
73

vol.38:2 summer 2014

Negotiating the Great Game: 
Ending the U.S.  

Intervention in Afghanistan
Jamie Lynn De Coster

INTRODUCTION

Nearly thirteen years into the U.S.-led intervention in Afghanistan, 
the conflict appears to have frustrated international political and military 
efforts to end it. After the U.S. invested in a counterinsurgency strategy, 
a decisive conclusion to the conflict continues to be undermined by the 
Taliban’s safe haven in Pakistan’s impenetrable tribal areas and by the 
on-again, off-again diplomatic efforts to reach a political settlement. What 
fragile progress was made in recent years to end the insurgency now seems 
to have stalled. Instead, at the time of this writing, the Taliban are gradually 
regaining their strategic momentum, the Afghan government is posturing 
to fragment along old ethnic and tribal fault lines once international troops 
leave, and the United States is steadily losing its ability to influence both 
the Afghans and the Taliban. 

Focusing analysis on the United States and the Taliban only, this 
article aims to examine how the United States reached this point by: 
identifying the key inflection points in the evolving U.S. intervention in 
Afghanistan and its implications on ending the Taliban-led insurgency; 
showing the contributions of the U.S.-led civilian-military resource “surge” 
and counterinsurgency strategy in setting the conditions for a negotiated 
political settlement; examining why the conflict has frustrated interna-
tional negotiation efforts to date; and addressing the question of whether 
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or not opportunities currently exist to cultivate conditions for a sustain-
able peace agreement before the end of 2014, when the International 
Security Assistance Force (ISAF) will formally end combat operations in 
Afghanistan. 

Meanwhile, time is running out. If the United States wants to shape 
the outcome of the war and the regional implications in its favor, it will have 

to do so prior to 2015, when its coercive 
leverage will significantly decrease. Yet, 
the United States cannot successfully 
influence the end of the war under self-
imposed time constraints. As the clock 
ticks toward U.S. military withdrawal, 
continued combat operations with no 
progress on defeating the Taliban’s safe 
haven in Pakistan serves only to sustain 
the status quo of violent conflict. On 
the international level, at the May 
2012 NATO Chicago Summit, alli-
ance leaders affirmed their commit-

ment to an “irreversible transition”1 in Afghanistan, further encouraging 
Taliban leadership to regenerate their losses, bide their time, and strike on 
Kabul in 2015. 

The situation also grows more difficult for U.S. policymakers to navi-
gate. Washington continues to be domestically pressured to substantially 
withdraw troops and resources; anything less is fiscally unsustainable and 
politically unjustifiable. The trajectory of U.S. diplomatic efforts will not be 
able to bring a meaningful political solution, reconciliation, and stability to 
the region. U.S. negotiation rhetoric has rapidly devolved into a timeline-
driven discussion to get out of Afghanistan, while the Taliban have recog-
nized that the U.S.-set withdrawal date by December 2016 negates their 
need to negotiate. The United States finds itself at risk of compromising 
its own redlines to get the Taliban to negotiate at all, and the interests of 
the Taliban and the Afghan government do not appear to converge beyond 
wanting the withdrawal of international forces, which makes reconciliation 
especially difficult to achieve at all. Indeed, the time for a political solution 
in Afghanistan may not yet be right. Even so, the United States and its 
allies feel enormous pressure to transition out of armed intervention. Even 
at the risk of a renewed civil war. 

Now, the pragmatic way ahead for the United States is not to end the 
conflict, but to get out of it, while hoping to maintain some capability to 

As the clock ticks toward 
U.S. military withdrawal, 
continued combat operations 
with no progress on defeating 
the Taliban’s safe haven in 
Pakistan serves only to sustain 
the status quo of violent 
conflict.
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continue countering terrorists who threaten U.S. interests abroad and at 
home. The comprehensive civilian-military counterinsurgency strategy was 
the best option to terminate the war and eliminate the Taliban’s entrenched 
power. A selective counter-terrorist approach would not have achieved the 
leverage needed to do so. Instead, it would have only contained the conflict 
so the fledgling Afghan government could survive. The United States missed 
its chance to shape a meaningful political solution when their negotiating 
leverage was strongest—at the height of the counterinsurgency campaign. 

THE U.S. “SURGE” IN AFGHANISTAN (DECEMBER 2009—SEPTEMBER 2011)

Between December 2009 and September 2011, the United States 
was able to build enough coercive power, leverage, and political capital 
through the counterinsurgency strategy to force the Taliban to the negoti-
ating table. However, the U.S. diplomatic strategy to negotiate a political 
settlement was not yet fully developed. 

In the summer of 2009, General Stanley A. McChrystal, the newly 
appointed Commander of ISAF was tasked with providing a multidisci-
plinary assessment of the situation in Afghanistan. His classified report, 
later infamously leaked to The Washington Post,2 painted a bleak picture: the 
Taliban was growing and winning despite every aspect of NATO’s collective 
effort. In order for the Afghan government and ISAF to regain the initiative 
and reverse insurgent momentum, a more credible and effective strategy 
was needed. General McChrystal and his team recommended a population-
centric approach that would need to be “properly resourced and executed 
through an integrated civilian-military counterinsurgency campaign to earn 
the support of the Afghan people and provide them with a secure environ-
ment.”3 The McChrystal report, and the political pressure surrounding its 
leak, drove the White House to announce a surge of resources and troops 
into Afghanistan, and to support a strategy of counterinsurgency. 

President Obama’s plan to address the deteriorating situation in 
Afghanistan was announced in his December 2009 speech in West Point, 
New York. Convinced that U.S. security was at stake, President Obama 
stated: “We must deny al Qaeda a safe haven. We must reverse the Taliban’s 
momentum and deny it the ability to overthrow the government.”4 Largely 
supporting General McChrystal’s recommendations, President Obama 
authorized 33,000 additional troops to target the Taliban-led insurgency, 
to secure population centers, strengthen the capacity of Afghanistan’s secu-
rity forces and government, and create the right conditions to enable the 
Afghans to take responsibility for their future. Most importantly, he empha-
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sized the importance of transition and ending U.S. involvement in the war. 
To limit the duration of this “surge,” the President expressly directed that 
in July 2011—eighteen months later—the additional troops would begin 
to come home.5 While the use of resources would increase in the short-
term, the costs were necessary, but not unlimited. For the U.S. military, 
this meant that while they were deploying to execute a full-fledged coun-
terinsurgency, a necessary ebbing of forces and of the mission would follow. 

