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The Trump administration is edging America toward the exit in Afghanistan, nearly two decades 

after President George W. Bush intervened in the aftermath of 9/11. The U.S. quickly dispersed 

Osama bin Laden’s al-Qaeda and ousted the Taliban, only to spend the following years failing to 

build a stable, liberal democracy centered in Kabul. 

America’s extended commitment of lives and resources to Afghanistan never made sense. If 

there is one spot on the planet in which the US has little strategic interest, it is Afghanistan. The 

latter is geographically distant, landlocked among Iran, China, Pakistan, Turkmenistan, 

Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan. 

Afghanistan is strongly tribal and socially traditional, a Muslim country ruled at the village and 

valley. With formal borders drawn by British officials, Afghans have strong family, ethnic, and 

religious ties across nations. US officials had little contact with Afghanistan prior to the 1979 

Soviet invasion, which Washington used to bleed America’s Cold War adversary. 

Then came 9/11. Two decades later America’s Afghan allies cannot even agree on who won the 

latest presidential election, with dueling claimants occupying neighboring palaces. There still are 

many good people who desire peace and want to create a tolerant, liberal society. Someday their 

vision may come to pass. But not in the future that we can see at a cost that we can bear. And not 

at the American military’s hands. The time for delay is over: Washington’s sole objective should 

be to leave, quickly. 

Debating "what might have been" is a waste of time and breath. In September 2001 the Bush 

administration targeted al-Qaeda after the group hijacked four airliners, turned them into de facto 

cruise missiles, and murdered some 3000 people. The administration also sought to oust the 

Taliban government, which hosted the group’s training facilities. Both objectives were quickly 

achieved. 

Alas, the Neocon-dominated administration, convinced that it could remake Afghanistan and the 

world, stuck around, but without anything close to necessary force levels. Jarrett Blanc of the 

Carnegie Endowment explained: "After a messy but basically successful counterterrorism effort, 



we expanded our objectives in ways that were bound to fail. We mortgaged our counterterrorism 

objectives to more maximalist aims, making our original ambition harder to secure." 

Indeed, consumed with hubris the Bush administration vetoed any political negotiations between 

Kabul and the Taliban, the only way to create a stable peace. The latter reemerged and launched 

a full-scale insurgency. But Washington, busy in Iraq, never responded accordingly. The 

resistance grew until even Bush realized that he had a problem. 

Then think tanks helpfully produced studies and newspapers busily published op-ed filled with 

plans to turn around the war and optimistic predictions for the future. One New York 

Times headline from a decade ago: "US Is Gaining in Afghanistan, General Writes." 

The Financial Times entitled an op-ed: "How the US Intends to End the War with the Taliban." 

A Los Angeles Times opinion piece declared: "Winning in Afghanistan." The Washington 

Times insisted: "Failure in Afghanistan Not an Option." A news story in the same paper ran 

"Report says Afghan War Showing Progress." Yahoo enthused: "Fragile Progress Builds 

Momentum in Afghanistan." A policy expert offered his thoughts on Foreign Policy online: "5 

Ways to Win the War in Afghanistan." 

With Americans at home wondering why Americans were dying abroad, President Barack 

Obama, his Nobel Peace Prize secure on his bookcase, doubled and tripled down, twice upping 

the number of combat troops. I visited Afghanistan in both 2010 and 2011, when US and allied 

troop strength was at its zenith. Allied hubris was in full flower, though cynicism took over once 

official briefers left the room. No Afghan not working for the government had anything positive 

to say about the Afghan government. Even then Afghans with connections were believed to be 

moving resources and often families abroad, such as to Dubai. They were preparing for the 

inevitable. 

Nevertheless, US officials continued to proclaim success and promise even greater progress so 

long as Americans continued to sacrifice lives and wealth for the war. Unfortunately, such claims 

failed to reflect reality on the ground. Last year Andrew Cordesman of the Center for Strategic 

and International Studies produced a highly critical study, noting that "official US and Afghan 

data seem to sharply understate the level of growing threat presence, influence, and control." 

Indeed, he concluded, the Pentagon’s official reports "seem more spin than objective." 

Last December the Washington Post published "The Afghanistan Papers." The conclusion was 

simultaneously simple and devastating: "US officials constantly said they were making progress. 

