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1.|Introduction

The involvement of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in Afghanistan represents
one of the most complex and transformative foreign interventions in modern history (North
Atlantic Treaty Organization, 1949). While originally conceived in 1949 as a collective defense
alliance aimed at countering Soviet expansion during the Cold War, NATO’s operational
mandate and strategic orientation underwent significant evolution in the post-Cold War era
(Rynning, 2012). This evolution found a defining expression in its military and political
engagement in Afghanistan, marking NATO’s first major out-of-area operation and a turning
point in its global security role. In response to the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks on the
United States, NATO invoked Article 5 of its founding treaty for the first time in its history
(Sloan, 2005). This declaration recognized the attacks on the U.S. as an attack on all NATO
member states, thereby legitimizing a collective military response. Under this mandate, NATO
launched the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), initially with a narrow focus on
securing Kabul and supporting the Afghan Transitional Authority (Cordesman, 2021). Over time,
the mission expanded into a comprehensive counter-insurgency and state-building operation,
involving efforts to train Afghan security forces, strengthen civil institutions, and support
democratic governance.

Despite its initial strategic coherence, NATO’s Afghan intervention gradually became marked by
mission drift, inconsistent policy execution, and growing public skepticism among member
states. The nearly two-decade-long engagement culminated in a chaotic and highly publicized
withdrawal in 2021, as U.S. and allied troops exited the country under the terms of the U.S.-
Taliban Doha Agreement. The speed with which the Taliban regained control of Kabul not only
undermined two decades of NATO-led investment but also called into question the alliance’s
long-term viability in non-traditional theaters of war (Rubin, 2013). The consequences of
NATO’s involvement in Afghanistan have extended far beyond South Asia. The ripple effects of
both its accomplishments and shortcomings continue to reverberate across the Middle East,
affecting security alignments, ideological contests, and migration trends (Maley, 2020). The
collapse of Afghan institutions and the resurgence of extremist forces such as the Taliban have|||
facilitated the operational activities of other radical groups, most notably I1SIS-K (Islamic State —
Khorasan Province), whose aspirations and networks have transregional dimensions (Giustozzi,
2019). The instability has also contributed to large-scale displacement, pushing refugees toward
the Middle East and Europe and straining the socio-political capacities of transit and host
countries. Furthermore, the failure to establish a durable Afghan state has had implications for
regional powers with vested interests in Middle Eastern stability, such as Iran, Saudi Arabia, and
Turkey. These actors now confront renewed concerns about the spread of extremism, cross-
border insurgencies, and the vacuum left by Western retrenchment. Iran, for example, has had to
balance humanitarian assistance to Afghan refugees with concerns over narcotics trafficking and
the possible infiltration of jihadist elements. Meanwhile, regional actors such as Pakistan and
Qatar have recalibrated their diplomatic and strategic postures, particularly in relation to the
Taliban’s international legitimacy and Afghanistan’s reintegration into the regional order. In
light of these developments, it becomes evident that NATO’s involvement in Afghanistan did not
occur in a vacuum but rather shaped—and was shaped by—the broader geopolitical contours of
the Middle East. The intervention underscores the limits of military-centric approaches to
complex political crises and the importance of aligning short-term tactical gains with long-term
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strategic outcomes. This study, therefore, seeks to dissect the multi-layered consequences of
NATO’s Afghan campaign, with a focus on how it has influenced regional peace-building,
counterterrorism cooperation, and the architecture of security governance in the Middle East. By
examining NATO's evolving identity as a global security actor and its lessons from Afghanistan,
this paper contributes to the broader discourse on multilateral military interventions and their
unintended consequences. It raises essential questions about the alliance's future role in
addressing emerging threats in volatile regions, and the need for coherent exit strategies, local
ownership of peace processes, and the integration of development, governance, and diplomacy in
post-conflict reconstruction efforts.

