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Section II 
Afghanistan and GWOT 
Retrospective: Will We Forget?

The January-February 2023 edition of Military 
Review thematically commemorates the end
of U.S. involvement in the Global War on 

Terrorism (GWOT) that is generally regarded as hav-
ing commenced on 11 September 2001 with a terrorist 
attack on the United States and is generally considered 
to have ended with completion of the withdrawal of 
U.S. forces from Afghanistan on 30 August 2021. This 
section features articles derived from Military Review’s
2022 DePuy Writing Competition that critically exam-
ine various dimensions of the Afghan conflict, some ad-
dressing unique issues not having been treated exhaus-
tively in the professional literature thus far published. 
Just as significantly, this edition includes a selection of 
articles that thematically examine the relationship of 
the military as an institution to the civil-military polit-
ical process overall in the direction and management 
of war, with particular focus on those aspects salient to 
explaining the unsatisfactory conclusion to the GWOT. 

Among the more essential lessons that the U.S. 
military experience in the GWOT may teach fu-
ture generations of military leaders that might find 
themselves in the process of becoming ensnared in so-
called “low-intensity conflict” is that historically coun-
terinsurgency is only possible under highly unusual cir-
cumstances, and that the mantra “winning the hearts 
and minds” can become an enticing delusion that 
political leaders as well as future military planners 
might carefully avoid using unless there is good reason 
to believe that it is even possible in a given situation. 
In Afghanistan, successive iterations of commanders 
and their planners largely ignorant of the culture and 
history of Afghanistan built their counterinsurgen-
cy campaigns over a twenty-year period, with only 
modest deviation, on achieving success by employing 
the chimerical concept of “winning hearts and minds.” 

All such efforts were built on a stubbornly enduring 
assumption passed to each succeeding effort that it 
was possible to bribe the native groups overtime to set 
aside their historic, deeply entrenched ethnic differ-
ences and radically change their culture, traditions, 
and lifestyles with a combination of Western mate-
rialistic enticements together with a coerced effort 
to adopt Western methods of governance and socio-
economic administration. As history now appears to 
attest, despite the best intentions, each iteration over 
the twenty-year duration of the conflict achieved the 
same failed results. 

Whatever positive enduring influence the United 
States and its allies may have had on the peoples of 
Afghanistan over two decades using the hearts and 
minds approach is at present hard to discern. Rather, 
whatever positive effects the U.S. military presence 
appeared to be having at any given time in retrospect 
appears to have been minor in impact, short lasting, 
and very often counterproductive—many such efforts 
in the end producing additional popular resentment 
and multiplying enemies.

A third lesson learned is that much of the failure of 
the GWOT may be attributed to a lack of sophistica-
tion among the political class guiding the conflicts in 
areas of anthropology and sociology as they applied to 
the regions of the world in which they had mandated 
that wars be waged. Following the 9/11 attacks, the 
political class of the United States in general was in 
retrospect woefully ignorant not only of the political 
dynamics but the cultural and social dynamics of the 
societies against which they were about to declare war. 
Additionally, over the course of the conflict, the politi-
cal class maintained a single-minded obsession for im-
posing Western liberalism on the countries in which we 
were waging war that colored and distorted a realistic 



January-February 2023  MILITARY REVIEW60

assessment of what was possible in societies with no 
history of liberalism or foundation for it. Consequently, 
the collective ignorance and hubris of the political class 
directing and managing the war precluded a good faith 
effort to understand the social and ethnic context of 
the enemies we were fighting, which in turn precluded 
any clear vision of what might actually be attainable in 
the GWOT. A dreary feature consistent throughout 
the period was that the political leadership seemingly 
did not care to listen, would not learn, and resisted 
change to policies even as obvious chains of errors 
in political judgment built on specious assumptions 
guiding the effort was leading to the needless loss of 
thousands of lives and trillions of dollars with little to 
show for it. 

A fourth lesson, perhaps the one of greatest value 
to the rising generation of new leaders, may be that 

after twenty years of prosecuting the GWOT, the 
Nation may actually be more vulnerable today to the 
type of large-scale terrorist attacks that originally pre-
cipitated the war while at the same much less secure 
from peer enemies—most notably China—that spent 
the same twenty years investing in improving its econ-
omy and advancing its military-related technologies 
in a wide variety of fields. If nothing else our Chinese 
adversary has shown a penchant for pragmatism that 
may well be worth emulating, placing its own national 
interests above everything else. This lesson might be 
perhaps the most useful if taken to heart by rising 
generations of young national leaders both in and out 
of the military as they weigh where in the future how 
to best invest both the Nation’s treasure and lives in 
securing its interests.   

—Editor

Soldiers assigned to the 10th Mountain Division stand security 15 August 2021 at Hamid Karzai International Airport, Kabul, Afghanistan. 
Soldiers and marines assisted the Department of State with an orderly drawdown of designated personnel in Afghanistan. (Photo by Sgt. 
Isaiah Campbell, U.S. Marine Corps)



Invites Your Attention to 

To view What We Need to Learn: Lessons from Twenty Years of 
Afghanistan Reconstruction, visit https://www.sigar.mil/interac-
tive-reports/what-we-need-to-learn/index.html.

To view Collapse of the Afghan National Defense and Security 
Forces: An Assessment of the Factors that Led to Its Demise, visit 
https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/evaluations/SIGAR-22-22-IP.pdf.

The Special Inspector General reports noted below examine the past two decades of the U.S. assis-
tance and reconstruction efforts in Afghanistan. They detail how the U.S. government struggled to 
develop a coherent strategy, to understand how long the stabilization missions would take and what 
would be required to ensure the projects were sustainable, to effectively staff the efforts with trained 
professionals, to negotiate the  security challenges posed, to tailor efforts to the Afghan cultural and 
political context, and to understand the long-term impact of programs undertaken. The reports high-
light certain bright spots but also reveal how the effort ultimately failed after spending twenty years 
and more than a trillion dollars trying to rebuild and stabilize Afghanistan. Examining and implement-
ing the programs initiated will be essential to identifying critical lessons to prevent waste, fraud, and 
abuse in future reconstruction missions elsewhere around the world, and mainly to save lives.
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W E  R E C O M M E N D

Haunted by Clausewitz’s Ghost
Moral Forces in the Collapse of the Afghan Military

In this first place winner of Military Review’s 2022 DePuy Writing Competition, J. B. Potter critiques the 
outcome of U.S. involvement in the twenty-year conflict fought in Afghanistan using the concepts of 
war outlined by Carl von Clausewitz in his master work On War. He asserts that a principal cause for 
strategic failure in Afghanistan was the overly mechanistic method U.S. strategists attempted in waging 
the conflict without due consideration of the underlying moral forces Clausewitz emphasized with 
regard to underpinning an enemy’s motivation and resilience. 

To view “Haunted by Clausewitz’s Ghost” from the November-December 2022 edition of Military 
Review, visit https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/English-Edition-Archives/
November-December-2022/Potter/.


