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The Diplomatic Postman… The 
American Utilization of Qatar’s 
Role in the Afghan File 



2

Doha’s acknowledgment that hosting 
leaders of the Taliban and opening a 
political office for the movement in 
Doha came in response to direct 
instructions from Washington 
undermines the assumption of an 
“independent mediator.” A sovereign 
state is defined by its ability to make 
decisions grounded in its own supreme 
national interests, rather than allowing 
its territory to be transformed into a 
“buffer zone” facilitating intelligence 
and diplomatic functions that primarily 
serve external powers. 



3

Abstract 

This study analyzes the nature of Qatar’s role in the 
negotiations between the United States of America and 
the Taliban, arguing that Doha did not function as an 
“independent” or “neutral” mediator, but rather as a 
“diplomatic postman” and logistical platform 
implementing the American vision. The study challenges 
the promotional narrative portraying Doha as a 
peacemaker and instead presents it as a “functional 
actor” that hosted Taliban leaders under a direct 
mandate from Washington, employing hospitality and 
logistical arrangements as mechanisms of pressure and 
containment designed exclusively to serve U.S. strategic 
interests. 

The study examines the contexts that led to the opening 
of the Taliban’s political office in Doha in 2013, drawing 
on explicit statements by Qatari officials acknowledging 
that the movement’s presence on Qatari territory was in 
response to an official request from the administration of 
President Barack Obama. It argues that this “mandate” 
stripped the mediation of autonomous initiative, 
transforming it into a technical assignment aimed at 
providing a secure and closely monitored 
communication channel under the American umbrella. 

Furthermore, the study traces how Qatar played the role 
of a “courier,” with American messages transmitted 
through Qatari channels to Taliban leaders, often 
accompanied by subtle pressures related to residency 
and mobility. It contends that the Qatari role centered on 
“softening” the movement’s positions in line with 
Washington’s desire to secure a “safe exit” from the 
Afghan quagmire, with little genuine regard for the 
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interests of the Afghan people or the region’s long-term 
stability. 

The study also analyzes the “Doha Agreement” not as a 
Qatari diplomatic achievement, but as an American 
withdrawal document engineered and signed under the 
auspices of a “Qatari proxy.” It highlights how 
Washington utilized this platform to legitimize bilateral 
understandings that safeguarded its own security 
interests, while leaving Afghanistan’s internal landscape 
in ambiguity—thereby confirming that Doha’s functional 
role extended only as far as securing the paramount 
interests of its American “ally.” 

Finally, the study concludes by examining the “political 
bargain” undertaken by Qatar, whereby it offered its 
services as a diplomatic agent in exchange for political 
insulation and American protection, particularly amid its 
regional crises. It critiques the contradiction between 
Doha’s rhetoric of sovereign independence and the 
reality of its foreign policy instruments being tethered to 
American will—ultimately stripping the concept of 
“Qatari mediation” of its neutrality and recasting it as an 
instrument within broader great-power rivalries. 

 

 

 

 

 



5 
 

Introduction 

The war in Afghanistan was ignited in October 2001 in 
the aftermath of the September 11 attacks, under the 
banner of the “Global War on Terror,” with the declared 
objective of dismantling the Taliban and destroying al-
Qaeda. Over the course of two decades, the United States 
of America and its allies became entrenched in a 
protracted military quagmire that cost trillions of dollars 
and thousands of lives, without achieving sustainable 
political stability. The conflict thus evolved into the 
longest war in modern American history. As military 
operations reached a strategic stalemate and efforts to 
build a reliable post-withdrawal Afghan ally faltered, 
Washington began searching for a “safe exit” capable of 
preserving its credibility while safeguarding its strategic 
interests. 

This search led Washington to the dilemma of selecting a 
“trusted regional mediator”—a persistent strategic 
challenge for American decision-makers, where 
geopolitical interests intersect with national security 
concerns. Although Pakistan had long been considered 
an indispensable actor in the Afghan theater, this 
necessity was overshadowed by deep American mistrust 
toward Islamabad’s policies. Washington viewed its ally 
as practicing a controversial “double game”: while 
receiving billions of dollars as a frontline partner in the 
war on terror, its intelligence services were accused of 
providing safe havens to Taliban leaders and the 
Haqqani Network. This erosion of trust compelled the 
United States to seek alternatives that did not possess 
ambiguous leverage or covert influence within 
Afghanistan. 
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In parallel, the role of Saudi Arabia resurfaced, given its 
substantial and complex historical legacy in Afghanistan. 
Having once been the principal financial and spiritual 
supporter of the Afghan jihad against the Soviets—
coordinating closely with the Central Intelligence Agency 
(CIA)—Riyadh’s relationship with the Afghan file later 
suffered a profound rupture of trust. Although Saudi 
Arabia recognized the first Taliban government in 1996, 
the movement’s harboring of Osama bin Laden and 
refusal to extradite him led to a prolonged estrangement. 
Despite subsequent Saudi attempts to reassert influence 
through reconciliation initiatives such as the Mecca 
talks, Washington opted to pursue a more “pragmatic” 
intermediary, bypassing the ideological and historical 
sensitivities tied to the conflict’s earlier roots in search of 
a political track unburdened by the past. 