2. Conceptual Clarifications

NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization)

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) is a political and military alliance established in
1949 with the signing of the Washington Treaty. It was originally designed as a collective
security arrangement among Western powers in the aftermath of World War 1I, primarily to
counter the military threat posed by the Soviet Union during the Cold War (North Atlantic
Treaty Organization, 2024). The central tenet of NATO is Article 5 of its charter, which
stipulates that an armed attack against one or more members shall be considered an attack
against all. This principle of collective defense has served as the bedrock of NATO’s operations
and legitimacy. Over the decades, NATO has undergone significant transformations in both
structure and strategic orientation. Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, NATO expanded
eastward and began to redefine its role to address emerging global security challenges. This
evolution included crisis response, peacekeeping missions, humanitarian assistance, and
counterterrorism operations. Particularly after the events of September 11, 2001, NATO began to
take on missions beyond the traditional Euro-Atlantic zone, such as its prolonged intervention in
Afghanistan. These extra-regional involvements reflect NATO’s growing ambition to act as a
global security actor. As a multilateral organization composed of 31 member states (as of 2024),
NATO serves not only as a military pact but also as a platform for political consultation and
coordination among its members. Its role in modern international relations now spans a variety
of domains including cyber defense, energy security, and the containment of asymmetric threats
such as terrorism and hybrid warfare.

Peace and Security

Peace and security are interconnected concepts that lie at the heart of international stability and
development. Peace, in its positive form, does not merely denote the absence of direct violence
or war, but also the presence of justice, equitable development, political inclusion, and the rule of
law which is referred to as “positive peace,” and conversely, “negative peace” refers to the mere
absence of open conflict or war, which can be deceptive in contexts where structural violence,
oppression, or political instability persist, Security traditionally referred to state-centric notions
of military protection and territorial integrity (Galtung,1969). However, the modern
understanding of security encompasses a broader spectrum of threats, including economic
deprivation, environmental hazards, health pandemics, and terrorism. The United Nations and
other international organizations have increasingly promoted the concept of “human security,”
which emphasizes the protection of individuals rather than just states. When combined, peace
and security represent both a condition and a process. They require not only the cessation of
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conflict but also the establishment of sustainable institutions for governance, reconciliation, and
socioeconomic development. In conflict-prone regions like the Middle East, these concepts are
especially vital and yet particularly challenging to achieve due to the prevalence of protracted
conflicts, sectarian divisions, and foreign interventions.

Middle East

The Middle East is a transcontinental region located at the crossroads of Europe, Asia, and
Africa, encompassing countries such as Saudi Arabia, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Syria, Jordan, Lebanon,
Egypt, and others (Hourani, 2010). Often defined by both geographical and political criteria, the
Middle East has immense strategic value due to its vast reserves of oil and natural gas, as well as
its control over key maritime routes such as the Suez Canal and the Strait of Hormuz.
Historically, the region has been the cradle of major civilizations and world religions, including
Islam, Christianity, and Judaism. However, it has also been a theater of continuous geopolitical
rivalry, colonial legacies, and recurrent conflicts. From the Arab-Israeli wars and the Iran-lIraq
war to the Gulf wars and the Syrian civil war, the Middle East has experienced a high
concentration of armed conflicts that have drawn in regional and international powers. The
region is further complicated by ideological divides (such as Sunni-Shia tensions), authoritarian
governance structures, ethnic diversity, and external interference. Foreign actors like the United
States, Russia, and NATO member states have had long-standing involvements in the region for
both security and economic reasons. These dynamics make the Middle East a critical zone for
studying international peace and security, particularly in relation to interventions like NATO’s
campaign in Afghanistan and its subsequent ripple effects in neighboring states.

Terrorism

Terrorism refers to the unlawful use or threat of violence, typically against civilians, by non-state
actors to achieve political, religious, or ideological goals (Hoffman, 2017). It is a highly
contested term, as one group’s “terrorist” may be seen by another as a “freedom fighter.”
Nonetheless, the defining characteristics of terrorism include deliberate targeting of non-
combatants, the intention to instill fear or psychological disruption, and the use of violence as a
communicative act aimed at influencing a broader audience than the immediate victims. Modern
terrorism has taken on increasingly transnational dimensions, aided by globalization,
technological advances, and the proliferation of extremist ideologies. Groups such as Al-Qaeda,
Boko Haram, and ISIS (Islamic State of Irag and Syria) exemplify the globalized nature of
contemporary terrorism. Their operations have extended beyond local grievances to encompass
broader narratives of anti-Western sentiment, religious fundamentalism, and resistance against
perceived foreign occupation. In the context of Afghanistan and the broader Middle East,
terrorism has been both a cause and consequence of instability. The presence of extremist groups
in ungoverned or weakly governed spaces has justified numerous foreign interventions, including
NATO’s mission in Afghanistan. However, such interventions have also been criticized for
exacerbating conditions conducive to radicalization, including civilian casualties, political
repression, and socio-economic exclusion. Understanding terrorism as a fluid and evolving
phenomenon is thus essential to crafting effective strategies for peace and security.

