled “Congress Calls EAM S. Jaishankar a Failed Foreign 
Minister” (February 2023), mentioned Jaishankar’s statement that India cannot 
engage in a conflict with China due to its larger economy.25 He also reiterated 
that India should engage with China based on realism. In 2023-24, China 
remained India’s major trading partner and India’s membership in the SCO and 
BRICS further complicates its position as a “net security provider” under the 
US “Indo-Pacific Strategy.”26

 US diplomat of Indian origin, Ashely J. Tellis, in his article, “America’s 
Bad Bet on India,” published in Foreign Affairs Magazine (May 2023), asserted 
that India sought the US support in addressing its tensions with China, while 
simultaneously aiming to avoid getting involved in any confrontation between 
the US and China that does not directly threaten its national interests.27 

Furthermore, Ashley Tellis, in his article “India’s Great-Power Delusions. How 
New Delhi’s Grand Strategy Thwarts Its Grand Ambitions” published in 
Foreign Affairs on 17 June 2025, states that “Indian economy is unlikely to 
match its Chinese counterpart before the middle of the century, if at all. By 
2050, in all probability, Chinese economy will be closer to three times as large 
as that of India”. Furthermore, repudiating India’s aspirations to become a 
Great-Power, he writes, “India should not delude itself that it can contain China 
on its own, and even by the middle of 21st century, India may still have to rely 
on foreign partners.”28

Impact of the US Policy Shift from Geopolitics to Geo-economics

 The policy shift under the US President Donald Trump’s administration 
from geopolitical interests to economic interests has further tarnished India’s 
image. Prior to assumption of office by Trump, India had been enjoying 
unlimited access to the US corporate world and academic institutions, with a 
Foreign Policy that distinctly reflected India’s desire to pursue its interests with 
total disregard of the US sensitivities and interests. Washington’s shift from 
geopolitics to geo-economics has raised concerns about India’s nearly USD 46 
billion trade surplus with the US in 2024.29 The lopsided Indian trade policy 
favoring itself vis-à-vis the US and assertion of strategic autonomy have led to 
the imposition of punitive tariffs on India by the US. The Trump 
administration, despite having longstanding strategic relationship with 
European countries, historically close relations with countries such as Japan 
and South Korea, and membership of alliances such as NATO and AUKUS, has 
imposed tariffs on all countries that have enjoyed trade surplus with the US. 
The imposition of tariffs by the US on its key allies has underscored that India 
does not qualify for any preferential treatment as a member of the Quad.    

India’s Internal Dynamics 

 Internal dynamics of India are increasingly driven by the extremist 
ideology of “Hindutva” and “Akhand Bharat”. According to the Indian 
government report presented in the parliament on 29 March 2022, India 
witnessed 3,399 cases of communal or religious riots during the period 

2016-2020.30 The US State Department Annual Report on Religious Freedom 
202531, particularly mentions severe violations of religious freedom and the use 
of misinformation and disinformation, including hate speech, by Indian 
government officials to incite violent attacks against religious minorities and 
their places of worship. The report also describes changes made in India’s legal 
framework since 2008, and specially under ten-year rule of Bharatiya Janata 
Party (BJP), to target and disenfranchise religious minorities, including the 
Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA), a Uniform Civil Code (UCC) and several 
state-level anti-conversion, cow slaughter laws and their enforcement.

 India’s claim to be the world’s largest democracy is not commensurate 
with its internal policies.32 According to Sweden’s V-Dem Institute 2025 
democracy report, India is categorized as an “Electoral Autocracy”. The report 
states that India’s autocratization started from 2008 with the slow but 
systematic dismantling of democratic institutions. The ruling anti-pluralist, 
Hindu-nationalist BJP and Prime Minister Modi’s derailing of democracy is 
thoroughly documented, including deterioration in freedom of expression and 
independence of the media, harassment of journalists critical of the 
government, attacks on civil society and the opposition using laws on sedition, 
defamation and counterterrorism. The elections in June 2024 were a setback for 
the BJP, forcing it to govern in a coalition. 2024 was the first year since 2008 
with no deterioration in democracy level for India but it has continued to 
remain an electoral autocracy since 2017.33

State-Sponsored Terrorism by India

 Canada and the US have presented undeniable evidence against India 
relating to the assassination and attempts to assassinate Sikh nationalist leaders 
in the two countries. On 14 October 2024, Canada announced the expulsion of 
six Indian diplomats, including the High Commissioner, following police 

investigation that Indian government agents were connected to murders, 
intimidation and other “acts of violence” targeting Sikhs in Canada. Canadian 
Foreign Affairs Minister Mélanie Joly stated that the choice to expel the 
diplomats “was taken after thorough deliberation and only after Canadian 
police collected sufficient, clear and solid evidence that identified six 
individuals as persons of interest in the Nijjar case”.34

 Indian Defense Minister Rajnath Singh, in a televised interview on 5 
April 2024, admitted that India orchestrated the killing of Sikh and Kashmiri 
leaders in Pakistan.  It has exposed the real face of India and its murderous 
intelligence agency, Research and Analysis Wing (RAW), operating under the 
diplomatic cover of its Embassies and Consulates.35 

 The ruling BJP in December 2024 accused the US State Department 
and “deep state” elements in the US of trying to destabilize India with the 
support of the Organized Crime and Corruption Reporting Project (OCCRP), a 
group of investigative journalists and Indian opposition leader Rahul Gandhi.36 
The OCCRP report accused Indian PM Modi of having close ties with 
billionaire Gautam Adani, who was involved in a USD 250 million scam to 
bribe Indian officials and Indian state-sponsored hackers for using Israeli-made 
Pegasus spyware to target government critics.37 

 The State Department expressed its disappointment with the Indian 
accusation and stated that the US supports freedom of the Press. The US also 
charged Nikhil Gupta and Vikash Yadav, two Indian officials working for RAW 
in the murder plot of Gurpatwant Singh Pannun, a dual US-Canadian citizen.38 

The US government is taking this criminal act very seriously. While criticizing 

New Delhi’s plot to kill the prominent Sikh leader in New York, the US 
Ambassador to India stated in April 2024 that any government’s involvement in 
assassination attempts on foreign soil crosses “an unacceptable red line”.39

Overhyped Military Prowess

 Notwithstanding its unrelenting procurement of latest weapon systems 
to modernize its Armed Forces, India’s inability to undertake military 
operations in a modern battlefield environment was exposed during Pakistan 
Air Force’s counter-strikes on 27 February 2019, in response to the Indian 
attack on Balakot a day earlier. Pakistan Air Force (PAF) shot down two Indian 
fighter aircraft and captured one Indian pilot, Wing Commander Abhinandan. 
He was later handed over to Indian authorities at the Wagah border as a gesture 
of goodwill. 

 India’s dismal military capability and the lack of dynamic 
professionalism of its armed forces for operating in a modern battlefield 
environment, were further exposed in the wake of the Pahalgam false flag 
operation, when the Indian Air Force (IAF) launched a massive attack on 
Pakistan on the night of 6–7 May 2025. A major aerial battle was fought 
between 72 Indian and 42 PAF fighter aircraft. Pakistan’s befitting yet 
measured response under operation “Bunyanum Marsoos” during the IAF 
attack, and to the Indian attacks on its territory during the ensuing four-day war 
fought from 7–10 May 2025, resulted in India losing six frontline IAF aircraft, 
including four Rafale, and 78 drones of Israeli origin, including a Heron 
combat drone. In addition, Pakistan destroyed 26 Indian military installations, 
including two BrahMos missile depots and two batteries of S-400 missile 
defence system. Pakistan achieved the success without loss of even a single 
fighter jet or a high-value military asset.40 

 Throughout the crisis, Pakistan maintained escalation dominance. 
Despite India’s recklessness in not taking into account that both Pakistan and 
India are nuclear-armed states, the nuclear deterrence was at play. The 
controlled and calibrated “Quid-Pro-Quo Plus” response by Pakistan has 

established conventional deterrence against India. Indian leaders miscalculated 
Pakistan’s conventional military power and the resolve to protect its 
sovereignty. It has also dispelled any notion of India’s conventional military 
dominance. 

 The Indian miscalculations about its significance, the belief that in a 
prevailing international environment it could still sell its worn-out mantra of 
victimhood of terrorism and get away with attacking an independent nation, 
that too a nuclear power, have placed it in an embarrassing position. In doing 
so, India has exposed itself internationally as a paper tiger that could not live up 
to the image it had created about its dominance and invincibility in South Asia.

 India is finding it hard to swallow its pride and digest its defeat during 
the four-day mini-war. Significantly, in less than two months after India’s 
humiliating defeat, the Indian military started blaming political leadership for 
the failure. Indian Defence Attache in Indonesia, Captain Shiv Kumar, during a 
Seminar explicitly blamed the Indian political leadership for the losses suffered 
by the IAF.41 The Indian Deputy Chief of Defence Staff has blamed the close 
support provided to Pakistan by China and Türkiye as the cause of heavy 
military losses and defeat suffered by India.42

 On both occasions, in February 2019 and May 2025, Washington 
intervened at India’s request to de-escalate the situation resulting from Indian 
aggression. However, India has refused to acknowledge the role played by the 
Trump administration in brokering a ceasefire between the two nuclear-armed 
states on 10 May 2025.

 India’s defeat during the Galwan Valley clash, where it lost 2000 sq km 
of territory and 20 soldiers, also shattered the myth of Indian military might.43 
It raises serious questions about India’s ability as a dependable partner of the 
US in any future military confrontation with China and to act as “net security 
provider” in the region. The bulk of Indian military equipment is of Russian 

origin and its incompatibility with Quad partners is a foregone conclusion. It is 
practically impossible for India to meet the operational parameters desired by 
Quad. Thus, for Quad to pitch India, a regional power, against China, a global 
power, in hostile Himalayan heights is a recipe for disaster for India. On the 
military front, India’s misery does not end there. In any future conflict with 
China, it will always be conscious of the strong Pakistan military poised on one 
of its flanks, further curtailing the options and capacity it possesses. India has 
also suffered setbacks in its relations with its other neighbours that have further 
diminished its prospects of achieving regional dominance. 

 Recent developments in Bangladesh and Maldives have proved 
detrimental to India’s aspirations for dominance in South Asia. With the 
unceremonious ouster of former pro-India Bangladeshi Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina in August 2024, India has lost its 53-year-long effort to keep 
Bangladesh as a compliant state.44 The election of right-wing People’s National 
Congress candidate Mohamed Muizzu as President of Maldives in November 
2023 was another setback for India. Maldives was quick to order India to 
remove its military personnel from the country.  

 Despite the Nepal and India Friendship Treaty of 1950 and the open 
borders policy, there have been persistent border disputes between the two 
countries. These areas include the Kalapani-Limpiyadhur, which is the largest 
Indian encroachment of 370 km2 at the tri-junction of China, Nepal and India 
borders. The Susta encroachment comprises 24 km2 and various small 
territories of around 15 km2 in the region. In all, there are around 71 territorial 
disputes between India and Nepal covering a total of 606 km2.45 

Assessment of Indian Membership of Quad

 India sees Quad as an opportunity to play in the big league at the global 
level, punching above its weight, casting aside its stigma of regional power and 
an opportunity to settle score with China. Secondly, India is using Quad to gain 
access to advanced Western technologies and expand its economic ingress in 
the capitalist West, only to back out when the chips are down. India has already 

done it in the case of purchase of discounted Russian crude oil and weapons 
like the S-400 missile defense system, where India brushed aside all Western 
objections.46    

 India’s involvement in the Quad is often justified as a strategic measure 
to counterbalance China’s growing influence in the “Indo-Pacific” region. 
However, India’s participation in the Quad is not essential for achieving this 
objective. The strategic chokepoints, particularly the Strait of Malacca, a 
strategic maritime corridor, present a more operationally viable and rational 
approach to Western countries for containing Chinese maritime trade and 
influence. However, China, in a display of wisdom, has prioritized the China 
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) as the flagship project of Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI) to counter such a possibility. 

 India is also wary of the US due to its exclusion from the AUKUS and 
the resulting relegation of its status vis-à-vis Australia. The complexities of its 
foreign relations and state-sponsored terrorism further undermine India’s 
ambitions and its utility in the evolving new world order. These ground realities 
indicate that India neither has the requisite capability to act as a “net security 
provider” in the “Indo-Pacific” region nor can it be trusted to do so. India only 
wants to accrue all the benefits that come with the status of “net security 
provider” but has articulated no real intention of taking on the responsibilities 
and risks associated with it. 

 While India’s inclusion in the Quad may be seen as a strategic 
countermeasure against China, it is not aimed at stifling China economically. 
Instead, in any kinetic operation, India will be employed as a diversionary 
belligerent to dilute Chinese capability in the Western Pacific. In other words, 
the Indian Army will be used as ‘Cannon Fodder’ to alleviate the threat to the 
US and its allies in the Pacific. The recent Sino-Indian LAC agreement has 
effectively checkmated this US desire, which is now scrambling to keep the 
feud alive somehow.47 

The Squad 

 Derek Grossman, a senior defence analyst at Rand Corporation, 
mentioned on the social media platform X in 2024 that India’s support for the 
Quad in countering China in the South China Sea will have its limits, 
highlighting that “New Delhi’s primary concentration is on its immediate 
surroundings, which has created a necessity for a substitute to the Quad.”48 The 
US seems to agree with this assessment, as former US Secretary of Defence 
Lloyd Austin announced at a press conference on 2 May 2024 the formation of 
a new strategic quadrilateral group called the “Squad,” comprising the United 
States, Australia, Japan and the Philippines.49 The first informal meeting of the 
Squad’s Defence Chiefs took place during the Shangri-La Security Dialogue in 
June 2023 in Singapore.50 Considering the growing focus on the Oceania 
region, the significance of the Philippines is accentuated, making it the obvious 
choice for the Squad membership for two reasons: (i) its geographical location 
on the Northwestern limit of Oceania, close to the Chinese Nine-dash Line 
region; and (ii) because of the historically close ties between the US and the 
Philippines. 

 The latest meeting of the Squad Defence Chiefs was held in May 2024 
in Hawaii.51 It was followed by cooperative marine patrols conducted in the 
Philippines’ exclusive economic zone in September 2024.52 This alliance aims 
to address growing tensions and security challenges in the Pacific, particularly 
due to the rise of China and conflicting territorial claims. The coalition 
leverages the substantial naval and defence resources of the US, Australia and 
Japan, and the strategic geographic significance of the Philippines. The rise of 
informal alliances such as the Squad, besides the Quad and AUKUS, highlights 
a shift towards more flexible and adaptive security frameworks to address 
modern challenges. This trend aligns with the concept of a “ring of informal 

alliances,” focusing on cooperation among like-minded nations in the 
“Indo-Pacific” region. The Philippines is not replacing India in the Quad, but 
India’s hesitancy towards meeting the objectives of the “Indo-Pacific Strategy” 
with efforts to refrain from aggressive engagement with China dilutes the 
Quad’s focus.53 The Squad grouping is meant to pose a more focused challenge 
to Beijing, which India seems unable to provide to the US.

Conclusion

 India’s pursuit of “Strategic Autonomy” amid a high-stakes power play 
of global powers in the Asia-Pacific region and its efforts to act as a key player, 
both for the West and Russia as a member of the SCO and BRICS, make it an 
unreliable partner. Both sides understand that India will not take a firm position 
in favour of one side against the other as long as it serves its interests.     

 India’s participation in the Quad as an opportunist partner and its 
foot-dragging have led to the creation of the Squad. If India continues to show 
blatant disregard for the objectives of the Quad while enjoying the benefits of 
the West’s pro-India policies, it could ultimately be replaced by South Korea as 
the fourth member of the Quad. This explains why India is keeping its options 
open by participating in the Quad, BRICS and SCO initiatives to serve its 
interests, and using the uncertainty thus created as a bargaining chip, as both 
Russia and the US may be wary of India’s attitude, yet neither wants New Delhi 
to be in the other’s camp.

 In the regional framework, South Asia has remained in a near-perpetual 
state of instability due to India’s aggressive policy towards regional states 
vis-à-vis its relationship with global powers and desire to act as a regional 
hegemon. The four-day war initiated by India against Pakistan and fought from 
6 to 10 May 2025, has redrawn the politico-military map of South Asia and 
shattered India’s myth of dominance in conventional military power. The role 
of “net security provider” assigned to India under the US “Indo-Pacific 
Strategy” is now raising questions on the ability of India to successfully fulfil 
the role, as India is not even able to match Pakistan Military’s superior 
technology and fighting skills. This has led to reassessment of India’s relevance 
for the achievement of the US strategic objectives in the “Indo-Pacific”. 

