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Preface 

On August 20, 1998, in response to the U.S. embassy terror attacks in Kenya and 
Tanzania, President Clinton launched Operation Infinite Reach by deploying cruise 
missiles to destroy al-Qaeda positions in Afghanistan. The attack inaugurated the 
first official military action in U.S. history on this landlocked nation, situated at the 
heart of Asia. The event likely marked the first time most Americans had ever heard 
of al-Qaeda; yet a mere three years later, when President George W. Bush declared 
a Global War on Terror in response to the 9/11 terror attacks, the Taliban, al-Qaeda, 
and its leader, Osama bin Laden, had all become household names. The resulting 
2001 Operation Enduring Freedom, aimed to root out and destroy al-Qaeda and any 
group harboring them; and for the first time in its history, NATO invoked Article 
5—the principle of collective defense. This act of solidarity firmly united the U.S. 
and its allies against global terrorism. From this initial special operations mission, 
the war on terror morphed into “the longest war” in American history, a conflict that 
spanned twenty years and four presidencies—five including President Clinton’s. 

The War on Terror eventually expanded into the U.S. invasion of Iraq to defeat 
Saddam Hussain and stabilize the country for the Iraqi people. However, the mission 
degenerated into a quagmire of insurgency that ultimately thwarted U.S.-led nation-
building efforts. In 2011, President Obama ended the war in Iraq to shift U.S. attention 
to the “good war”1 in Afghanistan, which itself was on the verge of becoming a 
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When President Trump took office, he called the war in Afghanistan a “total 
disaster ”3 and, like his predecessors, vowed to destroy al-Qaeda. Yet even President 
Trump’s deployment of the “mother of all bombs,” considered one of the largest 
non-nuclear weapons in use by the U.S. military, did not achieve that end. Instead, 
in a surprise move in February 2020, President Trump directly negotiated with the 
Taliban and signed the Doha Agreement to end the Afghan war. The Doha Agreement 
called for the complete withdrawal of all American troops by August 30, 2021. 
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of eradicating the terror responsible for 9/11? What of the millions of Afghans 
abandoned and left on the brink of starvation? Did we adequately plan for the safety 
of those who supported U.S. efforts and fulfill the promises made to them, especially 
the Afghan women? Why did the U.S. ultimately fail to “win the hearts and minds” of 
the Afghan people? Finally, has abandoning Afghanistan irrevocably damaged U.S. 
global credibility, influence, trust, and the equilibrium of Great Power Competition 
in the region? 

These are just some of the compelling questions the authors address in this book. 
The long and tumultuous course of America’s Longest War in Afghanistan demands 
further rigorous academic scrutiny to better inform future strategic engagements, 
missions, and post-conflict reconstruction efforts. We must especially understand 
the vital interplay between geopolitical, security, economic, religious, cultural, and 
ethnic dimensions that critically impacted Afghan War efforts and which continue 
to affect the modern Great Power Competition today. China and Russia are moving 
quickly to fill the region’s void and shift the balance of power on the geopolitical 
and economic battlefield of the Central Region. Lessons from Afghanistan: America’s 
Longest War offers forward-looking suggestions that incorporate key lessons learned 
over the past two decades, to better inform U.S. re-engagement in this vital region. 

Only when these lessons are learned and applied in earnest to create a new way 
forward can original U.S. objectives in Afghanistan be achieved and present-day 
obligations to a nation in crisis be met. Only then can “the longest war” in American 
history be considered a success. 

Dr. Adib Farhadi, Ph.D. 
University of South Florida 

Tampa, USA
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