Theoretical Framework
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This study is anchored in two principal paradigms of international relations theory: Realism and
Liberal Institutionalism. These theoretical lenses provide critical interpretive frameworks for
understanding NATO's involvement in Afghanistan and its broader implications for peace and
security in the Middle East.

Realism

The main proponents of Realism include Hans Morgenthau, Kenneth Waltz, and John
Mearsheimer, Realism is one of the oldest and most influential schools of thought in
international relations. It is premised on the notion that the international system is anarchic,
meaning that there is no overarching authority above sovereign states. In such a system, states
are the primary actors and are driven primarily by considerations of power and survival. Realists
assume that states act rationally to pursue their national interests, often defined in terms of
military capability and strategic dominance (Waltz,1979). From a realist standpoint, NATO's
intervention in Afghanistan can be viewed not merely as a response to terrorism but as a
calculated projection of Western military power. Realists argue that the 2001 invocation of
Article 5 of NATO’s Charter — which for the first time declared an attack on one member state
(the U.S.) as an attack on all — was emblematic of strategic solidarity aimed at protecting
collective security and sustaining influence in a geopolitically crucial region. The realist
interpretation holds that NATO’s primary motivation was to prevent Afghanistan from becoming
a haven for terrorist groups capable of destabilizing Western interests. Additionally, the strategic
location of Afghanistan — adjacent to countries like Iran, Pakistan, and within proximity to
Russia and China — rendered it a critical buffer zone in the emerging great-power competition
(Mearsheimer, 2014). Realists would contend that NATO’s military presence in Afghanistan
allowed it to monitor and counter the growing influence of Russia, which has historically sought
to exert its dominance in Central Asia, and Iran, whose ideological and strategic ambitions often
conflict with Western goals. Thus, realism sees NATQO’s intervention as a tool for deterrence,
regime manipulation, and geopolitical balance. Its withdrawal, likewise, is viewed through a
power-centric lens, suggesting a recalibration of interests or recognition of strategic overstretch
rather than a commitment to humanitarian or developmental ideals.

Liberal Institutionalism

Liberal Institutionalism is championed by Robert Keohane, Joseph Nye, and John lkenberry.In
contrast to the realist paradigm, Liberal Institutionalism posits that international politics is not
doomed to an endless struggle for power but can be organized through cooperation,
interdependence, and institutional frameworks. Liberal institutionalists believe that international
organizations, regimes, and norms can mitigate anarchy and foster stable peace by promoting
transparency, accountability, and conflict resolution mechanisms (Keohane, & Nye, 2011).
Within this framework, NATO’s intervention in Afghanistan is interpreted as a multilateral effort
to restore state functionality, promote democratic governance, and uphold collective security.
The creation of the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), which brought together over
50 contributing nations, exemplifies liberal institutionalist principles of multilateralism, burden-
sharing, and normative alignment (Bellamy, 2009). These nations did not intervene solely to
serve individual national interests, but to achieve a shared goal of stabilizing Afghanistan and, by
extension, protecting global security. Liberal institutionalists emphasize the role NATO played
in state-building, such as training Afghan security forces, rebuilding infrastructure, supporting
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elections, and facilitating humanitarian relief. They argue that these efforts, albeit imperfect,
demonstrate a commitment to positive peace, where the roots of conflict — underdevelopment,
exclusion, and lawlessness — are addressed through cooperation and long-term engagement.
Moreover, liberal institutionalism highlights the legitimacy granted to NATO’s intervention by
UN Security Council Resolutions, which authorized the presence and mandate of ISAF. Such
legal and normative backing underscores the belief that international organizations can act as
instruments for peace and order when guided by shared principles and institutional frameworks.
Both theoretical perspectives offer valuable insights and are necessary for a holistic
understanding of NATO’s role in Afghanistan and its broader regional implications. Realism
explains the strategic undercurrents, the competition for influence, and the military calculus
behind NATO’s deployment and eventual withdrawal. Liberal Institutionalism, on the other hand,
sheds light on the normative ambitions, the multilateral cooperation, and the institution-building
goals that also characterized the mission.

