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Afghanistan has always been the centre of attention of global powers throughout 

history due to its strategic location and the presence of substantial natural 

resources. While the hegemony of the U.K. has a strategic and geopolitical 

dimension, the hegemony of Russia and the U.S. has a strategic dimension, and it 

is claimed that one of the reasons for the occupation of Afghanistan by these two 

superpowers is its underground riches. The struggle of the great powers to seize 

and dominate the world’s natural resources, scarce earth resources, has continued 

extensively from the second half of the 20th century to the present day. Afghanistan 

has been one of the countries significantly affected by this power struggle. 

Therefore, in this study, by using the concept of “Great Power Politics”, the scope, 

breadth and seriousness of the struggle between great powers and rising regional 

powers over Afghanistan’s natural resources have been analysed. In this context, 

Afghanistan’s rich underground resources and most of the critical contracts signed 

with foreign and domestic-foreign companies regarding Afghanistan’s natural 

resources after 2001 were analysed. 

 

Introduction 

After three decades of a devastating war that destroyed all of Afghanistan’s infrastructure facilities, 
including the Geological Survey Laboratory, new studies were initiated in 2004 in cooperation with 
the United States Geological Survey (USGS). In 2006, NASA and the U.S. Geological Survey 
conducted aerial geophysical surveys of Afghanistan’s natural resources and estimated the initial 
value of Afghanistan’s minerals to be more than $3 trillion. In addition, 24 mining areas were 
identified by analysing the studies conducted by the United States Geological Survey (USGS), the 
British Geological Survey (BGS), the economic reconnaissance group affiliated with the U.S. 
Department of Defence and the previous studies conducted by the Soviet Union. Lithium deposits 
are in Naver, Ghazni, Nimroz, and Farah. Gold and copper deposits in Zarkshan Ghazni, Aynak Logar 
copper deposits, Shida copper deposits in Herat, copper deposits in Balkhab district of Saripul, Haji 
Gak iron mine in Bamyan province, gold deposits in Badakhshan and Takhar, Jalyst deposits in 
Kunduz, oil and gas deposits in the north of Afghanistan, gemstone deposits in Panjshir and 
Badakhshan, lithium, niobium, barium and other elements in Nangarhar and other provinces. Talc 
and mechanite deposits were found in Kabul, Jalalabad and Wardak (Orris and Bliss, 2002; Ministry 
of Mines, 2008). 

Until the end of the civil wars and the establishment of the new government of the “Islamic Republic 
of Afghanistan” in 2001, precious stones, talc, gold, coal, etc were not found. Until the end of the civil 
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wars and the establishment of the new government of the “Islamic Republic of Afghanistan” in 2001, 
precious stones, talc, gold, coal, etc., were continuously mined and sold illegally by terrorist 
organisations, smugglers, strongmen, village elders and other irresponsible individuals. With the 
formation of the new government in 2001, the government of Afghanistan organised and compiled 
Afghanistan’s national development strategy to prevent illegal mining and smuggling. In this 
strategy, the government of Afghanistan stated that the rapid growth and development of the 
national economy depends on extracting Afghanistan’s natural resources and minerals. Therefore, 
the government of Afghanistan emphasised that the Ministry of Mines and Petroleum has changed 
its role from a producer to a policy maker to develop and attract private investment (Ministry of 
Mines, 2008). 

This study aims to analyse the value of Afghanistan’s natural resources, the role of these natural 
resources in the intervention of the great powers in Afghanistan and finally, the struggle of the great 
powers to obtain influence over these vast and enormous resources. Afghanistan’s underground 
riches, natural resources, and geopolitical position have attracted the attention of great power 
politics and global hegemons in the last 100 years. 

In the 21st century, the struggle between the great powers is more focused on natural resources such 
as oil and coal, rare metals and rare earth elements. In fact, economic and technological power has 
overtaken military power and constitutes the basic need of the technological age. It can be said that 
dominating natural resources means dominating global politics and hegemony. The emergence of 
China as one of the most considerable economic and military powers has further clarified this issue. 
Europe’s continuous colonisation of Africa, the struggle of great powers to establish hegemony in 
countries such as Libya, Syria, Yemen, Iraq, etc., the institutionalisation of soft power strategy in 
Central Asian countries, and the constant struggle of great powers such as Russia, America, the 
European Union and China to capture Afghanistan’s natural resources represent the value and role 
of natural resources in great power politics. Therefore, this study analyses Afghanistan’s mineral and 
natural resources after 2001 by foreign, foreign-domestic companies and countries. By analysing the 
contracts, the policies of the great powers and the struggle between the great powers in Afghanistan 
are investigated 

Methodology  

This research aims to investigate the great power politics on Afghanistan’s natural resources. To 
achieve the study’s primary aim, qualitative research by content analysis of the data is conducted: 
news agencies, documents, official statements, journals, news media, official websites, articles and 
books. 

Since the subject of the study is “Great Power Politics on Afghanistan’s Natural Resources”, it is 
necessary to investigate and analyse the tenders, contracts and agreements of the mines in 
Afghanistan after 2001. From this point of view, to examine the policy of the great powers on this 
issue, it has been tried to investigate and analyse a large number of tenders and significant contracts 
that can explain and clarify the policy of the great powers regarding Afghanistan’s natural resources 
and to collect reliable data. In this context, it is tried to analyse many tenders and contracts related 
to mines in Afghanistan after 2001 by addressing all details, issues and cases. In addition, a table of 
tenders, countries, companies, mines and the date of signing the contract has been drawn to present 
the collected data in a more specific and concise manner. Carrying out this research tries to fill the 
gaps in this field as much as possible. 
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Literature Review 

