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The Paths Ahead

The United States needs to develop a strategy that protects the gains in Afghanistan while
terminating the conflict.

Regional options—resolving the India-Pakistan conflict, creating a neutral Afghanistan,
or squeezing Pakistan—are too difficult to rely on alone.
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Unilateral options—either pursuing major escalation or a complete disengagement—
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are equally implausible because of their high costs and risks, respectively.
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Only limited approaches—moderately expanding the current commitment, seeking

a political settlement, or fostering a long-term counterterrorism partnership—are left.
Since a counterterrorism-only solution is unlikely to be efficacious, the United States
should prioritize reaching a political settlement with the Taliban while continuing to

bolster the Afghan state and its security forces.
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To be successful, Washington will need to empower the U.S. ambassador in Kabul to oversee

the administration’s entire strategy in Afghanistan; persuade the Afghan government to begin
a serious national dialogue on political reconciliation; engage in direct talks with the Taliban;
target the Taliban shura, if necessary, while inducing Rawalpindi to constrain the Taliban’s
sanctuary in Pakistan; and secure regional support for a political settlement in Afghanistan.
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