 The trustworthiness of India as a reliable member of the Quad continues 
to diminish, as the remaining three Quad members move towards more viable 
security arrangements to address their security concerns. India’s participation 
in the Quad reflects its pursuit of regional dominance and aspiration to be a 
global power, though its desire to match China is nothing more than a dream. 
India’s policy to exercise Strategic Autonomy while not entering a formal 
alliance will make it an unreliable partner and make its desire to become a 
Great Power unattainable. Resultantly, due to the volatility created by India, the 
potential for conflict in the region will remain high amid the broader challenges 
posed by regional and global power dynamics.



Introduction

 A particular geographic place or space does not choose to become a 
strategic location. Instead, its position in a “hostile geopolitical environment” 
or its location between various ambitious and aggressive geopolitical entities 
increases its geopolitical and geostrategic importance.2 Considering this, 
Wakhan enjoys a significant strategic location in the region. Historically, this 
narrow strip of land has served as an important transit route between China, 
Tibet, Persia, Central Asia and South Asia. The ancient Silk Route passed 
through this narrow strip and remained the primary passage for travelers and 
merchandise for a long time. This famous route was not only crucial for trade 
and commerce but also played a great role in the exchange of ideas and cultures 
between the eastern and western regions of the world.3 

 Furthermore, in ancient times, this route was used by Chinese pilgrims 
to visit Buddhist centers in Gandhara and Taxila. It was a popular pilgrimage 
route during the 5th and 6th centuries. In the seventh century, the Chinese monk 
Huan Tsang traveled through this route in search of Buddhist teaching. Marco 
Polo and Portuguese travelers used this route to reach China.4 Therefore, this 
Corridor remained an essential trade path to connect China, India, Balkh and 
Bukhara until the decline of the Mughal Empire in India. However, with the 
development of new sea routes to China and India in the late 15th century, the 
ancient Silk Route lost its significance as a major trade route from Rome to 
China.5

 The modern geopolitical importance of Wakhan emerged in the 19th 
century during the “Great Game” era.6 During this time, Wakhan emerged as a 
“buffer zone” between the Tsarist Russia and the British Empire to prevent 
Russian advance toward British India and to avoid direct conflict between the 

two powers.7 Hence, the Corridor was formed in 1895 after negotiations 
between British military explorer Francis Younghusband and his Russian 
counterpart, Colonel Yanov.8 Both officers delineated the southern and northern 
borders of the Corridor and announced that neither China nor Afghanistan 
would interfere in the area. However, later Russia conceded this area as part of 
Afghanistan under a pre-established agreement.9

 During the Cold War, this area remained strategically significant due to 
its geographical proximity to the Soviet Union and Pakistan, especially after 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.10 Following the Soviet withdrawal 
from Afghanistan, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) recognized 
its significance as an alternative supply route. In 2009, the United States 
approached Chinese authorities with a proposal to open Wakhjir Pass as an 
alternative supply route for NATO forces operating in Afghanistan. However, 
China declined the proposal due to its strategic interests and security 
concerns.11

 Today, Wakhan’s proximity to China, Pakistan and Central Asia makes 
it a crucial focal point for regional powers, particularly in the context of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).12 The BRI project aims to connect the Wakhan 
Corridor to the USD 62 billion mega-infrastructure project, the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor (CPEC), due to its proximity to the Karakoram Highway. 
The Karakoram Highway was developed by the Chinese government to 
facilitate regional connectivity through pipelines, power transmission lines, 

and railway networks.13 The objective of this paper is to highlight the strategic 
importance of the Wakhan Corridor and the interest of Afghanistan, Pakistan 
and China in the development of this Corridor, particularly in terms of its 
geopolitical and geo-economic importance. This research paper is based on a 
qualitative method. The data has been collected from secondary sources, 
including articles, newspapers and credible internet sources.

Geographical Position 

 The Wakhan Corridor is typically characterized by high altitudes, 
rugged terrain, towering mountain ranges, expansive glaciers and harsh 
climatic environment. The Corridor is a long narrow strip of land in 
Badakhshan province, northeast of Afghanistan that has served as an important 
connecting point between South Asia, Central Asia and China. For centuries, it 
has been a vital passage for traders and pilgrimers. The Corridor extends from 
the Ishkashim district in the north to the south by creating boundaries between 
several geopolitical entities. The Wakhan Corridor extends approximately 350 
km in length, with its width ranging from 16 to 64 km.14 It covers an area of 
10,300 km2. On the southern side, it shares a 300 km border with Pakistan, 
while in the north and northeast, 260 km with Tajikistan and in the west, 74 km 
with China.15 Additionally, the Corridor encompasses several major mountain 
ranges, including the Pamir, Hindu Kush and Karakoram. These three ranges 
converge at what is commonly known as the Pamir Knot, while the open valley 
between these three ranges is called “Roof of the World” or (Bam-e-Dunya). 
The mountain passes in this region range from 5,000m to 6,500m above sea 
level.16 These rugged mountain ranges not only define the area’s topography 
but also reinforce the Corridor’s strategic importance. It serves as a key 
connecting point between Afghanistan and China’s Xinjiang province, while 

separating Tajikistan’s Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region from northern 
Pakistan.17 

 The Corridor is divided into two regions: The Upper Wakhan and the 
Lower Wakhan. The upper Wakhan lies to the eastern side of the Pamir River, 
while the lower Wakhan is situated on the western side, covering the Panj River 
valley and Wakhan Valley.18 Geographically, this region is divided into three 
sections: the main Wakhan strip between Pamir Knot, Qala Panj and 
Ishkesham; the great Pamir, also known as Pamir-e-Kalan, consists of the 
highest mountains in the knot. This mountain divides the Tajik Pamir across the 
deep valley of the Pamir River. The last section is little Pamir, known as “Pamir 
Khord”, located in the southern and eastern block of mountains, determined by 
the upper valley and upper ridge of the Wakhan Valley.19 To be precise, the 
Wakhan Corridor is spread between 71°50’ to 74°50’ degrees east longitude, 
36°35’ to 37°30’ degrees north latitude. Access to this region is restricted by 
terrain.20

 Geomorphologically, the Corridor is divided into two distinct parts: The 
Wakhan Corridor and the Afghan Pamir. The Wakhan Corridor lies at an 
elevation higher than 2000m and the Afghan Pamir lies above 3500m. This 
challenging topography contributes to the region’s remoteness, making it one 
of the most isolated areas within the Hindu Kush-Karakoram region. Access to 
this region is possible through Dawan, Jaman Shur on the north, Wakhjir on the 
east and Broghil, Darwazo, Kankhen, Ochili and Shahgologh on the south.21 
Additionally, this narrow strip of land has numerous routes to connect with 
neighboring countries. The Northern route connects it with Tajikistan, passing 
along the Panj Rivers. The Southern route reaches China through Wakhjir Pass, 
but this route is closed for more than half of the year due to snowfall. The third 
is the Central route, connecting both the Northern and Southern routes in 
Wakhan and leading to China through Tegermansu mountain pass at an altitude 
of 4,827m.22 The fourth route links the Afghan Tongue with the Karakoram 
Highway, located in the southeast from Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Hunza and Gilgit 

regions of Pakistan. The fifth route is located in the south, connecting 
Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Gilgit and Chitral regions. Other roads also link Wakhan 
to Chitral.23 Furthermore, the main passes of the Wakhan Corridor are Broghli 
(3882m), Darwazaa to Chitral (4288m), Irshad Uween (4979m) and Dilisan 
(5290m) to Gojal and Khodarg Werth to Ishkuman.24 The region is known for 
its snowy peaks, deep valleys, glaciers, lakes, rugged and rocky terrains and hot 
springs.

 The Oxus River (Amu Darya), one of Central Asia’s major rivers that 
ultimately flows into the Aral Sea, originates in the highlands of this region.25 
The two main tributaries of this river are the Panj and Pamir Rivers, which 
originate from the heights of Pamir and Hindukush. The joining of these two 
rivers forms the Amu River.26

Socio-Cultural Diversity of the Wakhan Corridor

 The Wakhan Corridor is a unique region with diverse customs, rituals 
and various ethnic groups living in this area.27 Wakhan has a population of 
17000 people, consisting of Wakhis and Kyrgyz,28 who have been living in this 
region for centuries. The Kyrgyz and Wakhis are followers of the Ismaili sect 
of Islam and their language is Wakhi. The Wakhis live in the border areas of 
Tajikistan, China and Pakistan at altitudes of 2000m to 3000m. The Kyrgyz live 
in the eastern part of the Wakhan Corridor, which includes mountains and 
snow-covered lakes.29

 The common religion, language, climate and environment have 
fostered similar cultures among the Wakhis and Kyrgyz.30 Despite these 

commonalities, sometimes territorial disputes, historical grievances and 
competing interests among these groups lead to tension and conflict.31 Owing 
to the extremely rugged terrain, harsh climatic conditions and geographic 
isolation, the people of Wakhan face significant challenges, including limited 
access to education, food insecurity, widespread poverty, inadequate healthcare 
and a high prevalence of opium addiction.32 The absence of education and 
development standards has kept them behind the world.33

 Currently, the livelihood of the Wakhan people primarily depends on 
livestock husbandry and, to some extent, agriculture.34 The people of Wakhan 
live in tents and follow a nomadic lifestyle. In the summer season, they move 
to higher elevations, while in winter, they go downhill to their pastures to avoid 
the extreme cold and facilitate grazing for their animals.35 Festivities in Wakhan 
include the celebration of Nowruz (Persian New Year), Eid ul-Fitr and Eid 
ul-Adha, along with the observance of local traditions and cultural practices.

Afghanistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor is often described as the “head” of Afghanistan 
due to its distinctive shape and location. In ancient times, this region held a 
significant position as a trade route between the East and West. However, in the 
modern era, it has lost its importance due to modern developments, rugged 
terrain and lack of infrastructure.36 But in recent years, the discovery of 
hydrocarbons in Central Asia and the emergence of new economic projects like 
CPEC, BRI and other ventures, including gas and oil pipelines and electric 
transmission lines like CASA-1000, have highlighted the geopolitical and 

geo-economic importance of this Corridor.37 With the rise of these projects, the 
Wakhan Corridor has once again attracted the attention of neighboring 
countries. It appears that the Corridor is regaining its historical significance 
after centuries of neglect. The revival of Wakhan is expected to increase 
Afghanistan’s political and economic significance as a transit hub.

 Afghanistan has served as a link between East and West due to its 
strategic location as a transit point for commercial exchanges in ancient times. 
Its geographical position offers a unique opportunity to transform the country 
into a commercial and economic Corridor. The Wakhan Corridor, in particular, 
holds significant potential to connect regional countries including Afghanistan, 
China, Pakistan and the Central Asian states.38 This Corridor holds strategic 
significance for Afghanistan, as it could facilitate strong relations with 
neighboring countries and enhance its global trade through the Indian Ocean. 
Moreover, its proximity with the “resource-abundant” Central Asian states and 
Pakistan, offers opportunities for trade partnership, resource exchange and 
cross-border commerce.39

 Establishing communication and commercial infrastructure in Wakhan 
will contribute to the economic development of Afghanistan, particularly 
benefiting the Northern provinces.40 By developing this Corridor, Afghanistan 
can transport its products to China easily and affordably, while simultaneously 
reaping economic and commercial benefits in return.41 It would enhance 
Afghanistan’s political leverage and help the country to balance its relations 
with regional powers. In addition, the development of infrastructure in Wakhan 
would improve the government’s access to the region, promote economic 
growth and uplift the living standard of local people.42

 China’s BRI project further underscores the significance of this 
Corridor.43 By joining BRI, Afghanistan can serve as a regional hub and enter 
into a new era of economic and political cooperation at the regional level. The 
development of the Wakhan Corridor represents a crucial step toward 
Afghanistan’s economic and political growth.44 Afghanistan stands to benefit 
significantly from becoming part of BRI, as this project would connect to both 
North-East Asian and South-West Asian nations. By integrating into this 
project, Afghanistan could achieve political and economic relevance and 
establish itself as a key global transit hub. Opening the Wakhan Corridor would 
increase Afghanistan’s strategic importance by offering an alternative route to 
the Indian Ocean through Pakistan,45 a development that holds particular 
significance for China. Therefore, China is investing in infrastructure projects 
in Wakhan region. The three key ranges, Tegermansu, the Big Pamir or Pamir 
Kalan and Wakhjir valley, have been identified as potential sites for 
development. The development of these ranges would provide Afghanistan 
with new economic prospects.46

 The opening of this Corridor would significantly enhance Afghanistan’s 
geopolitical importance, positioning it as a supplementary route for regional 
connectivity. By integrating with the Karakoram Highway, it would provide 
direct and shortest access to the Arabian Sea.47 Afghanistan could benefit 
substantially from this Corridor by generating revenue through taxation and 
creating thousands of direct and indirect job opportunities. Trade cannot 
flourish without security, therefore, realizing the full benefits of this Corridor is 
contingent upon stability in Afghanistan.

China’s Interest

 China has started efforts to revitalize the ancient Silk Road as part of the 
BRI project. The initiative includes two major components: (i) Silk Road 
Economic Belt and (ii) Maritime Silk Road. This plan aims to connect the 
continents of Asia, Europe and Africa and integrate China with the rest of the 
world through land, sea and air. This project contains an estimated USD 5 
trillion investment in infrastructure building across 65 countries.48

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor

 A major BRI project in South Asia is CPEC, with an investment of USD 
62 billion.49 This project connects the city of Kashgar in China’s Xinjiang 
province to Pakistan’s Gwadar port. An important part of CPEC is the 
reconstruction and upgrading of the Karakoram Highway, which links Kashgar 
to Abbottabad. This highway was opened in 1986 as a trade and transit route 
between China and Pakistan. The construction of this highway significantly 
reduced the travel distance. Notably, it has shortened the distance between 
China and the Middle-East from 15,900 km via the Malacca Strait to 3,700 km 
through the Khunjerab pass.50 

 Importantly, the Karakoram Highway runs close to the Wakhan 
Corridor, a crucial component of BRI. Strategically positioned at the crossroads 
of Central Asia and South Asia, this Corridor provides China access to new 
economic markets, natural resources and energy reserves in Central Asia.51 The 
construction of roads in this Corridor would integrate Afghanistan’s road 
network with the Karakoram Highway.52 Additionally, the Corridor could 
provide a direct link between China’s Xinjiang province and Central Asian 
countries. Moreover, the Corridor may facilitate easier trade and energy supply 
networks between China and its partners. It can potentially deepen China’s 

economic and strategic position in the region. This underscores the Wakhan’s 
role as a vital link in the broader regional geopolitical and economic 
landscape.53

 The Karakoram Highway has the potential to connect CPEC with the 
Wakhan Corridor to expand the infrastructure projects between South Asia and 
Central Asia. Investing in this project would provide China with a shorter trade 
route to Central Asia and beyond.54 The Wakhan Corridor is particularly 
significant as it is the only transit passage in the region that is close to China, 
West-Asia, the Persian Gulf, Caspian Sea and Europe.55 More importantly, 60% 
of China’s trade  with the Western and Middle Eastern countries passes through 
the Strait of Malacca, a vital maritime checkpoint under the strategic influence 
of United States of America, China’s main global competitor.56 Considering 
this geopolitical challenge, the opening of the Wakhan Corridor and its 
connection with Central Asia could provide an alternative route for oil and gas 
pipelines, ensuring a more secure energy supply for China.57

 The construction of alternative land-based trade routes in western 
regions of China is a strategic requirement for its commercial and economic 
security.58 Investment in Wakhan not only offers China an alternate transit route 
but also facilitates its access to Afghanistan’s natural resources, like lithium, 
copper and rare earth minerals, which are important for China’s industrial and 
technological development.59 Geological surveys estimate that Afghanistan 
holds mineral resources worth USD 1 trillion. Therefore, China has already 
invested in the Mes Aynak copper mine, the world’s second-largest copper 
deposit and in the hydrocarbon reserves of the Amu Darya Basin in Sar-e-Pol 
and Faryab provinces.60

 Afghanistan’s recent inclusion in CPEC highlights the growing 
geopolitical importance of the Wakhan Corridor. In May 2025, China, Pakistan 
and Afghanistan agreed in Beijing to formally extend the CPEC into 
Afghanistan’s territory and to hold the next trilateral meeting in Kabul, a move 
reflecting Beijing’s strategy to integrate Afghanistan into BRI frameworks and 
promote regional connectivity.61 This offers Afghanistan unprecedented access 
to Pakistan’s ports and regional trade networks, while simultaneously 
providing China with overland alternatives to traditional maritime routes 
vulnerable to strategic competition.62