The Comprehensive Civil-Military Counterinsurgency Campaign 
that began in early 2010 strove to do as much as possible with all avail-
able resources. For the first time, what military leaders described as the 
“right inputs”—concepts, organizations, command and control struc-
tures, and resources—were put in place in Afghanistan.6 The Anaconda 
model of counterinsurgency provided the theoretical underpinning of the 
strategy. Using both military and civilian sources of power, equal pressure 
was applied against all factors that were assessed to fuel the insurgents—
attacking their logistics, intercepting their communications, discrediting 
their ideology, eradicating their safe havens, and winning the hearts and 
minds of their popular support base. The confluence of the various efforts 
was intended to squeeze the insurgency to its death. 

The ISAF military headquarters in Kabul oversaw numerous subor-
dinate organizations that managed both traditional military missions, such 
as Special Operations Task Forces and conventional infantry brigades and 
non-traditional programs conducting other essential counterinsurgency 
tasks7 that blended military command and control with civilian post-
conflict doctrine to address governance, economic development, and rule 
of law shortfalls. During the surge alone, ISAF organizations were estab-
lished to address corruption and criminal patronage networks,8 to promote 
local reintegration and national reconciliation,9 and to build rule of law 
capacity on the local and national levels.10 Additionally, ISAF worked to 
coordinate their activities with the international organizations and diplo-
matic missions in Afghanistan, as well as the Afghans. 

While there was a corresponding U.S. interagency “civilian surge” 
in President Obama’s plan,11 it was the U.S. military that controlled the 
preponderance of resources and access to Afghanistan’s most contested prov-
inces and districts. Interagency personnel often deployed and embedded 
with military units to advise them; however, the majority of surged civil-
ians stayed in Kabul in the embassy/United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID) compound and focused on building the capacity 
of national institutions. This meant that wherever the U.S. military oper-
ated, particularly in key terrain districts and villages,12 junior officers and 
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senior enlisted soldiers were negotiating, building infrastructure, advising 
on governance, economic development, and rule of law—mission sets they 
were not doctrinally trained to do, particularly without expert civilian 
supervision. 

Parallel to these efforts, ISAF was also advising, training, and equip-
ping the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) and the government-sanc-
tioned local security forces. The NATO 
Training Mission-Afghanistan (NTM-
A), established in November 2009, was 
charged with the ambitious task of trans-
forming the Afghan National Army and 
Afghan National Police from 192,000 
poorly trained, poorly equipped, and 
poorly-led forces to 352,000 profes-
sional soldiers and policemen capable 
of safeguarding the Afghan people and 
fighting the insurgency themselves by 
the end of 2013. Simultaneously, U.S. 
Special Forces teams were mentoring 
and partnering village- and district-level 
militias to transform them into “Afghan 
Local Police.”13 These neighborhood 
watch units were specifically chosen to 
strengthen the security force presence 
in strategically important areas where 
there was little ANSF and ISAF presence. These armed Afghans became a 
surge of forces themselves, developed with the size and combat skills needed 
to ensure that the United States could confidently transfer combat opera-
tions to the Afghans and exit out of the conflict. 

From July 2010 to September 2011, when the campaign reached 
the zenith of the surge resources and sustained operations through two 
“fighting seasons,”14 the momentum began to shift. The “clear, hold, 
build”15 model arrested the Taliban’s momentum in key areas and reversed 
its momentum in traditional Taliban strongholds in the south and south-
west of Afghanistan where the main effort of counterinsurgency efforts 
were focused. Overall, violence levels in the country dropped for the first 
time since 2005, despite nearly four times as many international troops and 
over five times as many ANSF conducting operations.16 Special Operations 
Forces “kill or capture” raids nearly doubled the number of fighters removed 
from the battlefield from the previous year.17 By July 2011, there were over 

…[W]herever the U.S. 
military operated, 
particularly in key terrain 
districts and villages, junior 
officers and senior enlisted 
soldiers were negotiating, 
building infrastructure, 
advising on governance, 
economic development, and 
rule of law—mission sets they 
were not doctrinally trained 
to do, particularly without 
expert civilian supervision. 
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1,800 insurgents who intended to “reintegrate” into Afghan society and 
stop fighting across the country, with 2,000 potential more in negotia-
tion;18 indeed, the campaign recognized that it could not kill and capture 
its way out of the insurgency. Meanwhile, NTM-A conducted impressive 
and unprecedented work aimed to build both the size and the quality of 
the Afghan security forces in record time. 

While military leaders cautioned that this progress was fragile and 
reversible,19 it was time to begin to transfer the control of key popula-
tion centers, over time, from ISAF to the Afghans in order to begin the 
surge troop drawdown as scheduled. The November 2010 NATO Lisbon 
Summit provided the framework for transitioning security responsibilities 
from NATO to Afghan security forces by the end of 2014, and reaffirmed 
NATO’s long-term commitment to Afghanistan.20 The summit declaration 
underscored transition as a conditions-based and not a calendar-driven 
process, and the Lisbon framework significantly hinged on whether or not 
the ANSF were capable of taking the security lead. The irreversibility of 
transition and the long-term success of the counterinsurgency strategy, 
however, would depend on the amount and the timing of pressure applied. 
“Together with our Afghan partners,” the ISAF counterinsurgency guid-
ance read, “get our teeth into the insurgents and don’t let go.”21

The real value of the Lisbon Summit was in the Lisbon Declaration 
itself: ISAF contributing countries agreed to provide the resources and the 
troops needed to support the counterinsurgency mission until the end of 
2014. For ISAF leadership on the ground, Lisbon bought the campaign 
precious time and space beyond President Obama’s looming drawdown 
date. It was clear that July 2011 surge troop withdrawal date would mark 
a fundamental shift in U.S. policy on Afghanistan, which would, in turn, 
erode the support of the other ISAF nations. ISAF leadership on the ground 
believed that in order to give the Afghan government its best fighting chance, 
much progress would need to be made before transition and international 
withdrawal. The 2014 date would also anchor U.S. policy decisions and 
prevent the administration from announcing a total U.S. withdrawal in a 
presidential election year, giving the military more time to make progress. 