They were not, and they knew it." In January John Sopko, the Special Inspector General for 

Afghanistan Reconstruction, testified before the House Foreign Affairs Committee that "There’s 

an odor of mendacity throughout the Afghanistan issue … mendacity and hubris." 

Thus, when Secretary of State Mike Pompeo recently said to veterans "We will not squander 

what they and you have won through blood, sweat and tears," it is not clear what achievements 

he was imagining. Americans at home were lied to as Americans in Afghanistan died so 

Washington policymakers could avoid taking responsibility for failed policies. 



Candidate Donald Trump appeared to understand the issue when he bulldozed his Republican 

opponents by forthrightly denouncing the Bush-Obama wars. He began criticizing the 

Afghanistan misadventure early. In a 2012 tweet he complained: "Why are we continuing to train 

these Afghanis who then shoot our soldiers in the back? Afghanistan is a complete waste. Time 

to come home!" 

A year later he insisted: "We should leave Afghanistan immediately. No more wasted lives. If we 

have to go back in, we go in hard & quick." He even did what seems inconceivable today, praise 

Obama. Said Trump: "I agree with Pres. Obama on Afghanistan. We should have a speedy 

withdrawal. Why should we keep wasting our money — rebuild the US!" 

Since then even military officers sound more pessimistic. For instance, in 2017 Gen. Joseph 

Dunford, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, told Congress: "We used the term stalemate a 

year ago, and, relatively speaking, it has not changed much." A year later Gen. Kenneth 

McKenzie, slated to take over US Central Command, opined at his confirmation hearing: "We 

believe that it is important to convince the Taliban that, even as we are in a stalemate, so they are 

in a stalemate, and they will be unable to find a path to victory on the battlefield." This after 

more than 17 years of fighting. 

Far more depressing are independent reports, such as those routinely issued by Sopko’s office. 

Financial aid was wasted or stolen. Development projects were not completed or failed to 

deliver. Total area contested by the Taliban was at a record. Casualties among Afghan security 

were rising, along with Taliban attacks on cities – including suicide attacks in the capital. 

Afghan security personnel were ghosts or ineffective. For years many Afghan personnel existed 

on paper only. During my 2011 visit to a police training center a Marine Corps officer warned 

me to beware: "everyone is selling something." An American instructor observed that he "tried" 

to teach the recruits, but without much success. 

Last August the New York Times reported that Kabul’s "security forces are in their worst state in 

years – almost completely on the defensive in much of the country." Despite promises by the 

Afghan military to take the offensive, "in most major battlegrounds, the bulk of the regular 

Afghan forces are still holed up in fortified bases and outposts. Most offensive operations have 

been left to small numbers of Afghan and American Special Operations soldiers, backed by both 

countries’ air forces." 

In his January quarterly report Sopko highlighted several important security problems. One is 

that "Enemy-initiated attacks from October–December 2019 were at the highest level for the 

fourth quarter of any year since data collection began in 2010." Another was that "Afghan 

special forces conducted fewer ground operations in the fourth quarter, lower than any other 

quarter in 2019, and only 31% of their operations were conducted without US or Coalition 

assistance." 

His conclusions are necessarily more limited than in the past. So negative have been his 

assessments that the Pentagon started classifying data on the performance of the Afghan security 

forces. In February he told the Senate Homeland Security and Government Affairs Committee 



that most indicators "of measuring success are now classified, or we don’t collect it. So I can’t 

tell you, publicly, how well a job we’re doing on training." He obviously can’t tell the public 

either. 

High attrition rates continue to be one of the Afghan military’s biggest problems. The latest 

SIGAR report, issued last Thursday, noted that total reported Afghan National Defense and 

Security Forces personnel levels continued to fall, to 281,807 in January, 50,000 below the levels 

in January 2017. 

As a result, Kabul has over-relied on the Afghan Special Security Forces, made up of specially 

trained military and police units. Noted the inspector general: "Misuse occurs when [Ministry of 

Defense] or [Ministry of Interior] orders the ASSF to conduct operations that are more 

appropriate for the conventional forces or assigns them other inappropriate tasks. Examples of 

misuse include using special forces to man checkpoints, hold terrain, or provide personal security 

for politicians or ANDSF leaders." Such "misuse" fell last year, but then so did use of the ASSF 

since Taliban activity dropped during peace negotiations with America. 