 Beyond its economic benefits, the construction of road through the 
Wakhan Corridor would significantly strengthen China’s strategic foothold in 
the region.63 For China, the project could serve three key strategic objectives. 
First, it would expand trade networks with Central Asian countries to the north. 
Second, it would improve connectivity with Pakistan’s Gwadar Port to the 
south, a cornerstone of the CPEC. Third, it would provide China with direct 
access to Afghanistan.64

Pakistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor offers the shortest and most efficient trade route 
for Pakistan to enhance economic and commercial relations with Central Asian 
states. It also provides easy access at the lowest cost via Pakistan’s northern 
highland and Chitral region.65 The Corridor could facilitate trade in minerals, 
textiles, agricultural products, manufactured goods, oil, gas and electric 
transmission lines.66 At the same time, the Wakhan Corridor could function as a 
crucial transit route for Central Asian states to have direct access to the 

international markets through Gwadar Port. Gwadar holds strategic 
significance due to its location at the mouth of the Strait of Hormuz, a key 
maritime chokepoint.67 

 Geographically, Wakhan connects Pakistan’s Hunza and Chitral 
regions, with vital crossing points including Broghil, Irshad and Dilisang 
passes. Among these passes, Broghil pass is the most significant doorway 
connecting Pakistan to the Wakhan Corridor.68 Gupsi and Yasin serve as 
important joining points, connecting the Wakhan Corridor with Pakistan’s 
Ghizar and Hunza districts in Gilgit Baltistan.69 Indeed, this Corridor serves as 
a bridge between Pakistan and Central Asia, significantly reducing the distance 
between the two regions to just 13 km.70 The opening of the Wakhan Corridor 
would offer Pakistan another trading route with Afghanistan. Pakistan could 
exploit the Wakhan Corridor as a more efficient and economical route for 
importing oil and gas from Central Asia and Russia.71

 A train link from Tajikistan through the Wakhan Corridor could connect 
to the planned Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan railway line. Pakistan views 
the Wakhan Corridor not only as a strategic access point to Central Asia but 
also as a potential source of significant employment opportunities for Pakistani 
citizens. In addition to facilitating trade expansion through Gwadar port, the 
Corridor would also enhance Pakistan’s economic ties with China and Central 
Asian countries. However, the importance of Wakhan for Pakistan extends 
beyond trade. The Corridor carries political significance, especially in the 
context of Pakistan’s policy focus on enhancing relations with Central Asian 
states.

Pakistan’s National Security Policy 2022-2026 

 Pakistan’s National Security Policy (NSP) 2022-2026 recognizes 
Afghanistan’s potential as a strategic gateway for enhanced economic 
connectivity with the Central Asian Republics (CARs). Central to this is the 
“Vision Central Asia,” emphasizing five core pillars: political relations, trade 

and investment, energy and connectivity, security and defense and 
people-to-people contacts.72 The NSP marks a deliberate strategic pivot to 
geo-economics, prioritizing the expansion of trade and economic linkages with 
CARs through robust connectivity. Afghanistan plays a pivotal role in 
advancing Pakistan’s “Vision Central Asia” initiative. In alignment with 
Islamabad’s geo-economic priorities, the Wakhan Corridor would further 
facilitate trade expansion and energy projects in the region.

Shanghai Cooperation Organization

 The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) is a pivotal multilateral 
organization that plays a significant role in shaping the geopolitical and 
economic landscape of Central and South Asia, directly impacting the 
relevance of the Wakhan Corridor. Since its establishment in 2001, the SCO has 
prioritized regional stability, security cooperation and economic integration 
among its member states, which include China, Russia, Pakistan, Iran, India, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Belarus. The 
organization’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) has notably enhanced 
intelligence sharing and operational coordination, thereby strengthening 
collective efforts against terrorism, extremism and separatism. The SCO’s 
commitment to fostering mutual trust, expanding multilateral dialogue and 
promoting good neighborliness has provided a crucial platform for addressing 
common security concerns, which is essential for the stability required to 
operationalize strategic routes like the Wakhan Corridor.73

 Beyond security, the SCO is increasingly focused on economic 
cooperation and connectivity, which aligns closely with the objectives of major 
initiatives such as the BRI and the CPEC. The Wakhan Corridor holds the 
potential to become a vital trade and transit route connecting Central Asia with 
South Asia.74 The SCO’s agenda to deepen trade ties, expand infrastructure and 

harmonize regulations among its members directly supports the development 
of such Corridors, facilitating access to new markets and resources. By 
synergizing the BRI and CPEC with the SCO’s broader regional vision, the 
organization is positioned to inject new momentum into cross-border economic 
collaboration, permanently transforming the region’s connectivity and 
economic prospects. In this context, the SCO’s role is not only to ensure a 
secure environment for such projects but also to provide the institutional 
framework for sustainable and inclusive regional development.

Economic Cooperation Organization

 The Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), originally established 
as the Regional Cooperation for Development (RCD) in 1964 by Pakistan, Iran 
and Türkiye, was transformed in 1985 into a broader economic bloc. Its 
expansion in 1992 to include Afghanistan, five Central Asian republics and 
Azerbaijan significantly enhanced the organization’s strategic capacity for 
regional integration.75 Today, the ECO spans approximately eight million 
square kilometers, nearly double the size of the European Union and 
encompasses around 500 million people. Its objectives focus on facilitating 
trade, infrastructure development and energy cooperation across Eurasia, 
positioning it as a potential framework for linking landlocked Central Asian 
states with global markets through Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran and Türkiye.76 In 
this context, the Wakhan Corridor can play a significant role in further 
enhancing trade and economic cooperation among ECO members.

Challenges

 Historically, Wakhan’s natural isolation has kept this area away from 
direct conflict. Nevertheless, its position along the Durand Line and its 
geographic proximity with China and Tajikistan renders it a significant area in 
the region. The Corridor offers access to trade routes, energy resources and 
economic cooperation with Central Asia, South Asia and China. As a result, 
Wakhan remains an important component in the geopolitical landscape of the 
region.77 Despite its strategic significance, the opening of the Corridor faces 
several critical challenges.

Geographical Complexity

 Geographically, the region experiences extremely low temperatures, 
remains snow-covered for over six months in a year and is characterized by 
rugged mountainous terrain. Given these geographical conditions, the 
construction of infrastructure such as roads and tunnels presents significant 
technical and financial challenges. Nevertheless, comparable projects have 
been successfully completed in similar or even more geologically complex 
environments. A notable example is the Karakoram Highway, constructed 
through the formidable Karakoram mountains. The Pamir Mountains, where 
the Wakhan Corridor is located, exhibit similarly challenging topography.78 

Given these considerations, the construction of roads and tunnels in the 
Wakhan Corridor is feasible with the technological capabilities of China. From 
this perspective, geography does not constitute the primary obstacle to the 
development and opening of the Corridor. Instead, the principal challenges 
stem from terrorism originating in Afghanistan, political instability in the 
country and the prevalence of drug trafficking across the region.

Threat of Terrorism

 Decades of conflict and instability in Afghanistan, as well as 
destruction caused by foreign forces, have created an environment conducive to 
the presence and operation of various terrorist organizations. The terrorist 
groups often exploit the country’s ungoverned spaces and porous borders, 
particularly around the Wakhan Corridor, to establish bases and stage activities 
targeting neighboring regions, including Pakistan, Central Asia and China.79 
The use of Afghanistan’s territory as a launchpad for cross-border terrorism has 
raised serious security concerns among regional states. China and Central 
Asian countries, in particular, view the security situation as a major obstacle to 
regional connectivity.80 Due to persistent terrorist threats, China has long been 
reluctant to open or develop the Wakhan Corridor, keeping its border with 
Afghanistan effectively sealed for decades.81 In the light of these concerns, 
terrorism in Afghanistan continues to pose a significant threat to the security 
and stability of Pakistan, Central Asia and China. As long as the region remains 
insecure, the operationalization of the Wakhan Corridor will remain uncertain. 
Therefore, security and political stability in Afghanistan are essential 

prerequisites for the Corridor’s development and opening.

Drug Trafficking

 Afghanistan is the world’s leading producer of opium. And one of the 
transit routes for this drug is Wakhan Corridor, which links Afghanistan to 
neighboring countries of China, Tajikistan and Pakistan. This connectivity not 
only contributes to the increase in the regional drug trade but also provides 
considerable funding for terrorist groups in Afghanistan. In 2020 alone, the 
volume of opium sold through this Corridor was 8.3 thousand tons, with an 
estimated value of USD 350 million.82 Due to lack of infrastructure in Wakhan, 
China has remained shielded from drug trafficking originating in Afghanistan. 
The construction of roads and other means in Wakhan could facilitate drug 
trafficking, turning the Corridor into a direct transit route for drug trafficking. 
Drug trafficking remains a key concern for regional countries to develop the 
Corridor. The continued drug trafficking poses a significant threat to the 
stability and security of Wakhan and its neighboring countries. Therefore, it is 
necessary to take serious steps to prevent drug trafficking in this region.83 
However, this problem is not insurmountable and can be tackled by close 
cooperation among the anti-narcotics forces of Pakistan, China, Tajikistan and 
Afghanistan through concerted efforts.

Conclusion 

 The Wakhan Corridor holds significant geo-economic and geostrategic 
importance for China, Afghanistan and Pakistan. However, its development has 
consistently faced challenges due to geopolitical issues, including the 
19th-century “Great Game” between Russia and the British, the Soviet 
Invasion of Afghanistan (1979-1989), the Afghanistan Civil War (1992-2001), 
NATO intervention (2001-2021) and the current instability in Afghanistan.  

 Building roads and tunnels across Wakhan will enhance trade activities 
in the region. This Corridor will provide a shorter route to access Central Asia 
and, vice versa, will enable Central Asian countries to more easily reach 
Pakistan’s Gwadar and Karachi ports. It will also ease China’s access to 
Afghanistan and strengthen the link between CPEC and the broader region, 
which is a key component of BRI. In a recent development, Afghanistan has 
been included in the CPEC. Its inclusion is expected to accelerate investment 

and construction activities along the Corridor. The operationalization of this 
Corridor will not only enhance regional connectivity but also open new paths 
for economic cooperation and infrastructure development. In this context, it 
will provide researchers with a valuable opportunity to study the broader 
potential geopolitical impact of the Corridor at both regional and global levels.

 The connectivity is expected to foster peace, security, political stability 
and shared prosperity for all the countries in the region. In particular, it holds 
the potential to lift the people of Afghanistan out of poverty and diminish the 
impact of current humanitarian crisis.

I. Amir, 2023.82
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Theoretical Framework

 Realism serves as an important framework for analyzing the dynamics 
of the Quad. Central to Realism is the idea that the international system is 
anarchic. States operate in a self-help environment focused on survival. India’s 
role in the Quad exemplifies this concept.

 Realism posits that states act primarily in pursuit of their national 
interests, often leading to alliances based on shared strategic goals rather than 
ideological similarities. In the case of the Quad, the unstated primary objective 
has been to counter China’s rise in the “Indo-Pacific” region. The member 
states have formed a coordinated front, exemplified by joint military exercises 
such as Malabar and the Rim of the Pacific Exercise (RIMPAC), aimed at 
enhancing regional security and maintaining the balance of power.

 However, India’s position within this framework is plagued by 
contradictions. With the role of a “net security provider” assigned to it by the 
US under its so-called Indo-Pacific Strategy, its simultaneous engagement with 
China and Russia has raised questions about its reliability as a Quad partner. 
This dichotomy underscores the realist assertion that alliances are often 
precarious and contingent upon the alignment of national interests.

 Besides national security and power politics of a state, the balance of 
power is a core concept in Realism, suggesting that stability is achieved when 
military capabilities are distributed among states in a way that no single entity 
can dominate. The Quad aims to create such a balance of power to contain 
China’s growing regional influence and maintain the dominant status of the US 
in the Asia Pacific region. 

 The theory also emphasizes that states often face a security dilemma, 
where action taken by one state to enhance security leads to increased tension 
and insecurity for others. India’s military confrontation with China, particularly 
the Galwan Valley clash in 2020, illustrates this dilemma. India’s history of 
conflicts with its neighbours, coupled with its territorial disputes and internal 
socio-economic issues, has degraded its capacity to engage constructively in 
any regional security architecture. Hence, India’s commitment to the Quad’s 
objectives, which are primarily aimed at containing China, is held back by its 
assertion of strategic autonomy.

 India’s abstention on the UN resolutions against Russia in the context of 
the Ukraine crisis, along with its deepening ties with Moscow amid Western 
sanctions, highlights the complexities of its foreign policy and the resulting 
implications for the Quad’s coherence. This behaviour is reflective of the realist 
view that states will prioritize their strategic interests, sometimes at the expense 
of collective goals.

 The geographical and strategic context in which the Quad operates 
further emphasizes the theory’s focus on power and security. The Quad 
members are aligned in their interests in the “Indo-Pacific” but India’s 
geographical limitations place it at a distinct disadvantage. While the US, 
Australia and Japan pursue a coordinated naval strategy, India’s location in 
South Asia complicates its involvement. This disconnect suggests that the Quad 
may operate in “two distinct theatres of war,” potentially benefiting China by 
allowing it to engage on Interior Lines of Operation during a conflict. 

 India’s dual engagement with both the Quad and its relationship with 
China and Russia support the realist perspective that alliances can be fragile 
and state behaviour is often driven by immediate strategic considerations rather 
than long-term commitments. The agreement between China and India on 21 
October 2024 on easing the prevailing tension along the Line of Actual Control 
(LAC) on the eve of the BRICS Summit held in Kazan (Russia), aims at the 
disengagement of troops and the resumption of patrolling along LAC. On the 
one hand, the agreement created diplomatic space for India to work 
harmoniously as a BRICS and SCO member state, while, on the other hand, 
effectively eliminated one of the strong arguments for India inclining towards 
the US-led Quad. Ultimately, this changing scenario will lessen India’s interest 
in confrontation with China. This rapprochement has created difficulty for the 
US and other Quad members, especially in the context of the US “Indo-Pacific 
Strategy.”   

 By applying the theoretical framework of Realism to the analysis of the 
Quad, it becomes evident that the dynamics of this coalition are shaped by the 
interplay of national interests, the balance of power and the security dilemma 
faced by its members. India’s position within the Quad raises questions about 
its reliability and effectiveness, reflecting the broader Realist assertion that 
states navigate a world of competing interests, often leading to tensions and 

contradictions within alliances.3 The research paper employs qualitative 
analysis to explore the underlying concerns related to India’s Quad 
membership in the context of New Delhi’s policy of strategic autonomy. It also 
examines alternative options available to the other Quad members and their 
effectiveness in pursuing its strategic objectives.

Introduction

 The Quad, officially known as the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, 
comprises the US, Australia, India and Japan. Initially focused on maritime 
cooperation following the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami, it remained dormant 
except for one summit meeting in 2007. Finally, converging interests brought 
the Quad members to the table once again in 2017. It has since expanded its 
agenda to encompass security, economic and health issues. By 2021, the 
member countries, all democracies with robust economies, had intensified 
collaboration, particularly in response to the rise of China. Notably, they 
conducted their first joint naval exercise, Malabar, in over a decade in 
November 2020. In March 2021, US President Joe Biden held a virtual meeting 
with the Quad leaders of all four countries, during which they formed working 
groups to tackle issues related to COVID-19 vaccines, climate change, 
technological advancements and supply chains. The most recent Quad summit 
took place in Delaware, USA, on 21 September 2024.4

 Lately, the composition of the Quad has come into question, reflecting 
specifically on India’s viability as a reliable partner.5 The doubts raised are not 
rhetorical or unfounded. The concerns are based on facts and the track record 
of India. When compared with the remaining the Quad members, India’s policy 
is characterized by its acceptance of the role as “net security provider” in the 
region as part of the US “Indo-Pacific Strategy” while maintaining intimate 
trade and strategic ties with China and Russia, respectively. Simultaneously, 
India has been involved in state-sponsored acts of terrorism within and outside 
the state, including the US, Canada and Pakistan, subjecting it to criticism and 
raising doubts about it being a credible partner. 

 When considering the strategic interests of the like-minded countries 
that brought them together, it is important also to recognize the differences that 
set them apart and how they affect the Quad.