Relentless combat operations placed enormous pressure on the 
Taliban network throughout the surge year, which began to erode the 
Taliban’s effectiveness, weaken the Taliban’s resolve, and prompt some 
individual Taliban cells to consider negotiation. By August 2010, U.S. 
intelligence reports indicated low insurgent morale, with some reluc-
tant to continue fighting out of fear, and generally, the reports showed a 
growing distrust of the Taliban leadership, known as the Quetta Shura, 
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safely harbored in Pakistan.22 By October, rumors circulated that several 
senior Taliban leaders had reached out to the Afghan government to begin 
talks. But, until the United States decided to join in the talks, progress 
in negotiations would be impossible; some Taliban leaders expressed their 
preference to deal directly with the United States to escape manipulation 
from Pakistan and because they viewed Afghan President Hamid Karzai as 
weak.23 The conditions on the ground appeared to be shaping the founda-
tions for a credible political agreement, and it was these perceived military 
gains that influenced the White House decision to enter into direct talks. 

Where the U.S. interagency particularly lacked consensus, however, 
was in its broader political strategy and how it was linked to the daily civil-
military operations that were being executed in the field. The discussions in 
the National Security Council process 
had not yet caught up with what had 
been set in motion on the ground, and 
while there were rumors of a few isolated 
opportunities for negotiating with the 
Taliban, there certainly was no clearly 
articulated strategy for seizing them. 

Certainly from the U.S. perspec-
tive, forging a political settlement 
would be a natural way of preserving 
the perceived gains against the insur-
gency, while reducing U.S. military 
presence there. In her February 2011 speech at the Asia Society, then-
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton announced a U.S. “diplomatic surge” 
to support an Afghan-led political process and reconciliation strategy. She 
broadly described a favorable political resolution to the conflict as one 
that “shatter[s] the alliance between the Taliban and al-Qaeda, ends the 
insurgency, and helps to produce not only a more stable Afghanistan but 
a more stable region.”24 Secretary Clinton also articulated U.S. negotia-
tion redlines for reconciliation with the insurgents: “They must renounce 
violence; they must abandon their alliance with al-Qaeda, and they must 
abide by the Constitution of Afghanistan.”25 By July 2011, a number of 
clandestine “exploratory” peace talks between the United States, Taliban, 
Pakistan, and Afghan governments had taken place with the support of 
a handful of other countries. Then-ISAF Commander General David H. 
Petraeus, was reportedly meeting with supposed Taliban interlocutors in 
his office in Kabul.26 Efforts to pursue political reconciliation with the 
Taliban in the surge phase, while nascent, were increasingly earnest. 

Where the U.S. interagency 
particularly lacked consensus, 
however, was in its broader 
political strategy and how it 
was linked to the daily civil-
military operations that were 
being executed in the field. 
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War termination theorists broadly argue that U.S. strategic thinking 
on ending wars is not as well developed or as coherent as it is on starting 
and executing wars.27 Examined through a war termination lens, however, 
the pillars of ISAF’s counterinsurgency strategy during the surge actively 
drove towards creating suitable conditions to end the conflict. As illus-
trated in Figure 1, ISAF’s comprehensive civil-military counterinsurgency 
strategy aimed to produce one of three military outcomes: 1) drive the 
Taliban to full capitulation through the use of overwhelming force; 2) frag-
ment and weaken the insurgency to ensure it is strategically ineffective and 
divorced from al-Qaeda; and 3) build the capacity and capabilities of the 
ANSF to hold off insurgent advances themselves. All three of these military 
objectives directly supported efforts to forge a negotiated ending to the 
conflict once the diplomatic strategy was in place—as the termination of 
war is both a military and diplomatic business. 

Figure 1: Comprehensive Civil-Military Counterinsurgency Efforts to End the War

The top military leadership, when planning and executing the surge, 
was critically focused on ending the war for two reasons: 1) international 
force levels, resources, and contributions would drop considerably by the 
end of 2012; 2) political and domestic support in the capitals of the troop 
contributing nations was quickly eroding. General Petraeus, one of the prin-
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cipal architects of the strategy, was well versed in both the political and mili-
tary challenges he faced in order for the United States to come out of this 
conflict on the positive side of history. His recent experience in Iraq focused 
his leadership at the helm of the Afghan conflict to be cognizant of critical 
U.S. domestic “centers of gravity” that would both help and hinder the 
campaign. On the ground, Petraeus and his commanders focused ruthlessly 
on fighting and eliminating the enemy as quickly as possible, but in keeping 
with his counterinsurgency guidance. In essence, he intended to do as much 
as possible and bring all of his resources to bear, for as long as his civilian 
bosses let him. It was his best chance at success, given his short timeline. 

If the counterinsurgency strategy is to be faulted, it is to be faulted 
in its ambitious agenda to try to address everything at the same time. 
State-building theorists stress the importance of timing and the order of 
initiatives to execute sustainable state building.28 ISAF’s security, gover-
nance, and development lines of operation sought to tackle the causes of 
conflict, in particular, greed, grievance, and ethnicity; the conflict itself, 
with both conventional and special operations; and terminating the conflict. 
Considerable emphasis was placed on reintegration programs for fighters 
on the local level and political reconciliation with the Taliban at the stra-
tegic level. In the main effort areas of Helmand and Kandahar provinces, for 
example, the military forces were well positioned to execute the strategy. They 
penetrated the most contested areas of the country where other international 
organizations could not reach, and with 
them brought persuasive power in the 
form of resources—money, materials, 
essential services, and firepower. 

It can be argued that it was this 
power that generated the “progress” in 
Afghanistan as quickly as it had. Yet, 
such conditions often produce what 
Barnett and Zurcher call “compro-
mised peacebuilding,” where “peace-
builders” pursue stability with local 
elites “creating the appearance of 
change while leaving largely intact 
existing state-society relations.”29 This 
may not be conducive to creating the 
conditions for a sustainable peace at all. Ironically, in the Afghan case, the 
peacebuilders who had the most significant interaction with local elites 
were often soldiers who were not trained in the peacebuilding practice. 

While it is too soon to tell, 
well-intentioned surge efforts 
may simply have reinforced 
existing ethnic cleavages 
between the Pashtun south 
and the Northern Alliance, 
which could increase the 
risk of civil war once the 
international security forces 
transition out. 



the fletcher forum of world affairs

vol.38:2 summer 2014

82

While it is too soon to tell, well-intentioned surge efforts may simply have 
reinforced existing ethnic cleavages between the Pashtun south and the 
Northern Alliance, which could increase the risk of civil war once the inter-
national security forces transition out. 