These cumulative factors tilted the balance toward Doha 
as a “bridge” through which the American agenda could 
be advanced under the cover of mediation. While 
international mediation is theoretically conceived as an 
independent diplomatic mechanism aimed at narrowing 
differences, the Qatari experience in the Afghan file 
between 2013 and 2021 presented a model that diverged 
from these normative standards. Rather than embodying 
the principles of a “neutral mediator,” Doha’s role 
evolved into what may be described as “functional 
diplomacy by proxy.” Instead of acting as an autonomous 
actor, evidence suggests that Qatar became a logistical 
platform executing a precisely defined American agenda 
in both objectives and timing. In stark contrast to the 
media narrative promoting “sovereign diplomatic 
achievements,” Qatari officials themselves acknowledged 
that hosting the Taliban’s political office was not a purely 
sovereign initiative, but rather a “functional assignment” 
undertaken at Washington’s request to provide a 
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communication channel under comprehensive American 
oversight. 

Within this framework, Qatar’s role was less an act of 
independent statecraft and more a function delegated to 
a state seeking to secure an international protection 
umbrella by offering high-risk diplomatic services to 
major powers. Doha effectively served as a conduit for 
transmitting American pressure, where “Qatari 
hospitality” was deployed as an instrument to contain 
and moderate the movement’s positions in alignment 
with U.S. strategic priorities. This dynamic was most 
visibly reflected in the 2020 Doha Agreement, which 
safeguarded Washington’s security concerns while 
leaving Afghanistan’s political future shrouded in 
uncertainty. 
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Chapter One: The Geopolitical Context 
of Qatari Mediation and the Limits of 
Maneuverability 

1. The Opening of the Taliban Political Office 
in Doha 

          Image of the Opening of the Taliban Political Office in Doha 

The opening of the political office of the Taliban in Doha 
in 2013 was not merely a passing diplomatic event; 
rather, it represented a calculated geopolitical shift 
shaped by changing balances of power. The move 
translated into practice a strategic decision taken by the 
administration of U.S. President Barack Obama after 
Washington had come to recognize—more than a decade 
into the conflict—that the military solution in 
Afghanistan had reached a dead end. The war that began 
in 2001 had evolved into a costly financial and human 
drain that exhausted the United States of America, 
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shifting Washington’s priority from “victory” to 
minimizing the costs of exit, alongside a pragmatic 
acknowledgment that the Taliban remained a military 
and political actor that could not be excluded from any 
settlement. 

Under the weight of its inability to secure a decisive 
military outcome—and facing mounting domestic public 
pressure—Washington began searching for an official 
and public channel of communication with the Taliban. 
The firm American preference was to establish a distinct 
“political address” for the movement away from the 
battlefield, one that could serve as a negotiation table 
paving the way for the withdrawal of U.S. forces. 
Through this step, the United States also sought to 
remove the negotiation file from the hands of regional 
intelligence services—particularly in Pakistan—and 
relocate it to a diplomatic environment under its direct 
oversight, thereby ensuring security arrangements that 
would prevent Afghanistan from once again becoming a 
platform for attacks against it and safeguard 
withdrawing forces from targeting. 

Within this context, Washington found in Qatar a 
suitable agent for this mission. Examining the map of 
Middle Eastern alliances, Doha emerged as a strategic 
option that surpassed its regional competitors. This was 
explicitly confirmed by the Emir of Qatar, Sheikh Tamim 
bin Hamad Al Thani, in a well-known interview with the 
American network CBS, when he dispelled any ambiguity 
regarding the nature of Qatar’s role, stating: “The United 
States asked us to open this office for the purpose of 
dialogue, and we responded to this request so there 
would be a place for negotiators to meet.” This statement 
was not merely a revelation of diplomatic backchannels; 
it underscored the functional character of Qatar’s role, 
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rooted in its structural integration into the American 
security architecture through Al Udeid Air Base and its 
strategic alignment under the Western security umbrella. 
In this configuration, Doha did not pose a risk of 
pursuing an independent foreign agenda that might 
conflict with overarching American interests. 