Quad’s Anomaly

 Though economically all members of the Quad stand on sound footings, 
India is still decades away from being declared as a “Developed State”, a status 
already attained long ago by the other three members. Poverty and a large 
population are afflicting India, hampering its rise. According to a 2024 report 
of the World Bank, India continued to be a “lower-middle-income” country. It 
faced serious obstacles that hindered its efforts to become a high-income 
country for at least the next two decades.6 It further restricts India’s capacity to 
be at par with the other members of the Quad, who fall in the high-income 
category. Its commercial potential and foreign exchange reserves of over USD 
600 billion are undone by the sheer size of its impoverished population.7

 There is a distinct dichotomy in the geopolitical and geo-economic 
interests of the Quad states. Their geopolitical convergence belies the fact that 
China happens to be their major trading partner. Any economic strangulation of 
China will be at the cost of their own economic well-being, as evident from the 
Sino-US trade war during the Trump presidency (2016-2020).8

 According to a recent study by the Global Trade Research Initiative 
(GTRI), a Delhi-based think tank, China was India’s biggest source of major 
industrial products in 2023, accounting for around 30 percent in categories such 
as electronics, machinery, cars, chemicals and textiles.9 Beijing was the largest 
trade partner of New Delhi, with bilateral trade volume reaching USD 113.83 
billion in 2023, surpassing the US. Trade with China crossed the mammoth 

USD 100 billion mark, driven by a 21 percent rise in imports from China into 
India.10 

 From the Diaoyu/Senkaku islands contested by China and Japan to the 
US and Australia’s concern of maintaining dominance in the Western Pacific 
and Indian Oceans with uninterrupted Sea Lines of Communication (SLOC), 
there are several dimensions to this contestation. In this context, the regional 
countries of ASEAN and Pacific Island states have assumed immense 
significance and there is a race to win over these strategically placed island 
nations in the Oceania region.

 The Solomon Islands, situated 1,200 nautical miles to the northeast of 
Australia, entered into a bilateral security pact with China in April 2022, which 
has significantly influenced the geopolitical dynamics of the Pacific Island 
nations and Oceania.11 This bilateral security deal marks China’s first 
recognized agreement in the region and provides Beijing with the option to 
deploy Chinese forces close to crucial shipping routes. Reports indicate that the 
arrangement permits the Solomon Islands to seek assistance from China, 
including support from police, military personnel and other law enforcement 
bodies.12 Similarly, China has signed a Comprehensive Strategic Agreement 
with Timor-Leste, which is situated 1085 nautical miles due North of 
Australia.13   

 These Chinese moves led to Australian attempts to sign an agreement of 
cooperation with Vanuatu. However, it is likely to face strong resistance from 

the opposition in the Island’s parliament.14 The US, on its part, scrambled to 
establish its embassy in the Solomon Islands to counter growing Chinese 
influence there. Papua New Guinea’s autonomous region, Bougainville, is 
poised to assume independence by 2027 if the referendum on the issue carried 
out in July 2021 is ratified by the parliament of Papua New Guinea. The 
ratification is pending. However, the independence of Bougainville, if it comes 
about, is likely to create a domino effect, creating more independent states in 
the region.15 The Oceania region is therefore seen as the next area of 
contestation between the US and China. It is pertinent to note that while the 
southern edge of the Oceania region rests on Australia, its northern and 
northwestern limits are bound by the islands of Guam (US) and the Philippines, 
respectively.    

Reliability of India as a Quad Partner 

 The inherent geographical limitation of Quad and its likely outcome 
raise serious doubts about this conjoined “Indo-Pacific Strategy” when seen in 
conjunction with other factors affecting India’s viability, as explained below. 
These factors do not plague other Quad members.

 Despite an agreement leading to a détente in the Galwan Valley along 
the LAC, the Sino-Indian border dispute persists. However, India is unlikely to 
confront China for several significant reasons: Firstly, it suffered a humiliating 
defeat in the Galwan Valley in 2020. Secondly, it lacks comparative capabilities 
to match China militarily. Thirdly, the inhospitable mountainous terrain of LAC 
restricts force projection and sustenance. Lastly, it has significant economic 
and trade interests with China. The recent détente between China and India 
along the LAC is the outcome of these Indian limitations.

 At the same time, India’s abstention from the UN resolutions against 
Russia and its role as a conduit for discounted Russian oil to EU countries have 
further accentuated the unreliability of India, raising concerns in the 

international community.16 Indian External Affairs Minister (EAM) 
Jaishankar’s visit to Moscow in December 2023 was indicative of India’s 
geopolitical priorities, where he called India’s relations with Russia “the only 
constant in global politics.” Both sides also agreed to expand their partnership 
in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR).17 Jaishankar, in a Joint Panel discussion with 
Antony Blinken and German Foreign Minister Ms Baerbock during the 60th 
Munich Security Conference (16-18 February 2024), stressed that India had 
multiple options, asserting its freedom and right of choice.18

 Despite Western pressure, India is unlikely to part ways with Russia 
anytime soon, as it has profited in multiple ways, especially after the Ukraine 
crisis, in terms of crude oil, trade and technology. Similarly, Russia, despite 
Western sanctions, remains the biggest oil exporter to India. The trade turnover 
between Russia and India increased from about USD 13 billion in 2021 to USD 
49 billion in 2022 and over USD 65 billion in 2024, driven largely by India’s 
purchase of Russian oil.19 During the same period, India’s oil exports to 
Western European countries increased significantly. This suggests that India 
helped Western countries in bypassing their self-imposed trade ban on Russia.20

 India is a prominent member of the BRICS, which includes Russia and 
China as key members besides Brazil and South Africa. This dual membership 
underscores India’s strategic maneuvering, as it engages with both Quad and 

BRICS to maximize its geopolitical influence and economic interests. BRICS 
serves as a platform to contest the prevailing economic and political hegemony 
of Western nations. The group prioritises collaborative initiatives and engages 
in discussions aimed at redefining global governance structures that have 
historically favored Western powers. A central view uniting the BRICS nations 
is their collective disillusionment with Western-led institutions, particularly 
those related to financial issues. BRICS members have articulated a desire to 
reduce their reliance on the US dollar, which has long served as the dominant 
currency in international trade. This desire has further strengthened in the wake 
of the Kazan BRICS Summit.21 Additionally, there is a concerted effort to move 
away from the Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunications 
(SWIFT) system, an international messaging network to facilitate financial 
transactions that was notably leveraged to isolate Russian banks in 2022.22 

Following the US President Donald Trump’s threats of a 100 percent tariff on 
imports from the bloc, India, while reaffirming its commitment to BRICS, has 
distanced itself from any initiative to weaken the dollar or introduce a common 
BRICS currency.23 

 India is also a member of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation 
(SCO), another significant multilateral entity that includes China and Russia. 
This Organisation is often perceived as countering Western interests, with both 
China and Russia regarded as adversaries by the US. The primary objectives of 
the SCO include enhancing economic collaboration and fostering security 
cooperation among its member states. 

 With concurrent membership of BRICS, SCO and Quad, India is 
pursuing a policy of strategic autonomy and trying to navigate smoothly in a 

complex geopolitical landscape by aligning itself with key global players in 
pursuit of its national interest. However, two days after Modi’s July 2024 visit 
to Moscow, the US ambassador to India stated, “In times of conflict, there is no 
such thing as strategic autonomy; we will, in crisis moments, need to know 
each other.” President Joe Biden’s National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan on 
13 July 2024 suggested that India’s bet on Russia as a long-term reliable partner 
was not a good bet. Russia would side with China over India any day of the 
week.24

Western Vulnerabilities

 India has been taking full advantage of the West’s vulnerabilities and its 
strategic and economic interests vis-à-vis China and Russia. India has 
conveyed its policy through various statements that its economic interests are 
not directly or entirely dependent on the West. At the same time, it has 
expressed its desire to avoid entering a war in the “Indo-Pacific” region, as its 
major economic interests are linked with Russia and China. The Economic 
Times, in its article titled “Congress Calls EAM S. Jaishankar a Failed Foreign 
Minister” (February 2023), mentioned Jaishankar’s statement that India cannot 
engage in a conflict with China due to its larger economy.25 He also reiterated 
that India should engage with China based on realism. In 2023-24, China 
remained India’s major trading partner and India’s membership in the SCO and 
BRICS further complicates its position as a “net security provider” under the 
US “Indo-Pacific Strategy.”26

 US diplomat of Indian origin, Ashely J. Tellis, in his article, “America’s 
Bad Bet on India,” published in Foreign Affairs Magazine (May 2023), asserted 
that India sought the US support in addressing its tensions with China, while 
simultaneously aiming to avoid getting involved in any confrontation between 
the US and China that does not directly threaten its national interests.27 

Furthermore, Ashley Tellis, in his article “India’s Great-Power Delusions. How 
New Delhi’s Grand Strategy Thwarts Its Grand Ambitions” published in 
Foreign Affairs on 17 June 2025, states that “Indian economy is unlikely to 
match its Chinese counterpart before the middle of the century, if at all. By 
2050, in all probability, Chinese economy will be closer to three times as large 
as that of India”. Furthermore, repudiating India’s aspirations to become a 
Great-Power, he writes, “India should not delude itself that it can contain China 
on its own, and even by the middle of 21st century, India may still have to rely 
on foreign partners.”28

Impact of the US Policy Shift from Geopolitics to Geo-economics

 The policy shift under the US President Donald Trump’s administration 
from geopolitical interests to economic interests has further tarnished India’s 
image. Prior to assumption of office by Trump, India had been enjoying 
unlimited access to the US corporate world and academic institutions, with a 
Foreign Policy that distinctly reflected India’s desire to pursue its interests with 
total disregard of the US sensitivities and interests. Washington’s shift from 
geopolitics to geo-economics has raised concerns about India’s nearly USD 46 
billion trade surplus with the US in 2024.29 The lopsided Indian trade policy 
favoring itself vis-à-vis the US and assertion of strategic autonomy have led to 
the imposition of punitive tariffs on India by the US. The Trump 
administration, despite having longstanding strategic relationship with 
European countries, historically close relations with countries such as Japan 
and South Korea, and membership of alliances such as NATO and AUKUS, has 
imposed tariffs on all countries that have enjoyed trade surplus with the US. 
The imposition of tariffs by the US on its key allies has underscored that India 
does not qualify for any preferential treatment as a member of the Quad.    

India’s Internal Dynamics 

 Internal dynamics of India are increasingly driven by the extremist 
ideology of “Hindutva” and “Akhand Bharat”. According to the Indian 
government report presented in the parliament on 29 March 2022, India 
witnessed 3,399 cases of communal or religious riots during the period 

2016-2020.30 The US State Department Annual Report on Religious Freedom 
202531, particularly mentions severe violations of religious freedom and the use 
of misinformation and disinformation, including hate speech, by Indian 
government officials to incite violent attacks against religious minorities and 
their places of worship. The report also describes changes made in India’s legal 
framework since 2008, and specially under ten-year rule of Bharatiya Janata 
Party (BJP), to target and disenfranchise religious minorities, including the 
Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA), a Uniform Civil Code (UCC) and several 
state-level anti-conversion, cow slaughter laws and their enforcement.

 India’s claim to be the world’s largest democracy is not commensurate 
with its internal policies.32 According to Sweden’s V-Dem Institute 2025 
democracy report, India is categorized as an “Electoral Autocracy”. The report 
states that India’s autocratization started from 2008 with the slow but 
systematic dismantling of democratic institutions. The ruling anti-pluralist, 
Hindu-nationalist BJP and Prime Minister Modi’s derailing of democracy is 
thoroughly documented, including deterioration in freedom of expression and 
independence of the media, harassment of journalists critical of the 
government, attacks on civil society and the opposition using laws on sedition, 
defamation and counterterrorism. The elections in June 2024 were a setback for 
the BJP, forcing it to govern in a coalition. 2024 was the first year since 2008 
with no deterioration in democracy level for India but it has continued to 
remain an electoral autocracy since 2017.33

State-Sponsored Terrorism by India

 Canada and the US have presented undeniable evidence against India 
relating to the assassination and attempts to assassinate Sikh nationalist leaders 
in the two countries. On 14 October 2024, Canada announced the expulsion of 
six Indian diplomats, including the High Commissioner, following police 

investigation that Indian government agents were connected to murders, 
intimidation and other “acts of violence” targeting Sikhs in Canada. Canadian 
Foreign Affairs Minister Mélanie Joly stated that the choice to expel the 
diplomats “was taken after thorough deliberation and only after Canadian 
police collected sufficient, clear and solid evidence that identified six 
individuals as persons of interest in the Nijjar case”.34

 Indian Defense Minister Rajnath Singh, in a televised interview on 5 
April 2024, admitted that India orchestrated the killing of Sikh and Kashmiri 
leaders in Pakistan.  It has exposed the real face of India and its murderous 
intelligence agency, Research and Analysis Wing (RAW), operating under the 
diplomatic cover of its Embassies and Consulates.35 

 The ruling BJP in December 2024 accused the US State Department 
and “deep state” elements in the US of trying to destabilize India with the 
support of the Organized Crime and Corruption Reporting Project (OCCRP), a 
group of investigative journalists and Indian opposition leader Rahul Gandhi.36 
The OCCRP report accused Indian PM Modi of having close ties with 
billionaire Gautam Adani, who was involved in a USD 250 million scam to 
bribe Indian officials and Indian state-sponsored hackers for using Israeli-made 
Pegasus spyware to target government critics.37 

 The State Department expressed its disappointment with the Indian 
accusation and stated that the US supports freedom of the Press. The US also 
charged Nikhil Gupta and Vikash Yadav, two Indian officials working for RAW 
in the murder plot of Gurpatwant Singh Pannun, a dual US-Canadian citizen.38 

The US government is taking this criminal act very seriously. While criticizing 

New Delhi’s plot to kill the prominent Sikh leader in New York, the US 
Ambassador to India stated in April 2024 that any government’s involvement in 
assassination attempts on foreign soil crosses “an unacceptable red line”.39

Overhyped Military Prowess

 Notwithstanding its unrelenting procurement of latest weapon systems 
to modernize its Armed Forces, India’s inability to undertake military 
operations in a modern battlefield environment was exposed during Pakistan 
Air Force’s counter-strikes on 27 February 2019, in response to the Indian 
attack on Balakot a day earlier. Pakistan Air Force (PAF) shot down two Indian 
fighter aircraft and captured one Indian pilot, Wing Commander Abhinandan. 
He was later handed over to Indian authorities at the Wagah border as a gesture 
of goodwill. 

 India’s dismal military capability and the lack of dynamic 
professionalism of its armed forces for operating in a modern battlefield 
environment, were further exposed in the wake of the Pahalgam false flag 
operation, when the Indian Air Force (IAF) launched a massive attack on 
Pakistan on the night of 6–7 May 2025. A major aerial battle was fought 
between 72 Indian and 42 PAF fighter aircraft. Pakistan’s befitting yet 
measured response under operation “Bunyanum Marsoos” during the IAF 
attack, and to the Indian attacks on its territory during the ensuing four-day war 
fought from 7–10 May 2025, resulted in India losing six frontline IAF aircraft, 
including four Rafale, and 78 drones of Israeli origin, including a Heron 
combat drone. In addition, Pakistan destroyed 26 Indian military installations, 
including two BrahMos missile depots and two batteries of S-400 missile 
defence system. Pakistan achieved the success without loss of even a single 
fighter jet or a high-value military asset.40 

 Throughout the crisis, Pakistan maintained escalation dominance. 
Despite India’s recklessness in not taking into account that both Pakistan and 
India are nuclear-armed states, the nuclear deterrence was at play. The 
controlled and calibrated “Quid-Pro-Quo Plus” response by Pakistan has 

established conventional deterrence against India. Indian leaders miscalculated 
Pakistan’s conventional military power and the resolve to protect its 
sovereignty. It has also dispelled any notion of India’s conventional military 
dominance. 

 The Indian miscalculations about its significance, the belief that in a 
prevailing international environment it could still sell its worn-out mantra of 
victimhood of terrorism and get away with attacking an independent nation, 
that too a nuclear power, have placed it in an embarrassing position. In doing 
so, India has exposed itself internationally as a paper tiger that could not live up 
to the image it had created about its dominance and invincibility in South Asia.