Afghanistan’s natural resources have been one of the most important reasons for the great power 
struggle in Afghanistan. The struggle between Britain and the Soviet Union, which started in the 18th 
century and peaked in the 19th century (Daultrey, 2016), continued in the 20th century with 
changing actors. The United States replaced the United Kingdom, but Russia maintained its position 
in this struggle. In the 21st century, the actors of the struggle changed again, and China filled the 
space created by the declining Russian influence (Farhadi and Bekdaş, 2021). It seems that the 
course of international politics and the field of power politics no longer have the colour and character 
of the 18th, 19th and 20th centuries. Undoubtedly, in the 21st century, regional actors and rising 
powers are among the key actors and influencers in international politics and power politics. They 
are both active and passive actors in great power politics (Stuenkel, 2020; Dag and Tufekci, 2022). 
Since Afghanistan is one of the most central and attractive countries of the Middle Ages, it has been 
the focal point of great power politics and the struggle between global powers and rising powers to 
establish global and regional hegemony and dominate natural resources and strategic areas by 
getting the work on natural resources in Afghanistan either with state or private companies. In the 
last 40 years, and especially in the previous 24 years, it has attracted the attention of great powers 
such as China, America, the European Union and Russia, as well as rising powers such as India, 
Turkey and Iran (Hussain et al. 2023; Foster, 2008; Güdül and Raof, 2021). 

The issue of “Great Power Politics over Afghanistan’s Natural Resources” is one of the hottest and 
most prominent issues of the last 40 years and can be seen as the issue that has always attracted the 
attention of the politics of the world’s great powers. However, a few articles and studies treat the 
theory of great power politics as a direct variable and Afghanistan as a dependent variable or vice 
versa. 

To start with the most recent one, Raziq Hussain et al. (2023) analyse the concept of the “new great 
game” in terms of Afghanistan and aim to understand the actions and objectives of global and 
regional powers in Afghanistan. Hussain et al. argue that Afghanistan is the centre of the new great 
game in this work. The main thesis of the research by John Foster (2008) is based on the argument 
that Afghanistan is of great importance to Canada because of its strategic importance as an energy 
bridge between Central Asia and South Asia, as well as in the geopolitical competition for control of 
oil and gas in Central Asia. 

On the other hand, the main thesis of the article by Alia Tasleem et al. (2021) is based on the political-
strategic position of Afghanistan, a critical geography for global players, which has always influenced 
Pakistan. Ahmed K. Khan (2011) analysed the importance of Afghanistan in the geopolitical 
framework and made sense of Afghanistan’s role in the international system. To do so, he tried to 
centralise the intervention of the two great powers (the Soviet Union and the United States). Serpil 
Güdül and Farida Labib Raof (2021) have seen Afghanistan as a corridor in Central Asia, the centre 
of attention of great powers in the 19th, 20th and 21st centuries and the key to the new great game. 

However, almost none of the studies have specifically addressed the issue of great power politics over 
Afghanistan’s natural resources, with data to be obtained from Afghanistan’s mining tenders and 
contracts. All of the studies on this subject are entirely different from the subject of this research, 
both in terms of subject matter and content. Among the recent publications, only three articles stand 
out, which are somewhat close to the topic of this study but quite different in terms of content, data 
collection and analysis.  

Firstly, Kenan Aslanlı (2023) bases the main argument of his study on the connection between the 
danger of the “curse of natural resources” and the geopolitical power struggle. Moreover, this article 
tries to analyse the regional geopolitical power struggle for natural resources, including rare earth 
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elements and Afghanistan’s oil and gas, in interaction with the country’s internal factors (political 
and institutional). Secondly, the study’s central thesis by Adib Farhadi and Ayman Bekdash (2021) 
is based on Afghanistan’s lithium, which is America’s strategic focal point. This study emphasises 
that the U.S. needs Afghanistan’s lithium to compete with China, which controls most of the world’s 
rare earth elements, including lithium. And lastly, the main argument of the study by Sally Daultrey 
(2016) is the competition between China, America and India to obtain Afghanistan’s rare earth 
element resources. While this study touches on the history of Afghanistan’s mines, more effort has 
been made to analyse the importance of Afghanistan’s geopolitical position. In general, it can be said 
that this article tries to analyse the foreign policies of actors such as China, America and India by 
considering their interests and thoughts in Afghanistan. 

One of the common points of these three works with the research is that they take the struggle 
between the great powers over the natural resources in Afghanistan at the core of their research. 
However, in academic terms, the data and reasons that can prove the thesis of the great powers’ 
rivalry in Afghanistan may be considered insufficient. It must be said that none of these studies has 
specified the name of the mine, the tender conditions, the time, date and place of the tender, the 
terms and conditions of the contract, which mine, which company and their countries, on which date, 
between which parties and under which conditions the contract was signed. 

The post-2001 case study of great power politics through tenders and contracts regarding 
Afghanistan’s natural resources requires a more detailed analysis. Since no research or study 
examines this issue precisely and in detail, it aims to fill this literature gap. The limited number of 
articles written on this subject and their inadequacy in terms of content and data convinced us that 
this research should be carried out to eliminate the deficiencies in this subject.   

1. Theoretical Framework: Great Power Politics 

Historically, the politics of great powers has always been associated with the issue of power transition 
and devolution. This change in international politics has always been intertwined with the concept 
of power transfer (Chegnizadeh, 2007). The graph of great powers has constantly fluctuated 
throughout international politics, but economic and technological changes have always influenced 
these fluctuations and changes. From the advent of the largest merchant ships after 1500 and the 
subsequent invention of the steam engine to the present day (the age of technology, communication 
and information), it represents the interdependence of military and economic power. (Kennedy, 
2001). The point that brings us to the hidden truths in the causes of change and power transfer in 
the international system is the examination of the power pyramid and the factors that effectively 
create stability and crisis in this pyramid (Chegnizadeh, 2007). Historically, the main factor causing 
crises in the international system has been the increasing military and economic capabilities of rising 
powers (Larson, 2015) and the decline and weakening of the power of the global hegemon (Demir, 
2021). Undoubtedly, participation, the degree of material power and the degree of relations between 
the great powers and political-economic dependencies play a decisive and vital role in understanding 
the evolution, transformation and development of relations in the international system 
(Chegnizadeh, 2007). 