However, all these indications pale compared to one simple metric. How do embassy people get 

to the airport, a mere three miles away? During my visits I flew to other cities and bases in 

Afghanistan several times. We drove to the airport. In chaotic traffic on roads filled with security 

personnel and vehicles. By streets with barricades and roadblocks. Past garish "poppy palaces" 

with high walls. Into the terminal with multiple checkpoints and security stops. 

So did US personnel. But a friend recently returned from embassy duty said that has changed. 

Now they use a helicopter to travel to the airport. Driving is deemed unsafe. 

After nearly 20 years of American and allied occupation. 

President Trump could have begun his presidency with a clean slate by announcing the coming 

withdrawal of US troops. Responsibility for any adverse consequences would fall on his 

predecessors, the authors of the failed attempt at nation-building. Alas, he surrounded himself 

with hawks who resisted his desire to bring home American personnel. 

Apparently forgetting that he had been elected president, on their advice he instead increased 

troop levels, leaving even more US and allied personnel to die for nothing. Now Washington is 

attempting to salvage a peace settlement with the Taliban, which is dependent on unlikely 

agreement between the insurgents and Kabul government. This process is supposed to lead to the 

eventual withdrawal of foreign troops. 

The good news is that the administration has begun pulling out American forces. In fact, 

Secretary of State Mike Pompeo said (and later denied) that the president wanted them all home 

by election day. However, why wait for November? 

The war in Afghanistan is an extraordinary tragedy that predates US involvement. In 1973 the 

king was ousted. His wrecked palace sits on the outskirts of Kabul, a silent reminder of the 

nation’s nearly half century of agony. In 1978 came the coup by a party supported by Moscow. 



The Soviet Union intervened a year later amid civil war. The Reagan administration made 

support for the Mujahedeen a priority, but funneled most assistance through Pakistan, which 

backed the most radical factions. Soviet troops left in 1989 and Soviet money ended three years 

later, leading to the regime’s collapse. Feuding insurgent factions occupied Kabul, leading to 

another civil war. Pakistan and Saudi Arabia aided the rise of the fundamentalist Taliban, which 

overran much of the country by 1996. Iran was on the other side, almost going to war against the 

Taliban two years later. 

Afghans suffered under a regime rooted in the 6th century AD, when Mohammad began his 

activities. Then came 9/11 and a new war, which continued as America’s presence waned. 

Washington always believes everything is about Washington, but that isn’t the case in 

Afghanistan. Observed Mohammad Sayed Madadi of the Afghanistan Civil Service Institute: 

"Over the past decade, the violence has become extremely local, with parties from both sides 

fighting tribal feuds and personal grievances." 

The US has no reason to stay. The worst argument is that Americans have sacrificed too much to 

leave and America cannot lose a war, especially to "al-Qaeda, the Taliban and the Islamic State," 

as claimed by Rep. Liz Cheney – like her father ever-ready to sacrifice American lives in foolish 

wars. Economists warn against the sunk cost fallacy. Washington already has wasted more than 

$1.5 trillion directly on the war. Toss in present and future veterans’ costs and interest on 

borrowed funds and the total price could hit $3 trillion. The human cost also has been high. 

Killed have been 2298 military personnel, 3820 contractors, and 1145 allied servicemen. Tens of 

thousands have been wounded, many grievously. Afghanistan, of course, has been ravaged by 

the war. 

However, these costs already have been incurred. Americans should stay only if the future 

expense of doing so is worth the benefit. It isn’t. To throw more money and lives away to avoid 

losing a war not worth fighting is beyond foolish. And sacrificing more lives to try to redeem 

those already lost is compounding the previous crime, putting political pride before national 

interest. The best way to honor the dead is to not waste any more of the living. Indeed, a new 

poll found that 71 percent of Afghan veterans and 69 percent of military family members 

believed Washington should bring home the troops. 

Forget the tiresome claim of "credibility." The time to worry about credibility is before making 

commitments that are foolish and not worth keeping, and which can’t possibly be maintained. 

Should Washington have continued to fight the Korean and Vietnam Wars, potentially forever? 

America’s adversaries are aware that Americans will act on issues of great moment. That will not 

change if Washington stops trying to impose Western-style governance on an alien land half a 

world away. Indeed, to keep wasting lives and money trying to do the impossible is far more 

likely to raise questions of judgment and even sanity in foreign capitals. 