NATO’s Military Engagement in Afghanistan

The International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), created in December 2001 under United
Nations Security Council Resolution 1386, initially operated within the confines of Kabul with
the core objective of stabilizing the Afghan capital and supporting the newly installed interim
government (Rashid, 2008). However, the mission evolved dramatically. By 2003, NATO had
assumed command of ISAF, and over time, its scope expanded to cover all of Afghanistan. This
expansion shifted ISAF’s function from a limited peacekeeping mandate to a comprehensive
counter-insurgency operation, tasked with suppressing Taliban resurgence, training Afghan
National Security Forces (ANSF), and facilitating reconstruction (Kilcullen, 2009). From a
realist perspective, this expansion underscored NATO's strategic imperative to ensure that
Afghanistan would not again become a sanctuary for transnational terrorist groups such as al-
Qaeda, which had orchestrated the 9/11 attacks. The intervention represented a projection of
power and a response to a direct security threat against member states. As the Taliban insurgency
regained momentum, NATO's military role became more intense, reflecting the alliance’s pursuit
of military dominance to secure geopolitical interests in Central Asia. NATO's robust
engagement in high-conflict provinces like Helmand and Kandahar illustrated an effort to deny
rival forces territorial control and to demonstrate strength to adversaries like Iran and Russia.
However, this phase of military escalation also revealed internal tensions within NATO. Member
states were divided on rules of engagement, burden-sharing, and strategic objectives (Jones,
2009). While the U.S. and U.K. took on combat-heavy roles, several European allies restricted
their forces to less volatile regions, indicating differing national interests and political constraints.
These divisions weakened operational coherence and exposed the limits of NATO’s unity in
protracted military interventions — a key realist concern regarding alliance politics and the
fragility of collective security when national interests diverge. Conversely, from a liberal
institutionalist viewpoint, NATO’s transition from combat to capacity-building efforts — such as
training Afghan military and police, supporting democratic elections, and facilitating civil
reconstruction — demonstrated an adaptive commitment to peacebuilding and state stabilization.
The deployment of Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs), composed of civilian and military
personnel, reflected an effort to integrate security and development goals within a multilateral
framework. Liberal institutionalists argue that these initiatives underscored NATO's normative
aspirations to uphold human rights, promote democratic governance, and foster long-term
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regional stability. Despite the normative ambition, the eventual withdrawal in 2021 exposed
critical failures in institutional sustainability, revealing the challenges of external state-building
in fragile societies. The collapse of the Afghan government and the rapid Taliban takeover
pointed to weak local ownership and dependence on foreign security guarantees, reinforcing both
realist and liberal concerns about the limits of externally imposed order.

Security Spillovers in the Middle East

The repercussions of NATO’s prolonged presence and abrupt withdrawal from Afghanistan
reverberated far beyond South Asia. The porous borders between Afghanistan and its western
and northern neighbors facilitated the movement of fighters, weapons, and ideologies, many of
which flowed into volatile theatres such as Iraq and Syria (Byman, 2019). These transnational
movements of jihadist elements contributed to the escalation of insurgencies in the Middle East,
complicating efforts by national governments and international coalitions to stabilize these
regions. From a realist perspective, these security spillovers represent a failure of deterrence and
control. The inability to pacify Afghanistan created ungoverned spaces, which were quickly
exploited by extremist networks like ISIS-K. These groups not only undermined regional
security but also posed strategic challenges to states like Irag, Jordan, and even Israel. The rise in
radicalization and recruitment across borders highlights how instability in one part of the
international system can weaken the security architecture elsewhere, especially in a region as
volatile as the Middle East (Sageman, 2008). Moreover, Afghanistan’s persistent insecurity
forced states to reorient their defense strategies, form new alliances, and expand intelligence-
sharing networks — all actions predicted by realist theories of balance-of-power politics. States
pursued militarized self-help mechanisms, focusing on domestic counterterrorism, border
militarization, and strategic pacts with external powers. From a liberal institutionalist lens, the
spillovers reflect gaps in cooperative regional security governance. The Middle East lacks robust
multilateral institutions capable of managing such cross-border threats. NATO's experience in
Afghanistan — particularly the limited transfer of its stabilization model to adjacent regions —
exposed the challenges of exporting institutional frameworks to contexts where local political
cultures, sectarian divides, and weak state capacities hinder integration and cooperation. The
failure to institutionalize long-term security cooperation in Afghanistan’s neighborhood
contributes to the enduring fragility of regional peace and underscores the need for stronger
transregional governance mechanisms.