 India is finding it hard to swallow its pride and digest its defeat during 
the four-day mini-war. Significantly, in less than two months after India’s 
humiliating defeat, the Indian military started blaming political leadership for 
the failure. Indian Defence Attache in Indonesia, Captain Shiv Kumar, during a 
Seminar explicitly blamed the Indian political leadership for the losses suffered 
by the IAF.41 The Indian Deputy Chief of Defence Staff has blamed the close 
support provided to Pakistan by China and Türkiye as the cause of heavy 
military losses and defeat suffered by India.42

 On both occasions, in February 2019 and May 2025, Washington 
intervened at India’s request to de-escalate the situation resulting from Indian 
aggression. However, India has refused to acknowledge the role played by the 
Trump administration in brokering a ceasefire between the two nuclear-armed 
states on 10 May 2025.

 India’s defeat during the Galwan Valley clash, where it lost 2000 sq km 
of territory and 20 soldiers, also shattered the myth of Indian military might.43 
It raises serious questions about India’s ability as a dependable partner of the 
US in any future military confrontation with China and to act as “net security 
provider” in the region. The bulk of Indian military equipment is of Russian 

origin and its incompatibility with Quad partners is a foregone conclusion. It is 
practically impossible for India to meet the operational parameters desired by 
Quad. Thus, for Quad to pitch India, a regional power, against China, a global 
power, in hostile Himalayan heights is a recipe for disaster for India. On the 
military front, India’s misery does not end there. In any future conflict with 
China, it will always be conscious of the strong Pakistan military poised on one 
of its flanks, further curtailing the options and capacity it possesses. India has 
also suffered setbacks in its relations with its other neighbours that have further 
diminished its prospects of achieving regional dominance. 

 Recent developments in Bangladesh and Maldives have proved 
detrimental to India’s aspirations for dominance in South Asia. With the 
unceremonious ouster of former pro-India Bangladeshi Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina in August 2024, India has lost its 53-year-long effort to keep 
Bangladesh as a compliant state.44 The election of right-wing People’s National 
Congress candidate Mohamed Muizzu as President of Maldives in November 
2023 was another setback for India. Maldives was quick to order India to 
remove its military personnel from the country.  

 Despite the Nepal and India Friendship Treaty of 1950 and the open 
borders policy, there have been persistent border disputes between the two 
countries. These areas include the Kalapani-Limpiyadhur, which is the largest 
Indian encroachment of 370 km2 at the tri-junction of China, Nepal and India 
borders. The Susta encroachment comprises 24 km2 and various small 
territories of around 15 km2 in the region. In all, there are around 71 territorial 
disputes between India and Nepal covering a total of 606 km2.45 

Assessment of Indian Membership of Quad

 India sees Quad as an opportunity to play in the big league at the global 
level, punching above its weight, casting aside its stigma of regional power and 
an opportunity to settle score with China. Secondly, India is using Quad to gain 
access to advanced Western technologies and expand its economic ingress in 
the capitalist West, only to back out when the chips are down. India has already 

done it in the case of purchase of discounted Russian crude oil and weapons 
like the S-400 missile defense system, where India brushed aside all Western 
objections.46    

 India’s involvement in the Quad is often justified as a strategic measure 
to counterbalance China’s growing influence in the “Indo-Pacific” region. 
However, India’s participation in the Quad is not essential for achieving this 
objective. The strategic chokepoints, particularly the Strait of Malacca, a 
strategic maritime corridor, present a more operationally viable and rational 
approach to Western countries for containing Chinese maritime trade and 
influence. However, China, in a display of wisdom, has prioritized the China 
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) as the flagship project of Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI) to counter such a possibility. 

 India is also wary of the US due to its exclusion from the AUKUS and 
the resulting relegation of its status vis-à-vis Australia. The complexities of its 
foreign relations and state-sponsored terrorism further undermine India’s 
ambitions and its utility in the evolving new world order. These ground realities 
indicate that India neither has the requisite capability to act as a “net security 
provider” in the “Indo-Pacific” region nor can it be trusted to do so. India only 
wants to accrue all the benefits that come with the status of “net security 
provider” but has articulated no real intention of taking on the responsibilities 
and risks associated with it. 

 While India’s inclusion in the Quad may be seen as a strategic 
countermeasure against China, it is not aimed at stifling China economically. 
Instead, in any kinetic operation, India will be employed as a diversionary 
belligerent to dilute Chinese capability in the Western Pacific. In other words, 
the Indian Army will be used as ‘Cannon Fodder’ to alleviate the threat to the 
US and its allies in the Pacific. The recent Sino-Indian LAC agreement has 
effectively checkmated this US desire, which is now scrambling to keep the 
feud alive somehow.47 

The Squad 

 Derek Grossman, a senior defence analyst at Rand Corporation, 
mentioned on the social media platform X in 2024 that India’s support for the 
Quad in countering China in the South China Sea will have its limits, 
highlighting that “New Delhi’s primary concentration is on its immediate 
surroundings, which has created a necessity for a substitute to the Quad.”48 The 
US seems to agree with this assessment, as former US Secretary of Defence 
Lloyd Austin announced at a press conference on 2 May 2024 the formation of 
a new strategic quadrilateral group called the “Squad,” comprising the United 
States, Australia, Japan and the Philippines.49 The first informal meeting of the 
Squad’s Defence Chiefs took place during the Shangri-La Security Dialogue in 
June 2023 in Singapore.50 Considering the growing focus on the Oceania 
region, the significance of the Philippines is accentuated, making it the obvious 
choice for the Squad membership for two reasons: (i) its geographical location 
on the Northwestern limit of Oceania, close to the Chinese Nine-dash Line 
region; and (ii) because of the historically close ties between the US and the 
Philippines. 

 The latest meeting of the Squad Defence Chiefs was held in May 2024 
in Hawaii.51 It was followed by cooperative marine patrols conducted in the 
Philippines’ exclusive economic zone in September 2024.52 This alliance aims 
to address growing tensions and security challenges in the Pacific, particularly 
due to the rise of China and conflicting territorial claims. The coalition 
leverages the substantial naval and defence resources of the US, Australia and 
Japan, and the strategic geographic significance of the Philippines. The rise of 
informal alliances such as the Squad, besides the Quad and AUKUS, highlights 
a shift towards more flexible and adaptive security frameworks to address 
modern challenges. This trend aligns with the concept of a “ring of informal 

alliances,” focusing on cooperation among like-minded nations in the 
“Indo-Pacific” region. The Philippines is not replacing India in the Quad, but 
India’s hesitancy towards meeting the objectives of the “Indo-Pacific Strategy” 
with efforts to refrain from aggressive engagement with China dilutes the 
Quad’s focus.53 The Squad grouping is meant to pose a more focused challenge 
to Beijing, which India seems unable to provide to the US.

Conclusion

 India’s pursuit of “Strategic Autonomy” amid a high-stakes power play 
of global powers in the Asia-Pacific region and its efforts to act as a key player, 
both for the West and Russia as a member of the SCO and BRICS, make it an 
unreliable partner. Both sides understand that India will not take a firm position 
in favour of one side against the other as long as it serves its interests.     

 India’s participation in the Quad as an opportunist partner and its 
foot-dragging have led to the creation of the Squad. If India continues to show 
blatant disregard for the objectives of the Quad while enjoying the benefits of 
the West’s pro-India policies, it could ultimately be replaced by South Korea as 
the fourth member of the Quad. This explains why India is keeping its options 
open by participating in the Quad, BRICS and SCO initiatives to serve its 
interests, and using the uncertainty thus created as a bargaining chip, as both 
Russia and the US may be wary of India’s attitude, yet neither wants New Delhi 
to be in the other’s camp.

 In the regional framework, South Asia has remained in a near-perpetual 
state of instability due to India’s aggressive policy towards regional states 
vis-à-vis its relationship with global powers and desire to act as a regional 
hegemon. The four-day war initiated by India against Pakistan and fought from 
6 to 10 May 2025, has redrawn the politico-military map of South Asia and 
shattered India’s myth of dominance in conventional military power. The role 
of “net security provider” assigned to India under the US “Indo-Pacific 
Strategy” is now raising questions on the ability of India to successfully fulfil 
the role, as India is not even able to match Pakistan Military’s superior 
technology and fighting skills. This has led to reassessment of India’s relevance 
for the achievement of the US strategic objectives in the “Indo-Pacific”. 

 The trustworthiness of India as a reliable member of the Quad continues 
to diminish, as the remaining three Quad members move towards more viable 
security arrangements to address their security concerns. India’s participation 
in the Quad reflects its pursuit of regional dominance and aspiration to be a 
global power, though its desire to match China is nothing more than a dream. 
India’s policy to exercise Strategic Autonomy while not entering a formal 
alliance will make it an unreliable partner and make its desire to become a 
Great Power unattainable. Resultantly, due to the volatility created by India, the 
potential for conflict in the region will remain high amid the broader challenges 
posed by regional and global power dynamics.



Introduction

 A particular geographic place or space does not choose to become a 
strategic location. Instead, its position in a “hostile geopolitical environment” 
or its location between various ambitious and aggressive geopolitical entities 
increases its geopolitical and geostrategic importance.2 Considering this, 
Wakhan enjoys a significant strategic location in the region. Historically, this 
narrow strip of land has served as an important transit route between China, 
Tibet, Persia, Central Asia and South Asia. The ancient Silk Route passed 
through this narrow strip and remained the primary passage for travelers and 
merchandise for a long time. This famous route was not only crucial for trade 
and commerce but also played a great role in the exchange of ideas and cultures 
between the eastern and western regions of the world.3 

 Furthermore, in ancient times, this route was used by Chinese pilgrims 
to visit Buddhist centers in Gandhara and Taxila. It was a popular pilgrimage 
route during the 5th and 6th centuries. In the seventh century, the Chinese monk 
Huan Tsang traveled through this route in search of Buddhist teaching. Marco 
Polo and Portuguese travelers used this route to reach China.4 Therefore, this 
Corridor remained an essential trade path to connect China, India, Balkh and 
Bukhara until the decline of the Mughal Empire in India. However, with the 
development of new sea routes to China and India in the late 15th century, the 
ancient Silk Route lost its significance as a major trade route from Rome to 
China.5

 The modern geopolitical importance of Wakhan emerged in the 19th 
century during the “Great Game” era.6 During this time, Wakhan emerged as a 
“buffer zone” between the Tsarist Russia and the British Empire to prevent 
Russian advance toward British India and to avoid direct conflict between the 

two powers.7 Hence, the Corridor was formed in 1895 after negotiations 
between British military explorer Francis Younghusband and his Russian 
counterpart, Colonel Yanov.8 Both officers delineated the southern and northern 
borders of the Corridor and announced that neither China nor Afghanistan 
would interfere in the area. However, later Russia conceded this area as part of 
Afghanistan under a pre-established agreement.9

 During the Cold War, this area remained strategically significant due to 
its geographical proximity to the Soviet Union and Pakistan, especially after 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.10 Following the Soviet withdrawal 
from Afghanistan, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) recognized 
its significance as an alternative supply route. In 2009, the United States 
approached Chinese authorities with a proposal to open Wakhjir Pass as an 
alternative supply route for NATO forces operating in Afghanistan. However, 
China declined the proposal due to its strategic interests and security 
concerns.11

 Today, Wakhan’s proximity to China, Pakistan and Central Asia makes 
it a crucial focal point for regional powers, particularly in the context of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).12 The BRI project aims to connect the Wakhan 
Corridor to the USD 62 billion mega-infrastructure project, the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor (CPEC), due to its proximity to the Karakoram Highway. 
The Karakoram Highway was developed by the Chinese government to 
facilitate regional connectivity through pipelines, power transmission lines, 

and railway networks.13 The objective of this paper is to highlight the strategic 
importance of the Wakhan Corridor and the interest of Afghanistan, Pakistan 
and China in the development of this Corridor, particularly in terms of its 
geopolitical and geo-economic importance. This research paper is based on a 
qualitative method. The data has been collected from secondary sources, 
including articles, newspapers and credible internet sources.

Geographical Position 

 The Wakhan Corridor is typically characterized by high altitudes, 
rugged terrain, towering mountain ranges, expansive glaciers and harsh 
climatic environment. The Corridor is a long narrow strip of land in 
Badakhshan province, northeast of Afghanistan that has served as an important 
connecting point between South Asia, Central Asia and China. For centuries, it 
has been a vital passage for traders and pilgrimers. The Corridor extends from 
the Ishkashim district in the north to the south by creating boundaries between 
several geopolitical entities. The Wakhan Corridor extends approximately 350 
km in length, with its width ranging from 16 to 64 km.14 It covers an area of 
10,300 km2. On the southern side, it shares a 300 km border with Pakistan, 
while in the north and northeast, 260 km with Tajikistan and in the west, 74 km 
with China.15 Additionally, the Corridor encompasses several major mountain 
ranges, including the Pamir, Hindu Kush and Karakoram. These three ranges 
converge at what is commonly known as the Pamir Knot, while the open valley 
between these three ranges is called “Roof of the World” or (Bam-e-Dunya). 
The mountain passes in this region range from 5,000m to 6,500m above sea 
level.16 These rugged mountain ranges not only define the area’s topography 
but also reinforce the Corridor’s strategic importance. It serves as a key 
connecting point between Afghanistan and China’s Xinjiang province, while 

separating Tajikistan’s Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region from northern 
Pakistan.17 

 The Corridor is divided into two regions: The Upper Wakhan and the 
Lower Wakhan. The upper Wakhan lies to the eastern side of the Pamir River, 
while the lower Wakhan is situated on the western side, covering the Panj River 
valley and Wakhan Valley.18 Geographically, this region is divided into three 
sections: the main Wakhan strip between Pamir Knot, Qala Panj and 
Ishkesham; the great Pamir, also known as Pamir-e-Kalan, consists of the 
highest mountains in the knot. This mountain divides the Tajik Pamir across the 
deep valley of the Pamir River. The last section is little Pamir, known as “Pamir 
Khord”, located in the southern and eastern block of mountains, determined by 
the upper valley and upper ridge of the Wakhan Valley.19 To be precise, the 
Wakhan Corridor is spread between 71°50’ to 74°50’ degrees east longitude, 
36°35’ to 37°30’ degrees north latitude. Access to this region is restricted by 
terrain.20

 Geomorphologically, the Corridor is divided into two distinct parts: The 
Wakhan Corridor and the Afghan Pamir. The Wakhan Corridor lies at an 
elevation higher than 2000m and the Afghan Pamir lies above 3500m. This 
challenging topography contributes to the region’s remoteness, making it one 
of the most isolated areas within the Hindu Kush-Karakoram region. Access to 
this region is possible through Dawan, Jaman Shur on the north, Wakhjir on the 
east and Broghil, Darwazo, Kankhen, Ochili and Shahgologh on the south.21 
Additionally, this narrow strip of land has numerous routes to connect with 
neighboring countries. The Northern route connects it with Tajikistan, passing 
along the Panj Rivers. The Southern route reaches China through Wakhjir Pass, 
but this route is closed for more than half of the year due to snowfall. The third 
is the Central route, connecting both the Northern and Southern routes in 
Wakhan and leading to China through Tegermansu mountain pass at an altitude 
of 4,827m.22 The fourth route links the Afghan Tongue with the Karakoram 
Highway, located in the southeast from Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Hunza and Gilgit 

regions of Pakistan. The fifth route is located in the south, connecting 
Sarhad-e-Wakhan to Gilgit and Chitral regions. Other roads also link Wakhan 
to Chitral.23 Furthermore, the main passes of the Wakhan Corridor are Broghli 
(3882m), Darwazaa to Chitral (4288m), Irshad Uween (4979m) and Dilisan 
(5290m) to Gojal and Khodarg Werth to Ishkuman.24 The region is known for 
its snowy peaks, deep valleys, glaciers, lakes, rugged and rocky terrains and hot 
springs.