As Paul Kennedy points out in his book “The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers”, the great powers, 
which usually have relative or absolute hegemony in international relations, will never remain as 
fixed and unchanging hegemons. One of the main reasons for this change is the uneven growth rate 
among societies, the imbalance in social development among societies, and the structural and 
technological developments that make one society superior and stronger than the other (Kennedy, 
2001: 14). 
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Considering the dynamics of the last two decades, it can be argued that the world order is changing, 
and rising powers are challenging the traditional boundaries created by the global hegemonic power 
between the centre and the periphery, reorganising and recreating international alliances and 
coalitions (Mohammadi and Aram, 2023). According to Ikenberry, all these processes lead the 
international system towards a redesigned new global order (Ikenberry, 2018: 7-23). The 21st 
century can be viewed as an era of transition in which the foundations of the world order based on 
Western values are shaken (Şimşek, 2019: 29-40). To prove this theory of trends and processes, the 
multiplicity and diversity of powers in the new world order, the redistribution of international power 
and wealth, the emergence of new institutions parallel to Western institutions, the challenge to 
American hegemony in the international system, the crisis in the values of the liberal international 
order (Mohammadi and Aram, 2023: 372-373; Asia-Pacific Centre for Security Studies, 2024), and 
the importance of Asia-Pacific in the global governance structure (Şimşek, 2019: 29-40). 

First, states with great power potential increase their domestic production capacities, anchor in 
major international markets to obtain significant financial resources and increase the national 
growth rate. In the second step, they spend a large part of their financial resources on weapons, 
equipment and subsidiary industries for their land, naval and air forces (Ikenberry, 2018: 14). This 
scenario shows that great economic power is needed to create, strengthen and protect a great military 
power, while a strong and great military power is required to preserve a great economic power 
(Rosato, 2011: 49; Larson, 2015: 328). From this point of view, it is clear that military and economic 
power are two sides of the same coin and are complementary to each other, and it is thought that one 
is incomplete without the other. Great powers, by virtue of possessing great military and economic 
power, seek to use it to influence the interests of weak governments and other actors (Chegnizadeh, 
2007: 11). 

In fact, the international system is considered a hierarchical system reflecting the interests of the 
great powers (Levy, 1983). Since the system based on the interdependence of power and security is 
created by the great powers (Levy, 1983), they (the great powers) create and determine institutions, 
structures and norms, determine what is possible and what is impossible in international politics, 
set and change the rules of the game (Chegnizadeh, 2007: 10). In general, great powers play an 
essential role in maintaining and managing the order of the international system (Levy, 1983). This 
action shows the anarchic and hierarchical nature of the international system. The great powers seek 
to consolidate and enhance their global hegemony. At the same time, second and third-class states 
have as much influence on the international system as they can influence the behaviour and policies 
of the great powers (Chegnizadeh, 2007: 11; Kim, 1992). 

Neo-realists believe that the politics of great powers, their behaviour, actions and reactions, the 
reduction and enhancement of their military and economic capabilities, and their exit from or 
participation in the international system are the keys to understanding global politics (Chegnizadeh, 
2007). This implies that the ultimate determinants and decision-makers in the international system 
are the great powers (Wendt, 1992; Chegnizadeh, 2007). As Chegnizadeh puts it: “The international 
system means the system of great powers” (2007: 11). 

Suppose a definition of great powers and great power politics is made by considering the above 
characteristics. In that case, firstly, the classics say that a great power is a power that can fight against 
the unity of more than one country, has the potential to maintain its capability and superiority over 
other great powers, can wage major wars and emerge victorious from these wars (Chegnizadeh, 
2007). Bear F. Braumoeller argues that great powers are states whose resources and capabilities are 
more significant than their neighbours (Braumoeller, 2008: 77). Rothstein believes that a great 
power can secure itself and control its destiny’s security. He adds that while small powers need 
alliances and the help of other countries to ensure their own security, they usually cannot directly 
control their own destiny (Wright, 2004; Chegnizadeh, 2007: 12). Hoffman believes that great power 
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can ensure its security without affecting its independence, while small powers are often forced to 
choose between security or independence (Chegnizadeh, 200: 12). According to Michael Howard, 
great powers can control issues and activities beyond their borders (Levy, 1983). The conclusion that 
can be drawn from these definitions is that great powers play a fundamental and critical role in the 
security of the international system, have different military power than other powers/countries, and 
have different interests, behaviours and policies than others. 

Therefore, great powers have transnational actions, see their interests beyond their borders and have 
a global perspective on their interests (Chegnizadeh, 2007). In addition, economic development, 
level of technology, education and military resources are among the factors that determine whether 
a country has the necessary prerequisites for a great power position and which countries can become 
great powers (Ross, 1999: 81). Great powers plan laws, institutions, norms and principles, structures, 
and systems in a way to ensure their own interests (Chegnizadeh, 2007: 13-15). 

According to Mearsheimer, the great powers pursue two types of strategies to achieve these goals: 1- 
increasing power, which includes war, baiting, blackmail, attrition and provocation. 2- the strategy 
of containing the aggressor involves silencing, balancing, delegating responsibility and monitoring 
(Pourahmadi Mibedi and Khushkar, 2018: 59; Mearsheimer, 2001). For example, Russia’s efforts to 
establish regional hegemony in Central Eurasia, protect and control strategic areas, and weaken and 
block the influence of Western factors in the region (Sani Abadi et al. 2018: 60). 

According to Deborah Welch Larson, behaviours indicative of rising power are competing through 
economic development in countries allied with the ruling power, efforts to build regional security 
and financial institutions (because great powers must first of all assure their neighbouring countries 
of preventing mutual dangers, as well as the establishment of order and institutions based on the 
interests of all parties), and military modernisation to confront the international dominant power 
(Larson, 2015: 332). Moreover, rising great powers usually pursue three strategies to expand their 
geopolitical identity: convergence, stabilisation and partnership strategy.  

In the form of convergence strategy, great powers try to bring together neighbouring countries and 
countries with a common geo-economic or geo-cultural identity under the umbrella of a union or 
organisation. Thus, with this strategy, they implement deterrence diplomacy while simultaneously 
creating a single regional diplomacy (Sediq and Sharqi, 2016: 122). 