Conversely, Qatar did not perceive this “mediation” as a 
burden, but rather as a golden opportunity to consolidate 
its standing as an indispensable international actor. 
Hosting the Taliban formed part of its broader “soft 
power” strategy, predicated on maintaining 
communication channels with all parties to conflicts—
including movements labeled “hardline” by Western 
governments. Doha calculated that successfully 
managing such a complex file would grant it diplomatic 
insulation and geopolitical weight, transforming its 
capital into a kind of “Geneva of the East,” where some of 
the world’s most intricate disputes could be addressed. 

The selection of Doha also carried particular significance 
within regional balances of power. The Taliban favored it 
over other capitals such as Saudi Arabia or Turkey, 
viewing Qatar as an intermediary unlikely to impose a 
direct ideological or security agenda inside Afghanistan. 

This strategic convergence of interests—Washington 
seeking to “engineer a safe withdrawal,” the Taliban 
aspiring to “cross the bridge of international 
recognition,” and Qatar investing in its “mediation 
capital”—transformed the Doha office into the central 
nucleus where the balances underpinning the 2020 
agreement were shaped. That agreement became the 
cornerstone of the final American decision and laid out 
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the roadmap that ultimately culminated in the fall of 
Kabul to the Taliban. 

2. The Limits of Qatari Maneuverability 

Qatari mediation between the United States of America 
and the Taliban was situated at the heart of a delicate 
equation. On the one hand, Qatar is a state that relies 
heavily on the United States for its security and hosts the 
largest American air base in the region at Al Udeid. On 
the other hand, it has demonstrated a clear ambition to 
construct an independent regional political role that 
transcends the constraints of geography and 
demographic size. In this context, since the opening of 
the Taliban’s political office in 2013 and later during the 
negotiations that culminated in the February 2020 
agreement, Doha emerged as the principal conduit 
between the movement and Washington—and 
subsequently between the Taliban and the broader 
international community following the U.S. withdrawal 
and the fall of Kabul in 2021. 

In the arrangements preceding the launch of 
negotiations between the United States and the Taliban, 
the Qatari role extended beyond merely providing a 
logistical platform or protocol facilities; it assumed more 
active and consequential dimensions. According to 
statements by U.S. Special Representative for 
Afghanistan Zalmay Khalilzad in testimony before 
Congress and in multiple media interviews, Qatar was 
not simply a “host” to the Taliban’s political office in 
Doha. Rather, it exerted tangible pressure to encourage 
the movement’s engagement in negotiations with 
Washington. Khalilzad explained that opening 
communication channels and stabilizing the negotiation 
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track required sustained political effort from the Qatari 
side, including persuading Taliban leaders of the value of 
dialogue, reassuring them regarding the political 
framework of the talks, and leveraging the influence 
available to Doha by virtue of hosting the movement’s 
political office. Reports by CNN further indicated that 
Qatari authorities issued an ultimatum to the Taliban 
delegation in Doha, urging them to engage in talks or 
face the closure of the office and the expulsion of leaders 
and their families. 

The limits of Qatari maneuverability were first and 
foremost shaped by the structure of the regional and 
international order. Qatar’s security dependence on the 
American umbrella meant that its room for action was 
circumscribed by the need not to cross Washington’s 
strategic red lines. While Doha retained a degree of 
flexibility in style, rhetoric, and tactical management of 
the mediation process, it lacked the capacity to alter core 
parameters. For example, it could not impose an 
alternative withdrawal timeline or fundamentally 
redefine the structure of the agreement envisioned by the 
United States. Nonetheless, Qatar succeeded in 
cultivating a direct relationship with the Taliban’s 
political leadership over several years. This allowed it to 
grasp the movement’s internal dynamics and to utilize 
that understanding in ways that ultimately served U.S. 
interests—by regulating the pace of negotiations, shaping 
the surrounding environment, fostering a relatively calm 
atmosphere, managing indirect communication between 
adversarial parties, and facilitating backchannels for 
sensitive messages. 

Moreover, Qatar’s margin of maneuver was constrained 
by the nature of the other party. The Taliban, as a 
movement with a rigid ideological and military structure, 
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was not prepared to concede on fundamental issues such 
as the nature of the political system, the role of Islamic 
law, or the distribution of power. This reality rendered 
any mediator—regardless of influence—incapable of 
steering the settlement toward a genuine power-sharing 
model. In this context, Qatar functioned more as a 
“facilitator” than a “mediator”: managing the process 
and ensuring its continuity rather than imposing 
conditions or proposing detailed political solutions. 

