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Dr. Abdullah Abdullah, Chairman of Afghanistan's High Council for National 

Reconciliation (HCNR) paid a three-day official visit to Pakistan from September 28-

30, 2020. The visit was a significant event, it was 12 years since he had visited his 

eastern neighbor. It was additionally important since it came at a time when both 

countries have been struggling with their bilateral relationship.  

With the exception of a few brief moments of stability, the Pakistan-Afghanistan relationship has 

followed a negative trajectory embedded in a vicious blame game, which has proved to be 

counterproductive for both countries. 

During his visit, Dr. Abdullah held meetings with the civil and military leadership of the country, 

engaged with think tanks, Council of Islamic Ideology of Pakistan, as well as members of the civil 

society.1 Dr Abdullah concluded his 3-day visit by expressing his “gratitude to the Pakistani 

leadership and nation for their warm welcome, hospitality and a new path in ties.”2 

Given the geographical proximity to Afghanistan and close ethic, religious and linguistic affinities 

between the two countries, history has shown that whatever happens in Afghanistan has a direct 

impact on Pakistan. This has been even more evident in the last two decades since the onset of the 

war on terror. The consequences have been dramatic and monumental, and have affected Pakistan 

and Afghanistan and their relationship deeply.  

                                                      
1
  https://twitter.com/DrabdullahCE/status/1311282142727598082, September 30, 2020. 

2
  https://twitter.com/DrabdullahCE/status/1311373854011543560, September 30, 2020. 

 

 

ISSUE BRIEF  
INSTITUTE OF STRATEGIC STUDIES ISLAMABAD 

  Web: www.issi.org.pk 

  Phone:  +92-51-9204423, 24 

 Fax: +92-51-9204658 

https://twitter.com/DrabdullahCE/status/1311373854011543560


 

© ISSI 2020 • All Rights Reserved  2 | P a g e  

IB                                                  Abdullah's Visit to Pakistan: A New Path to Pak-Afghan Ties October 17, 2020 

Dr. Abdullah’s visit came at a an opportune time following a number of important and ongoing 

developments regarding the peace process in Afghanistan in which Pakistan has been playing a 

constructive role for several years now. It appears that major steps are now occurring at a regional 

and national level, with internal conversations between the Taliban and the Afghan government 

which can potentially lead to concrete results. 

On the bilateral front, Islamabad has also been reaching out to the Afghan leadership. In June 2019, 

President Ashraf Ghani paid a visit to Pakistan. Since then, there have been a number of bilateral 

visits between the leaders of both countries. This included one by General Bajwa to Kabul in June 

2020, where he held meetings with the Afghan leadership including President Ashraf Ghani and 

Abdullah Abdullah. Another significant step that has helped improve ties is the appointment of 

Muhammad Sadiq, Pakistan’s former Ambassador to Kabul, as Pakistan’s special representative on 

Afghanistan. This is a new post created specially to boost ties, and it is rather surprising that Pakistan 

had not developed such a position before. After all, other major stakeholders have all had special 

representatives for Afghanistan, and Pakistan’s involvement and role has been among the most 

significant. Although the appointment has come fairly late, it is already producing positive results.  

Pakistan’s outreach to Afghanistan as well as its role in the peace process is believed to have 

resulted in Dr. Abdullah’s visit. The visit reflects growing stability and mutual trust, if not validation 

of past attempts at reconciling differences. And it clearly demonstrates Islamabad’s commitment to 

the peace process, while also showing improvements in the highly strained Pak-Afghan relationship 

that has been traditionally entangled in a vicious blame game from both sides. 

Pakistan has long been putting forward its case as a mediator in the region, and as an important 

stakeholder and proponent of the peace process. Now, after several years of negativity, Dr. 

Abdullah's visit is being viewed as an attempt by Afghanistan to overcome the mistrust of the past 

and embark on a new partnership with Pakistan. This will also help in Kabul gaining Pakistan’s 

support regarding the ongoing intra-Afghan talks.  