In the form of a stabilisation strategy, great powers try to prevent crises and instability from 
spreading to the organisation and the union. To implement this policy, great powers try to ensure 
stability and security around their borders by providing financial and development aid to 
neighbouring countries (Sediq and Sharqi, 2016: 122-123). In the theory of great power politics, 
powers establish political relations and alliances with neighbouring countries to prevent threats and 
rival activities (Larson, 2015: 337). 

In the form of engagement strategy, great powers seek to actively participate in global and 
international affairs, playing more of an official, judge and active leader role. Issues such as 
terrorism, the environment, regional wars, human rights, the fight against poverty and crises are 
among the issues that pave the way for the great powers’ political participation strategy (Sediq and 
Sharqi, 2016: 122-123). Great powers seek to expand and increase their political power through 
economic development (Ross, 1999) and the expansion of trade borders (Larson, 2015). More 
precisely, it can be argued that economic development is a potential incentive for the emergence of 
great powers (Ross, 1999). Rising great powers seek influence in neighbouring countries as allies or 
subordinates to secure their borders and fend off potential threats. Finally, to present themselves as 
a great and influential power in the world and the international arena, they seek to criticise and reject 
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the decisions and activities of the world’s dominant power and challenge international laws, norms 
and institutions that defend the interests of the Power (Larson, 2015). 

Shaun Breslin believes that the critical determinants of the global role and influence of emerging 
great powers are three essential considerations. The first is the need for resources and the availability 
of the necessary facilities to sustain domestic growth—the second is the sale of arms and the transfer 
of technology to others. And thirdly, prudence (Breslin, 2010: 7). In this context, Shaun Breslin cites 
the rise of China as an example; firstly, China’s strengthening of its extensive relations with countries 
with raw materials, industrial and food resources, including Iran, which supplies 10 per cent of 
China’s oil needs and has strained relations with the West (Breslin, 2010). Meanwhile, the 
importance and scope of China’s global economy can be counted among the points distinguishing 
China’s position as a major global power (Deng and G. Moore, 2004). As for the second point, Shaun 
Breslin mentions that China has been accused of exporting military technology to Syria, Iraq, Iran, 
Pakistan, Libya and North Korea and has also been accused of involvement in armed conflicts in 
Nepal, Sudan, Burma, Rwanda, Tanzania, Uganda, Liberia and Burundi through arms sales. Shaun 
Breslin emphasises that China, as a rising power, is indirectly making it more difficult for the liberal 
West to pursue its global goals and policies (Breslin, 2010: 7-8). On the third point, Shaun Breslin 
reminds us that China should be cautious in global economic equations and activities. He states that 
many developing countries are concerned about China’s growth because cheap imports of Chinese 
products and the influx of Chinese businessmen into global markets have created severe problems 
for domestic producers in Latin America and Africa (Breslin, 2010: 7-8). 

As a rising great power, China’s global policies and measures to establish regional and extra-regional 
organisations, norms, and structures can be seen as aimed at creating an alternative to structures 
and institutions that defend the interests of powers such as the West and the U.S. (Breslin, 2010; 
Hasnat and Awan, 2016). Shaun Breslin refers to China’s position in global equations as a 
“responsible and dissatisfied great power” (Breslin, 2010). The Shanghai Cooperation Organisation 
(SCO) was established in June 2001 to promote mutual investment and trust among China, Russia, 
Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan (Deng and G. Moore, 2004: 126). The Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization (SCO) (The Shanghai Cooperation Organization, 2024) has gradually 
evolved into a more institutionalised form of cooperation on a range of issues from counter-terrorism 
to trade (Deng and G. Moore, 2004: 126; Hasnat and Awan, 2016). At the same time, China’s 
confidence building in Central Asia, South Asia and Africa, its avoidance of political rhetoric, China’s 
investments in Europe, Australia, North America, Asian countries and Africa have made China a 
potential primary source of much-needed investment and a possible substitute for reducing the 
consumption of Western goods and stabilising the global economy (Breslin, 2010: 3). Chinese 
leaders now present the SCO as a model of regional cooperation that enhances collective security for 
the participants and does not threaten any outside party (Deng and G. Moore, 2004). All this may 
represent China’s global policies and China’s struggle as a global great power with the structures it 
has built. 

The E.U., NAFTA, APEC, ASEAN, etc., are regional organisations led by states along economic and 
political lines for a particular set of political and economic interests and as a project designed for a 
specific regional space (Held and Mcgrew, 2014; Dağ and Tüfekçi, 2022). Although the regional 
organisations that have emerged in recent years have been founded on economic interests and 
movements, it seems inevitable that there will be unity on political and deeper issues such as the E.U. 
In a globalised world, great power policy requires strengthening relations with developing countries, 
superior economic markets and rising powers (Deng and G. Moore, 2004). In fact, China is seeking 
to strengthen its great power policy through soft diplomacy (Larson, 2015). The development of 
China’s relations with France, Germany, the European Union and Russia demonstrates this (Deng 
and G. Moore, 2004: 126). 



Great Power Politics over the Natural Resources in Afghanistan 

 

the rest | volume 14 | number 2 | 2024 

 

 

140 

To prevent the emergence of another potential power on the stage of global competition, the great 
powers that hold global hegemony try to strengthen their positions in the regions near the emerging 
potential power. In this context, the policies of the United States and the European Union in Georgia, 
Ukraine, Afghanistan and Central Asia are examples (Spanger, 2021). On the other hand, the U.N. 
(United Nations), IMF (International Monetary Fund), WTO (World Trade Organisation), GATT 
(General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade), global NGOs, A.F. (Amnesty International), World Bank, 
Oxfam, News Media, Doctors Without Borders, etc. (Hardt and Negri, 2001; Dağ and Tüfekçi, 2022). 
are among the tools that pave the way for intervention in countries that provide the interests of the 
global hegemonic power and pursue the economic and strategic interests of the hegemonic power 
(Kloby, 2005; Hardt and Negri, 2001). This is because it is not military power but moral instruments 
that make the ground favourable for the hegemonic power to intervene in distant and nearby 
geographies and pursue its interests. In fact, moral instruments are a potential auxiliary power for 
global hegemonic power and prepare the ground for the legitimate use of military power. Ethical 
intervention will pave the way for military intervention, and thus, there will be no need to seek 
permission and approval from the international organisation for military intervention (Hardt and 
Negri, 2001). 