Barnett and Zurcher’s point is particularly important in framing the 
strategic relationship between Afghan government officials and the primary 
representatives of the international community. If the surge did manifest 
itself as a form of compromised state-building, it would predict that as 
the local elites’ power interests are threatened or as these interests increas-
ingly diverge with those of the international community, the local elites 
would increasingly exert their sovereignty and obstruct the peacebuilders’ 
efforts. There are already indications that this happened and is happening. 
Once the drawdown was announced in July 2010, and the Afghans became 
acutely aware that the international community would leave with its forces 
and resources, the relationship between the Afghans and the international 
actors, especially with the United States, began to change. In the year that 
followed the surge, symptoms of their ethnic divisions started to show more 
prominently in Kabul, which would later directly affect U.S.-led negotia-
tions to end the war with the Afghan government and the Taliban. 

Yet, the pressure applied on the insurgents by the surge forces gener-
ated an enormous amount of political and diplomatic leverage in a short 
period of time. Hard power had provided a window for non-violent 
conflict resolution strategies. This leverage, in theory, would have put U.S. 
negotiators in a position of strength at the table from the onset of the 
talks. However, a number of tactical blunders and political dynamics over 
the year following the surge would jeopardize the progress that was made 
and significantly lessen the leverage the surge team paid such a high price 
to gain. Plans for a negotiated settlement, and the U.S. involvement in 
shaping it, would stagnate. 

TRANSITION, PROBLEMS WITH PAKISTAN, AND A SHIFT  
IN U.S. POLICY (SEPTEMBER 2011—SEPTEMBER 2012) 

The momentum would begin to shift back to the Taliban’s advantage 
between the traditional “fighting seasons” of 2011 and 2012. The power 
that the United States had accumulated to influence the Afghan conflict 
began to diffuse as a function of its revised policy in the region, especially 
once the timeframe for the end of combat operations was set for December 
2014. Numerous tactical mistakes would also take their toll on the narra-
tive of progress. Waning U.S. coercive leverage on the Taliban, due in part 
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to a breakdown in U.S.-Pakistan relations30 and unchallenged Taliban safe 
haven in the tribal region, significantly constrained negotiating efforts. 

After implementing a broad counterinsurgency strategy, U.S. policy 
refocused on the original two, more narrowly defined, core goals to rein-in 
the war and prepare to bring it to a close: to deny safe haven to al-Qaeda and 
to deny the Taliban the ability to overthrow the Afghan government.31 A 
better strategy to pursue these more limited goals would have been a targeted 
counter-terrorism campaign, but at this point it was too late to abruptly 
shift the strategy. This evolving U.S. Afghanistan-Pakistan regional strategy, 
driven by policymakers’ timelines in Washington and not by conditions on 
the ground, called for a reduction of forces, an end to combat operations, 
and a natural transition to Afghan security lead. As the policy shifted, the 
overlap of U.S. and Afghan objectives increasingly diverged. The Afghan 
government became anxious about the forthcoming reduction in interna-
tional assistance and is still faced with what they perceive to be numerous 
existential threats both within and outside its borders. This reality often 
encourages Afghan officials to deviate from what the United States wants 
them to do and hedge with other potential partners to protect their interests.

In late June 2011, as promised in his December 2009 speech, President 
Obama announced his decision to withdraw all 33,000 surge troops by 
September 2012.32 That following year would prove to be especially chal-
lenging for the United States as it faced a policy-driven downsizing of its 
operations. Although such a drawdown and transition of combat opera-
tions to the Afghan military and police is a natural and necessary evolution 
in ending involvement in the conflict, the timing and management of this 
drawdown proved to be precarious: ISAF simultaneously had to fight a 
resurgent enemy with fewer capabilities, and counter a growing narrative 
that the international community is losing the war.

On the ground, a number of ISAF tactical gaffes significantly affected 
the strategic tide of the war. Numerous incidents, involving U.S. forces in 
particular, strained ISAF’s progress—video footage of Marines urinating 
on Taliban corpses, soldiers caught inadvertently burning Qurans, and the 
American killing spree that killed seventeen civilians and caused a wide-
spread backlash. Afghans violently rioted and protested U.S. “occupation” 
and the danger to U.S. bases forced them to go on lockdown for many 
days. Additionally, there was a disturbing increase in the number of “green 
on blue” attacks—incidents where Afghan soldiers turn violent and often 
deadly on their ISAF trainers; the number of incidents in 2012 was nearly 
five times higher than from 2003-2009, and nearly triple the number of 
incidents in 2010.33 The Taliban were able to maximize these ISAF mistakes 
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to rally their Taliban fighters and inspire other Afghans to resist. This adept 
strategic communication combined with numerous attacks on ISAF bases 
and convoys negated any positive press coming from the country. 

At home, support for the U.S. involvement in Afghanistan’s war 
plummeted below 30 percent—below the lowest support for Iraq’s highly 
unpopular war—amidst an economic crisis and a presidential election 
campaign.34 The confluence of domestic factors in all of the ISAF troop 
contributing nations put enormous political strain on the war effort and 
encouraged international discussions for accelerating a delicate transition 
and withdrawal process, especially as the Taliban continued to conduct 
sensational attacks, many of which were planned, resourced, and launched 
from Pakistan’s lawless border region. 

It became clear by fall 2011 that despite all of the headway in 
Afghanistan, the campaign had not been able to reach and defeat the 
Taliban in their Pakistani safe haven. This condition directly due to 
Pakistan’s harboring of insurgents, militants, and terrorists and the failure 
of U.S. military and diplomatic efforts to convince them to do otherwise. 
U.S.-Pakistan relations had taken a fateful turn when, in May 2011, a team 
of U.S. Special Forces raided the compound of al-Qaeda chief Osama bin 
Laden (OBL) in Pakistan and killed him. While Americans celebrated in 
the streets, there was much that remained unresolved in a bilateral rela-
tionship characterized by fits and starts. In Pakistan, the OBL raid would 
have more troublesome consequences for the United States and mark a 
new inflection point in regional insecurity. Although the relationship was 
already rocky after the Raymond Davis affair,35 the success of the United 
States surge into Afghanistan was increasingly pressuring the Pakistan mili-
tary to hedge on the ultimate defeat of the Taliban, and to abandon their 
support of militants and Afghan Taliban in the border region. Pakistani 
counterinsurgency operations in the tribal areas, which had begun to pres-
sure fighters from the east in coordination with U.S. operations in the 
west, lost steam as relations between the two uneasy allies faltered. Despite 
the progress on the Afghan side of the border, the OBL raid reaffirmed to 
Pakistan that the U.S. would not be able—and did not have the will—to 
decisively beat the Taliban now that OBL was dead. 