Iran and Gulf States’ Strategic Calculus

The presence of NATO forces in Afghanistan significantly influenced the strategic outlook of
regional powers, especially Iran and the Gulf States. For Iran, NATO’s footprint along its eastern
border was perceived as a geopolitical encirclement orchestrated by Western powers. Tehran’s
response, in alignment with realist doctrines of asymmetric balancing, included supporting proxy
groups, engaging in covert operations, and enhancing its influence in bordering provinces such
as Herat (Takeyh, 2009). Iran also increased its intelligence and diplomatic activities in
Afghanistan, seeking to counterbalance what it viewed as Western encroachment into its
strategic domain. This behavior aligns closely with realist theories of power-balancing, wherein
states respond to perceived threats by increasing military capabilities, forming alliances, or using
indirect strategies to weaken opponents. Iran’s regional engagement through non-state actors in
Irag, Syria, Lebanon, and Yemen was part of this broader strategic calculus aimed at offsetting
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NATO and U.S. influence. Meanwhile, the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states, especially
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE), interpreted NATO’s engagement and
eventual withdrawal as a signal of Western unreliability. In response, they accelerated their
military modernization programs, acquired advanced weaponry, and deepened bilateral defense
ties with extra-regional powers, including the U.S., France, and even China (Gause, 2009). These
developments increased militarization and competitive security postures in the region,
contributing to an arms race that further destabilized an already volatile environment. From a
liberal institutionalist standpoint, these strategic recalibrations are indicative of failures in
collective security and confidence-building mechanisms. Instead of fostering regional
cooperation, NATO’s withdrawal created a vacuum of legitimacy and security, leading states to
pursue unilateral or bilateral defense arrangements. This undermined regional multilateralism
and highlighted the lack of inclusive institutions capable of facilitating dialogue, transparency,
and joint threat mitigation. The liberal critique thus centers on the erosion of trust in international
institutions and the missed opportunity to use NATO’s presence in Afghanistan as a foundation
for building a broader regional security framework that included both Western and Middle
Eastern actors. The exclusion of local powers like Iran and regional organizations from NATO’s
strategic calculus arguably limited the alliance’s ability to produce enduring peace dividends.
NATO’s engagement in Afghanistan illustrates the tension between realist power politics and
liberal aspirations for cooperative security. Its military operations, internal divisions, and
eventual exit had profound consequences not only for Afghanistan but also for the broader
Middle East. Realism explains the strategic motivations, power rivalries, and military imbalances,
while liberal institutionalism reveals the normative goals, institutional challenges, and fragile
cooperation mechanisms. Together, these paradigms provide a framework for understanding
NATO's legacy and its implications for peace and security across interconnected regions.

The U.S. Role Within NATO and Its Broader Middle East Policy

Within the architecture of NATO, the United States has consistently held a preeminent position,
not only due to its superior military capabilities but also because of its strategic vision and global
security reach. From a realist standpoint, this dominance is predictable and rational. States, as
realism posits, pursue power and security in an anarchic international system where alliances are
tools for advancing national interest rather than ends in themselves. The U.S. has historically
shaped NATO’s trajectory to reflect its strategic priorities—demonstrated vividly in its dual
engagement in Iraq and Afghanistan (Woodward, 2010). Although NATO’s formal mandate was
centered on Afghanistan, the broader political and military bandwidth of the alliance was
significantly consumed by both conflicts, which diluted NATO's capacity to sustain collective
coherence. The realists argue that such prioritization is aligned with the self-help doctrine: the
U.S. expected NATO to act in ways that reinforced its geostrategic goals in the Middle East,
including counterterrorism, securing energy interests, and managing state failure. This
instrumental use of NATO also reveals the asymmetry of influence within the alliance. While
NATO was originally conceived as a collective defense pact, in practice, its operations in the
Middle East—particularly in Afghanistan—were largely dictated by U.S. imperatives. The
liberal institutionalist view, however, presents a contrasting narrative. It emphasizes that
institutions like NATO serve to embed state behavior within norms, rules, and cooperative
frameworks. From this angle, the U.S.-NATO collaboration in the Middle East symbolized a
commitment to multilateralism, consensus-building, and shared security burdens. Nevertheless,
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the abrupt and largely unilateral U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan in 2021 severely challenged
these liberal ideals (Ignatius, 2006). The lack of thorough consultation with NATO partners
before the exit not only weakened the alliance’s solidarity but also led to considerable
uncertainty among Middle Eastern states—particularly those that had depended on NATO’s
stabilizing presence and Western security assurances. This shift signaled a recalibration of U.S.
strategic priorities—from Middle Eastern entanglements toward great power competition,
particularly vis-a-vis China and Russia. For liberal institutionalists, such abrupt disengagement
eroded the trust that binds multilateral institutions, highlighting the limits of institutional
interdependence when major powers default to unilateralism.