Within these constraints, Doha’s role effectively 
constituted a technical service to Washington. Although 
often described as a “logistical platform,” Qatar accepted 
the political and media costs of hosting the Taliban 
office. In return, this engagement formed part of a 
broader strategy of “status-building” for a small state 
seeking to transform geography and infrastructure—such 
as Al Udeid Air Base, its global airline network, modern 
urban development, and the hosting of major 
international events—into diplomatic capital. The aim 
was to position the emirate as a crossroads for crises and 
settlements, a pattern also evident in other files 
including Palestine, Sudan, and Lebanon, as well as 
various Arab and African intra-state mediations. In these 
arenas, Qatar has consistently presented itself as a state 
capable of speaking to all sides—Islamist groups labeled 
“moderate” or “hardline,” alongside Western powers—
thereby reinforcing its image as a versatile and 
indispensable interlocutor. 
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Chapter Two: Qatar’s Relationship 
with the Parties to the Conflict 

1. Qatari–American Relations 

The relationship between Qatar and the United States of 
America is structural in nature, based on an unequal 
strategic partnership that resembles a model of 
protection more than an equal alliance. This relationship 
is founded on a geopolitical exchange: Doha provides 
extensive military and logistical facilities, including bases 
and vital ports, in return for a security and political 
umbrella offered by Washington through commitments 
marked by a degree of strategic ambiguity. This formula 
crystallized after the regional security reorganization 
following the 1990–1991 Gulf War, during which Qatar 
sought to solidify its position as a key intermediary and 
functional mediator, driven by security concerns arising 
from a regional environment characterized by uneven 
balances of power and influence. 

The cornerstone of this relationship lies in security and 
military reliance. By hosting Al Udeid Air Base and other 
military installations, Qatar has become a primary hub 
for American command and military deployment in the 
Middle East, particularly in the wars in Afghanistan and 
Iraq and subsequent operations. This presence is no 
longer a simple bilateral defense arrangement but 
constitutes a comprehensive system encompassing 
defense agreements, intensive use of military 
infrastructure, continuous arms deals, and intelligence 
and security coordination. These arrangements influence 
Qatar’s positions on regional issues aligned with U.S. 
priorities. Qatari foreign policy is thus subject to a 
delicate exchange between maneuverability and security: 
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while Doha is allowed a tangible margin of autonomy in 
areas such as soft power initiatives and secondary 
mediations, this margin is bounded by the ceiling of 
Washington’s security interests, which represents the red 
line beyond which Qatari decision-making cannot 
extend. 

The security dimension is complemented by an economic 
and energy component that deepens mutual dependence. 
With Qatar’s rise as a major player in the liquefied 
natural gas (LNG) market, it became a critical energy 
partner for major U.S. companies that invested heavily in 
developing fields and infrastructure. In return, the 
United States provided Qatar with advanced technology, 
investment, and the necessary political cover to market 
itself as a major global energy actor. However, the Israeli 
airstrikes and the 2017 blockade of Qatar revealed the 
limits of absolute reliance on the American position. 
During the blockade, amid conflicting signals from the 
Trump administration, Doha was compelled to 
accelerate its alliance with Turkey and intensify its use of 
leverage and influence within Washington through 
lobbying and engagement with power centers, including 
a calculated opening toward Israel and influential groups 
in Congress. Yet, this strategy was fundamentally aimed 
at recalibrating Qatar’s position within the U.S. system 
rather than departing from it; diversification became a 
means to improve the terms of dependence, not to end it. 
With shifting dynamics and the rising importance of 
Qatari gas in contexts such as the war in Ukraine, the 
Qatar–U.S. relationship regained momentum under the 
banner of a “key strategic partner outside NATO.” 

Within this reciprocal framework, Qatari decision-
making independence emerges as a relative and 
conditional phenomenon. It occasionally allows Doha to 
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maintain relations with powers considered adversaries 
by Washington, such as Iran and certain Islamic 
movements. However, such interactions are conducted 
within carefully measured limits that do not cross U.S. 
red lines. 