 The Oxus River (Amu Darya), one of Central Asia’s major rivers that 
ultimately flows into the Aral Sea, originates in the highlands of this region.25 
The two main tributaries of this river are the Panj and Pamir Rivers, which 
originate from the heights of Pamir and Hindukush. The joining of these two 
rivers forms the Amu River.26

Socio-Cultural Diversity of the Wakhan Corridor

 The Wakhan Corridor is a unique region with diverse customs, rituals 
and various ethnic groups living in this area.27 Wakhan has a population of 
17000 people, consisting of Wakhis and Kyrgyz,28 who have been living in this 
region for centuries. The Kyrgyz and Wakhis are followers of the Ismaili sect 
of Islam and their language is Wakhi. The Wakhis live in the border areas of 
Tajikistan, China and Pakistan at altitudes of 2000m to 3000m. The Kyrgyz live 
in the eastern part of the Wakhan Corridor, which includes mountains and 
snow-covered lakes.29

 The common religion, language, climate and environment have 
fostered similar cultures among the Wakhis and Kyrgyz.30 Despite these 

commonalities, sometimes territorial disputes, historical grievances and 
competing interests among these groups lead to tension and conflict.31 Owing 
to the extremely rugged terrain, harsh climatic conditions and geographic 
isolation, the people of Wakhan face significant challenges, including limited 
access to education, food insecurity, widespread poverty, inadequate healthcare 
and a high prevalence of opium addiction.32 The absence of education and 
development standards has kept them behind the world.33

 Currently, the livelihood of the Wakhan people primarily depends on 
livestock husbandry and, to some extent, agriculture.34 The people of Wakhan 
live in tents and follow a nomadic lifestyle. In the summer season, they move 
to higher elevations, while in winter, they go downhill to their pastures to avoid 
the extreme cold and facilitate grazing for their animals.35 Festivities in Wakhan 
include the celebration of Nowruz (Persian New Year), Eid ul-Fitr and Eid 
ul-Adha, along with the observance of local traditions and cultural practices.

Afghanistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor is often described as the “head” of Afghanistan 
due to its distinctive shape and location. In ancient times, this region held a 
significant position as a trade route between the East and West. However, in the 
modern era, it has lost its importance due to modern developments, rugged 
terrain and lack of infrastructure.36 But in recent years, the discovery of 
hydrocarbons in Central Asia and the emergence of new economic projects like 
CPEC, BRI and other ventures, including gas and oil pipelines and electric 
transmission lines like CASA-1000, have highlighted the geopolitical and 

geo-economic importance of this Corridor.37 With the rise of these projects, the 
Wakhan Corridor has once again attracted the attention of neighboring 
countries. It appears that the Corridor is regaining its historical significance 
after centuries of neglect. The revival of Wakhan is expected to increase 
Afghanistan’s political and economic significance as a transit hub.

 Afghanistan has served as a link between East and West due to its 
strategic location as a transit point for commercial exchanges in ancient times. 
Its geographical position offers a unique opportunity to transform the country 
into a commercial and economic Corridor. The Wakhan Corridor, in particular, 
holds significant potential to connect regional countries including Afghanistan, 
China, Pakistan and the Central Asian states.38 This Corridor holds strategic 
significance for Afghanistan, as it could facilitate strong relations with 
neighboring countries and enhance its global trade through the Indian Ocean. 
Moreover, its proximity with the “resource-abundant” Central Asian states and 
Pakistan, offers opportunities for trade partnership, resource exchange and 
cross-border commerce.39

 Establishing communication and commercial infrastructure in Wakhan 
will contribute to the economic development of Afghanistan, particularly 
benefiting the Northern provinces.40 By developing this Corridor, Afghanistan 
can transport its products to China easily and affordably, while simultaneously 
reaping economic and commercial benefits in return.41 It would enhance 
Afghanistan’s political leverage and help the country to balance its relations 
with regional powers. In addition, the development of infrastructure in Wakhan 
would improve the government’s access to the region, promote economic 
growth and uplift the living standard of local people.42

 China’s BRI project further underscores the significance of this 
Corridor.43 By joining BRI, Afghanistan can serve as a regional hub and enter 
into a new era of economic and political cooperation at the regional level. The 
development of the Wakhan Corridor represents a crucial step toward 
Afghanistan’s economic and political growth.44 Afghanistan stands to benefit 
significantly from becoming part of BRI, as this project would connect to both 
North-East Asian and South-West Asian nations. By integrating into this 
project, Afghanistan could achieve political and economic relevance and 
establish itself as a key global transit hub. Opening the Wakhan Corridor would 
increase Afghanistan’s strategic importance by offering an alternative route to 
the Indian Ocean through Pakistan,45 a development that holds particular 
significance for China. Therefore, China is investing in infrastructure projects 
in Wakhan region. The three key ranges, Tegermansu, the Big Pamir or Pamir 
Kalan and Wakhjir valley, have been identified as potential sites for 
development. The development of these ranges would provide Afghanistan 
with new economic prospects.46

 The opening of this Corridor would significantly enhance Afghanistan’s 
geopolitical importance, positioning it as a supplementary route for regional 
connectivity. By integrating with the Karakoram Highway, it would provide 
direct and shortest access to the Arabian Sea.47 Afghanistan could benefit 
substantially from this Corridor by generating revenue through taxation and 
creating thousands of direct and indirect job opportunities. Trade cannot 
flourish without security, therefore, realizing the full benefits of this Corridor is 
contingent upon stability in Afghanistan.

China’s Interest

 China has started efforts to revitalize the ancient Silk Road as part of the 
BRI project. The initiative includes two major components: (i) Silk Road 
Economic Belt and (ii) Maritime Silk Road. This plan aims to connect the 
continents of Asia, Europe and Africa and integrate China with the rest of the 
world through land, sea and air. This project contains an estimated USD 5 
trillion investment in infrastructure building across 65 countries.48

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor

 A major BRI project in South Asia is CPEC, with an investment of USD 
62 billion.49 This project connects the city of Kashgar in China’s Xinjiang 
province to Pakistan’s Gwadar port. An important part of CPEC is the 
reconstruction and upgrading of the Karakoram Highway, which links Kashgar 
to Abbottabad. This highway was opened in 1986 as a trade and transit route 
between China and Pakistan. The construction of this highway significantly 
reduced the travel distance. Notably, it has shortened the distance between 
China and the Middle-East from 15,900 km via the Malacca Strait to 3,700 km 
through the Khunjerab pass.50 

 Importantly, the Karakoram Highway runs close to the Wakhan 
Corridor, a crucial component of BRI. Strategically positioned at the crossroads 
of Central Asia and South Asia, this Corridor provides China access to new 
economic markets, natural resources and energy reserves in Central Asia.51 The 
construction of roads in this Corridor would integrate Afghanistan’s road 
network with the Karakoram Highway.52 Additionally, the Corridor could 
provide a direct link between China’s Xinjiang province and Central Asian 
countries. Moreover, the Corridor may facilitate easier trade and energy supply 
networks between China and its partners. It can potentially deepen China’s 

economic and strategic position in the region. This underscores the Wakhan’s 
role as a vital link in the broader regional geopolitical and economic 
landscape.53

 The Karakoram Highway has the potential to connect CPEC with the 
Wakhan Corridor to expand the infrastructure projects between South Asia and 
Central Asia. Investing in this project would provide China with a shorter trade 
route to Central Asia and beyond.54 The Wakhan Corridor is particularly 
significant as it is the only transit passage in the region that is close to China, 
West-Asia, the Persian Gulf, Caspian Sea and Europe.55 More importantly, 60% 
of China’s trade  with the Western and Middle Eastern countries passes through 
the Strait of Malacca, a vital maritime checkpoint under the strategic influence 
of United States of America, China’s main global competitor.56 Considering 
this geopolitical challenge, the opening of the Wakhan Corridor and its 
connection with Central Asia could provide an alternative route for oil and gas 
pipelines, ensuring a more secure energy supply for China.57

 The construction of alternative land-based trade routes in western 
regions of China is a strategic requirement for its commercial and economic 
security.58 Investment in Wakhan not only offers China an alternate transit route 
but also facilitates its access to Afghanistan’s natural resources, like lithium, 
copper and rare earth minerals, which are important for China’s industrial and 
technological development.59 Geological surveys estimate that Afghanistan 
holds mineral resources worth USD 1 trillion. Therefore, China has already 
invested in the Mes Aynak copper mine, the world’s second-largest copper 
deposit and in the hydrocarbon reserves of the Amu Darya Basin in Sar-e-Pol 
and Faryab provinces.60

 Afghanistan’s recent inclusion in CPEC highlights the growing 
geopolitical importance of the Wakhan Corridor. In May 2025, China, Pakistan 
and Afghanistan agreed in Beijing to formally extend the CPEC into 
Afghanistan’s territory and to hold the next trilateral meeting in Kabul, a move 
reflecting Beijing’s strategy to integrate Afghanistan into BRI frameworks and 
promote regional connectivity.61 This offers Afghanistan unprecedented access 
to Pakistan’s ports and regional trade networks, while simultaneously 
providing China with overland alternatives to traditional maritime routes 
vulnerable to strategic competition.62

 Beyond its economic benefits, the construction of road through the 
Wakhan Corridor would significantly strengthen China’s strategic foothold in 
the region.63 For China, the project could serve three key strategic objectives. 
First, it would expand trade networks with Central Asian countries to the north. 
Second, it would improve connectivity with Pakistan’s Gwadar Port to the 
south, a cornerstone of the CPEC. Third, it would provide China with direct 
access to Afghanistan.64

Pakistan’s Interest

 The Wakhan Corridor offers the shortest and most efficient trade route 
for Pakistan to enhance economic and commercial relations with Central Asian 
states. It also provides easy access at the lowest cost via Pakistan’s northern 
highland and Chitral region.65 The Corridor could facilitate trade in minerals, 
textiles, agricultural products, manufactured goods, oil, gas and electric 
transmission lines.66 At the same time, the Wakhan Corridor could function as a 
crucial transit route for Central Asian states to have direct access to the 

international markets through Gwadar Port. Gwadar holds strategic 
significance due to its location at the mouth of the Strait of Hormuz, a key 
maritime chokepoint.67 

 Geographically, Wakhan connects Pakistan’s Hunza and Chitral 
regions, with vital crossing points including Broghil, Irshad and Dilisang 
passes. Among these passes, Broghil pass is the most significant doorway 
connecting Pakistan to the Wakhan Corridor.68 Gupsi and Yasin serve as 
important joining points, connecting the Wakhan Corridor with Pakistan’s 
Ghizar and Hunza districts in Gilgit Baltistan.69 Indeed, this Corridor serves as 
a bridge between Pakistan and Central Asia, significantly reducing the distance 
between the two regions to just 13 km.70 The opening of the Wakhan Corridor 
would offer Pakistan another trading route with Afghanistan. Pakistan could 
exploit the Wakhan Corridor as a more efficient and economical route for 
importing oil and gas from Central Asia and Russia.71

 A train link from Tajikistan through the Wakhan Corridor could connect 
to the planned Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan railway line. Pakistan views 
the Wakhan Corridor not only as a strategic access point to Central Asia but 
also as a potential source of significant employment opportunities for Pakistani 
citizens. In addition to facilitating trade expansion through Gwadar port, the 
Corridor would also enhance Pakistan’s economic ties with China and Central 
Asian countries. However, the importance of Wakhan for Pakistan extends 
beyond trade. The Corridor carries political significance, especially in the 
context of Pakistan’s policy focus on enhancing relations with Central Asian 
states.

Pakistan’s National Security Policy 2022-2026 

 Pakistan’s National Security Policy (NSP) 2022-2026 recognizes 
Afghanistan’s potential as a strategic gateway for enhanced economic 
connectivity with the Central Asian Republics (CARs). Central to this is the 
“Vision Central Asia,” emphasizing five core pillars: political relations, trade 

and investment, energy and connectivity, security and defense and 
people-to-people contacts.72 The NSP marks a deliberate strategic pivot to 
geo-economics, prioritizing the expansion of trade and economic linkages with 
CARs through robust connectivity. Afghanistan plays a pivotal role in 
advancing Pakistan’s “Vision Central Asia” initiative. In alignment with 
Islamabad’s geo-economic priorities, the Wakhan Corridor would further 
facilitate trade expansion and energy projects in the region.

Shanghai Cooperation Organization

 The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) is a pivotal multilateral 
organization that plays a significant role in shaping the geopolitical and 
economic landscape of Central and South Asia, directly impacting the 
relevance of the Wakhan Corridor. Since its establishment in 2001, the SCO has 
prioritized regional stability, security cooperation and economic integration 
among its member states, which include China, Russia, Pakistan, Iran, India, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Belarus. The 
organization’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) has notably enhanced 
intelligence sharing and operational coordination, thereby strengthening 
collective efforts against terrorism, extremism and separatism. The SCO’s 
commitment to fostering mutual trust, expanding multilateral dialogue and 
promoting good neighborliness has provided a crucial platform for addressing 
common security concerns, which is essential for the stability required to 
operationalize strategic routes like the Wakhan Corridor.73

 Beyond security, the SCO is increasingly focused on economic 
cooperation and connectivity, which aligns closely with the objectives of major 
initiatives such as the BRI and the CPEC. The Wakhan Corridor holds the 
potential to become a vital trade and transit route connecting Central Asia with 
South Asia.74 The SCO’s agenda to deepen trade ties, expand infrastructure and 

harmonize regulations among its members directly supports the development 
of such Corridors, facilitating access to new markets and resources. By 
synergizing the BRI and CPEC with the SCO’s broader regional vision, the 
organization is positioned to inject new momentum into cross-border economic 
collaboration, permanently transforming the region’s connectivity and 
economic prospects. In this context, the SCO’s role is not only to ensure a 
secure environment for such projects but also to provide the institutional 
framework for sustainable and inclusive regional development.

Economic Cooperation Organization

 The Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), originally established 
as the Regional Cooperation for Development (RCD) in 1964 by Pakistan, Iran 
and Türkiye, was transformed in 1985 into a broader economic bloc. Its 
expansion in 1992 to include Afghanistan, five Central Asian republics and 
Azerbaijan significantly enhanced the organization’s strategic capacity for 
regional integration.75 Today, the ECO spans approximately eight million 
square kilometers, nearly double the size of the European Union and 
encompasses around 500 million people. Its objectives focus on facilitating 
trade, infrastructure development and energy cooperation across Eurasia, 
positioning it as a potential framework for linking landlocked Central Asian 
states with global markets through Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran and Türkiye.76 In 
this context, the Wakhan Corridor can play a significant role in further 
enhancing trade and economic cooperation among ECO members.

Challenges

 Historically, Wakhan’s natural isolation has kept this area away from 
direct conflict. Nevertheless, its position along the Durand Line and its 
geographic proximity with China and Tajikistan renders it a significant area in 
the region. The Corridor offers access to trade routes, energy resources and 
economic cooperation with Central Asia, South Asia and China. As a result, 
Wakhan remains an important component in the geopolitical landscape of the 
region.77 Despite its strategic significance, the opening of the Corridor faces 
several critical challenges.

Geographical Complexity

 Geographically, the region experiences extremely low temperatures, 
remains snow-covered for over six months in a year and is characterized by 
rugged mountainous terrain. Given these geographical conditions, the 
construction of infrastructure such as roads and tunnels presents significant 
technical and financial challenges. Nevertheless, comparable projects have 
been successfully completed in similar or even more geologically complex 
environments. A notable example is the Karakoram Highway, constructed 
through the formidable Karakoram mountains. The Pamir Mountains, where 
the Wakhan Corridor is located, exhibit similarly challenging topography.78 

Given these considerations, the construction of roads and tunnels in the 
Wakhan Corridor is feasible with the technological capabilities of China. From 
this perspective, geography does not constitute the primary obstacle to the 
development and opening of the Corridor. Instead, the principal challenges 
stem from terrorism originating in Afghanistan, political instability in the 
country and the prevalence of drug trafficking across the region.

Threat of Terrorism

 Decades of conflict and instability in Afghanistan, as well as 
destruction caused by foreign forces, have created an environment conducive to 
the presence and operation of various terrorist organizations. The terrorist 
groups often exploit the country’s ungoverned spaces and porous borders, 
particularly around the Wakhan Corridor, to establish bases and stage activities 
targeting neighboring regions, including Pakistan, Central Asia and China.79 
The use of Afghanistan’s territory as a launchpad for cross-border terrorism has 
raised serious security concerns among regional states. China and Central 
Asian countries, in particular, view the security situation as a major obstacle to 
regional connectivity.80 Due to persistent terrorist threats, China has long been 
reluctant to open or develop the Wakhan Corridor, keeping its border with 
Afghanistan effectively sealed for decades.81 In the light of these concerns, 
terrorism in Afghanistan continues to pose a significant threat to the security 
and stability of Pakistan, Central Asia and China. As long as the region remains 
insecure, the operationalization of the Wakhan Corridor will remain uncertain. 
Therefore, security and political stability in Afghanistan are essential 

prerequisites for the Corridor’s development and opening.

