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Last year, Pathways to Change – Pakistan Policy Symposium, a two-day
event jointly organized by the Wilson Center and INDUS, convened expert
scholars, academics, and practitioners from the United States and Pakistan
to explore Pakistan’s recent achievements in economic, political, and foreign
affairs as well as its opportunities to address current and future challenges.
Speakers and panelists focused on identifying practical, innovative, and
above all actionable policy solutions. The following series of policy briefs,
which draw on discussions from the symposium, will be of interest to
the academic and scholarly communities; diaspora audiences; business
and policy circles; and any general audiences interested in Pakistan, U.S.Pakistan relations, or international relations on the whole.

Introducing the Pakistan Policy Symposium Policy Brief Series

Pakistan has reached a pivotal moment
in its 70-plus-year history.

that threaten to squander its recent
achievements and new opportunities?

On the one hand, the country has
recently achieved some major
milestones. It has dealt a devastating
blow to the once-ferocious threat of
anti-state terrorism. It has graduated
to the status of emerging market. It
has elected a new and non-dynastic
political party that promises to usher
in a refreshing new era of clean and
efficient governance. And its foreign
policy—spearheaded by a Chinafinanced transport corridor that affords
Pakistan new opportunities to become
integrated into the global economy,
and by a deepening of relations with
key regional players such as Turkey and
Russia—shows signs of entering a new
and positive phase.

This was the overarching question
that inspired and informed a two-day
conference at the Wilson Center in
October 2018. The event, co-hosted
by the Wilson Center’s Asia Program
and the INDUS organization, and
entitled Pathways to Change: Pakistan
Policy Symposium, brought together
thought leaders—analysts, journalists,
academics, diplomats, and business
people, among others—from both
countries to discuss Pakistan’s future
and to offer policy recommendations
on how the country can best move
forward.

But at the same time, Pakistan is
witnessing the emergence of a new
generation of extremist organizations.
It is suffering through a serious balance
of payments crisis. Longstanding
democratic challenges—from weak
civilian institutions to a military that
enjoys an outsize role in statecraft
and policy—remain entrenched. And
its foreign policy, which still struggles
to develop deep partnerships beyond
its Saudi and Chinese allies, remains
framed by an India-centric lens and
hampered by a global image problem.
In effect, Pakistan faces new and
in some cases unprecedented
opportunities, but it also confronts a
series of major challenges both old and
new.
How can Pakistan capitalize on its
recent progress while conquering
or at least managing the challenges

2

To prevent the symposium from getting
consigned to the category of one-off,
quickly forgotten event, the Wilson
Center and INDUS have decided to
put together a follow-up policy brief
series. The objective is to convey the
perspectives and recommendations
shared by some of the conference
speakers in a set of concise essays.
The essays featured here highlight
the salient issues featured in the
conference—issues that continue to
play out in real time.
The first two essays assess U.S.Pakistan relations. This up-and-down
relationship struggled during the first
year of the Trump administration’s term,
but it is now enjoying new life as the
two countries work together to bring
the Taliban to the negotiating table in
an effort to end the U.S.-led war in
Afghanistan. Salman Bashir, a former
Pakistani foreign secretary, writes that
“Pakistan and the United States need
to arrive at a common assessment of
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the situation in Afghanistan.” In his view,
this means, among other things, that
the U.S. government should exclude
Afghanistan from Washington’s IndoPacific strategy, which regards Beijing
as a strategic competitor, so that it can
recognize and accommodate China’s
useful role in Afghanistan. He also
lists a series of steps that, if taken,
could help operationalize what he
describes as a new “broad framework
of understanding” for U.S.-Pakistan
relations.
Michael Kugelman, the Wilson Center’s
senior associate, David Silverman,
the INDUS director of operations, and
Nasir Naveed, the INDUS director
of policy, offer a U.S. perspective on
the bilateral relationship. They lay out
a series of steps—from maintaining
realistic expectations to making lowrisk moves that enable the two sides to
increase much-needed goodwill—that
can keep the relationship cordial as it
navigates the Afghanistan challenge.
“Washington and Islamabad will never
be soul mates,” they write, “But that
doesn’t mean they can’t find ways to
have fewer downs and more ups in their
relationship.”
Afghanistan itself is the focus of an
essay by Siniša Vuković, an assistant
professor for the Conflict Management
Program and Global Policy Program
at SAIS. Dr. Vuković, who moderated
a panel on U.S.-Pakistan-Afghanistan
relations at the conference, was asked
to write this essay in order to get an
outside expert’s perspective of the
conflict. He argues that all parties,
“in their own way aware that outright
military victory is unattainable, appear to
be looking for a face-saving way out of
this predicament through a negotiated
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solution.” He concludes that a “Pakistanbacked endgame in Afghanistan
would offer a unique opportunity for a
normalization of U.S.-Pakistan relations.”
The next two essays examine enduring
challenges for Pakistan: extremism and
the economy. Niloufer Siddiqui, an
assistant professor of political science at
the University at Albany-State University
of New York, discusses the recent
emergence of several new hardline
religious parties, one of which is tied to
the terror group Lashkar-e-Taiba. Joining
the political process, Dr. Siddiqui argues,
is unlikely to make these groups more
moderate. And yet, there are indications
that “relevant stakeholders in Pakistani
politics” have provided support to these
groups. “If the Pakistani state wants to
control the problem of radicalization in
society,” she warns, “it must confront
its own role in supporting these actors
for short-term political gain.”
James Schwemlein, a nonresident
Carnegie Endowment fellow and former
U.S. diplomat, argues that the ChinaPakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC)
alone is not a silver bullet for Pakistan’s
economic troubles. “More attention
needs to be placed on improving
Pakistan’s competitiveness, including its
economic governance,” he writes. He
calls for a “real focus on market-enabling
reforms, including a more predictable
regulatory and legal framework.” Such
improvements, he argues, would
strengthen CPEC’s prospects; enhance
Pakistan’s role in international trade;
and benefit U.S.-Pakistan relations.
Ultimately, he concludes, “a Pakistan
that is once again competitive for
international business would be a more
stable country.”
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The final essay highlights how to seize
the opportunities offered by PakistaniAmerican financiers. Amra Tareen,
the head of innovation at Bed Bath
& Beyond, and Amber Jamil, the
communication and outreach director
for INDUS, explain that these diaspora
members are “uniquely positioned
partners in the promotion of investment
and social entrepreneurship in Pakistan.”
They have the potential to strengthen
Pakistan’s economy, enhance its
prospects to become a regional
economic leader, and more broadly to
bring more breadth to the U.S.-Pakistan
relationship, according to Tareen and
Jamil.
We hope these essays and their policy
recommendations, much like the
conference that preceded them, spark
some useful debate about how Pakistan
can best tackle a future rife with
opportunities—but also fraught with
obstacles.
***
The Wilson Center and INDUS would
like to recognize the Houston Karachi
Sister City Association, the American
Pakistan Public Affairs Committee, Eye
for Art, and the Middle East Institute for
their sponsorship of the Pakistan Policy
Symposium and this policy brief series.
Their contributions and collaborative
spirit are much appreciated.
Michael Kugelman is deputy
director of the Asia Program and
senior associate for South Asia at the
Woodrow Wilson Center. Athar Javaid
is president of INDUS. David Silverman
is director of operations for INDUS.
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