On the other hand, according to Yong Deng and Thomas J. Moore, the rising great powers are not 
trying to usurp the position of the leading great power, the United States of America, but they are 
pursuing strategic economic and political interests in international relations (Deng and Moore, 
2004). According to him, rising powers are less concerned with the hegemon’s power and more about 
how to use it. For example, from the joint declaration signed in 2003 between France and China that 
China is committed to promoting “multilateralism” and the words of Chinese Vice Foreign Minister 
Wang Yi: “China does not seek a confrontational struggle with great powers, but harmonious 
coexistence with all powers, including developing countries” (Deng and Moore, 2004: 122). This 
means that the global scene of great power politics has changed, and the game of great powers no 
longer has a classical colour and has shifted to modern, soft, strategic and economic directions (Deng 
and Moore, 2004). 

Countries, including the Central Asian countries, considered the battlegrounds of the great powers, 
enable the entry of great powers due to the need for economic development, trade, transport and 
export. The great powers in this geography are pursuing a new great game that started in Central 
Asia in 1991 (Iqbal and Afridi, 2017: 235). Intervention is one of the prominent strategies of the great 
powers’ policies to reveal and declare their global hegemony (Kloby, 2005: 311). Political, security 
and economic dynamics are among the variables that influence great powers to intervene in regional 
equations (Mohammadi and Aram, 2023: 68). These dynamics bring many opportunities and threats 
in areas such as energy, world trade, arms sales, international terrorism and diplomacy (Rye Olsen, 
2015). Great powers pursue a policy of colonising or controlling other countries to assert their global 
hegemony by intervening in third-world countries and weak powers (Kloby, 2005: 311). The 
interventions of great powers have military-political, diplomatic, and offensive forms (Spanger, 
2021). In addition, supporting a specific political group against the authority, providing material 
support to a group, organisation or a particular party, intervention in the form of armed and military 
aid in support of a group or a specific party, and finally, direct military intervention and occupation 
are among the interventions mentioned above (Kloby, 2005: 311). 

On the other hand, some political science theorists (Kupchan, 2019) believe that the established 
Western order has a significant capacity for the integration and participation of great powers, which 
is why they see China as one of the major emerging powers that effectively and actively pursues its 
goals within the Western and American established order (Kupchan, 2019: 8). Liberals also believe 
that global interdependence is a deterrent against conflicts in the foreign policy of great powers. This 
is because they believe that conflict and war will bring enormous human and financial damage to 
both sides of the war (Larson, 2015: 325). China’s extensive activities and investments in African 
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countries, Afghanistan, Pakistan, several European countries, Latin America, Central Asia, countries 
and countries allied with the West and the United States (Rye Olsen, 2015), primarily through large 
corporations such as CNPC and MCC (MCC, 2024; CNPC, 2024), show that China as a major global 
power is well integrated into the order created by the West (Rye Olsen, 2015). Constructivists also 
see China interacting with other powers and believe it is on its way to accepting international norms 
through participation in international organisations (Larson, 2015: 325). Charles A. Kopchan’s 
remarks suggest that the great powers no longer seek military confrontation as in 1914, 1939 and 
1947. Instead of tensions and conflicts, great powers prefer ways that benefit both or more than one 
party (Kupchan, 2019: 4). Even though countries’ interests are different. The interests of one great 
power are not the same for another great power. Great powers have many common interests that 
should be carefully evaluated in the process of globalisation (Deng and Moore, 2004). In this case, 
he cites the presence of the United States in Japan, South Korea and Guam as an example; he believes 
that the presence of the United States in these countries is better for China because in the absence of 
the United States in these countries, Japan and South Korea may pursue nuclear weapons 
enrichment, which is the biggest threat to China (Kupchan, 2019: 4). In this way, the U.S. has 
somehow helped prevent a nuclear arms race around China (Kupchan, 2019: 4). 

Thompson argues that great powers decide with whom to ally and which rivals to fight based on four 
variables: proximity, maritime-trade orientation, similarity (culture, regime type, ideology and race) 
and innovative nature. He argues that alliances without these variables have a different strategic 
orientation and are likely to collapse (Rasler and Thompson, 2015: 310). According to Charles A. 
Kopchan (2009) and William Thompson (2015), military confrontation of great powers in the 21st 
century seems impractical, as none of the powers involved in the war will benefit from it. If we look 
at the relations between the U.S. and China in this context, we can see that the two factors that 
prevent war and conflict between the great powers are, firstly, nuclear weapons, which must be 
restrained and cautious, and secondly, the economic interdependence between the U.S. and China. 
The strengths of the great powers, which can be considered an advantage against regional or more 
minor powers, seem to be an obstacle against other great powers. 

- In Charles’ words: “Stronger mutual interest in curbing geopolitical competition” (Kupchan, 2019). 

The war between Russia and Ukraine has further emphasised that the economy and global needs 
make countries interdependent. The West’s need for Russian gas, as well as the West’s, Central Asia’s 
and South Asia’s need for Ukrainian grain products, have made this more evident than ever. In fact, 
the Ukrainian war has shown that the conflict between the great powers is hardly recognisable and 
predictable. And the great powers have proved that they will not engage in direct military 
confrontation even if the expected losses are small (Iqbal and Afridi, 2017). On the other hand, great 
power policy is, in the first step, an attempt to strengthen and maintain the existing position and, in 
the second step, to expand it (Rye Olsen, 2015). In terms of realism theory, great power policy can 
unite rival powers against a larger power that limits the interests of both (Iqbal and Afridi, 2017: 9), 
such as the proximity of Moscow and Beijing, which was well expressed by the Shanghai cooperation 
organisation in 2001 (Iqbal and Afridi, 2017: 9). However, this cooperation of two great powers 
against a common rival and a larger power does not mean that the rivalry between the two 
cooperating powers is excluded; in the theory of great power politics, the political scene is always 
active and great powers are always active rivals of each other despite little cooperation between them. 
The investments and bilateral agreements between China and the Central Asian republics regarding 
the vast energy resources of Central Asia undoubtedly do not please Russia (Iqbal and Afridi, 2017: 
9). 