2. Qatar’s Relationship with the Taliban 

The opening of the Taliban political office in Doha in 
2013 was merely the official announcement of a 
diplomatic track whose roots extend back to November 
2001. According to diplomatic testimonies, most notably 
that of Mutlaq Al-Qahtani, Doha proposed the idea of 
mediation immediately after the fall of Kabul as one of 
the earliest regional initiatives. However, American 
reservations at the time stalled this early effort. Between 
2007 and 2010, Doha evolved into a “secret meeting 
platform,” hosting exploratory contacts between the 
Central Intelligence Agency and Taliban leaders. The 
2011 United Nations Security Council decision to 
separate the Taliban file from that of al-Qaeda marked a 
pivotal turning point, granting the movement a measure 
of international political legitimacy. Qatar leveraged this 
development to transform Doha into a safe haven for 
Taliban leaders and their families in 2012, in preparation 
for formal recognition the following year. 

The Taliban file represents one of the most sensitive and 
controversial issues in Qatari foreign policy, situated at 
the intersection of three core considerations: the U.S. 
need for a negotiation channel with the movement, the 
Taliban’s desire for an internationally accepted 
diplomatic outlet, and Qatar’s aspiration to consolidate 
its role as an indispensable regional mediator. 
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The contours of Qatar’s relationship with the Taliban 
became particularly clear in 2013, when Doha, in 
response to an American request, agreed to host the 
Taliban political office. This office became a platform for 
indirect dialogue between the movement and the United 
States after more than a decade of war in Afghanistan. 
Since then, the Qatari capital has emerged as a central 
hub for communications and negotiations related to the 
Afghan file, as well as a primary venue for managing the 
associated diplomatic interactions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



18 
 

Chapter Three: The 2020 Doha 
Agreement 

 
1. General Structure and Detailed Provisions 

               Representatives of Both Parties During the Signing of the "Peace Agreement" 

On February 29, 2020, the Doha Agreement, formally 
titled the “Agreement for Bringing Peace to 
Afghanistan,” was signed. This accord was not merely a 
military understanding to end the United States’ longest 
overseas war; it was a strategic political framework that 
reshaped the balance of power in Central Asia. The 
agreement was the culmination of months of arduous, 
direct negotiations between the United States of America 
and the Taliban, overcoming decades of estrangement 
and military confrontation. Its guiding philosophy was 
built on the principle of “withdrawal in exchange for 
guarantees,” whereby Washington sought an orderly exit 
of its forces to ensure Afghanistan would not again 
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become a threat to its security, while Taliban leaders 
aimed to regain political legitimacy and remove foreign 
presence from the country. 

The agreement rested on four main pillars representing 
the core understanding between Washington and the 
Taliban: 

 Withdrawal Guarantees, Mechanisms, and Timeline: 
The United States committed to withdrawing all its 
forces, coalition troops, civilian staff, and contractors 
within 14 months. The first phase involved reducing 
troop levels to 8,600 soldiers over 135 days, 
alongside the evacuation of five major military bases. 

 Security Guarantees and Implementation 
Mechanisms: To prevent Afghan territory from being 
used against the United States or its allies, the 
Taliban provided a broad pledge to prevent any 
group—including al-Qaeda—from using Afghan soil 
to threaten U.S. security. This clause was largely 
functional, serving to justify the American 
withdrawal to domestic audiences. 

 Prisoner Exchange: The agreement stipulated the 
release of 5,000 Taliban fighters in exchange for 
1,000 Afghan government personnel. This provision 
was imposed on the Afghan government in Kabul, 
which had not been a party to the negotiations. 

 Intra-Afghan Dialogue: The agreement committed 
the parties to initiate political negotiations within 
Afghanistan to determine the future governance 
structure. However, this provision largely remained 
on paper until the Taliban took control of Kabul in 
August 2021. 
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The Doha Agreement was not merely a technical 
document; it became a battleground over “identity and 
legitimacy,” reflected in several key dimensions: 

 Name and Recognition: In a notable diplomatic 
gain, the Taliban succeeded in embedding the 
title “Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan” in the 
agreement text eighteen times. In contrast, the 
United States added a repeated caveat stating it 
“does not recognize it as a state” and refers to the 
group as the Taliban. While largely symbolic, this 
reservation did not obscure the practical reality 
that the Taliban was treated as the sole signing 
party, reflecting implicit recognition of the 
movement as a de facto power and key 
stakeholder in shaping the country’s future. 