During his visit, Dr. Abdullah made many important observations regarding the relationship and the 

region. Speaking at the Institute of Strategic Studies Islamabad, he acknowledged that ties between 

the two countries face constant pressures, and that suspicion, mistrust, rhetoric, and conspiracy 

theories had been adversely affecting the relations between the two countries. However, he 

stressed that the time was right for both states to emerge with a new vision and approach in their 

relationship, define their shared interests, as well as address outstanding issues. He expressed his 

confidence that both neighbors are on the threshold of a new era in their bilateral relationship 
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based on mutual respect and sincere cooperation, since Pakistan and Afghanistan are now primed 

for a new and improved era in their ties. 3 

Predictably, throughout his trip the focus was primarily on the peace process. Dr. Abdullah solicited 

Pakistan's support in convincing the Taliban to reduce, and ultimately abandon violence as 

stakeholders make genuine efforts for achieving peace in the region. Pakistan has publically, as well 

as privately been persuading the Taliban to reduce violence and move towards a negotiated 

settlement with the Afghan government. There are numerous examples that show Pakistan’s 

commitment to the reconciliation process. For instance, Pakistan not only played a pivotal role in the 

ceasefire by the Taliban in June 2018 and again in 2020, it also encouraged the group to engage with 

the US in direct talks. These in fact resulted in the US-Taliban agreement of February 2020, and 

subsequently in the ongoing intra-Afghan negotiations in Doha. Pakistan’s efforts in this regard have 

been applauded by the US and Afghanistan too. Dr. Abdullah appreciated and acknowledged 

Pakistan’s role in making this extremely important part of the peace process a reality.  

It is important for the Afghan leadership to recognize that Pakistan is actively engaging with all 

stakeholders, including the Taliban in an effort to convince the group to abandon its hostilities 

towards the Afghan state, engage with Kabul in intra-Afghan talks and ultimately reach a 

compromise. With this, there is acknowledgement and hope for better bilateral ties which can only 

improve gradually given the erstwhile instability. Dr. Abdullah also expressed this desire, which is 

also important to note since the peace process is now an essential aspect of the Pak-Afghan 

relationship. But, it cannot be the only issue that would dictate the contours of the relationship. 

Pakistan's role should be to support the process as well as any outcome that is achieved as long as it 

is Afghan-led and owned. All Pakistan can do is to encourage both sides to engage and compromise. 

It cannot dictate peace. Therefore, it is important for both sides, particularly the Afghan leadership, 

to recognize and accept that achieving peace and a workable outcome that is acceptable to all 

stakeholders is solely in the hands of the Afghans. Indeed, it is an Afghan prerogative. While 

Pakistan’s role is important, it is secondary.  

For years, Pakistan has followed a policy of extending support to Pashtun groups alone (including the 

Taliban), and this inevitably led to the alienation of other ethnic factions such as the Tajiks, Uzbeks, 

and Hazaras. This then caused these groups to view Pakistan with immense mistrust and suspicion, 

leading many to consider Pakistan as a spoiler in Afghanistan’s path to peace. Now, there is a clear 

and conscious awareness in Pakistan that relations need to be established with all ethnic and 

                                                      
3
  Dr. Abdullah Abdullah’s Public Talk at the ISSI, September 29, 2020,  http://issi.org.pk/public-talk-dr-

abdullah-abdullah-chairman-hcnr-islamic-republic-of-afghanistan-organised-by-issi-sept-29-2020-
complete-video-recording/ 
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political groups in its neighboring country in the west, and to assure them of all of Pakistan’s support 

and sincerity. This was clearly echoed by Prime Minister Imran Khan during his meeting with Dr. 

Abdullah, where he clearly stated that “the past was an invaluable teacher to learn from, but not to 

live in, both countries must look forward towards the future.”4 This sentiment was further reiterated 

by Pakistan’s Foreign Minister Shah Mahmood Qureshi who said that “Pakistan has no favorites in 

Afghanistan and nor does it wish to meddle in their internal affairs.”5 Referring to their often 

strained relationship, Mr. Qureshi also emphasized the need to accept and work on the reality of the 

bilateral ties rather than shying away from asking difficult questions. There is indeed a need to add a 

new chapter to the bilateral relationship by building a relationship of cooperation and 

understanding, he noted.6 He further said that Pakistan had the utmost respect for the sovereignty, 

independence and territorial integrity of Afghanistan, and emphasized this point by expressing that 

Pakistan wants to be friends with Afghanistan, and not masters, pointing to a paradigm shift in the 

regional dynamics.7 Statements made by the Pakistani leadership are not only important and 

necessary acknowledgements, but a clear indication of the change in the narrative on the Pakistani 

side. 

It will take a lot more than mere words and promises to assure the Afghans of Pakistan’s sincerity. 

But the fact that Islamabad is reaching out to the different Afghan factions and not just the Taliban 

or for that matter the Pashtuns, warrants recognition. This is a wise and desirable policy in the right 

direction. This also needs to be acknowledged and reciprocated by Afghanistan, and it will be a 

positive step if Dr. Abdullah’s visit and statements now dictate Kabul’s stance towards Pakistan. 