U.S.-Pakistan cooperation and progress along the border completely 
ceased when, in November 2011, an ISAF airstrike responding to a close-air 
support call inadvertently killed twenty-four Pakistani soldiers. At this point, 
Pakistan’s lackluster counterinsurgency efforts in the tribal areas were having 
little strategic effect, much of the communication and coordination on joint 
Pakistani and U.S.-Afghan border operations stopped, and the Pakistanis 
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closed the border for ISAF supply lines, which would not reopen until July 
2012. The only tactical tool the U.S. had left to squeeze the Taliban was the 
covert CIA drone strikes, but tacit Pakistani acquiescence for this program 
also began to erode and it has remained unpopular since then. 

Meanwhile, the only silver lining left—the lynchpin of the U.S.’s exit 
strategy—turned ominously black when U.S.-Taliban peace talks suddenly 
halted in March 2012. The Taliban, blaming the United States for a “shaky, 
vague, and erratic standpoint,” did not want to involve the Afghan govern-
ment in the negotiations as the Americans insisted, calling it “pointless.”36 
Efforts up until then primarily entailed some discussions of prison transfers 
and other potential confidence-building measures to include setting up a 
political office in Doha, Qatar, who had agreed to facilitate the meetings. 

The strategic landscape of the Afghan war remarkably changed in 
the short period between fall 2011 and fall 2012. The cumulative effect of 
these significant events and attacks, combined with the loss of Pakistan’s 
cooperation,37 considerably decreased the negotiation space and stagnated 
any U.S. progress towards ending the war.

THE AMERICANS HAVE WATCHES, THE TALIBS HAVE TIME:38  
WHY THE TALIBAN ARE WAITING FOR WITHDRAWAL AND  
THE UNITED STATES MISSED ITS CHANCE TO END THE WAR

While over 50,000 military troops,39 humanitarian aid workers, and 
diplomats still slog on the ground in spring 2014, the Taliban is safely 
biding its time for U.S. troop decline to 9,800 in 2016 to reinvigorate their 
insurgency. When the withdrawal time-
line was announced, the United States 
lost significant political capital, power, 
and leverage—accumulated during the 
surge—to decisively end the fight. The 
best chance the United States had to 
end the Taliban-led insurgency was to 
forcefully negotiate a political settle-
ment, which included credible enforce-
ment mechanisms, with the Taliban in 
summer 2011, when the counterinsur-
gency strategy had demonstrated its effectiveness. 

Since September 2012, when the last of the 33,000 surged troops 
left Afghanistan, progress toward ending the violence in Afghanistan has 
been stunted even further. Negotiations with the Taliban briefly gained 

When the withdrawal 
timeline was announced, the 
United States lost significant 
political capital, power, 
and leverage—accumulated 
during the surge—to 
decisively end the fight. 



the fletcher forum of world affairs

vol.38:2 summer 2014

86

momentum with the buzz surrounded by the “Doha talks” in Qatar, only to 
be abruptly halted when the office closed public talks with the U.S. within 
twenty-four hours of its opening.40 The United States has since shifted its 
negotiating energy on securing a Bilateral Security Agreement (BSA) with the 
Afghan government for a post-2014 U.S. security presence in Afghanistan. 
That effort hinges on the smooth transition of presidential administration, 
so much so that in February 2014, President Obama ordered the Pentagon 
to prepare for a full U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan by the end of the 
year,41 with no option for an “enduring presence.”42 In early 2014, the 
Taliban dealt another blow to U.S. negotiators when they suspended talks 
to free American captive, Sergeant Bowe Bergdahl, in exchange for Taliban 
prisoners held in the U.S. detention facility in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba.43 
Sergeant Bergdahl was released in late May 2014, but negotiations were 
limited to details of the prisoner exchange. No progress was made toward 
ending the Afghan conflict, which undermined ISAF and bolstered the 
Taliban.

The impact of the counterinsurgency strategy on the Taliban is 
unquestionable. ISAF increases in Special Operations Forces raids were 
particularly effective in targeting insurgent leadership and in attacking facil-
itation networks, while conventional clear and hold operations displaced 
the Taliban from major population centers or forced them to go under-
ground. Militarily, the Taliban were unable to directly compete with ISAF 
and ANSF in conventional combat, and any Taliban “offensive” campaigns 
were predominantly unsuccessful. They inflicted minimal enemy casualties 
and rarely, if ever, gained territory they could hold. Relentless ISAF opera-
tions, especially in the 2010 and 2011 fighting seasons, hurt the Taliban in a 
number of ways. First, ISAF targeting of Taliban local ground commanders 
caused confusion and leadership shuffling that impeded their operations in 
those areas for many months. During this time, ISAF Special Operations 
teams had the capacity to kill or capture roughly 400 insurgent leaders 
every ninety days. Second, ISAF attacks on Taliban logistics lines and facil-
itation networks made it difficult for fighters to acquire materials to make 
instruments of war such as improvised explosive devices. Individuals who 
facilitated the Taliban’s war-making to include bomb makers, smugglers, 
and financiers were aggressively targeted by ISAF. Third, the Taliban lost 
legitimacy with Afghan people concentrated in major population centers, 
including Kandahar province, the birthplace of the Taliban movement. 
Cumulatively, the Taliban suffered organizational inefficiencies, the loss of 
experienced leaders, and an erosion of popular legitimacy, which resulted 
in numerous internal disagreements. 
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Although the Taliban have suffered severely in strength, funding, and 
tactical proficiency during the surge, Taliban commanders still strongly 
believe that their mission to reconquer Afghanistan and to reestablish a 
caliphate will prevail for a number of reasons. First, continued faith in the 
Taliban’s cause is significantly bolstered by religious ideology. The Taliban, 
in their insurgency’s narrative, champion the Quranic concept of “jihad” as 
a struggle that requires total commitment, until the war is won.

The Taliban, who perceive that this war is a just one sanctioned by 
Allah, is not easily going to give up fighting without achieving their aim. 
Examined in this light, ISAF’s military strategy is not politically armed 
to combat the Taliban’s fundamental “center of gravity,” that is, unless it 
is empowered to decisively annihilate 
them, which it is not. 