 Sovereignty and Non-Interference: The United 
States committed to non-interference in the 
internal affairs of Afghanistan emerging from the 
intra-Afghan dialogue, granting the Taliban the 
ability to outline the next political order without 
external pressure. Washington also pledged 
economic cooperation for reconstruction with the 
future government, offering the movement 
prospects for international legitimacy and post-
war resources. Additionally, the agreement 
included an explicit U.S. commitment to work 
toward removing Taliban leaders from United 
Nations Security Council sanctions lists and U.S. 
blacklists—a step aimed at integrating the group 
into the international legal and political 
framework, transforming it from a “rebel group” 
into a globally recognized political entity. 
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2. Reading the Qatari Role 

Qatar’s mediation between the United States of America 
and the Taliban revealed a fundamental gap between the 
image Doha sought to project—of itself as a “neutral 
mediator” and a “regional center for peace”—and the 
political reality, which frames its role more accurately as 
“diplomacy on demand” or “functional mediation” tied to 
Washington’s strategic needs rather than to genuine 
neutrality or a sincere pursuit of sustainable peace in 
Afghanistan. 

This is evident in the fact that the Qatari role was 
fundamentally embedded within the American orbit 
from the moment the Taliban political office was opened 
in Doha in 2013 at the direct request of the Obama 
administration. This initiative was part of a coordinated 
plan to manage the U.S. troop withdrawal and secure 
understandings with the most influential force on the 
ground, reinforcing Qatar’s image as an “implementing 
mediator” or “functional facilitator” of the U.S. exit 
strategy, rather than as an independent peacemaker 
seeking a balanced resolution to the conflict. 
Accordingly, the 2020 Doha Agreement functioned 
essentially as a “legal instrument” designed to enable the 
American withdrawal at minimal symbolic cost, leaving 
the Afghan interior to confront an unresolved struggle 
between the Taliban and the previous Afghan 
government. The agreement resembled logistical 
arrangements for ending the U.S. military presence more 
than a comprehensive peace treaty guaranteeing human 
rights or addressing the catastrophic consequences of the 
withdrawal for regional stability. Ultimately, this 
mediation underscores how Qatari diplomatic choices 
are tethered to the U.S. security and political umbrella, 
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prioritizing the strategic alliance over neutrality or 
diplomatic integrity. 

The challenge of Qatar’s limited independence and its 
subordination to the American umbrella lies in the fact 
that its emergence as a global mediator relied 
fundamentally on a deep security and strategic 
partnership with the United States, reinforced by a 
significant military presence and massive U.S. energy 
investments. Mediation policy thus became part of a 
broader system of asymmetrical mutual dependence 
favoring Washington. In this context, Doha’s 
“neutrality” is practically conditional: it acts as a 
functional communication platform with groups the 
West refuses to engage directly. While this role expands 
Qatar’s regional influence, it ties its actions to the 
priorities of its patron power. 

This structural framework is also subject to broader 
criticisms regarding the limited depth and sustainability 
of Qatari mediations. Its diplomatic model tends to 
produce temporary, procedural settlements that lack 
structural change in conflict trajectories, rendering their 
impact short-term and confined to enhancing the 
country’s image and political weight. The Afghan case 
exemplifies this paradox: the portrayal of Qatar as a 
“diplomatic center for peace” contrasted sharply with the 
practical outcomes of the agreement, which left the 
country exposed to persistent instability and violence, 
highlighting the primacy of “functional state” 
calculations over the imperatives of comprehensive 
peace. 

Critics also argue that this style of “functional mediation” 
imposes political and media costs on Doha, portraying it 



23 
 

to certain segments of public opinion as aiding in the 
rehabilitation of a group regarded as controversial by the 
West, while simultaneously maintaining a deep strategic 
alliance with the United States. This feeds accusations 
that Qatari actions prioritize U.S. interests over 
neutrality, and downplay the agreement’s implications 
for human rights and regional stability. It raises a deeper 
question about Qatar’s capacity to separate its diplomatic 
ambitions as a small state seeking to expand its 
maneuvering space from the ethical and humanitarian 
consequences of the agreements it hosts. 
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Chapter Four: Outcomes of the 
Mediation and the Agreement 

1. Mediation Outcomes for Qatar 

Doha viewed its hosting of the Taliban, the 
establishment of the group’s political office, and its 
subsequent mediation between the Taliban and the 
United States of America as a high-yield foreign policy 
choice that significantly enhanced Qatar’s standing as an 
indispensable international mediator in one of the most 
complex global security files. This role opened the door 
to a deeper strategic partnership with the United States, 
which relied on Qatar to manage communication 
channels with the Taliban, and positioned Doha as a key 
gateway for any negotiations concerning Afghanistan 
after the U.S. withdrawal. This role was complemented 
by extensive logistical and humanitarian involvement in 
evacuation operations, granting Qatar the status of a 
“principal partner” and protector of Western interests in 
the Afghan file. 