If the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan from the perspective of realism is analysed, it can be seen 
that to secure their interests. The great powers can overnight overturn the most time-consuming, 
largest and costliest project, which is the creation of a government under their control. Government 
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or regime change is one of the biggest games and strategies the great powers use in the regions and 
countries under their control, just like the result that the U.S. failed to get from the republic under 
its control in Afghanistan. It seems America could not continue in Afghanistan against China’s 
economic power, infrastructure projects and huge investments. Therefore, the U.S. has implemented 
a government and regime change strategy in Afghanistan (U.S. Department of State, 2014). However, 
the creation, recruitment, training and development of terrorist groups may be the projects and 
policies of great powers. Still, these policies and projects seem to be carried out to enhance the 
hegemony of the great power, challenging the security of the borders of potential powers and creating 
problems and distractions for its rivals (Iqbal and Afridi, 2017). In the 1990s (Zia, 2022) and 2021 
(BBC News, 2021), the rise of instability in Afghanistan and Moscow’s concern about the rise of 
extremism and the threat that this danger poses to the territory of Russia’s allies in the first step, In 
both decades, Moscow was forced to send a large military force to Tajikistan to prevent instability 
and extremism in Afghanistan from spreading to the territory of Russia’s allies and eventually to 
Russia itself (Iqbal and Afridi, 2017; BBC News, 2021). 

Throughout history, Afghanistan has always been one of the countries at the centre of attention of 
great global powers in terms of geopolitics, geoeconomics, and even geoculture. This country has 
experienced many global hegemons throughout history. The hegemony of Great Britain in the 19th 
and 20th centuries, the hegemony of the Soviet Union in 1979 and the hegemony of the United States 
of America in 2001 are among the bitter experiences and black history in the Afghanistan calendar. 
One reason that makes Afghanistan attractive to global great powers is its geopolitical and strategic 
location. Afghanistan’s neighbourhood with China, Iran, Pakistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, 
Tajikistan and Iran makes it an essential bridge for Russia’s access to the Indian Ocean (Pasricha, 
2023) and a gateway for China’s Silk Road and One Belt One Road project (whereby China can 
institutionalise its global hegemony by creating a vast international trade corridor linking Central 
Asia to the East and the East to the West) (The Economist, 2023), For the United States, a solid 
government-controlled and supported by the United States and guaranteeing America’s interests in 
the region, or a grenade and unstable and tense geography that will cause headaches for America’s 
opponents such as China, Russia and Iran, is intended as a consumer market for Iran, a supplier of 
cheap labour and proxy combat forces (Al-Arabiya Persian, 2018). 

In addition to being considered one of the most strategic countries in the world from a geopolitical 
point of view, Afghanistan has attracted the attention and policy of great global powers and is of 
extreme importance for them due to its substantial natural resources estimated to be worth over 3 
trillion dollars (SIGAR, 2024; Najafizada, 2021; Noorzai, 2021). Enormous natural resources such 
as lithium, uranium, beryllium, tin, iron, copper, talc, barium, quartz, oil and gas, gold, precious 
stones, aluminium, lead, zinc, silver and other rare earth elements (Zaki, 2015; Ministry of Mines 
and Petroleum, 2019) are among the natural resources that the great powers have always tried to 
obtain in Afghanistan. 

2. Natural Resources of Afghanistan 

Afghanistan is a country dependent on foreign aid despite its vast natural resources worth $1-3 
trillion (Noorzai, 2021). The government, which had survived with billions of dollars of aid over the 
last 24 years, collapsed and crumbled with the cessation of U.S. aid and the U.S. withdrawal from 
Afghanistan. Afghanistan is a country that has always been the centre of attention of the world’s great 
states and superpowers due to its valuable and precious natural resources. Afghanistan’s precious 
stones, such as lapis lazuli, rubies, emeralds and garnets, are among the gems with a global value of 
billions of dollars, uranium, lithium beryllium and dozens of other rare earth elements (Arredondas, 
2021; Horowitz, 2021), Afghanistan being one of the top 5 countries in the world in terms of iron and 
copper resources (Montgomery, 2021), large deposits of gold, copper, iron, aluminium and other 
metals, as well as extensive oil and gas resources (Arredondas, 2021). 
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2.1. Companies Receiving Afghanistan’s Mining Tenders After 2001 

2.1.1. Steel Authority of India Ltd (Sail) and Haji Gak Iron Mine 

The tender of this mine was held on 28.11.2011 (Rostami, 2013), and India and Canada won this 
tender (Radio Azadi, 2011). This large iron mine was divided into four blocks: A, B, C and D for 
mining and tender and SAIL company won the B, C, and D blocks of this mine (Hasht Sob, 2012).  

2.1.2 Block A of Haji Gak Iron Mine and Kilo Goldmines Ltd. 

In the tender held by the Ministry of Mines of Afghanistan on 28.11.2011 for the mining of Haji Gak 
iron mine (Rostami, 2013), the Canadian company Kilo Goldmines Ltd. won the A block of this mine 
(Hasht Sob, 2012). 

2.1.3 Centar (Afghan Gold and Mineral Company, Turkish-Afghan Mining Company), 
Badakhshan Gold Mine and Balkhab Copper Mine 

These two minerals are among the precious metals for which the Afghanistan government signed an 
exploration and mining contract with Centar Company in Washington in 2018 (Varshan, 2018). 

2.1.4. China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) and Amu Derya Oil Field 

The Afghanistan government signed a 25-year contract with China’s CNPC through an open and 
international tender in 2011 for the tender of Qashgari, Zamarodsai and Bazarkami three blocks in 
the Amu Derya oil field, with a total oil reserve estimated to be 87 million barrels (Mandegar, 2012). 

