AFGHANISTAN:
AN INEVITABLE OUTCOME

The images of the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan were heartbreaking. A war conducted by
less than 1% of American adults was finally felt by millions of others who were horrified by the
loss of 13 American soldiers’ lives, the anguish of Afghans and American citizens desperate to
leave, and the fear of those left behind. Scenes of the Taliban brandishing their weapons in
Kabul were a grim reminder of the brutal past under the Taliban.

As chaotic and tragic as the withdrawal was, we should not lose sight of the fundamental issue.
The U.S. government must be held accountable for continuing an unwinnable war in
Afghanistan.

I know this first-hand as | worked in Afghanistan as an international attorney helping to
strengthen the rule of law. 1 was willing to forego the comforts of my San Francisco home to
support the justice and corrections systems in Afghanistan. I lived in a shipping container, wore
a flak jacket to meetings, and rode in armored vehicles fearful of my surroundings. Having
worked on behalf of the U.S. government for the previous 15 years in thirty countries, | thought |
could make a difference in Afghanistan. After 20 months living in Kabul, I knew I could not.

It was painfully obvious to civilian practitioners, like me, that the U.S. did not apply the
fundamental principles of effective international assistance in Afghanistan. Afghans, not
Americans, must initiate reforms that meet the needs of Afghanistan. The Afghan government
must have the political will to initiate the reforms with sufficient Afghan capacity to implement
them. Afghans must assume ownership of the reforms to ensure their sustainability. While well-
intentioned, the U.S. generated reforms in Afghanistan that ran counter to all three fundamental
principles. As a result, failure was inevitable.

Former Defense Secretary Robert Gates admitted that the U.S. provided “assistance in its own
image” and tried to "build a different kind of country in Afghanistan.” The U.S. established a
highly centralized Afghan government when Afghans were accustomed to a federal system with
autonomous regions. The U.S. supported a formal justice system when most Afghans historically
entrusted the resolution of their civil conflicts to local community leaders in an informal justice
process. The Afghan attorneys with whom I worked confided in me they would never use the
formal justice system for their civil disputes. The U.S. and NATO allies trained hundreds of
thousands of Afghan security forces to fight the Taliban and yet many of them, primarily the
police, were incompetent, illiterate, and unmotivated.

The lack of political will to advance these reforms was prevalent throughout Afghanistan. It was
exacerbated by massive corruption among Afghans at all levels, from senior governmental
officials and warlords down to the patrol level of the security forces. Hundreds of billions of
dollars were allocated to build the hard and soft infrastructure of Afghanistan. The easy flow of
unregulated money fueled corruption which, in turn, undermined the fundamental principles of
ownership and sustainability of reforms. This immense funding also resulted in enriching many



U.S. contractors while greatly enlarging the U.S. governmental workforce. Afghan citizens were
the last to benefit from these costly reforms.

It is no surprise that the Taliban, who controlled 90% of the country in 2001 and were driven
from power by the U.S. invasion, slowly returned from Pakistan to Afghanistan. Over time, they
were welcomed by local Afghans in rural areas as the Taliban were effective in implementing
their strategy for winning the hearts and minds of Afghans. The Taliban provided needed social
services, particularly an efficient yet crude informal justice process that Afghans favored over a
government court system, which they widely viewed as corrupt and incredibly slow.

The U.S. in implementing its counterinsurgency hearts and minds strategy, a strategy that was
tried and failed in Vietnam, focused on reforms that emulated American values for which there
was no political will nor capacity to implement. While the U.S. reforms were misguided, the
American military and civilian men and women with whom | worked were deeply committed to
supporting them in their pursuit of enhancing U.S. national security.

The Taliban’s precipitous control of the country is the result of shared accountability. Although
the U.S. strategy was flawed, it is the Afghans who are ultimately responsible for their country.
Afghan security forces did not have fire in their belly to fight the Taliban. Instead, they quickly
retreated, leaving behind their U.S.-supplied weapons and equipment for the benefit of the
Taliban. The President of Afghanistan shamefully fled the country and left behind a failed
government that did not have the will nor capacity to meet the basic needs of Afghans.

Americans should be outraged by the $2 trillion expenditures over the past two decades in
Afghanistan resulting in the loss of over 2,300 American lives and tens of thousands of Afghan
lives. These taxpayer dollars could have been used to help millions of Americans during the
2008-2009 housing crises, enhance the country’s infrastructure, and improve America’s
education and healthcare systems, among other governmental services.

The U.S. was never going to win the war, as conducted, in Afghanistan. That fact was painfully
obvious to those of us who worked in Afghanistan implementing assistance that prioritized
America’s strategic goals over Afghanistan’s societal needs. This is not the first war the U.S.
lost as a result of imposing its will on foreign citizens while fighting the enemy. When will
America ever learn?
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