Humanitarian and Socioeconomic Repercussions

The Afghanistan conflict’s humanitarian fallout was severe and protracted. Millions of Afghans
were displaced over two decades of war, generating one of the largest refugee crises in
contemporary history (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2022). Neighboring
states like Iran, Pakistan, and Turkey bore the brunt of this displacement, accommodating large
refugee populations amid their own domestic economic challenges. These inflows reshaped
urban demographics, placed strain on housing, health, and education systems, and at times
exacerbated ethnic and sectarian tensions within host countries (Zolberg, Suhrke, & Aguayo,
1989). Through the lens of realism, such humanitarian issues are peripheral to the primary
concern of state survival and strategic gains. Realists focus on military strength, balance of
power, and geopolitical advantage, not humanitarian outcomes. The humanitarian crisis, while
tragic, was largely sidelined in favor of short-term tactical objectives—such as counterterrorism
operations and state security—by NATO forces, particularly the U.S. Moreover, the flourishing
of Afghanistan’s opium trade under NATO’s presence further complicated regional dynamics.
The illicit drug economy not only sustained the Taliban and other insurgent groups but also
extended its tentacles into broader regional conflict zones, financing violent non-state actors and
criminal enterprises in the Middle East (Mansfield, 2016). For realists, this is a case of strategic
blowback—where insufficient control over war economies and governance structures
undermines long-term regional security. Liberal institutionalism, however, places strong
emphasis on the intersection of development, governance, and peace. The failure to integrate
effective humanitarian and economic reconstruction strategies into NATO’s military operations
is seen as a structural flaw. Despite rhetorical commitments to democracy promotion and state-
building, NATO’s engagement lacked the necessary coordination with development agencies
and local institutions. Liberal theorists argue that peace is sustainable only when multilateral
institutions commit to long-term investment in socioeconomic infrastructures. The absence of
such integration in Afghanistan allowed systemic vulnerabilities to persist, fueling cycles of
poverty, displacement, and radicalization.

Impact on Multilateralism and Regional Diplomacy

NATO’s experience in Afghanistan has cast a long shadow over the efficacy of multilateralism
in security affairs. The alliance’s uneven performance—characterized by inconsistent troop
contributions, lack of unified command, and varied national caveats—undermined its credibility
as a mechanism for coordinated global conflict resolution (Paris, 2004). From a realist
perspective, this outcome was expected. Realism holds that multilateral alliances are only
effective when aligned with the national interests of their constituent states. Once strategic
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divergence sets in—as it did when different NATO countries began pursuing distinct timelines
and priorities in Afghanistan—the alliance weakens. The perceived failure of NATO has led to
the re-nationalization of security strategies in the Middle East. Regional powers such as Iran,
Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and Israel have increasingly turned to bilateral and regional pacts rather
than relying on large multinational coalitions (Weiss, 2009). This geopolitical fragmentation
complicates the fight against transnational threats like terrorism, organized crime, and
insurgency. Realism sees this as a return to the natural state of international relations—where
survival and influence depend on self-reliance and balance-of-power politics, not on trust in
international institutions. Liberal institutionalism, on the other hand, views this fragmentation as
deeply problematic. The erosion of institutional legitimacy diminishes global governance
capacity and creates vacuums in international coordination. NATO’s failure in Afghanistan is
interpreted not as a reason to abandon multilateralism, but as a lesson in the importance of
reforming institutions to be more inclusive, accountable, and better integrated across military and
civil dimensions. The declining preference for NATO-style coalitions risks global security
deterioration, as ad hoc and often incoherent alliances cannot effectively counter complex
transnational threats (Bensahel, 2006). Moreover, liberal scholars emphasize that NATO’s
limitations were not inevitable but were the result of insufficient political will, coordination, and
long-term commitment among its members. The future of multilateralism, therefore, lies in
strengthening these institutions rather than retreating from them. The NATO experience in
Afghanistan, heavily shaped by U.S. strategic decisions, provides a vivid case study for the
application of both realism and liberal institutionalism. Realists explain the alliance’s trajectory
as one dominated by power asymmetries, national interests, and strategic recalculations, where
humanitarian and institutional considerations are secondary. Liberal institutionalists, however,
underscore the fragility of multilateral commitments when they are not backed by inclusive
governance, development-oriented policies, and mutual trust. The repercussions of NATO’s
involvement—from strained military capacity to humanitarian disasters, and from fractured
diplomacy to institutional skepticism—reveal the deep tensions between these theoretical
paradigms. Addressing future global security challenges will require reconciling realist
pragmatism with liberal commitments to cooperative order—a balance NATO and its partners
must navigate carefully in a rapidly evolving international system.