2.1.5. Fortescue Metals Group   

The government of Afghanistan signed an exclusivity agreement with Fortescue in 2020. This 
agreement covers the exploration and extraction of gold, rare minerals and other metals in 17 
provinces of Afghanistan, covering a large area and numerous mines (Loewenstein, 2022). 

2.1.6. Metallurgical Corporation of China (MCC) and Aynak Logar Copper Mine 

The government of the Republic of Afghanistan awarded the Aynak Logar copper mining contract to 
China’s MCC in 2008 with an initial investment of $3 billion (O’Donnell, 2014). 

2.1.7. Dragon Oil, Turkish Petroleum, Ghazanfar Group and Afghan _ Tajik Oil Field 

The Afghan-Tajik oil field agreement between Afghanistan, Turkey and the United Arab Emirates 
was signed in 2013. According to preliminary investigations, this region has 3 trillion cubic metres 
of gas (BBC News, 2013). 

2.1.8. Herat Shida Copper Mine and Silk Road Mining and Development Company 

The contract for the Shida copper project was put out to tender on 16 March 2012, and an exploration 
and exploitation contract was signed between the winning company (Silk Road Mining and 
Development) and the Ministry of Mines and Petroleum of Afghanistan on 12 September 2018 
(Ministry of Mines and Petroleum, 2019). 

2.1.9. Contract for Totimidan Block of Amu Derya Oil Field and Turkish Petroleum, 
Çalık Energy and Bayat Energy 
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The contract for the Totimidan block of the Amu Darya oil field was signed on 19 November 2015 
between Afghanistan’s Ministry of Mines and a consortium consisting of Turkish Petroleum, Çalık 
Enerji and local Bayat Enerji. This oil and gas project includes Faryab and Jawzjan provinces with 
vast oil and gas resources (Bayat Energy, 2022). 

2.1.10. Peshgaman Sanat Majd Company and Herat Cement and Pahlavanan Coal 
Factory Contract 

A contract was signed on 16.01.2012 between the Ministry of Mines and Petroleum of Afghanistan 
and Iranian Peshgaman Sanat Majd Company officials for establishing the Herat cement factory and 
extracting the Pahlavanan coal mine (Noori, 2012).  

2.1.11. Xinjiang Central Asia Petroleum and Gas Co. (Capeic) and Taliban and Amu 
Derya Oil Field Agreement 

On 05.01.2023, the Taliban-led government of Afghanistan (Yawar, 2023) signed an oil and gas 
extraction contract in Kabul with CAPEIC (CNN Turk, 2023) for the Amu Derya field, which covers 
an area of 4500 square kilometres in northern Afghanistan and includes Faryab, Saripul and Jawzjan 
provinces (Putz, 2023). 

Table 1. Companies and Countries Struggling to Get the Same Mining Contract 

No. Minefield Companies entering the tender 
Enter the tender, country of 

companies 

1 
Blocks B, C, D of Haji Gak Iron 

Mine 

 ACATCO 

 SAIL 

 KILO GOLDMINES 

 USA 

 India 

 Canada 

 Iran 

2 
Badakhshan Gold Mine and 

Balkhab Copper Mine 

 Afghan Gold and Mineral 

Company 

 Turkish-Afghan Mining 

Company 

 SILK ROAD MINING and 

DEVELOPMENT COMPANY 

 USA 

 England 

 Türkiye 

 Canada\ Australia 

3 Amu Darya Oil Field 

 China National Petroleum 

Corporation (CNPC) 

 Buccaneer Energy 

 Tethys Petroleum 

 Shahzad International 

 China 

 Australia 

 England 

 Pakistan 

4 

Exclusivity agreements regarding 

drilling and mining in 17 

provinces 
 Fortescue Metals Group  Australia 

5 Aynak Logar Copper Mine 

 MCC 

 PhelpsDodge 

 Hunter Dickinson 

 Spring Consortium 

 Kazakh copper company 

 Strike Force 

 Leco Indian 

 Zijin Mining 

 Gazprom Export 

 China 

 USA 

 Canada 

 Australia 

 Kazakhstan 

 Russia 

 India 

6 Afghan_Tajik Oil Field 
 Dragon oil 

 Turkish Petroleum 

 United Arab 

Emirates 

 Türkiye 
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 Ghazanfar Group  Domestic 

company 

 USA 

 Kuwait 

 India 

 Pakistan 

7 Herat Shida Copper Mine 

 SILK ROAD MINING and 

DEVELOPMENT COMPANY 

 AFCCO 

 AMG (Afghan Mining Group) 

 KEM (Kazakh development and 

mining) 

 Canada\ Australia 

 India 

 United Arab 

Emirates 

 Canada and 

Kazakhstan 

8 
Totimidan Block of the Amu 

Darya Oil Field 

 Türkiye OILS 

 CALIK ENERGY 

 STALE ENERGY 

 Türkiye 

 Domestic 

company 

9 Block A of Haji Gak Iron Mine 

 KİLO GOLDMINES Ltd. 

 ACATCO 

 SAIL 

 Canada 

 USA 

 India 

 Iran 

10 
Herat Cement and Pahlavanan 

Coal Factory 
 PESHGAMAN ART MAJD 

COMPANY 
 Iran 

11 
Amu Darya Oil Field Agreement 

with Taliban 
 Xinjiang Central Asia Petroleum 

and Gas Co. (CAPEIC) 
 China 

Source: Created by the author. 