The claim simultaneously most serious and stupid is that endless war in Afghanistan is necessary 

to prevent future terrorist attacks. Trump said his aides insisted that "if we don’t go there, they’re 

going to be fighting over here." But Afghanistan was the site of al-Qaeda’s operations only 

because Osama bin Laden had been there fighting the Soviets. After the US invaded he relocated 

to neighboring Pakistan, where he was later killed. No one who planned and initiated the 9/11 



attacks spent any time in Afghanistan. These days national affiliates are more dangerous than the 

original organization and they are located around the globe. 

In any case, while the Taliban might be willing to use al-Qaeda in the war today, the movement 

would not likely welcome the group if America withdrew. (Similarly, Washington’s ongoing 

economic war against Iran caused the latter to open contacts with the organization, but Tehran 

originally aided the US against what then was an enemy.) The Taliban resented bin Laden’s 

abuse of their hospitality and would prefer to avoid a retaliatory repetition leading to their ouster 

again. 

David Petraeus, former commander in Afghanistan, and Vance Serchuk of the Center for a New 

American Security, last year warned that "some 20 foreign terrorist organizations like al-Qaeda 

and ISIS retain a presence in the region." Which proves too much: a small US force tasked with 

backing Kabul cannot prevent terrorist groups from operating nearby. By their logic a much 

larger presence is necessary and must be permanent – and presumably should extend everywhere 

else on earth where regimes either are hostile or lack complete control of their territory. 

Notably, Petraeus took a more optimistic view when he was in command announcing his 

accomplishments. Reported the Washington Times in March 2011: "The top US military 

commander in Afghanistan [Petraeus] told Congress Tuesday that his forces had made enough 

progress to justify starting a three-year withdrawal in July." When it comes to Afghanistan, there 

always is good news, but never quite enough to warrant finally pulling out. 

Another claim is that only by staying can Washington create a liberal, democratic, and tolerant 

society. But that goal is likely to remain out of reach irrespective of US policy. Plenty of 

Afghans, especially women, want peace, prosperity, equality, and liberty. Unfortunately, 

America cannot bring that to them, at least at any reasonable cost in any reasonable time. 

Afghans have been fighting for almost 50 years. They could do so for another 50 years. 

It is wrong to make more Americans die on such a Quixotic mission, one unconnected to any 

substantial interest for their own country and people. Grand humanitarian crusades, no matter 

how seemingly worthy in the abstract, cannot justify ivory tower warriors sending others into 

combat. 

Finally, the argument that Afghanistan is somehow vital, surrounded by such important nations 

as China, India, Russia, Iran, Pakistan, and the Central Asian states, is precisely backward. If 

everything is vital, then nothing is vital. Afghanistan may be vital, but only to its neighbors, not 

America. And they should be left with responsibility for stabilizing their region. Their interests 

are many and conflicting. Washington should make clear its intention to leave and invite Kabul’s 

neighbors to take over the burden and develop a coordinated response. Americans then could 

drop at least one foreign conflict and focus on their many other challenges and problems. 

After fighting for two decades, no withdrawal would be premature. It is time for America to 

leave Afghanistan. With or without an agreement with the Taliban. There is little likelihood the 

Taliban would fulfill such a pact even if today’s 13,000 Americans on station remained. Victory 



was out-of-reach even when there were 100,000 US and another 40,000 allied troops on duty in 

Afghanistan. 

Given widespread opposition to the Taliban, the Kabul government and allied ethnic militias are 

likely to survive, though only with more limited authority over more limited regions. The real 

negotiations that will matter are those among Afghans, backed by neighboring states. 

President Trump should keep his promise. If not, the Democrats should campaign against Bush’s 

and now Trump’s mistaken social engineering in Central Asia. Ultimately the issue is up to the 

American people. As my friend Scott Horton concluded his informative book, Fool’s Errand: 

Time to End the War in Afghanistan: "Americans can and must put aside political differences 

over issues which, frankly, pale in comparison to the crisis of our government’s destructive war 

in Afghanistan and work together to end it now." 

Washington should wish Afghans well. And leave them, after decades of foreign intervention, to 

decide their own future. 
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