However, this diplomatic weight carried significant 
negative repercussions. Qatar’s expanding role in 
Afghanistan strained its relations with certain Gulf 
powers, particularly Saudi Arabia and the UAE, which 
viewed Doha’s mediation with the Taliban and other 
Islamic movements as part of a broader, “adventurous” 
foreign policy that threatened regional power balances. 
This tension contributed to the 2017 blockade against 
Qatar and accusations of supporting groups perceived as 
threats to regional security. Additionally, Qatar bore 
reputational costs due to its association with a movement 
accused of “terrorism” and “serious human rights 
violations,” requiring constant efforts to frame its role in 
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humanitarian and neutral terms. Qatar also assumed 
security and logistical responsibilities during 
evacuations, which were occasionally subject to criticism 
in media and human rights circles. 

Transforming Doha into an open negotiation platform 
with the Taliban also introduced heightened competition 
with other regional actors attempting to use the Afghan 
arena to counterbalance Qatari influence, complicating 
Qatar’s regional environment and compelling it to 
pursue a more cautious policy in managing its alliances 
and strategic space. 

These dynamics reveal the depth of the predicament 
facing Qatari foreign policy. The opening of the Taliban 
political office in Doha in 2013 stands as a controversial 
milestone, representing a stark example of “leveraging 
sovereignty” and gambling with national independence 
in favor of clear American agendas. While Qatari 
diplomacy sought to market the move as a unique 
political achievement, admissions by Qatari officials that 
the office was opened in direct response to Washington’s 
orders exposed Doha’s functional role, undermining the 
premise of an “independent mediator” and placing 
Qatari sovereignty in a position of dependency. 

This situation triggered intense media attacks from 
regional and international adversaries and was used as a 
pretext to accuse Qatar of funding extremism and 
providing political cover for radical groups, directly 
challenging the core of its political identity. In this sense, 
hosting the Taliban represented an investment in 
“mediation diplomacy” as a tool to amplify Qatar’s role 
and secure strategic protection. At the same time, it 
created a complex layer of political and security costs 
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that Qatar must continuously manage, lest the presumed 
gains from this file turn into a perpetual drain or a 
source of isolation from its regional and international 
environment. 

2. Agreement Outcomes for the United States 

Through the Doha Agreement, the United States of 
America achieved direct tactical and strategic gains. The 
agreement provided a clear timeline for ending the 
longest war in U.S. history, reducing the heavy human 
and financial costs accumulated over two decades. It was 
widely regarded as the “fastest exit route”, preserving 
core interests without continuing the costly nation-
building project. This shift allowed Washington to 
redirect its foreign policy focus toward more urgent 
priorities, such as countering China in the Asia-Pacific 
region and transitioning from direct military occupation 
to a “remote counterterrorism” approach. 

The agreement also provided Washington with legal and 
political cover to hold the Taliban accountable for its 
commitments “on paper”, including severing ties with al-
Qaeda and preventing the use of Afghan territory for 
attacks against the West. This framework legitimized the 
later use of leverage, pressure, and sanctions in the event 
of any breach of these commitments. 

However, the agreement came with significant strategic 
and reputational costs. The rapid withdrawal and the fall 
of Kabul undermined the image of American power and 
eroded credibility as a reliable security ally, with some 
commentators likening the deal to the “Munich 
Agreement”—a short-sighted diplomatic arrangement 
that produced catastrophic results. The agreement failed 
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to lay the foundation for sustainable peace, as violence 
surged and the refugee crisis expanded amid the absence 
of robust mechanisms to enforce a ceasefire. The 
resulting instability left terrorist threats unchecked and 
created a power vacuum that allowed competing forces—
such as Russia, China, and Iran—to expand their 
influence at the expense of the traditional U.S. role in 
Central Asia. 

Domestically, this outcome generated deep divisions 
within the United States and skepticism over the wisdom 
of the agreement, which weakened the Afghan 
government established by Washington and cemented a 
zero-sum reality favoring the Taliban. 

3. Agreement Outcomes for the Taliban 

Qatar’s mediation represented an exceptional diplomatic 
and political victory for the Taliban, granting it 
“international legitimacy” by transforming it from a rebel 
group classified as a terrorist organization into an official 
negotiating partner sitting on equal footing with the 
United States of America. The agreement delivered 
significant strategic gains for the movement, most 
notably: securing a timeline for the withdrawal of foreign 
forces and the release of thousands of its prisoners. 
These measures subsequently weakened the morale of 
the Afghan government installed by the United States 
and accelerated its collapse. 