Table 2. Companies and Countries Receiving Mining Tenders 

No. Mine Name Companies that won the tender 

The country of the 

company receiving the 

tender 

Date the 

contracts were 

signed 

one 
Blocks B, C, D of Haji 

Gak Iron Mine 
 SAIL  India 2011 

2 

Badakhshan Gold 

Mine and Balkhab 

Copper Mine 

 Afghan Gold and Mineral 

Company 

 Turkish-Afghan Mining 

Company 

 USA 

 England 

 Türkiye 

2018 

3 Amu Darya Oil Field 
 China National Petroleum 

Corporation (CNPC) 
 China 2011 

4 

agreements regarding 

drilling and mining in 

17 provinces 
 Fortescue Metals Group  Australia 2020 

5 
Aynak Logar Copper 

Mine 
 MCC  China 2008 

6 Afghan-Tajik Oil Field 

 dragon oil 

 Turkish Petroleum 

 Ghazanfar Group 

 United Arab 

Emirates 

 Türkiye 

 Domestic 

company 

2013 

7 
Herat Shida Copper 

Mine 

 SILK ROAD MINING and 

DEVELOPMENT 

COMPANY 

 Canada\ 

Australia 
2018 

8 
Totimidan Block of the 

Amu Darya Oil Field 

 Türkiye OILS 

 CALIK ENERGY 

 stale energy 

 Türkiye 

 Domestic 

company 

2015 
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9 
Block A of Haji Gak 

Iron Mine 
 KİLO GOLDMINES Ltd.  Canada 2011 

10 

Herat Cement and 

Pahlavanan Coal 

Factory 

 PESHGAMAN ART MAJD 

COMPANY 
 Iran 2012 

11th 

Amu Darya Oil Field 

Agreement with 

Taliban 

 Xinjiang Central Asia 

Petroleum and Gas Co. 

(CAPEIC) 

 China 2023 

Source: Created by the author. 

 

As seen in Table 1, almost all superpowers and rising powers in the world, especially the USA, China, 
European countries, Russia, Canada, and emerging countries such as India, Turkey, Iran, etc., have 
been intensively participating in the tender of Afghanistan’s mines and these countries have shown 
great interest in investing and owning Afghanistan’s mines. The mining contracts we have discussed 
and analysed here are among the mines with high economic value in the last 20-22 years, and it 
seems that many countries are competing to buy these mines. Although the American and European 
media talk about China’s success and victory in the tender competitions of Afghanistan mines, 
according to the evidence and data obtained from studies and research, they have also seen the 
success of European countries, India, Turkey, Canada and the United Arab Emirates in these 
struggles. The absence or weak presence of the United States in these conventions may be surprising 
and questionable for many. However, research and data show that the United States is indirectly 
involved in many contracts through European and local companies. Contracts such as the 
Badakhshan Gold Mine and the Balkhab Copper Mine contract with the Afghan Gold and Mineral 
Company and the Turkish-Afghan Mining Company, and the Fortescue Metals Group contract for 
exclusivity in drilling and mining in 17 provinces (Loewenstein, 2022) are among the contracts 
signed under direct U.S. pressure on the government of Ashraf Ghani. In addition, the contracts that 
Canada has received seem to be somehow related to the U.S. government. According to a report 
published in ABN Dari, citing SIGAR (Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction), 
the U.S. government gave $8 billion in aid to the Taliban during the two years of Taliban rule in 
Afghanistan (ABN Dari, 2023). This can be interpreted as the U.S. government never giving up on 
Afghanistan and its underground riches and hopes and aspires to reach it in some way. 

It should be noted that Afghanistan’s mining tenders and contracts have always faced serious 
impasses due to widespread corruption in the political and economic structure of the government, 
the involvement of senior government officials with foreign elements, and the absence of the rule of 
law. 

Conclusion 

Afghanistan is one of the countries that have been the turning point and centre of attention of the 
great powers in the last century due to its strategic location and substantial natural resources. 
Despite having great natural wealth, Afghanistan is considered one of the world’s poorest countries. 
One of the main reasons for this poverty is the interventions and occupations of the world’s great 
powers in the last 150 years. Having experienced almost all global hegemonies, including the British 
domination in the 19th and 20th centuries, the hegemony of the Soviet Union in the second half of 
the 20th century, and finally, the American hegemony in the 21st century, Afghanistan is a country 
that cannot stand upright and step into prosperity and freedom due to bitter and black experiences. 

The invasion of Afghanistan by the United States of America in 2001 under the name of “Operation 
Long Term Freedom” has not only made Afghanistan a geography that suits the interests of the 
United States of America, but the slogan of “Operation Long Term Freedom”, in the name of 
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establishing democracy and showing that Afghanistan is an independent country, has turned 
Afghanistan into a field of struggle between great powers and rising powers, each of which seeks to 
achieve its goals in Afghanistan through interaction and cooperation or struggle. 

In 2001, with the establishment of the “Islamic Republic of Afghanistan” and the organisation and 
development of Afghanistan’s national development strategy, it was decided to extract Afghanistan’s 
natural resources and mineral wealth for the growth and development of the national economy. 
Thus, Afghanistan’s natural resources and mineral wealth were put up for tender. In this way, 
Afghanistan has become a field of competition between the great powers, regional powers, emerging 
powers and national and transnational companies affiliated with these powers. These powers and 
companies have tried to seize Afghanistan’s natural resources by entering into natural resource 
tenders and reaching agreements.   

The intervention and concentration of forces in Afghanistan seem to continue on a large scale. This 
widespread intervention and concentration of forces in Afghanistan has forced the great powers and 
rising powers to cooperate and partner with each other. On the other hand, the tense and 
disorganised political and cultural atmosphere in Afghanistan has led different countries and powers 
to interact and get closer to various groups, masses and political parties. This desire and closeness 
with groups, masses and political parties paved the way for the entry and concentration of different 
countries and forces into Afghanistan. They encouraged different forces to implement various 
policies. The intensity of this intervention and the overcrowding of the forces have brought the 
political and economic atmosphere of Afghanistan to the extent of turning it into a collective 
battlefield, a battlefield won by any other country except Afghanistan. From this collective battlefield 
(Afghanistan), the forces struggled to extract the maximum possible spoils. As we have mentioned, 
any other power and country other than Afghanistan is victorious in this struggle and contest. 
Therefore, it is challenging to understand which power and which country has triumphed in the 
struggle between the great powers over Afghanistan’s natural resources. Consequently, it is not 
possible to determine the winner of the struggle between the great powers over Afghanistan’s natural 
resources after 2001. 
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