Secondly, the Taliban, in their 
revised strategy, have redoubled efforts 
to demonstrate their legitimacy to 
govern, and despite counterinsurgency 
efforts, remain influential among the 
population. In many areas, Taliban 
“shadow governments” are still able to 
provide local, sharia-based governance, 
unbiased mediation, judicial systems 
free of corruption, as well as an inde-
pendent voice for the Afghan people. 
For most rural Afghans, these are the 
only government services necessary 
to maintain order and stability in a 
village. The Islamic dispute resolution 
services administered by the Taliban are 
viewed as more legitimate than those 
based on the Afghan Constitution 
that are provided by corruptible district and provincial governments. The 
message to Afghans is powerful: the Taliban can deliver justice where 
other Afghan leaders have failed. Generally, the Taliban have worked to 
refurbish their image and have stressed relationship-building with local 
elders and villagers when they are in villages to solve disputes, purchase 
supplies, or meet with tribal elders. Indeed, it is increasingly difficult for 
Afghans to completely avoid contact with the Taliban, and it is becoming 
harder for ISAF to differentiate between Taliban facilitators and Afghans 
who have simply come into contact with the Taliban. 

The Taliban, who perceive 
that this war is a just one 
sanctioned by Allah, is 
not easily going to give up 
fighting without achieving 
their aim. Examined in 
this light, ISAF’s military 
strategy is not politically 
armed to combat the 
Taliban’s fundamental 
“center of gravity,” that is, 
unless it is empowered to 
decisively annihilate them, 
which it is not.
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Most critically, the Taliban are reinvigorated by the end of ISAF 
combat operations in 2014. While the military drawdown in Afghanistan 
appeals to U.S. domestic, economic, and political pressures, it has also 
given the Taliban space to regenerate, outlast, and, with Kabul unpro-
tected by international forces, set a date to execute a decisive assault on the 
capital. Once ISAF’s military capabilities and forces are gone, the Taliban 
are confident in their ability to defeat the ANSF and anticipate a quick and 
decisive victory.44 

As a result, the Taliban have shifted their strategy to hasten the ISAF 
withdrawal, which includes moderating their rhetoric on human rights-
based issues that western countries stress, e.g. allowances for the education 
of girls.45 In the summer of 2011, after ISAF began the phased security 
transition to Afghan lead, Mullah Omar directed that no Taliban fighter 
interfere with any part of ISAF transition and withdrawal. Accordingly, 
the violence trends seemed to match this directive: transition activities in 
the provinces and districts have not met much opposition, and instead, 
the Taliban are encouraging asymmetric attacks on ISAF bases and troops 
instead of launching offensives to reclaim territory in hopes of pressuring 
ISAF troop contributing countries to withdraw faster (this tactic has 
worked on the French who withdrew early, despite their commitment at 
Lisbon to stay until December 2014).46 In another attempt to speed up 
international withdrawal, Mullah Omar announced in August 2012 that 
the Taliban would be willing to negotiate with the Afghan government 
once ISAF had completed its withdrawal.47

NEGOTIATING IN THE GRAVEYARD OF EMPIRES

With an adaptable, resolute enemy like the Taliban, negotiating a 
political agreement to end the war is a daunting task. Since an outright 
military victory is likely to be unsustainable without constant international 
force presence, the peace process itself will be essential in setting a baseline 
for Afghanistan’s long-term stability. This process will take time. Using a 
few analytical tools from conflict resolution and negotiation theory, this 
next section outlines why it is unlikely that a solo U.S. effort will result in 
a negotiated agreement to end the war before ISAF’s withdrawal in 2014. 

The Taliban as “Total Spoiler”

Can an organization like the Taliban be seen as a genuine party at 
the negotiating table? Powerful ideology, such as the Islamic tradition that 
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guides the Taliban, motivates the leadership of the insurgency to pursue 
total power and directs that their goals are not subject to change. Mullah 
Omar, as the spiritual leader of the movement, both symbolically and prag-
matically drives the Taliban war. There is no legitimacy to a Taliban decision 
without his support; therefore, he is the lynchpin of any genuine nego-
tiated agreement between the Taliban and the Afghan government. The 
former U.S. Special Representative to Afghanistan and Pakistan, Richard 
Holbrooke, believed that eliminating Mullah Omar was critical. He did 
not believe that the United States could negotiate with him personally.48 
But with Mullah Omar harbored in Pakistan, and with U.S.-Pakistan rela-
tions still rocky after the OBL raid, the United States is unlikely to reach 
him in the near-term. 

Pragmatic traits at the negotiating table such as compromise, open-
mindedness, and conciliation, are in fundamental opposition to the ethos 
of the group, thus making it extraordinarily challenging to achieve a 
genuine negotiated agreement to the conflict. In the case of the Taliban, it 
is also likely to prevent a grand ceasefire from either being signed or imple-
mented. Stephen John Stedman classifies this as the behavior of a “total 
spoiler,” a group that is irreconcilably opposed to any peace agreement 
requiring compromise.49 A total spoiler’s commitment to a peace process 
is merely a tactic to gain some advantage in the conflict, or potentially to 
buy time. The Taliban likely feigned interest in negotiations as a tool to buy 
time and create operating space immediately after the Afghan surge had 
severely weakened their capacity to wage war. 

This does not mean, however, that the Taliban do not recognize the 
merits of using reconciliation and accommodation as tactics to reconsoli-
date their power base. The Taliban have formalized their own mechanisms 
to reconcile Afghans fighting for the government and have publically 
relayed their intention to include all Afghan ethnic groups when they 
rebuild Afghanistan.50 The Taliban are also attempting to co-opt and coerce 
members of the Afghan government to switch sides in order to erode the 
Afghan government’s legitimacy and to secure long-term support for their 
government. In addition to informal bargaining with Afghan officials, 
the Taliban reinforce their point with fear and intimidation; fighters are 
directed to aggressively target and, if necessary, assassinate them.

Where Interests Do and Do Not Converge

Since the Taliban’s ideology, and therefore their negotiating position, 
is unlikely to change, it is worthwhile to search for potential areas of shared 
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or compatible interests with the United States.51 Further explored below is 
an analysis on whether or not these interests exist. 

Based on cursory analysis, it appears that the Taliban’s interests and 
non-interests are fairly clear. They are interested in accelerating ISAF’s with-
drawal, as it will enable them to proceed with military operations to regain 
control of traditionally Taliban territory; they are willing to concede ties 
with al-Qaeda because it is not integral to their efforts; they are interested 
in returning to Afghanistan to lead their insurgency within their country; 
they understand that if they are to return to power in Afghanistan, they 
would require international recognition as an organization and would 
not want to be hampered by sanctions. However, the Taliban’s military 
and political strength is integral to their identity. Without coercive force, 
the Taliban would not be interested in terms forcing them to surrender, 
disarm, acquiesce to liberalizing social reforms, pledging allegiance to the 
current Afghan government, or holding minimal positions in government. 