Drug Trafficking

 Afghanistan is the world’s leading producer of opium. And one of the 
transit routes for this drug is Wakhan Corridor, which links Afghanistan to 
neighboring countries of China, Tajikistan and Pakistan. This connectivity not 
only contributes to the increase in the regional drug trade but also provides 
considerable funding for terrorist groups in Afghanistan. In 2020 alone, the 
volume of opium sold through this Corridor was 8.3 thousand tons, with an 
estimated value of USD 350 million.82 Due to lack of infrastructure in Wakhan, 
China has remained shielded from drug trafficking originating in Afghanistan. 
The construction of roads and other means in Wakhan could facilitate drug 
trafficking, turning the Corridor into a direct transit route for drug trafficking. 
Drug trafficking remains a key concern for regional countries to develop the 
Corridor. The continued drug trafficking poses a significant threat to the 
stability and security of Wakhan and its neighboring countries. Therefore, it is 
necessary to take serious steps to prevent drug trafficking in this region.83 
However, this problem is not insurmountable and can be tackled by close 
cooperation among the anti-narcotics forces of Pakistan, China, Tajikistan and 
Afghanistan through concerted efforts.

Conclusion 

 The Wakhan Corridor holds significant geo-economic and geostrategic 
importance for China, Afghanistan and Pakistan. However, its development has 
consistently faced challenges due to geopolitical issues, including the 
19th-century “Great Game” between Russia and the British, the Soviet 
Invasion of Afghanistan (1979-1989), the Afghanistan Civil War (1992-2001), 
NATO intervention (2001-2021) and the current instability in Afghanistan.  

 Building roads and tunnels across Wakhan will enhance trade activities 
in the region. This Corridor will provide a shorter route to access Central Asia 
and, vice versa, will enable Central Asian countries to more easily reach 
Pakistan’s Gwadar and Karachi ports. It will also ease China’s access to 
Afghanistan and strengthen the link between CPEC and the broader region, 
which is a key component of BRI. In a recent development, Afghanistan has 
been included in the CPEC. Its inclusion is expected to accelerate investment 

and construction activities along the Corridor. The operationalization of this 
Corridor will not only enhance regional connectivity but also open new paths 
for economic cooperation and infrastructure development. In this context, it 
will provide researchers with a valuable opportunity to study the broader 
potential geopolitical impact of the Corridor at both regional and global levels.

 The connectivity is expected to foster peace, security, political stability 
and shared prosperity for all the countries in the region. In particular, it holds 
the potential to lift the people of Afghanistan out of poverty and diminish the 
impact of current humanitarian crisis.
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Theoretical Framework

 Realism serves as an important framework for analyzing the dynamics 
of the Quad. Central to Realism is the idea that the international system is 
anarchic. States operate in a self-help environment focused on survival. India’s 
role in the Quad exemplifies this concept.

 Realism posits that states act primarily in pursuit of their national 
interests, often leading to alliances based on shared strategic goals rather than 
ideological similarities. In the case of the Quad, the unstated primary objective 
has been to counter China’s rise in the “Indo-Pacific” region. The member 
states have formed a coordinated front, exemplified by joint military exercises 
such as Malabar and the Rim of the Pacific Exercise (RIMPAC), aimed at 
enhancing regional security and maintaining the balance of power.

 However, India’s position within this framework is plagued by 
contradictions. With the role of a “net security provider” assigned to it by the 
US under its so-called Indo-Pacific Strategy, its simultaneous engagement with 
China and Russia has raised questions about its reliability as a Quad partner. 
This dichotomy underscores the realist assertion that alliances are often 
precarious and contingent upon the alignment of national interests.

 Besides national security and power politics of a state, the balance of 
power is a core concept in Realism, suggesting that stability is achieved when 
military capabilities are distributed among states in a way that no single entity 
can dominate. The Quad aims to create such a balance of power to contain 
China’s growing regional influence and maintain the dominant status of the US 
in the Asia Pacific region. 

 The theory also emphasizes that states often face a security dilemma, 
where action taken by one state to enhance security leads to increased tension 
and insecurity for others. India’s military confrontation with China, particularly 
the Galwan Valley clash in 2020, illustrates this dilemma. India’s history of 
conflicts with its neighbours, coupled with its territorial disputes and internal 
socio-economic issues, has degraded its capacity to engage constructively in 
any regional security architecture. Hence, India’s commitment to the Quad’s 
objectives, which are primarily aimed at containing China, is held back by its 
assertion of strategic autonomy.

 India’s abstention on the UN resolutions against Russia in the context of 
the Ukraine crisis, along with its deepening ties with Moscow amid Western 
sanctions, highlights the complexities of its foreign policy and the resulting 
implications for the Quad’s coherence. This behaviour is reflective of the realist 
view that states will prioritize their strategic interests, sometimes at the expense 
of collective goals.

 The geographical and strategic context in which the Quad operates 
further emphasizes the theory’s focus on power and security. The Quad 
members are aligned in their interests in the “Indo-Pacific” but India’s 
geographical limitations place it at a distinct disadvantage. While the US, 
Australia and Japan pursue a coordinated naval strategy, India’s location in 
South Asia complicates its involvement. This disconnect suggests that the Quad 
may operate in “two distinct theatres of war,” potentially benefiting China by 
allowing it to engage on Interior Lines of Operation during a conflict. 

 India’s dual engagement with both the Quad and its relationship with 
China and Russia support the realist perspective that alliances can be fragile 
and state behaviour is often driven by immediate strategic considerations rather 
than long-term commitments. The agreement between China and India on 21 
October 2024 on easing the prevailing tension along the Line of Actual Control 
(LAC) on the eve of the BRICS Summit held in Kazan (Russia), aims at the 
disengagement of troops and the resumption of patrolling along LAC. On the 
one hand, the agreement created diplomatic space for India to work 
harmoniously as a BRICS and SCO member state, while, on the other hand, 
effectively eliminated one of the strong arguments for India inclining towards 
the US-led Quad. Ultimately, this changing scenario will lessen India’s interest 
in confrontation with China. This rapprochement has created difficulty for the 
US and other Quad members, especially in the context of the US “Indo-Pacific 
Strategy.”   

 By applying the theoretical framework of Realism to the analysis of the 
Quad, it becomes evident that the dynamics of this coalition are shaped by the 
interplay of national interests, the balance of power and the security dilemma 
faced by its members. India’s position within the Quad raises questions about 
its reliability and effectiveness, reflecting the broader Realist assertion that 
states navigate a world of competing interests, often leading to tensions and 

contradictions within alliances.3 The research paper employs qualitative 
analysis to explore the underlying concerns related to India’s Quad 
membership in the context of New Delhi’s policy of strategic autonomy. It also 
examines alternative options available to the other Quad members and their 
effectiveness in pursuing its strategic objectives.

Introduction

 The Quad, officially known as the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, 
comprises the US, Australia, India and Japan. Initially focused on maritime 
cooperation following the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami, it remained dormant 
except for one summit meeting in 2007. Finally, converging interests brought 
the Quad members to the table once again in 2017. It has since expanded its 
agenda to encompass security, economic and health issues. By 2021, the 
member countries, all democracies with robust economies, had intensified 
collaboration, particularly in response to the rise of China. Notably, they 
conducted their first joint naval exercise, Malabar, in over a decade in 
November 2020. In March 2021, US President Joe Biden held a virtual meeting 
with the Quad leaders of all four countries, during which they formed working 
groups to tackle issues related to COVID-19 vaccines, climate change, 
technological advancements and supply chains. The most recent Quad summit 
took place in Delaware, USA, on 21 September 2024.4

 Lately, the composition of the Quad has come into question, reflecting 
specifically on India’s viability as a reliable partner.5 The doubts raised are not 
rhetorical or unfounded. The concerns are based on facts and the track record 
of India. When compared with the remaining the Quad members, India’s policy 
is characterized by its acceptance of the role as “net security provider” in the 
region as part of the US “Indo-Pacific Strategy” while maintaining intimate 
trade and strategic ties with China and Russia, respectively. Simultaneously, 
India has been involved in state-sponsored acts of terrorism within and outside 
the state, including the US, Canada and Pakistan, subjecting it to criticism and 
raising doubts about it being a credible partner. 

 When considering the strategic interests of the like-minded countries 
that brought them together, it is important also to recognize the differences that 
set them apart and how they affect the Quad.

Quad’s Anomaly

 Though economically all members of the Quad stand on sound footings, 
India is still decades away from being declared as a “Developed State”, a status 
already attained long ago by the other three members. Poverty and a large 
population are afflicting India, hampering its rise. According to a 2024 report 
of the World Bank, India continued to be a “lower-middle-income” country. It 
faced serious obstacles that hindered its efforts to become a high-income 
country for at least the next two decades.6 It further restricts India’s capacity to 
be at par with the other members of the Quad, who fall in the high-income 
category. Its commercial potential and foreign exchange reserves of over USD 
600 billion are undone by the sheer size of its impoverished population.7

 There is a distinct dichotomy in the geopolitical and geo-economic 
interests of the Quad states. Their geopolitical convergence belies the fact that 
China happens to be their major trading partner. Any economic strangulation of 
China will be at the cost of their own economic well-being, as evident from the 
Sino-US trade war during the Trump presidency (2016-2020).8

 According to a recent study by the Global Trade Research Initiative 
(GTRI), a Delhi-based think tank, China was India’s biggest source of major 
industrial products in 2023, accounting for around 30 percent in categories such 
as electronics, machinery, cars, chemicals and textiles.9 Beijing was the largest 
trade partner of New Delhi, with bilateral trade volume reaching USD 113.83 
billion in 2023, surpassing the US. Trade with China crossed the mammoth 

USD 100 billion mark, driven by a 21 percent rise in imports from China into 
India.10 

 From the Diaoyu/Senkaku islands contested by China and Japan to the 
US and Australia’s concern of maintaining dominance in the Western Pacific 
and Indian Oceans with uninterrupted Sea Lines of Communication (SLOC), 
there are several dimensions to this contestation. In this context, the regional 
countries of ASEAN and Pacific Island states have assumed immense 
significance and there is a race to win over these strategically placed island 
nations in the Oceania region.

 The Solomon Islands, situated 1,200 nautical miles to the northeast of 
Australia, entered into a bilateral security pact with China in April 2022, which 
has significantly influenced the geopolitical dynamics of the Pacific Island 
nations and Oceania.11 This bilateral security deal marks China’s first 
recognized agreement in the region and provides Beijing with the option to 
deploy Chinese forces close to crucial shipping routes. Reports indicate that the 
arrangement permits the Solomon Islands to seek assistance from China, 
including support from police, military personnel and other law enforcement 
bodies.12 Similarly, China has signed a Comprehensive Strategic Agreement 
with Timor-Leste, which is situated 1085 nautical miles due North of 
Australia.13   

 These Chinese moves led to Australian attempts to sign an agreement of 
cooperation with Vanuatu. However, it is likely to face strong resistance from 

the opposition in the Island’s parliament.14 The US, on its part, scrambled to 
establish its embassy in the Solomon Islands to counter growing Chinese 
influence there. Papua New Guinea’s autonomous region, Bougainville, is 
poised to assume independence by 2027 if the referendum on the issue carried 
out in July 2021 is ratified by the parliament of Papua New Guinea. The 
ratification is pending. However, the independence of Bougainville, if it comes 
about, is likely to create a domino effect, creating more independent states in 
the region.15 The Oceania region is therefore seen as the next area of 
contestation between the US and China. It is pertinent to note that while the 
southern edge of the Oceania region rests on Australia, its northern and 
northwestern limits are bound by the islands of Guam (US) and the Philippines, 
respectively.    

Reliability of India as a Quad Partner 

 The inherent geographical limitation of Quad and its likely outcome 
raise serious doubts about this conjoined “Indo-Pacific Strategy” when seen in 
conjunction with other factors affecting India’s viability, as explained below. 
These factors do not plague other Quad members.

 Despite an agreement leading to a détente in the Galwan Valley along 
the LAC, the Sino-Indian border dispute persists. However, India is unlikely to 
confront China for several significant reasons: Firstly, it suffered a humiliating 
defeat in the Galwan Valley in 2020. Secondly, it lacks comparative capabilities 
to match China militarily. Thirdly, the inhospitable mountainous terrain of LAC 
restricts force projection and sustenance. Lastly, it has significant economic 
and trade interests with China. The recent détente between China and India 
along the LAC is the outcome of these Indian limitations.

 At the same time, India’s abstention from the UN resolutions against 
Russia and its role as a conduit for discounted Russian oil to EU countries have 
further accentuated the unreliability of India, raising concerns in the 

international community.16 Indian External Affairs Minister (EAM) 
Jaishankar’s visit to Moscow in December 2023 was indicative of India’s 
geopolitical priorities, where he called India’s relations with Russia “the only 
constant in global politics.” Both sides also agreed to expand their partnership 
in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR).17 Jaishankar, in a Joint Panel discussion with 
Antony Blinken and German Foreign Minister Ms Baerbock during the 60th 
Munich Security Conference (16-18 February 2024), stressed that India had 
multiple options, asserting its freedom and right of choice.18

 Despite Western pressure, India is unlikely to part ways with Russia 
anytime soon, as it has profited in multiple ways, especially after the Ukraine 
crisis, in terms of crude oil, trade and technology. Similarly, Russia, despite 
Western sanctions, remains the biggest oil exporter to India. The trade turnover 
between Russia and India increased from about USD 13 billion in 2021 to USD 
49 billion in 2022 and over USD 65 billion in 2024, driven largely by India’s 
purchase of Russian oil.19 During the same period, India’s oil exports to 
Western European countries increased significantly. This suggests that India 
helped Western countries in bypassing their self-imposed trade ban on Russia.20

 India is a prominent member of the BRICS, which includes Russia and 
China as key members besides Brazil and South Africa. This dual membership 
underscores India’s strategic maneuvering, as it engages with both Quad and 

BRICS to maximize its geopolitical influence and economic interests. BRICS 
serves as a platform to contest the prevailing economic and political hegemony 
of Western nations. The group prioritises collaborative initiatives and engages 
in discussions aimed at redefining global governance structures that have 
historically favored Western powers. A central view uniting the BRICS nations 
is their collective disillusionment with Western-led institutions, particularly 
those related to financial issues. BRICS members have articulated a desire to 
reduce their reliance on the US dollar, which has long served as the dominant 
currency in international trade. This desire has further strengthened in the wake 
of the Kazan BRICS Summit.21 Additionally, there is a concerted effort to move 
away from the Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunications 
(SWIFT) system, an international messaging network to facilitate financial 
transactions that was notably leveraged to isolate Russian banks in 2022.22 

Following the US President Donald Trump’s threats of a 100 percent tariff on 
imports from the bloc, India, while reaffirming its commitment to BRICS, has 
distanced itself from any initiative to weaken the dollar or introduce a common 
BRICS currency.23 

 India is also a member of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation 
(SCO), another significant multilateral entity that includes China and Russia. 
This Organisation is often perceived as countering Western interests, with both 
China and Russia regarded as adversaries by the US. The primary objectives of 
the SCO include enhancing economic collaboration and fostering security 
cooperation among its member states. 

 With concurrent membership of BRICS, SCO and Quad, India is 
pursuing a policy of strategic autonomy and trying to navigate smoothly in a 

complex geopolitical landscape by aligning itself with key global players in 
pursuit of its national interest. However, two days after Modi’s July 2024 visit 
to Moscow, the US ambassador to India stated, “In times of conflict, there is no 
such thing as strategic autonomy; we will, in crisis moments, need to know 
each other.” President Joe Biden’s National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan on 
13 July 2024 suggested that India’s bet on Russia as a long-term reliable partner 
was not a good bet. Russia would side with China over India any day of the 
week.24

Western Vulnerabilities

 India has been taking full advantage of the West’s vulnerabilities and its 
strategic and economic interests vis-à-vis China and Russia. India has 
conveyed its policy through various statements that its economic interests are 
not directly or entirely dependent on the West. At the same time, it has 
expressed its desire to avoid entering a war in the “Indo-Pacific” region, as its 
major economic interests are linked with Russia and China. The Economic 
Times, in its article titled “Congress Calls EAM S. Jaishankar a Failed Foreign 
Minister” (February 2023), mentioned Jaishankar’s statement that India cannot 
engage in a conflict with China due to its larger economy.25 He also reiterated 
that India should engage with China based on realism. In 2023-24, China 
remained India’s major trading partner and India’s membership in the SCO and 
BRICS further complicates its position as a “net security provider” under the 
US “Indo-Pacific Strategy.”26

 US diplomat of Indian origin, Ashely J. Tellis, in his article, “America’s 
Bad Bet on India,” published in Foreign Affairs Magazine (May 2023), asserted 
that India sought the US support in addressing its tensions with China, while 
simultaneously aiming to avoid getting involved in any confrontation between 
the US and China that does not directly threaten its national interests.27 

Furthermore, Ashley Tellis, in his article “India’s Great-Power Delusions. How 
New Delhi’s Grand Strategy Thwarts Its Grand Ambitions” published in 
Foreign Affairs on 17 June 2025, states that “Indian economy is unlikely to 
match its Chinese counterpart before the middle of the century, if at all. By 
2050, in all probability, Chinese economy will be closer to three times as large 
as that of India”. Furthermore, repudiating India’s aspirations to become a 
Great-Power, he writes, “India should not delude itself that it can contain China 
on its own, and even by the middle of 21st century, India may still have to rely 
on foreign partners.”28

Impact of the US Policy Shift from Geopolitics to Geo-economics

 The policy shift under the US President Donald Trump’s administration 
from geopolitical interests to economic interests has further tarnished India’s 
image. Prior to assumption of office by Trump, India had been enjoying 
unlimited access to the US corporate world and academic institutions, with a 
Foreign Policy that distinctly reflected India’s desire to pursue its interests with 
total disregard of the US sensitivities and interests. Washington’s shift from 
geopolitics to geo-economics has raised concerns about India’s nearly USD 46 
billion trade surplus with the US in 2024.29 The lopsided Indian trade policy 
favoring itself vis-à-vis the US and assertion of strategic autonomy have led to 
the imposition of punitive tariffs on India by the US. The Trump 
administration, despite having longstanding strategic relationship with 
European countries, historically close relations with countries such as Japan 
and South Korea, and membership of alliances such as NATO and AUKUS, has 
imposed tariffs on all countries that have enjoyed trade surplus with the US. 
The imposition of tariffs by the US on its key allies has underscored that India 
does not qualify for any preferential treatment as a member of the Quad.    