Conclusion

NATO's mission in Afghanistan stands as a complex chapter in the history of international
intervention and multilateral security cooperation. While the initial phases of the mission
achieved significant tactical objectives—maost notably the dismantling of al-Qaeda’s operational
infrastructure and the training of thousands of Afghan National Security Forces—its strategic
trajectory was ultimately undermined by a lack of coherence, uneven burden-sharing among
member states, and the absence of a unified long-term political vision. The consequences of
these shortcomings extended well beyond the borders of Afghanistan. The hasty withdrawal in
2021, carried out with limited regional coordination, precipitated not only the swift collapse of
the Afghan government but also rippled across the Middle East. The ideological vacuum left in
the wake of NATO’s departure became fertile ground for renewed radicalization, emboldening
extremist groups and casting doubt on the efficacy of Western-led stabilization efforts. These
developments have contributed to the proliferation of extremist narratives in fragile neighboring
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states, further complicating regional security. Moreover, the humanitarian toll—especially the
refugee crisis triggered by protracted violence and political uncertainty—imposed considerable
strain on Afghanistan’s neighbors, including Iran, Pakistan, and Turkey. These states, already
grappling with domestic economic and political pressures, were compelled to accommodate
millions of displaced persons, often with limited international support. The resulting
demographic shifts and social tensions reshaped urban centers, intensified political volatility, and
introduced new challenges for governance and social cohesion. The mission's failure to integrate
military operations with sustainable governance and development objectives also sent troubling
signals to regional actors. The perceived inconsistency and eventual disengagement of Western
powers eroded trust in multilateral institutions and security guarantees. Consequently, many
Middle Eastern states have turned inward or sought alternative alliances, leading to the
realignment of regional power blocs and a growing preference for bilateral or regionally-driven
security arrangements.

In sum, while NATO’s presence in Afghanistan demonstrated the potential of multinational
cooperation in confronting shared threats, its ultimate withdrawal underscored the perils of
strategic ambiguity and fragmented commitment. The mission’s legacy is thus twofold: a
testament to the possibilities of collective action and a cautionary tale about its limitations.
Moving forward, any similar intervention must be rooted in clear, long-term strategic planning
that balances military objectives with political, developmental, and humanitarian imperatives—if
it is to foster not only temporary security gains but enduring regional stability.

Recommendations

1. Recalibrate Strategic Objectives: NATO should clearly define the scope and duration of
future missions to avoid mission creep and alliance fatigue.

2. Strengthen Civil-Military Coordination: Civilian institutions must be empowered
alongside military campaigns to ensure sustainable peace.

3. Regional Partnership Approach: NATO must work more closely with Middle Eastern
regional organizations like the Arab League and GCC to foster local ownership of
security initiatives.

4. Post-Conflict Reconstruction Focus: Greater emphasis should be placed on post-conflict
economic rehabilitation to prevent recurrence of extremism.
5. Transparent Exit Strategies: Future interventions must include clear and agreed-upon

withdrawal frameworks to prevent power vacuums.
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