Figure 2: Taliban interests and non-interests52

The Taliban IS Interested In… The Taliban IS NOT Interested In…

n Accelerating ISAF withdrawal
n Breaking ties with Al-Qaeda
n Returning their leadership to Afghanistan
n Lifting sanctions against them 
n Being recognized as a legitimate 

organization

n Being forced to surrender
n Being forced to disarm
n Liberalizing social reforms 
n Pledging allegiance to President Karzai
n Assuming a secondary position in 

government

There are opportunities to maximize a few converging interests. 
The United States would be amenable to conceding to Taliban interests 
to include lifting sanctions against them and allowing for the safe return 
of their leadership to Afghanistan. The United States would be especially 
satisfied if the Taliban could demonstrate a decisive and public split from 
al-Qaeda, acknowledging that they would not harbor an organization 
committed to attacks on the United States homeland. 

Nevertheless, the real contention lies in the liberalizing reforms that 
the new, more democratic Afghanistan has adopted such as increasing the 
rights and education of women. If given a chance, there is no indication 
that the Taliban would choose to become a productive part of the political 
process; the irreconcilable alternative then being the continued Taliban aim 
for regime change and renewed conflict. Moreover, many urban Afghans do 
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not believe that the Afghan government is interested in allowing the Taliban 
a meaningful role in government, even if they decided to participate, due to 
strong opposition and pressure from the Tajik Northern Alliance.

Figure 3: U.S. Redlines for negotiations with the Taliban53

Negotiating with the Taliban: U.S. Redlines 

The Taliban must:
n Renounce violence
n Abandon their alliance with Al-Qaeda
n Respect the Afghan Constitution

The Afghan government must:
n Protect Afghan human and political rights
n Remain committed to democratic 

governance 
n Continue advancing women’s rights

The only real convergence of interests is that all the major stakeholders 
at the negotiating table have a strong interest in getting ISAF soldiers out 
of Afghanistan. The United States wants to pull its troops out, but must 
ensure al-Qaeda does not regain a foothold in Afghanistan. The Afghan 
government wants to exert its sover-
eignty and take the lead for security, 
but recognizes the need for continued 
international aid to keep their power 
and legitimacy. The Taliban wants 
ISAF’s capabilities and combat power 
out of Afghanistan in order to continue 
their march on Kabul. The Pakistanis 
want to use Afghanistan as a platform 
for regional instability in order to build 
strategic depth against India. In light of 
this, the only leverage the United States 
may have left is a credible threat that the United States and international 
community will return to Afghanistan if the Afghan government falls. 

Culture, Communication, and Miscommunication

It is also worth layering the cultural complications and miscommuni-
cations that are involved in a U.S.-Afghan negotiation process on top of this 
already complex environment. Throughout Afghanistan’s history, foreign 
governments have gravely misunderstood the complex interplay of tribal, 
religious, and government forces and how they shape the political dynamics.54 

…[T]he only leverage the 
United States may have 
left is a credible threat 
that the United States and 
international community will 
return to Afghanistan if the 
Afghan government falls.
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Afghans fiercely resist foreign pressures to unify, and their internal differ-
ences only reinforce their disunity. No central government has ever directly 
governed all of Afghanistan’s provinces mainly due to tribal and religious 
resistance. Afghan nationalism since the Taliban were ousted, particularly 
among the urban and educated, is driven by economic progress and new 
liberalizing freedoms; but in the rural areas, Islam continues to be a unifying 
force, which makes these areas especially vulnerable to Taliban take-over.

Not surprisingly, the culture gap between Americans and Afghans 
has led to numerous misunderstandings and miscommunications. For 
example, many Afghans do not understand why foreign forces are in their 
country in the first place. They still remember the Soviet occupation with 
resentment, and they project that resentment onto ISAF. Since ISAF’s stra-
tegic communication efforts have not overcome this barrier, the Taliban 
can easily control the message to the Afghan people through local mosques 
and radio broadcasts. In turn, general public dissatisfaction with ISAF 
placed enormous pressure on the Afghan government and made it difficult 
for the United States to broker deals with them. 

The United States experienced great difficulty negotiating the terms 
of the U.S.-Afghanistan Strategic Partnership Agreement, in which the 
United States agreed to relinquish control of detention centers and reluc-
tantly agreed to “Afghanize” all special operations “night raids,” repre-
senting two major compromises on the U.S. side. This is partly due to 
U.S. negotiating style, which has culturally shaped them to be pressured to 
make a deal by timelines set in Washington. The United States has placed 
a lot of emphasis on negotiating specific and detailed agreements, which 
are framed by redlines, and frankly communicates their positions, feelings, 
and frustrations.55 This upfront and often impatient approach is difficult to 
reconcile with the Afghan style of negotiating, which requires a significant 
amount of time and is viewed more as a relationship-building process.

U.S. sensitivity to the short timeline will affect any negotiated peace 
agreement, particularly if they are willing to make major concessions in 
the short-term that may compromise any hope for long-term stability. 
Indeed, the current negotiation strategy looks more like a plan to negotiate 
a graceful, face-saving exit. 

Absence of a Mutually Hurting Stalemate

At the height of the surge, the conflict may have edged close to 
reaching a mutually hurting stalemate, a condition where parties perceive 
they are locked in a painful “conflict from which they cannot escalate to 



93

vol.38:2 summer 2014

negotiating the great game:  
ending the u.s. intervention in afghanistan

victory” and they seek a way out.56 The Taliban in the summer of 2011 
were under immense pressure and in danger of fractioning. It is poten-
tially the closest they have been to a breaking point since the initial U.S. 
invasion in 2001. Yet, tactical blunders combined with ISAF’s announced 
withdrawal in 2014 have shifted this trajectory and renewed Taliban confi-
dence in their struggle. With continued safe haven in Pakistan and no U.S. 
leverage to change that condition, the Taliban will continue to regenerate 
and plan operations against ISAF, and once ISAF withdraws, the Afghan 
government. 