India’s Internal Dynamics 

 Internal dynamics of India are increasingly driven by the extremist 
ideology of “Hindutva” and “Akhand Bharat”. According to the Indian 
government report presented in the parliament on 29 March 2022, India 
witnessed 3,399 cases of communal or religious riots during the period 

2016-2020.30 The US State Department Annual Report on Religious Freedom 
202531, particularly mentions severe violations of religious freedom and the use 
of misinformation and disinformation, including hate speech, by Indian 
government officials to incite violent attacks against religious minorities and 
their places of worship. The report also describes changes made in India’s legal 
framework since 2008, and specially under ten-year rule of Bharatiya Janata 
Party (BJP), to target and disenfranchise religious minorities, including the 
Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA), a Uniform Civil Code (UCC) and several 
state-level anti-conversion, cow slaughter laws and their enforcement.

 India’s claim to be the world’s largest democracy is not commensurate 
with its internal policies.32 According to Sweden’s V-Dem Institute 2025 
democracy report, India is categorized as an “Electoral Autocracy”. The report 
states that India’s autocratization started from 2008 with the slow but 
systematic dismantling of democratic institutions. The ruling anti-pluralist, 
Hindu-nationalist BJP and Prime Minister Modi’s derailing of democracy is 
thoroughly documented, including deterioration in freedom of expression and 
independence of the media, harassment of journalists critical of the 
government, attacks on civil society and the opposition using laws on sedition, 
defamation and counterterrorism. The elections in June 2024 were a setback for 
the BJP, forcing it to govern in a coalition. 2024 was the first year since 2008 
with no deterioration in democracy level for India but it has continued to 
remain an electoral autocracy since 2017.33

State-Sponsored Terrorism by India

 Canada and the US have presented undeniable evidence against India 
relating to the assassination and attempts to assassinate Sikh nationalist leaders 
in the two countries. On 14 October 2024, Canada announced the expulsion of 
six Indian diplomats, including the High Commissioner, following police 

investigation that Indian government agents were connected to murders, 
intimidation and other “acts of violence” targeting Sikhs in Canada. Canadian 
Foreign Affairs Minister Mélanie Joly stated that the choice to expel the 
diplomats “was taken after thorough deliberation and only after Canadian 
police collected sufficient, clear and solid evidence that identified six 
individuals as persons of interest in the Nijjar case”.34

 Indian Defense Minister Rajnath Singh, in a televised interview on 5 
April 2024, admitted that India orchestrated the killing of Sikh and Kashmiri 
leaders in Pakistan.  It has exposed the real face of India and its murderous 
intelligence agency, Research and Analysis Wing (RAW), operating under the 
diplomatic cover of its Embassies and Consulates.35 

 The ruling BJP in December 2024 accused the US State Department 
and “deep state” elements in the US of trying to destabilize India with the 
support of the Organized Crime and Corruption Reporting Project (OCCRP), a 
group of investigative journalists and Indian opposition leader Rahul Gandhi.36 
The OCCRP report accused Indian PM Modi of having close ties with 
billionaire Gautam Adani, who was involved in a USD 250 million scam to 
bribe Indian officials and Indian state-sponsored hackers for using Israeli-made 
Pegasus spyware to target government critics.37 

 The State Department expressed its disappointment with the Indian 
accusation and stated that the US supports freedom of the Press. The US also 
charged Nikhil Gupta and Vikash Yadav, two Indian officials working for RAW 
in the murder plot of Gurpatwant Singh Pannun, a dual US-Canadian citizen.38 

The US government is taking this criminal act very seriously. While criticizing 

New Delhi’s plot to kill the prominent Sikh leader in New York, the US 
Ambassador to India stated in April 2024 that any government’s involvement in 
assassination attempts on foreign soil crosses “an unacceptable red line”.39

Overhyped Military Prowess

 Notwithstanding its unrelenting procurement of latest weapon systems 
to modernize its Armed Forces, India’s inability to undertake military 
operations in a modern battlefield environment was exposed during Pakistan 
Air Force’s counter-strikes on 27 February 2019, in response to the Indian 
attack on Balakot a day earlier. Pakistan Air Force (PAF) shot down two Indian 
fighter aircraft and captured one Indian pilot, Wing Commander Abhinandan. 
He was later handed over to Indian authorities at the Wagah border as a gesture 
of goodwill. 

 India’s dismal military capability and the lack of dynamic 
professionalism of its armed forces for operating in a modern battlefield 
environment, were further exposed in the wake of the Pahalgam false flag 
operation, when the Indian Air Force (IAF) launched a massive attack on 
Pakistan on the night of 6–7 May 2025. A major aerial battle was fought 
between 72 Indian and 42 PAF fighter aircraft. Pakistan’s befitting yet 
measured response under operation “Bunyanum Marsoos” during the IAF 
attack, and to the Indian attacks on its territory during the ensuing four-day war 
fought from 7–10 May 2025, resulted in India losing six frontline IAF aircraft, 
including four Rafale, and 78 drones of Israeli origin, including a Heron 
combat drone. In addition, Pakistan destroyed 26 Indian military installations, 
including two BrahMos missile depots and two batteries of S-400 missile 
defence system. Pakistan achieved the success without loss of even a single 
fighter jet or a high-value military asset.40 

 Throughout the crisis, Pakistan maintained escalation dominance. 
Despite India’s recklessness in not taking into account that both Pakistan and 
India are nuclear-armed states, the nuclear deterrence was at play. The 
controlled and calibrated “Quid-Pro-Quo Plus” response by Pakistan has 

established conventional deterrence against India. Indian leaders miscalculated 
Pakistan’s conventional military power and the resolve to protect its 
sovereignty. It has also dispelled any notion of India’s conventional military 
dominance. 

 The Indian miscalculations about its significance, the belief that in a 
prevailing international environment it could still sell its worn-out mantra of 
victimhood of terrorism and get away with attacking an independent nation, 
that too a nuclear power, have placed it in an embarrassing position. In doing 
so, India has exposed itself internationally as a paper tiger that could not live up 
to the image it had created about its dominance and invincibility in South Asia.

 India is finding it hard to swallow its pride and digest its defeat during 
the four-day mini-war. Significantly, in less than two months after India’s 
humiliating defeat, the Indian military started blaming political leadership for 
the failure. Indian Defence Attache in Indonesia, Captain Shiv Kumar, during a 
Seminar explicitly blamed the Indian political leadership for the losses suffered 
by the IAF.41 The Indian Deputy Chief of Defence Staff has blamed the close 
support provided to Pakistan by China and Türkiye as the cause of heavy 
military losses and defeat suffered by India.42

 On both occasions, in February 2019 and May 2025, Washington 
intervened at India’s request to de-escalate the situation resulting from Indian 
aggression. However, India has refused to acknowledge the role played by the 
Trump administration in brokering a ceasefire between the two nuclear-armed 
states on 10 May 2025.

 India’s defeat during the Galwan Valley clash, where it lost 2000 sq km 
of territory and 20 soldiers, also shattered the myth of Indian military might.43 
It raises serious questions about India’s ability as a dependable partner of the 
US in any future military confrontation with China and to act as “net security 
provider” in the region. The bulk of Indian military equipment is of Russian 

origin and its incompatibility with Quad partners is a foregone conclusion. It is 
practically impossible for India to meet the operational parameters desired by 
Quad. Thus, for Quad to pitch India, a regional power, against China, a global 
power, in hostile Himalayan heights is a recipe for disaster for India. On the 
military front, India’s misery does not end there. In any future conflict with 
China, it will always be conscious of the strong Pakistan military poised on one 
of its flanks, further curtailing the options and capacity it possesses. India has 
also suffered setbacks in its relations with its other neighbours that have further 
diminished its prospects of achieving regional dominance. 

 Recent developments in Bangladesh and Maldives have proved 
detrimental to India’s aspirations for dominance in South Asia. With the 
unceremonious ouster of former pro-India Bangladeshi Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina in August 2024, India has lost its 53-year-long effort to keep 
Bangladesh as a compliant state.44 The election of right-wing People’s National 
Congress candidate Mohamed Muizzu as President of Maldives in November 
2023 was another setback for India. Maldives was quick to order India to 
remove its military personnel from the country.  

 Despite the Nepal and India Friendship Treaty of 1950 and the open 
borders policy, there have been persistent border disputes between the two 
countries. These areas include the Kalapani-Limpiyadhur, which is the largest 
Indian encroachment of 370 km2 at the tri-junction of China, Nepal and India 
borders. The Susta encroachment comprises 24 km2 and various small 
territories of around 15 km2 in the region. In all, there are around 71 territorial 
disputes between India and Nepal covering a total of 606 km2.45 

Assessment of Indian Membership of Quad

 India sees Quad as an opportunity to play in the big league at the global 
level, punching above its weight, casting aside its stigma of regional power and 
an opportunity to settle score with China. Secondly, India is using Quad to gain 
access to advanced Western technologies and expand its economic ingress in 
the capitalist West, only to back out when the chips are down. India has already 

done it in the case of purchase of discounted Russian crude oil and weapons 
like the S-400 missile defense system, where India brushed aside all Western 
objections.46    

 India’s involvement in the Quad is often justified as a strategic measure 
to counterbalance China’s growing influence in the “Indo-Pacific” region. 
However, India’s participation in the Quad is not essential for achieving this 
objective. The strategic chokepoints, particularly the Strait of Malacca, a 
strategic maritime corridor, present a more operationally viable and rational 
approach to Western countries for containing Chinese maritime trade and 
influence. However, China, in a display of wisdom, has prioritized the China 
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) as the flagship project of Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI) to counter such a possibility. 

 India is also wary of the US due to its exclusion from the AUKUS and 
the resulting relegation of its status vis-à-vis Australia. The complexities of its 
foreign relations and state-sponsored terrorism further undermine India’s 
ambitions and its utility in the evolving new world order. These ground realities 
indicate that India neither has the requisite capability to act as a “net security 
provider” in the “Indo-Pacific” region nor can it be trusted to do so. India only 
wants to accrue all the benefits that come with the status of “net security 
provider” but has articulated no real intention of taking on the responsibilities 
and risks associated with it. 

 While India’s inclusion in the Quad may be seen as a strategic 
countermeasure against China, it is not aimed at stifling China economically. 
Instead, in any kinetic operation, India will be employed as a diversionary 
belligerent to dilute Chinese capability in the Western Pacific. In other words, 
the Indian Army will be used as ‘Cannon Fodder’ to alleviate the threat to the 
US and its allies in the Pacific. The recent Sino-Indian LAC agreement has 
effectively checkmated this US desire, which is now scrambling to keep the 
feud alive somehow.47 

The Squad 

 Derek Grossman, a senior defence analyst at Rand Corporation, 
mentioned on the social media platform X in 2024 that India’s support for the 
Quad in countering China in the South China Sea will have its limits, 
highlighting that “New Delhi’s primary concentration is on its immediate 
surroundings, which has created a necessity for a substitute to the Quad.”48 The 
US seems to agree with this assessment, as former US Secretary of Defence 
Lloyd Austin announced at a press conference on 2 May 2024 the formation of 
a new strategic quadrilateral group called the “Squad,” comprising the United 
States, Australia, Japan and the Philippines.49 The first informal meeting of the 
Squad’s Defence Chiefs took place during the Shangri-La Security Dialogue in 
June 2023 in Singapore.50 Considering the growing focus on the Oceania 
region, the significance of the Philippines is accentuated, making it the obvious 
choice for the Squad membership for two reasons: (i) its geographical location 
on the Northwestern limit of Oceania, close to the Chinese Nine-dash Line 
region; and (ii) because of the historically close ties between the US and the 
Philippines. 

 The latest meeting of the Squad Defence Chiefs was held in May 2024 
in Hawaii.51 It was followed by cooperative marine patrols conducted in the 
Philippines’ exclusive economic zone in September 2024.52 This alliance aims 
to address growing tensions and security challenges in the Pacific, particularly 
due to the rise of China and conflicting territorial claims. The coalition 
leverages the substantial naval and defence resources of the US, Australia and 
Japan, and the strategic geographic significance of the Philippines. The rise of 
informal alliances such as the Squad, besides the Quad and AUKUS, highlights 
a shift towards more flexible and adaptive security frameworks to address 
modern challenges. This trend aligns with the concept of a “ring of informal 

alliances,” focusing on cooperation among like-minded nations in the 
“Indo-Pacific” region. The Philippines is not replacing India in the Quad, but 
India’s hesitancy towards meeting the objectives of the “Indo-Pacific Strategy” 
with efforts to refrain from aggressive engagement with China dilutes the 
Quad’s focus.53 The Squad grouping is meant to pose a more focused challenge 
to Beijing, which India seems unable to provide to the US.

Conclusion

 India’s pursuit of “Strategic Autonomy” amid a high-stakes power play 
of global powers in the Asia-Pacific region and its efforts to act as a key player, 
both for the West and Russia as a member of the SCO and BRICS, make it an 
unreliable partner. Both sides understand that India will not take a firm position 
in favour of one side against the other as long as it serves its interests.     

 India’s participation in the Quad as an opportunist partner and its 
foot-dragging have led to the creation of the Squad. If India continues to show 
blatant disregard for the objectives of the Quad while enjoying the benefits of 
the West’s pro-India policies, it could ultimately be replaced by South Korea as 
the fourth member of the Quad. This explains why India is keeping its options 
open by participating in the Quad, BRICS and SCO initiatives to serve its 
interests, and using the uncertainty thus created as a bargaining chip, as both 
Russia and the US may be wary of India’s attitude, yet neither wants New Delhi 
to be in the other’s camp.

 In the regional framework, South Asia has remained in a near-perpetual 
state of instability due to India’s aggressive policy towards regional states 
vis-à-vis its relationship with global powers and desire to act as a regional 
hegemon. The four-day war initiated by India against Pakistan and fought from 
6 to 10 May 2025, has redrawn the politico-military map of South Asia and 
shattered India’s myth of dominance in conventional military power. The role 
of “net security provider” assigned to India under the US “Indo-Pacific 
Strategy” is now raising questions on the ability of India to successfully fulfil 
the role, as India is not even able to match Pakistan Military’s superior 
technology and fighting skills. This has led to reassessment of India’s relevance 
for the achievement of the US strategic objectives in the “Indo-Pacific”. 

 The trustworthiness of India as a reliable member of the Quad continues 
to diminish, as the remaining three Quad members move towards more viable 
security arrangements to address their security concerns. India’s participation 
in the Quad reflects its pursuit of regional dominance and aspiration to be a 
global power, though its desire to match China is nothing more than a dream. 
India’s policy to exercise Strategic Autonomy while not entering a formal 
alliance will make it an unreliable partner and make its desire to become a 
Great Power unattainable. Resultantly, due to the volatility created by India, the 
potential for conflict in the region will remain high amid the broader challenges 
posed by regional and global power dynamics.