The mediation also provided the Taliban with a global 
platform to present its political narrative and establish 
relationships with regional and international actors, 
breaking its historical isolation and paving the way for its 



28 
 

return to power in Kabul as a fait accompli recognized as 
a political reality requiring international engagement. 

However, the mediation imposed constraints and 
political costs on the Taliban, placing it in a difficult 
position both before its base and the international 
community. The group was compelled to provide written 
security commitments to combat “terrorism” and sever 
ties with al-Qaeda, testing its ideological credibility and 
raising the risk of internal splintering in favor of more 
radical groups, such as the Islamic State – Khorasan 
Province. 

Moreover, despite successfully regaining governance, the 
mediation did not secure formal international 
recognition of the Taliban government. The movement 
continues to face severe financial and economic 
isolation, coupled with sustained international pressure 
on issues such as human rights and women’s education. 
In this sense, the mediation shifted from being a bridge 
to empowerment to a tool for soft oversight and 
continuous pressure, compelling the Taliban to modify 
its structural behavior in exchange for integration into 
the international system. 

 

 

 

 

 



29

Recommendations 

These recommendations aim to address issues related to 
Qatar’s “excessive dependence” on U.S. agendas and to 
safeguard national sovereignty in future diplomatic roles. 

1. Recommendations on Sovereignty and National
Decision-Making

 Review Hosting Protocols: Establish a clear legal
and constitutional framework defining the
conditions for hosting political offices of
movements or groups, ensuring that Qatari
territory does not become an “execution platform”
for foreign policies without yielding strategic
national benefits.

 Diversify International Frameworks: Future
mediations should operate under the auspices of
the United Nations or regional organizations,
rather than relying solely on direct alignment with
the U.S. administration, to prevent the state from
being perceived as a tool of Washington.

 Enhance Diplomatic Transparency: Issue periodic
reports to the domestic public and operational
institutions outlining the objectives of mediation
efforts, ensuring that diplomatic actions are
driven by national interest rather than external
pressures.

2. Legal and Security Recommendations

 Legislate an “International Mediation Law”:
Enact national legislation clearly defining the
rights and obligations of hosted parties,
preventing them from engaging in political or



30

media activities within Doha that could be 
interpreted as violations of sovereignty or cause 
embarrassment to the host state. 

 Cost-Benefit Analysis: Establish a specialized
research unit within the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs to assess political risks before engaging in
high-stakes mediations, with a focus on the
potential “political backlash” on Qatar’s
reputation.
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Conclusion 

Qatar’s experience in hosting the Taliban political office 
and mediating between the group and the United States 
of America serves as a prime example of “functional 
diplomacy”, where procedural roles are elevated to serve 
major powers at the expense of national sovereignty. It is 
evident that the decision to open the office did not stem 
from an independent national strategic vision but was a 
response to U.S. pressures and directives, reducing 
Qatari territory to a mere “technical space” for managing 
Washington’s crises—a clear encroachment on the 
principle of sovereignty, which assumes the state’s 
autonomy in deciding whom it hosts and under what 
conditions. 

At the level of national sovereignty, the acceptance of 
hosting an entity operating outside the formal state 
structure at the request of a third party (the United 
States) exposed Qatari political decision-making to 
dependency. Doha shifted from being a “neutral 
mediator” to a “facilitator serving a single party’s 
interests”, stripping the mediation of its ethical and legal 
essence and turning it into a tool for implementing U.S. 
policies at Qatar’s sovereign cost. 

Regarding international reputation and soft power, the 
side effects of this hosting proved costly. Qatar’s name 
became entangled in accusations of supporting 
“extremist” groups, eroding its moral standing in 
international forums. This ambiguous relationship with 
the Taliban created a mental association between Qatari 
diplomacy and the “extremist agendas” as characterized 
by Western narratives, damaging Qatar’s political 
credibility—a reputational repair that will likely require 
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years of sustained diplomatic effort. This challenge was 
exacerbated by the mutual accusations between the 
Taliban and the United States concerning adherence to 
the Doha Agreement, highlighting the risk of the Taliban 
reneging on its international commitments after the U.S. 
withdrawal. 

From a strategic perspective, the outcomes reveal that 
Qatar bore the full “ethical risk” on behalf of the U.S. 
administration. While Washington achieved a face-
saving withdrawal, Qatar faced direct scrutiny from the 
international community over the consequences of 
Taliban governance. This underscores that Qatar’s 
diplomatic gains were largely tactical and temporary, 
whereas the sovereign and reputational losses were 
strategic and enduring. 
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