The Taliban, who can be characterized as “true believers” in I. William 
Zartman’s work on ripeness theory, may never reach a mutually hurting 
stalemate. Zartman argues that, for true believers, the pain of violent 
conflict justifies its struggle, strengthens the group’s determination, and 
is unlikely to lead them to compromise.57 Additionally, for the individual 
Taliban fighter, there are religious promises for external rewards if they 
continue their struggle. In such cultures, Zartman argues, hurting stale-
mates are meaningless since “breaking down and agreeing to negotiate are 
a denial of the very ideals that inspired the resistance in the first place.”58

Maybe the United States squandered its moment of ripeness when 
the coercive leverage that the surge generated dissipated, or perhaps the 
Taliban is the sort of organization that never would capitulate under 
any circumstances. Nevertheless, while waiting for an opportune “ripe” 
moment to end the war, the United States should continue to search for 
creative solutions. 

The American Alternative to a Negotiated Agreement

It is now clear that U.S. military and diplomatic pressure generated 
from the surge will not be enough to end the war despite all of the resources 
applied to the problem and all of the military gains made. Of the three 
war termination strategies the military simultaneously pursued (full Taliban 
capitulation, Taliban group fragmentation, and transition to a capable 
ANSF), the first two are highly likely to fail. First, without Pakistan coop-
eration, the United States will not be able to force the Taliban to full capitu-
lation; they are currently unreachable in the lawless tribal areas. Second, 
efforts to split or fracture the Taliban—equally dependent on Pakistan—to a 
point where they are either publically divorced from al-Qaeda or too weak to 
take down the Afghan government after ISAF transitions will not work. The 
United States should not assume that the Taliban has a breaking point and 
it would be a mistake to underestimate their resilience and determination. 
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The third strategy, effective transition to Afghan security forces, relies 
on the capabilities and strength of the Afghan Army and Police to defend 
critical areas such as Kabul and other major urban centers from Taliban 
take-over. The international community has invested billions of dollars in 

the equipping, training, and fielding 
of this fledgling force—and will need 
to continue to do so beyond 2014. As 
major combat units are transitioning 
out of the provinces, the focus is now 
on partnering and mentoring the 
Afghan army and police. Security force 
assistance and international funding to 
support them must therefore remain 
a primary objective post-ISAF with-
drawal, as it is the United States’s best 
alternative to a negotiated agreement. 

To also ensure U.S. national 
security objectives, they will need to 
negotiate an enduring presence with 
the Afghan government that allows for 
counter-terrorism capabilities. Keeping 
such infrastructure in place also makes 
the threat that the United States will 
return to Afghanistan with force if the 
Afghan government falls a credible one. 

Meanwhile, the international community should double down on conflict 
prevention strategies to hedge against the potential outbreak of civil war 
after ISAF transitions out, and bolster up the strategic communications 
plan aimed at delegitimizing the Taliban. 

There will be no “silver bullet” or “holy grail” for forging a peace 
agreement to end the Afghan war; it is likely to be a long, muddled, and 
challenging process, which would require endless patience to get it done 
right. This is not to say the international community should abandon 
efforts to negotiate an agreement or stop promoting reconciliation—as 
there are many other sources of instability and conflict in Afghanistan. 
Ethnic divisions, organized crime, and warlordism still exist, and can feed 
into civil war after ISAF withdraws. International faith in resolving the 
conflict now rests in the ability of the Afghan government—and those who 
chose to participate in it—to create opportunities for inclusivity, dialogue, 
and a national narrative for peace. But, it also relies on the ANSF and their 

…[E]ffective transition to 
Afghan security forces, relies 
on the capabilities and 
strength of the Afghan Army 
and Police to defend critical 
areas such as Kabul and 
other major urban centers 
from Taliban take-over. The 
international community has 
invested billions of dollars 
in the equipping, training, 
and fielding of this fledgling 
force—and will need to 
continue to do so beyond 
2014. 
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ability to keep Taliban violence under control. International investment 
in both the Afghan government and the ANSF must, therefore, continue. 

CONCLUSION

Afghanistan’s war termination dilemma can be crudely summarized: 
the Taliban are in the war to win the war, the Afghans are too divided to 
win the war without international help, and the United States does not 
need to win the war to achieve its core policy goals. If the United States’ 
goal was to decisively end the war, counterinsurgency was the right strategy. 
It simultaneously pursued three ways to end violent conflict: forcing the 
full capitulation of the enemy, fracturing the enemy beyond effectiveness, 
and creating a native security force able to withstand the enemy’s advances 
and secure the land. 

Even so, it appears that there was no consistent or clearly articulated 
goal driving policy and strategy. This was demonstrated when U.S. policy 
refocused on more limited goals in 2011 (that were perhaps best achieved 
through a selective counter-terrorism approach). At the same time, the 
diplomatic strategy needed to pursue political settlement was not ready 
when the military campaign drove 
the Taliban to the table in early 2011. 
Unfortunately, the window for mean-
ingful negotiation shut early, as U.S. 
coercive leverage waned shortly there-
after. Back in Washington, interagency 
divisions, and ultimately, the White 
House’s suspicion of the Department 
of Defense59 also made for muddled 
policy and inconclusive outcomes. 

As a result, the U.S. adventure 
in “the Graveyard of Empires” will end 
in uncertainty and Afghanistan will 
remain somewhere between war and peace—gone seem the days of black 
and white military victories. In Pakistan’s tribal areas, the Afghan Taliban 
are unreachable and can reinvigorate their campaign once ISAF concludes 
combat operations in December 2014; they have no good reason to discon-
tinue their insurgency. But will the Afghan security forces be able to keep 
their attacks contained? Was the U.S. investment in developing these forces 
the best alternative to a negotiated agreement with the Taliban? 

On the whole, conditions are currently not ripe for a political solution 

…[T]he U.S. adventure in 
“the Graveyard of Empires” 
will end in uncertainty and 
Afghanistan will remain 
somewhere between war and 
peace—gone seem the days 
of black and white military 
victories. 
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to the conflict, nor is U.S. policy actively creating favorable conditions to do 
so. Perhaps a more limited approach than comprehensive counterinsurgency 
would have given the United States more regional influence in the long-
term, including an agreement to maintain a few military bases from which 
to stage counter-terrorism strikes in the region. A signed Bilateral Security 
Agreement is critical for the United States to continue supporting the ANSF, 
and to maintain a counterterrorism capability in the region.

Nevertheless, it remains in the United States’ best national security 
interests to remain a key player in resolving the conflict. To get the parties 
in the conflict back to the negotiating table, to regain the momentum 
there, and to influence a sustainable political settlement, the United States 
has only one significant bit of leverage left: the credible threat that if the 
Afghan situation deteriorates, the United States will return with over-
whelming force. f
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