While it may be a cliché, it is worth reiterating that both Pakistan and Afghanistan have the most to 

gain from peace and stability in Afghanistan, and the most to lose from instability. Recent history is 

demonstrative of this fact. Thus, Afghanistan must let go of the past, and instead focus on the 

positives and the future. There are positives that exist – the shared history, culture and religion and 

more importantly, the commonalities between individuals and groups growing up together. These 

are significant aspects of the relationship that get lost in the murky waters of mistrust. Thus, while 

the discourse about refugees turns ugly, it ignores how Pakistan at one point hosted 5 million 

Afghan refugees, with whom Pakistan now shares a history of over four decades! These individual 

and collective stories must not be allowed to disappear from the narrative of bilateral ties.  

                                                      
4
  https://twitter.com/ImranKhanPTI/status/1311322904555028482. September 30, 2020 

5
  Pakistan has no favourites in Afghanistan: FM Qureshi, Express Tribune, September 29, 2020, 

https://tribune.com.pk/story/2266202/pakistan-has-no-favourites-in-afghanistan-fm-qureshi 
6
  Ibid. 

7
  Dr. Abdullah Abdullah’s Public Talk at the ISSI, September 29, 2020,  http://issi.org.pk/public-talk-dr-

abdullah-abdullah-chairman-hcnr-islamic-republic-of-afghanistan-organised-by-issi-sept-29-2020-
complete-video-recording/ 

https://twitter.com/ImranKhanPTI/status/1311322904555028482
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Such visits and overtures will thus be meaningless if the intent does not shift and the leaderships of 

both countries do not move beyond a problematic past. That will only cause the people to continue 

suffering. The strategy now should be for the bilateral ties to use the window of the peace process 

to also ensure that the focus is also on other aspects of the relationship such as trade, connectivity, 

people to people contact, and cultural connections. It will take a lot more than one trip for this to 

happen. But the fact that the Afghan and Pakistani leadership have owned up and recognized the 

mistakes of the past is in itself a major development. This should not be underestimated. Dr. 

Abdullah’s visit is an ice breaker, and can lead to more opportunities, which must be grasped to 

rebuild ties on a firm footing based on transparency and cooperation. 

Pakistan and Afghanistan need to understand the new geopolitical realities in which regional 

dynamics have changed rather drastically. There are new stakeholders in the mix, and economic 

priorities and large projects that have brought together Central and South Asian countries. Both 

Pakistan and Afghanistan as a result, also need to rethink their positions vis-à-vis each other and in 

terms of their place in the regional context. The positive sign in this regard is that there is some 

evidence that both countries are on the same page in terms of recognizing the shifting paradigms. 

This requires, most importantly, that finger pointing and conspiracy theories, and blaming the other 

for all ills inside one’s borders, come to an end. Blaming Pakistan for all of Afghanistan’s issues is not 

only naïve, it is also counter-productive, and prevents any improvement in relations. The Afghan 

state needs to take ownership of its own responsibilities, be it state building or establishing peace 

with the Taliban. 

Both countries should define the parameters of their bilateral relationship by working further to 

overcome differences between the two states. It is helpful in this regard to note that Dr. Abdullah’s 

visit is believed to be the first in a series of visits to different countries to solicit their support in the 

ongoing Afghan government and Taliban talks. Dr. Abdullah has asked not just Pakistan, but 

Washington and every other country that has a voice at the Afghan table, to press for a reduction of 

violence with the Taliban and move towards a peaceful settlement. 8 

Pakistan’s role should be pragmatic, transparent and public. This will also mean that whatever 

outcome is achieved as a result of the peace process, the Afghans would take ownership and not 

shift the blame on Pakistan. In fact, as noted above, the peace process should now be just one issue 

among many for the relationship to flourish. Other aspects of the ties cannot be held hostage to the 

success of the peace process. Once the withdrawal of foreign forces reaches its final phase, both 

                                                      
8
   Kathy Gannon, ‘’Envoy pushes Pakistan to press Taliban to lessen violence,’’ Washington Post, September 

30, 2020, ,https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/afghan-envoy-asks-pakistan-to-push-
taliban-to-less-violence/2020/09/30/c14f882e-0339-11eb-b92e-029676f9ebec_story.html 
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countries will have to deal with each other in every aspect of life that neighboring countries are used 

to – and that should be the aim for the bilateral ties. Although the burden of history cannot be 

washed away easily, a pragmatic and holistic approach needs to be adopted by both to address the 

key issues and irritants, with the goal to seek plausible solutions that addresses their concerns and 

maximizes their interests. In this regard, the existing Afghanistan-Pakistan Action Plan for Peace and 

Solidarity (APAPPS) mechanism can be utilized. Most importantly, the positive momentum 

generated in recent weeks must be kept alive to foster cooperation and create systemic, 

institutional linkages for sustainable collaboration in all fields. 

 


